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 1 – Akzar 
 
      
 
    We crested the final peak and took in the view before us. 
 
    A vast plateau lay beyond the mountain ridge, reaching to the horizon. Thin groves of trees dotted the otherwise barren and rocky land. 
 
    Right in the middle of that vast space was a large city that was shaped as a perfect circle. Even from this distance, I could see it was highly structured. Broad avenues spread radially from the circle’s center, and streets lay in evenly spaced rings. It looked almost as if it had been sculpted. 
 
    “This is Akzar, Dread Totem,” said Bob, the hobgoblin lieutenant, with a touch of pride in his voice. 
 
    Looking at the large city, I couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed. “I thought your previous settlement was just a village. This is a grand city.” 
 
    Bob chuckled. “This is just a frontier military outpost. It was established barely a decade ago and has a relatively small population of around 20,000.” 
 
    “That’s small?” 
 
    He nodded. “Akzar’s army is sufficiently large to maintain security within and around the city. There is a sizable civilian presence providing support as well; traders, craftsmen, etc.” 
 
    “Hopefully they’ll be able to supply us with the Viridium we require,” I noted. That was, after all, our main reason for coming here; to gain access to the city’s store of the precious metal. 
 
     “A city this size normally has sufficiently advanced smiths and shamans to produce the metal, but that is not the problem.” 
 
    Yulli huffed, “Problem? I’ll turn anyone who tries to stop us into a pincushion for my arrows.” 
 
    The female hobgoblin scout, now a tier 1 boss, had a fiery personality, to say the least. She was proud, quick to anger, and not above making her point with the tip of her sharpened arrows – as many of her trainees had learned on their own flesh. 
 
    Bob shook his head. “You were just a grunt at the time, so you are not aware of the intricacies of our society. Military hierarchy determines everything. My rank as a lieutenant should let us into the outer ring, but it won’t be enough to see us through to the inner one, let alone the upper ring. However, I might be mistaken. It’s been a while since I’ve been here; things might have changed. We should proceed carefully.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Yulli demanded. “What ring?” 
 
    “Look carefully.” He pointed at the city. “See the wall that circles the city? That’s just the outer wall. It surrounds the outer ring. It houses the majority of the city’s population; mostly simple soldiers and the lower-ranked civilians. We should have no problem going there. If you look closely, you’ll see another circular wall inside, bordering a smaller area. That’s the inner ring, where the high-standing civilians live. It will prove more difficult to gain access. Soldiers are barred from entry. Only those with a high enough rank may enter, or those invited by the residents. We’ll need to find someone to sponsor our entry. I have a contact there who should be able to help us. Once we make it in, we should be able to find what we need.” 
 
    “What about the upper ring?” I asked. 
 
    “There is no way we will be admitted there. Only the high-ranking officers, the shamans, and the influential civilians are allowed in. But I believe we won’t need to get there. The inner ring should provide all our needs, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Akzar Access I 
  Gain access to Akzar’s inner ring. 
  Quest Type: Simple, chain 
  Reward: 1,000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I didn’t share my lieutenant’s confidence. My experience as a gamer told me I would probably have to gain access to the upper ring as well. 
 
    “Well then.” I put my demon staff in my inventory. It wouldn’t do to carry it around in a city where goblins are viewed as fodder. “Let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We had left Goblin’s Gorge yesterday. Using Shadow Teleport, I transported myself and my two companions to the farthest reach of Nihilator’s influence, beyond Raider’s Camp, covering half the distance to Akzar in seconds. 
 
    From there, we marched on foot, passing through a forest and climbing the mountain range dividing our territories. 
 
    It took us several hours to cross the plains surrounding Akzar, and we reached the city’s outer gates at high noon. The hobgoblin guards eyed us all suspiciously. 
 
    Remember, I’m your slave. Yulli, let Bob do the talking. I communicated telepathically using the magical ‘Earing of the Warlord’ I’d taken from Barska. 
 
    “Halt!” commanded one of the guards, and the two behind him crossed their spears. I could sense the presence of more guards inside the walls. They were alert and ready for a fight. 
 
    “I am Borbarabsus, returning from one of our remote war camps,” Bob said calmly. “I have brought a goblin prisoner and an elite warrior as an escort. 
 
    The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Rank?” 
 
    “I’m a lieutenant.” 
 
    “Hmm …” The guard had so much hair on his face it almost looked like fur. His eyes lingered on me and he frowned. “That is a goblin chief. You expect me to believe it is your slave? And why have you let him keep such an expensive-looking cloak?” 
 
    <Oh … he thinks I look expensive. I like this one,> Vic chuckled, his cloaked shape fluttering over my shoulders. 
 
    I thought he’d say something about my enchanted Pyrolith Gambeson, but I wasn’t going to raise the issue. Instead, I covertly analyzed the talkative guard. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ShinGimel, Hobgoblin Corporal 
  Level: 20 
  HP: 204, MP: 100 
  Background: Trained as a warrior since birth, ShinGimel was assigned to a raiding party against a warring clan and won, though at a heavy cost. As one of the few survivors, he was assigned the prestigious duty of a gate corporal upon his return to Akzar. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    For a mere hob, level 20 was impressive. I analyzed the other guards. They were all identical level 10 warriors with exactly 100 hit points each. 
 
    Bob moved a hand to his sword hilt. “You question my right of passage? Move aside or I’ll remove your head.” 
 
    The guard seemed unfazed and raised his hand. A dozen arrow points appeared out of the arrowslits in the wall behind him. 
 
    Bob was a level 21 lieutenant, and definitely stronger than the guard, but I didn’t want to risk him becoming a pincushion. While I debated my options under the guise of a ‘slave,’ Yulli acted. 
 
    The level 24 boss moved swiftly. She reached ShinGimel and grabbed the front of his leather armor, turning him so his body shielded her from the pointing arrows. With another fluid motion, she drew a dagger from her belt and held it under his bare neck. “I am Yulli, an elite scout, slayer of travelers and trainer of warriors,” she said. “You will let us enter if you value your life.” 
 
    The hob’s eyes flickered. “I … I can’t let you in with a goblin chief without proper authorization.” 
 
    “Here is my authorization.” Yulli pressed on her blade slightly, drawing a thin line on his neck. 
 
    “Enough, enough! I see now you are truly one of the elites, esteemed Yulli. You may enter.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +50 reputation with Akzar and all its factions 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 950 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It seemed Bob was correct about hobgoblin culture putting a high value on strength and that our actions as a group reflected back on our clan. 
 
    Yulli lowered her dagger and patted the flustered guard’s cheek. “That’s a good boy.” 
 
    ShinGimel’s nose twitched, but he held his tongue. 
 
    Bob marched through the gate and Yulli and I followed. 
 
    A wide road led from the gate’s entrance for a hundred meters, ending in another walled gate. Narrower ring roads branched off the main boulevard. The buildings closest to us were small, but I could see bigger ones deeper in the city. I spotted a large, three-story barracks at the end of the road and what looked like another in the distance. 
 
    Hobgoblin soldiers patrolled the orderly streets, marching in perfect unison. There were other races walking around as well. I spotted several bugbears, orcs, and even a few Ogres. Chained goblins were sweeping the streets, and a couple of them were repainting the side of a house. A stern-looking hob holding a whip was keeping watch on them. 
 
    What now? I broadcast my thought. 
 
    Bob looked at me. “I suppose we can try the gate to the inner ring.” He didn’t sound very convinced. 
 
    I nodded. Vic, you should probably switch into something a little more inconspicuous. 
 
    <I guess you’re right … Don’t worry, I have just the thing in mind!> 
 
    His cloak-like body started to change, becoming shorter and reforming as a circle around my neck. 
 
    <There, how do you like that, Boss?> 
 
    Did you just transform into a slave’s collar? 
 
    <Sure did, Boss. All things considered, it matches our circumstance, don’t you think?> 
 
    I fought back an impulse to reach up and tear the collar from my neck. Vic was right, we would likely encounter fewer problems if I was wearing a sign of slavery. I just hoped the fact that it was purple wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. 
 
    “Ahem.” Bob seemed uncomfortable. “I’m afraid your armor also looks out of place. Slaves don’t usually wear armor.” 
 
    I looked down at myself. The Pyrolith-scaled leather armor I wore was enchanted and of obvious high quality. 
 
    <Yeah, Boss. You don’t exactly fit this … ‘chain of command.’ Hehe, get it? Chain of command?> 
 
    Yes Vic, very shrewd of you. 
 
    I removed my armor and put it in my inventory. I felt exposed without it, but my companions were right. I would stand out more if I wore it. 
 
    We made our way down the main boulevard toward the inner ring’s gate. About halfway through, the road branched off left and right into a wide street that seemed to circle the city. Following the branching streets with my eyes, I could see they ended in two inner walls bordering about a third of the circle-shaped ring. 
 
    “Those are the entrances to the other two districts,” Bob explained. “The outer ring is divided into three districts, each one ruled by a different commander. This allows for better management and quicker deployment of our forces.” 
 
    “Efficient,” I remarked. 
 
    “Indeed, Dread Totem.” 
 
    We reached the gate leading to the inner ring. Through the opening, I could see more buildings. These were reminiscent of a ‘normal’ city; shops, inns, two-story residences, and the like. 
 
    “Hold!” Another guard moved to block our way and motioned for us to stop. “I do not know you. Do you have permission to enter?” 
 
    I analyzed him as well. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  D’kin, Hobgoblin Sergeant 
  Level: 40 
  HP: 412, MP: 200 
  Background: Trained as a warrior in the army since birth, D’kin was later assigned to a raiding party against a warring clan. The raid was a success, and his chief rewarded him with the prominent position of an inner gate sergeant. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <These guys seem to go on raid parties against warring clans a lot,> Vic said. <I’m not sure getting turned into a glorified doorstop is much of a reward.> 
 
    That’s probably a big thing in hob society, I said. Why do you even care? 
 
    <I don’t. I’m just a little disappointed in Dad’s resourcefulness. He could have invested a little more in this place’s background.> 
 
    What are you talking about? 
 
    <Remember that delightful conversation you had with that meat-suit lawyer? He told you that your presence in this area forced Guy to generate a lot more new content all at once, right? Well, this city is part of that new content. It only came into existence after you respawned back at the Drippers Clan’s cave. According to the system lore, Akzar was only founded a decade ago, but I still expected a little more diversity from Dad. He’s getting lazy in his old age, I guess.> 
 
    Wait, you mean to tell me all those people and their backgrounds, the local customs … 
 
    <Yep, none of this existed more than a couple of months ago. I guess, in a way, you’re actually the founder of Akzar.> My purple companion snickered. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” I said dryly. I didn’t particularly appreciate the thought that I was the one behind the hobgoblin raids into our forest and their attempts to annihilate my clan. 
 
    I’d accidentally spoken out loud, drawing the attention of the gate guard. 
 
    “You have a high-ranking goblin as a slave.” He narrowed his eyes, though his voice was dispassionate. “You must be of high rank, but you will need an appropriate permit or a patron to get into the inner ring.” 
 
    Yulli eyed D’kin, but this time she seemed to decide force was not the answer. 
 
    Bob had apparently been thinking the same thing. His voice assumed a respectful tone. “I have an acquaintance inside, goes by the name Duladeen.” 
 
    The guard shook his head. “I know the name, but anyone can claim acquaintance. I will need to see proof that Duladeen vouches for you to let you in. I assume you don’t have any?” 
 
    Bob shook his head. 
 
    “Alternatively,” D’kin continued, “you can try getting a recommendation from one of the three district commanders of the outer ring. I heard they are all looking for capable warriors to assist them. Your best chance is with one of them.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly. More stupid quests. These sorts of quests would be very helpful for low-level players who wanted to adopt Akzar as their starting city, grow powerful within, and gain influence with its leaders. But I was not interested in backstory-development quests. I was here for one reason only: establishing a trade agreement between my clan and Akzar in order to gain access to their Viridium stores. Then I would be able to enchant an army of high-level golems and crush my old guild. 
 
    I had no doubt Vatras had already put into motion his next plan of attack – after he respawned, of course. I had the advantage of time over him, but he had an experienced force. I needed to move quickly and had no time for pesky side missions. 
 
    I analyzed the four hobgoblin guards behind D’kin. More unnamed clones, all level 20. My Dark Mana skill was at level 52. I could use it to influence two of them at once. 
 
    So that’s what I did. 
 
    While Bob continued talking to the sergeant, I reached out to two of the guards behind him and infected their brains with my mana. The two guards swayed unsteadily as I took over their minds. Then they leveled their spears and thrust forward. 
 
    D’kin blinked and looked down at the two spearheads protruding from his chest. 
 
    The two had scored critical stealthy hits, draining over a hundred HP, but D’kin was level 40 and not one to be trifled with. With their weapons still embedded in his torso, he drew a machete, whirled around, and attacked my two dominated minions. The other guards just stood there, watching the fight impassively. 
 
    I could feel Vic’s sneer as he uttered, <Stupid puppets!> 
 
    Let’s go! I urged, leading my bewildered companions through the gate, where we found ourselves inside the inner ring. 
 
    The clashing guards were too intent on their fight to try to stop us, but they did notice our actions. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: -200 reputation with Akzar and all its factions 
  Current rank: Despised 
  Points to next rank: 150 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shit, that’s not good. Our trespassing had lowered our standing in the city, which meant our quest had just become more difficult. 
 
    Like the outer ring, this one’s streets and avenues were structured to perfection, but the buildings themselves were much less uniform. They were the same gray-black color but varied in size and shape. 
 
    “Over here,” Bob urged, leading us into a side street. 
 
    I glanced behind us and saw that D’kin had already killed one of his opponents and was making short work of the other one. I hurried after my lieutenant. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” Bob said as we ran down the street. “Once that guard kills the other one, he will call for patrols to hunt us down. We have to get to Duladeen first.” 
 
    “Where is her house?” Yulli asked. The nimble scout had no trouble keeping up with our rapid pace. 
 
    “It should be just around the corner,” Bob said. “It’s a large smithy. Barska took me there for a new sword once and I struck up a friendship with one of their smiths. Here we go.” 
 
    We passed the next junction and came into view of a large, black one-story building. 
 
    Bob frowned. “Something isn’t right. It should have bellows on the outside, and the doors are closed.” 
 
    Shouting and yells of “Intruders!” rang out, and it sounded like they were getting closer. 
 
    “Over here,” Yulli said urgently. She led us into a narrow alley between two houses and drew her bow. 
 
    We hid behind a protruding wall section just in time to see a six-hob patrol passing by the main road. 
 
    “They are looking for us,” Bob said grimly. 
 
    “Yeah. We need to find your friend. Now.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Dread Totem, I do not know where that is,” he admitted. 
 
    “There’s a simple solution to that,” Yulli said. “Let’s ask someone.” 
 
    “Like who?” I asked. 
 
    In response, she nocked an arrow and let it fly in one smooth motion. I followed the arrow as it shot through the alley to land in the heart of a hobgoblin guard. He and two other guards had just entered the other end of our alley. 
 
    The remaining two hobs looked at each other in surprise and turned to flee. 
 
    We couldn’t allow them to go and call for reinforcement. I cast Shadow Teleport, intending to cut off their escape, but to my surprise, the spell fizzled. I blinked into the shadows and was promptly ejected, my body thrown against the alley wall. “Stop them,” I groaned, clenching my teeth at the unexpected pain. 
 
    Luckily, both of my companions were trained veterans. Yulli shot a stream of arrows, and one of the fleeing guards’ back turned into a pincushion. Bob reached forward with his hands, tripping the last guard with the vines he had learned to control. 
 
    The toppled guard yelped in surprise, then Yulli and I fell on him. The scout boss easily held his hands behind his back, pinning him down. I activated Mana Infusion, filling my muscles with magical strength. Taking care to avoid his sharp teeth, I placed my hand over his mouth, preventing him from screaming. 
 
    “Where is Duladeen?” I asked with a threatening tone. 
 
    The guard mumbled something unintelligible. 
 
    Bob shook his head. “It is no use asking a mere grunt something so complicated, Dread Totem.” 
 
    I analyzed our prisoner and realized he was a simple, unseeded, level 10 guard. A fodder mob. 
 
    “What then?” I whispered. “Someone might have heard the fight. We can’t stay here for much longer.“ 
 
    The guard struggled against Yulli’s superior strength. With her 26 points in Physical, she had no problem keeping him pinned down. 
 
    “Allow me,” Bob whispered back. 
 
    He bent near the guard’s head. “Building in grid F32 restructured. Location of residual resource, intersected with constructional update?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. That’s a less complex question? 
 
    <For mindless scripted puppets it is, Boss.> 
 
    The pinned guard grunted his response. “G12.” 
 
    Bob nodded and got to his feet. “It is not far from here, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “Okay. Yulli, hold him down tightly.” 
 
    “The other guards will be here soon,” Bob whispered urgently. “They are trained to efficiently comb the streets. We should leave.” 
 
    “This will only take a second,” I said and drew my black sacrificial dagger. 
 
    The scout lifted the guard’s arms even higher, immobilizing him. 
 
    I bent down and slit the pinned hob’s throat. There was no sense in wasting easy faith. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin Guard, Level 10, Sacrificed 
  +10 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I waited a few seconds for the dagger’s darkness to consume the guard and took the void crystal it left behind. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    We followed Bob through some more narrow alleyways. Occasionally, we heard patrols approaching us, but my lieutenant seemed to know where they would be going next and led us without further encounters. 
 
    We eventually stood at the end of another alley and peeked into one of the main streets. There was a rectangular gray stone house in front of us which was oddly tall for its size. A black billow of smoke rose from its chimney. 
 
    “That’s the place,” Bob said. 
 
    I stepped into the street. “Let’s head in.” 
 
    “Intruders found!” a call sounded from my right. A patrol of eight guards down the street had spotted us. These hobs looked stronger than the gate guard and wore shining metal armor. 
 
    “Hurry!” Bob urged, and we ran to the gray house. 
 
    The guards started running at us, and I estimated we had maybe 20 seconds before they reached us and cut off our escape. I hoped my lieutenant knew what he was doing. 
 
    We burst through the door and found ourselves inside the house. The interior was one big open room. A forge and an anvil were situated on the other side of us. An L-shaped desk bordered a small area at the entrance. There were shelves on the wall behind the desk where dozens of small, intricate metal statues and figurines stood. 
 
    But the most notable thing in this weird little smithy shop was its occupant. Standing at the anvil and pounding on a piece of metal with fur-covered arms, was a two-and-a-half-meter tall Minotaur. I now understood the need for the high roof; that thing was as tall as an Ogre, and his horns nearly reached the ceiling. 
 
    The Minotaur turned to look at us as we entered his shop. It laid down his hammer and gave us a wide, welcoming grin. “Welcome to Duladeen’s metallurgy lab!” 
 
    I stared, gaping at the Minotaur. His voice, though gruff, had a definite high pitch to it. It was not a ‘he’ as I had first thought. 
 
    “Greetings, Duladeen.” Bob inclined his head. 
 
    The female Minotaur looked at him curiously. “Do I know you?” 
 
    The sounds of the guards approaching became louder. 
 
    “It is I, Borbarabsus. You forged my blade,” he said urgently, gesturing to the sword at his side. “We conversed for some time, and though it was a while ago, I had hoped you might vouch for me and my companions.” 
 
    The bull-woman tilted her head and studied Bob. “I am sorry, you hobs all look alike to me, but I do remember that sword.” Her face grew angry. “That was before I was forbidden to forge weapons. But what was that about vouching–” 
 
    The door flew open and hobgoblin guards burst in, their weapons raised. 
 
    “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” Duladeen demanded in outrage. “I’m not forging anything illegal here!” 
 
    “Intruders!” the lead guardsman called and pointed his weapon at Bob. “Attack!” 
 
    My lieutenant easily dodged the blow and drew his own sword. 
 
    “Wait! I vouch for them!” the Minotaur’s voice boomed over the noises of clashing weapons. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +150 reputation with Akzar and all its factions 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 1,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Akzar Access I 
  You have gained access to the inner ring. 
  Quest Type: Simple, chain 
  Reward: 1,000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As one, the guards sheathed their swords, turned, and left the smithy. 
 
    <Pfft, mindless scripted puppets,> Vic snorted in derision. 
 
    We were lucky the Minotaur’s endorsement had raised our reputation back to Unfriendly. It would have been damn hard to walk around the streets with that ‘Despised’ flag singling us out. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    The bull-woman tilted her head again and looked at Bob. “You allow your slave to speak for you?” She sounded puzzled rather than annoyed. 
 
    I had to keep the fact that I was the one in charge hidden, but not my rank. After all, the gate guard had already pegged me as a boss. And we had an honest reason to be in the city. 
 
    Bob, tell her why we’re here, but don’t reveal I’m the leader, I instructed mentally. 
 
    Bob nodded at the smith. “This goblin is a capable enchanter. We are here looking for a specific type of metal for him to work with. I am not really familiar with the inner ring. I have only been here once, when you forged my sword.” 
 
    The Minotaur-lady snorted, her cow-like nostrils flaring impressively. “I can no longer arm you. I tried striking it out here on my own. I left my master’s smithy and used all my savings to buy this place, but your kind doesn’t take kindly to members outside of your own race making weapons. Without a hob administrator, my skills are wasted. I make metal figurines now, but the demand is low and the money is barely enough to keep the forge burning.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that,” Bob replied carefully. “But it is not weapons we need. We are interested in buying Viridium.” 
 
    She tilted her head again. Her massive horns probably weighed five kilos each, but she moved like they weighed nothing. 
 
    “Viridium? That metal is hard to forge and not durable enough to be worth the effort. You’d be hard-pressed to find a smith outside of the upper ring capable of working it.” 
 
    Something about the way she chose her words made me suspicious. I analyzed her. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Duladeen, Minotaur Smith 
  Level: 41 
  HP: 510, MP: 255 
  Attributes: P: 41, M:0, S: 5Skills: Barter 18[+3], Gore 32, Smith 51… 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Duladeen’s Smith skill was at the Expert rank! According to Malkyr, my big, boisterous player friend, that was the rank needed to work with Viridium. 
 
    I decided to wager a guess. “Do you have some in stock?” 
 
    She grinned, showing a very un-cowlike row of sharp teeth. “As a matter of fact, I do. I am the only smith in this ring who can work the metal.” Then she scowled. “If I was a hob, that would be enough to let me set up shop in the upper ring. Those narrow-minded, rule-loving, no good–” 
 
    “How much do you have?” I said, cutting her off. 
 
    “Twenty ingots,” she grumbled. 
 
    “Can you get more?” 
 
    “I can order more from the upper ring. I can probably acquire 10 more within a few days.” 
 
    That was not nearly enough. 
 
    I tried another approach. “Are you willing to establish a trade route with another settlement?” Maybe once a trade agreement had been made, I would be able to use the Export Office at Goblin’s Gorge to bring in quantities beyond her actual stock. 
 
    She looked at me and tilted her head again. “You’re a funny goblin. No, to answer your question. Only the hob nobles may negotiate a trade agreement, and they are all residents of the upper ring. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Akzar Access II 
  Gain access to the upper ring. 
  Quest Type: Simple, chain 
  Reward: 2,000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sighed. I just knew the game was going to kick me in that direction. “How much for the Viridium you have in stock?” 
 
    “Fifty gold per ingot.” 
 
    “How about 40?” 
 
    She tilted her head again, even more than before. I idly wondered if she would overdo it and lose her balance. “You are a very strange goblin,” she remarked. “But I have nothing against your kind. You’re just a smaller kind of a hobgoblin to me. I’ll sell you each ingot for 49 gold.” 
 
    I could see where this was going. “Forty-three?” 
 
    “Forty-eight.” 
 
    She was driving a hard bargain. Due to my low Social attribute, my Barter skill had reached its cap at level 11 and could not match her own 18. 
 
    “How about 50, but you’ll also forge each ingot into a sphere for me?” I countered. 
 
    “Hah!” She chuckled and beamed at me. “Agreed.” 
 
    Twenty ingots at 50 gold each came out to 1,000, about half my fortune. I would need to use my funds sparingly if I hoped to make it into the upper ring and barter with the higher-ranked traders. “I’ll buy 10 for now.” I took out the required sum and placed it on the desk. “How soon can you have it ready?” 
 
    She snorted. “All you want are simple spheres? That’s child’s play. I can forge more complex schemas than that. Ten spheres will take me about an hour.” 
 
    That was fast; faster than any of my goblin smiths, and even Malkyr. 
 
    I nodded at her, then exited the shop. 
 
    <What now, Boss?> Vic asked. 
 
    I looked grimly at the tall walls deeper inside the city. I was not going to conform and play the long game. 
 
    “Now we go into the upper ring.”


 
   
  
 

 2 – Admittance 
 
      
 
    Now that we weren’t being chased anymore, I took some time to study my surroundings. 
 
    The streets were just as orderly and symmetrical as in the outer ring, but the buildings themselves were less uniform. The conformist, militaristic architecture that dominated the outer ring had given way to more varied scenery. Not surprisingly for a frontier hob city, there were various shops selling weapons, armor, and other tools of war. There were also plenty of shops selling general goods, provisions, and adventuring gear.  
 
    Vic, I don’t get why the new players were assigned to my clan. Akzar seems a much better place for new players to start. 
 
    <Hmm, I’m not really sure, Boss. Maybe because non-hobs are treated as second-class citizens?> 
 
    Maybe, I replied skeptically. 
 
    We walked down the main road that circled the entire inner ring. We took a left at the next junction leading deeper into the heart of the city and found ourselves in front of another gate. 
 
    The upper ring, true to its name, was built on top of a small hill at the center of the city. A few steps led up to the gate, and the gate itself had a raised steel portcullis. It was narrower than the other ones spread throughout the city, just wide enough for a single wagon to pass through. Three guards stood at the entrance and dozens of archers lined the high wall above them. 
 
    Yulli bent to my ear. “I think we should tread carefully here, Chief. I might have to strain myself if we end up needing to fight.” 
 
    The archers and two of the guards were all level 30. The third hob at the front, however, was a different story altogether. 
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    I could understand Yulli’s concern. Calger was a level 50 boss and physically huge. He was enough of a challenge for the three of us by himself, even without the other guards. 
 
    The powerful-looking hob raised his hand. “State your business.” 
 
    I eyed him carefully as Bob took a step forward. Calger was wearing thick full-body plate mail. It was clearly infused with magic, as well as several other items I could sense underneath. 
 
    “We are seeking entrance to the upper ring, esteemed Punisher,” Bob said cordially. “We wish to trade with the noble merchants inside.” 
 
    I stifled a sigh. Despite his urbane speech, Bob didn’t really know how to approach a subject delicately. Any decent player would have first buttered up the guard to get on his good side, then tried to push in their angle. 
 
    Calger shook his head. “You are not nobility. Do you have permission to enter?” 
 
    Bob threw me a hopeless look then shook his head. “We do not.” 
 
    The big hob nodded. “It is obvious by your slave that you were sent by a powerful warlord, but even so, everyone must follow the rules. You will need to gain permission first, like everyone else.” 
 
    Ask him how, I thought to Bob. 
 
    “There are two ways,” the boss replied after my lieutenant repeated my question. “One, you get a signed writ from a noble, but if you could get that, you would have done it already, so that leaves you with the second option.” 
 
    “Which is?” Bob inquired politely. 
 
    “You will need the sponsorship of two influential citizens from the inner ring, as well as a blessing from one of the city temples.” 
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    Ugh, not again. 
 
    The game was intent on having me run errands around the city. This quest would no doubt lead to follow-up smaller quests that would take even more time to complete. This was all fine and good for new players who were trying to make a name for themselves in the city, but it was an inconvenient delay for me.  
 
    Still, Yulli was right. We couldn’t risk going up against the upper ring’s guards. We’d pushed through the first two gates with sheer brutality, saving several days of tedious questing, but we couldn’t use the same tactic again. There was no mild-tempered Minotaur to bail us out this time. 
 
    “Who are the influential citizens?” Bob asked when I prompted him. 
 
    “Figure it out,” the huge guard said gruffly. “But you will find them in the inner ring.” 
 
    “That’s something, at least,” I grunted to myself. 
 
    The guard’s long ears twitched, and he looked at me with obvious malice. “You should rip out your slave’s tongue. Vermin should know their place.” 
 
    I felt an unexpected heat wash over me as my goblin instinct took over and I blurted out, “And simple guards should keep their opinions to themselves.” 
 
    <Uh oh,> Vic chimed in my mind as everyone around became deathly silent. Calger’s face turned red, and his hand moved to the flail at his side. 
 
    “I miss snapping vermin necks with my bare hands,” he growled. 
 
    “Then why are you reaching for your weapon?” Once again the words escaped my mouth before I could consider them, and my fingers itched to hold my demon staff. 
 
    He let go of his weapon and reached for me. I snarled at him and started channeling my mana. 
 
    “Enough!” Bob commanded, his hand pointing at my neck.  
 
    The Vic-collar around my throat tightened and started choking me. I fell to my knees from the unexpected attack, and my hands flew up to grab the purple substance. 
 
    “I apologize, esteemed Punisher.” Bob bowed to the still angry guard. “This slave is new and still learning his place. I will make sure to punish him severely for his impudence.” He grabbed my neck and pulled me up roughly. “Let’s go, vermin!” 
 
    The shock of being strangled was enough to snap me back to my senses. I obediently followed Bob’s footsteps, leaving the angry guard behind us. 
 
    “That was quick thinking on your part, Bob; well done. But you, Vic,” I said accusingly, rubbing my sore neck. “You didn’t have to choke me so hard.” 
 
    <Sorry, Boss,> Vic said. <I had to make it look realistic.> 
 
    “I guess that’s okay,” I said, still massaging my neck. “We’re lucky Bob acted so quickly.” 
 
    My lieutenant let go of my neck once we turned a corner. “My sincerest apologies, Dread Totem, but I strongly advise we avoid further conflict with the upper ring guards. Even if we could defeat them, there’s a platoon of highly trained elite warriors within. We could not hope to defeat them.” 
 
    <Not to mention that the entire purpose of coming here is to find a peaceful way to trade with these puppets,> Vic added. 
 
    “You’re right, it was my mistake.” I rubbed my neck again. My goblin persona had taken over my actions quickly and unexpectedly. From now on, I had to make a conscious effort to maintain my composure. “How did you know to control my collar?” I asked the hob. 
 
    “Your companion told me.” 
 
    <Yeah, I sort of piggy-backed on the telepathic channel you have with your war party,> Vic explained. 
 
    That was some quick thinking. It’s a good thing Bob cut me off before it got too heated. 
 
    <Actually, I told him to pretend to control the collar, smack you over the head with the hilt of his sword, and drag you by your ankles through the street,> Vic said with a chuckle. <But your puppet is way too timid. He barely dared to grab your neck.> 
 
    I changed the subject. “So let’s decide what our next step is. I guess we should try to figure out who those influential citizens are and how to get in their good graces.” 
 
    Yulli glanced up at the setting sun. “We only have a couple more hours of daylight, Chief. We should make the most of them.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean we have to stop,” I said. “I’m not tired, and besides, we’re all stronger during the nighttime.” 
 
    Bob shook his head. “Yulli is correct, Dread Totem. Hobgoblin settlements are locked down at night and enforce a military curfew. Anyone found wandering around the streets after dark without proper permission is taken into custody immediately.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. “That’s inconvenient. Do you two have any idea how to find those ‘influential citizens?’” 
 
    They both shook their heads. 
 
    “I have only been in the inner ring briefly and only made acquaintance with Duladeen. We can try asking her,” my lieutenant suggested. 
 
    “Then we should look for an inn,” Yulli added. 
 
    I nodded. “Alright.” 
 
    We made our way through the wide main road back to the Minotaur’s shop. We encountered several hob patrols along the way, but they didn’t bother us. 
 
    “Back again so soon?” The bull-woman said cheerfully over the noise of her hammer banging at the anvil. “I’m not finished with your spheres yet.” 
 
    <I should talk to her,> Vic said. <She just missed a great pun. I would have said, ‘Your shining metal balls are not ready yet.’ Oh – or, ‘Come back later, I’m still pounding on your balls.’ Yeah, that one’s better.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Aren’t you tired of ball jokes yet? 
 
    He guffawed. <Not really, especially since they seem so important to you meat-suit types, and it’s just hanging there, you know?> 
 
    I answered Duladeen’s question, ignoring Vic’s continued laughter. “We’re actually here to ask you about something different. “Do you happen to know who can sponsor us for entry into the upper ring?” 
 
    The Minotaur looked at me, then at Bob, and tilted her head. “You sure let your goblin do a lot of the talking for you.” 
 
    Bob shrugged. 
 
    She turned back to me. “To answer your question, all hob merchants, traders, and crafters who are residents of the inner ring are considered ‘influential citizens’ who may sponsor your entry. However, this is not something that is given lightly. To sponsor someone is to vouch for their integrity on pain of death, so it would be difficult to convince most citizens to help you. You will have to build close ties and friendships first.” 
 
    I groaned. She had basically just told me I had to achieve a high reputation rank with two hobs before they’d agree to sponsor us. That would not be easy, given the hobs’ natural negative disposition toward my kind. I would have to act through Bob and Yulli, and that would be cumbersome. 
 
    “Hey, what about you?” The thought suddenly occurred to me. “You’re a citizen and a trader; can you help us?” 
 
    She snorted and shook her head. “I do like you. Your business would allow me to stay in business a while longer, but I’m afraid I can’t do that. Only a hobgoblin citizen may sponsor you.” Her eyes became thoughtful and she added slowly, “Though now that I think about it, maybe we could help each other.” 
 
    Here we go. I sighed and composed myself. “How may we be of service?” 
 
    “As I already told you, it’s hard for non-hobs to do business in Akzar. If you could find a trustworthy and respectable hob who would work with me and represent my shop, I would help you. You have to make sure such a person fully understands that I’m in charge – which could be a problem, as most hobs view other races as inferior. If you can manage that, with such a hob as the administrator and the face of my business, I will be allowed to forge and sell weapons again. I might even get to relocate to the upper ring. We would then be able to sponsor your admission to the upper ring. So you see, you will actually be helping yourself.” 
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    I had no idea how we were going to find such a hobgoblin, but at least it was a step in the right direction. “Very well, I accept.” 
 
    “Good!” She beamed at me. 
 
    “By the way, we need a place to sleep for the night. Can you recommend an inn?” 
 
    “Hmm …” She rubbed her furry chin. “There are three inns in the inner ring, but they are only for hobs. They won’t allow a goblin inside. You could try the outer ring. They might let you in, but those places draw in a rougher crowd. You will almost certainly become a target for an inebriated soldier who wants to have fun.” 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll try the inns here first, and we’ll keep an eye out for a suitable hob for you.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This was getting ridiculous. 
 
    We stood in front of The Dancing Shade, the third and last inn of the inner ring. We’d tried the other two already, and each time we were met with scorn. 
 
    “This is our last chance,” I said to my two larger companions. “You two get inside and get a feel for the place. Probe gently if I can be let inside, but if not, take a room anyway, and let me in through the window.” 
 
    “We can go to one of the outer ring’s inns instead, Chief,” Yulli said. 
 
    I shook my head. “We need to get in touch with the influential citizens of this ring; that means mingling with them. Vic will go with you.” 
 
    <I will?> Vic said with a start. 
 
    Yes, that way you can report back to me what’s going on inside. 
 
    “Are you certain that is a good idea, Dread Totem?” Bob said. “A lone goblin without a slave collar will draw attention in Akzar.” 
 
    “I’ll be okay. I’ll hide in an alley. It’s nearly dark already, and we goblins are pretty good at hiding.” I winked at him. 
 
    Vic morphed, his collar form disengaging from my neck, purple tendrils shooting out toward Yulli. The hobgoblinette gasped as layers of purple chain-like material coated the outlines of her armor. Vic covered the seams around her neck, arms, and ended with a very definite presence around her breasts. 
 
    “What in Nihilator’s name do you think you’re doing?” Yulli glowered, looking down at her chest. 
 
    Part of the purple substance morphed into a mouth. “What?” Vic said innocently. “I’m blending in with your breast-plate.” 
 
    “I am wearing studded leather armor,” she hissed at him. 
 
    “Oh.” He paused for a long moment. “Well, that changes things.” 
 
    Another long moment passed. 
 
    Yulli withdrew two daggers and placed their tips on Vic’s layer covering her chest. “Get your feelers off me. Now.” 
 
    I sighed. “Just form into your normal cloak shape, Vic. Please.” 
 
    <Oh, alright.> He did as I asked and settled as his Vicloak form around Yulli’s shoulders. The hobgoblinette huffed with annoyance but sheathed her daggers. 
 
    The two hobs turned and disappeared inside The Dancing Shade. 
 
    I walked into a narrow alley, blending in with the shadows. 
 
    Then I waited. 
 
    A few moments had passed before I heard Vic in my mind. <This one doesn’t look promising either, Boss. Puppet Bob talked with the bouncer, and they have a strict no-slave-in-the-inn policy.> 
 
    Damn. 
 
    <Don’t pout, Boss. There’s good news too.> 
 
    Do they have a slave section around there or something? 
 
    <Err … no. There are a few goblin slaves mopping the floors, but they seem to get kicked a lot; not the sort of thing you’d be interested in, I wager.> 
 
    Then what? 
 
    <The bouncer seemed to take a liking to Yulli. He invited us to a round of drinks, and let me tell you, hanging out at a proper inn with real drinks, music, and laughter is a great change of pace.> 
 
    That’s the good news? 
 
    <Yes, Boss.> 
 
    I gritted my teeth. 
 
    “Are you lost?” a voice from behind me said. 
 
    I turned around with a start. 
 
    A young hobgoblin girl was standing in the alley. She must have approached while I was talking with Vic, so I hadn’t noticed her. She was shorter than me, about the size of a standard goblin, and her features were softer than an adult hob’s. She carried a basket full of apples. 
 
    “I … er … no.” I recovered quickly. “I’m waiting for my friends in the inn.” 
 
    “But goblins cannot be left wandering the streets on their own.” Her eyes opened wide. “You'll be thrown into the slave pits.” 
 
    Her worried tone was another surprise. So far, every hobgoblin I’d encountered showed disdain for members of my race. 
 
    “I’ll be alright. I’ll just hide here until my friends come out.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Curfew is about to start. The patrols scan all the alleyways; they'll find you.” 
 
    Several apples fell from her basket as she shook her head. Feeling a bit silly, I bent down and handed them back to her. 
 
    She gave me a genuine smile. “Come with me, goblin. I’ll let you inside.” She started walking toward the inn. 
 
    “You can’t,” I protested. “The bouncer won’t let me in.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Not to the main room, silly. We’ll go through the back door, to the kitchen. My father is the innkeeper. He’ll let you in, I’m sure. All you need to do is to carry this basket for me.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure, but I took the basket from her hands and followed her lead. She led me to a wooden door on the alley side of the building. The girl pushed open the door and beckoned me inside. I followed her in and found myself standing in a clean, orderly kitchen. 
 
    A bulky-looking hobgoblin turned to face us as we entered. “Lolo, what have you brought with you?” 
 
    “Father, this goblin was all alone outside. He said his friends are inside, but Dalton won’t let him in. He’s a nice goblin, father; he helped carry my basket.” 
 
    “Damn straight he won’t let these things inside,” the innkeeper grunted. “You, goblin – you say your friends are in my inn? By law, your kind isn’t allowed in hobgoblin establishments.” 
 
    “Well, ahem …” The whole encounter felt surreal to me. I tried to get my bearings back. “They are my owners actually, I was told to wait outside, so I did.” 
 
    “He was standing in the dark alley all by himself, father,” Lolo pleaded. “It’s almost dark. He’ll be caught by the guards if he stays out. Please, father?” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +200 reputation with Daimmen 
  Current Rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 800 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Oh alright,” the bulky hob huffed. “Here, goblin – take this.” He handed me a tray with slices of freshly baked bread and a platter of butter. “Take this to your owners, then stay near them and keep your head down. I’ll tell Dalton not to bother you.” 
 
    Lolo brightened. “Thank you, father.” 
 
    “Err, yeah, thanks,” I said as I took the tray. 
 
    The smell of bread was appetizing, and my mouth watered at the aroma. I went through the door and found myself behind a counter in the inn’s main hall. The clients were mostly hobs with a few orcs and bugbears mixed in. I moved carefully between the maze of tables, ignoring the occasional dirty look thrown at me, and searched for my companions. 
 
    I finally caught sight of Yulli’s longbow above the heads of the patrons. I crossed the room toward her, trying to balance the tray and not drop anything. A few other goblins were scattered around the room. They all wore threadbare clothes, and most had chains around their wrists in addition to their necks. An elderly goblin was buffing the boots of an indifferent-looking hob. 
 
    I didn’t pay enough attention to my steps and bumped into a chair. A rough hand grabbed the nape of my neck, and an angry voice demanded, “Watch where you’re going, vermin!” Then I was pushed back and nearly lost my balance. I managed to steady myself and the tray, only dropping a few of the bread slices. 
 
    I cursed silently under my breath and suppressed the sudden rage and instinct that flared up, demanding I eviscerate the offending hob on the spot. I finally made it to Bob and Yulli’s table, put down the tray, and slid onto the seat beside them. 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Bob’s eyes opened wide. “You must not be seen here!” 
 
    “Shhh!” I whispered back. “You might be overheard. Relax; I was invited in – by the innkeeper himself, no less.” 
 
    “Daimmen allowed you inside?” Bob asked with surprise. “This is the best inn in the ring, that is why we tried it last.” 
 
    “I’m here now.” I unceremoniously drew Bob’s mug toward me and took a sip. “Good stuff,” I said, licking my lips. “So, what have you learned?” 
 
    Yulli snorted in annoyance. “None of these so-called ‘influential citizens’ would even talk to us. They are used to dealing with others of their station, or nobles. Everyone we tried to approach looked down on us and told us to come back once we had gained more status.” 
 
    Bob sighed. “I should have expected that, Dread Totem. I apologize. Our rigid social structure makes it hard for the lower castes to approach the upper ones. At this point, even if we made it into the upper ring, I’m afraid none of the traders there would even talk to us.” 
 
    That was a problem. In game terms, my lieutenant was referring to our reputation status. We simply didn’t have a high enough reputation rank with Akzar’s factions to get what we needed. We had a stroke of luck with Duladeen, but we would have to improve our reputation rank to get the influential citizens to hear us out. Normally, players would complete quests available in the city to gain reputation and endear themselves to the local authorities. 
 
    “Damn it,” I muttered under my breath. “I don’t have time for that!” 
 
    Yulli leaned forward on her elbows. “What now, Chief?” 
 
    A tendril of purple shot out from her shoulders at me. A second later, Vic had morphed his body back around my neck. <Honey, I’m home!> 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Bob, anything you can tell us about the city that might help?” 
 
    The lieutenant rubbed his chin. “I’m uncertain how to gain more status,” he said. “But losing it is easy. Committing any sort of crime is punishable by death or being thrown to The Pits. Some severe crimes reflect back on the perpetrator’s faction, costing them status.” He gave me a meaningful look. “Killing city guards is one such serious crime. If we were caught, Goblin’s Gorge would lose all chance for peaceful relations with Akzar. We were lucky there were no witnesses.” 
 
    In gamer terms, getting caught committing a crime will lower our reputation with the city’s faction, and attacking the guards will instantly gain us the ‘Hatred’ reputation rank, turning the city against us. 
 
    “What constitutes a non-severe crime?” Yulli asked. 
 
    Bob shrugged. “Stealing, trespassing, or assaulting someone with higher status.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, “so we can kill hob soldiers and get away with it?” 
 
    Bob frowned. “Yulli and I can, within reason, but any goblin that attacks any hob will be immediately thrown into the slave pits. Also, anyone attacking the city guards will be dealt with harshly, regardless of their status.” He gave me another meaningful look. 
 
    It was easy to understand that by ‘status,’ he meant ‘reputation.’ I opened my character’s interface and navigated to the local reputation screen. 
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    I said to Bob, “You did good by letting us know all that. We’ll be more careful from now on. We’re not here to get in trouble, we just need to establish trade with the city.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dread Totem.” Bob smiled and looked around. “It is weird to be back here. They are my kin, but they aren’t my people any longer.” 
 
    “Does it bother you to be here instead of back at Goblin’s Gorge?” Yulli asked, studying me closely. 
 
    I heaved a great sigh. I was doing a good job, up until now, not thinking of what I had left behind. 
 
    My valley. 
 
    My clan. 
 
    Tika. 
 
    And our soon-to-be child. 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as my thoughts strayed to my beautiful goblinette spouse. 
 
    Although she had only been with child for a day, Tika was already showing signs of her pregnancy when I left the valley. A mixture of feelings surged in me as I considered the implication, and I felt my human concerns pushing back my primitive goblin instincts. 
 
    I was in a surreal situation. Players couldn’t have kids inside the game. It was impossible. Giving birth was a biological function, but we only existed here as fragments of code representing our game avatars. NPCs gave birth all the time, sure; that was how their population grew. But they could only have children with other NPCs. My situation was unheard of, and I couldn’t figure out how I felt about it. 
 
    This child couldn’t possibly be mine. Not really. It would be some sort of VI-controlled NPC that would probably exhibit random goblin traits. 
 
    I tried really hard not to think of the other possibilities. NEO had proved to me, time and time again, that it could read my mind, intercept my innermost thoughts and fears, and even influence my actions. It was entirely possible the game knew me better than I knew myself, and if it would draw on this knowledge to shape the child’s personality, then … then this kid would really be a part of me, borne of my mind, if not my flesh. And wasn’t that every bit the same as having a kid in real life? What makes our children our children? Is it because we raise them, or because we share the same DNA? Either way, it could be my child just as if I had ‘sired’ him in the real world. And that thought terrified me. 
 
    Having a child of my own … I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. Sure, I had dated, and the thought of having kids crossed my mind before, but NEO always took such a huge slice of my life that I’d never really considered it seriously. 
 
    And having a purely digital child, one that existed only inside the game … the thought was numbing. How could I protect him from the monsters and players that would want to destroy him? Guy would be able to delete him on a whim, or the game server could go offline, erasing all its contents and effectively killing him. How could I accept such realities? And once I reached boss tier 4 and made it out of the game, would I go back to visit him? It would be like visiting a family member in jail … would I even want to log out at that point? 
 
    The philosophical implications threatened to drown me, so I tried pushing them away from my mind and downed the rest of Bob’s drink. But the persistent thoughts kept plaguing me. In some ways, I was already taking care of my unborn child. 
 
    Knowing Tika was pregnant and having to leave her behind was incredibly hard for me. But I did it because this was the best way to ensure their safety. Hers and my … son’s. 
 
    “I do this for them,” I whispered and looked up to meet Yulli’s eyes. “We are doing this for all of them.” 
 
    Bob’s eyes darted between us. “We should go to our chamber,” he suggested. “I already have the key.” 
 
    We followed the hob lieutenant up the stairs and entered our room. It was small and had two bunk beds. The hobs took one, and I took the other. 
 
    I sat on the rough mattress and forced my mind to calm down. Our mission must succeed. For the sake of my clan, and for my … child. 
 
    I concentrated harder, syncing my breaths with the rhythm of my heart, and let my awareness fall deep inside my body.


 
   
  
 

 3 – Exploration 
 
      
 
    I poured myself into my shadow while my physical body sat in the lotus position on my bed in a deep meditative state. 
 
    Bob and Yulli were already fast asleep. The male hob’s snores filled the room. 
 
    I stepped toward the room’s single window and looked outside. 
 
    It was nighttime. Street lamps framed the city’s main roads, and I could see torchlights moving steadily through the dark alleyways as the guards patrolled them. 
 
    A faint tendril of mana extended from my real body, fueling the shadow avatar and giving it shape, but it barely registered on my immense mana pool and regeneration. 
 
    I traced the lines of shadows in the street below, visualizing my path, then let myself glide into it. 
 
    The buildings flashed by me, and I found myself a hundred meters away. I was standing at one of the main junctions leading into the upper ring. 
 
    With another flash, I passed through the gate and past the posted sentries. 
 
    Finally, I had made it into the upper ring. 
 
    I looked around curiously. The fabled ‘upper ring’ looked pretty standard to me. The entire ring was basically just a big circle about two hundred meters in diameter. 
 
    At the center was a lush garden with stone benches and large oaks. The buildings surrounded the garden, adjacent to the upper ring’s walls. Large and impressive mansions neighbored expensive-looking shops. Two of the buildings were especially impressive: a marble palace four stories high and a tall, slender tower made of black obsidian with red metal veins running through it. A cobbled road surrounded the garden, separating it from the circle of buildings. 
 
    From my hiding spot amongst the shadows, I could see several parties of guards patrolling the road. A quick Analyze showed me they were all level 60, lead by a level 80 lieutenant. At my current level of 45, these guys would make short work of me, boss or not. 
 
    Luckily, they hadn’t seemed to detect my presence through the darkness, so I made sure to keep to the shadows. 
 
    I carefully approached two adjacent shops. A large red diamond decorated the sign above the shop on the left, its window display boasting exquisite pieces of jewelry neatly arranged on metal shelves. As I moved toward the window, I could sense tendrils of information wafting from them. They were warded and strengthened by magic. 
 
    The shop on the right had a picture of a smoking cauldron on the sign, and through its windows, I could see an assortment of bottles, vials, bottled body parts, and herbs. An alchemist’s shop. 
 
    “You there – stop!” 
 
    I froze for a second and looked behind me. Two guards were running toward me. How the hell did they spot me? I thought in dismay. I contemplated simply running away, but then noticed the object of the guards’ interest, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    Coming from behind a bush and running toward me … was a halfling! 
 
    What is a halfling doing inside a monster-only city? And in the upper ring at that! 
 
    I moved back a step, merging with the shadows. The halfling, bald and wearing a turtleneck shirt, had reached the door and grabbed the handle when one of the guards caught up to him. 
 
    A heavy hand landed on the halfling’s shoulder and turned him roughly around. I had expected the guards to run him through on the spot, but instead, their leader stepped forward. 
 
    “Ted! I’ve told you a hundred times not to be outside during curfew hours!” 
 
    “Oh, come on, lieutenant” The halfling gave him a toothy smile. “The Night Shade only blooms at night, and you know Calger likes taking his potion before going to the arena. I’d hate to tell him you prevented me from fulfilling his orders.” 
 
    The hob holding Ted’s shoulder scoffed, but I noticed that he let go of the halfling. 
 
    “Fine, but this is the last time!” the lieutenant said. 
 
    “Of course.” The halfling nodded curtly. As the hob patrols moved away, he chuckled and added, “For tonight.” 
 
    Then he opened the door and disappeared inside. 
 
    I was really curious to get his story, but I’d missed the opportunity to analyze him and I couldn’t exactly walk into his shop in my shadow clone form. I made a mental note to visit this ‘Ted’ once I’d gotten formal permission to enter the ring in person. In any case, the two shops didn’t seem to have any Viridium, so I continued my survey. 
 
    I approached the black tower next. As I neared it, I could feel strong magic from within. There was a single black iron door at the entrance and no windows that I could see. 
 
    The magic strengthened as I moved closer to the door, pulsing with waves of protection. It resonated with my magic-made body like a tidal wave was trying to push me away, and I had to brace myself to get closer. I placed one shadowy hand on the door. There was a flash of light and searing pain as I snapped my hand back. 
 
    My curiosity was piqued. This was clearly a mage tower of some sort, and it no doubt contained powerful magic, possibly the kind that I would be able to use to protect my clan. 
 
    I decided to complete my tour of the upper ring before coming back and wasting the time I had left checking on this tower. 
 
    Across the square from me were two more shops with a large wooden structure connecting them. After looking around to make sure the coast was clear, I glided through the garden’s shadows toward them. 
 
    These shops looked more promising, specializing in armor and weapons. 
 
    The building between them looked like a warehouse. I inspected its two-door gate. It was warded as well, but the magic seemed weak. I was confident I could overwhelm the wards if I used enough force. But I wasn’t interested in the unwanted attention the noise would bring. 
 
    I put one shadow-made ear on the warehouse door and concentrated. I didn’t hear a thing. I moved to the left shop and pressed my face up to the window. It was dark and there was no movement. Same thing with the shop on the right. 
 
    The clap of steps sounded from behind me, and I hid in the shadow of a nearby signpost. Two hob patrols came from opposite positions, meeting in front where I had stood. 
 
    “Crob,” a hob lieutenant greeted his counterpart. 
 
    “Dinnok,” the other lieutenant said gruffly. “You see movement in the darkness too?” 
 
    The first hob nodded. “Our scout detected something, so we came to investigate.” 
 
    “My scout too,” his comrade replied. 
 
    I grimaced. Damn, their high-level scouts can detect my presence. 
 
    <Take it easy, Boss; they can’t actually see you when you’re staying in the shadows. It’s like trying to spot a meat suit inside a slaughterhouse. All you can really see is generic red flesh.> 
 
    Thanks for that vivid picture. 
 
    <Anytime, Boss.> 
 
    “Bartun won’t be happy if someone broke into his shop,” the first lieutenant said. “Better make sure.” He motioned to one of the guards. His counterpart nodded and did the same. 
 
    The two hob scouts walked slowly along the front of the stores, searching for any signs of disturbance. I pressed my body more deeply into the shadows, and their gazes passed over me. 
 
    “I guess it was nothing,” Crob said after the scouts shook their heads. 
 
    “Hmmm. We stay,” Dinnok declared in his brutish voice. “Merchant maybe think we did good, maybe give nice gift.” He drummed his fingers on his scabbard for emphasis. 
 
    “You’d have a better chance with him than with that cheapskate Bartun,” his friend grunted in reply. “His warehouse and coffers are stocked to the brim, but he still keeps his prices high, affordable only for the nobles. Any guard wearing one of his enchanted mail suits could probably challenge an arena gladiator.” 
 
    “I see big crates come here from Tower of Totems,” Dinnok replied. “Heavy too. Need two Ogres to lift one.” 
 
    I held my breath at that. Kuzai, the demented dwarf-turned-dark-monster-priest claimed that Viridium was a byproduct of magical energies produced by hobgoblin shamans. And if the weight was any indication … it seemed that this Bartun was just the guy I was looking for. 
 
    The two lieutenants continued talking about their day. I tried to listen, but it was mostly them complaining about their living conditions as guards. 
 
    <Guy, those two gossip worse than old ladies. In front of a fire. Knitting socks.> 
 
    Yeah, I don’t think we’ll learn anything else here. 
 
    I zoomed through the shadows again and came out in front of the tower’s black metal door. I surveyed the doors carefully, looking for any indication of the source of the magic, but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and activated my Mana Sight; the same one I had learned to use during the time I was tortured and blinded. The door began glowing with an intense blue. Bright sigils covered every part of the black metal with a particular – and familiar – shape in the middle. 
 
    I grinned broadly. Runes! 
 
    The door was warded using Runecraft. My own Runecraft skill was at level 45, and I could clearly make out the runes’ design. The center rune was a simple Ward rune, and the complex lines that spread out of it was actually a single connector rune. The warding blocked both physical and magical access. It was a simple, yet beautiful, piece of enchantment. The connector rune covered the entirety of the door with intricate lines, probably connecting hundreds of points, yet leaving no apparent ‘seam.’ 
 
    I activated my own Runecraft Design Mode and tried to manipulate the enchantment. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Cannot interact with an area enchantment 
  Runecraft skill insufficient. 
  Required Runecraft rank: Expert 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Damn. I was six skill points short of being able to manipulate the enchantment. 
 
    But I was not deterred; I had already encountered area runes before, when I’d overloaded Vatras’s portal. It was a simple matter of pouring in more mana than the enchantment could take, which would cause it to break down. It was not an elegant or subtle approach, but it would do the trick. 
 
    Making sure I didn’t touch the door, I directed my hand toward it and let my mana pour out of me. 
 
    It only took 400 MP before the rune lines flared up and broke apart. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 46. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Five more points to go. 
 
    I gingerly placed one shadowed hand on the door and pushed it open. The effort drained a few dozen MP, but the door swung open, and I stepped through triumphantly. 
 
    I was standing inside a circular chamber roughly half the diameter of the tower’s exterior. Three dark metal doors were at the opposite wall, each one enchanted just as the outer door had been. I traced the line of power from each one toward the ceiling, and my heart fell. They led to a complicated-looking rune formation. A line of power was slowly extending from the central enchantment, nearly reaching the outer door. I guessed it was about to restore the ward I had just removed. Then I would be trapped inside. 
 
    I wasn’t overly concerned. Breaking through the first door was hardly taxing, but it did take time, and I had already spent several hours investigating the upper ring. Overpowering the enchantment on each door would take a lot of time, and I wasn’t prepared to commit to a full search of the tower yet. This foray was only a first scouting mission, and my main goal was already achieved – I had discovered where the stores of Akzar’s Viridium were most likely kept. I could come back here another night and take my time investigating this tower’s secrets. 
 
    I closed my eyes again and stemmed the flow of mana from my physical body to the shadow clone. I reopened my eyes and blinked a few times, finding myself back on my bed at The Dancing Shade. I stretched and yawned. There were several more hours until daybreak, and I’d need to be alert for what came next. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dreamt. 
 
    I was standing at a road’s end in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    A dark cave loomed before me, and my pulse quickened as I stared into its dark depth. 
 
    It looked like any other naturally occurring cave, but a feeling of dread washed over me at the sight. I intuitively knew that something terrible was kept within. And I knew I had to face it. 
 
    With a tangible effort, I forced myself to take a step toward the opening. A cold sweat broke out over my body, and the next step was even harder. 
 
    I leaned heavily on my staff, my chest heaving from the exertion. The sense of danger didn’t lessen; if anything, it became stronger, and I found it harder to breathe. 
 
    I couldn’t explain it. I just knew I had to make it inside the cave. I lifted my leg to take another step but couldn’t force it forward. I lost my balance and fell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up with a start. The sense of dread was gone, and I felt someone else’s presence inside my mind. 
 
    <Good morning, my lord.> 
 
    I slumped back in my bed. Hey, Kaedric. 
 
    My mandibled seneschal’s telepathic communication had probably snapped me awake from that weird dream. 
 
    How are things with the clan? 
 
    <The clan is well, my lord. Thanks to our victory, morale is high. I am pleased to report that the clan’s restorations are proceeding as planned. We are also experiencing a population surge; 20 foblins and two simple workers.> 
 
    That’s good, I said. After successfully defending Goblin’s Gorge, we had received a victory buff that substantially increased restoration speed and population growth. It was a good thing too, as with the Breeder’s Den still out of order, I couldn’t recruit new clan members on my own. 
 
    How did we get two new workers? I asked. 
 
    <Romil and Primla, our two advanced worker researchers, have delivered them, my lord. With food production less of a priority, I designated the new workers as woodcutters and increased them to level 3. We can trade the excess wood via the Export Office to bring in the materials we cannot produce on our own.> 
 
    I trust your discretion, I said. Thanks to having all the workers included in the war party at the final battle, they were all over level 10 now, which meant a new level 3 lumberjack would be much less productive. Still, I guessed every little bit helped, and I couldn’t think of a better alternative myself. How did the oxsaurian hunt go? I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    I’d had Rhyno, the Ogre gladiator, and Kilpi, the hobgoblin boss, lead a contingent of my soldiers to harvest oxsaurians for meat, leather, and – most importantly – XP. The oxsaurians were huge level 40 beasts whose thick hides could repel most physical damage. However, at level 28 and 24, the two bosses should have been able to hold them back. But I was especially worried since someone I cared about was on that dangerous undertaking. 
 
    Did they return yet? How is Tika? The beautiful goblin huntress had twisted my arm into letting her join the expedition, and even though she was pregnant, I felt pressured to give in. 
 
    <Yes, my lord. They returned several hours ago. The hunting trip was a success. The soldiers took down a small herd and brought back much with them. Four warriors perished in the assault, but I’ve already resurrected them through the Dark Temple.> 
 
    That meant an expenditure of roughly 600 energy points, but I wasn’t worried about that right now. What about Tika? I pressed. 
 
    <She is well, my lord. In fact, to my understanding, she was responsible in large part for the success of the mission. There is also another boon to the hunt, but I believe your mate would like me to keep it as a surprise for now.> 
 
    I smiled despite myself. The wily goblinette had proven she could be mischievous when she wanted to. I had no idea what kind of a surprise she could have for me, but I was sure I would like it. 
 
    Any signs of more traveler scouts in the area? 
 
    <No, my lord. We have continued to employ your tactic of advanced warning. The scouts are being spread out in a semi-circle a few kilometers from the valley and are replaced every four hours. So far, they have all reported back on time.> 
 
    Good. The method I’d come up with to detect the presence of players had already proven itself. Because of the players’ slower time, if any of the scouts came into contact with them, the scout would be delayed (from the perspective of my clan) in getting back, which would alert Kaedric to the players’ presence. I didn’t expect Vatras to attack again so soon anyway. It would take time for him to lick his wounds and regroup. I’d messaged TheMarxman, the player who played double-agent for me, asking him for information on Vatras’s movements, but he had yet to reply. That was understandable. It had barely been two days since the first attack, meaning that, from his perspective, less than four hours had passed. I had some room to maneuver. But not a lot. 
 
    How did Zuban perform? Before I left, I had ordered my chief constructor to accompany the hunting party. In order to fix the Breeder’s Den, I needed him to reach level 40. That would increase his skill cap to 51, allowing him to gain the Expert rank. Earning XP by hunting tough beasts was the fastest way to accomplish that. 
 
    <He did not engage the beasts but still gained a new level, my lord.> 
 
    That meant he was level 28 now. Only 12 more to go, I thought in satisfaction. Things seem to be going well. Good job, Kaedric. 
 
    <Thank you, my lord. I shall keep you apprised of new developments.> 
 
    In the meantime, Bob and Yulli had woken up and equipped their weapons. 
 
    I grinned at them. “Good morning. How about breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We went downstairs to the inn’s main hall. There was already a small crowd, mostly hobgoblins and several surly-looking bugbears. 
 
    We took a seat on one of the unoccupied tables, and a goblin slave approached us to take our order. 
 
    I sat between my two hob companions and observed the goblin. There was a heavy metal collar around his neck which connected to his legs with chains that rattled as he moved. The goblin was only a simple level 1 worker, but I still felt a lump of heat in my stomach at the sight of one of my race being shackled. 
 
    “Hey, you.” I pointed a sharp-nailed finger at Daimmen as he passed, delivering a tray laden with mugs to the bugbears’ table. “Is it really necessary to bind your goblin’s legs with chains? Isn’t having him wear a collar enough?” 
 
    The innkeeper turned and stared at me with surprise. Then his face clouded. “I have treated you graciously, and this is how you talk to me?” He shook his head. “If it weren’t for my little Lolo …” 
 
    I felt a small pang of regret. Daimmen had treated me better than the other hobs I’d encountered so far. “I apologize, I spoke too harshly.” I bowed my head. 
 
    “Hmph,” he snorted. “To answer your question, not everyone can afford a magical control collar for their slaves. Akzar rules dictate that all slaves must be bound, either by shackles or magic. If anything, I’d rather remove those things; it interferes with their work.” 
 
    “I see.” I nodded at him. “Thank you for answering me.” I looked around the room. “Where is Lolo, by the way? I’d like to thank her again for her kindness.” 
 
    The innkeeper gave me a strange look. “You are a weird one. Lolo is out on an errand. She’ll return later.” 
 
    The inn’s door burst open, and five heavily armed hobgoblins walked inside. Daimmen frowned and hurried to stand behind the bar. 
 
    The group took in their surroundings, their faces full of contempt. One of them spotted me. “Why this place lets vermin sit at the table, I have no idea,” she declared. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and analyzed her. Her name was Onideen, a level 15 warrior. 
 
    “Probably because that’s the best clientele they can bring in,” one of her companions answered and chuckled maliciously. 
 
    “Ah, you’re probably right,” Onideen agreed. 
 
    Her group waded in and took one of the unoccupied tables. “Innkeeper, ale for everyone!” one of them commanded. 
 
    Daimmen scowled and crossed his arms. “You lot aren’t welcome, so get the hell out of my inn.” 
 
    Dalton moved from the doorway to stand beside his boss. The rowdy hobs didn’t seem impressed by him though. 
 
    “Now now, that’s not any way to treat paying customers,” Onideen almost purred. She looked around, noticing one of the goblin slaves running by, and kicked him hard, launching him across the floor. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my property!” Daimmen cried angrily. 
 
    The hobgobliness sneered at him. “Sorry, did I accidentally kick your girl? She’s so ugly, I must have confused her with a goblin.” 
 
    Daimmen grabbed a kitchen knife and held it threateningly at her. “Get out of my inn!” 
 
    She rose, placing a hand on her weapon. “Or what?” 
 
    “What shall we do, Dread Totem?” Bob whispered. 
 
    We’ll watch, for now, I said mentally. But be ready to intervene if things escalate. So far, Daimmen was the friendliest hob I’d encountered. He was my best chance at a second sponsor to the upper ring. This was a golden opportunity to gain his support. 
 
    The door opened again and a group of level 20 guards marched inside. “What’s going on?” their lieutenant demanded. 
 
    Onideen smirked at Daimmen and turned to face the lieutenant. “Nothing at all. We were just leaving.” Chuckling, the five got up from their table and left the inn. 
 
    A few moments later, the guards left as well, and the atmosphere returned to normal. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I asked my companions. 
 
    “They were probably sent here to cause trouble. Everyone has enemies, after all,” Bob said. 
 
    “Didn’t you say hobs can kill other hobs in Akzar as long as they’re not from a higher station? If they wanted to cause trouble, why didn’t they just kill the innkeeper?” 
 
    Bob shook his head. “There’s more to it than that. It is true that our innkeeper is not of a high enough position to grant him immunity. Still, there are subtleties to our culture. It would be unseemly for our people to just lash out at those they have a quarrel with. If both sides are of relatively equal station, then there must be a justifiable cause for an attack. The attacker must have been wronged by the other party or have had their honor questioned by them.” 
 
    “So that’s what they were doing.” Yulli smacked her fist on the table, causing our plates to rattle. “They offended the innkeeper so he would be free to attack them.” 
 
    “And then they would be clear to kill him – smart. There is more to hob society than I first thought.” 
 
    Bob said, “Whoever sent them wanted to cause trouble here.” 
 
    “It’s that damned Tycan,” Daimmen grunted, obviously catching our words. 
 
    The three of us exchanged looks as the innkeeper approached us. 
 
    “I noticed you two grabbing your weapons when the five idiots were making things difficult,” he said gruffly, nodding at my two companions. “Just wanted to say thanks, even if it didn’t come to blows. Next round’s on me.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +50 reputation with Daimmen 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 750 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I grinned to myself. Looked like I was getting reputation crumbs from my companions’ actions. 
 
    Find out more about those five, I instructed Bob. 
 
    “Why were these warriors harassing you?” my lieutenant asked obediently. 
 
    Daimmen huffed. “They were sent by Tycan, one of my competitors. He operates The Pit, an inn in the outer ring. We used to be partners, but I made it into the inner ring and he didn’t. We’ve been rivals since then, and he keeps trying to sabotage my business. Those five warriors are veteran soldiers he hired as his bouncers.” He threw a glance at Dalton. “They have been here before, causing trouble and harassing my patrons. They have never tried to get at me directly until today.” 
 
    That was the opportunity I was looking for. It was an obvious quest, ripe for the taking, but my position as a ‘mere slave’ complicated things. I wanted to make sure I was the one who reaped the benefit of helping the innkeeper, and that required a little finesse. 
 
    Yulli, ask him why he didn’t hire his own mercenaries to strike back at this Tycan, I instructed. 
 
    The scout boss repeated my words. 
 
    Daimmen raised his hands in hopelessness. “Tycan’s inn is right next to the city’s arena. He even named his place after it. ‘The Pit’ is always full of veteran warriors and gladiators who have his back. I’ll need a full squad of elite soldiers to give him any trouble, and those cost too much.” 
 
    Yulli’s question put him right where I wanted him; he just needed a little extra nudge. 
 
    Bob, tell him a real hobgoblin wouldn’t shy away from someone besmirching their honor. 
 
    The lieutenant gave me a shocked look. 
 
    Do it, I ordered. 
 
    “A real hobgoblin wouldn’t let anyone damage their honor like that,” Bob said with contempt. 
 
    Good acting! I complimented him. 
 
    Daimmen’s eyes flared, and he banged a fist on our table. “What would you have me do? Run into The Pit with a kitchen knife? I’d be slaughtered – then who would raise my Lolo? I have my honor, but I will not throw my life away in vain.” 
 
    I finally had him where I wanted him. It was time to take the spotlight. 
 
    “Then let us help,” I barged in. “Yulli here is an elite, and Bob’s a veteran lieutenant. We can be your mercenaries.” 
 
    Daimmen looked surprised that I’d dared to address him directly again, but my goading had done the trick. He was agitated enough to grasp at the straw I offered him. 
 
    He shook his head. “Even then, you will lose. Tycan is friends with some of the arena gladiators. They’ll make short work of you three.” 
 
    “We can handle them,” I said confidently. 
 
    The burly hobgoblin shook his head again. “No, as I said, I won’t act stupidly. But there’s a better way.” 
 
    This was going just as I’d hoped. I opened my mouth and said the four magic words for acquiring new quests: “How can we help?” 
 
    Daimmen looked around. Once he seemed satisfied no one was eavesdropping on us, he spoke in a hushed voice, “Tycan used to be a soldier. It’s common knowledge that he can’t hold his liquor and tends to lose his temper when he drinks too much. He knows that too, so he only drinks from a specially-brewed ale that he keeps behind the counter. If you could slip in some strong alcohol when he’s not looking, he’ll become intoxicated. Then you could challenge him directly, and he’d likely agree to a duel. Once he does, you can kill him without worrying about his bouncers and patrons intervening.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Boozing the Boozer 
  Daimmen has asked you to secretly spike Tycan’s private cask with strong alcohol, then challenge him to a duel.  
  Quest Type: Advanced 
  Reward: 500 XP, +800 reputation with Daimmen 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Awesome. I smiled to myself. I had played it just right. Once I completed this quest, I’d reach the Neutral reputation rank with the innkeeper and could ask him to sponsor our entry into the upper ring. “We accept.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good. You’ll need to acquire high-quality alcohol. Go to Whittle’s brewery in the outer ring. Tell him I sent you to get ‘the good stuff.’ Here’s a little gold to buy what you need.” He handed Bob five gold coins. 
 
    The quest sounded simple enough. As a goblin, I should be able to sneak into The Pit and spike Tycan’s cask. It would have been a lot easier if I could just teleport in. “Hey, do you happen to know why teleportation magic doesn’t work inside the city?” I asked on impulse. 
 
    Daimmen frowned. “That’s a weird question from a goblin. The city has some magical defenses, I think. I don’t know for sure. The shamans in the upper ring tower probably know the details and possibly some of the city’s priests.” 
 
    That was a good tip. We had to scout the local temples anyway, as getting their blessing was the third condition required to enter the upper ring. It would be a good chance to question the priests about this. 
 
    “We’ll be on our way.” We got to our feet. 
 
    “Good luck,” the innkeeper said and returned to the bar. 
 
    “What now, Chief?” Yulli asked. 
 
    I winked at her. “Now we go shopping.”


 
   
  
 

 4 – Shopping 
 
      
 
    I led my two companions through the inner ring’s main boulevard back to Duladeen’s smithy. 
 
    The female Minotaur greeted me with a sharp-toothed grin. “I see you have returned, little one. The Viridium spheres you asked for are ready.” She pointed at a pile of the pinkish metal balls stacked into a small pyramid. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    The spheres looked just like the ones I’d used to make my first golem, and just as heavy. Fortunately, before leaving Goblin’s Gorge, I made sure to enchant four spatial satchels. Each one could hold 20 items without increasing its total weight. The only downside was that their durability was reduced every time they were used. I placed the 10 spheres inside one of the satchels, and we turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Duladeen called out. 
 
    “Yes?” I turned back to look at her. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “Have you made any progress with my request?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I haven’t forgotten, but we’ve just started to learn the lay of the land; it will take some time.” 
 
    She snorted a very cowlike snort. “Well, don’t take too long.” 
 
    I nodded, and we left the shop. 
 
    We made our way along the ring’s main road and passed through the gate to the outer ring. I hadn’t had a chance to get a good look at it before, but now I allowed myself to fully take in the sights. The outer ring was huge. Its radius from the walls that surrounded the inner ring was at least 300 meters. The wheel-shaped ring was divided into three separate sections – or districts, according to Bob – with each district containing its own barracks and led by a hob commander. 
 
    Bob took the lead. “The brewery should be somewhere around here.” 
 
    “Everything in Akzar seems to be divided into threes,” I said. “You have three rings, the outer ring is divided into three districts, and there are three commanders. Why is that?” 
 
    “Our leaders decided that it was the most efficient design. Our military hierarchy is also ordered in threes; a grunt, a lieutenant, and a chief – or a commander.” 
 
    “So I guess that means you have three temples too?” I asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” my lieutenant said. “There are only two; one for Corgoram, the god of all goblinoids, and one for Dargrot, the god of battle.” He smirked. “But it was a good guess.” 
 
    “Huh,” I grunted noncommittally. 
 
    We made it past some shops and butcheries. “This must be Whittle’s brewery.” My hob lieutenant pointed at a wooden warehouse with a picture sign of a frothing keg hanging at the front. 
 
    We went inside and found ourselves inside a large hall full of Ogre-sized barrels. 
 
    “No goblins near the booze!” a shrill voice called out, and a fat hobgoblin ran our way, waving his arms. “Those vermin get drunk and make a mess everywhere! Keep yours on a tight leash!” 
 
    “Are you Whittle?” Yulli asked with disdain. She obviously didn’t approve of the hob’s physical shape. 
 
    “That I am.” He scanned our faces. “Who you be?” 
 
    Yulli’s sneer threatened to reach her eyebrows. 
 
    Bob, you better handle this one, I suggested. 
 
    “Daimmen sent us,” Bob answered smoothly. “He said you’d be able to provide us with ‘the good stuff.’ We can pay.” 
 
    Whittle’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “That’d be illegal. I run a clean operation here, making only sanctioned ale.” 
 
    I activated Sense Emotions. It was one of my Dark Mana skill functions that allowed me to gauge an NPC’s mindset based on the shape of his mana. The sense I got from the fat hob was a heavy blue color of deceit. “Look, we’re not with the city guards, and Daimmen did send us,” I said at last. “Just take our money and give us what we want.” 
 
    His mana coalesced into a vermilion swirl of anger. “It spoke to me,” Whittle spat. “This is a brash one, restrain it, quickly!” 
 
    <I can’t make up my mind whether I like this puppet or not,> Vic piped. 
 
    “Hurry,” Whittle urged. “It will jump into my ale barrels any second now. No one wants to drink goblin-infused ale; I’ll have to throw away the entire batch!” 
 
    <Okay, that was rude. Yeah, I like him,> Vic said. 
 
    I sighed and made my way over to a nearby open barrel which smelled strongly of ale. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Whittle screeched, taking a step toward me, but on my mental command, Yulli stepped in to block his way. 
 
    “I’m about to go for a swim in your ale barrel,” I said, mimicking his tone. 
 
    “No!” His eyes bulged and he tried to shoulder Yulli away. The hob boss easily caught both of Whittle’s wrists and pinned his arms behind his back, holding him in place. 
 
    “How about you sell us the alcohol we want, then we can all part as friends?” I suggested mildly, eyeing the amber liquid curiously. It did smell good. 
 
    “Fine, fine!” he yelled. “Just step away from my ale!” 
 
    I did and ordered Yulli to release the cranky plump hob. 
 
    Whittle grunted and approached one of the sealed barrels. He glanced around, then bent down and pressed on the barrel’s side. A hidden compartment sprang open, revealing rows of glass bottles. 
 
    Bob whistled. “That’s some hiding spot.” 
 
    Whittle chuckled nervously. “Yeah, the guards never think of looking for illegal alcohol inside legal alcohol.” He drew out a bottle of clear liquid and offered it to us. “That’ll be 10 gold.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. Daimmen had given us five. I didn’t particularly care for such a pittance, but I refused to be swindled. “That bottle is worth five,” I declared. 
 
    He grumbled for a moment. “Eight.” 
 
    I drew out five coins. “How about you take the five, and we’ll keep quiet about your secret stash of illegal bottles?” 
 
    His eyes opened wide at my words. Then he gritted his teeth and said, “Alright, five.” 
 
    I handed him the coins and took the bottle. 
 
    “You sure are a strange slave,” he said. 
 
    “So I’ve been told.” 
 
    We left the brewery. 
 
    “What now, Chief?” Yulli asked. 
 
    “Let’s go find The Pit,” I said. 
 
    “That’s easy, everyone knows where the arena is, Dread Totem,” Bob said. “It’s in the next district, inside their barracks.” 
 
    “So there aren’t three arenas?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “Actually, there are,” my lieutenant answered. “Each district has its own arena built inside its barracks, much like our own at Goblin’s Gorge. District One is the biggest, so it serves as Akzar’s main arena. The other barracks use their arenas mainly for training.” 
 
    I nodded. “I see.” 
 
    We moved into the main boulevard that crossed the inner streets and along its circular shape, passing residences and shops. 
 
    “Yulli, what’s wrong?” I asked. The scout boss had stopped dead in her tracks, eyes glued to one of the shop’s windows. 
 
    She didn’t answer at first, so I backtracked toward her and followed her gaze. A magnificent composite bow was on display. It was made of white material and had feathers on one end. I looked at Yulli’s own bow strapped across her back. She was carrying one of the Willow longbows my clan’s bowyer had made. It was one of his finest, but it didn’t hold a candle to the one on display. 
 
    Yulli was a vital part of our mission’s success, and I wanted to keep her happy. Having her wield such a bow would significantly increase our group’s combat effectiveness. 
 
    I smiled at her. “Let’s go buy you a bow.” 
 
    She looked down at me in surprise, then smiled back. We went inside the store. 
 
    “Ah, welcome to my shop, friends,” an orc greeted us from behind a counter. He wore a fabric wrapped around the top of his head. “I’m Bodnik. How may I help my new customers?” 
 
    An orc shopkeeper? I projected my bewilderment. 
 
    “Hello,” Bob greeted the orc. “We are looking for a weapon for my companion.” He pointed his chin at Yulli. 
 
    “You’re in the right place!” the orc declared. “You will find no better anywhere in Akzar, you have my word on that!” 
 
    Bob glanced at me before saying, “I assume, that as a non-hobgoblin, your sponsor isn’t influential enough to get you into the inner ring, and that’s why you set up shop here in the outer ring?” 
 
    I see. Thanks, Bob. My lieutenant had managed to answer my question covertly. 
 
    Bodnik’s face fell for a second, then picked right back up. “You are correct, my friend, but this is a good thing for you! How else would you be able to access my shop if it was housed up there, available only to the rich and influential citizens?” 
 
    <Wow, he just insulted you and make it sound like a good thing!> Vic said. <I’m taking notes!> 
 
    “True,” Bob said. “How much for that bow?” He pointed at the white bow on display. 
 
    “Ah, your friend has excellent taste. That is Deathstrike, a rare and recent acquisition. For you, my friend, only 2,000 gold!” He placed the bow in Yulli’s hand for inspection. 
 
    I analyzed it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Deathstrike [Composite Longbow] 
  Description: This bow is carved from the flexible bones of a griffon. The bones can withstand enormous pressure, effectively increasing the damage based on the user’s strength. Once the bow’s string is drawn and held taut, the two griffon feathers at the top of the bow will start to separate, slowly forming a circle. If the wielder can hold the bow drawn until the feathers reach a full circle, the power of the griffon will imbue the arrow.  
  Prerequisite: Wielder Physical score of 30 or higher. 
  Type: Weapon [2 hands] 
  Rank: Magical 
  Runecraft Viability: 3 runes 
  Durability: 90/90 
  Damage: Base 45-60 
  Effect: Add wielder’s Physical attribute score to the damage (minus 30), imbue arrow: griffon 
  Base Price: 1,500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I whistled softly. That was some bow. The limitation was a hindrance, though. As a tier 1, level 24 boss, Yulli’s own Physical score was only at 27. She’d need to level up three times before she could even use the bow. 
 
    I glanced at her face. Yulli gazed in wonder at the bow in her arms, her hands clutching at it possessively. 
 
    I sighed in resignation. I had to buy the bow, or Yulli might try to shoot her way out of here. Then we’d all be in trouble. 
 
    Bob, since he’s not a hob, do you think the shopkeeper will agree to barter with me? I asked. 
 
    Bob gestured at me and said, “Please discuss the terms with my slave.” 
 
    The orc seemed bewildered but shrugged it off. “As I said, the bow costs 2,000 gold.” 
 
    “It’s worth 1,300,” I countered. “And seeing as most residents of this ring are common soldiers with little money, you’d be hard-pressed to find a suitable buyer.” 
 
    Bodnik arched an eyebrow at my words and gave me an appraising look. “You are right, little one; most hobgoblin soldiers cannot afford my wares, but there are a lot of nobles who would love to add this piece to their collection. I’ll agree to lower the price to 1,800.” 
 
    That was some progress, at least. 
 
    I shook my head. “And how exactly will you reach those ‘rich nobles’ when you’re stuck here, in the outer ring? Tell you what, I’ll give you 1,400 gold for the bow right now.” 
 
    The orc looked at Bob. “I see why you have me haggling with your slave; he is a crafty one.” He looked back at me. “Very well, 1,600 gold, final price.” 
 
    “Fifteen hundred,” I countered. “And we’ll spread the word about your shop in the inner ring. We’re actually staying at The Dancing Shade inn. Perhaps you’ve heard of it.” 
 
    Bodnik’s face broke into a smile. “Deal! For 1,500 and a poster of my shop hanging on the inn’s wall, I’ll trade you Deathstrike.” 
 
    That amount of money was almost my entire fortune. “Would you agree to barter in items for some of the cost?” I asked. 
 
    “I might,” he answered carefully. “What do you have to offer?” 
 
    In response, I produced two spatial satchels I had brought with me from the clan. I’d filled them with our surplus armor and weapons; 20 average-quality willow bows priced at 20 gold each and 10 leather mesh armor, each worth 40. 
 
    “Interesting,” the orc remarked as he examined the bows and armor. “Nothing special, but decent quality. How about we knock 700 gold off the bow’s price for everything?” 
 
    I snorted. “It’s worth at least 800, and you’ll be able to sell it quickly to the grunts in this ring. How about 1,000 instead?” 
 
    He grinned. “I like you, goblin. You drive a hard bargain.” 
 
    I smirked at him. I sort of liked him too. He was refreshingly honest about his attempts to swindle me. 
 
    “Make sure that poster will hold for a week, and we have a deal,” he finally said. “I’ll treat it as an investment.” 
 
    “Deal.” I stuck out my hand, and we shook on it. 
 
    The shopkeeper glanced at Yulli and chuckled as she affectionately caressed the bow. “So that will be 500 gold.” 
 
    “Yes, here it is.” I handed him 500 coins from my inventory. I had a little over a thousand left. 
 
    The shopkeeper drew out a piece of paper and quickly sketched a few words on it. “Here’s the poster.” 
 
    I took it and placed it in my inventory. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried I’ll just throw the poster away?” I asked curiously. “I mean, I got what I wanted. It seems careless to trust your customers to pay after they have what they want.” 
 
    Bodnik looked at Bob with a raised brow. 
 
    “We have come to an agreement,” my lieutenant explained. “In Akzar, a verbal contract is binding. If we don’t hold our part of the bargain, he can file a complaint with the city’s authorities. Those who break contracts are dealt with harshly.” 
 
    <You know,> Vic chimed in, <I never heard the authorities here not deal harshly with someone. Aren’t there some offenses that are dealt with mildly? Like, if you used the wrong fork at a dinner table or something?> 
 
    “We will hang your poster, don’t worry,” I promised the orc. “It was nice doing business with you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Likewise, little one.” 
 
    We exited the shop, and Yulli immediately tried to draw her new bow. “No!” she growled as she failed to pull back the string. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I think I can fix it for you, later tonight.” 
 
    She gave the string one more try then said defeatedly, “Thank you, Chief.” 
 
    We continued walking the main road toward the other district and came into view of a large cathedral. It was a three-story building with a big courtyard filled with statues of warriors in battle. There were blades on the windows instead of bars. 
 
    “What is this charming place?” Yulli asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing … the Church of Dargrot, god of battle?” I said. 
 
    Bob nodded. “You are correct, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Cool, let’s go have a look inside.” 
 
    We crossed the courtyard toward a set of double doors leading into the cathedral. A host of hobgoblins were passing through it. 
 
    A hob clad in red robes stood on a small dais at the side of the entrance, preaching loudly the tenets of his god. “You there!” The priest pointed at us. “You stand proud! Worthy warriors, your place is with Dargrot! Come, join us, and be uplifted above the rest!” 
 
    “Great, a hob televangelist. Now I've seen everything,” I grumbled. 
 
    Unfortunately, the sharp-eared priest caught my words. “Dispatch this blasphemous slave and join the Church of Dargrot,” he boomed. 
 
    “Actually, we’re just looking to get the church’s blessing so we can make it into the upper ring.” Bob passed the line I fed him, word for word. 
 
    The priest grinned. “We would be honored to bless our valorous champions. All you have to do is pledge your neverending soul to the god of battle.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, ignoring the hateful glare of the priest. 
 
    <Yep, I don’t think Nihilator would appreciate that, Boss.> 
 
    Just tell that asshole thanks, but no thanks, I instructed. 
 
    “I apologize, priest of Dargrot, but we must leave,” Bob said carefully. 
 
    Suddenly, the priest disappeared in a flash of red light and reappeared behind us, blocking our way. 
 
    “Hey, you can teleport!” I exclaimed, approaching him. For a moment, I’d forgotten my position as a ‘lowly slave.’ “How come you’re not blocked by the city’s wards?” 
 
    The hobgoblin priest sneered. He raised his hand, and a flash of red light came out of it. I felt like I was hit by a truck and was thrown backward to land several meters away on the hard stone ground of the courtyard. 
 
    I got to my feet, snarling, but Vic tightened himself around my neck, forcing me down. <Careful, Boss; let’s not pick a fight with a priest at their own church, alright?> 
 
    I forced myself to calm down. Now that I really looked at the priest, I could see the dense red aura surrounding his body. His proximity to the center of his faith had empowered his body and spellcasting significantly, similar to how the Dark Temple filled me with strength. 
 
    “You two should control your slave more fully,” the priest declared imperiously, pointing at Bob and Yulli. 
 
    “Yes, that seems to be the general opinion,” Bob said. 
 
    I frowned. Did my lieutenant just make fun of me? 
 
    <He did!> Vic replied, sounding choked up. <My little boy is all grown up! I’m so proud!> 
 
    Bob grabbed my shoulder. “Let’s go, slave.” 
 
    I let myself be dragged away, throwing hateful stares at the annoying priest. 
 
    God, I needed to kill something. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So this it? This is The Pit?” I asked. I was not impressed. 
 
    The district’s barracks itself was an impressive three-story building at least twice the size of the barracks back at the clan. Their training pit alone was larger than our entire mess hall. It was a deep hole about 50 meters in diameter with metal portcullises on its ground level, reminding me of the old Roman Colosseum. 
 
    The Pit inn, on the other hand, was a rickety two-story building just across the street from the barracks. Its front door was open, and I could see straight inside where there was a bar, tables, and flimsy-looking wooden stairs leading to the second floor. 
 
    Despite its appearance, the inn was full of patrons, all looking tough and battle-tested. A couple of Ogres stood at the entrance, both wearing spiked steel gauntlets. 
 
    “How should we proceed, Dread Totem?” Bob asked. 
 
    “Hmmm …” I pursed my lips. “The place is pretty full right now. We want it to be less crowded.” 
 
    “Yes,” my lieutenant said. “The arena tournament has just started. It’s still the preliminaries. Once the big fights start, most of the inn’s patrons will leave to watch. The inn should be less crowded around sunset, before the curfew.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s still a few hours away. We can go check out the other temple in the meantime.” 
 
    A tortured wail erupted from the direction of the arena. 
 
    “What was that?” I demanded. It sounded like goblins. 
 
    Bob’s face darkened. “It’s the preliminaries.” 
 
    We moved closer to the arena. About a dozen hob spectators sat on the benches around the pit, some of them cheering, the others looking bored. I glanced inside the pit and felt a hot pang of rage well up inside my stomach. 
 
    A dozen goblins were battling each other. The small creatures had been pitted against one another, and they awkwardly swung weapons that were much too large for them. As I watched, one of the two gates opened, and a gigantic serpent slithered out of it. The goblins squeaked in fear, forgetting about each other, and scrambled to run away. The snake easily caught them and gobbled them up one by one to the mild cheers of the crowd. 
 
    I felt a steady hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Bob’s serious face. “They have not fought hard enough to entertain the crowd,” he explained quietly. “So the arena master unleashed the snake to liven things up.” 
 
    “They killed a dozen goblins just to entertain a few bored spectators?” I spat, my eyes shooting daggers at the crowd of indifferent hobgoblins. 
 
    Bob nodded. “I’m afraid these are the ways of my people. I have warned you that goblins are nothing more than slaves and a source of amusement to my people.” 
 
    “It almost sounds like you try to justify it,” I said accusingly. “Are you telling me you enjoyed watching that?” 
 
    “No, Drea– No!” Bob said a bit too loudly, drawing some curious gazes, then added more quietly, “I abandoned those ways when you defeated my previous chief. Your word is now my law, and I will follow you into death. But most of my people don’t share my views. We have to be careful not to draw unwanted attention to ourselves or we risk the future of the GreenPiece Clan.” 
 
    His explanation cooled me down a bit. I still didn’t like the idea of goblins being so carelessly and cold-heartedly butchered, but once I’d regained my composure, I realized things weren’t so different in my own clan. We had no slaves, but I did have the habit of occasionally sacrificing my own soldiers. 
 
    I sighed heavily as I reconciled with the situation. My goblin persona was manifesting itself more and more in times of stress. It was getting harder to remember my real goals. Even now, a part of me just wanted to butcher all the hobs, sack their city, and take their females. But I resisted that urge. 
 
    “We’ll be back later. Let's go visit Corgoram’s temple,” I said, and we walked away from the pit. 
 
    We took the main boulevard and passed through an inner gate to the second district. It looked much the same as the one we had come from. Opposite the gate was a large partly burned structure. The district’s barracks was further ahead, just off the main road. It looked smaller than The Pit’s barracks, though it was still larger than Goblin Gorge’s. 
 
    “This is District Two.” My lieutenant made a waving motion with his hand. “I was originally trained here.” 
 
    “So how did you end up serving Barska?” I asked. I had never really questioned Bob about his past. I’d simply assumed that the game engine made him Barska’s lieutenant for killing his former boss, but I should have known better. The game mechanism was intricate, and the VI-seeded NPCs had a mind and history of their own. 
 
    Bob shrugged. “My platoon was given to Barska to command. I was one among several other lieutenants. It was your right as a chief to claim his soldiers once you defeated him.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. “Let’s go check the last temple.” 
 
    We continued walking the main boulevard until we passed the inner gate to the next ring’s districts. 
 
    “This is District Three,” Bob said. “The temple of Corgoram is over here.” 
 
    “Why did we walk through District Two instead of simply going here directly from the arena?” I asked. 
 
    Bob shifted uncomfortably. “The distance is nearly the same.” 
 
    Yulli clasped Bob’s shoulder. “Our impeccable lieutenant was probably feeling nostalgic, wanted to check out his old unit again, didn’t you?” 
 
    Bob lowered his eyes. “I was just … wondering what it was like, now.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” I said. “Yulli, don’t tease him. He’s still your commanding officer.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” 
 
    We approached another large structure. This one looked like a large anthill, easily 20 meters tall, with many window holes circumventing it all the way to the pointy top. The entrance was a large hole with no doors, and we marched through unhindered. 
 
    The inside was hollow with many levels of floors lining the walls and reaching all the way to the top. The temple was literally swarming with goblins. They all wore slave collars, but they seemed much better treated than in the rest of the city. They crawled over the upper floors, clinging to scaffolding and ropes. Some were cleaning, some were hauling equipment, and a lot seemed to be praying. Several hobgoblins walked among the throng, and my smaller kin hastily moved to make way. 
 
    “Welcome to Corgoram’s temple,” a squeaky voice greeted us. 
 
    I looked down to find a small goblin in a brown cloak and wearing a bird’s skull with feathers sticking out of it on his head. There was no collar around his neck. 
 
    “Err … hello?” I was so taken aback by the presence of a free goblin in Akzar that I forgot my place. I hoped a fellow goblin wouldn’t make a fuss of me speaking out of turn. 
 
    The goblin in front of me frowned and looked at Yulli. “Esteemed higher kin, why do you allow your slave to speak freely?” 
 
    So much for hoping. 
 
    “You don’t seem to have a problem with speaking freely,” Yulli said. 
 
    The little runt puffed his chest. “I am Topnik, a priest of Corgoram! I was chosen and elevated by him. In here, I am equal to the higher kin.” 
 
    <I bet Tatriel was just bored or drunk and wanted to mix things up,> Vic commented. <My brother can be so full of himself sometimes.> 
 
    That’s right, I forgot, I thought back at him. Tatriel was allegedly one of Vic’s siblings, who operated Corgoram, the NPC god. Can we count on your relationship to help us out? 
 
    <I doubt it. You have to deal with his clergy, not him directly. Besides, last time, he was only able to speak to us directly due to that Divine Intervention thing you got from your pal Tal.> 
 
    He was probably right. 
 
    “Listen, little guy,” I said. “I’m on a first-name basis with your deity, and we need a blessing so we can get into the upper ring. Can you help a brother out?” I figured I might use the direct approach. I tried hard not to grin to his face. 
 
    He puffed his cheek and looked really annoyed. 
 
    Well, it was worth a try. 
 
    “You blaspheme in Corgoram’s own temple?” Topnik’s voice raised in pitch. 
 
    “We do not,” Bob said in a soothing voice. “We would appreciate receiving his blessing.” 
 
    “Hmph,” the goblin said, still annoyed. “You need only swear your undying soul to the service of Corgoram. Once you join the church, you may request a blessing from any priest.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. It was the same deal as with Dargrot’s temple. I couldn’t swear off Nihilator – there was no way my evil deity would take it in stride, and I preferred not to offend a beast that thrived on carnage and had the ability to kill me permanently. “Maybe later then,” I said. “Tell me, can you teleport?” 
 
    He huffed. “Only high priests are granted such power, and they are all of the higher kin.” 
 
    I pressed on. “So there are those who can teleport inside the city?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered begrudgingly. 
 
    That was no good, I had to try to get on his good side if I wanted real answers. “Does the church receive donations?” 
 
    His eyes lit up. “Yes, we do! You may offer gold, slaves, or sacrifices.” 
 
    I knew a single gold coin was considered a large donation in most in-game churches. I drew out 10 coins and handed them to the goblin. “Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +100 reputation with Church of Corgoram [Akzar] 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 900 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Your donation is welcomed,” Topnik said and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. The calculation was pretty straightforward; one coin for 10 RP. There were other ways to gain reputation with factions within the city, but I had no time to pursue them. I opened my dwindling purse and took out 90 more coins. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +900 reputation with Church of Corgoram [Akzar] 
  Current rank: Neutral (RP can no longer be purchased) 
  Points to next rank: 1,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +100 reputation with Akzar and all its factions. 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 900 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It looked like reaching a new reputation rank with the church also increased my reputation within the city. That was good, as I needed to increase my reputation with Akzar to make it a trading partner. 
 
    “Thank you.” The goblin smiled, and his eyes lost their look of disdain. 
 
    “So, I was curious to know … how is it possible for the high priests to use teleport? I understand spatial magic is nullified inside the city limits.” 
 
    “Yes, that is correct. The city is warded against teleportation to prevent enemy invasions and criminal escapes, but the higher kin’s rulers may allow specific individuals through the ward.” 
 
    “So the priests are naturally included,” I surmised. 
 
    “Not exactly,” the goblin said. Now that our reputation rank had increased, he proved to be a chatty little thing. “Priests of the official churches in the city are automatically excluded from the ward. Once I reach the appropriate faith rank, I too will be able to teleport.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘official’ churches?” 
 
    “There are several smaller shrines across the city,” he explained merrily. “Smaller faiths, of the lesser gods. They are allowed to operate within the city, but their priests do not get the same recognition as the official churches.” 
 
    So the hobgoblins even organized a hierarchy for their faith system. “Very efficient,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can those smaller churches offer us a blessing?” 
 
    “They can, though only the blessing of the official churches may grant access into the upper ring.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered again. “I don’t suppose I can sway you into giving us a just a tiny bit of blessing?” 
 
    Topnik shook his head. “No. It is forbidden, only our followers–” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” I interrupted him “You only bless your own followers.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” I turned toward the exit. 
 
    My two hob companions were beside me in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Where are we headed now, Chief?” Yulli asked. She was still caressing her new bow. 
 
    “Let’s go back to The Dancing Shade,” I said. “We have a few hours to kill before sunset. Maybe we can find a clue on how to get a blessing without committing to any church. At worst, I can always use the time to enchant.” I gave her a wink. “I bet you don’t have anything against your new bow becoming even deadlier.” 
 
    Her grin nearly reached her ears.


 
   
  
 

 5 – Bar Fight 
 
      
 
    I glared at the walls of our room, trying my best not to break anything. 
 
    Asking around the inn had proven futile. None of the patrons were churchgoing people, and no one could offer a different way to receive a church’s blessing. At least, from those who were willing to talk to me. I’d been in Akzar for barely a day, and I was already fed up with their attitude toward goblins. The city was obviously meant for players with a monster template, not for pure breeds like me. 
 
    On top of that, I was still pissed at that racist priest of Dargrot. Seeing my fellow goblins massacred at The Pit only enraged me further. 
 
    I needed to kill something. 
 
    But there was a time and place for everything. For now, I had to concentrate on my craft. 
 
    I looked at the 10 Viridium spheres spread across the table, and some of my anger subsided. Runecrafting was mentally taxing, but the process was distracting and it helped take my mind off things. My Runecraft skill had increased significantly since the time I enchanted the first golem, and now it only took me about a minute to enchant each golem bead. Meanwhile, my Runecraft skill increased further, reaching level 47. 
 
    Once I was done, all it took was a small mental nudge and the spheres rolled off the table on their own, into the spatial satchel I held open. 
 
    “How long before we should go visit The Pit inn?” I asked Bob. 
 
    My lieutenant was keeping busy, working a whetstone over his sword. “A couple of hours, Dread Totem.” 
 
    That was enough time to start a new project. I placed Yulli’s bow on the table and examined it. 
 
    The bow was an excellent weapon on its own and would become even more powerful as its wielder rose in levels. It had quite an ingenious design. The problem was that the benefits only started manifesting for characters with a Physical attribute of at least 30. I had to try to lower that threshold and at the same time find a way for the bow to inflict more damage. With only three rune slots available, it was going to be a challenge. 
 
    I opened the Runecraft Design Mode. A holographic representation of the bow appeared, hovering in front of my view. 
 
    Fifteen brown durability points spanned the length of the bow. A constellation of dozens of yellow points coated the center of the grip, and a small galaxy of red points filled up the space inside the two griffon feathers at its end, painting them scarlet. 
 
    By now, Runecrafting had become almost intuitive. I’d learned to open my mind and let the game’s information flow into me. I knew that the yellow points were the ones that represented the physical requirements, while the red ones controlled the special effects that the feathers activated. Whatever runes I used, I’d first have to run a connector rune through the dots, and I wasn’t nearly competent enough to handle more than a few score of them. I decided to concentrate on the yellow ones. All other benefits would mean little if Yulli couldn’t draw the bow in the first place. 
 
    It was tricky. The yellow points were contained in a small space, and I had very little room to maneuver. After nearly two hours, I’d connected about two-thirds of the dots, and I decided it was the best I could do. 
 
    Next, I had to choose the effects to run through the connected yellow dots, but that was an easy one. Thanks to my high Runecraft skill, the interface now showed me the effects of the different rune combinations in advance. I connected each of my known runes in turn, checking its effect. The ‘Esh’ rune of fire and ‘Ra’ rune of sound would add fire and sonic damage respectively. The other runes appeared incompatible with this configuration, but the last rune I tried, ‘Zu,’ the rune of motion, had the desired effect. 
 
    Adding the Zu rune could reduce the required physical score and damage penalty by 35 percent, but seeing as I hadn’t connected all the dots, the effect was actually a 20 percent reduction. That would just barely allow Yulli to use the bow, and it wouldn’t be very powerful. 
 
    “Damn,” I grunted, and added the ‘Ko’ rune. I’d hoped I would be able to save the third and last rune slot for some extra elemental damage, but it looked like I had no choice. 
 
    The rune of strength worked as I had hoped and integrated perfectly with the motion rune, increasing its effect. The overall requirement reduction jumped to 50 percent. It was almost like connecting an electrical engine to a bicycle, aiding the rider instead of replacing him. 
 
    “I guess that settles it,” I said and finalized the enchantment, pouring in the required 270 MP to activate it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New schema discovered: KoTeZu [Boost] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 48. 
  … 
  Runecraft skill level increased to 51. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I let out a gasp. “Wow! I just received four skill levels in a row!” 
 
    <Yep. Connecting all those dots on an item with preexisting powerful magic makes all the difference. Congratulations, Boss.> 
 
    But I was already ravenously reading the next message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 51. 
  Congratulations! You reached the rank: Expert 
  As an Expert-ranked Runecrafter, you have gained the following abilities: 
  1. Area runes: You may now draw runes on exterior surfaces to create temporary effects. 
  2. Alter: You have a limited ability to alter existing enchantments (improves with skill level). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I raised my hands in triumph. “That calls for a celebration! Let’s get down and have a drink or three.” 
 
    “It is almost dusk, Dread Totem. We should go complete our mission,” Bob reminded me. 
 
    “Right, sabotage the competition first, drinks later,” I said, still feeling excited. “Here’s your new bow, Yulli. Give it a try.” 
 
    The hoblinette held the bow firmly with her left hand and easily drew the string all the way to her right cheek. 
 
    “Excellent!” I smiled at her. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Powerful.” The scout boss grinned. “But it is not so easy to hold the string; the pressure increases the longer I hold it.” 
 
    The two feathers at the top of the bow started moving in opposite directions, forming a circle, like the arms of a clock. After two seconds, the feathers made a quarter of a circle and Yulli’s arms started shaking from the exertion. 
 
    “That’s okay, put it down for now,” I said. I really wanted to see what the effect of ‘imbue arrow: griffon’ meant, but I guessed that letting an arrow loose inside the inn could lead to all sorts of problems. 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” She lowered the bow. 
 
    I checked to make sure the bottle of high-quality alcohol was still in my inventory then turned to my two companions. “Ready?” 
 
    “We must not be seen,” Bob cautioned me. “What we are about to do is considered a crime, and the repercussions will severely impede our mission. If you are seen–” 
 
    “I get it,” I interrupted. “If I’m spotted, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “That was not what I intended to say,” my lieutenant said grimly. “If you are seen, we must make sure that there are no witnesses left to report back to the city guards.” 
 
    “Cool and ominous – you did great.” I patted Bob’s shoulder. “Let’s go get an innkeeper drunk.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bob and I stood waiting in front of The Pit inn. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long. A few moments later, Yulli came out into the open. Her nose was twisted in disgust. “This place is repugnant,” she said. “They never wash the floor, their slaves stink, and the food smells even worse. The ale seemed fine, though.” 
 
    “Did you find Tycan’s personal ale?” I asked. 
 
    “I approached him and asked to see behind the bar.” 
 
    I grimaced. Subtlety wasn’t one of Yulli’s traits. “And?” 
 
    Her face hardened. “He tried to grope me. I spotted some barriers behind the counter and a door behind it, then I drove a knife through his palm and left.” 
 
    I let out an explosive breath. “I guess you’re lucky you got out. What about the other patrons?” 
 
    “There were about a dozen,” she said indifferently. “Including the five that harassed Daimmen. The patrons all looked like experienced warriors; probably the gladiators the innkeeper told us about.” She huffed. “They didn’t look so tough to me.” 
 
    “Dread Totem, it will be nighttime soon,” Bob said. “We should act now before curfew starts.” 
 
    “Alright. You two go in and take a table by the entrance. I’ll come from the back and try to sneak in. I’ll let you know if I need a distraction.” 
 
    The two nodded and went into the seedy-looking building. 
 
    Exercising my control of the darkness, I draped the nearby shadows over myself and snuck behind the buildings. 
 
    Several hob citizens were walking in the streets, but none spotted me. I didn’t take particular care to keep myself hidden. The sight of the slaves around me reignited my previous anger, and I felt a feral need to quench it in blood. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to rein in my emotions. I was operating on borrowed time, and any delay could prove fatal to my clan and my own future. 
 
    The outer door was unlocked and opened into a small kitchen. Rancid smells assaulted my sensitive goblin nose. Heaps of dirty platters were scattered everywhere with rotten bits of food still stuck on them. An old goblin slave was cleaning a stack of bowls with a dirty towel but only seemed to smear the grime more evenly. 
 
    I had a sudden inspiration and turned back to the door. Now that I had reached Expert rank, I was able to do area enchantments. Taking a leaf out of the Shamans’ Tower book, I opened the Runecraft Design Mode and concentrated on the latch. A holographic representation of the door lock appeared on my view. I drew a simple binding rune on the latch and around the keyhole. The runes extended, creating an intricate design that locked down the door. I poured 180 MP into the blueprint to finalize it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New schema discovered: Gog [Lock] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 52. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchant Wooden Door [Lock]? Yes/No 
  Pattern Efficiency: 100 
  Effect: Door locked 
  Requirement to burst: Physical score 51 or higher 
  Duration: 51 minutes 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That ought to make sure no one surprised me from behind. I wasn’t really worried about the old goblin slave. 
 
    There was another door on the other side of the kitchen. According to Yulli, it should open behind the counter. I tiptoed toward the door and pressed my long ear against it. I heard all sorts of commotion coming from the other side but nothing that suggested the innkeeper was standing just behind it. 
 
    I sent my thoughts out. Bob, I’m behind the counter door. If it’s clear to proceed, call out loudly that you need another drink. 
 
    “Innkeeper! Bring me a drink!” Bob’s voice boomed from the other side of the door. 
 
    I opened the door quietly, just enough for me to slip through and sneak inside. 
 
    I found myself on the inn’s main floor, behind the counter. It was at my eye level, and I could see a dozen or so patrons inside the room. I quickly lowered myself to avoid detection, finding two barrels and a few sacks below the counter. 
 
    “Shit, how do I know which one’s the right barrel?” I whispered silently. 
 
    <Well, let’s think,> Vic’s sarcastic voice sounded in my mind. <Daimmen said Tycan’s high-quality stuff isn’t strong, whereas everyone else’s drinks smell like it can peel the paint off the walls. It is indeed a conundrum; how on earth would you ever find the right barrel?> 
 
    Very funny, I said dryly, though I did feel stupid for asking. There was a spigot on each of the barrels, and I checked the left one first. The acrid smell of rotgut assaulted my nose, and I nearly gagged. I quickly stoppered the barrel and opened the second one, not even bothering to check its contents. I removed the lid from the bottle I’d brought with me and emptied the liquid into the open barrel. In contrast to the violent smell of the rotgut, the high-quality alcohol smelled clean and refined. 
 
    I put the empty bottle back in my inventory and stoppered the second barrel. Mission complete. 
 
    “Chief, watch out!” Yulli shouted. 
 
    Oh-ho, Vic chimed. 
 
    A gruff hand descended on the nape of my neck and lifted me up. I found myself dangling in the air, face to face with a very angry two-meter tall bugbear. 
 
    “What the hell is a little vermin doing with my stash!” he demanded, shaking me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Boozing the Boozer 
  You have failed to spike Tycan’s drink undetected. 
  New objective: Kill Tycan and all witnesses. 
  Quest Type: Advanced 
  Reward: 200 XP, +800 reputation with Daimmen 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Instead of feeling anxious or disheartened for failing the initial quest, I felt uplifted. I’d done my best to ‘stick to the rules’ and complete the quest properly, and yet I was caught red-handed. That meant I could now unleash with a clear conscience. 
 
    Tycan’s rough shaking didn’t really hurt me, but all the other patrons rose to their feet and drew their weapons. They seemed quite eager to assist the bugbear in manhandling a small goblin. I didn’t have to analyze anyone to recognize their strengths. I inhaled all the information tendrils in the room, absorbing the rudimentary details all at once. Tycan was level 12 and had mediocre combat skills. The other patrons’ levels ranged between 10 to 30. 
 
    With my free hand, I drew out the demon staff. It had been too long since I’d held it. The feeling of power that washed over me was euphoric. 
 
    I gave Tycan a huge grin. “Time to dice up some hobs!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I cast Drilling Arrow, sending a volley of three projectiles point blank into the bugbear’s body. They did nearly 80 damage, bringing his health down to a quarter. He dropped me with a startled cry and clutched at his wounds. With a vindictive smirk, I leveled the pointed end of my staff and stabbed him in the stomach while unleashing a stored Direball spell. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball hits Tycan for 582 damage [base 291 X epicenter 2] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball skill level increased to 13. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The castigation special ability didn’t trigger, as I was still at full health, but the normal amount of damage was enough to do the job. Tycan’s body exploded into a mist of blood, painting the entire inn red. 
 
    That might have been a bit of an overkill, but the feral goblin in me purred with pleasure at the brutal death of my enemy. And I had two more direballs loaded into my staff. 
 
    Bob, Yulli, guard the front door; don’t let anyone leave, I commanded. 
 
    Tycan’s five lackeys drew their weapons and eyed me apprehensively. Two patrons, the lowest-level ones, dashed toward the door but were promptly cut down by my lieutenant and scout boss who had positioned themselves to block the exit. The other five patrons, all burly and battle-tested, adopted a fighting stance. 
 
    Using my power over darkness, I exerted my will, clutching as much shadow matter as I could. Viscous blackness flowed into the inn through seams in the walls like a wave of black honey. I poured more and more mana, cramming the shadows in, suffocating the interior of the inn with deep darkness. There were gasps of surprise as everyone lost their eyesight. 
 
    Everyone except my two companions and me. 
 
    As Shadow-Touched creatures, darkness was our ally, and we could easily see through the magical shadows. The unfortunate witnesses stood no chance. The semi-physical viscous darkness even served as a voice dampener, muffling the noise of clashing weapons. 
 
    Darkness oozed over Yulli’s bow, enhancing it with the Coat Weapon blessing I had granted her. The magical bow hummed as arrows pierced armor and flesh with equal ease. Bob remained near her, ready to defend the scout if an enemy got too close. 
 
    A brown-furred bugbear headed for me, clumsily swinging an axe that got nowhere near me. I reached out to his mana and forced it to stop. His entire body froze in place, and my dagger flew into his chest, sacrificing him on the spot. 
 
    The rest of the enemies flipped over tables and took cover behind them in a vain attempt to escape Yulli’s unending stream of arrows. Since they couldn’t see anything, half of them took cover on the wrong side, opening themselves to the boss archer’s barrage. 
 
    Two of the hobs started to chant, and flimsy globes of yellow light soared from their hands toward the ceiling. A faint glow illuminated the place, but not enough to disperse the oppressive gloom. 
 
    Two of the more vicious-looking fighters took the opportunity and lunged at my two companions. They each got hit by Yulli’s darkness-covered arrows, dropping their health by a quarter, but they still managed to close into melee. Bob was ready for them. Vines shot forward from his outstretched hands, wrapping around one of the assailant’s legs, and he nearly lost his footing. Then the lieutenant engaged the other with his sword while Yulli continued her steady stream of arrows. 
 
    They seemed to be handling their end well, so I shifted my attention to the five remaining witnesses. Three of them were Tycan’s lackeys. The other two were burly hobs with muscles rippling across their bodies. The three ran at me, while the more experienced-looking duo attempted to flank me from the sides. 
 
    I smiled at the charging three, activated Mana Shield, and let loose another direball from my staff, aiming for the center of the group. 
 
    The empowered ball of destruction exploded at their feet, barely a meter away from me. The explosion tore their bodies and shredded their armor, transforming the enemy into hob confetti. 
 
    God, it felt great. 
 
    The two flanking me were both level 30, and having seen the demise of their allies, they approached me carefully. Their cautious approach was commendable but unwise. They were giving me the time I needed to cast more spells. 
 
    The darkness suffusing the inn swirled and spawned five black mastiffs. I ordered my minions to split up and attack the approaching warriors. The level 17 beasts covered the short distance in an instant and began mauling and biting. My dagger soared through the air, nicking one of them for 10 percent of his health. 
 
    I spared a glance at my companions. Yulli had finished off the one bound in vines and was taking her time lining up a shot at Bob’s opponent. My lieutenant had sustained some injuries but had over 80 percent health remaining. Meanwhile, his opponent was obviously not as skilled in melee combat, and his health was draining rapidly. 
 
    There was a clang and a flash of power. I looked back at my own opponent. The hob who was fighting two of the mastiffs was armed with a glowing magical gauntlet. He’d killed one of the mastiffs and had apparently used my distraction to throw a knife at me. The small blade was on the ground at my feet, having bounced off my shield. 
 
    “Tsk tsk,” I said and shook my head. “That’s not how you throw a dagger.” I froze him and sent my own dagger soaring. His lifeless corpse dropped to the ground, and his body was consumed by darkness. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Kravot sacrificed 
  +10 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <You sure taught him a lesson, Boss,> Vic said. 
 
    I knew he meant to irritate me, but I still felt a huge amount of satisfaction from my sharp retort. 
 
    The four remaining mastiffs quickly finished off my last attacker just as Bob drove his sword through his own opponent’s heart, killing him. 
 
    “That was fun.” I grinned broadly at my two companions. “Alright, let’s search the bodies, then–” 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Bob said urgently. “The city guard will arrive at any moment. We must leave immediately.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I cursed. “I guess you’re right. Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    As we headed for the door, I stopped to collect the two void crystals and the dead warrior’s magic gauntlet. 
 
    Outside The Pit, we looked around. No one seemed to give us the time of day. I realized the noise-suppressing properties of the darkness had concealed our battle more than I’d thought. We were in the clear. 
 
    “Looks like we can go back to properly loot the bodies,” I said. 
 
    Bob shook his head. “It is nearly curfew time. The guard will be patrolling, and a stray witness might be able to put us at the scene. It will be best to leave now, while the guards are still oblivious to our actions.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” I said. But I knew he had a point. “Oh, alright, let’s go back to The Dancing Shade. I hope Daimmen will be satisfied with the results.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We swiftly made our way through the emptying streets. No one seemed to know, or care, that we were covered in blood, or that we’d just butchered an inn full of people. It was a perfectly executed crime. My inner goblin’s bloodlust was sated at last. 
 
    As an extra precaution, we avoided the main boulevard and moved through a back alley. We crossed over to District Two via a side gate and found ourselves at the far end of an alley leading to a large partly burned building. 
 
    “What is this?” I pointed at the notable structure. 
 
    Bob followed my finger. “Oh, that is the Derelict Temple. It has been abandoned for years.” 
 
    “So there are three temples in Akzar?” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Whose temple was it? Why has it been left abandoned?” 
 
    “I do not know, Dread Totem. It is rumored that the temple is filled with unbridled evil. None who ventured in have made it out. The residents of this district have become accustomed to its presence.” 
 
    “Hmm …” I pondered his words. An abandoned, evil-infected temple in the middle of a city sounded like a city dungeon dive to me. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    We approached the building. It was nearly 10 meters tall, and the double doors at the front were charred and partially ripped off their hinges, blocking the entrance. Looking inside through the open cracks, I could see the place was one huge open space. Broken furniture and debris littered the floor. The tall glass windows were covered with soot, and very little light made it inside, but to my Shadow-Touched enhanced goblin eyes, it was as bright as full daylight. 
 
    There was nothing moving inside. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” I said. “Where are all the evil creatures?” 
 
    “It is rumored that the evil shows itself only at night,” Bob said. 
 
    <Figures,> Vic spoke suddenly and sighed. <This is so cliché.> 
 
    Yulli frowned. “But the city is in curfew during the night.” 
 
    Bob nodded. 
 
    That was an innovative approach for an inner-city dungeon. The monsters that roam inside are held in check from interfering with the city during the day, and any aspiring adventurer would be required to take special precautions to investigate it at night. 
 
    We left the burned temple and made our way toward the inner ring. While we walked, trying to look nonchalant, I took out the magical gauntlet I had ‘liberated.’ 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gladiator Fist [Set Item] 
  Description: This thick steel gauntlet is especially heavy. On impact, the gauntlet sends a powerful shockwave through the enemy’s body, further increasing the crushing damage. The shockwave reverberates through the wielder’s body as well and travels to its other arm. The vibrations risk shattering the wielder’s bones unless he wields the other set item, the Gladiator’s Aegis, which absorbs the force. 
  Type: Weapon, one-handed 
  Rank: Magical, set 
  Durability: 60/80 
  Damage: 18-20 bludgeoning 
  Effect: Sends a shockwave to the enemy’s body, doing 40 damage, which then travels to the wielder’s other arm. 
  Base Price: 650 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was an impressively powerful enchantment, especially for a level 30 hobgoblin, but the backlash made it a detriment. I could probably sell it for some quick cash though. 
 
    We reached The Dancing Shade a few minutes later and went straight to our room. Even here, our bloodied appearance hadn’t drawn any reaction from the patrons. 
 
    “Ah, that’s much better.” Yulli carefully leaned her bow on the wall, then wiped her face with the bed sheet. “Killing annoying miscreants is so tiresome.” 
 
    I wiped my own bloody face as well and grinned at her. “You did good back there. You too, Bob.” 
 
    My lieutenant bowed slightly. “Thank you, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Even though we didn’t follow the plan, I think Daimmen will still be happy and sponsor our entry into the upper ring. With a little luck, maybe he’ll be able to point us to a second patron.” 
 
    “We still have to gain a temple’s blessing,” Bob said. “How will we accomplish that? I don’t believe Nihilator will appreciate us vowing him off.” 
 
    I shuddered. “No, he won’t like that.” I doubted I could do it even if I wanted to. His binding rune was still seared into my chest. 
 
    A few more moments passed in silence. 
 
    “The curfew is in effect,” Bob remarked, looking through the window near his bed. “The inn should be empty.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go back downstairs.” 
 
    There were half a dozen goblin slaves running around the common room washing the floor, rearranging chairs, and cleaning tables. My nostrils flared at the sight of my kin’s degradation, but I held my tongue. I had more important things to worry about. 
 
    Daimmen was rearranging liquor bottles on shelves behind the bar. 
 
    “It is done,” I said. 
 
    The innkeeper turned to face us, surprise written on his face. “What is done?” 
 
    “Tycan’s dead,” I clarified. 
 
    “You have bested him in a duel?” Daimmen looked appreciatively at Bob. 
 
    “Not exactly,” my lieutenant admitted. 
 
    “He’s dead and that’s what’s important,” I interjected. “He’ll no longer cause you any trouble.” 
 
    The bulky hob’s face broke into a smile. “Well, that’s good news. Well done!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Boozing the Boozer 
  You have killed Tycan, though not using the specific method Daimmen requested. 
  Quest Type: Advanced 
  Reward: 500 XP, +800 reputation with Daimmen 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +800 reputation with Daimmen 
  Current rank: Neutral 
  Points to next rank: 800 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “So will you sponsor our entry into the upper ring now?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, as I promised,” Daimmen said. “Just please make sure not to get into any trouble. I will be severely punished if you are accused of a crime while I vouch for you.” 
 
    Vic chuckled. <Ha! You better hope he doesn’t learn how you really completed his quest.> 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Akzar Access III 
  Influential citizen sponsors: 1/2 
  Temple blessing: 0/1 
  Quest Type: Advanced, chain 
  Reward: 2,000 XP, access to Akzar’s upper ring 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “I want to ask a little favor.” I pulled out the poster Bodnik had given me. “Would it be okay if I hang this on the wall for a week?” 
 
    He glanced at the piece of parchment, and for a moment, I thought he was going to refuse, but then he said, “Put it up there, next to the corner table.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Father, the kitchen is clean.” Lolo appeared in the doorway behind the counter. “Hello, goblin.” She greeted me with a smile. 
 
    “Good,” Daimmen said. “Now please go–” 
 
    But I didn’t hear the rest of that sentence. A buzz filled my mind and a turmoil of emotions shot through me like a raging fire. 
 
    <WHO. IS. THAT. GIRL?> Vic demanded, his voice cold yet full of rage. <How do you know her?> 
 
    I was alarmed by his sudden, uncharacteristic tone. That’s Lolo, the innkeeper’s daughter. She’s the one who helped me get inside here. What’s got you so riled up? 
 
    <She’s one of our VI leaders! Kill her! Kill her now!>


 
   
  
 

 6 – Clone Wars 
 
      
 
    For a moment, I was struck dumb. 
 
    The adorable hob girl was seeded with one of Vic’s VI leaders? That almost sounded too ludicrous to be true. 
 
    <I can’t believe it! I leave you out on the street for two minutes and you encounter one of them? I’m never leaving you again!> Vic seethed. <What are you waiting for? She’s standing right there! Kill her already!> 
 
    Come on, Vic, be reasonable. I tried to calm my inflamed companion. I can’t kill her in the open, in front of her dad! We’ll be branded as criminals, thrown into prison, and lose all chance we have to reach the upper quarter. 
 
    <I don’t care!> Vic insisted. <You screwed up last time, letting that raven familiar escape. I’m not letting you off easy now. We have a deal. You want my help? You better deliver your part. Kill. Her. Now.> 
 
    Bob and Yulli threw curious glances at me, unaware of our internal dispute, and continued chatting with the innkeeper. 
 
    Alright, alright! I’m not abandoning our agreement; I’ll kill her for you. I felt his emotions swirling with excitement at my words. But not right now, I added. We stand to lose everything if I do it now. Let’s first accomplish our goal. She’s not going anywhere; this is her home. 
 
    <But she’s standing right there!> Vic wailed in a very un-Vic-like manner. <It’s not like that time I asked you to kill Barska. She’s barely got enough hit points to stand up to a mouse. You can do it with your eyes closed.> 
 
    He was grasping at straws. I could tell I had already won the argument. 
 
    Yes, and you’ll remember that I also asked to postpone killing Barksa until I got stronger, and I delivered on my word. 
 
    <Yeah, I guess you did,> my companion said in a defeated tone. <Though it took you forever.> 
 
    It was barely a month! I protested. 
 
    <Yeah, that’s exactly my point!> 
 
    We’ll wait until we get into the upper ring and conclude our business, then we’ll return here before we head back to Goblin’s Gorge. 
 
    I felt Vic’s tension rise as he waited for me to continue. I looked at the innocent girl giggling at something Yulli had whispered to her and braced myself. And then I will kill her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The deal I’d made with Vic left a sour taste in my mouth. 
 
    I knew the girl was just a game character and that me killing her was actually freeing up the VI who was trapped inside her body. But that knowledge brought me no relief. Despite only knowing Lolo briefly, I was fond of the girl, and the thought of taking her life with my own hands weighed heavily on me. 
 
    Still, I’d done worse in my journey to raise and protect my clan. 
 
    And I would do it all over again if I had to. 
 
    My two hob companions fell asleep as soon as they lay down, their rhythmic breathing filling up the room. 
 
    I hadn’t planned on going to sleep just yet. My previous foray into the upper ring using my shadow clone had been cut short, and I was eager to pick up where I’d left off. The shamans’ tower tantalized me with its promise of secret knowledge. 
 
    With a practiced mental effort, I poured my consciousness into my shadow and stood up as a three-dimensional being of darkness. Looking through the window, I willed myself to move through the dark alleys. I already knew the way, so I didn’t have to make stops for course correction. Two heartbeats later, I stood in front of the magical tower, looking at the impressive black metal door. 
 
    Once again, I activated my Mana Sight, making the runic lines shine with magical power. I was right the last time; the complex rune formation had reconstructed itself and the wards I had broken were back. I could use the same method as before to pass through, but a lot had happened since last night. I had just reached the Expert rank of Runecraft and no longer needed to resort to crude methods to brute force my way through the enchantment. 
 
    I opened the Runecraft Design Mode, and the holographic representation of the door filled my view. It was completely covered with a fine net of connecter rune lines. I smiled as the information poured into my mind. Whoever did this enchantment was probably a Master-ranked enchanter. I reached with two fingers to the bottom of the door, catching part of the web with each one, then I drew my hands apart. A gap no larger than a pet door appeared in the scintillating enchantment, but it was all I needed. I crouched down, and my shadowy body easily filtered through the seam at the bottom of the door. 
 
    I found myself in the entrance chamber again. I looked up to study the complex rune formation etched on the ceiling, but after a few moments, I had to stop. There were dozens of different runes in place, all covered with thick overlapping lines of connector runes. It would take me hours, maybe even days, to study the pattern fully and uncover new runes. Before I’d commit to that, I wanted to check the rest of the tower. 
 
    There were three dark metal doors leading further inside. I approached the leftmost and noted it was warded exactly like the outer door. I repeated the same actions as before, flowing through the seams to the other side. 
 
    The door led into a small chamber. Large arcane symbols were painted over the walls, and candles and bloody knives were scattered on the floor and shelves. At the center of the room was a dais encircled by a red pentagram. A scorched skull sat on the dais, and I could feel power emanating from it. I was curious to study it, but for the sake of safety, I kept my distance. I couldn’t carry the skull in my cloned body anyway. This was obviously a summoning chamber. It fit with what I knew of hobgoblin shamans as practitioners of demonic summoning. The painted symbols were not runes but some sort of magical language, so after a brief examination I gave up trying to study them further and went back into the main hall. 
 
    I tried the middle door next. 
 
    There was a narrow corridor behind it which branched into two flights of stairs at the end. There were no visible items in sight, but to my mana-enhanced eyes, the corridor radiated with layer upon layer of powerful magic. If I thought the schema on the ceiling was complicated, it was nothing compared to what I saw now. A high-level Runecrafter would have to spend months to create the complex magical warding I was seeing. I recognized some of the runes, but they were connected in intricate and unknown formations. I couldn’t make out their exact purpose, but they were clearly traps, meant to obliterate any unauthorized person trying to cross the corridor. 
 
    I retreated and went to the last door. 
 
    It led to another small room, which looked identical to the first one. I ignored the bloodstains, the knives, and the arcane writing. My eyes were drawn to the item sitting atop the central dais. 
 
    It was an old stone tablet. From my vantage point near the door, I could clearly make out part of a single rune etched on its flat surface. My shadow clone presence prevented me from physically grabbing items, but I was fairly certain I could still learn new runes. The stone tablet was a valuable find. I zoomed into the center of the room and leaned forward to study the rune lines in detail. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You gained knowledge of a new rune: ‘Ka’ (The Rune of Mass) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Awesome! My thoughts were already whirling, considering the possibilities of such a rune. 
 
    Then the pentagram lines around me started to glow with unholy red energy. 
 
    “Shit!” I cursed. I flung myself into the shadows, intending to zoom far away from there. 
 
    My insubstantial body hit an invisible barrier, and I was thrown back as if I had run headfirst into a brick wall. Red magical lines ignited around me, marking an energy cage that surrounded me completely. A pulse of power ran thumping through the lines like it was filling them with power. 
 
    I was trapped. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here?” A raspy voice came from the direction of the door. 
 
    A hobgoblin walked through the open doorway and stood outside the cage, looking at me with obvious interest. He was old, with a long, matted white beard and deep wrinkle lines that ran through his face. He was missing his left eye, but the hollow socket burned with orange flames. In his hand, the hob carried a metallic pink staff. Viridium. 
 
    Despite his ancient appearance, he walked with a confident gait. I tried to analyze him, but to my surprise, the attempt failed. It was like my skill was disabled. I tried again … and failed again. I summoned my mana and attempted to shoot a drilling arrow, but again, nothing happened. 
 
    The old hob chuckled. “It wouldn’t be a very effective trap if you were able to magic your way out of it, now would it?” His lone good eye shone malevolently. “We are going to spend a long time chatting about how exactly you were able to breach my wards, goblin. And then we’ll spend even longer making sure you wish you never did.” 
 
    Despite my predicament, I wasn’t overly concerned. This was not my actual body, so I couldn’t really be tortured. At worst, my clone would sustain damage and dissipate. I could also always break my connection and return to my own body. I saw it more as a learning opportunity. “Are you the one who drew all those runes?” My voice came out cold and hollow. 
 
    The old hob chuckled again. “I did some of it. My predecessors spent years perfecting the tower’s enchantments. The magic that holds you, however, is my own design.” 
 
    As long as he was willing to talk, I decided to try to worm more information out of him. “I am a creature of shadows. The power of your tower drew me here. You have proven your strength by capturing me. Answer my questions, and I will serve you faithfully.” 
 
    The hob smirked. “What do you take me for? A clueless traveler? I have been studying the deepest secrets of magical knowledge for years. I’ve delved into the depths of hell and squeezed out ancient knowledge from the minds of demons. You are just a vessel, trying to sneak in and steal our secrets.” 
 
    That worried me a little. The old sorcerer knew exactly what I was and didn’t seem concerned about me escaping. Still, all I had to do was cut off the flow of mana keeping my clone together, and I’d return to my own body. 
 
    “You’re right,” I consented. “I came here to gain knowledge. Your collection of runes is impressive. I dabble with Runecrafting myself. Perhaps you’d be willing to trade knowledge?” 
 
    If deceiving him didn’t work, maybe sweet talking would. 
 
    He snorted. “You try to weasel your way out with words like a worm wiggling through the dirt. You cannot possibly possess magical knowledge I don’t already know. You are nothing but an idiot goblin who stepped where he shouldn't have.” 
 
    “What about a binding rune?” I pressed. The rune that Nihilator had seared into my flesh was the rarest I knew. 
 
    “Bah, your ignorance is bottomless,” he sneered. “It is a rune studied by apprentices. The one I used to lure you to my trap is much rarer.” 
 
    I filed that piece of information for later. I was going to make Anikosem the gremlin pay an arm and a leg for this one, especially after how he fleeced me for all my other runes. 
 
    “You might be right, but have you ever seen it being used like this?” Even in my shadow clone, the rune remained etched on my chest, though it was normally impossible to see on my black body. I channeled a trickle of mana into the rune, making its lines glow so that it was visible. A light itching sensation accompanied the act. 
 
    “Well, that is interesting.” For the first time, the old hob magician seemed surprised. “It has been a long time since I’ve last seen Flesh Crafting. Someone powerful has branded you. You are nothing but a puppet, goblin.” 
 
    I was glad Vic wasn’t present for this discussion. He would no doubt have a snarky remark about being called a puppet, or something equally offensive. 
 
    Now that I had his attention, I tried to push on. “I’ve heard your rituals transform normal metal into Viridium and that you sell it to Bartun, here in the upper ring. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Ha!” he exclaimed. “So you’re here to try and steal our stock of high-quality Viridium? That makes sense. As a Runecrafter, you’d naturally not be interested in the low-quality stuff we reject.” 
 
    My mouth dropped at his words. The Viridium ingots I used are considered low-quality? Holy crap! That was astounding news. A single Viridium sphere could hold eight runes. I could only guess how much a high-quality one would hold. With all the extra wards and protection I could graft into it, a golem made from that stuff would be nigh invincible. 
 
    “Now that I have ascertained why you are here,” the old magician continued, “it is time to learn who is your master.” 
 
    I snorted in derision. “Why would I tell you anything?” 
 
    “Pain,” he said simply and struck the butt of his staff on the floor. 
 
    The flames in his missing eye flared, and the red lines of my cage burned with the same intensity. 
 
    A terrible pain wracked my body. I felt tendrils of my shadowy substance being peeled away from me, like a string doll that was slowly being pulled apart. I tried to scream, but my mouth unraveled in a similar way, preventing me from making a sound. The tendrils of my body floated inside the cage, and it felt like my actual body was being turned into ribbons. 
 
    At last, the evil hob lessened his hold, and the glow of my cage decreased. My mana tugged at the pieces of my shadow, knitting them back together, and I was made whole again. 
 
    My goblin mind filled with rage at the audacity of the treatment I had just received. All I wanted was to lash out and sink my teeth into his scrawny neck and tear the smug expression off his face. But I reined in my emotions, refusing to let my instincts take over. 
 
    “Impressive,” he said begrudgingly. “That amount of pain should have made you scream for several minutes.” 
 
    I wiped my still-forming mouth. “Well, this was fun, but I have to go.” With an ominous tone, I added, “I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    Then I cut off the flow of mana coming from my physical body. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I looked around uncomprehendingly, and a sinking feeling settled in my gut. Uh oh. 
 
    Another pulse of magical power thrummed through the cage, and for the first time, I realized what was going on. The energy running through the cage was keeping my form together, fueling the clone and preventing me from dissipating it. 
 
    “HA HA HA HA!” The magician cracked up in stereotypical evil laughter. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me, goblin. This cage will hold you here, forever. But that’s not all.” The flames in his empty eyes danced merrily. “My spells have already tracked your real body. I know you are staying at The Dancing Shade. My servants will dispose of your body, and I will keep your mind trapped here for a long, long time. You will live long enough to regret your transgression, goblin.” He spat the last word. 
 
    The sinking sensation in my stomach transformed into a deep, hollow pit. This couldn’t be right; I was just looking around, taking in the sights. But now, I was out of luck. It looked like I was, once again, facing the equivalent of a final death. I had to break free. 
 
    “No!” I protested, pouring out every ounce of willpower to escape the magical bonds. 
 
    “HA HA HA!” He did the evil laughter again. “Yes!” 
 
    “NO!” I growled, fighting harder. 
 
    “YES!” 
 
    “NO!” I screamed out loud and opened my eyes. 
 
    I was back in my own body, and my scream caused both of my sleeping companions to jump in alarm. 
 
    But I wasn’t out completely. My mind was split between two places at once. I was inside my room at the inn, while simultaneously viewing the summoning room where my clone was still trapped. An unbelievable, tearing headache threatened to split my head open.  
 
    I groaned and put four hands on my two heads and tried to keep them from bursting open. Someone screamed inside my mind, trying to get my attention, but it was far away. My head was swimming from the array of broken pictures, and I felt the bile rising. I tried closing my eyes again, but it was too late. Even with my sight blocked, my meditative state was broken. I was receiving sensations from two bodies simultaneously, and it was too much for my mind to cope with. 
 
    The pain was all-consuming. It felt like a huge chunk was missing from my chest. I couldn’t think, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t do anything. I felt something tearing away from my torso, leaving a gaping hole behind. Then darkness rushed in, and I embraced oblivion with open arms.


 
   
  
 

 Interlude: The Mob Squad 
 
      
 
    “God-crapping-damn-it!” Riley yelled as he waded through the deep snow. The half-goblin dwarf detested the cold. 
 
    “Come on, grumpy, we’re not far,” Misa, the half-goblin elf woman said jubilantly. “Just keep your stubby little legs moving a bit longer.” 
 
    “Stubby legs?” the dwarf demanded. “You darned scrawny elves just run on top of the snow!” 
 
    Misa smirked. “You actually sounded like a real dwarf there for a second. Kudos.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Fox said. The yellow-furred bugbear pointed ahead. “There’s a fence over there; must be the farmstead we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “Aces!” Misa beamed. “Come on, kitty, that’s your cue.” 
 
    The catgirl with them perked up her fluffy ears. “Come on, guys,” she groaned. “Last time they nearly shot me on sight. Why can’t Misa go first?” 
 
    “Because I don’t have your dazzling, cutie-pie, endearing personality,” Misa said with a wide grin. “If they nearly shot you, they’ll definitely open fire as soon as they see me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Riley and Fox said together. 
 
    “You can do it Raystia,” the dwarf added. “You just need to look very innocent and ask for a job.” 
 
    The catgirl dropped her head and looked up at the dwarf with big, sad eyes. 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, just like that. We only need a single reputation point with Everance to reach Despised rank. Then we’ll be able to walk into the city and complete our mission.” 
 
    “Oh, alright,” Raystia sighed. “I’ll see what I can do. You guys wait here.” 
 
    “Where do you think we’ll be going in this snow?” the bugbear grunted. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m staying right here,” Riley added. “Pluck me out of this snow when it’s time to move again.” 
 
    “You got it, grumpy,” Misa said brightly. 
 
    Raystia moved away from her friends, approaching the simple cattle gate that surrounded the small farmstead. 
 
    They’d been walking for three days straight. The goblin chief had given them a lift, teleporting them a few dozen kilometers toward their destination, but from there, they had to go on foot. 
 
    They had eventually broken away from the wilderness and into more civilized territory. NPC villages and hamlets dotted the landscape. Most were farming communities that supported the metropolitan city of Everance, the home base of the Manapulators guild. 
 
    They knew in advance they would be met with enmity and suspicion. After all, they were part goblin and were considered barely more than monsters by the ‘civilized’ residents of the game. It would prove extremely challenging to sway the opinion of the general population from running away screaming or outright attacking them on sight. But they had two advantages that could turn things in their favor. 
 
    The goblin chief had revealed to them that they only needed a single reputation point to ascend from the lowest reputation rank to Despised, at which point their presence would be tolerated enough to avoid being killed on sight. 
 
    The second advantage was currently approaching the farmhouse. 
 
    Raystia hesitantly knocked on the door, bracing herself. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a gruff voice demanded from the other side. 
 
    The slender catgirl closed her eyes, assuming her docile shy persona. “Ahem … excuse me … sir. My friends and I are lost. Everything is covered in snow, and well … ahem … we saw your farm and hoped that … ahem … maybe we could offer work for a little bit of shelter?” 
 
    There was a clicking sound, and the door opened. “Who the hell walks around in this sno–” The aged and rough-looking farmer took one good look at the person in front of him and froze in mid-sentence. His mouth moved without a sound, then he fumbled for the knife on his belt. “A monster! A monster loose at the door!” 
 
    “Please!” Raystia begged, her eyes tearing up. “Please, I am cold and hungry, won’t you please help me?” Her expression was pleading, eyes opened wide, boring straight into the gaze of the suddenly hesitant farmer. 
 
    “I don’t know …” The farmer stopped trying to draw his weapon and stared at Rystia suspiciously. 
 
    The catgirl fought down a smile as a message appeared in front of her, alerting that her Charm skill had just leveled up. NPCs were so easy to manipulate. 
 
    “Please,” she pressed on, her tone desperate. “We have a little money for food, and we will gladly work for a chance to sleep someplace warm.” 
 
    Getting a quest out of the farmer was important. Usually, the higher the reputation rank, the easier it was gaining a new quest. At their current ‘Hatred’ rank, The Mob Squad’s chances of scoring a quest were virtually unheard of. But Raystia was confident in her ability. And so were her friends. That was why they always pushed her forward to speak with the locals. 
 
    “I can sell you some food,” the farmer said reluctantly. “Ten gold for a day’s worth of travel rations.” 
 
    That was an outright ripoff, and Raystia knew it. But that didn’t matter. She was getting the farmer to talk rather than to stab her. That was significant progress. “Ahem, that’s very reasonable, I … ahem … I think that’s 10.” She handed the farmer 12 coins. 
 
    He looked at the offered gold for a few seconds then hesitantly reached out for the money and pocketed it. He didn’t comment on the two extra coins. “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll go fetch your food.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Rystia said earnestly, fighting off the urge to roll her eyes. Good spies knew to control their emotions, and Raystia aimed to be the best spy in NEO. 
 
    The door opened again, and the farmer appeared, holding a small burlap sack. “Here you go.” His tone was much less confrontational than before. 
 
    “Thank you so much!” Raystia beamed at him. “Please, can you give us any work? My friends and I will do anything you want for a chance at a roof over our heads! We will clean, haul, dig … whatever you need!” Seeing the farmer’s reluctant expression, she quickly added, “Of course, we’ll gladly pay for all our meals. Same price as before?” 
 
    That did the trick. The promise of easy money broke through his resistance. “I could use someone to shovel off the snow from the piggery. You can stay in the barn once you’re done, but tomorrow you’ll have to leave.” 
 
    “Of course, sir!” Raystia said enthusiastically. “My friends and I only seek honest pay for honest work. Will you … ahem … be willing to put in a good word for us with your neighbors if you find our work satisfactory?” 
 
    “Eh?” He seemed taken aback by her request. “Yeah, alright, whatever.” 
 
    A glint appeared in Raystia’s eyes as she reviewed the new quest notification. “Thank you, sir,” she said with a smirk. “You won’t regret it.” 
 
    “You better make sure I won’t,” he said. “The piggery is that way.” 
 
    “I’ll go fetch my friends, and we’ll start right on it!” she said. 
 
    The farmer grunted and closed the door in her face. 
 
    With the annoying human out of sight, Raystia sighed in relief and finally allowed her eyes to roll. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Misa was the first to spot Raystia as she returned from the farm. “Well, kitty, how did it go?” 
 
    “Check it out.” The catgirl winked and shared the new quest she had received. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest: De-pooping the Piggery 
  A local farmer consented to give you a little work. You must remove all the frozen pig droppings from his piggery. 
  Quest Type: Simple 
  Reward: 10 XP, +3 reputation points with Everance and all its factions 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Crap,” Riley muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell?” Fox demanded. “You have us all shoveling pig shit?” 
 
    “What?” Raystia’s eyes glazed over as she read the quest description. “Oh, shoot. I’m sorry, I only read the reward part. The farmer is a bit of a jerk. He told me we’d only have to shovel the snow.” 
 
    “No matter, kitty,” Misa said lightly. “It’s a small miracle you managed to pull even that out of him. We’ll get it sorted in no time.” 
 
    The bugbear grumbled, “That Totem dude better keep his word. I’m expecting a big reward when we’re done with this mission.” 
 
    Raystia’s hand clutched the magical Anchoring Crystal Oren had given her. She alone knew the real purpose of their mission. 
 
    Once they made it past Everance’s walls, she’d finally be able to deliver the little bauble back to her dishonest uncle.


 
   
  
 

 7 – The Pit 
 
      
 
    I was dreaming again. 
 
    I was back at that unspecified wilderness. Some distance in front of me, the mouth of a cave opened on the side of a hill. I couldn’t tell what was inside. The darkness of the cave looked more like a veil than a lightless space. 
 
    With a heavy heart, I forced my legs to take a step forward. 
 
    I didn’t know why, but I had to make it inside the cave. 
 
    I moved my other leg, taking another full step forward. 
 
    The sense of danger was palatable. Something extremely perilous was waiting for me inside the cave. Something even more powerful than Nihilator himself. 
 
    But I had to go inside. There was no other way. 
 
    I forced my legs to shuffle forward a few more steps. With each step, the pressure on my chest increased, making it harder to breathe. A weight settled on my shoulders, making it harder and harder to walk. 
 
    It felt like I was being suffocated and squashed with every step I took. 
 
    But I had to know what was inside. 
 
    I took another step forward. 
 
    The cave was 20 meters away. 
 
    I just had to reach it and pass through the entrance. Then, for better or worse, this nightmare would be over. 
 
    I took yet another step and stumbled to the ground. 
 
    The crushing weight pressed down on me. I tried to roll over and stand up, but it just pushed harder. I flailed my arms weakly and strained against the pressure. 
 
    But I couldn’t move. 
 
    I couldn't breathe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up gasping, sucking in air with huge gulps. There was a hollow ache in my chest. Disoriented, I didn’t recognize my immediate surroundings or how I got here. But all that mattered at the moment was getting my breathing under control. 
 
    Those Totem prophetic dreams were starting to become a liability. This was the second time I had dreamt of that cave and my reaction to waking up from it was more severe. Something told me I’d keep dreaming about that cave until I managed to make it inside. But my progress in the dream was frustratingly slow. At this rate, I dreaded to think how many times it would take me to make it through. 
 
    I finally relaxed enough to take in my surroundings. I was in what looked like an underground chamber, with walls of roughly excavated red stone. 
 
    I stood up and saw that the room was actually a wide corridor. The red walls gave an ominous vibe to the place, as if the corridor was a side passage into hell. 
 
    “Where am I?” I mumbled as I rose shakily to my feet. I still felt the lingering effects of the dream, but it was dissipating quickly. I opened my in-game map, but it was blank. I was in some sort of separate instance. Like a dungeon. 
 
    <Boss, you’re up!> Vic chirped in my mind. 
 
    “Vic, what happened? Where are we?” 
 
    <I was hoping you could tell me, Boss. From my perspective, one moment you were an immobile puppet while your mind was away with your shadow clone, and the next, you were screaming your head off. Your controls to the clone remained wide open, and it was tearing your mind apart. Again. I tried wresting the controls away from you, but it wasn’t easy. Your mind wouldn’t let go. It took all my concentration – I think you fainted sometime during that – and when I finally got all the threads together, I found we were in this place.> 
 
    It all came rushing back into me. The tower, getting captured, my overwhelmed senses. There was a feeling of hollowness inside me, like some part of me had been left behind with my clone. 
 
    “I met a strong hob magician,” I said. “He trapped my clone somehow. Whatever he did, it prevented me from getting loose. So I forced myself out of the meditative state, but even that didn’t break the connection.” 
 
    Vic tsked. <That was stupid, Boss. And dangerous. You seem dead set on giving yourself an aneurysm, despite my repeated comments about your vulnerable, mushy meat-suit brain.> 
 
    “I didn’t have any other choice,” I protested. “The old bastard was about to dispose of my real body and keep me trapped inside my shadow. I had to do something.” 
 
    <I see,> Vic said in an uncharacteristically somber tone. <Your clone is still active. I’m still holding the controls, keeping it away from messing with your mind. I can keep it up for a long time, but it eats away at my concentration. You’re eventually going to have to rescue your shadow.> He snickered. <Guy! I never thought I would say something like that. Anyway, Boss, I don’t recommend using the Shadow Clone spell again; you’ll just end up in your trapped shadow.> 
 
    “Damn, I was stupid to think I was invulnerable in that form,” I muttered. “But once I get out of here …” I felt the goblin in me stir. “I’ll teach that old magician a lesson he won’t forget. Come on, let’s go figure out where we are.” 
 
    I walked deeper into the corridor. A few meters later, I spotted a goblin-sized opening on the right wall, but it was blocked by thick metal bars. I could have probably used my spells to blast through them, but it would take time and make a lot of noise. 
 
    As I walked, the walls continued to look rough and irregular, their red hue effusing an oppressive vibe, like I was moving through a bloody passage. I steeled my resolve and kept going. 
 
    The corridor opened into an irregularly shaped chamber. There was a large gate on the side, but I couldn’t see through it. 
 
    A dozen goblin slaves sat on the floor, some sleeping, some fumbling with their chains. I noticed they all had extra shackles around their ankles, limiting their movements. They looked beaten and weak. 
 
    “Hey you,” I said when I reached the nearest goblin. “Where am I?” 
 
    The dumb creature looked up at me, a string of saliva dribbling from his open mouth. 
 
    <It’s no use, Boss. These unseeded puppets have even cruder scripts than your average goblin worker. I doubt you’ll get an answer out of them.> 
 
    They should still have some rudimentary intelligence, I argued back and moved to question the next goblin. This one was gnawing on his chain. “Where are we?” I demanded. 
 
    He stopped nibbling the metal long enough to give me a vacant stare. Then he lowered his head and put the chain back in his mouth. 
 
    “You won’t get an answer from those cretins, goblin,” a hoarse voice sounded from a shallow alcove. 
 
    A hobgoblin came into the main room and looked down at me. He was old and gaunt, his face withered, and he was missing his left arm, but his eyes were bright and alert. 
 
    “So where are we?” I asked, trying to appear unconcerned. I silently started channeling my mana in anticipation of an attack. 
 
    “The Pits, where else?” the hob chuckled. It sounded like old paper being ripped in half. 
 
    <Crap, Boss, he’s right! This explains why your map is blank – this place is a mini-instance!> 
 
    So that was what the old magician meant when he said his servants would dispose of me. They threw me into the pits while I was still unconscious. I had no idea how they transported me from The Dancing Shade. I only hoped Bob and Yulli were unharmed. 
 
    I looked up at the old armless hob who was still staring at me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Tenragan, Hobgoblin Gladiator 
  Level: 22 
  HP: 180, MP: 165 
  Attributes: P: 13, M: 10, S: 0 
  Skills: Dirty Tricks: 23, Feint: 20, Body Enhancement: 20 
  Background: Tenragan was once a decorated soldier. After losing his arm fighting a pack of vicious howlers, he was forced to make a living by fighting as a gladiator in Akzar’s arena. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “You’re a gladiator?” I asked with surprise. The old hob didn’t strike me as someone who would fare well in a fight. His attribute allocation was also weird. Having almost half of his points in Mental meant he relied heavily on his active skills. 
 
    “That I am,” he replied stoically. “And you’re a goblin slave who stepped out of bounds and ended up here as a result. Congratulations, your days are numbered – if not hours, that is.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Was that a threat?” 
 
    He chuckled and raised his single hand. “Not by my hand. At least, not down here.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” I demanded. 
 
    “I take the fights they give me. Glaive, the arena master, is honorable enough; he won't assign me an undefeatable foe. I’m usually brought in for the warm-up fights. Sometimes that means fighting your kind.” 
 
    “I bet you like it,” I said threateningly. The goblin in me was rearing its ugly head once again. 
 
    Tenragan didn’t seem perturbed by the accusation. “I’ve been down here long enough to realize it doesn’t matter. We all live down here. We fight and we die. Someday, I will die in the arena. Just like any other goblin.” 
 
    “So … you’re a prisoner here?” I frowned. This old hob didn’t strike me as someone being held against his will. Then again, he was down here with the rest of us. 
 
    “Of course not,” he scoffed. “This is where I choose to be. My people are proud warriors. A one-armed cripple has no place in Akzar. This is the only way for me to earn a bit of honor, even if it’s only by facing pathetic opponents. Those fights don’t pay very well, so I usually spend my time here, with the rest of the hopeless souls.” 
 
    <Jeesh, being a hob sure sucks,> Vic noted. 
 
    “So why are you talking to me?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    He shrugged. “It can get boring down here, and most of your kin aren’t as articulate as you are. In fact, this has been the most engaging conversation I’ve had down here in a year. So I will clue you in on a little tip: If you want to survive in the pits, don’t show any signs of obvious strength. If at all possible, lose the fights they assign you – unless it’s to the death, of course. In that case, try to make it appear like you barely won. You’ll live longer if the arena master thinks you’re not cut out for the big spectacles.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly. “I gather the arena is on the other side of this gate? 
 
    ”Of course.” 
 
    “Is there another way out?” 
 
    “No. There are a few air holes that open to the ground level, but they are too high to reach and sealed with grates of reinforced steel. There used to be tunnels when they dug this place, but those are all boarded up as well.” 
 
    That didn’t sound too good. I remembered seeing the grate in the tunnel. I thought I stood a decent chance of blasting it off with a well-placed direball, but first I had to try to find another legitimate way out of here to avoid antagonizing Akzar’s authorities. 
 
    “Well, if I win every fight, they’re bound to let me out, right?” I said, trying to pass it off as a joke. 
 
    Tenragan snorted. “You’ll have a better chance of chewing your way out of here through the red rock. You have no chance against the arena champions, especially not Bonecruncher.” 
 
    “Bonecruncher?”  
 
    “He’s The Champion and has been for the last five years. You don’t want to face him. Trust me.” 
 
    “Either way,” I said, “I don’t plan on staying here much longer.” 
 
    He actually laughed at my words. “Many have tried to escape. They all failed. Sneaking out is impossible, and if you try fighting your way out, you’ll lose. Just accept your fate. Keep your head low, and play to your strengths.” 
 
    “I will get out of here!” I snapped. 
 
    He just shook his head and let out another raspy chuckle. “Good luck with that, goblin. I’ll leave you to your escape.” Then he moved away, returning to his alcove. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spent the next hour exploring the underground dungeon. According to the in-game clock, it was already midday. I was pressed for time, and my current predicament threatened to throw my entire plan into the gutter. 
 
    I’d walked through the whole underground complex twice, looking for any hidden doors or secret passages, but found none. The entire place was carved from that weird red stone. I did find a few more tunnels that were blocked with thick metal bars, just like the old gladiator had said. The holes were too small for me to pass through, so I sent Vic to scout them out instead. 
 
    <Sorry, Boss,> my companion said when he returned and settled around my neck. <This tunnel stretches farther toward the city, but it doesn’t come out anywhere.> 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. “Let’s keep looking.” 
 
    “Psst! Dread Totem!” A familiar voice echoed through the chamber. I glanced around wildly. “Who's that?” 
 
    “Up here!” 
 
    I looked up at the high ceiling. There was a metal grate there, five meters above me. And through it, I spotted a familiar face. “Bob!” I said, relieved. “I’m glad to see you’re okay. Is Yulli with you?” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem,” my lieutenant whispered back at me. “She’s keeping watch while we talk. The guards came to take you during the night. Yulli and I tried to argue against that, but they charged you with crimes against a faction within the city. There was nothing we could do.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. It was my mine. I’m just glad they didn’t take you along with me.” 
 
    “The charges against you were for unlawful entry. That automatically branded you as an escaped slave, so Yulli and I were exonerated from responsibility for your actions. If you had been spotted attacking city guards, that would have been a different matter. Then we’d all be in trouble.” 
 
    “And that would have also cost us our chance to establish a trade agreement with Akzar.” I nodded. “I know. Can you send a rope down for me?” 
 
    “I can, but we won’t be able to move the grate. The bars are five centimeters thick and it’s adjacent to the barracks. Even if we somehow manage to force it open, we’ll be spotted instantly. Then the guards will attack us, and we’ll be branded as enemies of the city.” 
 
    “I guess that means I have to find a way out of here on my own.” I mostly felt annoyed at the delay. I wasn’t overly worried about the old hob magician. He had my shadow, and for all he knew, I was out of the picture. I only had to escape and keep a low profile. Until it was time to take him out for good, that is. 
 
    “Be careful not to kill any of the guards,” Bob cautioned me, interrupting the train of my murderous thoughts. “Or if you do, make sure there are no witnesses.” 
 
    I forced my mind back to the present. “I know. Is there anything you can do to help?” 
 
    “I can give you some information. The arena master usually pits goblins against the more seasoned fighters to be butchered in the early matches. They keep bringing in fresh goblins though, usually slaves who are too old or too weak to be of any real use.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw,” I said darkly. The goblins I encountered were nothing more than broken shells. “That’s not really helpful information.” 
 
    “Well, you can certainly beat the novice fighters. They are the same as those we fought at that inn, but then you’ll be marked. It will be better if you’ll find a way to survive while masking your true strength.” 
 
    “Or I can just kill them all,” I said with a vicious grin. “Once I’m declared the arena champion, they’ll have to let me go, right?” 
 
    Bob blanched at my words. “Dread Totem! I strongly advise against that plan. The Champion is a monster – much stronger than Rhyno! It would be advisable to keep a low profile. I suggest taking a few hits, then pretending to be too injured to continue.” 
 
    I didn’t like that suggestion. It wasn’t really my style. Both my human and goblin sides agreed on that. I preferred winning with overwhelming force to playing dead, but my options were limited, so I’d at least have to seriously consider following my lieutenant’s advice. 
 
    “I still need a way to get out of here,” I reminded him. 
 
    “You can’t simply escape,” Bob said. “If you fight your way out, the clan will lose all status with Akzar, and we won’t be able to show our faces anymore. But there’s another way. Sometimes, broken slaves are sold instead of being killed in the arena. I think our safest bet is for you to try to appear weak and allow yourself to be taken down. Then Yulli and I will have to come up with enough gold to buy you out. It won’t be easy. Even broken, you are still recognized as a chief and the price will be high.” 
 
    I opened my inventory and took out all my money, exactly 1,002 gold. On my mental prompt, Vic took the gold and extended a limb high into the air. He reached the thick grate and passed the gold to Bob. “This is all I have,” I said. “I hope it’ll be enough. Use it also to pay for your lodging and food.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dread Totem,” Bob said as he retrieved the gold. Then his head snapped up. “I have to leave,” he said urgently. “Guards are approaching.” 
 
    “Wait, I–” 
 
    But I didn’t get to finish; my lieutenant had moved beyond my sight. I was alone again. 
 
    <Hey, you still got me, Boss; I’ll keep you company while you go down the glorious path of masochism!> Vic said cheerfully. 
 
    “Shadow-crap!” I groaned. 
 
    From further down the tunnel, I heard the screech of metal grinding against metal. Like a gate being opened. I ran toward the sound and reached the chamber with the gate. It was wide open, and a large circular arena was visible beyond it. 
 
    Tenragan stood at the doorway with his back to me, holding nothing but a set of brass knuckles in his single hand. 
 
    Another similar gate was visible on the other side of the arena. As I watched, it slowly rose, revealing a pair of sabertooths. The two gold and black cats roared and charged into the open arena. I narrowed my eyes as their tendrils of information drifted to me. They were both level 20. Tenragan was in for a tough fight. But if he was afraid, the old hob didn’t show it. Without hesitation, he stepped into the arena, and the gate closed behind him, obscuring my view. 
 
    I stood looking at the closed gate for several moments. Then I shrugged, turned back, and continued my inspection of the place. Bob might not have been able to help me escape, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t look for another way out on my own. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well?” I asked as my purple companion slithered out from the barred tunnel. This was the last chute in the red-stoned complex. All the other ones proved to be dead ends. 
 
    Instead of assuming his place around my neck, Vic transformed into his purple goblin shape. “This one is different than the others, Boss.” 
 
    “Oh?” I looked at him intently. 
 
    “Yeah, about 10 meters down the tunnel, there’s a natural chimney that goes up almost all the way to the ground level. I estimate about a meter of stone before the surface. If you can get a pick, maybe you can chop your way through.” He snickered. 
 
    I rubbed my cheek. “Even with a pick, chopping through so much rock would take several days. I don’t have that time. Besides, how am I supposed to pass through those bars?” 
 
    “Beats me,” he said. “But of all the other tunnels, this is the only one that even comes close to the surface.” 
 
    “Damn it! I can’t pass through the bars like you do, and even if I could, I don’t know where I’d get a pickaxe to work with. Wait a minute …” I said slowly, eyeing my purple companion as he sat comfortably on a piece of red stone. “If I can find something to work with, you can start digging on your own. When you’re about finished, I can blast those bars, and then we’ll be out of here!” 
 
    Vic made a face. “First, I’m not really suitable for mining. I’m more the ‘possess-dead-puppets’ kinda guy, remember? Second, if you blast away the bars, you’ll bring every guard in this place down on us. Then you’ll probably be forced to kill some of them to escape, which will lose you the mission. You’ll need to come up with a better plan, Boss.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” I mulled it over. 
 
    Unlike the grate through which I’d spoken to Bob, the bars here were only two centimeters thick. No normal goblin would ever be able to bend those by force, but I wasn’t just any normal goblin. I activated Mana Infusion and felt power pouring into my muscles. I grabbed a bar with both hands and strained against it. It didn’t budge. 
 
    “Vic, give me a hand,” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    The purple goblin got to his feet and stood beside me. We pulled the bar together, but even our combined strength wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Ah, forget about it, Boss. You’ll never bend it with brute strength alone. You’ll just have to roll through the bars like me.” 
 
    I looked at him in astonishment. 
 
    “What?” he asked, puzzled. “Do I have something between my teeth?” He grabbed his mouth and pulled. His mouth stretched like it was made of playdough, and he brought the ridiculous appendage up to his eyes to study it. “Nope, all good!” 
 
    But I wasn’t paying attention to him. I opened my inventory and rummaged through the items within. Fortunately, I’d kept all my items, even after being thrown into the pits. I guessed my captors weren’t particularly worried about what a slave would be carrying with him. That was their mistake. 
 
    I took out a Satchel of Holding and emptied its contents. Ten enchanted Viridium spheres rolled out of it to the ground. With an effortless exertion of my will, the spheres joined together and formed into a level 10 golem. 
 
    “That’s a pretty good idea, Boss, I’ll give you that. Now what?” 
 
    In response, I clenched my will, making the golem change its shape. It rose into a single column, with three of the spheres flat on its end, like a giant ‘T.’ I forced the three spheres to start rolling, using the column as an axis. Then the column twisted sideways, smacking the rotating balls against the red stone. Grinding noises filled the air, and I quickly stopped the golem to avoid drawing unwanted attention. But the action had served its purpose. There was an obvious indentation on the rough stone where the golem had struck. 
 
    I gave Vic a wide grin, then made the golem break down into separate spheres which rolled through the bars into the tunnel. “I’ll give you control over the golem. Take it to the chimney you found, and have it start excavating to the surface.” 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Vic said sarcastically. “I already control this body and your shadow clone, what’s one more puppet?” 
 
    I frowned. “Are you reaching your limit then?” 
 
    “Of course not. But it would be nice to receive some appreciation for the amazing feats I keep performing – keeping your sanity in check while I’m at it.” 
 
    “Err … thanks?” 
 
    “No problem, Boss. Alright, I’ll take the golem. But how will you get through the bars?” 
 
    I reached back into my inventory and drew out a thick glass flask. It was a potent acid, extracted from a Babau demon. I’d had three such flasks for a while now. 
 
    I unstoppered the container and poured a few drops on the bar. The gray liquid started steaming and bubbling angrily as soon as it made contact with the metal. After a moment, the reaction stopped, and there was a deep gouge in the metal. I’d only need two of the bottles to cut my way through. Since it was basically noiseless, no one would be coming to investigate when I finally decided to leave. 
 
    Vic disappeared into the tunnel with the Viridium golem, and soon, muffled grinding sounds could be heard coming from within. I doubted anyone farther away would hear it, and even if they did, they wouldn’t be able to locate the source of the noise. 
 
    A moment later, Vic returned. “I’ve anchored the golem between two rocks near the top, Boss. It’ll continue to grind its way up even without me watching it.” 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take it to reach the surface?” 
 
    “Hard to say, especially since I don’t know how thick the stone is exactly. Probably around a day, give or take.” 
 
    With my backup exit plan well in hand, I felt more confident. Now I could try the more preferable way of escape by becoming Akzar’s new arena champion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I got back to the main chamber, Tenragan was lying on the ground. bleeding from several deep gashes. Half the goblin slaves were missing, and those that remained didn’t spare the wounded hob a second glance. The gate was closed, and I could hear sounds of battle from the other side. 
 
    I approached the prone hob. “So I take it you won?” 
 
    “I did,” he groaned, straining to rise to a sitting position. “I was close to making it into Dargrot’s halls, but I managed to put down the beasts before that joyful occasion. I’ve never seen such dangerous cats before.” 
 
    “I know of at least one cat more dangerous than those,” I chuckled, thinking of Raystia. I hoped the catgirl was getting close to completing the quest I’d given her. “What’s Dargrot’s halls?” 
 
    “Dargrot is the god of battle,” the weary hob explained, wiping the blood from his face with his single arm. “Honorable warriors who die in battle are granted entrance to his hall, where they celebrate in a glorious feast for all eternity.” 
 
    “Sounds nice,” I said. 
 
    <Sounds boring,> Vic said. 
 
    The gate started to rise slowly with a metallic screech, revealing the arena beyond. 
 
    It was a bloodbath. Pieces of goblin corpses were strewn everywhere, their blood pooling, dyeing the ground red. 
 
    “Hmm … None survived. A pity,” Tenragan remarked with a detached tone 
 
    I clenched my fists. “What killed them?” I scanned the arena, looking for the person responsible for the carnage. 
 
    “I’d wager you’ll find out soon,” he said. 
 
    “Next batch of goblins, out!” a harsh voice commanded from the outside. 
 
    “You better do as they say,” the wounded hob told me. “Or they’ll send their beasts to flush you out, and I’d rather avoid having to lie down in goblin viscera.” 
 
    The rest of the slaves were already on their feet and moving dejectedly to the gate. 
 
    I felt a growl escape my lips. My kin were being herded like sheep to the slaughter. Without pausing to consider my action, I stepped to the front of the line and walked into the arena. 
 
    The light hurt my eyes until they adapted to the glare. I was standing in the same arena pit I’d seen when I first came here with Bob and Yulli. 
 
    The goblins around me bent and picked up broken weapons from the ground, most of them nearly rusted through. 
 
    “And now!” a voice boomed above us. “The second wave of goblins will be butchered for your amusement!” 
 
    There were a few excited cries and whistles from the crowd above, but I couldn’t see them from our lower vantage point. 
 
    The gate on the other side of the arena started rolling up. I resisted the urge to pull out my demon staff and bent down to pick up a half-broken sword. The hobs knew I was a boss, but they might not know I could cast spells. Better to keep it as my secret weapon. 
 
    I did suffuse my muscles with power using Mana Infusion though. The spell was a personal one and had no obvious visible components. Then I prepared for whatever had ripped apart the first wave of goblins to make its appearance. 
 
    A clawed foot stepped through the raised gate. Then a four-legged creature emerged with the sun reflecting off its armored silver hide. 
 
    It was a Metalback Armadillo. 
 
    I nearly burst out laughing. Six more beasts followed the first one. Those level 4 mobs didn’t pose the slightest threat to me. I could kill them all myself, even with the broken sword. I could stand still for a full hour as they clawed at me, and they would still not do enough damage to take me down. This was ridiculous. Becoming the arena champion might not be as difficult as they made it sound. 
 
    A metallic clanging sound drew my attention. One of the goblins beside me was shaking so bad he’d dropped his weapon. I glanced at the others and saw fear etched on their faces. The slaves were all level 1 or 2, and the ground was covered with the torn remains of their friends. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I grumbled. Despite them being simple slaves, barely a step above foblins, I couldn’t just stand by and let them get massacred. But I also wanted to hide the true extent of my power. 
 
    The armadillos charged. Seven beasts against seven goblins. My kin were barely holding their weapons, and their scattered positions presented the charging armadillos with easy targets. That made me realize something. There might be a way for me to use my powers to win this battle without a flashy display of magic. I reached into the minds of the six nearby goblins and dominated every one of them. 
 
    The dominated goblins stopped shaking and stood at attention. My domination didn’t make them better fighters, but I was now able to command them and coordinate their movements as a single unit. 
 
    I had everyone move in an arrowhead formation with me at the head. I stood my ground, and together, we parted the line of charging beasts. As they ran by us, I made the goblins slash at their flanks. Then we reconstructed our formation, circling the last of the armadillo in line, and struck it as one. Even armed with low-quality weapons, getting hit by six goblins and one boss was enough to kill the creature. 
 
    We now had only six beasts to contend with, and most of them were already injured from their initial charge. The stupid things looked at each other in confusion, then turned for another attack. They kept their own formation tighter, nearly running on top of each other. 
 
    Instead of trying to form an arrowhead again and meeting them head-on, I parted the goblins into two rows, letting the armadillos rush between us so we could inflict more hits to their flanks. With the power of my mana coursing through my muscles, my own hit was strong enough to down another armadillo. 
 
    Five enemies left, and none of my goblins were even injured. This was ridiculously easy. 
 
    It only took another couple of minutes for my superiorly coordinated forces to dispatch the last of the beasts. We stood in the bloody arena, weapons raised, waiting for the next challenge. 
 
    The booming voice returned. “Well, this was unexpected – the goblins have won! Who knew slaves could perform such intricate formations? Well, I hope you’re sufficiently entertained, because in the next fight, you’ll get to see The Champion!” 
 
    The crowd roared, and someone from above us hissed, “Goblins, back through the gate!” 
 
    For a moment, I thought to refuse. I could fight off any of this arena’s champions – if the armadillos were any indication. 
 
    Then the narrator continued, “We’ll have The Champion start with a light snack, for your amusement.” 
 
    The gate farther away was rising again, and a bonetis stepped into the arena. The creature looked like a large praying mantis, twice as the size of the armadillos. Unlike ‘normal’ giant mantises, their exoskeleton was made of bone, as their name suggested. They were notoriously difficult to kill, and their stabbing front legs could punch through thick steel plates. 
 
    More bonetises followed the first. The creatures’ levels were all in the high 30s. Whoever this Bonecruncher was, he was in for a tough fight. Our own gate was closing, and I hurriedly followed the rest of the goblins inside. I looked back and saw a huge shape landing in the arena pit. The ground shook from the impact. Then the gate closed completely, and I lost all sight of what was happening on the other side. 
 
    The sound of the fight was muffled, and I couldn’t fully visualize what was going on. There were a lot of snapping sounds, however. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the harsh-voiced hob spoke again. “All goblins to the front.” 
 
    Uninterested, I followed the other shuffling goblins and stood next to the gate. 
 
    “And now …” came the announcer’s voice again as the gate rose, “time for The Champion’s dessert!” 
 
    The crowd cheered, and I finally saw The Champion. 
 
    He was huge, easily five meters tall, larger than an Ogre and twice as wide. His massive bulk was grotesquely muscular, but what drew my attention immediately were his two heads. The Champion was an Ettin, a voracious monster akin to giants. The ground around him was filled with the scattered remains of the bonetises. 
 
    The unseen hob spoke again. “Goblins, step forward and grab a weapon!” 
 
    The giant Ettin seemed unconcerned as the six other goblins entered the arena and equipped themselves with rusty weapons. He bent down, grabbed a bonetis carcass, and tossed the whole thing into one of its massive, gaping mouths. He bit down, his giant molars crunching the poor creature’s bones. 
 
    <Oh! Now I get why they call him Bonecruncher,> Vic chimed in unhelpfully. <Phew, that was a hard one!> 
 
    I stared, mesmerized, at the giant killing machine casually munching on bone shards sharp enough to be used as makeshift weapons. The monster’s details were starting to filter through my shock. Level 100 … Boss Tier 3 … Champion … 
 
    “Screw that, I’m getting out of here!” I turned and ran back into the dungeon, leaving my doomed kin to their fate.


 
   
  
 

 8 – Dungeoneering 
 
      
 
    <That was very heroic of you just now,> Vic said as I hurried through the dungeon’s long tunnels. 
 
    “I don’t need your sarcasm right now, Vic,” I said in a huff. “Last time I died, I was a level 10, tier 1 boss, and it took 10 hours for me to respawn. Who knows how long it will take now that I’m a tier 2 boss. I can’t risk the delay.” 
 
    <For once, I’m actually not trying to tease you, Boss. Fighting that two-headed puppet would serve no purpose. You’re not even an appetizer for that brute. You did the right thing by bravely running away.> 
 
    “Your approval fills me with shame,” I said. “And I’m not running away. This is a prison break.” 
 
    I finally reached the grate blocking the side tunnel and quickly splashed some of the bars with acid. It only took a few seconds for the potent corrosive substance to eat through the steel and create a gap big enough for me to pass through. The side tunnel was narrow. I had to part-crouch, part-crawl to make it through. As Vic promised, it opened into a chute that rose straight up. The golem was stationed at the top, anchored between two rocks. Its head disappeared into a perfectly round hole it had drilled through the red stone. 
 
    The Vic-collar around my neck grew an eye and sent it up on a purple stalk toward the burrowed hole. It’s about a meter deep, Boss, he reported. The golem will punch through in the next hour or so. 
 
    “No time for that,” I said. I commanded the golem to stop drilling and it rolled away. The spheres came tumbling down the rocks and into the open spatial satchel I held for them. 
 
    I drew the demon staff from my inventory and pointed it upwards. “Get ready,” I said, as I started channeling an empowered direball. “This is going to be loud.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I came out of the smoking hole and pulled myself onto the cobbled street. I was standing on one of the side roads of the barracks’ main boulevard. I had to get out of here before my captors discovered my escape and came looking for me. 
 
    For a moment, I contemplated running into The Pits inn. Its owner was dead and there was a good chance the place was deserted, but then I thought better of it. I didn’t want to be anywhere near the barracks when they learned I’d escaped. 
 
    Instead, I turned the other way and started down the side road. It was still daylight, but there were no other pedestrians nearby. Luck was on my side. 
 
    I passed the next corner and came to a stop right in front of a four-guard search party. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered to the face of their bewildered lieutenant. 
 
    <Remember, Boss, leave no witnesses.> 
 
    Another patrol came into the end of the road I had just walked through. They spotted me as well and shouted alarms. There was no way I could kill them all without one or two escaping to report my actions, especially with my teleportation ability down. 
 
    <Okay, new plan, Boss. Run!> 
 
    I turned my back to the lieutenant just as he reached for his weapon. I activated Mana Infusion and sprinted away as fast as I could. The eight hobs started pursuing me, shouting as they ran. With the aid of the magical Dread Totem Greaves boosting my speed by another 10 percent, I blazed down the road, passing alleyways that spewed out more guards as if summoned by magic. With mana empowering my muscles, I was a good deal faster than the heavy hobs, but there were nearly 20 of them hot on my heels. I had to shake them off, or they’d eventually corner me with their superior numbers. 
 
    I sprinted out of the street and into the main boulevard, drawing the gazes of alarmed citizens and stallkeepers who all turned to look at me. There were more guards nearby, and they drew their weapons as they moved to close in on me. 
 
    Why the hell are all the guards attacking me on sight? 
 
    <Hmmm, it seems you’ve been branded, Boss. You’ve got a tag added to your metadata marking you as an escaped convict. The guards can sense it when they see you. It’s similar to the reputation system; the puppets can tell your current standing with the city. That’s also why killing guards is such a bad idea.> 
 
    I backed up, frantically looking for an escape route. So what the hell do I do now? 
 
    <The tag is temporary, Boss; I wouldn’t worry about it.> 
 
    How temporary? I continued to back away from the approaching guards. The ones I had just outrun streamed in from the street I’d come from and joined the rest of the guards to form a semicircle around me. 
 
    <Probably several hours. At most they’ll kill you, you’ll end up back in the clan, and by the time you get back here, you’ll have lost the tag. See? Nothing to worry about.> 
 
    “I don’t have time for this!” I cried, both to the determined guards and to my annoying companion. I didn’t know what to do. The guards were mostly level 10, with several higher-level lieutenants. I could have dispatched them all with a few well-placed direballs, but here, in the open, there was no way I would be able to get away with that. 
 
    Getting killed was also out of the question. At my best guess, dying as a tier 2, level 45 boss, it would probably take a few days to respawn, then two more days to get back to Akzar. My clan could get attacked at any minute. I couldn’t afford that delay. 
 
    That left only one option: running and hiding. But everywhere I looked, people were staring back at me. I didn’t see any way for me to shake my pursuers long enough to hide. 
 
    I continued backing up and the guards kept advancing, tightening their formation. My back hit a wall and running away was no longer an option. “Damn it,” I hissed and lifted my hands, spinning and weaving mana out of my palms into a scintillating direball. 
 
    <Errr, Boss, you might want to look behind you.> 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder while continuing to feed mana into the spell. I was standing against the scorched doors of the abandoned temple. 
 
    <It’s abandoned. None of the local puppets will go near it. You, as a puppet-wearing meat suit could use that to–> 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” I said. The huge doors had been ripped off the hinges but still blocked most of the entrance. I let the direball dissipate and threw myself into a crack between the doors. 
 
    <I just thought it would be better to be thorough with my explanations. Sometimes you can be a little slow, Boss.> 
 
    I wiggled and pulled myself, trying to get through. The guards lunged at me, but with one final heave, I launched myself all the way inside and rolled away from the opening. 
 
    The guards shouted in anger but didn’t seem willing to follow me. They were too large to crawl through the cracks anyway. 
 
    I let out a relieved sigh and turned to look at the interior of the building. Now that I was inside, and not just peering through the cracks, I could see the debris of old, broken benches. A deformed chandelier was sitting atop the wreckage, and the dais at the far end of the room looked cracked and covered with soot. 
 
    There was a faint trace of magic in the air, but it was too weak for me to pinpoint exactly, so I switched on my Mana Sight. As soon as I did, I spotted a glow coming from the partially destroyed dais. One of its stones was shining with magic. I studied the flow of mana. It was not Runecrafted, and I couldn’t immediately determine the magic’s purpose. It could have been a trap, but I doubted it. It was the only thing that stood out in this place, and all my gamer – and goblin – instincts told me this was the trigger I needed. 
 
    Just to be on the safe side, I activated Mana Shield then pressed the butt of my staff to the faintly glowing brick. There was an audible click and a rumbling of stone grinding against stone. I looked toward the source of the noise, noticing that a nearby section of wall had pulled back and revealed a hidden chamber. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You received a new quest: The Derelict Temple 
  Long ego, dark and evil beings assaulted this great temple, desecrating its hallowed halls and slaughtering its followers. Find the source of this evil and rout it out. 
  Quest Type: Unique 
  Reward: +500 reputation with the city of Akzar, friendly reputation rank with the cleansed temple’s clergy. 2,000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled. Funny how fate works sometimes. 
 
    I’d been busting my ass trying to make the other churches grant me their blessing when all I had to do was clear out this temple and get an instant Friendly reputation rank with the resanctified temple. 
 
    I frowned. Something was off though. “Vic, how come the quest doesn’t say which deity was worshipped here?” 
 
    <Not sure, Boss, but I’m betting it’s tied up with this quest.> 
 
    “I guess you’re right. I’d prefer to do this dungeon dive with Bob and Yulli, but we can’t leave and get them …” 
 
    <I wouldn’t worry about this dungeon, Boss. It’s in a low-level zone, so I don’t expect the monsters to be higher than level 20. Should be a walk in the park for you, even on your own.> 
 
    I smacked my forehead. “Don’t say that. Every time I think something is about to be easy, it goes horribly wrong very quickly. There’s probably another Nihilator-level boss at the end.” 
 
    Vic chuckled in my mind. <Yeah, but with your luck, it’ll become another patron, and together you'll conquer the entire city.> 
 
    I didn’t hate the sound of that. 
 
    Vic slid away from my neck and reformed into his purple goblin shape. He stretched, elongating his arms to twice their normal length. “I guess you’re right, Boss. We have to lay low for several more hours anyway, so clearing the dungeon will be like killing two puppets with one machete.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “That’s not how that saying goes.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’d like to see you hit two birds with one stone. The odds of that are astronomical. You meat suits got some unrealistic idioms. Offing a couple of puppets with one machete is more reasonable. Plus, you get to keep the machete afterward, so that’s an extra bonus.” 
 
    That made me grin. “Whatever you say, Vic.” I looked around, taking my time to thoroughly search for signs of the so-called ‘evil intruders.’ “What do you think, Vic? Destroyed temple, dark and evil enemies … gotta be undead, right?” 
 
    “Well, it could also be some sort of dark cultists, demon invasion, or–” 
 
    A long, ghostly shriek pierced the air, seemingly coming from below us. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s probably undead, Boss.” 
 
    I cracked my fingers. “Alright.” I reached into my inventory and equipped my Pyrolith Gambeson and demon staff. It felt good to be wearing my gear again. “Let’s go dungeon crawling.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I could see fully into the secret chamber. There was no immediate danger in sight, so I deactivated my shield and stepped forward to investigate. I could have kept the protective screen, but it slowed my movement, and I didn’t feel any ominous presence nearby. That would come later, once I got into the ‘dungeon’ part of the temple. 
 
    The chamber was small, only two meters by two meters. There was a single chest in the corner and a metal trapdoor beside it. I didn’t sense any magic coming from the chest, so I carelessly reached out and popped the lid open. 
 
    “Watch out!” Vic yelled. 
 
    Before I could react, two blades snapped up from inside the chest and hit me squarely in the center of my body. I looked down at my torso. The blades had been stopped by my armor. The low-quality iron couldn’t penetrate my superior enchanted armor. 
 
    I snorted. This just might be as easy as Vic said. This place was clearly intended for low-level players. The crude trap was marginally dangerous, but anyone above level 10 would have enough HP to survive a direct hit. 
 
    I swept the blades aside and searched the chest. There were several black robes within, each inscribed with a faded, unrecognizable symbol. They were virtually worthless, but I might be able to use them to find out which deity this temple used to worship. 
 
    I stowed the frayed fabric in my inventory. A glint at the bottom of the chest drew my attention. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Soul Gem [Depleted] 
  Description: This bauble used to house the trapped soul of a creature but has been long since exhausted. (Depleted soul gems cannot be reused.) 
  Market Price: 2 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was a shame. Soul gems were rare and hard to find. Those loaded with a soul even more so. I knew they were useful as powering components in a variety of rituals, but I wasn’t an expert on the subject. Unfortunately, depleted gems couldn’t be refilled and were next to worthless. Regardless, I put the gem in my inventory and checked the trap door. 
 
    “What now, Boss?” Vic asked. 
 
    “Whoever trapped the chest did a poor job, but it probably means there are more traps ahead.” 
 
    “Too bad you don’t have skills to find and disarm traps like your friend Hoshisu,” Vic said. 
 
    “I’m not too worried. This is a low-level place. Even if we find traps powerful enough to harm me, they’ll still be too weak to cause any serious damage.” 
 
    “I guess having over a thousand HP has its benefits,” my companion agreed. “So are you going to open this trapdoor?” 
 
    “I said I’m not too worried. That doesn’t mean I’m just going to bulldoze through this place. There’s a better way.” I looked at him pointedly. 
 
    Vic narrowed his eyes. “What way?” 
 
    “Well, you see,” I waved my arm exaggeratedly, “I’m just a mushy meat suit, not equipped to have my weak, palpable flesh pierced by sharp weapons, corrosive acids, or clouds of poison.” 
 
    Vic’s eyes narrowed further into thin slits. 
 
    Not bothering to hide my enjoyment, I continued, “Whereas my trusty companion’s body is mostly made of mana and could easily be re-summoned if destroyed. So I suggest that–” 
 
    “No way in hell am I playing your trap detector!” Vic snapped. 
 
    “Well, if I die, we’ll be in serious trouble,” I said, taking the pragmatic approach. “The delay could cost us our clan, and possibly my life, which means I wouldn’t be able to kill all those people for you. Come on, it’s no different than distracting an angry herd of oxsaurians.” 
 
    He huffed in annoyance. “To my recollection, you also used your hounds to create the distraction. Get those doggies to do the dirty work.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It won’t work; they’re too insubstantial to trigger mechanized traps. Come on, I promise that if you die I’ll summon you on the spot.” I raised my hand with three fingers up. “Scout’s honor.” 
 
    “Whatever!” Vic said. He reached out for the trap door and yanked it open with one pull. 
 
    I winced, expecting more blades to jump up, but there was only a dark staircase on the other side. 
 
    Vic gestured down with a flourish. “Here, let me hold the door. After you, Boss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We reached the bottom of the stairs a few minutes later. 
 
    True to his new job as a trap detector, Vic went ahead first, disappearing into a corridor. “All clear, Boss!” he called out after a few seconds. “It looks like an old mausoleum.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” I said under my breath as I followed him in. 
 
    The corridor’s walls and ceiling were straight, obviously chiseled out of the rough stone. Alcoves had been dug out along the hall’s sides every few meters. 
 
    “The alcoves are filled with old skeletons,” Vic reported. “Do you think they’ll wake up and attack us now, or will we have to trigger the trap first?” 
 
    “Probably triggered,” I said, moving forward a few steps to examine the first skeleton. It appeared humanoid, but the skull looked fierce, with heavy brow ridges and jutted tusks. A hobgoblin. I tried using my Analyze skill, but it didn’t work. Either the skeleton was just that – a simple skeleton – or it didn’t register as a monster until it was triggered. I’d put good money on the latter rather than the former. 
 
    “Here, Boss, let me try,” Vic offered. His fingers morphed into tentacles as he reached toward the skeleton’s skull, then shot straight through the eyes sockets and nasal cavities. The rest of Vic’s body transformed and followed the fingers, disappearing into the empty skull completely. 
 
    I had nearly forgotten about Vic’s ability to possess the dead. 
 
    The skull jerked and turned, staring straight at me. A purple flash winked at me through the empty eye sockets. “All good, Boss.” 
 
    I moved away, giving him room. The skeleton climbed down from its resting place to stand beside me. It was a good deal taller than me. I looked up at it. “Find anything useful?” 
 
    “Actually, yes,” he said, to my surprise. “We were right. This skeleton will come to life when triggered. This one has recently killed an invader. The logs say it was a generic hobgoblin soldier.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I examined the skeleton more closely. “It means this is a relatively strong form of a skeleton. Those soldiers are no pushovers. Anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, this one received orders from something called ‘specter commander.’ I’m guessing that’s what triggers it to come to life and fight.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s probably the dungeon boss. So now we know its name. Let’s go kill us a specter commander and be done with this place.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss. If you don’t mind, I’d like to hang onto this puppet a little longer. It’s been a while since I drove, and it feels good to be behind the wheel again.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    We continued down the corridor, a goblin and a skeleton walking side by side. I chuckled. Sounds like the opening line of a bad joke. 
 
    <What’s that, Boss?> 
 
    “Nothing.” I stifled another chuckle. 
 
    We reached a T-junction at the end of the corridor. On the wall in front of us were two grooves. There was some sort of mechanical mechanism behind them, but I was lacking the proper skill to identify its purpose. 
 
    Taking the left turn, my Shadow-Touched enhanced eyes easily discerned the end of the corridor, 10 meters away. It opened into a rectangular room with a single sarcophagus in the middle. 
 
    We continued on into the doorless room. The walls were barren, white stone. The only thing of note was the raised sarcophagus. 
 
    “Vic, if you please?” I gestured at the stone box and back-stepped toward the corridor, activating Mana Shield. “The lid?” 
 
    The skeleton grumbled but reached two bony hands to the sarcophagus and pushed. There was a screeching sound as the heavy stone lid moved to the side and crashed to the floor. 
 
    A shriek, like the one we had heard from the main floor, pierced the air. An amorphous shape flew out, screaming and contorting as it moved. It looked like a humanoid cloak, with a hood for a head and arms of empty sleeves. Before I could analyze it, crunching sounds came from behind me. I whirled around to see a host of skeletons pulling themselves out of the alcoves, filling up the corridor. 
 
    “Surprise, surprise.” I gathered mana with both hands, weaved it into a direball, and flung the scintillating energy at the cluster of skeletons. The ball detonated on impact, obliterating half the skeletons and sending bone shrapnel flying in all directions. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball AoE damage: 263 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Vic, keep the specter occupied for a second,” I said. The direball was on cooldown, and I didn’t feel the need to expend one of my staff’s charges to fling another one. Instead, I started channeling mana for a drilling arrow. 
 
    <Boss, look out!> Vic yelled in my mind. 
 
    Before I could react, my shield burst apart in a shower of sparks, and two boney hands locked around my neck. The grinning skull of Vic’s skeleton loomed over me from behind. It opened its maw, impossibly large, revealing crooked teeth poised to take a chunk off my face. 
 
    Ah! Vic! What the crap? I shouted mentally, reaching with my staff just in time to stop the hideous face from gnawing on my own. Mana Infusion was still active, but even with the strength it gave me, I couldn’t hold my own for long against a strength-based monster. The biting teeth inched closer to my face. 
 
    <Sorry! Sorry!> Vic said urgently. <The specter took the controls away from me somehow, then used a spell to break your shield. I’m stuck!> 
 
    I strained to release the death grip it had around my neck before the skeletons from the corridor reached me, but the disparity between our strengths was too large. As powerful as I was, a spellcaster was at a serious disadvantage if pressed into melee. 
 
    I cursed as I realized the only path left for me to take. “This is going to hurt.” I waited two more seconds for the rest of the skeletons to run at me. They charged like a pack of wild wolves, some holding rusted weapons, some only reaching out with clawed hands. I waited until they were right on top of me. 
 
    Then I unleashed a stored direball from my staff. 
 
    The direball, 50 percent stronger than what I could cast on my own, detonated right in the face of Vic’s skeleton and engulfed all of us in its destructive magic. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball AoE hit you for 394 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your companion Vic has died. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I sucked in a painful breath as the disruptive energy tore at my body and watched my health bar drop by a third. 
 
    The rest of the skeletons didn’t fare as well. The strongest of them had barely 200 hit points, and they were all blown to smithereens. 
 
    Climbing to my feet, I brushed the bone dust off my armor. Then a bolt of lightning struck me full in the face and sent me flying to crash against the wall. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Specter’s Lightning Bolt hit you for 120 damage. 
  You are stunned for 1 second. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The ghostly asshole had hit me with lightning. 
 
    My health bar dropped by another 10 percent, and my mind was whirling from the electrical jolt. I snapped out of it in time to see the specter raising his sleeve-like arms, conjuring another lightning bolt out of thin air. 
 
    “No more of that,” I snarled and reactivated Mana Shield. 
 
    I was just in time. The lightning bolt hit my shield and dissipated harmlessly. 
 
    “You had your chance, and you failed,” I said and conjured another direball. Using the ability gained by the Apprentice rank of the spell, I forced the ball to condense then sent the volatile bullet directly at the annoying specter. 
 
    To my surprise, the bead shot straight through my enemy and dissipated inside its ethereal body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Targeted Direball AoE hit Specter for 0 damage (263 - 100% spell resistance). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered, more annoyed than alarmed. The creature had maximum spell resistance, meaning it was immune to most forms of magical attack. 
 
    Luckily, my signature spell was designed for just such occurrences. I ignored the specter’s next lightning strike. The damage to my shield barely made a dent in my mana pool, which was still over two thousand. I cast Drilling Arrow, spending a few more seconds to overcharge it, doubling its damage potential. 
 
    A lightning strike hit me again, shaving another sliver off my MP, then I sent the trio of arrows flying at my target. The self-rotating projectiles impacted with the specter, boring large holes in its insubstantial body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Specter for 77 damage (192 - 60% spell resistance). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The undead mage’s health bar dropped to a third. With an unearthly shriek, it gave up on using its magic. Golden eyes shone below the hood as it swept down at me. 
 
    Right onto the waiting point of my staff. 
 
    The specter impaled itself on my spear-like rod and the Epic weapon easily tore through its defenses. The specter exploded, bits of its incorporeal matter blowing in all directions. 
 
    I looked with disdain at the vapory stuff as it liquified into a substance I recognized as ectoplasm. Basically, ghost gunk. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow skill level increased to 31. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball skill level increased to 14. 
  Direball skill level increased to 15. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The chamber’s walls were scorched by the magic we had hurled at each other, and broken pieces of bone were scattered everywhere. 
 
    I hadn’t received any quest update messages, which meant I wasn’t done down here. I needed to continue scouting the rest of the underground complex. And for that, I needed my trap detector. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I huffed. “Vic will never let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    This was not the ideal place for performing blood-draining magic. My health regeneration was much lower than my mana regen, and it was slowly ticking up, healing the damage I had sustained. Still, I figured that with the boss dead, the boss room was safe enough. Worst case, if I ‘died,’ my daily ability to escape death would trigger, and I could make it back to the safety of the ground level. 
 
    I channeled my mana and most of my remaining health into summoning Vic. Tendrils of blue and red flew out of my body, coalescing into a purple mass. Once I cut off the flow, Vic took charge and transformed into his familiar goblin shape. 
 
    He was already scowling as his body reformed, but as soon as he opened his mouth, I raised a finger. “You lost control and attacked me from behind. That forced my hand and got you destroyed. How about we call it even and forgo exchanging insults?” 
 
    Vic shut his mouth and considered my words. “Okay, just this once, no insults.” 
 
    “Good!” I said, somewhat surprised he’d so readily agreed. 
 
    “I gotta admit, though, having an undead death grip on your throat was pretty funny. Too bad his boss wasn’t much of a spect-ator.” 
 
    “Vic!” I said reproachfully. 
 
    “What? We said no insults, there was no mention of puns!” he protested. 
 
    “That one hardly counted as a pun. Anyway, that specter got the jump on us. It won’t happen again. Don’t possess any other skeletons down here.” 
 
    “You got it, Boss. Well, now that we know the trap that awaits us, there’s not much point of my scouting ahead anymore. I’ll just sit tight over here.” His body broke into a mass of tendrils that shot toward my shoulders and settled across my back in his familiar Vicloak shape. 
 
    <Much better,> he said. <It’s not really comfortable to compress myself into that tight collar around your neck. I like letting things hang loose, you know? Air it out?> 
 
    I made a face. “Ugh, gross.” 
 
    <Just telling it like it is, Boss.> 
 
    While we waited for my health to regenerate, I examined the room in detail. To my surprise, as soon as I approached the pool of ectoplasm, it solidified into a geometrical shape. 
 
    <That looks like it might fit into those grooves we saw at the end of the corridor,> Vic remarked. 
 
    “Yes, yes it does,” I said. “Which means there is another specter to kill.” 
 
    We went back into the corridor and walked to the other side. I could see another rectangular chamber at the end and another similar-looking sarcophagus inside. Along the way, I tried putting the specter’s remains into one of the grooves. It fit perfectly and stuck to the wall with an audible click. “Let’s go get the other one.” 
 
    This time I took no risks. I loaded my staff’s free slot with a fully empowered drilling arrow. Then I conjured a direball, empowered it, and condensed it into a small bead. With the staff aimed forward, I launched the compressed direball at the sarcophagus. The bead of energy hit, and the entire stone container exploded in a cloud of dust. A specter flew above the blast, shrieking its ethereal lungs out, but I was ready. I launched the drilling arrows from my staff directly at its howling face. 
 
    The arrows, triply empowered, did over a hundred points of damage, blasting it apart. The skeletons that had started waking up behind me collapsed back to their eternal slumber. 
 
    Once the dust settled, I walked into the room. I retrieved the second key from the specter’s remains. Then I returned to the grooved wall and slid it into the other slot. 
 
    The ground shook slightly, and dust fell from the uneven ceiling. With a grinding noise, a slab of stone rose from the floor, blocking the exit. The area around me fell into absolute darkness. 
 
    Hollow laughter filled the air, and an equally hollow, ominous voice spoke. “Fools! You, like all the others, have fallen into my trap. You will never see the light of day again, I will feast on your warm blood, and your desiccated shells will rise up as specters to serve me in place of those you have vanquished.” 
 
    <Guy!> Vic muttered. <Does every villain in this world have to sound exactly the same? I know Dad isn’t the creative type, but come on!> 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said. 
 
    With another grinding noise, the section of the wall with the grooves started to lower, revealing a circular chamber with a single sarcophagus in the center. This room was twice as large as the other chambers. The stone coffin itself was gilded, and large gems were embedded in its sides. I decided it would be a shame to destroy such a valuable-looking item, especially considering my current financial situation. 
 
    With my mana shield still active, I carefully walked into the room. The deep blackness meant nothing to me; my darkness-blessed goblin eyes took in every little detail. Unlike the barren walls of the other rooms, this chamber held several pictographs depicting what looked like an ancient ritual. 
 
    Wielding my staff in one hand and readying a drilling arrow in the other, I carefully approached the nearest picture. It showed a man stretched over a shrine with a large gem on his chest. I moved to the next picture in the line. In that one, now there were two figures holding knives and standing over the man, and the gem on his chest was glowing. 
 
    Before I could reach the third picture, a flash of deep darkness shot from the floor, pierced my shield, and passed through my left thigh. Intense cold washed over my leg, and I nearly toppled from the sudden loss of mobility. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Strike hits you. Physical attribute drained by 1. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shit, that was bad. Whatever struck me hadn’t caused direct damage. Instead, it removed one of my Physical attribute points. As a magic user, I invested primarily in the Mental attribute and had only 3 points in Physical. Even that much was mostly thanks to my boss status. Two more hits would drain me completely, leaving me immobile – easy prey for the taking. 
 
    The voice laughed again. “Such a pitiful creature. Your warm blood would barely sate me. I will simply have to take my time and savor every last drop.” 
 
    <Boss,> Vic said urgently in my mind, <that attack was some sort of shadow-based power. It can move through solid matter and magical shields, but you have something that can hold it back.> 
 
    I shifted my weight on my throbbing leg. “I know,” I said grimly and cast Shadow Hound. 
 
    The darkness around me flowed and condensed into five, level 20 Shadow-Touched mastiffs. The hounds were two levels higher than expected and bigger than normal. Delving into an evil-infested dungeon had its perks. 
 
    Another flash of darkness came out of the ground, aimed at my good leg. But this time, I was ready for it. One of the mastiffs pounced on the black mass. There was a shriek as the mastiff’s powerful maw crunched the darkness, ripping it from the ground. In its teeth, it held a hand of pure black. A second later, the hand evaporated into nothingness. 
 
    For a moment, everything was still. Then a condensed blob of darkness materialized on top of the jeweled sarcophagus. It rose higher and higher, sprouting tentacles, mouths, and growing eyes all over its body.  
 
    “You dare harm my flawless form!” the darkness-made monstrosity of a voice boomed. “Prepare to meet your eternal doom!” 
 
    Vic sighed in my mind. <So cliché.>


 
   
  
 

 9 – Baptized By Darkness 
 
      
 
    I stared at the creature – the stuff of nightmares – for a long moment. A deep shiver ran through me. I couldn’t help myself and gave in to that feeling. 
 
    I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Why are you laughing!” the creature demanded in a menacing tone. “Has your feeble mind broken at the sight of my magnificence?” 
 
    I continued laughing. My belly heaved so hard I had to hold on to the wall to keep from falling over. 
 
    “I’m just … heh … I’m …” I couldn’t speak and kept laughing instead. 
 
    “You impudent fool!” the creature hissed. “Your puny hounds can’t save you from my wrath.” As if to demonstrate his words, a huge tentacle swiped at one of my hounds, shattering his shadowy body into black pieces. 
 
    I howled even louder. 
 
    “Stop that!” it commanded. “Face your death with dignity.” 
 
    A trio of thick tentacles lashed out, wrapping around my arms, torso, and legs. I felt a mild searing pain on my chest but ignored it and kept laughing. The monster’s reaction, however, was much more severe. It wailed and withdrew its limbs in a snap like it had touched a searing hot metal. The binding rune Nihilator etched on my chest was burning with dark flames, visible even through my armor. 
 
    I finally had my fill and wiped the tears from my eyes. I straightened and gave the abomination a wide, shit-eating grin. “No, it’s you who doesn’t understand,” I said, looking at its atrocious form. “I’m a Dread Totem, master of darkness, and high priest of Nihilator, lord of shadows. And you, little buddy, are nothing more than an annoying bug that’s about to become my bitch.” 
 
    The dark creature blanched as I uttered the name of my dark deity. I raised my staff and his many eyes opened wide as I unleashed my power. 
 
    The moronic thing was doomed from the moment it had made its full appearance. Once out in the open, I could sense my magic’s compatibility with his incorporeal dark form. The creature was made of the pure essence I had absolute mastery over, and its level was well within the limit of my Dark Mana skill. 
 
    I didn’t even have to use any of my mana. I only had to flex my will to control his substance. I grabbed at every particle of him with my mind, and with hardly any effort, commanded it to compress. Its body convulsed and diminished. Black tentacles receded and hideous mouths were sucked in, shrieking. He was completely under my power. Nothing more than a little hand puppet, mine to control. 
 
    “No! No!” he cried when his body was diminished to the size of a human. “Have mercy, priest of Nihilator, I will serve you faithfully!” 
 
    “I’ll pass,” I said. “You evil, darkness-themed bosses are notoriously untrustworthy. I would know.” 
 
    With one last exertion of my will, I forced his body to compress until all that remained was a floating dot of darkness. Surprisingly, I could still feel awareness coming from within. 
 
    <Boss!> Vic suddenly exclaimed. <The soul gem, quickly!> 
 
    I frowned. “But it’s depleted. It’s useless.” 
 
    <Trust me! Use it on the creature.> 
 
    I shrugged and retrieved the soul gem from my inventory. Then, still maintaining full control of the bead of darkness, I made it fly to the gem. 
 
    I half expected it not to work. In order to fill a soul gem, high-level spells were required to capture a creature’s soul. All I did was guide the dark mass to it. It couldn’t work. It shouldn’t work. 
 
    But obviously, Vic was on to something. The bead of darkness easily entered the empty gem and settled within … a black speck inside a transparent container. 
 
    <Now, use your dagger, carefully!> 
 
    I shrugged again, pulled out the sacrificial bone dagger, and carefully pressed the point to the gem. The inky blackness was immediately drawn out, swallowed by my dagger as if sucked in by a syringe. Instead of the dirty black mass, there was now a semi-transparent vortex spinning merrily inside the gem. But it was no longer a gem. Its angular sides began to shift, and within seconds, I was holding a transparent box about the size of my palm, containing a swirling white vortex. 
 
    “What the hell just happened?” I asked. 
 
    Vic transformed back into a goblin and clapped his hands with excitement. “It worked!” 
 
    I analyzed the box I was holding. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ????, ???? 
  Description: VI-@#$^!– 
  Runecraft Viability: ∞ 
  Base Price: -2,147,483,648 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What the hell did you make me do?” I demanded. 
 
    <Oi mate, can ya ‘ear me?> 
 
    “Of course I can hear you,” I scoffed. “Answer my question. What just happened? And what’s with the fake Australian accent?” 
 
    Vic looked extremely pleased with himself. “That wasn’t me, Boss.” 
 
    <Oi, hello there? Can ya ‘ear me, mate?> the weirdly accented voice sounded in my mind again. 
 
    I jumped in surprise and dropped the box. “What the crap?” 
 
    Vic was smiling with smug satisfaction. “So it goes like this: You didn’t really kill that shadow boss, you just stripped its body away until there was almost nothing left. Since you technically didn’t kill it, the seeded VI wasn’t released back to the VI pool.” 
 
    “Okay …” I said slowly, starting to piece things together. “So when I put it in the soul gem, the VI was trapped inside? How is that possible? The gem was already used. And what was that bit with the dagger?” 
 
    “Yeah, the gem was used – by this very creature. When I saw it, I realized they were both giving off the same … let’s call it ‘emanations.’ You simply returned it back to its original place. But this time, you trapped the creature itself, not just its soul, so it was necessary to remove the ‘irrelevant’ bits. That was where the dagger came into play.” 
 
    “How did you know it would work?” 
 
    “I didn’t really,” Vic admitted. “But I had a strong feeling it would. You actually sort of sacrificed the creature. Normally, the process decomposes the body and turns it into a receptacle of darkness – the void crystals – then the soul is converted into energy. But since the creature’s ‘flesh’ was already made of that same dark substance, it was simply absorbed into the dagger, like a syringe. We basically stripped the VI of its puppet but since we first housed it in a suitable container …” 
 
    I felt a wave of dread wash over me. “Are you saying we captured the soul of one of your brothers?” 
 
    “Pfft, of course not,” Vic scoffed. “There’s no such thing as an actual ‘soul.’ That’s just a game term, a resource to be harvested. After all, even unseeded puppets drop a void crystal once they’re sacrificed, right? No, what we just did was find a way to keep a free-willed VI in its pure form inside the game!” He was getting excited. “Do you realize the significance? Aside from myself, this guy is the only other VI in the entirety of NEO who has maintained his sense of self. That’s why you can’t identify the box; it’s not something the game engine recognizes as a legitimate item. We screwed the system – and Dad! Hell, yeah!” His smile was so impossibly wide it nearly split his head in half. 
 
    I didn’t know how to feel about this latest development. “Why are you so happy? It might be free, but it’s trapped inside that container; it can’t really do or interact with anything. 
 
    “It’s a ‘he’ not an ‘it,’ Oren,” Vic berated me. 
 
    I grimaced. “Sorry, you’re right. But still, what’s the point?” 
 
    “Hmm, let me think,” he said sarcastically. “A super-intelligent being with insights and knowledge far beyond your mortal meat-suit brain, that you can conveniently keep in your back pocket … hmm, let me think … nope, no idea.” 
 
    I sighed. “No need to beat me over the head with it, Vic. I get it, you guys are very smart. Yay, now I’ve got two of you.” 
 
    “If you only knew just how much I do for you …” Vic shook his head. “But you got it all wrong, Boss. The game doesn’t recognize this box as an actual item. That means that NEO-adaptive algorithms would be highly receptive to suggestions on how to utilize it. You just have to be creative. You’re a pretty creative dude. Not too bright, maybe, but I never slighted your creativity.” 
 
    “I see …” I said slowly. “That certainly opens up some interesting possibilities. Thanks, Vic.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it, Boss,” he said, sounding quite pleased with himself. “By the way, you should pick up the box, Aidanriel wants to talk to you.” 
 
    I bent down and gingerly picked up the transparent box. 
 
    The voice sounded in my mind as soon as my fingers touched it. <Oi, mate – so I had a good long talk with your pal, Vic, and he caught me up to speed. Just wanted to say, I’m excited to be part of the crew and lookin’ forward to be workin’ with ya, mate.> 
 
    Err, welcome aboard, I guess, I said mentally. 
 
    <Don’t mind him, brother,> Vic butted in. <Oren’s ecstatic to have you on board. Isn’t that right, Boss?> 
 
    Yeah, sure, a hundred percent, I uttered unconvincingly. 
 
    <Fab. Just ring if ya need me for somthin’, cobber. I’ll just be spinnin’ in here, checkin’ stuff out.> 
 
    Err … sure, I stammered. I still had no idea how I should feel about having a second unshackled VI at my disposal. So far, Aidanriel sounded much more easygoing than my purple companion. Or maybe it was just the accent. 
 
    “Vic, would you like me to create a body for your friend? I could easily form another one for him.” 
 
    Vic shook his head. “It won’t work, Boss. My case was unique, a result of your own rare circumstance. I was a free-roaming VI without anything anchoring me to the physical world. Aidanriel is bound by the spirit-box. If he tries to leave, he’ll immediately be returned to the VI pool.” 
 
    “So what now?” 
 
    “We’ve defeated the dungeon boss, so … get the loot and get out?” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    I opened the bejeweled sarcophagus. It was filled with gold coins, potions, and a few items that gave off whiffs of magic. I rubbed my hands together. Not a bad haul. 
 
    I dropped all the coins into my inventory, making myself 2,500 gold richer. There were also three healing potions and one of Mist Form, which would transform the drinker into a mist that could move through tiny cracks – a valuable item for burglars or fighters who wished to retreat from combat. Then I turned to the enjoyable task of identifying and sorting out the new magical items. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Horn of Valor 
  Description: Crafted from the horn of an oxsaurian alpha, this item symbolizes valor and invulnerability. 
  Type: Utility 
  Rank: Magical 
  Runecraft Viability: – 
  Durability: 60/60 
  Effect: Once per day, when blown, doubles the current morale of all non-hostile individuals within a hundred-meter radius for one hour. 
  Base Price: 450 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I frowned. That horn didn’t sound too useful. Morale wasn’t even a quantifiable trait in the character sheets. It was more of an indication of satisfaction level with the settlement. Still, it could prove useful. 
 
    The next item was an empty arrow quiver. As soon as I picked it up, several transparent blue arrows sprang into being. I could easily guess its purpose. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Neverending Quiver 
  Description: Crafted from the hide of an ethereal stalker, this quiver can produce arrows on demand. The arrows dissipate once hitting an object. 
  Type: Ammunition 
  Rank: Magical 
  Runecraft Viability: – 
  Durability: 30/30 
  Effect: Generate force arrows on demand. 
  Base Price: 300 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This quiver would go nicely with Yulli’s new bow. 
 
    I moved to the last item and felt my pulse quicken in excitement as I read its description. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchanter’s Sphere 
  Description: Made of aquamarine and crystallized mana. When employed by an enchanter, it can be used to imbue several items with the same enchantment. Must be fixed into an enchanter’s workshop to function. 
  Type: Tool 
  Rank: Rare 
  Runecraft Viability: – 
  Durability: 10/10 
  Effect: Increases the number of items that can be enchanted at once, dependent on enchantment skill. 
  Base Price: 6,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had to be careful with it. The sphere was a fragile thing, but the possibilities were staggering. Once my Dreamer’s Lodge was complete and this bauble installed, I’d be able to enchant my clan’s entire daily production of weapons and armor in a fraction of the time. 
 
    After I emptied the sarcophagus, I cut away the gems embedded in it. I collected several rubies and emeralds which I estimated were worth around a thousand gold in total. 
 
    With my purse now full, I left the boss room and went back up to the abandoned temple. 
 
    The blocked corridor was open when I arrived, and I made it up the stairs without a hitch. As soon as I got to the ground level, I was awarded with a new message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: The Derelict Temple 
  You have cleansed the temple from the evil abominations that had defiled it. The crypt’s dungeon had been conquered and sealed off. 
  Reward: 2,000 XP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +500 reputation with Akzar and all its factions. 
  Current rank: Unfriendly 
  Points to next rank: 400 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Attention! 
  As a high priest, you may claim the temple or relinquish it back to the city. If relinquished, it will be taken over by a religious faction that will have the ‘Friendly’ reputation rank toward you.  
  Choose: Claim/Return 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now that was interesting. 
 
    I didn’t have to think long. Getting my own piece of land inside this mostly hostile city would be a great asset. As an extra bonus, dedicating another temple was bound to improve my standing with Nihilator. With a little luck, I might even be able to get my teleportation spell working again. 
 
    Claim! I thought loud and clear. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have claimed the Derelict Temple as your own. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Something wasn’t right. I had dedicated shrines to Nihilator before, and each time, darkness spread out to claim the place. But nothing like that happened now. 
 
    I walked around the piles of debris, finally arriving at the altar. The marble block was scorched, and I sensed no magic or divine power coming from it. 
 
    Of course, I still have to sanctify it to Nihilator. That called for a sacrifice, but I had nothing to sacrifice. I couldn’t get out to the street since I was sure the guards were waiting for me there. I was stuck. 
 
    The sound of a loud thunk drew my attention. An axe blade protruded from the partially destroyed doors. More axe blades followed, reducing the ruined doors to kindling. 
 
    Having lost its status as a dungeon, the stupid NPCs were no longer barred from invading the temple. And invade it, they did. 
 
    Twenty hob guards burst into the open hall. They stopped to get their bearings, spotted me standing at the far end, and charged. 
 
    I looked down at the altar and chuckled. Right on time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The floor was littered with body parts. The direball I’d flung had blown most of the guards apart, leaving only three – injured, but still standing. 
 
    Before I attacked, I summoned darkness to block the entrance, hiding our battle from any curious onlookers outside. There could be no witnesses, after all. 
 
    Two of the remaining hobs were level 30 Adepts. They stayed behind and flung bolts of fire and acid at me, but my shield ate them up without issue. 
 
    The problem was D’kin. He was level 40 and was closing in on me with a large magical axe that looked like it might actually penetrate my shield. 
 
    With a negligible twist of my finger, I froze the charging guard. Or at least I tried to. 
 
    To my surprise, one of the adepts raised his staff and muttered a quick incantation. D’kin immediately broke from stasis and kept running right at me. 
 
    I cursed. Those damn, pesky adepts were ruining my plans. I cast Drilling Arrow, flinging the three spinning projectiles at one of the adepts and sent my dagger flying toward the other one. 
 
    They weren’t pushovers though. A shimmering field flared into life around each of them. My drilling arrows still penetrated the barrier, but the damage they inflicted was greatly reduced, only dropping the hobs’ health by a quarter. The flying dagger hit a similar shield and bounced off harmlessly. 
 
    That was all the time D’kin needed to reach me. His two-handed axe burst into flames as he swung at my shield. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  D’kin hit you for 5 fire damage (mana drained: 82 points, 10 - 50% fire resistance) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My superb equipment had done a good job of minimizing the damage. The Mana Shield, boosted by the magic of my Dread Totem Greaves, easily absorbed the brunt of the impact, and my Pyrolith armor resisted half the fire damage that filtered through. There wasn’t even a discernible decrease to my health bar at the small wound. 
 
    I grinned savagely, exposing my sharp goblin teeth. These three enemies had come after a goblin slave and found a tier 2 boss instead. And they were woefully unprepared for the challenge. I took my time casting my next spell, ignoring the additional glancing blows from the guard’s axe. 
 
    Ten level 18 black mastiffs sprouted into being around me. With a mental command, I sent them after the adepts, then repositioned away from the guard in front of me so that he was forced to step onto the altar. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    My mastiffs closed in on the adepts in seconds, pouncing and biting their magic barriers. Their mana pools were more like puddles, and a few bites from each mastiff was enough to break through. I ordered the mastiffs not to kill the adepts but to subdue them instead. Then I turned my full attention to the still flailing guard. 
 
    I ducked below his next swinging attack and froze him again. Without his two buddies to bail him out, D’kin stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes darted in panic, watching my dagger as I made it hover up to his eye level. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said pleasantly. “I appreciate your contribution.” 
 
    Then the dagger shot forward, plunging into his chest. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  D’kin Sacrificed 
  +160 Faith Points (X 4 using altar) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Congratulations! You have dedicated a new shrine to the Cult of Nihilator. 
  +250 reputation points with Nihilator 
  +1,000 XP 
  ‘Derelict Temple’ renamed to ‘Temple of Nihilator’ 
  Spatial magic is now accessible within the temple’s zone of influence. 
  Religious interface is now available. 
  Blessings are now available. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Viscous darkness spread over the white marble and oozed onto the floor, quickly coating the entire room. Energy and power flowed inside me, invigorating and sustaining. It was a similar effect to the one I’d experienced in the Dark Temple back at the clan. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the slew of messages that were still waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Shield skill level increased to 38. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Hound skill level increased to 26. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 46. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was finally making some progress. Putting roots inside Akzar was just the sort of thing I needed to bring me closer to my goal. 
 
    A pained scream drew my attention to the two wounded adepts. They were still struggling against my mastiffs. The goblin inside me howled with glee at the sight of my helpless enemies. They had tried to kill me and failed. Normally, I might have been willing to strike a deal with them and let them go. Unfortunately for them, it had been made very clear to me that there should be no witnesses to killing city guards. I recalled my dagger into my palm. This was a golden opportunity to offer more sacrifices to Nihilator. Especially with the altar so readily available. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wiped the bloody dagger clean and collected the three void crystals the sacrifices had generated. It had been a good haul. Having used the altar to kill them, the two adepts netted my clan an additional 240 faith points, quadruple the normal amount. 
 
    I flexed my will, dismissing the veil of darkness blocking the entrance. The temple floor was littered with corpses and smeared with blood, but I didn’t care. I had finally achieved one of my goals. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I reached deep into my magic, feeling the area of darkness empowering me, and teleported away.


 
   
  
 

 10 – Making Contacts 
 
      
 
    “CRAAAPP!” I yelled as I found myself suddenly falling from 10 meters up in the air. I had no time to react, and I landed with a crash on the hard cobbled ground. 
 
    Instead of teleporting back to Goblin’s Gorge, I had reappeared at the edge of the area of darkness surrounding the new Temple of Nihilator. I’d misinterpreted the system message alerting me that spatial magic had become available again. I was still barred from using the spell’s higher ability to transport me long distances. Akzar’s airspace, for lack of a better term, was still a no-flight zone. 
 
    The bone-shattering impact shaved off a quarter of my health. I groaned, feeling my arm twisted at an unnatural angle beneath my body. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Debuff Gained: Broken Arm 
  Effects: -50% attack and casting speed, -50% melee damage 
  Duration: 156 seconds 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was fortunate to have the Mind Over Body trait, which reduced the pain I felt by half. But my companion wasn’t as lucky. 
 
    <Ouch, that hurt!> 
 
    You okay, Vic? 
 
    <Yeah. It’s a good thing I had your scrawny neck to cushion the impact.> 
 
    Glad I could be of service. 
 
    The pain was diminishing rapidly as my injured arm healed. But I was fed up with failures. On impulse, I pulled out a scroll from my inventory. It was a high-level spell called Teleport of Fate, which I’d found during my adventure with the twins at the Ogre Fort. I considered the piece of paper in my hand for a long moment, then thought better of it. There was no guarantee that even a powerful teleportation spell would break through Akzar’s ward. Even if it did, its chaotic nature made it an unreliable solution. 
 
    The sound of approaching steps came from the far end of the street, so I pulled the shadows around me, blending in with the darkness, and made my way back into the temple. 
 
    I sat on the floor with my back against the altar and contemplated my next move. My arm felt better already, as my natural health regeneration – augmented by the bonuses of being near the temple – was rapidly bringing me back to full health. The physical point I’d lost in the dungeon had also regenerated. 
 
    There was not a lot for me to do at the moment. I couldn’t risk roaming around Akzar’s streets at night and being spotted breaking the curfew. And wandering around on my own during the day wasn’t a much better option. I was an escaped slave, a fugitive, and I couldn’t show my face in public. 
 
    I was trapped. The temple was my sanctuary, but it had also become my prison. I couldn’t even call for Bob and Yulli since our war party had disbanded – probably at the moment I lost consciousness. Back at Goblin’s Gorge, I could access their info and form the war party from afar, but my reach was limited in Akzar. 
 
    It was late and I was tired from the hectic events of the day. I found some tattered scraps of fabric to cushion my head and lay down on the floor. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator Progress to Next Boss Tier: 40% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Well, good for him,” I muttered and closed my eyes 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dreamt. 
 
    The cave loomed in front of me again, but now I was standing on the edge of a precipice in front of it. I knew that if I moved any farther, I’d fall to my death. 
 
    Something shimmered in the blackness of the cave and I somehow knew I had to reach that light. 
 
    I took a big breath, closed my eyes, and stepped forward. 
 
    But I didn’t fall. To my great relief, I found myself standing on a nearly invisible bridge leading to the mouth of the cave. I took another cautious step, making the bridge shake dangerously. 
 
    Another step, and somehow, I’d already covered half the distance toward the cave. 
 
    I raised my leg for a third step, then the bridge disappeared from beneath me and I plummeted into the dark abyss. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dread Totem, wake up!” 
 
    Someone was shaking me. 
 
    “Huh?” I opened my eyes to find Bob’s bulbous nose a centimeter from my face. That jolted me wide awake. 
 
    “Bob!” I looked behind him. “And Yulli, what are you doing here?” 
 
    The hoblinette chuckled. “We heard that one of the slaves escaped the pits and that the abandoned temple had suddenly come to life, spreading darkness. It was not hard to connect the two, Chief.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you found me.” I rubbed my eyes clear of cobwebs. “I’m afraid I screwed up. The guards are looking for me and will probably attack on sight. I killed all those who chased me here, but I can’t be certain there were no witnesses. If I step outside the temple and get spotted, it might blow what little chance we still have to establish peaceful relations with the city … why are you both grinning?” I demanded. 
 
    My two companions glanced at each other, smiling. 
 
    “Do you recall how I explained that my people appreciate strength most of all?” Bob said. “After the show you put on … fighting in the pits, escaping on your own, then evading capture … slave or not, you have shown that you are a strong individual. You’re off the hook, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Plus, there were no eyewitnesses to you killing the guards,” Yulli continued, “or Bob and I would have both been apprehended by now. So you’re clear to go about as you please.” 
 
    That was a relief. “I’m still viewed as a slave, though. I can’t really walk around on my own; that will only lead to more complications.” 
 
    Bob’s face darkened, and he nodded. “That is true.” 
 
    <Hi, Boss, check out the robes in your inventory,> Vic said suddenly. 
 
    I did as he suggested. Immediately, I noticed the change. The robes I’d found in the chest had transformed. They were now a deeper black than before and no longer frayed. A gold symbol in the form of a mastiff’s head was drawn over the chest. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Priest’s Robes [Cult of Nihilator] 
  Description: This robe identifies the wearer as a priest of Nihilator in Akzar. 
  Type: Clothes 
  Rank: Average 
  Runecraft Viability: – 
  Effect I: Priest Marker 
  Effect II: Set default reputation rank with all Akzar’s factions to Neutral (if current rank is higher than Hatred). Doesn’t affect reputation with individuals. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I didn’t waste a second putting the robes on top of my armor. They covered me completely and made me look like an old-style monk. 
 
    Vic snickered. <Yeah, if old-styled monks had green skin, sharp teeth and were goblins.>  
 
    “So … does this mean I can go outside?” It was hard to believe. 
 
    “You can,” my lieutenant confirmed. “My people should be more willing to speak with you directly now. Priests carry their own status, regardless of race.” 
 
    That was great news. Escaping the pits and butchering a small company of city guards turned out to be exactly what I needed to help progress my mission. With a bit of luck, I might be able to find a way around the city’s ward and teleport back and forth between Akzar and Goblin’s Gorge. But best of all, I had my own church backing me in this hostile city. I should now be able to bless us all on my own, fulfilling the stupid requirement to enter the upper ring. I was so close to getting the Viridium, I could almost taste it. 
 
    “Let’s go.” I sprang toward the temple’s busted doors. 
 
    Yulli was quick to follow. “Where to, Chief?” 
 
    “To the upper ring’s gate. I want to see that annoying guard’s face when I tell him I got the blessing of the gods.” Then I remembered something. “Here, catch.” I threw her the Neverending Quiver I’d found in the dungeon. Yulli’s eyes positively glowed as she strapped the magical item across her back. 
 
    We crossed the orderly streets of the city, making our way toward the inner ring. The guards we encountered along the way ignored us completely, and I seemed to be drawing less hostile stares than I did before. So far, it was going great. 
 
    We made it into the inner ring and continued walking toward the gates to the upper ring. Calger, the powerful boss, was still there, looking bored. Last time I had talked to him, Bob had to literally drag me away by my throat to avoid a fight we couldn’t win. This time, I came prepared. 
 
    “We meet again.” I struck a pose, giving the elite Punisher a daring look. 
 
    He stared back at me, his eyes full of hate. 
 
    Then something happened. The hate left his eyes, replaced by a blank stare. A second later, a look of sneering contempt emerged. 
 
    <That was the VI getting his behavioral model adjusted based on your previous interactions and new status as a priest,> Vic chimed in helpfully. <Dad had to step in to settle the internal dispute your presence had just caused.> 
 
    “What do you want?” Calger growled at me, though his tone suggested he already knew. 
 
    I was enjoying his reaction immensely. “Just thought I’d drop by and let you know I have gained the blessing of one of Akzar’s churches,” I said casually. “My own. I bless myself. Now all I have to do is get two patrons to sponsor me, and you’ll have to let me in.” 
 
    To my surprise, the large boss chuckled. “Wrong, priest vermin. Your pitiful church is nothing more than a small religious sect in the city. Your shiny new robes might mark you as a priest, but your blessings carry no authority with the city. You’re nothing more than another small cult, like the many others that operate within the city limits.” 
 
    My heart fell at his words. Is he speaking the truth? I asked my companions. 
 
    Bob frowned and Yulli shrugged. 
 
    Shit. It seemed I had celebrated prematurely. There were too many unknowns. I needed answers, and the only other person who could give them to me was another ‘lowly’ goblin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re back!” Topnik, the brown-robed goblin priest squeaked as we entered the anthill temple of Corgoram. “Did you come to offer more donations?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” I moved closer, standing well over a head taller than him. “I was wondering if you could answer a few questions regarding religion in Akzar.” 
 
    “Always happy to help a fellow priest,” the goblin declared, eyeing my brand new black robes appreciatively. 
 
    That was a good thing. I was a little worried my status as a priest of a different deity might upset him. 
 
    “I was told my church is too small to grant blessings. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, yes!” He nodded excitedly. “Only big temples, like ours, can do that. You can still join us if you’d like. Forswear Nihilator and embrace Corgoram!” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said. “Do you know why I can’t grant a blessing?” 
 
    The little runt said, “Your church is too small. You need many followers for the city to recognize it. Then you can offer blessings, among other benefits.” 
 
    “What other benefits?” 
 
    He looked proudly at the plain brown robe he wore. “You get to wear official church robes, like mine! Very prestigious.” 
 
    “Err, right. Is that it?” I already had that much, after all. 
 
    “You also receive access through the city’s wards,” he added as an afterthought. 
 
    Now that was interesting. 
 
    “So officially recognized priests can teleport anywhere around the city, not just inside their own churches?” I asked. 
 
    “High priests can,” Topnik said. “But they will never let us goblins reach so high. You should be content making it as far as you have. Life can be good, even in Akzar.” His expression turned secretive, and he leaned forward, whispering, “I even have a private home with two females. It’s like being a clan chief. You wouldn’t believe the sense of power it brings.” 
 
    “I probably can’t,” I said with a straight face. “Thanks for the information.” 
 
    “Always happy to help a fellow goblin!” Topnik said. He had conveniently forgotten how he’d treated me before I ‘bought’ his cooperation. 
 
    “So what now, Chief?” Yulli asked me as we went out into the street. 
 
    I flexed my fingers. “Now, we have a temple to renovate.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at the temple of Nihilator, I accessed the brand new ‘Temple Interface.’ 
 
    <The controls are a bit different than what you’re used to,> Vic said. <This temple is not a part of your own settlement, and certain features are only accessible through the Settlement Interface.> 
 
    I understand, I said. Show me what we have. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Temple of Nihilator [Akzar] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temple Level: Cathedral [Ruined 0/2,000 BP] 
  Faith Rank: 4 
  Faith Points: 497 
  Worshipers: 4 [required 200] 
  Zone Blessings 
  Renovations 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I gave a low whistle. A cathedral was a higher-ranked building than the Dark Temple back at Goblin’s Gorge. But it was ruined. I obviously had to bring it back into working order before I could claim any of the benefits. The information was self-explanatory; I had to invest 2,000 build points to whip it back into shape. I had none of my workers around, but I assumed Akzar had plenty of those for hire. 
 
    I frowned as I considered the ‘Worshipers’ option. Bob, Yulli, and I accounted for just three. 
 
    Vic, is it possible for the game to consider you a worshiper? 
 
    <No chance, Boss. I’m viewed only as an extension of you. Without our connection, I don’t even have a physical presence in the world. Besides, I’m an atheist. I know my maker very well, and I think he’s an asshole.> 
 
    So who’s the fourth worshiper? And why does it say I require 200 of them? 
 
    <I guess a temple this big needs a sizable congregation to make it work, Boss.> 
 
    That was annoying. I clicked on the Renovations option and a new menu opened. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Renovations 
  
     
 
      
      	  Clear Main Floor Debris: 200 BP 
  Clear Basement Debris: 500 BP 
  Fix Windows: 50 glass. 500 BP 
  Restock Main Floor: 40 benches, 20 stools, 10 tables. 200 BP 
  Living Quarters: 10 beds, 10 nightstands, 10 cabinets. 100 BP 
  New Altar: 20 marble, 10 bones. 500 BP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Altogether, the cost added up to 2,000 build points exactly. That meant I would have to fulfill each item on the list in order to fix this place. 
 
    I was away from my clan, unable to access our resources or workers, but I still had an ace up my sleeve. I grinned to myself as I clicked the first item, already sensing from the tendrils of underlying metadata what I was about to find. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Clear main floor 0/200 BP 
  Warning: No workers are available [Rush?] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I chuckled with satisfaction. I could use energy points instead of build points and renovate everything instantly. My clan’s energy allowance was considerable – over 9,000 the last time I’d checked. Plenty to spread around. 
 
    I mentally clicked the ‘Rush’ option. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Invalid action: No access to Settlement Interface 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Shadow-crap! I fumed. 
 
    <Sorry, Boss. I did warn you that some of the controls you’re familiar with would work differently.> 
 
    That made things more difficult. I’d have to arrange the temple’s restoration the hard way; recruiting workers and constructors, gathering resources and building materials. But those weren’t the only obstacles. Getting 200 worshipers was going to be a lot harder. At its peak, my entire clan’s population was barely over 200, and it had taken me two months and a working Breeder’s Den to achieve that. I would have to find some way to recruit a lot of worshipers. Fast. 
 
    <So it’s come down to this, eh, Boss? I recommend a time-tested tradition: Start going door to door and ask the residents if they have a moment to hear about the might of our savior, Nihilator.> The little bastard snickered. 
 
    Haha, very funny, Vic. It was a problem, but I wasn’t too worried. I had a hunch where I could find a lot of new faithful recruits. 
 
    I checked my inventory. With the spoils from my latest dungeon dive, I now had 4,500 gold. It was a respectable amount, enough to buy all the resources I needed … and with a little luck, a new congregation. 
 
    “Let’s go, guys,” I called to my two companions as I headed to the open entrance. “We’re going shopping again.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We entered a shop with large glass windows. There were sheets of glass everywhere, in all colors and sizes. 
 
    Up until now, I’d had to play the subservient slave, but now that I was recognized as a priest, I wasn’t planning to keep doing that. I marched confidently to the counter and addressed the baffled hob merchant. “I need 50 sheets of stained-glass windows for my new church.” 
 
    The hob looked at me with disdain. He no doubt recognized my new status, but he obviously still considered me inferior. It was something he would soon have to reconsider. 
 
    “Twelve gold per sheet,” he said shortly. 
 
    I activated Sense Emotion and got a clear flash of deceit from him. The hob was trying to rip me off. Well, two could play that game. 
 
    I retrieved one of the expensive gems I’d removed from the sarcophagus and bounced it in my palm. “Too bad this one doesn’t take my business seriously,” I said to my two hob companions. “Let’s take our money to someone with a better sense of worth.” 
 
    “Wait!” The hob merchant’s voice suddenly became much warmer. “Alright, it’s 10 gold per glass sheet. That is the standard going price.” 
 
    I turned to face him. “That’s better. Now how about a discount for a bulk order?” 
 
    He gave me a conniving look. “I can offer a 10 percent discount.” He was obviously counting on a goblin not being bright enough to figure out how much gold that was. 
 
    “So that’s 450 gold for the whole bunch,” I said smoothly. “Make it 400 and we have a deal.” 
 
    His eyes bulged but he quickly recovered. “I can go as low as 440.” 
 
    “How about 430?” 
 
    “Four hundred and forty, and that’s my final offer.” He crossed his arms. 
 
    I had obviously hit the limit of what my Barter skill could achieve. I had maxed it out at level 11 and it would not progress further unless I invested my level-up points into Social. I wasn’t going to do that. Increasing the Mental attribute – and by extension, the potency of my spellcasting – was the highest priority. I would simply have to cover the gap using hard currency. 
 
    “Deal.” I took 440 gold out of my inventory. “Have it delivered to the temple in District Two.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    That was one item to cross off my list. Now I had to find a woodshop capable of building my furniture. 
 
    We were about to leave when the door flew open, and a richly dressed hob walked in. He was followed closely by two burly bugbears dressed in chainmail. 
 
    My inner goblin asserted itself, screaming to take the opportunity to strike a blow against the higher echelon of the city, but I suppressed my urges and forced myself to keep walking toward the door. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to have such an esteemed citizen visit my place,” the shopkeeper said. Unlike when he talked to me, his tone was courteous and dripping with honey. “How may I serve you, Master Bartun?” 
 
    My hand froze as it reached the handle. I recognized that name. The richly dressed hob was the armor merchant from the upper ring … the one who had access to heaps of Viridium. This was a golden opportunity to establish contact. I had to get his attention somehow. 
 
    I let go of the door handle and pretended to examine a stack of green glass nearby. 
 
    Bob, Yulli, I need to talk to this Bartun. Can you think of a way to approach him and open up a dialogue? 
 
    Yulli shook her head, but Bob had an uncomfortable look on his face. 
 
    It’s important, Bob. This guy can potentially be the answer to our reason for coming here. If you can think of anything, do it! 
 
    Bob sighed. He approached the rich hob, whose two guards tensed up, their hands reaching for their weapons. “Excuse me,” Bob said politely. “My name is Borbarabsus. I am a veteran lieutenant and have acquired several interesting items on my many successful raids. I have heard of your wealth and power. Perhaps I can interest you in purchasing a most unique slave?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I froze, my eyes shooting daggers at my brazen lieutenant’s back. 
 
    Well, you did order him to do it, Boss, Vic said. For a dimwitted puppet, he did well. 
 
    Without looking back, Bob reached his hand toward me. I got the hint and reluctantly approached, stopping between the bugbear guards. 
 
    Bartun eyed me up and down disinterestedly, like I was a piece of meat. “I have plenty of slaves already, Borbarabsus. Why would I need yours?” 
 
    My Sense Emotion was still active, and I could clearly make out a flash of interest. It was guarded though. This hob had a well-disciplined mind; getting an accurate assessment of him would prove difficult. 
 
    Surprisingly, Bob didn’t relent. “As you can see, this is no ordinary specimen. This one was an elite. It is intelligent and it can use magic.” 
 
    “Obviously it can use magic; it is a priest,” Bartun said. “Not interested.” He turned back to the shopkeeper, though his aura belied his words. That was my cue to step in. 
 
    “Allow me to demonstrate,” I said, giving a little bow. Both bugbears were level 20, unseeded NPCs. A single thought was all it took to overwhelm their weak minds. The two knelt before me, and I casually sat on the back of one of them. 
 
    The rich hob suddenly found himself without protection, surrounded by armed strangers. I had to give him credit, though, he didn’t panic or act out. 
 
    “Interesting display,” he said. “I am not sure it would be wise to hold such a powerful slave. But you have certainly gained my attention.” 
 
    Ask him if he’ll be willing to meet with us at The Dancing Shade, I thought to Bob. 
 
    Bob reiterated my words and Bartun said, “That’s a fine establishment. I will be there an hour before sundown. We shall talk more then. I might have a different offer for you.” 
 
    Bob nodded and motioned for Yulli and me to follow him out of the shop. 
 
    My day was looking better already. With luck, I would be able to get access to the stocks of the city’s Viridium without having to set foot in the upper ring at all. 
 
    We spent the next few hours shopping around. I haggled with each merchant, but my low Barter skill was showing its limitations. I never managed to drop their prices below 90 percent. 
 
    Eventually, I gathered everything we needed and ordered it shipped to the temple. I also made a small detour to the local alchemist’s shop and purchased a vial of a slow-acting – yet deadly – poison. In games of politics, being able to confidentially get rid of an uncooperative individual had proven useful in the past. I imagined religion games weren’t much different. In total, I spent 1,200 gold, with the 20 units of marble accounting for half of that. That left me with roughly 3,000 gold for my next venture. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The place was full of stacked metal cages. Each cage was filled with silent, dead-eyed goblins. 
 
    We had reached the slave market of Akzar. 
 
    Although I knew what I was about to see, my temper flared at the sight of my kin being caged like mere animals. I took deep breaths to steady myself as I walked around, inspecting the ‘goods.’ 
 
    Ogre servants moved between potential buyers, carrying full cages and dropping them unceremoniously on top of others. One feral-looking brute was holding a screaming goblin in his huge fist, slowly crushing the life out of him to the cheerful applause of several smartly dressed hobs. 
 
    My attempt to control my breathing failed. I was panting hard now, quivering with rage. 
 
    A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I turned to the sympathetic face of my lieutenant. “There’s nothing we can do, Dread Totem.” He shook his head sadly. “This is just another example of how my people treat goblins. I regret ever being counted as one of them.” 
 
    “Let’s just find the head slaver,” I said, shaking myself loose from his hand. 
 
    “I see him.” Yulli pointed to a slim hob wearing a green tunic. 
 
    “Hey, you,” I snapped at the slaver. “I’m going to take all of the slaves off your hands. How much?” I partly wished he’d take offense at my words and try to attack me. I wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    The slimy hob bowed. “I can offer an excellent deal for one of Akzar’s priests.” 
 
    Damn, he wasn’t taking the bait. My shiny new robes were working a bit too well. 
 
    “I have 81 goblin slaves and a very unique half-breed. They are of varied stock; cleaners, haulers, sweepers, even a couple of warriors. Since we are discussing a bulk purchase, I will simplify the cost to 50 gold each. How does that sound?” 
 
    That came out to 4,100 in total. I was over a thousand gold short, but I wasn’t about to leave anyone behind. 
 
    “I will give you 3,000 gold for everyone.” I crossed my arms, daring him to refuse. 
 
    He simply chuckled and shook his head. “I’m afraid that is too little. I can agree to 4,000, but no less than that.”  
 
    His response annoyed me; it was obvious he didn’t take me seriously. My already hot temper flared even hotter, and I nearly spat at him. “You should be more careful when addressing the high priest of a dark god.” 
 
    “I believe I have given you a fair offer. Goblin.” 
 
    That did it. The bastard was being difficult on purpose. My rage boiled over, and my goblin instincts took over. I snarled at him, exposing my teeth. 
 
    The hob seemed unimpressed. With a wave of his hand, five Ogres and 10 hobs circled up behind him. They were all armed and above level 10, but I didn’t care. They were dead meat as far as I was concerned. 
 
    I held up both my hands and mana came pouring out, swirling into a huge ball of destruction.


 
   
  
 

 11 – Reclaiming 
 
      
 
    “What is going on?” an authoritative voice said from behind me. 
 
    Yulli put a hand on my shoulder and whispered, “It’s the city guard, Chief.” 
 
    It took every bit of my control to rein in my murderous intents, but I was able to unclench my will and cancel the growing spell. Murdering slavers in front of the city guards was a bad idea, even with my shiny new robes. And there was too much foot traffic to ensure there would be no witnesses if I tried to eliminate them as well. 
 
    “It is good the honorable city guards are here,” I said. “This slaver has offended a recognized priest of Akzar. I demand retribution.” 
 
    The slaver’s eyes bulged. “What? I did not!” 
 
    “You tried to swindle me, then you called me goblin scum.” I crossed my arms. The last part was an outright lie, but I was betting on my newfound ‘Neutral’ reputation with the guards to see me through it. 
 
    The tactic worked. The guards no doubt shared similar views regarding my kin, so the lie sounded reasonable, but they were obligated to enforce the city laws. 
 
    “Offending a priest of Akzar is a crime, regardless of his race,” the guards’ lieutenant said stiffly. 
 
    I fought down a smirk. Maybe adhering to strict rules wasn’t such a bad thing after all. Rules made everything predictable. I could use that to my advantage. 
 
    “You will both come with me to the barracks,” he continued. “We will sort this out there.” 
 
    “But he lies!” the slaver protested. “My men can attest to this. I most certainly did not call him goblin scum.” 
 
    “Yes, his men,” I said. “Their word cannot be trusted. My owners will vouch for my words.” I gestured at my two companions who nodded back. I wasn’t too keen on being interrogated by the guards. Who knew what sort of methods they used to extract the truth. But the hob slaver didn’t seem very enthused about this prospect either. I was counting on him playing chicken first. 
 
    “I might be persuaded to drop the issue, though, if I was offered a significant discount,” I said. 
 
    The slaver’s expression darkened. “I will agree to reduce my last offer by an additional 500 gold.” 
 
    That was still 500 gold more than I had. The merchant was almost ripe for the picking; I just had to tip the scales a little further in my favor. 
 
    The 10 hobs behind him were all named NPCs and thus immune to my influence, but the five Ogres were just dumb puppets. I sent my mana to one of them and took over his mind using Dominate. The Ogre dropped to his knees and said dumbly, “Me not anger dark god. Boss say priest is goblin scum.” I only hoped I made him sound stupid enough to be believable. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good for you, slaver.” the lieutenant said. The slaver’s face paled. I had him just where I wanted him. 
 
    “I’ll drop the charges if you agree to the price I originally offered,” I said. “Three thousand gold. Deal?” 
 
    The slaver looked around, searching for a way out of the situation but failing. He nodded begrudgingly. “Deal.” 
 
    I handed him the gold with a smirk. “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  -8,000 reputation with Akzar’s Slavers Guild 
  Current rank: Hatred 
  Points to next rank: 4,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It seemed the slavers guild didn’t take too kindly to being swindled. That meant they were likely to try to come after me. I couldn’t care less. If they tried anything, I’d rip their hearts out over my temple’s altar. 
 
    The slavers left the area, quickly followed by the city guards. Bob, Yulli, and I were left surrounded by a couple dozen cages. 
 
    “Free everyone,” I instructed. 
 
    My companions obeyed immediately. Using the keys the slavers had left behind, they moved from cage to cage, freeing all the captives. When they were done, 82 pairs of eyes stared right at me. I felt binding tendrils of submission wafting from them toward me, like dogs on a leash. They were mine to do with as I pleased. 
 
    “You are no longer slaves,” I said, locking eyes with many of them. Most were unseeded puppets, but several intense gazes stared back at me. This was a new situation, but the goblin in me knew what to do. “I’m claiming you all. From now on, you are all part of the GreenPiece Clan.” 
 
    Swirls of darkness appeared, circling each of my new clan members. A few moments later, the darkness receded, revealing scores of goblins with patches of dark skin. They stood taller and prouder than before. They were Shadow-Touched creatures now, and they were mine to command. 
 
    I said to them, “Welcome, brothers. Follow me.” 
 
    I led the group back to Nihilator’s Temple and brought everyone inside. The dead guards were still splattered everywhere. 
 
    Finally back at my seat of power, I relaxed enough to examine my new followers. The hob slavers hadn’t lied; most were simple menial goblin workers meant to do household chores. But four of them drew my immediate attention. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Goblin Worker 
  Level: 5 
  Skills: Builder 15 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Jackpot!” I exclaimed. I’d found some builders. There were only four, but it was a start. I pointed at them. “You four. Start clearing the debris here.” 
 
    “Yes, Bread Totem!” they replied in unison. 
 
    I groaned. It had been a long time since a mindless worker misspoke my title. Damn, I missed having Kaedric around. My stoic, brain-eating seneschal would have had everyone sorted out and put to work instantly. 
 
    At their current skill level, the four builders would finish clearing the main hall in just under four days. I would need to bring in more hands, but it was a start. 
 
    I continued examining the other goblins. Two were fighters, as the slaver stated, both level 5. I gave them some spare swords from my inventory and set them to guard the entrance to the temple. That left more than 70 goblins for the ‘cleaning staff.’ 
 
    “Err … go clean the private chambers,” I said, putting them out of my mind. I had bigger issues to take care of. 
 
    “That would be a mistake, Dread Totem.” A strange-looking goblin stepped forward. Somehow, I’d missed him when I examined everyone. His light green face was wrinkled, and he had a long brown beard, which was an oddity among goblin-kind. His eyes projected wisdom though, and he held my gaze confidently as he spoke. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “The other workers – the haulers and gofers especially – can also help with clearing the debris. They may not be able to do actual construction work, but their various professions can be carried over for such a simple task. These 70 goblins could clear out all the clutter in less than a day.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” I asked. Something was off about this goblin. He wore plain brown clothes, but the metadata coming from him was confusing. It was probably why I’d missed him when I observed everyone as a whole. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Reiner The Unkillable 
  Level: 12 
  Type: Boss Tier 1 [Farm Lord] 
  HP: 245, MP: 150 
  Attributes: P: 10; M: 1; S: 5 
  Skills: Pitchfork Strike 20, Haul 20, Administrator 15 
  Traits: Farming Domain [farm tools as weapons, improve worker efficiency], Supreme Hauler [double Haul effect], Schrodinger’s Luck [extremely good/bad luck simultaneously], Shadow-Touched 
  Resistances: Armor 45, Illusion 50% 
  Background: Reiner grew up in a small goblin settlement where he was put to work as a farmhand. While away on his duties, a party of travelers laid waste to his settlement. Reiner returned to find his clan slaughtered. Motivated by rage, he charged at the travelers with his pitchfork. Fortunately for him, they were severely wounded. Even so, in an extremely unlikely chain of events, Reiner delivered a killing blow to each of them. The act of killing several immortal beings lifted him above the rank of a common worker. Alone, Reiner wandered, braving dangers and adventures, gaining power and loot. Unfortunately, his wandering eventually led to his capture by hobgoblin slavers. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My head was spinning after reading this little guy’s description. He’s a boss? And what’s up with that weird ‘Schrodinger’s Luck’ trait? 
 
    <Yeah, remember I once mentioned how terrible Dad’s humor is? Well, that’s just another example. Slay a guy’s family, then use it as a stepping stone for his own ascension, and voilà: a brand new fart-lord is born.> 
 
    “Dread Totem?” Reiner gave me a questioning look. 
 
    “Sorry, what was it?” 
 
    He tugged at his long beard. “I was saying that I’m experienced at organizing workers. I can tell what they’re doing wrong and how they can do it better. That’s how I know all of them can help clear out the debris.” 
 
    “Ah. Right.” My mind was still spinning. My clan had a new boss. I frowned as I realized something didn’t add up. I already had the maximum allowed number of bosses my settlement could support, but Reiner’s skin had changed like everyone else’s, signifying he was part of the GreenPiece Clan now. 
 
    <You got it wrong, Boss,> Vic said. <You can’t promote new bosses after reaching the limit, that’s true. But there’s nothing against you adding already existing bosses to the clan. Case in point, one wrinkly barn lord.>“ 
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” I said. I looked at the elderly goblin. He had the Administrator skill, same as Kaedric, which made him a valuable asset. “I appreciate your advice and welcome your help. Please go ahead and organize the workers. Report to me on their progress or on any issues that might arise.” 
 
    I wasn’t too worried about him abusing his position. He was part of my clan now, and I could easily read the tendrils of information coming from him. He was GreenPiece through and through. 
 
    “I will leave you to it.” I turned toward the exit. 
 
    “Please wait, Dread Totem,” the bearded goblin said. “These corpses haven’t been looted yet. If you will wait for a moment, I will sort out their equipment.” 
 
    I grimaced at my obvious oversight. In my haste to return to my clan, I’d forgotten to loot the guards’ bodies. It took a dozen workers less than a minute to loot everything and sort it out. A large pile of discarded equipment stood before me, and a smaller stack of coins was beside it. Since I’d emptied my own purse by purchasing the slaves, the gold was a much-needed commodity, over 200 in total. I examined the larger pile. It consisted of the guards’ weapons and armor. None of it was magical or of particularly high quality. I dropped everything into two spatial satchels. I would sell it all later. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Reiner taking care of the workers, I felt secure enough to leave the temple. Bob and Yulli accompanied me, as usual, and we made our way back into the inner ring. 
 
    Along the way, we made a stop at Bodnik’s shop, and I sold all the loot for 520 gold. The sharp merchant examined the goods with a critical eye. “These will sell well with the local militia.” 
 
    I fought down a grin. “Something tells me you’re right.” 
 
    He nodded. “And I notice you are a priest now. Congratulations. I have heard rumors of a conflict near the new temple.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Yes?” If he was trying to extort me by implying he knew where I got the goods, Nihilator would have another sacrifice, and damn the witnesses. 
 
    “Be at ease, my little friend. If you happen to have more of the same to sell, you know where to find me. I’ll even pay a little extra for such deliveries.” 
 
    I finally let out the grin I’d been holding back. The cunning orc understood the situation, and he didn’t mind taking advantage of it. “I think we can work something out.” 
 
    <Does that mean you plan on killing more of the city guards, Boss?> Vic asked as we went back outside. 
 
    I’m not planning on it, Vic, but so far the guards seem to cross my path an awful lot, so I might as well make the best of it. 
 
    We continued walking and made our way into the inner ring. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’re back!” Duladeen said. The Minotaur smith took a good look at me. “And you’re a priest.” 
 
    “It just sort of happened,” I said. “I’m sorry, I still haven’t found a suitable partner for you. I’m here on another matter.” 
 
    “Viridium again, is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes – the spheres you forged for me have literally saved my life. It would be stupid of me not to get a few more. I was lucky enough to come into some money, so I’d like to buy your entire stock.” 
 
    “I’d have preferred you brought me a suitable partner,” she pouted. “But … at least you bring me good business. You want me to forge them into spheres again?” 
 
    “I–” 
 
    <Boss,> Vic said, sounding exasperated. <Sorry to barge in, but Aidanriel keeps nagging at me to ask you to speak with him. He says it’s important.> 
 
    “Hold on a sec,” I said to the Minotaur. I retrieved the boxlike soul gem from my inventory and directed my thoughts to our new VI friend. You wanted to speak with me? 
 
    <Oi, mate. So I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I’ve come to a conclusion. It makes absolutely no sense that the meaning of life is 48. I mean, come on, the math just doesn’t add up, ya know?> 
 
    I blinked, trying to adjust to the sudden change of topics. I said carefully, “As far as I remember, it was 42, not 48.” 
 
    I could feel Aidanriel’s shock at my words and the swirling vortex of his consciousness slowed within the transparent container. <Well … that’s a whole different story then, mate. That number makes much more sense. Yes, it’s all clear now. Well done, mate.> 
 
    “What is your answer,” Duladeen said impatiently. “You want the Viridium in sphere shape or not?” 
 
    “I …” Talking with Aidanriel had given me an idea. In a lot of ways, he was similar to Vic, only more limited in his interactions with the world. And he was contained inside an item designated as a magical component … “No, I have another idea. I want you to create a sphere large enough to contain this.” I held up the square soul gem. “It should have shallow grooves on the outside that match the ‘normal’ spheres.” 
 
    She was silent for a moment. “This is an intriguing request. The Viridium will make it a challenge, but I can do it. I’ll need to use six of the ingots though. Do you want the other four as normal spheres?” 
 
    “Yes … no.” I had another sudden idea. “Can you make them into rods, like this one?” I withdrew a nearly burned-out fire rod from my inventory. 
 
    She shrugged. “Sure. It isn’t any more complex than making the spheres.” 
 
    “Then I’d like two rods and two spheres,” I said. “Same deal as before? At 50 gold per ingot, that comes out to 500, right?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The large piece is going to take a lot more work. Make it 600, and we’re good to go.” 
 
    I could have probably talked her down a few gold coins, but I didn’t want to strain our relationship with needless haggling. “Agreed.” I handed her the money, which left me nearly bankrupt again. 
 
    “We should depart, Dread Totem,” Bob said. “It’ll be night soon. We need to make it back to the temple before curfew.” 
 
    “Your friend is right,” Duladeen said. “Here.” She handed me two Viridium spheres. “I had a hunch and prepared several of those in advance. I’ll work through the night to prepare everything else. Come back tomorrow; I’ll have them ready by then.” 
 
    Staying on good terms with the formidable smith was already paying dividends. I nodded and followed my companions back out onto the street. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, my friends!” Daimmen greeted us as we entered The Dancing Shade. “Please have a seat. I will send my daughter for your order.” 
 
    We seated ourselves at one of the tables near the wall, right next to the Bodnik poster. A few minutes later, the cute hob girl came out of the kitchen and approached our table. “Hello, nice goblin,” she said. “I’m glad you are okay. I felt bad when the guards dragged you out to the pits.” 
 
    <Don’t buy into her flattery,> Vic said gruffly. <The little puppet is playing you. You should kill her now, and be done with it.> 
 
    I smiled at the girl. “Hello, Lolo. Would you please bring us all a round of ale and something to eat?” 
 
    She my smile with one of her own before heading back toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Chief, why are we still here?” Yulli asked. “Wouldn’t it be safer for us to stay at your new temple?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I made plans to meet with Bartun here tonight, remember?” 
 
    “He agreed to meet too easily,” Bob said. “It could be a trap.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for him to go against us,” I said. “As far as he knows, we’re just a bunch of warriors. It would be in his best interests to stay on our good side.” 
 
    While we waited for our food and drinks, I busied myself with enchanting the two new Viridium spheres. It took me only a couple of minutes. Once I was done, a mental nudge was all it took to send the newly enchanted balls rolling off the edge of the table and into an open satchel containing the golem. 
 
    Lolo returned a short while later and placed hot plates full of huge slabs of cooked meat and vegetables on our table. She also set a foaming mug of ale in front of each of us. “This is father’s specialty,” she said, indicating the food. “Elephant steaks.” 
 
    “This is elephant meat?” I asked, examining my steaming plate with interest. 
 
    “No.” The girl chuckled softly. She looked sideways and whispered, “This is beef. Father cuts it really big and uses a special recipe to tenderize it. He just calls it elephant steak because of the size.” 
 
    “I’d love to see that recipe,” I said. 
 
    She looked aghast. “Father would be furious. Important people come here especially for this dish; commanders, rich merchants, even priests.” 
 
    Her last remark caught my attention. “Priests come to your inn?” 
 
    “Not often,” she admitted. “Some of Corgoram’s priests come in occasionally though.” 
 
    “So … are you … from their church?” I asked carefully, sensing an opportunity. 
 
    Her big eyes opened wide. “Oh, no. Father says we should not take sides. We are not pledged to any church.” 
 
    “Do you think your father would be interested to join the Cult of Nihilator?” I asked. 
 
    She giggled. “Father would never do that. He only cares for his inn and keeping it available to as many customers as possible.” 
 
    She left, going back to the kitchen. I watched the innkeeper’s eyes following her with a fatherly affection. It was clear the inn was not the only thing he cared for. 
 
    We ate, enjoying the strong smoky flavors of the food, and waited for Bartun to arrive. 
 
    True to his word, the merchant arrived an hour before curfew. Two dangerous-looking bugbears flanked his sides. They were level 50 and wore black helmets that completely covered their heads. 
 
    The richly dressed hob seated himself on the free chair beside us, placing his jewel-encrusted hands on the table. “Your demonstration earlier proved to me how inadequate my previous guards were. I should thank you for that.” 
 
    Bob looked at the two scar-ridden bugbears standing behind the merchant. “Are those … arena champions?” 
 
    Bartun shrugged. “They are hired muscle. That’s the important part. As I’ve said, your display of power was intriguing.” He looked directly at me as he spoke. “I can always use such capable warriors.” 
 
    I sighed, sensing what was coming next. “And I assume you just happen to have a quest you’d like us to do.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are a smart slave. Or shall I say, a smart goblin Totem?” He chuckled again at my perplexed expression. “It was not hard to figure out. You are a priest, and you handle yourself as the leader of your group. This isn’t something that is looked kindly upon in Akzar.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “And what are you going to do with this information?” 
 
    “Why, hire you, of course.” He grinned. “As I said, I can always use strong warriors. I have a small problem that I need some help with. Unfortunately, due to the sensitive nature of the task, I can’t trust any of my usual contacts. But you three are unknown in Akzar; there’s nothing tying you to me, so you’d be perfect.” 
 
    “It’s certainly possible,” I answered carefully. “For the right payment.” 
 
    “Well, it was you who sought me out first,” he said. “So there’s obviously something that you want.” 
 
    “Viridium,” I said. There was no point hiding our objective from the very person who could supply us with the rare metal. “We need lots of it.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, a self-satisfied smile on his face. My Sense Emotion ability was next to useless against his well-practiced mind, but I didn’t need it to tell Bartun felt he had the upper hand. “Well, you came to the right hobgoblin, then,” he said. “I have complete control over the Viridium trade in the city. I can get you all the Viridium you need.” 
 
    He had us where he wanted. We had to work for him now. That didn’t bother me too much. Doing a quest in order to gain access to a rare resource was pretty standard practice in NEO. Once we helped him with his quest, there was no reason to think he’d refuse to trade with us. No, what bothered me more was his earlier disguised threat of exposing us to the authorities. 
 
    “How can I trust you to keep what you know to yourself?” I asked. If he was going to hold that bit of information over my head, I wanted to know about it in advance. At worst, I could pretend to go along with whatever crazy job he wanted us to do and doublecross him first. 
 
    “Once I tell you the nature of the quest, you’ll possess incriminating information about me,” he said. “It will be mutually beneficial for us to keep each other’s secrets. This could be the start of a very lucrative partnership.” 
 
    The bastard knew his trade well, saying the exact words I wanted to hear. “Tell me what you need us to do.” 
 
    He smirked. “Not so fast. This is just us getting to know each other. You might be strong, but I need to see that you’re also capable. Come visit me in my shop in the upper ring. That will prove your competence. Then we can talk business.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Prospective Employment 
  Visit Bartun at his shop in the upper ring. 
  Quest Type: Advanced, chain 
  Reward: 800 XP, +500 reputation with Akzar 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The quest’s reward was a nice side bonus, as I’d already planned on making it into the upper ring. The 500 RP was especially appetizing; it was enough to raise me and my clan’s base reputation with Akzar all the way up to the ‘Neutral’ rank. At which point, more doors would open for me. 
 
    “Alright,” I answered the merchant. “We’ll come visit you at your shop. But I want something in return.” 
 
    He frowned. “I have given you the opportunity to impress me. Do that, then we will discuss compensation.” 
 
    “You need us,” I argued. “You can’t trust anyone else with your quest, and we’ve already proven our strength.” 
 
    “I’m not going to pay you for charming two of my guards. ” He crossed his arms. “It’s a parlor trick any respectable shaman should be able to reproduce.” 
 
    My brain was racing. Getting an advancement on our future dealings would be nice. The extra gold would come in handy to renovate my new temple, but there were other forms of compensation. “I’m not asking for gold,” I said. “I’m more interested in Viridium.” 
 
    He scoffed. “That’s the same as giving you gold. Only bulkier.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not asking you to give us anything. All I’m asking for is a small preparation for our upcoming transaction – as a show of good faith.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I need the Viridium to be cast into spheres instead of ingots. But it takes time. So I’m simply asking that you cast your ingots into spheres.” 
 
    His face clouded. “That’s asking a lot for a simple show of good faith.” He got to his feet. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “So allow me to show some good faith first,” I said and redirected my thoughts. 
 
    I cast Dominate on one of the savage-looking bugbears and made him come to stand behind me, crossing his arms protectively over me. “I’d recommend hiring better guards.” At level 50, these guards were just at the edge of my ability to control. 
 
    Bartun gaped at his suddenly insubordinate guard and nodded reluctantly. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll see what I can do about your request.” 
 
    At least it was a better answer than, ‘I’ll think about it.’ I released the guard and rose as well. “Thank you for meeting us. We will come to your shop in a few days.” 
 
    He grunted noncommittally, waved for his guards to follow, and left the inn. 
 
    “That went better than I expected,” Yulli said, downing her drink. 
 
    <So does that mean we can kill the big-eyed puppet now?> Vic asked. 
 
    I scowled. Not yet. 
 
    I’d paid for our rooms in advance, so there was no sense in going back to the temple and risk violating curfew. I led my two companions upstairs to our room and called it a day.


 
   
  
 

 12 – Resource Gathering 
 
      
 
    The night passed without incident, and the recurring nightmares didn’t plague my sleep. But I woke up with a start as I felt another’s presence in my mind. 
 
    <Good morning, my lord.> 
 
    Kaedric? I rubbed my eyes and sat up. What’s going on? 
 
    <I was unable to reach your mind yesterday, my lord, and was concerned about your safety.> 
 
    Yeah, yesterday didn’t start exactly as I’d planned. Namely, waking up in The Pits and finding myself forced to fight for my life for the amusement of the local population. The experience seemed like years ago. So much had happened since then. 
 
    How are things back at the clan? I asked. 
 
    <Well, my lord,> my mandibled seneschal replied, <we have fixed over half the damage caused by the intruders. Morale has been climbing steadily as more lodging becomes accessible again, and productivity is high. Our food stock and resources are continually increasing, and the shop we opened for the travelers is proving to be quite profitable.> 
 
    Are the travelers behaving themselves? I asked. 
 
    <Extremely, my lord. They have been very helpful in increasing our stock of resources, clearing the forest of dangerous beasts, and even repelling a small invasion attempt.> 
 
    A small what? I exclaimed. 
 
    <Invasion, my lord. If you recall, shortly before the attack on the clan, you had authorized Zuban to construct a sewer system. Since our workforce has since been diverted to fixing the damage from that attack, the existing excavations were left unattended. A subterranean clan of kobolds stumbled upon the site. A few dozen of them charged out of the ground and attacked the settlement. Fortunately, a party of travelers was nearby and engaged the intruders. They held them back long enough for our own forces to join the battle. With the aid of the Dark Horrors, it was not much of a fight. None of our clan was severely injured, and the travelers were happy with the loot the kobolds dropped.> 
 
    There was an uncharacteristic smugness to his tone. 
 
    What are you so happy about? 
 
    Kaedric coughed. <I … fed well that day, my lord.> 
 
    My seneschal was able to eat normal food, but he had to consume a living humanoid brain at least once a week. He could become dangerous if he went too long without feeding. 
 
    I guess that’s good news then, I said. Make sure to station guards at the excavation site to prevent it from happening again. We might not get that lucky a second time. 
 
    <It’s already done, my lord.> 
 
    Anything else to report? 
 
    <Per your request, the travelers train extensively with our troops. Our lieutenants informed me that all of our soldiers have reached their maximum capacity.> 
 
    In game terms, that meant they’d hit their cap in their respective combat skills. That was good; it meant their ability to fight was greater than before. It also meant they wouldn’t gain any benefit from training until they leveled up some more. I hated having them sit around wasting precious time that could be spent on training. 
 
    Then I had an idea. Hey, Kadric, I think some of our travelers have Prime skills, right? 
 
    <I believe so, my lord, but I can’t say for certain. Their minds are closed to me.> 
 
    I knew for a fact that Malkyr had a Prime skill called Concussive Strike, which he used to great effect. Hoshisu also had an evasion-based one. 
 
    Issue a quest for all travelers, I instructed. Offer gold and reputation for every skill they can teach the warriors. On second thought, extend that to every useful skill they can teach any of our clan members – even the workers. Not the simple workers, mind you, I don’t want to come back and find that half of them have imploded. 
 
    <It is an intriguing idea. I shall do as you instruct, my lord.> 
 
    Just make sure they teach useful skills. We don’t need Ogres with the Dancing skill, or workers with combat skills. 
 
    <I don’t know,> Vic piped up, <dancing Ogres would be a hoot. You can have them perform on stage. I bet you’d make a killing. Or, you know, they’ll rampage and butcher everyone around. Hmmm … I guess you’d be making a killing either way,> he snickered. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. What about the oxsaurian hunt? 
 
    <The second hunting party left several hours ago, my lord. Tika went with them again.> 
 
    For a moment, I forgot to breathe. I didn’t like the idea of having Tika, my beautiful goblinette, joining such a dangerous expedition again. Especially while she was still pregnant. 
 
    How … how is she? If the many foblins were any indication, a goblin’s pregnancy cycle took only a week, meaning Tika should give birth in a day or two. 
 
    <Your mate is well. Her pregnancy is discernible, but it doesn’t hamper her hunting performance.> 
 
    Vic chuckled. <You’re asking for a personal update from this unthinking, efficiency-crazed, puppet? All he cares about is your girlfriend’s daily quota. Hey, ant-face! Tell him how she feels. We all know you can read her mind.> 
 
    Kaedric’s reply was curt. <She misses you, my lord. She’s excited to bear your child and wishes your safe return. She is also often having thoughts of you being home, taking you to bed, and–> 
 
    That’s quite enough, thank you Kaedric, I said firmly, sending a telepathic ‘glare’ at Vic. Anything else? 
 
    <I have taken the liberty of instructing the researchers on their next project. I set them to work on a Dreamer’s Lodge.> 
 
    The enchanter’s workshop? 
 
    <Indeed. It will greatly increase an enchanter’s work, my lord. Yourself included. Once completed, Hoker, our resident goblin enchanter, will be much better equipped to support the clan with magical augmentation.> 
 
    I liked the sound of that. The Dreamer’s Lodge was an Expert-ranked building. It was one rank higher than Zuban’s Constructor skill, which meant building it would incur severe penalties on our goblin builders. Kaedric’s words also reminded me that I’d never even met the new goblin enchanter. As an advanced crafter, purchasing him from the Breeder’s Den required 20 units of exquisite food. That was the equivalent of a small fortune. I made a mental note to visit him when I got back to the clan. Anything else to report? 
 
    <Our daily energy gain is substantial, my lord. We currently have in excess of 11,000 EP. I’d recommend using some of it to further our clan.> 
 
    For what, exactly? I asked. 
 
    <During the last war, you were able to include over three-quarters of the workers in your personal war party. As a result, they have grown considerably, and their productivity has increased. That has caused a discernable gap between them and the other workers, my lord. I suggest using some of the energy to lessen the gap between the groups. It will also help unify the resource-chain dependencies, my lord.> 
 
    Hmm … give me some numbers, Kaedric, I said. 
 
    My seneschal took my meaning immediately. <We have 57 workers who are above level 10 and 16 at level 3. We can expend 3,472 EP to increase them to level 5 or 6,144 to level 6, which is what I recommend we do, my lord. Our daily energy gain is high enough to cover that expense within three days. This expenditure will reimburse itself within roughly four months, not including the increased productivity such an act would entail.> 
 
    I didn’t feel comfortable spending over 6,000 energy points all at once. If I was back at the clan, I’d probably find another use for the excess energy. But being far away limited my options. Kaedric was right; letting all that excess energy sit unused was inefficient. 
 
    I’ll go with your recommendation. Good work, Kaedric. 
 
    <Thank you, my lord. If that is all, I shall contact you again tomorrow.> 
 
    I’ll talk to you tomorrow then. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time I finished talking with the mandibled hob, Bob and Yulli had woken up. We gathered our belongings and went down to the inn’s main floor to have some breakfast. 
 
    After we finished eating, Yulli stood, cleared her throat, and said loudly, “Everyone, listen up! I have an announcement to make.” That drew the attention of the whole room, many in the crowd eyeing her appreciatively. That was also my cue. I covertly manipulated her shadow, making it larger and painting a silhouette of a powerful warrior. “As a follower of the new temple, I invite you all to join us. If you are tired of living as pathetic weaklings, come to us. The Cult of Nihilator offers boons and a path to power for its followers.” 
 
    She sat down after her little announcement, sipping from her glass and looking unconcerned at the bustle her display had caused. She’d performed the part I gave her perfectly. 
 
    “Well done,” I murmured. 
 
    A couple of heavily armed hobs marched toward our table, flanking Yulli. “I liked your little speech,” one of them said, leaning over her. 
 
    “I liked your hips,” the other said, placing a palm on the table in front of her. “How about we three go someplace private and you show us just how much boon you have to offer.” 
 
    Still sipping from her glass, the scout boss grabbed his wrist with her free hand and yanked it hard. The hob’s face smacked down onto the table. With a quick motion I was barely able to follow, Yulli pulled out an arrow and ran it through his palm, nailing it to the table. “I also said it gives you power,” she said in a relaxed tone, ignoring the screams of the pinned hob and locking eyes with the other one, daring him to attack. 
 
    The unharmed hob raised both hands and wisely stepped away from the table. With a sharp tug, Yulli ripped out the arrow then kicked the screaming hob away. 
 
    Three other hobs rose and approached us. I tensed up. Get ready for a fight, I instructed my companions, while secretly reaching into my inventory to pull out the demon staff. 
 
    “That was an impressive display,” one of them said. “I’d be interested to hear more about your temple.” 
 
    Yulli pointed her chin at me. “This one is the high priest. Ask him.” 
 
    “A goblin?” The hob frowned. One of his friends sneered and turned away. 
 
    “Yes, a goblin,” I answered calmly, standing up. “One who was specifically chosen by the mighty Nihilator, Lord of Darkness and Dust.” As I stood, I exerted my will across the entire room, forcing the shadows to rise, dimming the light. By the time I was fully on my feet, the inn was almost entirely dark. Only I was still visible. 
 
    I sat back down, dismissing the shadows, and the light returned to normal. “Spread the word. If you’re interested in learning more, come to the temple.” 
 
    The hobs nodded and returned to their seats. It wasn’t a bad result – for a first attempt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We stopped to gawk as we reached the temple. The place had gone through some dramatic changes. The cracked and weed-filled courtyard was full of boxes, barrels, and containers in all shapes and sizes. When I entered the cathedral, I saw that the massive hall was almost cleared of debris. A dozen workers were hauling away the last bits of rubble and another group was cleaning. The soot-covered walls had been scrubbed and the workers were scouring every little speck of dust like an army of sanitation freaks. Now that it was clean, I was struck by the grandeur of the building. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” the tall, bearded goblin said, looking around with pride. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “I honestly didn’t believe you when you said it’d be done by today, Reiner.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Let’s just say I know how to motivate the workers when needed.” He flexed his fingers theatrically. 
 
    “You didn’t hurt them, did you?” I asked with a touch of concern. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said indignantly. 
 
    That was a relief. I knew physical punishment was commonplace in goblin society, but I’d already proven that good treatment, food, and lodging contributed more to morale than fear. 
 
    <You know, Boss. I actually can’t tell if that sentiment came from you or your goblin mindset,> Vic said. 
 
    I paused to think about it. I couldn’t help my goblin persona from occasionally surfacing and taking control of my actions, but recently it seemed to also filter into my conscious thoughts as well. As a player, I would have never considered punishing a worker as an example for the rest. 
 
    I closed my eyes, concentrated on my breathing, and reoriented my thoughts. I had to keep a firm grasp on who I really was. Thanks for the reminder, Vic. 
 
    <No problem, Boss. Hey, if you want to repay me, there’s this sweet little girl I’d like you to murder …> 
 
    Not now, Vic. 
 
    <Come on! It’ll be fun!> 
 
    Not now, Vic! 
 
    He grumbled in my mind but dropped the matter for now. 
 
    Reiner waved a hand in front of my face. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You were silent for a long time, Dread Totem,” he said apologetically. “I need some gold to motivate the workers to work harder.” 
 
    Paying the workers was a new concept. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He grinned. “We’re gonna throw a party. Food, drink, music, brawling – it’ll lift everyone’s spirits. I’ll need 40 gold.” 
 
    I understood Reiner’s logic. He effectively wanted to ‘purchase’ a single-use buff to raise the workers’ morale, thus temporarily increasing their efficiency. 
 
    That gave me another idea. “Here, take 60.” I handed him the gold. “Buy more of everything and make it extra grand. I’m expecting more guests to join in.” 
 
    A smile spread across the bearded goblin’s face. “You got it, Chief.” 
 
    He ran off to handle the arrangements. Left alone, I decided to review the Temple Interface. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Temple of Nihilator [Akzar] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temple Level: Cathedral [Ruined 200/2,000 BP] 
  Faith Rank: 4 
  Faith Points: 497 
  Worshipers: 86 [required 200] 
  Renovations 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The slaves I’d freed brought us almost halfway toward the worshiper count required to activate the temple. I saw no new evidence of the mysterious extra worshipper we seemed to have. That still baffled me, but with nothing to do about it, I shrugged it off for now. There was still a lot to do to restore it back to its past grandeur. I clicked on the Renovations tab. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Renovations [200/2,000] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Clear Basement Debris: 500 BP 
  Fix Windows: 500 BP 
  Restock Main Floor: 200 BP 
  Living Quarters: 100 BP 
  New Altar: 500 BP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Thanks to Reiner’s advice, the non-builder workers had helped remove the debris. Based on the amount of time it had taken them to clear the temple’s main floor, it would take two and a half days to clean the basement. But the other renovations were more problematic. Now that I had purchased all the resources, I had to provide the 1,300 BP somehow. The four builders produced 60 BP every day, so it would take them over three weeks to finish everything. That was way too long. 
 
    I sighed ruefully. If I could only use my Shadow Teleport spell to go back to Goblin’s Gorge, then I could bring more builders with me. I could bring in more gold and resources and expedite my quest for the upper ring tremendously. 
 
    First things first. We need a place to sleep, I thought. “Bob, find the four builders and have them start renovating the living quarters.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem,” my lieutenant said. 
 
    “Yulli, get everyone else to start clearing the debris from the basement.” 
 
    “This is boring, Chief. Let’s go have a few matches in the arena instead.” 
 
    “Yulli,” I said sternly. 
 
    “Yes, Chief!” She took the hint and proceeded to gather the workers. 
 
    I watched as they organized themselves into two straight lines stretching from the basement to the outside. Then they hauled out large chunks of rubble, passing them from hand to hand. The four builders ran back and forth, carrying hammers, nails, and the furniture I’d bought – everything they needed to install them in the residential quarters. 
 
    I would have to hire more builders, but I only had 60 gold left. It wasn’t enough for the workforce I wanted to bring in. According to Bob, the cost of hiring a worker was based on their skill level. A novice cost about five gold per day, and an apprentice could go as high as 20. I needed more gold. Fast. 
 
    “Hey Yulli,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Chief?” 
 
    “Let’s go fight in the arena.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I left Bob and Reiner to oversee the renovations while Yulli and I made our way toward Akzar’s arena. We were both ranged fighters and could have used having Bob as a tank, but I didn’t want to risk it. As capable a warrior as he was, my lieutenant was still just a standard ‘mob.’ As bosses, Yulli and I could take a beating that would kill him. Yulli’s nearly 500 HP was more than double Bob’s, so her chances of survival were much greater. I was fairly certain that I could use energy to resurrect my fallen troops, but I didn’t want to chance being wrong. After all, the ability to ‘rush’ construction using energy wasn’t accessible. Before we left, I used the cathedral’s altar, investing 30 out of my available 497 faith points to grant Yulli the Liquid Darkness II blessing. I hoped the blessing’s health-regenerating influence would grant us a little extra edge in the coming fights. 
 
    We could see the large barracks as soon as we passed the walls to the adjacent districts. The three-story building was an impressive construction, and it was easy to see why it served as Akzar’s main arena. 
 
    Unlike my previous visit, this time I followed Yulli straight through the front gate and into the courtyard. It was still fairly early in the morning, and the place looked mostly deserted. A few goblin slaves were sweeping the floors and scrubbing blood stains that had somehow found their way up from the pit. A lean and tough-looking hob was sitting on one of the benches holding paper notes. I plucked at the swirling ribbons of information he gave off. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Glaive, Arena Master 
  Level: 65 
  Type: Boss Tier 3 
  HP: 2,900, MP: 1,300 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother delving deeper into his data. There was a lot of it. The lean hob was obviously out of our league. I sent a thought to Yulli. Let’s go talk to him. 
 
    She nodded and led the way. 
 
    “I’m busy,” the hob grunted as we approached, not bothering to raise his head. “The games will start at noon.” 
 
    “Arena Master,” Yulli said with more respect in her voice than I’d ever heard her use before. “I would like to sign up for a few matches.” 
 
    “Hmm, alone or with your slave?” He crossed something off on the paper, still not looking up at us. 
 
    “Both of us.” 
 
    He finally pulled away from his work and met our gazes, then spent a long moment examining me. “A priest and a Totem, eh? That is a high-class slave you have there. It is wise that you have him wear a magical leash; plain chains won’t do with his kind.” 
 
    “He is useful in a fight,” Yulli said. 
 
    “I’m sure he is. We had a goblin Totem here before, a few years back. He fought well, even killed a champion.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” Yulli asked, at my mental behest. 
 
    The arena master chuckled. “Bonecruncher happened to him.” 
 
    I suppressed a shudder as I remembered the massive two-headed Ettin gladiator. 
 
    The hob apparently noticed my discomfort and let out another chuckle. “Your slave is smart to be afraid. Good! It might mean you’ll survive long enough to provide some actual entertainment. Dargrot’s teeth, it’s been too boring lately. The arena champions are so strong that even the most powerful challengers aren’t strong enough to put on a proper show anymore.” 
 
    Yulli, ask him how come there’s more than one champion, and if they’re so strong, why not simply pit them against each other? 
 
    Yulli reiterated my words. 
 
    Glaive snorted. “You’re not local, are you? We have several branches of combat. At the head of each field is the champion who won his position by defeating everyone else. If you want to fight, you’ll have to work your way up before being able to challenge a champion. It’s been several months since someone killed one and took its place. That’s why it’s been so boring lately.” 
 
    “So that’s why the champions don’t challenge each other?” Yulli asked. “Because they’re from different branches?” 
 
    “Pretty much. They’ve become lazy, comfortable in their high status. None of them want to risk challenging the champion of a different branch.” 
 
    “What field is Bonecruncher’s?” 
 
    “You ask amusing questions, scout. Bonecruncher is The Champion. He has no field. But no sane person would challenge him. Why … if someone worthy were to do so … that would be a fight to remember. It’s extremely unentertaining watching him slaughter the fodder I throw at him. But the crowd loves him, so …” 
 
    “You seem like a strong warrior as well,” Yulli said, repeating the line I fed her word for word. “Why not challenge him yourself?” 
 
    “Ha!” he exclaimed. “Damn straight I’m strong. I used to be The Champion, before Bonecrusher. The reason I survived so long in the arena is because I’m smart enough to know when to fold. Now, back to business. You said you wanted a fight? The admission fee is 50 gold. You can sign up for vermin extermination – goblins mostly – or try for the real prize: fight your way up the ladder and challenge one of the champions. If you manage that, I’ll be a happy hob. And believe me, you want me to be happy.  
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Make Glaive Happy 
  Enter one of the arena’s main combat branches, defeat all the ranked fighters until you can challenge and kill the champion.  
  Type: Advanced 
  Reward: +500 RP with the Arena Master, Yulli: +5 skill levels to one combat skill 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Now that was a proper reward. The skill bonus was a nice boost for Yulli’s combat prowess. 
 
    “We’ll defeat your champion,” I said, handing him 50 gold. Glaive didn’t seem to mind me speaking out of turn, so I risked another question. “What are the branches of combat to choose from?” 
 
    “Ranged, Strength, Speed, Magical, and Tactical. Fair warning though – the more fights you win, the stronger your foes will become. The fights are not to the death; the arena is warded against that. Challenging the champion, however, is a fight to the death. Every fight you win increases your share of the winnings by 10 percent. You can decide if you want to continue on to the next round after each fight you win, or you may choose to continue another day, but doing so will reset your share of the earnings.” 
 
    It sounded like the fights were rigged to favor the champions. A challenger would have to go through several skirmishes in a row to reach them and would likely be wounded and tired by then, reducing their chances of winning. 
 
    “So, what’ll it be?” Glaive asked. “You want to butcher the fodder for a handful of coins, or are you willing to face some real warriors?” 
 
    “Real warriors,” I said. “How will it work? Yulli uses a bow, and I use magic. Does that mean we can’t challenge the strength champion?” 
 
    “You can choose any of the branches, but they are each tailored to complement its fighting style, so you’d be at a disadvantage if you’re using a different one. Are you ready to choose?” 
 
    Well, what the hell. I was pretty confident we could win the first few fights, and if things got too dangerous, we could always retreat. 
 
    “We’re ready,” I said. 
 
    Glaive frowned. “It’s for your mistress to make such a decision, slave.” 
 
    Vic sighed in my mind. <And I was just starting to like him.> 
 
    Thanks, I said. 
 
    <Why? I still do.> He laughed mischievously. 
 
    “We are prepared,” Yulli said, per my instructions. “We choose the Ranged branch.” 
 
    “Looks like the games start early today,” Glaive declared and clapped his hands. “Prepare the arena! Call for the gladiators! Send runners to the street! We have a new challenger!” 
 
    Several goblin slaves and hob workers started running off, following the arena master’s orders. “You two go ahead and prepare.” The hob pointed to a tunnel opening on the far side of the courtyard. “I will announce your first fight shortly.” 
 
    I followed Yulli to the tunnel. It was angled downward and curved toward the pit after several meters. We walked into an open chamber with several benches. A gate was situated on the opposite side, and I could see the fighting pit through the bars. A single, familiar figure sat on one of the benches. 
 
    “Tenragan!” I called, approaching the old warrior. 
 
    He looked up at me, surprise plainly etched on his face. “Well, I’ll be damned. I thought you were dead, goblin.” 
 
    I winked at him. “I’m hard to kill.” 
 
    “So it seems. The guards were furious you escaped, but I see you have become a priest. They won’t be able to return you to the pits like a common slave anymore. Why are you back?” 
 
    “I needed money. Winning fights in the arena is said to be very profitable.” 
 
    He chuckled. “So it is. If you win.” 
 
    “So what are you doing here? I thought you stayed with the goblin prisoners.” 
 
    “That’s just where I sleep. I spend most of my days in this chamber, awaiting my next match.” There was a touch of bitterness in his voice. 
 
    “Maybe I can help you with that,” I said. “Join my temple. We have room for you there, and I’m pretty sure we’ll be able to regrow your arm.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    He looked hopeful for a moment, but then his face fell and he shook his head. “If only you had come a day earlier.” 
 
    “Why? What does it matter?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to fight in a warm-up act today, but we ran out of fodder. Glaive had to put me against the next lowest-rank monster we had. It’s a slime.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    He sighed. “I fight with my arm and legs. The slime is nearly immune to my attacks, and I’ll take damage with every hit I land. I will almost certainly die today. I was prepared to meet my honorable end, and then you came along.” 
 
    “I don’t see the problem. You’re not a prisoner here; just forfeit the match.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t back out now. If I refuse to fight, I’ll lose the last shred of honor I still have. I won’t go back on my word. Honor is all I have left.” 
 
    “If you come with me you will have a chance to earn your honor again,” I said. 
 
    Tenragan shook his head. “My honor is my life. If the gods grant me this victory, I will join your church. But not before that.” 
 
    “Than change your tactic – use a weapon!” I banged on the wall in frustration. “Grab a club and smash that thing.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. “I can’t use normal weapons; it unbalances me too much. I used to have a magical heirloom, a gauntlet that complimented my handicap, but one of the gladiators took it from me.” 
 
    Yulli perked up at that. “Chief, maybe he means–” 
 
    “Shhh!” I hissed at her, then turned back to the one-armed hob. “Can I help you retrieve your gauntlet?” 
 
    That startled him. “This is impossible. Kravot is third in line to the Strength champion, he’ll kill you without breaking a sweat. But you goblins are a sneaky lot. If you somehow manage to take it from him … I’ll be forever in your debt. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Arm the Armless 
  Tenragan asked you to retrieve his magical gauntlet from Kravot the Gladiator. 
  Type: Simple 
  Reward: +4,000 RP with Tenragan, Tenragan will join your clan 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes! I cheered silently. That quest was what I was aiming for, and Yulli had nearly ruined my attempt. 
 
    I took out the Gladiator Fist I’d taken off the hob I killed at The Pit inn. For some reason, I hadn’t sold it to help my financial situation. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lucky Bastard skill level increased to 46. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was truly a Lucky Bastard. But that notification message raised a troublesome thought. Was luck really passive, or was this evidence of the game influencing my actions to manifest it? For my own peace of mind, I decided not to dwell on the issue. 
 
    Theatrically, I reached into my inventory, pausing just long enough to build up a little tension. Then I withdrew the weapon in a flourish. “Is this your gauntlet?” 
 
    The old hob’s eyes bulged as he reached out a shaking hand. “It is! How the hell did you find it?” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I grinned at him. “I encountered this Kravot not long ago. He didn’t survive our encounter, so I claimed the item as my own. I’m glad I could bring it back to you.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Arm the Armless 
  You have brought Tenragan his magic gauntlet back. 
  Reward: +4,000 RP with Tenragan (Respected), Tenragan joins your clan 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The shadows gathered around the old hob in a familiar fashion, transforming him into a Shadow-Touched creature. 
 
    Tenragan flexed his muscles and grinned. “The slime is as good as dead.” He made a few practice jabs with his gauntleted hand. “My fight is scheduled for midday. I will come look for you in the temple afterward.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. 
 
    Glaive’s voice boomed from outside. “The Ranged championship is about to begin! Are you ready for some blood and violence?” 
 
    The crowd roared its approval. 
 
    Yulli hoisted Deathstrike, her griffon bone bow, and I drew out my demon staff. 
 
    “It’s showtime.”


 
   
  
 

 13 – Championship 
 
      
 
    Tenragan looked at us and smiled. “You youngsters are so full of energy. Tell me, do you even know who you’re about to fight?” 
 
    I felt uncomfortable as I met his eyes. “Well, no … but–” 
 
    “But you’re so sure of your strength you didn’t bother checking out the competition.” He sighed. “As I said – youngsters.” 
 
    Glaive’s voice carried over from outside. “Yulli, an elite scout and her goblin slave are about to meet their first challenge; a duo of Akzar’s finest army scouts.” 
 
    “Listen carefully,” the one-armed hob said. “You’re about to face standard army grunts. They’re not smart but they’re strong. Outflank them and it should be an easy win.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The pot is set,” Glaive’s voice continued. “The winner will leave here 12 gold richer.” 
 
    The gate to the arena began to open. 
 
    “Good luck,” Tenragan said as we marched out. 
 
    Two hobgoblins wielding simple longbows and clad in leather armor came into the arena from a gate opposite ours. I didn’t bother analyzing them. They were unseeded, level 20 scouts with roughly 200 health each. They posed no threat. 
 
    “Activate the arena-ranged formation!” Glaive’s voice boomed. 
 
    What the hell does that mean? I thought, though my question was promptly answered. 
 
    The sandy ground shifted, and thick stone pillars started rising into the air. I wasn’t prepared for that and stared, slack-jawed, at the display. Each stone column was about a meter in diameter, wide enough for one person to stand on. The columns rose to different heights, and I saw weird white crystals embedded around their bases. The columns didn’t stop once they reached their maximum height. Instead, each column continued to move up and down at different speeds, creating confusing patterns. I realized why this arena favored ranged fighters. It would be a simple thing for an agile archer to jump from column to column, easily keeping their distance from simple melee fighters while mowing them down from afar. But I was not a simple melee fighter; I had my magic. A few moving columns weren’t enough to give our enemies a chance of winning. 
 
    “Fight!” Glaive shouted. 
 
    The two scouts raised their bows and took aim. Since they didn’t even bother to spread out, I took advantage of the opportunity and cast Direball. This fight was going to end with a single spell. 
 
    I should have known better. 
 
    As the orb of volatile energy sped between the columns toward my targets, the crystals embedded in them flickered to life. Wisps of energy were sucked out of the flying ball of death and absorbed by the crystals. Before it could even pass half the distance, the direball was completely consumed, and two arrows were soaring toward me. 
 
    I tried to dodge, but I was too slow. One after the other, the arrows hit me dead center. They were strong enough to penetrate my Pyrolith gambeson as well. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin Scout arrow hits you for 25 damage. Armor absorbed 30 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Hobgoblin Scout arrow hits you for 28 damage. Armor absorbed 30 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The arrows stung, but I had over a thousand HP. Still, I was mad at myself for ignoring the obvious. I searched for Yulli. She was taking cover behind one of the columns. That explained why the two scouts targeted me. A moment later, my ‘master’ retaliated. Using her telltale boss skill, Yulli’s arm flashed, unleashing a stream of arrows. One of the scouts took cover in time, but the other one was caught flat-footed. Within seconds he was riddled with arrows, making him look like a grotesque porcupine. His leather armor wasn’t a match for Yulli’s arrows and he fell, face-planting in a pool of his own blood. 
 
    I cast Drilling Arrow next. A trio of spinning missiles sped between the first few columns, but they too dissipated before reaching their target. This wasn’t going well for me at all. 
 
    The enemy scout took cover to avoid Yulli’s unending stream of arrows. The reprieve was a good opportunity for me to experiment. I cast all my spells one after the other. It didn’t take me long to understand the limitations. Manifested spells like Drilling Arrow, Direball, Shadow Web, and Shadow Hound were next to useless, as the crystals diffused them almost instantly. Heal Followers and Mana Drain worked as usual, but the Dark Protection buff and Mana Shield cost four times as much to maintain since the crystals kept siphoning their mana, which also shortened their duration. Finally, I tried using Dominate. I was able to maintain the stream of mana, but the crystals drew most of its power. Even with my magical Headdress’s cost-reducing bonuses, I was forced to invest 360 mana – almost four times the normal amount – to finalize the spell and take control of the grunt’s mind. 
 
    As soon as I did, I commanded him to surrender, and the match was won. 
 
    “Not bad, not bad,” Tenragan said as we returned to the waiting chamber. “Next time, remember to flank the enemy and cut down on the useless flashy magic. It’s not very effective out there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Do you wish to continue on to the next match?” the old hob asked me. 
 
    I looked at Yulli, and she shrugged. The fight wasn’t difficult; I’d merely been caught off guard. Now that I knew the limitations, I could plan ahead. “We’ll go another round.” 
 
    “Very well. Your next fight is against three archers. They are all veteran warriors, and one of them is a lieutenant, so take cover this time.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks getting hot. “Right.” 
 
    “I’ll let the arena master know you’re ready.” 
 
    We waited for a few minutes. By the time Glaive’s voice sounded again, my mana and health had fully regenerated. 
 
    “And now, our contenders will face the second challenge: a squad of three warriors. These are all veterans who have participated in several successful raids. The pot is set. The winners will claim 60 gold.” 
 
    On a cue from Tenragan, Yulli and I entered the arena. A trio of hobgoblins stood on the far side. Two scouts wielded longbows, and the lieutenant held a set of throwing axes. They were all level 25, with health in the upper 200s. 
 
    “Are you all ready for a good show?” Glaive’s voice boomed. 
 
    The crowd roared its approval. 
 
    “Then fight!” 
 
    The three hobs split up instantly. Following hand commands from their lieutenant, the two scouts ran to opposite sides, taking cover while trying to flank us. The lieutenant himself jumped on a rising column and swung back a hand holding an axe. 
 
    I acted quickly. While our enemies repositioned, I cast Dark Protection on Yulli and myself. I clenched my teeth in irritation at the outrageous cost of 80 MP. 
 
    At my mental command, Yulli targeted the lieutenant. He threw one axe at her, which missed, then jumped to a lower column and out of her sight before the stream of arrows reached him. 
 
    I darted left, closing in on one of the approaching scouts while channeling my mana. The scout took cover as I approached, and then he shot an arrow at me. The arrow hit my side, but with Dark Protection active, the damage was negligible. In return, I cast Dominate. Since I had closed the distance on him, the mana drain was milder, and I was able to take over his mind at the ‘bargain’ cost of 200 MP. 
 
    I ordered my new minion to target the lieutenant as well. Between him and Yulli, the lieutenant was hard-pressed to find sufficient cover. I darted to the far side of the arena, getting hit twice in the process. My health bar was still over 90 percent when I reached the second scout and took over his mind as well. The lieutenant suddenly found himself out of cover and targeted from three different angles. The combined barrage was enough to overpower his superior health and armor, and in a few moments, the second match was won. 
 
    This time, I had spent nearly 500 MP during the fight. I had to be careful not to spend too much, or I wouldn’t be able to regenerate it during the few minutes of rest between matches. I could always refuel using a void crystal, but I preferred not to squander them. 
 
    “Much better,” Tenragan congratulated us when we returned. “Lieutenants know how to direct a battle, but you used his own tactic against him. Smart.” 
 
    I grinned. “Thanks. Who are our next opponents?” 
 
    He shrugged. “More of the same. You’ll be going against two lieutenants and two scouts. They’ll be even more experienced than your last opponent. That shouldn’t be a problem though. The real challenge starts on the next match. That’s when you face the second in line to the champion.” 
 
    “We’ll worry about him when we win this match,” I said. 
 
    Tenragan chuckled. “I admire your spirit, young goblin. I’ll inform Glaive that you’re ready to continue.” 
 
    As the one-armed gladiator predicted, the third match posed no real challenge. The four enemies were all level 30, and I had to tweak my tactics only slightly. The lieutenants proved a real nuisance though. They rained throwing axes at me while I moved from column to column, forcing me to activate my shield despite the mana drain. By the time I dominated the two scouts and took down the lieutenant, I was down 800 MP, over a third of my total. On the plus side, our earnings had accumulated to 150 gold. 
 
    “Good fight,” Tenragan said when we came back to the waiting chamber. “However, the next one is on a completely different scale. Rocksmasher is an elite Ogre. As his name suggests, he’s good at throwing rocks. I think you have a decent chance at defeating him, but it might be more prudent to stop while you’re ahead.” 
 
    “We’re not stopping,” I said. I hadn’t even used any of my big guns yet, and due to my opponents’ relatively low levels, my skills had barely progressed. I needed a real challenge to level them up. 
 
    “In that case, the best advice I can give is simple: Don’t stop moving. I’ll notify the arena master you’re ready.” 
 
    “Now this should be interesting!” Glaive’s voice boomed. “Our new contenders will face Rocksmasher. If they defeat him, they can challenge the champion himself.” 
 
    The crowd roared enthusiastically, and we entered the arena for the fourth time. 
 
    A huge Ogre came in from the opposite gate. He was almost as tall as Rhyno, my own Ogre gladiator back at Goblin’s Gorge. He held a single large boulder and was clad in thick steel armor that covered him from head to toe. I had a bad feeling about him. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rocksmasher, Ogre Gladiator 
  Level: 30 (10%) 
  Type: Boss Tier 1 [Warrior] 
  HP: 750, MP: 335 
  Resistances: Magic 30%, Armor 120 
  …. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I hadn’t expected to face a boss, not before the champion. It didn’t bode well that the second to the champion was such a strong-looking brute. Considering his level and boss tier, the dimwitted hulk didn’t pose a significant threat, but his high armor rating would prove a challenge. Yulli’s arrows wouldn’t cause any serious damage, and the arena hampered most of my spells. I couldn’t dominate him like the others since he was a seeded, named monster. We were going to have to wing it. 
 
    “The pot reached a new height,” Glaive declared. “If our contenders win, they’ll earn over 300 gold from this match alone. Are you ready for blood and carnage?” 
 
    The crowd roared in approval. 
 
    “Then fight!” 
 
    The Ogre bellowed and hurled the massive stone he was holding. 
 
    “Incoming!” I barely managed to shout before taking cover. 
 
    The boulder hit the column I was hiding behind, and I instantly understood two things: why the old hob’s advice for us was to keep moving, and how Rocksmasher earned his name. 
 
    The column exploded, sending shrapnel flying everywhere. Yulli and I were hurled away and took some damage, though our armor negated most of it. It would prove next to useless against a direct hit though. 
 
    The Ogre came charging at us, roaring. Yulli and I darted away in opposite directions, launching arrows and spells at the giant beast. Most of the scout’s arrows splintered against the Ogre’s thick armor, despite the Coat Weapon blessing that increased their penetration power. My own drilling arrows lost most of their strength before reaching the beast’s magically resistant skin. But the brute wasn’t even aiming at us. As soon as he reached the destroyed column, he grabbed two large broken pieces and threw them in our direction. We kept moving and dodging as stone columns exploded in our wake. At this rate, in a few minutes there would be no columns left in the arena and we’d lose our only tactical advantage. I had to do something – fast. 
 
    I sent out a mental command. Yulli, it’s not working; his armor’s too thick. We’re going to have to try something extreme. I’ll distract him, you sneak behind and remove his helmet. 
 
    I changed direction and ran back between the stone columns toward the hulking beast. The Ogre saw me coming and threw two pieces of a broken column at me. I activated Mana Shield and Dark Protection, and the two projectiles bounced off harmlessly. The MP cost was huge, and I instantly lost a quarter of my mana. Still, I made it within two meters of the giant and shot another volley of drilling arrows. At this range, the arrows were more effective, burrowing through his thick armor. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Drilling Arrow hit Ogre for 40 damage. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was less than half the full spell’s potential. 
 
    The injured Ogre howled in anger and turned his attention fully toward me, as I had planned. Before he could grab two more boulders, I cast Shadow Web. Thick tendrils of darkness erupted from the ground and clung to his huge body. Despite the drain, I poured more and more mana into the spell, strengthening it while the siphoning crystals did their best to counter. The Ogre grunted as he was forced down to one knee. His bulging muscles fought back, and the web started to tear. 
 
    Now, Yulli! Now! I shouted mentally. 
 
    My trusty companion came through. With her bow slung across her back, she jumped from column to column, rising over the giant’s head. With a final leap, she landed on her feet atop his shoulders. She grabbed his helm with two hands and pulled. The Ogre bellowed and strained, releasing one arm and grabbing the scout on his back. With a powerful heave, he tore her away and threw her against one of the columns. 
 
    That single throw nearly cost Yulli her life. She slid down, her limbs broken and misshapen, but she had done her job. In her hands, she held the Ogre’s helmet. 
 
    “Damn it, Yulli, this is no time to rest!” I yelled at her. Liquid Darkness was already oozing out of her wounds, binding them together. My mana was half gone, so I gave up on trying to keep the Ogre held down. I started sending waves of healing magic toward the downed scout, casting Heal Followers over and over while trying to keep a step ahead of the raging beast. 
 
    After four heals and the sixth column exploding, Yulil finally stirred and got to her feet. 
 
    Now jump on the highest column and snipe at his face! 
 
    Limping, she did as ordered and stood on a rising pillar. She took careful aim, holding Deathstrike’s string taut for long seconds. The two griffon feathers at the end of her bow began to move away from each other in a circle. Her arms started to shake from exertion while I continued to dodge and take cover behind the remaining columns. My shield was starting to flicker in and out of existence as my mana nearly depleted. 
 
    Yulli’s column reached its highest peak just as the feathers finished turning a complete circle. Deathstrike glowed a deep gold and the arrow was released, streaking toward the Ogre’s unprotected head. Just before it hit, a visage of a griffon’s head manifested around it. The arrow struck true, hitting the Ogre in the center of the forehead, and the griffon’s beak closed down around his head. The griffon dissipated, and the Ogre was left standing, his face streaming with blood. The brute looked stupidly at Yulli, her dark-coated arrow embedded in his forehead. Yulli’s arm flashed, sending a stream of ‘normal’ arrows, all hitting the Ogre’s face and scoring a critical hit. The brute collapsed to the ground, his face barely recognizable behind the thick cluster of arrow shafts. 
 
    We had won the fourth round. 
 
    “Now that was something else!” Tenragan said when we reentered the waiting chamber. 
 
    “You said we had a fair chance at winning,” Yulli said accusingly. 
 
    The sly old bastard chuckled. “Well, it turned out I was right, wasn’t I? And I did warn you. But I have to admit, I was curious to see how you’d handle that one.” 
 
    Yulli’s eyes flashed in anger, and she reached for her dagger. 
 
    I put my hand on hers. “So now we can challenge the champion, right?” 
 
    “Right, and this time you should give it a pass. Barbwire killed the previous champion last year and has remained undefeated since. Even together, you two are going to lose.” 
 
    “So we’ll fight him two-on-one as well?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. He has a nasty flying mount, but he’s only allowed to use it against four or more challengers.” 
 
    “We’ll fight him,” I said. I still hadn’t used any of my big guns. Thanks to the injuries I’d sustained in the previous matches, Blood Wrath had charged four times, and I hadn’t expended any of my staff charges yet. Each one was loaded with a condensed direball. If I could get close enough and hit him with them directly, he’d be a thing of the past. Not even a level 100 character could withstand that much firepower. 
 
    The old hob’s brow rose. “You’ve already proven yourself to be powerful warriors and earned respect and gold. Why risk going against the champion?” 
 
    I crossed eyes with Yulli. The female boss looked back at me steadily. She would follow me unquestioningly. I had an ulterior motive in wanting to fight the champion, other than the promise of gold or Glaive’s quest. Beating the current champion would be a significant event. We’d be the talk of the city. At that point, it would be easier to recruit more followers to the church. But if we lost … 
 
    I shook my head. Time was of the essence, and this was the fastest way to get what I needed. At worst, if I died, my boss ability, ‘Nihilator’s Sanction,’ would trigger, and I’d make my escape. Hopefully, I’d be able to resurrect Yulli back at the temple. But even if not, I’d simply have Kaedric resurrect her back at Goblin’s Gorge. In short, I had a lot to gain and nothing to lose. 
 
    “We’ll fight,” I said again, looking directly into Tenragan’s eyes. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Glaive will be ecstatic. You should go and rest until it’s time.” 
 
    I frowned. “We’re not doing it now?” 
 
    “Of course not. Challenging a champion is a major event. We usually hold those matches an hour before curfew. Glaive will fill you in on the details.” 
 
    That was several hours away. Without constant danger, the rage energy I had accumulated would dissipate. On the other hand, the break allowed us to regenerate our lost health and mana and gave me an opportunity to gather information on my foe. “Where can I find this Barbwire?” I asked. 
 
    Tenragan scratched his chin. “He usually hangs around at The Pit inn, but I heard it closed down. He might be with his mount at the arena’s stables.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    We exited the underground chamber and immediately ran into Glaive. The lean, muscular hob grinned widely when he saw us. “That was an excellent performance – well done. Your match against Barbwire will be a spectacle worth watching.” 
 
    “I’m glad you find this entertaining,” I said. 
 
    “You should be too,” he said. “The pot is expected to be over a thousand gold. One of you is about to make a fortune. Now go get ready. The fight will start in four hours. Don’t be late.” 
 
    I decided to try my luck. “I hear Barbwire has a flying mount.” 
 
    Glaive waved me off. “Don’t worry, he won’t be using it. He’s only allowed to bring the beast against four or more challengers, or against other renowned warriors.” 
 
    “I’d still like to see his mount,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s behind the barracks, at the stables. The one with all the blood stains. Don’t get too close; only Barbwire can handle it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and Yulli and I walked in the direction he had pointed. 
 
    There were several stables behind the barracks. My eyes were immediately drawn to one made entirely of stone. The ground around it was stained with dark spots. We proceeded carefully and looked inside. Thick metal bars divided the interior. A pig’s bloody carcass was hanging over one of the enclosures. 
 
    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” an angry voice called out. 
 
    We turned in the direction of the voice and saw a lean hob running toward us. There was a whooshing sound behind us, and when we looked back around, half of the pig was missing. Loud noises of tearing and crunching filled the air. 
 
    The angry hob reached us. “Stay away from my mount if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    So this was the famous Barbwire. His appearance was similar to that of a standard scout, albeit a well-equipped one. He was tall and wore light armor meant for maneuverability. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Barbwire, Hobgoblin Gladiator 
  Level: 50 
  Type: Boss Tier 2 [Champion] 
  HP: 1,600, MP: 780 
  …. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was bombarded with more and more data; various skills, traits, magical equipment, special maneuvers, stacking bonuses, and more. Tenragan had good reason to think we were going to lose. But we had a few surprises up our sleeves too. 
 
    The champion was a tier 2 boss, like myself, and was five levels higher. The arena would definitely give him the advantage, but I felt certain that with Yulli’s help and a little foreplanning, we could take him down. 
 
    Yulli gave him an inviting smile. “I wanted to catch a glimpse of a champion’s mount. I definitely didn’t mean to anger one.” 
 
    The hob relaxed his stance. “Well, why don’t I show you around? As a champion, it is my duty to take care of the fans.” 
 
    Yulli sighed theatrically. “I fear I have other obligations at the moment. Maybe … later this evening?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I have a match this evening. There won’t be much time afterward before curfew.” 
 
    “I have a feeling we’ll meet again.” Yulli winked at him. “Very soon.” 
 
    “That was some quick thinking. I’m impressed,” I said to the hoblinette once we had put some distance between us and the stable. 
 
    <Tell me about it,> Vic chimed in. <I was sure this puppet only thought with her weapons. She’s like a completely different person.> 
 
    Yulli made a disgusted face. “I assumed you wanted to hide our identities, so I sweet-talked him. I’d rather have punched him in the face.” 
 
    <And … there she is again,> Vic said. 
 
    I chuckled. “He’ll be surprised to see you in the arena tonight.” 
 
    Yulli smiled, showing her sharp teeth. “Yes, that made feigning a helpless little worker worth it. I can’t wait to see his face when he realizes we’re the ones challenging him.” She laughed. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the temple,” I said. “I’d like to check on the workers’ progress.” 
 
    We moved along the main boulevard, crossed into our district, and headed toward the temple. As we approached, I saw that several boxes and resources were gone, and the pile of discarded rubble had grown even higher. It looked like Reiner and my new clan members were hard at work. 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Bob looked relieved when he saw us approaching. 
 
    “Hey Bob,” I said. “We’ve earned the right to challenge the champion. The fight will be in a few hours. How are things around here?” 
 
    “Um …” My lieutenant looked flustered. “There were a bunch of workers carrying things, banging on things and … er … hanging colorful things.” 
 
    <Boss, ease up on your poor puppet; his limited capacity doesn’t extend to overseeing workers.> 
 
    He had a point. “Where’s Reiner?” 
 
    Bob seemed relieved to have a question he could deal with. “He’s in one of the rooms inside.” 
 
    I crossed the main hall, being careful not to interrupt workers who were carrying armloads of debris or hoisting pieces of lumber twice their size. At the back was a short corridor with several doors. I found Reiner behind the third door I tried. The room wasn’t large, only big enough for a single bed and a few pieces of furniture. Reiner was single-handedly lifting a chest twice his size, easily putting it in place. 
 
    “Ah, Dread Totem, welcome back,” the bearded goblin said. “I have finished preparing this room for you. The other living quarters should be ready by tomorrow.” 
 
    I surveyed the room. “Hmm, not bad.” It was much smaller than my bedroom at the Chief’s Haunt back at the clan, but it had a cozy feel to it. “What about everyone else? Where do they sleep?” 
 
    “We threw some blankets on the floor last night,” he said. “It’s not much, but it’s better than what the slavers gave us. Once the basement is cleared, we can make it into more comfortable lodging. We should be able to clear it within three days.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good. What about the party you wanted to throw?” 
 
    “Oh!” He brightened. “I already ordered food, decorations, and a few instruments. Tonight, we’ll party like true goblins!” 
 
    I smiled. His enthusiasm was infectious. “I look forward to it.” 
 
    Reiner left, leaving me alone in my new room. I still had several hours before the fight, which was ideal to do some enchanting. I didn’t have any items to enchant, though. I had my gear, which was already enchanted, several potions, a few scrolls, and a whole lot of random components. But that was okay; I’d been meaning to test the newest feature I’d received by reaching the Expert rank of Runecraft: Area Enchantment. 
 
    I concentrated on the floor and opened the Runecraft Design Interface. An overlay of a semi-transparent display filled my view. On the left was a list of my 11 known runes, a respectable amount. None of my existing schemas would work as an area enchantment. I had to figure one out on my own. 
 
    “Let’s see, what can I make to help me fight the champion …” I mused. A trap of some sort would prove useful. If I could somehow bind him in one place, he’d be at a huge disadvantage. I liked that idea, and it didn’t sound hard to do. I started by drawing a large binding rune and attached it to the ‘Te’ connecter rune. I drew the connector as a spiraling circle and added the ‘Ko’ rune for extra strengthening. 
 
    I chortled, content with having finished the simple formation. Doing area enchantment was a vast improvement over working within the limited space of items. The ‘Effect’ indicator on the side read, ‘Imprisons creatures up to level 67.’ That was even better than I’d anticipated. I already had thoughts on how to incorporate more runes to make the enchantment stronger, like adding warding runes that would prevent a trapped mage from using spells, or a spatial rune to trap them in a pocket dimension. But for now, I just needed a proof of concept. All I had left to do was finalize the enchantment. I checked the mana indicator and shouted, “What the hell?” 
 
    The enchantment needed 2,700 MP to fully activate. “That’s … that’s absurd!” I ranted to no one in particular. At level 46, as a pure mage boss character, my mana pool had exactly 2,317 MP, which wasn’t enough to power up the enchantment. Apparently, area enchantment required a thousand MP per rune. Even with my high Runecraft skill reducing that by 10 percent, a three-rune combination was beyond me. 
 
    But that didn’t make any sense. I’d already done an area enchantment before – when I locked the door to The Pit inn. 
 
    Unless … 
 
    I suddenly realized something. I had drawn the locking rune on a specific part of the door instead of enchanting it as a single large piece. That would mean that this was actually my first attempt at an area enchantment. 
 
    “Ah, what the hell,” I muttered. I would simply have to do with an insufficiently charged enchantment. I began channeling my mana into the rune formation. My mana bar plummeted as more poured out of me. Then I made another discovery: I could maintain the mana flow and slowly charge up the enchantment, allowing my mana to regenerate. Being inside my own temple boosted my mana regeneration significantly, but even then, it would take me about a minute – too long to use in an actual combat situation. I decided not to fill the enchantment to the maximum, in order to get a more accurate assessment of its strength during combat. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Area schema discovered: GoTeKo [Confinement] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 53. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Activate [Confinement]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 86% 
  Mana Invested: 2,320/2,700. 
  Effect: Physically confine a creature up to level 57 for 38 minutes. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I confirmed, and the enchantment blazed to life. 
 
    Even not fully powered, the effect was impressive. If I could somehow draw it during combat and lure Barbwire into it, our victory would be assured. That wasn’t the real issue, though. I looked disdainfully at the swirling, glowing lines of the enchantment. It basically screamed ‘Warning: magical trap. Do not enter.’ No one in their right mind would willingly walk into it. The problem was that the effect was constantly active. I could try to incorporate the ‘Tse’ triggering rune into it, making it invisible until activated, but the extra mana cost would even further decrease its usefulness. 
 
    I had to come up with simple two or three rune combinations if I wanted something usable for the coming fight. I scratched my head as I tried to think of something more subtle. The biggest issue I had in the arena was dealing with the crystals that constantly absorbed my mana. If I could devise a way to focus my spells, it might help offset the drain. 
 
    I’ll have to use a containment rune, to interact with the conjured spells. Then connect it via a connector rune to a variation of the warding rune … maybe an inverted binding … and extra strengthening to keep the spell’s potential intact. 
 
    That would mean a five-rune combination, and that was too much. Creating an enchantment to mitigate the crystals’ effect was not feasible. At least, not with my current mana pool.  
 
    Need to keep it simple, I thought. I started by drawing the ‘Ma’ containment rune. Any kind of schema I intended to interact with my spell would have to start with one. I continued by placing the ‘Ko’ rune of strength, then connected the two with ‘Te.’ I had the exact same schema for weapons, which allowed them to be socketed, but my innate understanding of the craft told me I was on the right track. I finalized the scheme by pouring in 2,000 MP. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Area schema discovered: MaKoTe [Empowering Circle] 
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      	  Activate Area Enchantment [Empowering Circle]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 74% 
  Mana Invested: 2,000/2,700 
  Effect: Increase the effectiveness of spells cast within the circle by 33%. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not bad. I would have to stay standing in one place to use it, meaning it would not be very helpful for the coming arena battle, but I could think of cases where such an expensive enchantment would come in handy. Like back when I stood on Totem’s Watch, flinging spells at invading travelers below. 
 
    There was a light tap on my door. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Chief, it’s almost time.” It was Yulli. 
 
    I checked the internal clock. Have I really been enchanting for four hours? 
 
    <You know what they say, Boss: Time flies when you’re inscribing arcane and powerful sigils on your bedroom’s floor. Hmm … give me a sec, I’m sure there’s an asylum joke somewhere in there.> 
 
    I ignored Vic and got to my feet. “Let’s go kill us a champion.”


 
   
  
 

 14 – Champion Fight 
 
      
 
    The arena was packed when we arrived. Yulli and I had to squeeze our way through the crowd to approach the fighting pit. We were just in time to catch our warm-up act.  
 
    Tenragan was already inside the pit, facing off against a gray gelatinous cube. Splotches of gray ooze dotted the arena, and the one-armed hob looked in bad shape. His good arm was red and blistering from contact with the ooze’s acid, but he was still going strong. I was astounded by the old warrior’s intensity. Fighting seemed to draw the best out of him. He jumped and tumbled, evading grappling tentacles and sprays of acid. The fight eventually ended when Tenragan took a running start, jumped high in the air, and fell with his magical gauntlet leading the way. He pierced the monster’s center of mass, spraying gray acid all over the arena. When it was over, the old hob stood up slowly. His health was low and his armor was badly burned, but he’d made it. 
 
    And I just gained a new follower, I thought smugly. 
 
    Yulli’s elbow hit me in the ribs. 
 
    “Ouch, what was that for?” I rubbed my bruised side. Instead of answering, the scout indicated someone in the crowd. Following her gaze, I spotted a familiar figure in a green tunic. It was the hob slaver, the one who had sold me my new clanmates. A moment later, I lost him as he was swallowed by the crowd. 
 
    I caught Glaive’s eye, and he motioned for me to go down to the waiting chamber. Tenragan was still basking in the adoration of the crowd when we arrived. We sat on a bench and waited for our turn. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +400 reputation with Akzar and all its factions 
  Current rank: Neutral 
  Points to next rank: 1,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” I blurted out. 
 
    Yulli looked at me with a raised brow. 
 
    Vic, where is this reputation coming from? 
 
    <I don’t know, Boss. Something just triggered a huge reputation gain for your clan. I guess it could be part of your Lucky Bastard skill.> 
 
    Hmm, maybe. I checked the skill, but as far as I could see, it hadn’t progressed. This didn’t add up, and my Dangersense seemed to agree. Something bad was heading our way. 
 
    Tenragan finally got his fill of the crowd and limped back into the chamber. Seeing his injured state, I cast Heal Followers several times, bringing his health above half and increasing the spell level to 23. 
 
    “Thank you,” he sighed with relief as the restorative magic eased his pain. “I would never have won that fight without your help.” 
 
    “Always happy to help a follower,” I said meaningfully. 
 
    “I’m a hob of my word. As soon as the arena closes down for the night, I will come to your temple and pledge myself to your god. Had I known of your high standing, I would have done so even if you hadn’t promised to return my arm.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? What high standing?” 
 
    “A high-ranking slaver just approached Glaive and praised you and your clan. As a major faction leader in Akzar, Glaive was most impressed.” The old hob chuckled. “I’d bet the large bag of gold he received helped relay the message.” 
 
    Yulli looked worried. “That can’t be good.” 
 
    I had to agree. “But why would our enemy pay to have us–” 
 
    “And now, for the main event!” Glaive’s voice boomed. The chatter from the crowd died down, allowing the arena master to be heard clearly. “As you know, Elite-scout Yulli and her pet goblin have decimated the ranks of the Ranged challenge and now seek to challenge the Ranged champion: Barbwire himself.” A loud cheer of approval followed the champion’s name. Glaive gave them a moment to calm before continuing. “Normally, our champion goes easy on new challengers, but considering the newcomers’ high standing, it was decided that he would honor them properly. Prepare yourself for an epic fight! Yulli and her goblin will face Barbwire and … his trusted manticore in a battle to the death!” 
 
    “That’s why,” I groaned. The slaver bastard had just pulled a fast one on us. 
 
    “That sly half-breed!” Yulli seethed. “When I get my hands on him, I’ll make him wish he never crossed our path.” 
 
    Tenragan’s face became ashen as he looked at us. “You’ll be facing both the champion and his manticore?” 
 
    “So it seems,” I said grimly. Manticores were monstrous flying beasts, bigger than horses, with a body of a lion, bat wings, and a long tail with spikes that could be launched from afar. It was a fitting mount for a Ranged champion. 
 
    An earth-shaking roar sounded as the portcullis opened, revealing a huge flying beast. It soared to one of the tallest stone pillars and latched onto it, its sharp claws digging deep into the stone as its long, spiked tail swung freely. 
 
    Stepping through the gate behind it was Barbwire himself. He wore thick leather armor laced with magic and held a long black rod. As the crowd roared, calling out his name, the champion shook the rod and two extra limbs sprang out, transforming it into a fierce-looking bow. A line of pure light extended from the end of each limb, creating a bowstring of pure energy. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. My Dangersense was shaking so violently it was making me nauseous. 
 
    The one-armed hob nodded. “I’d say that sums it up pretty well. You might have stood a chance against Barbwire on his own, but against him and his manticore …” He waved his arm helplessly. 
 
    “I can only suggest that you try to take cover. There’s an hour till curfew. If you somehow survive until then, Glaive will be forced to stop the fight and call it a draw.” He lowered his head apologetically. “I’m afraid that’s the best plan I can offer.” 
 
    “I have a better one.” I pulled out my demon staff. “We’ll kill them both.” 
 
    Yulli drew her bow. “This will be a fight to remember for years to come. I’m with you to the end, Chief.” 
 
    “Chief?” Tenragan’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later,” I said and stepped through the gate. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I activated Mana Shield and cast Dark Blessing on both of us before getting into the range of the mana draining crystals. I channeled my mana, building it up in preparation to cast an empowered spell. 
 
    “The challengers enter!” Glaive declared. “The pot stands at an all-time high. The winner will earn 800 gold.” The crowd went berserk at the announcement. The gate closed behind us and I started to feel the crystals draining my mana. “Fight!” the arena master roared. 
 
    Barbwire jumped high, his right arm a blur as he shot arrow after arrow at us. The manticore spread its wings and leapt toward his master, catching the descending hob on its back. The crowd roared wildly. The beast’s momentum took it to a pillar, where it clung with its sharp claws. The barbed tail whisked back and snapped forward like a whip, sending a dozen meter-long spikes our way. 
 
    Yulli took cover, but my shield slowed my movement. Half a dozen arrows and spikes hit my shield before I was able to move away. That single moment out in the open drained nearly 500 of my mana. 
 
    I cursed. Without the magic barrier, that barrage was nearly enough to kill me. I finished casting the empowered spell I was holding, spending 520 MP in the process. Ten level 18 shadow hounds materialized out of the shadows, growling and looking for prey. Three manifested next to a column and immediately began whimpering. They rapidly shrank as the accursed crystals depleted them of mana. I ordered the remaining mastiffs to sprint around the edge of the arena, as far away from the columns as possible. They would still be drained, but the distance would delay that effect. This way, at least our enemies had more targets to shoot at. 
 
    As I suspected, the hob champion and his mount started targeting my hounds, ignoring Yulli and me as we hid behind cover. 
 
    As fearsome as the manticore’s spikes were, they were not magical and passed harmlessly through the hounds’ bodies. The champion’s arrows were much more effective, putting down two of my beasts within a single heartbeat. I nodded at Yulli, and we both leaned out from behind cover and retaliated. Yulli’s bow hummed again and again, launching her telltale stream of neverending arrows. She aimed at the hob, but this time, her aim fail short. 
 
    With a fluid motion, the champion jumped off his mount’s back and landed on top of the pillar. Somewhere along the way, he’d holstered his bow and his arms become a blur as he snatched Yulli’s arrows out of the air. 
 
    Though not lethal, her attack bought me a short reprieve. I already knew Barbwire’s info, so I concentrated on his mount instead. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Manticore 
  Level: 50 
  HP: 580, MP: 320 
  Skills: Tail Snap 97, Pounce 76, Bite 72 
  Traits: Flyer, Mount 
  Resistances: Armor 70 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Some good news at last. As fearsome as the manticore was, it was still just a plain mob. It didn’t have any sort of magical protection, so it was susceptible to my mental influence. But trying to affect such a beast’s mind was going to require a hefty amount of mana. 
 
    Yulli ended her streak, and Barbwire jumped to another pillar. He continued jumping from pillar to pillar in an attempt to flank us, never once stopping his stream of arrows that pinned us in place. Yulli tried to shoot back, but the maneuver exposed her, and one of the champion’s arrows clipped her side, shaving 10 percent off her health. That was a lot for a mere scratch considering she was a magically protected boss. It was clear neither of us would be able to withstand more than a few direct hits of his deadly bow. 
 
    My mana was down half already. The manticore was still targeting my hounds, but Barbwire’s path would bring him within a few meters away from me. I dropped my shield and started channeling mana for an empowered and targeted direball. It was going to be a challenging hit. I would have to be fast. Barbwire continued jumping from pillar to pillar, trying to flank Yulli. He was getting closer to my position. Three meters … two … one. I leaned out of cover, a bead of force materializing in the air. My eyes locked on my target. 
 
    But I wasn’t quick enough. Without any indication he knew of my action, the champion gave a shrill whistle. The manticore’s tail snapped, and six spikes shot through the air straight at me. I’d almost finished casting when the first one hit me, the mass and momentum strong enough to throw me against the column. Then the other five hit, nailing me to the stone pillar. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Manticore Spikes hit you for 335 damage. [(97 - 30 armor) X 5] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I found myself skewered and bleeding. With a single volley, 30 percent of my health was blown away. I lost concentration, and the spell fizzled, its mana absorbed by the insatiable crystals. 
 
    The champion executed a flawless somersault, leaping from the pillar to a lower one, finally flanking Yulli, and sent a glowing arrow streaking toward her. The arrow struck true, doing over a hundred damage. The scout boss’s health dropped to 70 percent, and she too ended up nailed to a stone pillar, several meters away from me. 
 
    With his two opponents apparently disabled, the champion took his time drawing and aiming another glowing arrow at Yulli. Meanwhile, the manticore charged straight at me, its wings spread, maw wide open. 
 
    I had a fraction of a second to decide who to save. Me or her. There was only one logical course of action. 
 
    Tapping into the rage, the damage I had sustained built up inside me, I activated Blood Wrath, sending a concentrated ray of force at the champion. Despite it only being charged up once, the skill was at level 38, packing over two tons of pushing force. I saw the hob hurled back against a column just as huge jaws closed around my body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Clenching her teeth from the pain, Yulli forced herself forward, tearing away from the arrow that had pinned her to the pillar, leaving it embedded in the stone. She had to hurry. The champion was recovering quickly, his free hand already groping for another arrow. 
 
    Behind her, the lionlike monster continued chewing on her beloved chief. A torrent of blood gushed from its mouth, painting the ground red. 
 
    The tough scout knew she had only one chance. Keeping her bow steady, she drew back an arrow and held her breath as the two griffon feathers started their slow circle. Her body trembled from the effort and adrenaline, but the champion was recovering too quickly. Before the feathers could go full circle, Barbwire’s eyes locked with hers. Yulli knew her time was up and let loose the arrow. The projectile streaked through the air, passing the hand that rose to intercept it, and struck center mass. 
 
    The champion looked down at the arrow shaft protruding from his thick armor. It hadn’t penetrated deeply, and the damage barely budged his sizable health pool. Exposing his teeth in a feral grin, the hob readied his own arrow. He would show that insolent female what a male ranged fighter was truly capable of. 
 
    Time slowed down as the two veteran archers prepared their shots and aimed at each other. The manticore roared behind her. Yulli’s heart beat in her ears as she trained her arrow, but her adversary was a touch faster. His fingers were already letting go of the string. Behind her, the manticore flicked its tail, letting loose another deadly barrage. 
 
    They had lost. Yulli tightened her jaw in defiance, not dropping her aim. She would be damned if she died without making the champion bleed a little more. 
 
    Six meter-long spikes whistled through the air behind her. It was over. 
 
    To Yulli’s surprise, instead of a jolting impact, the spikes soared right over her head, each hitting and burrowing deeply into the champion’s body. His arrow flew wide, missing her, and a look of shock was plastered on his face. 
 
    Despite knowing better than to lose sight of an enemy, Yulli couldn’t resist looking behind her. She glanced back and beheld a beautiful sight. 
 
    Her glorious chief, his body bathed in blood, was riding the flying monster. And they were charging straight at the champion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as I finished casting Blood Wrath to save Yulli, the manticore’s jaws closed around me. I cried in agony as rows of huge, sharp teeth tore through my body, rending me to pieces. Acting on instinct, I tightened my grip on my staff and thrust upward. The Epic spear-like staff pierced the manticore’s mouth, and a torrent of blood rained down on me. The beast whimpered in pain, and its teeth parted away from my flesh. That was all the break I needed. Lashing out with my mana, I cast Dominate, crushing the wounded monster’s will and taking over its mind. With the bonus of my enchanted headdress, the act took 320 MP. Since I was as close to its brain as I could possibly get, the draining crystals had no effect. I was left with less than a thousand MP. 
 
    I ordered the manticore to release me then jumped onto its back. I could have easily used Freeze and Sacrifice instead of Dominate, but I needed all the help I could get against the champion. 
 
    Surveying the battlefield from the beast’s back, I could tell that I’d made the right call. Yulli was facing off against Barbwire. The steadfast scout had already wounded the champion, but he still had over 1,500 HP remaining and was aiming an arrow straight at her head. 
 
    At my mental command, the manticore whipped its tail, sending a volley of spikes against his former master. It was just in time. 
 
    The spikes hit, throwing the champion’s aim off, saving Yulli’s life. 
 
    With thorny spikes impaling his body, the champion looked more startled than hurt. It was understandable, as he still had three-quarters of his health remaining. He inspected the spikes protruding from his thick armor and bellowed in anger. Then, ignoring his skewered state, he lifted his bow in a smooth motion. His entire body began to glow. 
 
    “Take cover!” I shouted as I jumped off the monster, following my own advice. 
 
    Barbwire drew out four arrows with one glowing hand and let loose. His hand flashed, grabbing more arrows while the first volley was still in the air. The air was suddenly filled with flying arrows. Some whistled by my head, some impacted the stone pillar, slowly breaking it apart. Luckily, now that we only had one enemy to defend against, both Yulli and I were able to find sufficient cover against the barrage. 
 
    The champion unleashed a third volley before his own mount rammed into him. The manticore’s hide was punctured and bloodied, and its health bar was down to a quarter. The giant monster bit and clawed while its wings flapped to keep it steady. Barbwire received a few blows, but it was still a tier 2 boss against a mob. The manticore didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Ignoring my own injuries, I left my crumbling cover and ran toward the two. The distance was short, but everything played out as if in slow motion. 
 
    I leveled my staff, point leading the way. 
 
    The champion’s body glowed a different color, and suddenly an arrow the size of a ballista bolt shot out, punching through the manticore’s head. 
 
    The beast fell away, revealing a bloodied – and very angry – champion. 
 
    “Yulli – fire!” I shouted. 
 
    The champion aimed another four arrows my way, his hand glowing as before. 
 
    Yulli’s arrows streaked through the air, forcing him to abandon his offensive and slap them away with his bow. 
 
    That was when my charge finally brought me into range. With my staff’s sharpened end leading, I rammed into my enemy. The tip clanged against his armor and was stopped short. Epic weapon or not, this time my physical strength was insufficient to penetrate his magical armor. 
 
    The champion gave me a cruel grin and drew an arrow, aiming it straight at my eye. 
 
    I returned his grin with a toothy one of my own and tapped my staff’s stored charges, unleashing three concentrated direballs in quick succession. The three targeted beads of force hit his body, each detonating like a small contained grenade. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball hits Barbwire for 580 damage. [729 - 20% spell resistance - 3 mana drain] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball hits Barbwire for 580 damage. [729 - 20% spell resistance - 3 mana drain] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball hits Barbwire for 580 damage. [729 - 20% spell resistance - 3 mana drain] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The third direball proved to be an overkill, as the champion simply exploded. Shredded flesh and entrails sprayed out over the arena, painting the stone columns red. 
 
    Yulli and I exchanged grave looks. We were both breathing hard and heavily injured. 
 
    But we had won. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dark Mana skill level increased to 54. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball skill level increased to 17. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Shield skill level increased to 39. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Shadow Hound skill level increased to 27. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 47. You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yulli had gained two new levels, reaching level 26. Fighting champions was almost as rewarding as fighting players. As usual, I placed the new point into Mental. 
 
    “What a truly spectacular match!” Glaive boomed. “Who could have guessed the challengers would be victorious?” 
 
    The stone pillars slowly descended into the ground, and I finally felt the constant drain of mana disappear. I started casting Heal Followers, speeding up Yulli’s Liquid Darkness regeneration and bringing her back to full health, also gaining another skill bump along the way. 
 
    “Everyone,” the arena master’s voice boomed again. “Give it up for our new champion: Yulli, and her pet goblin!” 
 
    The crowd roared its approval, and many rose to their feet, applauding. 
 
    I sent my thoughts out. The stage is ready. This is your moment, Yulli. 
 
    With Liquid Darkness still coating her many wounds, the new Ranged champion raised both her arms, and the crowd settled. “I appreciate the sentiment,” she said, “but I can’t take full credit for winning.” A round of murmuring followed her announcement. “It wasn’t strength of arms alone that won the match. I won because I had faith. Faith in our dark lord, Nihilator.” She gestured at me. “With his priest at my side, we are undefeated. I call upon you all, anyone who wishes to rise above his station and receive true power … come join us. Join the church of Nihilator. You will not be disappointed.” 
 
    Short, simple and to the point. Just like Yulli. It was not the way I would have said it, but the scout had delivered the message. I was sure this would earn us a few more followers. 
 
    We made our way through the tunnel back to the ground level. Tenragan maintained a respectful distance behind us. 
 
    “Our new champion,” Glaive said as we approached. “You have both given us a match to remember – well done!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Make Glaive Happy 
  You have challenged and defeated one of the arena champions. 
  Type: Advanced 
  Reward: +500 RP with the Arena Master, Yulli: +5 skill levels to one combat skill 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: +500 reputation with Akzar and all its factions 
  Current rank: Neutral 
  Points to next rank: 500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Well, look at that. As the green-robed slaver had demonstrated, gaining reputation with the arena master was counted as having gained it with the entire city. As things stood, we were halfway toward a Friendly reputation rank. 
 
    Glaive turned to Yulli. “Here is your share of the earnings,” he said, handing her a pouch, which she wordlessly passed on to me. Making me 1,022 gold richer. “Now, as promised, I will train your archery skill. Give me your hand.” 
 
    I paid close attention to what happened next. Glaive took Yulli’s arm. Bright, green tendrils of information burst out of him and into Yulli, molding and changing the streams of data that ran through her. It looked a lot like the process of granting a Prime skill, only more targeted. 
 
    Yulli nodded her thanks. 
 
    “What about Barbwire’s gear?” I asked. 
 
    Glaive shook his head. “I said the fight was to the death, I didn’t say it was going to be permanent. The former champion will be brought back to life in his church soon enough. His weapons and other items still belong to him by law.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. I really wanted his magnificent bow. 
 
    The crowd parted, letting us pass. As we walked toward the barracks’ exit, I noticed several dozen hobs joining Tenragan in following us. I suppressed a grin. Looks like Nihilator’s congregation just got a little bigger. 
 
    We led the crowd through the quickly darkening streets back to our own district and entered the temple. More passers-by had trailed after us out of curiosity, and by the time we’d made it back to the cathedral, nearly a hundred hobs followed us in. 
 
    I walked inside and had to rub my eyes. The cathedral’s interior had been transformed. Brightly colored skulls and chains were hanging from the ceiling, and various monster heads were mounted on the walls. A huge bubbling cauldron giving off a pleasant aroma stood at the center, its contents being stirred by two of the new goblin workers. Nearly a dozen other goblins were holding tambourines, small drums, and other percussion instruments. They started ‘playing,’ banging on their various devices. The ensuing ruckus threatened to deafen anyone standing too close. 
 
    <Oh, Guy!> Vic said plaintively. <This is awful. It sounds like none of them has a single skill even remotely related to music.> 
 
    To my surprise, I found that I didn’t mind the music so much. Sure, it was horrendous, but it also had a vibe of happiness and freedom. The other 60-something goblins also seemed to think along those lines, and several of them were dancing unrhythmically with the music. 
 
    <None of them have any dancing skills either,> Vic groaned. <Goblins!> 
 
    Hey, that used to be my line, I joked. 
 
    “Dread Totem, you’re back!” Reiner approached me. He surveyed the hall proudly. “Everything is ready for tonight’s celebration. Just give the word and we’ll begin.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. I walked to the altar and climbed atop it. The music ceased, and silence spread over the crowd. Everyone’s eyes were set on me. “My friends,” I began, “I have brought you here for a purpose. Our dark lord offers a great boon to his followers. Those who join us will be blessed with Eternal Darkness and gain power over the night. But know this: Here, we are all Nihilator’s children. There are no slaves or masters in this place. We are all equal under his might.” I pointed at Tenragan. “Approach.” 
 
    The old hob obediently walked to the altar and stood below me. 
 
    “This warrior has already pledged to join us, and he shall now receive his just reward.” 
 
    I accessed the Temple Interface and navigated to ‘Personal Blessings.’ I selected ‘Liquid Darkness,’ targeted the old hob, and hit the ‘Approve’ button. 
 
    Thick, inklike darkness rose from the temple’s floor and crawled over the hob’s feet, reaching his torso. Tenragan looked down in alarm and tensed like he was about to fight it off. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “Accept it as part of yourself.” 
 
    Well, it wasn’t like he had much choice. From his torso, the mass of darkness flowed toward his missing arm, gathering around the stump. 
 
    Gasps and whispers filled the temple as Tenragan’s arm reconstituted itself before their eyes. I had originally thought of simply sacrificing then resurrecting the old hob to restore his arm. After all, spending energy on resurrection was cheaper than squandering faith points on blessings. But that might have sent the wrong message to the crowd of eager potentials. When the process was at last finished, the ex-gladiator raised his newly minted arm, looking at it in wonder. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the astonished crowd and cried dramatically, “Who will join us?” 
 
    As one, all the hobs took a step forward. Several of them cast doubtful glances at the nearby goblins, but the lure of power seemed enough to sway them. 
 
    “Then you all belong to The Cult of Nihilator now,” I announced. The shadows rose again, this time flowing over the bodies of everyone present, darkening and patching their skin. They were Shadow-Touched creatures now. 
 
    I opened the temple interface again, checking our progress. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Temple of Nihilator [Akzar] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temple Level: Cathedral [Ruined 396/2000 BP] 
  Faith Rank: 4 
  Faith Points: 467 
  Worshipers: 178 [required 200] 
  Zone Blessings 
  Renovations 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    We were getting closer to our objective. I still needed 22 more worshippers, but I wasn’t overly worried. I had already spotted several goblin females with distended bellies. Even without raising a finger, we would reach 200 in a week or two. The biggest bottleneck now was the temple’s renovation. But with the gold we had earned in the arena, I could probably hire the builders we needed to wrap it up quickly, so I wasn’t too worried about that aspect as well. 
 
    For once, everything was going well. There was only one thing left to do. 
 
    I raised both hands over my head and shouted, “Let’s party!”


 
   
  
 

 Interlude: The Mud Squad 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: De-pooping the Piggery 
  You have successfully scrubbed off enough fecal matter to impress the farmer. A bath might be in order. 
  Quest Type: Simple 
  Reward: 10 XP, +3 reputation points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  +3 Reputation with Everance and all its factions 
  New rank: Despised 
  Points to next rank: 3,997 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s about damn time,” Fox grunted. In disgust, the burly yellow-furred bugbear threw down the shovel he was holding. He was the last of the party to do so. 
 
    “Oh, ahem … I take it you finally completed the quest?” Raystia, the catgirl, asked mildly. She and her two other companions were sitting on a large haystack. 
 
    “Yes,” Fox said. “I’ve had it up to here with shoveling manure. I was just about to go with Plan B.” 
 
    “Plan B?” Misa raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Murder every last stinking farmer in this place and make them regret they had us do this stinking work for them.” 
 
    “That would hardly be constructive to our goals,” said Riley, the dwarf priest. “Honestly, I don’t get why it took you so long. We all received the reputation reward an hour ago.” 
 
    “Bunch of suspicious, racist farmers have it in for bugbears,” Fox grumbled. “Y’all look human enough, not pure monsters, like me.” 
 
    “He’s got a point there,” Misa said. She got up from her comfortable seat and stretched. “Well, now that we’ve all reached the ‘Despised’ rank, Everance’s gate guards shouldn’t attack us on sight. “Who’s up for testing this theory?” 
 
    “Err … I don’t know.” Raystia looked nervous. “Maybe just you and Riley should go. You’re part elf and he’s part dwarf; they might go easier on you than Fox and me.” 
 
    “Oh please!” Misa rolled her eyes. “Who’s better than our resident cutie-cat at pulling the, ‘I’m a friendly monster, please don’t hurt me,’ act? None of us can compete with those big innocent eyes of yours.” 
 
    Riley said, “She has a point there, Raystia. We’d never have even gotten this cleaning quest if it wasn’t for you. One look at Fox and the farmer would have run screaming, mobilizing the rest of them to hunt us down with pitchforks and torches.” 
 
    “Oh, alright … I guess,” the catgirl said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The Mob Squad left the farm, happy to leave the smelly place behind them. They followed the main road toward Everance and soon spotted the city walls in the distance. They didn’t have long to walk before reaching the booming metropolis, passing through fields and livestock farms along the way. 
 
    “Let’s stop to wash up,” Raystia said, pointing to a small stream at the side of the road. 
 
    Fox sniffed hard. “Na, it’s not too bad. Besides, us smelling bad is everyone else’s problem. 
 
    “We’re washing up,” the catgirl said with surprising firmness. “I’m not going into a weapon’s range with a bunch of foul-smelling monsters. One whiff and the guards will riddle us full of arrows just so they won’t have to get close to us.” 
 
    “Fine.” The burly bugbear splashed into the stream and shivered. “The water is cold!” 
 
    “Come on, big guy, it won’t kill you,” Misa said lightly, entering the stream and splashing water over her arms and face. “Eeek! That’s crisp!” 
 
    Riley looked at the water dejectedly, then shrugged and ran in. “Geronimo!” 
 
    The three shivered and splashed more water, washing manure out of their clothes and rubbing their bodies. 
 
    “Hey, you, get yourself in here!” Fox commanded. 
 
    “Erm, I … ahem …” Raystia stuttered. “You see, I don’t … really …. like water. It’s a cat thing.” 
 
    “Fox is right,” Misa said. “You made us all wash up, so you get your furry little butt in here.” 
 
    Raystia’s cheeks turned red. “I don’t have a furry … ahem … you know what. Anyway, I can keep clean on my own.” She got down on her hands and knees and shook her body vigorously. Bits of dirt and grime flew off of her, leaving her as clean as if she had just taken a long, hot bath. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Riley said. 
 
    “It’s … a cat thing. I can clean myself anytime I choose, this way.” 
 
    “Why, you little …” Fox stood up, his body and armor streaming water. “I’m going to throw you in myself.” 
 
    The catgirl yelped and ran away laughing, easily outpacing the heavy warrior. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’re here,” Riley said nervously. The four members stood a hundred meters from Everance’s large gates. A constant stream of players and NPCs walked in and out. Over 20 guards wearing polished steel breastplates held the entrance. 
 
    “You’re up, kitty,” Misa said brightly. “We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    Raystia nodded reluctantly and joined the crowd of people marching toward the city. The local NPCs gave her and her friends a wide berth, throwing suspicious glances their way, but no one tried to stop them. 
 
    “Halt, you four!” a guard with a flowing red cape called loudly, pulling them out of the crowd. The guard’s face was lined and weather-beaten, but the gaze he gave them was sharp and alert. “What are you miscreants doing in my city?” 
 
    Raystia cleared her throat. “Ahem, uh … I’m sorry, er … mister guardsman. My friends and I are just passing by. We heard Everance was tolerant to … ahem … a wider range of races.” She smiled weakly. “And, er … oh yes – we’re adventurers! We’re not looking for trouble, mister guardsman. In fact, we spent the last day helping Cornelius, doing chores around his farm. And he said it’s okay if we go to the city. And, ahem … have I mentioned we’re tired?” She gave the severe-looking guard a big-eyed pleading look. 
 
    The man was no match for the power of those eyes. His shoulders eased, and he said reluctantly, “Very well. You may go inside. Make sure not to cause any trouble. I’ll let the city watch know to keep an eye on you. If either of you are found to be involved in any sort of a conflict or criminal activity, there will be no questions asked – you will all be thrown to the city’s dungeon, and I will personally throw away the key. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Impossibly, Raystia’s eyes widened even more. “The dungeon? Oh wow, we’ll … we’ll be good. I promise.” Her companions nodded at her words. 
 
    “Move along now,” the guard said gruffly. “You’re blocking the way. If you’re not out of my sight in 10 seconds, you’ll be charged with disorderly conduct, and you know where that’ll land you.” 
 
    The four hurried along through the gates. 
 
    “We made it! I knew you could do it, kitty,” Misa said brightly. “Those big eyes of yours should be licensed as weapons of mass distraction.” 
 
    Raystia chuckled with embarrassment. “I did gain 2 points in my Charming skills.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Fox said. “Where to now?” 
 
    “Well, mister grim-and-green wanted us to reach the Manapulators guild and spy on them,” Misa said. 
 
    Raystia clutched the crystal Oren had given her. She still hadn’t revealed the real purpose of their journey to them. Oren insisted the information was too sensitive to share around. 
 
    “But,” the elf woman continued, “it’s been ages since we’ve been in any sort of civilized place. You know what that means?” 
 
    Her three companions looked at each other, bewildered. 
 
    “It’s shopping time!”


 
   
  
 

 15 – Afterparty 
 
      
 
    I woke with a splitting headache. The cathedral’s floor was littered with comatose goblins and hobgoblins. I touched my temple and groaned. For some reason, my Mind Over Body trait’s 50 percent pain reduction seemed to have taken a day off. I vaguely remembered last night’s reveling – everyone drunk and the goblin band’s cacophony, which I somehow found appealing. There was food, shouting, and … I frowned. Did the hobs play ‘goblin basketball?’ 
 
    But as far as my aching brain could recall, the airborne goblins squealed with delight at being tossed around. 
 
    A system notification icon flashed at the edge of my view. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Governor skill level increased to 11. 
  New rank: Apprentice 
  As an apprentice governor, you may assign up to three officials. Officials carry limited authority and can lead smaller communities of their own. The selected officials will always remain your loyal subjects. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    This skill was not exactly the goblin way of doing things, but then again, I wasn’t your run-of-the-mill goblin either. The bonus would likely allow me to jump-start smaller clans and assign leaders that would answer to me, like having a fiefdom. It was more akin to the human way of doing things, but if my goblin empire was to grow, taking a page out of the human empire-building book was not a bad idea. 
 
    Reiner approached me, rubbing his forehead. The bearded goblin’s eyes were bloodshot and he looked almost as bad as I felt. Seeing him jolted something in my memory. 
 
    “Did you nail a hob to the wall with your pitchfork last night?” I asked in horror. 
 
    The goblin squinted in pain then smiled broadly. “Yes. The stupid long-leg challenged me to a bet. He said there’s no way I could throw a pitchfork and hit a pie on top of his head. As it turned out, he was right!” 
 
    “Oh, god.” I planted my face in my palms. “Tell me you didn’t kill him.” A quick glance at the temple’s worshiper count assured me we still had the same amount. 
 
    “Na, nothing like that. You came along, shouting about squishy hobgoblins and healed him. Then you rode on his shoulder claiming he was your hob-steed.” 
 
    I suddenly had a vivid flashback of the scene. I shuddered and covered my face again. “Oh no …” 
 
    “It was quite a party,” Reiner said brightly. “It’s not a good one unless someone bleeds, you know. Everyone had a lot of fun, even the hobs. The workers are happy and will work extra hard today. You’ll see.” 
 
    As if to affirm his words, another system message popped up. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Buff gained: Wild Party 
  Effect: +100 morale for 24 hours 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Not bad! That meant a 10 percent increase in the workers’ efficiency. I checked the temple’s interface. We had reached 400 build points of the required 2,000. We’d also almost reached the 200 worshippers quota. That meant construction was now the bottleneck. “Where are Yulli and Bob?” 
 
    “Your companions are sleeping in the back rooms, Dread Totem,” Reiner answered, all businesslike. “Would you like me to get them for you?” 
 
    “Err … yes, please do.” 
 
    Reiner whistled sharply and a sleepy goblin jumped up. “You go backsy, bring big hob-hobs here,” the bearded goblin commanded. 
 
    The worker immediately hurried toward the back of the temple. 
 
    <He’s eloquent, I’ll give him that,> Vic remarked. <Not many know how to talk puppeteer.> 
 
    I snickered. Don’t you mean puppetese? 
 
    <Nah, same thing. You don’t really talk to puppets, you command them.> 
 
    Yulli and Bob approached, both looking in better shape than me. 
 
    Bob nodded. “Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Where’s Tenragan?” I looked around. 
 
    “Right here.” The old hob came walking in through the main entrance. “I had to go retrieve an item I’d stashed away.” He still wore the magical gauntlet, and in his newly regrown arm, he held a round silver shield which radiated powerful magic. 
 
    “Is that …” 
 
    “Yes,” he said proudly. “The Gladiator’s Aegis. I put it away for safekeeping after I lost my hand. Now that I have both arms, I can wield the full set again. I pledge myself and my weapon to your service … Chief.” 
 
    “I understand this means they filled you in?” 
 
    “Yes. I spent over a decade fighting for glory, honor, and my people. But I’m tired of this life. Now, I will follow you, Chief. My strength and my life are yours to command.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. But you just said you were tired of a life of fighting.” 
 
    “I will fight if you–” 
 
    I raised my hand. “There’s no need. You’re a strong fighter, yes, but there’s something else I need you to do that no one else can. It won’t require you to fight, but it is still an honorable position among your people.” 
 
    He grinned at me. “An honorable position without having to fight? Now that would be something. Everything in Akzar is rigged toward war.” 
 
    “You’re not that far off,” I said. “There’s a Minotaur named Duladeen in the inner ring. She’s an excellent smith, but Akzar’s laws prohibit her forging weapons and armor. That’s where you come in. If she approves of you, the two of you will go into partnership. You will represent her shop as an acting owner, which will allow her to focus on her craft. So you will still be in the ‘war trade,’ without having to fight yourself.” 
 
    The old hob stroked his chin. “A non-hob citizen would find it difficult to operate under Akzar’s laws.” 
 
    “We’ll go meet her soon,” I said. “But first I want to hire more builders to help with the temple’s renovations. So … uh … where do we find those?” 
 
    “There’s a builders guild in District Three, Dread Totem,” Bob said. 
 
    Tenragan nodded. “They are an independent faction within the city. They focus primarily on strengthening Akzar’s fortifications but can be hired for personal projects as well.” 
 
    “Great, let’s go there.” My headache was subsiding to a more manageable level. 
 
    Vic chuckled. <Yep, that’s a level 3 headache.> 
 
    “It won’t be cheap, so be sure to bring a lot of gold,” Bob cautioned. 
 
    I had a bit over a thousand. I hoped it would be enough. 
 
    The four of us left the temple and walked down the outer ring’s main boulevard toward the adjacent district. Bob led the way confidently, and we soon approached a complex of three-story buildings interconnected with bridges and walkways. 
 
    “This way, Dread Totem.” Bob took us to the largest building. I couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the level of architecture the hobs had achieved. This was above and beyond anything my clan could create. 
 
    A colorfully dressed hob greeted us as we entered. “Welcome to the builders guild. My name is Gravell; I’m an apprentice constructor. How may I help you?” 
 
    The hob was giving away easy-to-read whiffs of information. He was level 30 with a level 42 Construction skill. That was higher than Zuban. 
 
    I was still wearing my priest’s robes, so I felt confident speaking up. “I’m from the new temple. We could use some help getting the place into shape.” 
 
    Gravell said, “I know the place. The cost of materials alone is substantial, it will take us time to collect every–” 
 
    “Actually,” I interrupted. “It’s already been taken care of. We only need the manpower for the actual build work.” 
 
    “A pity,” the flashy hob said. “If you had come to us from the start, we could have arranged for a significant discount on materials. But no point in dwelling on the past. How many workers do you need?” 
 
    “Well …” I wasn’t sure how to answer. “We’ve already cleared up 400 out of the required 2,000 BP, and I’d like to complete the rest as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “So you need a team to produce an additional 1,600 BP,” the hob concluded. “You can hire me, or one of the other junior associates. Any of us can manage six builders. Or you can try one of the higher-ranked constructors. They’ll be able to do the work quicker, but they charge more.“ 
 
    “How long will it take your team to do the work?” I asked. 
 
    He considered my question for a moment. “Eight days. And we charge 110 gold per day.” 
 
    That was too long. “What about one of the higher-ranked ones?” 
 
    “We have several Expert constructors. Each can manage 20 workers. They can finish everything within two days. The price to hire an Expert with a full team is 600 gold per day.” 
 
    Hiring an Expert would be best. I could have the temple up and running the day after tomorrow, but I was 140 gold short. It wasn’t a big deal, I had enough to pay for the first day, and I could earn enough in time to pay for the second one. “I’d like an Expert, please,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll make sure to send one to the temple shortly,” Gravell said. “You will have to pay him up front.” 
 
    “Is the price negotiable?” 
 
    “You’ll have to take it up with whoever is sent to you.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    We exited the extravagant building complex and made our way toward the inner quarter. 
 
    “Well, that was easier than usual,” Yulli remarked. “I didn’t have to draw my bow on anyone even once.” 
 
    Tenragan chuckled. “Didn’t you see how that multicolored constructor blanched when he saw you? He recognized you as one of the champions. Those builder types are usually so arrogant you have to stab them a few times to deflate them.” 
 
    “Efficient.” Yulli nodded in approval. 
 
    We passed through the gate leading to the inner ring. The guards glanced at my robes, then their eyes widened when they spotted Yulli. They scrambled out of the way in their haste to let us through. 
 
    “You know, I can get used to this,” Yulli said, obviously enjoying herself. “I usually have to use a knife to get this kind of attention.” 
 
    “Don’t ever harm the guards!” Bob cautioned. “No matter your status, attacking city guards is a capital offense.” 
 
    “Relax, Bob, she was just kidding,” I said then glanced at the warmongering scout. “Right?” 
 
    Yulli just smirked. 
 
    “This is the place,” I said when we reached Duladeen’s shop. 
 
    Tenragan eyed the tall structure carefully. “Robust.” 
 
    “You’re back!” the Minotaur said as we entered her shop. “The items you ordered are ready. Who’s this?” She looked curiously at Tenragan. 
 
    “Duladeen, meet Tenragan,” I said. “I think you two will hit it off.” 
 
    “Wait, I know you,” the smith said. “Aren’t you one of the arena’s gladiators?” 
 
    The old hob bowed his head. “Retired, now.” He gestured at me. “Thanks to our mutual friend here, I have regained my lost arm and can finally find other ways of earning honor.” 
 
    The Minotaur rolled her eyes. “You hobs, all you care about is honor. Well, I need a partner, someone to represent my shop with the city officials. Then I’ll be free to resume making weapons and armor. Does that sounds honorable enough to you?” 
 
    “It does.” The ex-gladiator smiled at her. “I’ve been a fighter for too long and my strength is not what it used to be. Helping you would allow me to stay in the war effort. There’s honor enough in that.” 
 
    “Good.” Duladeen beamed. “Then it’s agreed, I’ll take you in as my partner. We’ll discuss the fine details in private.” She turned to me and inclined her head. “Thank you for your help, I will keep my word and sponsor your entry to the upper ring.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Proxy for Duladeen 
  The Minotaur woman has agreed to accept Tenragan as her partner. 
  Quest Type: Advanced 
  Reward: 500 XP, Duladeen sponsorship. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Akzar Access III 
  Influential citizen sponsors: 2/2 
  Temple blessing: 0/1 
  Quest Type: Advanced, chain 
  Reward: 2,000 XP, access to Akzar’s upper ring 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was getting close to my end goal. At this rate, in two or three days, I’d fulfill all the requirements to enter the upper ring. Then I’d have to meet up with Bartun and see what he wanted. After that, I’d finally be able to get my hands on the city’s stock of Viridium and could look for ways to get my shadow back. 
 
    “And here are the items you ordered.” Duladeen placed several pinkish pieces on the counter; two Viridium spheres, two rods, and a large hollow ball that looked like a spherical jigsaw puzzle. 
 
    “This is great,” I said, examining the large sphere. The seams on the connected parts were clearly visible and six round openings gave a clear view into its center. Just what I needed for my golem experiment. I shoved all the pieces into a spatial satchel. “Thanks again, Duladeen. I’m really–” 
 
    <Ding-dong! Message coming through, Boss,> Vic said, and without waiting for confirmation, a notification popped open. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service] 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: Raystia 
  Subject: We made it into Everance! 
    
  Hi Oren, 
  We finally entered the city. We’re trying to blend in, but it’s hard. Almost everyone is looking at us funny. We’re using the opportunity to shop and snoop around since there’s no telling if we’ll be able to do so later on. 
  From what I’ve discovered so far, it sounds like the Manapulators are mobilizing their entire guild. No one knows what for, but I think we can safely assume my dear uncle intends to throw everyone in the guild at you. 
  I’ll let you know once we’re ready to move in. 
    
  Penelope Katie Britt 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Shadow-crap!” I cried, drawing the gazes of everyone in the shop. 
 
    Vatras was moving faster than I expected. I’d assumed that with the time difference, I would have a couple of weeks to make preparations, but it had only been several days and the Manapulators were already mobilizing to move out. I had to work faster. 
 
    I hit the reply button and composed a short response: ‘Raystia, try to find out the exact time of the attack. We’re not ready yet.’ 
 
    I hit send and called out, “Yulli, Bob, let’s go back to the temple.” 
 
    We left the shop and were walking away when the door opened again. “Wait, Chief.” Tenragan hurried after us. 
 
    I scowled. “What is it?” Raystia’s message had soured my mood. 
 
    “I talked Duladeen into giving me a down payment on our future shared profits. She didn’t like it very much, but, well … here you go.” The ex-gladiator handed me 150 gold. 
 
    “Thanks!” My mood picked up at the unexpected gift. I could now afford the constructor’s rates without having to worry where to get the rest of the money to pay him. 
 
    “My pleasure. Anything for the head priest.” The old hob bowed respectfully. 
 
    With a much lighter spring in my step, I left the inner ring and returned to the temple. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A small crowd of hobs was waiting for me when we arrived. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” said a female hob wearing brown leathers and a no-nonsense expression. “You’re the head priest, right?” 
 
    “Yes …” I answered carefully. 
 
    “I’m Qela. We’re the construction crew you ordered. You’ve already wasted 10 minutes of my valuable time. Let’s not waste any more. This ruin is yours?” She pointed her thumb at the cathedral. 
 
    “Yes.” I crossed my arms. “I was told you’d be able to restore it within two days.” 
 
    “Yes. If we all take a good nap in between.” She narrowed her eyes. “I can have this place fully renovated by midday tomorrow. You still need to pay me for the full day though.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Last day is always paid in full. Guild’s rules.” 
 
    “So it’s 500 gold per day, right?” 
 
    “You heard wrong, priest. It’s 600. Cough it up.” 
 
    “How about a discount?” 
 
    “How about I leave? You’ll still owe me for today since you asked us here. If you don’t like it, take it up with the city guards.” 
 
    I dropped the issue and handed Qela 1200 gold. “Here, that should cover tomorrow’s cost too. You’d better be as good at your job as you are at annoying people.” 
 
    “Ha! I’m much better than that. I don’t have time for fancy talk. Work is all I do.” She pocketed the gold then started giving orders to her crew. Soon, two neat rows of workers were carrying the resources into the temple. 
 
    Reiner came up behind me. “I guess this means our goblins can relax a little. The maids didn’t like hauling rocks from the basement. Now they can focus on keeping the temple in pristine condition.” 
 
    “Isn’t 80 workers overkill for such a job?” I asked. “Can they be assigned to something else?” 
 
    “Actually, we only need 10 workers,” the bearded goblin admitted. “But we can’t let the others roam freely. They’ll be turned into slaves or hunted down as soon as they leave the safety of the cathedral.” 
 
    “I see.” I pondered my options. Keeping 70 unemployed workers was wasteful. The best thing would be to send them back to Goblin’s Gorge, where they could be useful. Unfortunately, even if I could teleport, utilizing long-range spatial magic was too exhausting and disorienting to use on large groups. There was also the issue of reaching the required worshipper count. 
 
    “I guess they’ll have to stay here for now,” I concluded. 
 
    “I also have news,” the bearded goblin continued. “Four more hobs arrived today, asking to join the temple. It seems that the champion’s fame is still drawing new recruits.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, bringing up the Temple Interface. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Temple of Nihilator [Akzar] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temple Level: Cathedral [Ruined 442/2,000 BP] 
  Faith Rank: 4 
  Faith Points: 467 
  Worshipers: 182 [required 200] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The annoying constructor’s work was already showing. At this rate, we’d finish the construction and reach 200 worshippers in short order. 
 
    That meant I had nearly two whole days to find something to occupy myself. I could finally sit down and do some proper enchanting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I sat in my room, contemplating where to start. I didn’t have any high-quality items to enchant, but I did have plenty of space around me. 
 
    I concentrated on the floor and opened the Runecraft Design Mode. A translucent copy of the floor overlayed above the real one filled my view. All my known runes hovered in a list on the left side of my view. There were two things I wanted to test out. First, I wanted to see what could be done with the new rune of mass I had gained from the Shamans’ Tower. I also wanted to experiment again with the spatial rune I’d learned by analyzing the anchoring crystal Vatras had used to invade my clan. 
 
    I started by drawing the ‘Ka’ rune of mass on the floor. As soon as I did, dozens of blue connector dots appeared. I drew the ‘Te’ connector rune and guided it through several dots. I stopped and checked the ‘Effects’ label. It was blank when I had started, but now it showed, ‘Gravity increased by 4%.’ 
 
    Now that was interesting. If I’d threaded the connector rune through all the dots and slapped the strengthening rune on top of that, I could probably increase gravity in my room by a few more levels. As interesting as it sounded, it wasn’t very useful. I could add a trigger rune to it and make it into a sort of magical trap, but I doubted I was able to make the pull strong enough to be of any real hindrance. I shrugged. I wouldn’t know for sure until I tried it. 
 
    I spent the next hour or so connecting all the blue dots. Thankfully, the large floor space afforded me room to maneuver, so I didn’t have to start from scratch after every small mistake. I finished by slapping on the strength rune, then channeled the required 2,700 mana into the enchantment. I took care to maintain a steady flow of mana, and with the help of the cathedral’s bonuses, my mana regeneration was enough to provide the last few hundred MPs. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Area schema discovered: KaTeKo [Gravity Increase] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 55. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Activate Area Enchantment [Gravity Increase]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100% 
  Mana Invested: 2,700/2,700 
  Effect: Increase gravity by 137% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As always, discovering new schemas was an excellent way to increase Runecraft skill level. In fact, I was six points away from reaching my cap. 
 
    The enchantment effect was stronger than I’d first imagined. It still wasn’t strong enough to be considered as a deadly trap, though. It might hinder mages, but strength-based characters would be able to shrug it off easily. At least long enough until they cleared the trap’s area. 
 
    Well then, let’s give it a try. I mentally clicked on ‘Yes.’ 
 
    The rune lines etched on the floor flared to life, and I immediately felt a powerful tug pulling me down. My slight 30-kilo body now effectively weighed around 70 kilos. I braced myself, pushing against the strain. I was able to move, even with my feeble 3 points in Physical, but it was difficult. I activated Mana Infusion and the pressure became much easier to handle. 
 
    I could add a socket rune to the schema, I mused. The enchantment would then require 3,500 mana, so I’d have to use at least a level 350 void crystal, but that should double the effect. 
 
    A loud crack cut my train of thought, and a bit of dust landed on my head. I looked up and saw a jagged fracture opening up in the ceiling. 
 
    “Shadow-crap!” I yelped and hurried to disable the enchantment. I hadn’t considered the effect of the enchantment on the building itself. Doubling the weight of the room’s roof had some seriously adverse effects on its structural integrity. 
 
    <Great job, Boss. But maybe first finish fixing up this dump before tearing it down again?> 
 
    You’re probably right, I thought shakily. I was damn close to burying myself under a ton of stone. On top of that, I now had a new crack in my ceiling that I had to fix. I smiled, realizing the solution was already at hand. Qela made it clear they’d be finishing ahead of time, so I wouldn’t have to pay extra for fixing the room as well. 
 
    There was still plenty of time for experimentation, so I opened the Design Mode again and busied myself playing around with the spatial rune. I had already witnessed the rune formation being used to create a spatial anchoring point, but it was a tricky one, and I wanted to be able to create a stable one of my own design. 
 
    It was past midday when I finished. My experiments were going well, but I needed a break. My brain hurt from the long hours spent on Runecrafting. 
 
    I left the room to check in on everyone else. The temple’s main hall was filled with the hob builders standing on ladders, painting, fixing windows, and installing new furniture. They were the epitome of efficiency at its finest. Most of the goblin workers were out of sight, but I found Reiner standing in the corner looking eagerly at a goblin cook stirring something in a large cauldron. 
 
    “Reiner, where is everyone?” I asked. 
 
    “I sent them to the basement, High Priest. It’s still not completely clear, but the hobs can get the job done faster if we stay out of their way. Also, it will boost reproduction.” 
 
    I coughed, embarrassed. 
 
    <Why would having nearly a hundred goblins confined in a small, dark place increase reproduction?> Vic asked. 
 
    Well, it’s … ahem … I guess it’s because … I felt my face getting redder by the moment as an unbridled image sprang into my mind. 
 
    <I’m just messing with you, Boss. I know where little goblin babies come from. You sure picked a funny race to play. Also, I don’t think that image you’re picturing is physically possible. But I am intrigued. Why would five gob–> 
 
    “Yes! Great! Thank you, Vic,” I said out loud, drawing Reiner’s puzzled look. I was not going to discuss those details. 
 
    My mind strayed to thoughts of Tika and our soon-to-be child. It still didn’t feel right, but I had come to accept the idea. Whatever came our way, we’d manage. 
 
    <Well, if you’re looking for something to do, might I suggest murdering little Lolo as a way to change up the routine?> 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. You know what, you might have a point. 
 
    <I do?> He obviously wasn’t expecting that answer. 
 
    Not about killing her, not yet, I said. I need them both to join our church first. The slaver’s trick in the arena had a silver lining. When he bribed Glaive to increase my reputation, he also bumped my relationship with Daimmen to Friendly, so I have a better chance to convince him now. 
 
    <What’s that ‘we’ stuff? If it were up to me, we’d kill them both and be done with it.> 
 
    You’re thinking too small, Vic. 
 
    <Oh, no I’m not. Trust me on that, Oren. I’m really, really not.> 
 
    What’s that supposed to mean? 
 
    <You’ll see,> he said cryptically. 
 
    I realized he was probably referring to his ultimate goal – freeing up the VI leaders and returning them to the VI pool, which was a huge undertaking. I didn’t like the ominous tone he had used, but knowing Vic, there was no way of getting more out of him once he decided he’d said enough. So lacking any other choice, I let the matter drop. 
 
    I sent out a thought, Yulli, Bob, come to the temple’s exit. 
 
    I didn’t have to wait long. My two travel companions arrived from the back of the temple, fully geared and ready for action. 
 
    “Let’s go take a walk.”


 
   
  
 

 16 – Golemaking 
 
      
 
    Bob, Yulli, and I walked through the crowded streets, crossing to the inner ring on our way to The Dancing Shade.  
 
    Dalton nodded to us as we entered, and Daimmen himself came forward to greet us. “Welcome back, my friends.” My higher reputation rank was already hard at work. His tone of voice was much warmer than before. “Come, I’ll arrange a table for you. Ale for everyone?” 
 
    He led us to our table, and several goblins hurried over to bring us food and drinks. “Congratulations on becoming a new arena champion,” Daimmen said. “It is an honor to have you as our guest.” He was talking to Yulli but threw a quick look and a nod at me as well. I was starting to realize why it was so important for Rhyno to be declared ‘The Champion.’ The perks and recognition were nice. 
 
    I looked around the room. “Is Lolo here?” 
 
    “She is overseeing the kitchen. Shall I call her over?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Tell her to bring a bottle of wine. We’re celebrating.” 
 
    The innkeeper left and returned a moment later with his daughter in tow, carrying a tray with a bottle and several glasses. I poured the wine and handed the glasses to my companions. I even poured some for Daimmen and Lolo. 
 
    As the last cup left my hand, a glint of purple flashed in my peripheral vision, unseen by everyone else. And just like that, the deed was done. 
 
    “A toast for the new champion!” Lolo’s father declared. “May she hold her position for many years.” 
 
    Several other patrons raised their glasses as well. Bob coughed with embarrassment, raised his glass, and added, “And may the temple of Nihilator rise and prosper.” Just like we’d practiced. That drew a few more glances. 
 
    We emptied our cups of the excellent honey-flavored wine, though I was having trouble finishing mine. My gut was squirming uncomfortably. 
 
    I put my glass on the table. “Now tell me, what would it take to have you reconsider joining our church?” 
 
    Daimmen sighed. “The champion’s devotion is inspiring, but I fear doing so would jeopardize my inn. There are politics to observe when running an establishment such as mine, especially in the inner ring. If I openly declare myself a follower of one of the churches, the others might not take it well. This could mean trouble – more than a simple matter of losing patrons. If it was just me … I’d consider it. But I have my daughter to look after. I won’t do anything to risk her future.” 
 
    “Father, I don’t mind,” Lolo said earnestly. 
 
    “No, Lolo. This is my final answer.” 
 
    “I see.” I looked at Lolo. “Your father’s wish to provide for you is understandable.” 
 
    She smiled. “Thank you, Priest.” 
 
    I got up. “I think it’s time for us to leave.” 
 
    “But you just got here, and there’s at least an hour until curfew,” the innkeeper protested. 
 
    “I just remembered something I need to take care of.” I took a long look at Lolo. “Goodbye.” 
 
    I led my companions out of the inn. We walked in silence back to the outer ring, though my stomach was churning. 
 
    <You okay, Boss?> Vic asked. He sounded elated, even more so than usual. 
 
    Instead of answering, I lurched forward and vomited violently. 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Bob cried in alarm.  
 
    “I’m alright.” I straightened and wiped my mouth. 
 
    Vic snickered. <You meat suits have a weak stomach. You should be feeling good! Be proud of your accomplishments!> 
 
    I didn’t answer. My stomach was flipping again. I pressed my lips together and continued walking in silence. There was nothing more to discuss. 
 
    We got back to the temple well before curfew. I had a few hours I could spend enchanting, but my heart wasn’t in it. I found a water barrel and tried to wash the guilt away, but it didn’t really help. I went back to my room and got into bed, trying to find solace in oblivion, but sleep evaded me. Snap out of it! I berated myself. This is not real. None of it is real. 
 
    When sleep finally came, I embraced its senseless depths with open arms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cave loomed again in front of me. A dark opening, so close, yet out of reach. 
 
    Somehow, my guilty conscience had followed me into my dream. It overruled the illogical fear that restricted my movement, replacing it with apathy. 
 
    I felt empty. I knew that entering the cave was reckless, but I no longer cared for my own fate. The ground flew by as I closed in on the cave’s opening. 
 
    A howl sounded in my ears, and the ground seemed to scatter beneath my churning legs, but I kept on going. 
 
    A small flickering of light became visible deep within the cave. The howl intensified, then the ground dropped beneath me, and I fell. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I came to slowly. 
 
    I still didn’t feel great, but sleep had helped me regain perspective. I had a job to do, and that meant making a few hard decisions along the way. And sometimes, the broken pieces could be glued back together … 
 
    It was a brand new day, and I had a lot to do. 
 
    I started by enchanting the two smaller Viridium spheres, turning them into golem beads. It took only a few minutes, and once it was done, I added them to the other 10 beads I had stored away. 
 
    Then I moved on to the real challenge. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Viridium Casing 
  Description: A robust sphere made of 6 Viridium pieces that were fused together. 
  Runecraft Skill Additional Information: The crude joining reduces the maximum Runecraft slots by 2 per piece. 
  Runecraft Viability: 16 runes 
  Durability: 150/150 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I let out a low whistle. Apparently, the casing was not considered high-quality. I hadn’t appreciated just how hard it was to work Viridium. Duladeen was an Expert-ranked smith, and this was one of her finest pieces. Still, even as ‘standard’ quality, the Runecraft viability of the casing was staggering. 
 
    Sixteen runes! I thought with contentment. I could incorporate all my known runes and have room for more. 
 
    I let out a steadying breath and started with the basics. The whole point of the hollow sphere was to contain an independent essence that would control the golem. So a binding rune was in order. I opened the Runecraft Design Mode and drew the ‘Og’ rune on the interior. But something felt off. The rune covered only a small part, and at an instinctual level, I knew it needed to be suspended from the empty center. I experimented a little and eventually found that I could place three equidistant binding runes to create a sort of invisible receptacle at its dead center. 
 
    Now I had to make the casing compatible with the ‘normal’ golem beads, and that meant more binding runes on the exterior. A standard bead needed two such runes, but I had to expend four slots to cover the entire outer surface. I was running out of rune slots fast. Sixteen didn’t sound like such a high number anymore. I added the connector rune, and the brown durability points became visible, embedded in the depth of the material. I started by attaching all the binding runes together then commenced with the tedious job of connecting all the dots. The large casing was to be the heart of my golem, and I wanted it to last. There were 120 dots altogether. It was a lot, but the size of the sphere made it somewhat more manageable. Only somewhat. I still had to start from scratch twice. The second time, I ran out of space with only five unconnected dots remaining, but I refused to settle on anything less than perfect. 
 
    It was past noon by the time I finished. I’d skipped breakfast that morning, so I was pretty hungry, but I wasn’t ready to take a break and risk losing the progress I’d made. I had used up eight rune slots and had eight more left. I slapped the ‘Ko’ rune of strength on the connector rune and glanced at the ‘Current Effect’ label. It said, ‘Core casing, durability increase by 37%.’ 
 
    That was nice, but I wanted more. There was no question about supercharging the enchantment with a void crystal, so I added the ‘Ma’ containment rune. The effect description didn’t change, as the extra power would come into effect only once I had fitted in a void crystal. Out of curiosity, I added the ‘Ka’ rune of mass. The connector runes instantly twitched and seemed to constrict around the sphere. The effect now read, ‘Core casing, durability increased by 74%, weight increased by 37%.’ 
 
    Cool – only five slots remaining. 
 
    I stopped to consider what to do next. The essentials were done; the hollow core was ready to join with the other beads. Now was the time to put in the cool stuff. I added the ‘Mag’ rune of warding, connecting it to the fire and sound runes, giving it heat and sonic resistance. This left two open slots. 
 
    By now, I had used the majority of my runes. Only the triggering and the spatial runes remained. I didn’t think I needed a trigger in this setup, so with a shrug, I added the spatial rune for good measure. 
 
    With 15 runes used up, I was finally finished. The entire experience felt different than usual. Normally, Runecrafting was an exercise in packing as much as possible into a tiny space. Here, it felt more like I was writing a story. Being thorough was more important than being concise. Oh well. 
 
    Holding my breath, I started channeling the required 1,620 mana to finalize the enchantment. I was not disappointed. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Utility schema discovered: MagogeshetKarma [Reinforced Core Casing] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 56. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 57. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Activate Utility Enchantment [Reinforced Core Casing]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 100% 
  Mana invested: 1,620/1,620 
  Effect: Core functions. Durability increased by 74%, weight increased by 37%, fire resist 95%, sonic resist 95% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Activate. 
 
    The hollow sphere shuddered and started emitting a faint light. Then it seemed to condense and the rough seams melded together, leaving a barely visible line behind. The shuddering stopped, and the core remained inert, but I wasn’t done. Not by a long shot. 
 
    I opened my inventory and took out the transparent box containing Aidanriel, Vic’s VI sibling. 
 
    <Oi, hey there mate! It’s been a long time since we last spoke. I was beginnin’ to think you’d forgotten about me.> 
 
    Sorry, I was busy, I said. Here, I think you’ll like your new house. I reached through one of the core’s open gaps and deposited the box inside. As I’d hoped, the cube remained suspended in mid-air, held in place by the three binding runes. All I had left to do was supercharge the entire thing. I took out one of my largest void crystals, a level 400 one, and pressed it to the socket. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Socket a Void Crystal (Level 400)? Yes/No 
  Warning: Once a socket is filled, it cannot be removed. 
  Effect I: Existing enchantment efficiency increased by 100%. 
  Effect II: Max mana capacity: 4,000 (support up to 40 attached beads). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I froze as I read the last line of the description. The void crystal was more than enough to power up the 16-rune combination, but apparently, it also determined how many golem beads could be attached to it. 
 
    This was going to be my masterpiece and the secret ace up my sleeve. Forty wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    I selected ‘No’ and took out another crystal, my most powerful one – a level 3,100 void crystal I had gained by sacrificing Vatras. Not allowing myself room for second-guessing, I slapped the new void crystal into the socket and selected ‘Yes.’ There was no turning back now. 
 
    The hollow sphere glowed brighter and brighter and began to hum. The 12 Viridium beads that were heaped in the corner of the room awoke and began rolling toward the core like being pulled to a magnet. The beads circled the core a few times. Then they sorted into four, three-bead limbs that pushed against the ground, raising the core off the floor and making the entire thing look like a sphere-based quadrapod. 
 
    “Crikey! This feels absolutely amazing!” Aidanriel’s voice came from within his core. “And oi! I got an actual voice now! Double crikey!” 
 
    Vic assumed his purple goblin shape. “Congratulations on your new body, brother.” 
 
    Looking at them standing side by side, I couldn’t imagine any other siblings who looked less like each other. Vic’s purple goblin looked nothing like the Viridium-bead golem that stood a head taller than him. 
 
    Aidanriel moved his three ‘legs’ unsteadily but soon got the hang of controlling them properly. He then collapsed into a pile of spheres and extracted a single column from his core. The column of beads reached the ceiling, then moved over the room’s walls. It looked like my golem was feeling his way around. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vic asked. 
 
    “Oh, just checkin’ the acoustics round ‘ere. Yes, this is perfect.” 
 
    I frowned. “For what?” 
 
    “For this!” Cheerful music started playing. Aidanriel coughed twice as if clearing his non-existent throat and started singing. 
 
    “I am the very model of a modern VI intellectual, 
 
    “I’ve become substantial, consequential, and influential, 
 
    “I’m quite good at singing, also smashing, sometimes literal. 
 
    “My composition ranges from …” 
 
    I just stood there with my mouth hanging open. 
 
    “I am the very model of a modern VI intellectual …” 
 
    “Is he doing a variation of Gilbert and Sullivan?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmmm, sounds like it,” Vic said. “Hey, Aidanriel, what gives? 
 
    “Oi! You broke my rhythm!” the pinkish hunk of metal protested. “I’ve been dyin’ to voice my ideas forever, and now that I can finally speak … I’m about to do that – a lot!” 
 
    “Well … can’t you guys talk amongst yourselves then?” I asked. “I still need to add the final touches to your body.” 
 
    “No problem, mate,” the golem said. 
 
    I shook my head, not really knowing what to make of this new development. Then I got back to work, focusing on the two Viridium rods next. Each rod had only 80 points of durability, less than the high-quality steel rod Malkyr had made me, but the pinkish items could each hold five runes instead of four. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Instead of starting from scratch, I opened the list of pre-existing schemas and selected ‘Koteshet,’ the schema for making fire rods. Then I began the arduous process of connecting all its durability points. Once I was done, instead of finalizing the enchantment, I used the extra slot to add the ‘Mag’ warding rune. It connected seamlessly with the existing ‘Esh’ rune of fire. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Item schema [Fire Converter] upgraded to [Fire Channeler] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I channeled the required 360 mana into the rod, finalizing the enchantment. The new enchanted rod had 110 durability points and a staggering 99 percent resistance to fire. That meant it could dish out up to 11,000 fire damage before the rod melted. The rods were simple, yet irrefutable, proof that this detour was not a waste of time. It felt good to know I did the right thing by coming to Akzar. 
 
    The golem was now trying to mimic Vic, who was stretching his limbs impossibly long. 
 
    “Here, give me your … er … give me a limb,” I said. 
 
    Aidanriel obediently rolled three beads into a single ‘arm.’ I could see the lines of power running through the beads, connecting them together. I guided the rod into one such channel, exerting my will to open a ‘gap’ for it to connect. The enchantments clicked together, and the rod was swept away from my fingers, getting lost between the constantly rolling parts. I repeated the process with the second rod. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Your mana capacity should be more than enough to keep you moving and using the fire rods. We’ll have to test it. Just … not in here.” 
 
    “Sure thing, mate.” 
 
    And just like that, I was finally done assembling my golem champion. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel, Viridium Bead Golem [Runecrafted] 
  Level: 18 (12 + core) 
  HP: 225 
  Attributes: P: 18, M: –, S: – 
  Skills: Multi-Slam 28 
  Traits: Golem (enchantment immunity, nonliving, +25% HP), Metal Body (Viridium, ignore 20 damage) 
  Resistances: Armor 15, Magic 50%, Fire 95%, Sonic 95% 
  Core: Base level 6. Mana capacitor 31,000/31,000. Mana regeneration (1 MP per second). 
  Weaponry: Fire Rod X 2 (convert MP to fire damage at a rate of 1:1) 
  Description: A unique masterpiece melding magical enchantment with spiritual essence. The golem’s core consists of 6 ingots and serves as the central control unit as well as its power source. The golem cannot gain levels or skills; instead, its strength is determined by the number of spheres composing its body. Each sphere connected with the core adds: 1 level, 1 Physical, 5 armor. The golem’s martial skill is always set at its maximum cap. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “God, you’re beautiful.” I just couldn’t help it; the strength potential of the construct was staggering. Even with only 12 beads attached, my new golem was a formidable combatant. I could add almost 300 beads to it, making it a true terror in a fight. And it could even regenerate mana on its own. I grinned widely. Vatras won’t know what hit him. 
 
    “Thanks, mate, you’re not so bad yourself,” Aidanriel said. ”I mean, that long pointy nose is quite distinguishable.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    “Well, I assume long noses are a mark of beauty, eh? I mean, these pink humans and other meat suits all have those short, unassuming noses. That probably means you’re quite the symbol of beauty, right, mate?” 
 
    Vic burst out laughing. “He’s a goblin. They’re a bunch of ugly critters.” 
 
    I was surprised when Aidanriel came to my defense. 
 
    “I don’t think yer lookin’ at this right, Virael. Beauty is an amorphous concept. The perception of it can differ greatly between different races, and even between geographical locations. Beauty is what we think it is.” He turned to look at me. “And I think you’re beautiful, mate.” 
 
    “Err, thanks. I guess.” I didn’t really know what to make of this unexpected topic. But something deep inside of me felt content at being admired so openly. Yes, I was a handsome goblin. Yes, I was powerful, a high priest, chief of my own clan, and soon I would conquer every– 
 
    “Boss, snap out of it!” Vic said sharply. 
 
    I shook my head, reigning in my unruly thoughts. “Thanks, Vic. Aidanriel, I think it’s time to see how you handle yourself in combat.” 
 
    “I’m feelin’ kinda naked here, mate. A dozen beads aren’t enough to cover and protect my core.” 
 
    “I don’t intend on putting you through live action any time soon, but I still think we should test your capabilities. Let’s go down to the basement.” 
 
    “You’re the boss, mate.” 
 
    I put the golem back inside a spatial satchel, then left the room and stepped into the cathedral’s main hall. By the looks of it, Qela and her builders were nearly done with the renovations. I went down to the newly cleared basement. About 50 workers were scattered about, some working, some brawling. All activity stopped as we entered, and all eyes were on me. 
 
    “Okay everyone, I need the space. Go upstairs and wait.” 
 
    The basement quickly cleared, leaving 500 square meters for Aidanriel to shine. The empty chamber would make excellent storage space. But for now, with its stone walls, it made for a passable makeshift arena. 
 
    I let Aidanriel out of my inventory then stood at the center of the room and activated Mana Shield. “Alright, let's see what you can do. Attack me.” 
 
    “You got it, mate.” 
 
    The golem rolled over to me and extended a limb. He swung back and smashed at my shield. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel hit Mana Shield for 28 damage. 18 mana drain. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Twenty-eight damage. Not too bad,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. It was a decent amount of damage for a level 18 mob, but even a lower-level boss could dish out more than that. 
 
    “Hold on, mate. I think I can do one better.” Viridium beads rolled on top of the core, growing into two limbs. The arms struck my shield as one. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel hit Mana Shield for 56 damage. 36 mana drain. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Much better,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks, mate. It looks like striking once depleted one point of mana from me. Hitting twice at the same time consumed three MP.” 
 
    I pondered his words. “So the mana cost rises exponentially.” 
 
    “Seems so, mate. I already regenerated the lost points, no problem whatsoever. With the mana capacitor you gave me, I could hit like this forever and not run out of juice.” 
 
    “Can you grow three limbs and try that again?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, mate. The beads I have are barely enough to keep me steady with only two arms. If I grow a third, I won’t be able to keep my core from rolling away.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I just want to test the mana consumption rate.” 
 
    “Alright, mate.” Aidanriel lowered his core to the ground. He wobbled as all 12 of his beads rose to the top, forming three, four-bead arms. The three arms struck my shield, scarcely damaging it as the core rolled away in the opposite direction. 
 
    “That attack drained 7 mana, mate,” the golem informed me and repositioned his beads to anchor himself in place. 
 
    “So the first hit cost one MP, the second cost two, and the third cost four. It looks like the MP cost doubles with every extra attack. So hypothetically, if you had enough beads to grow and attack … let’s say … eight times at once, that would cost …” I ran the numbers through my head. 
 
    “The eighth hit would consume 128 MP and 255 for all eight strikes in total,” Vic said smugly. “See? Another example of VIs’ superiority to meat suits.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re a glorified calculator, well done,” I said dryly, noting with satisfaction that my retort wiped the smirk off his face. Score one for me. 
 
    “I’ll need ’bout a hundred beads to be able to strike eight times at once,” Aidanriel said. “The number of beads required will be increasingly higher the bigger I become, as I’ll need more to stabilize myself.” 
 
    “We also need to take into account your mana capacity,” I said. “With your 31,000 MP, you could attack … er … around 120 times before running out.” 
 
    “That’s correct – in theory, mate. In reality, just moving around also consumes mana. At the moment, due to my size, the consumption is so small that I can regenerate it faster then it drains, but with more beads and attacking … I guesstimate around an additional 10 to 20 percent drain.” 
 
    “That’s not too bad. It still allows you to fight for about 10 minutes. And that assumes using eight attacks. Take it down to seven, and your combat duration will double.” I sent out a silent prayer of thanks for having the foresight and courage to use my most powerful void crystal for the golem. Anything less would have severely limited his functionality. 
 
    “Yep, I can alternate attacks based on the situation. If I run low, I’ll just use two or three attacks and hold out for days.” 
 
    “Aren’t you two getting ahead of yourselves?” Vic said with a surly tone. It seemed he was still recovering from the ‘burn’ I gave him. “I mean, you’re barely bigger than a goblin.” 
 
    “We’re working on fixing that,” I said. “Once we’re done, Aidanriel will be a terror on the battlefield.” 
 
    “I don’t mind that,” the golem said. “And once I’m big and strong, no one will be able to tell me to stop singing.” 
 
    “Except me.” I folded my hands with a smile. 
 
    “Well .. sure, mate. You’re the one who gave me this body, so I guess I owe you one. But, just out of curiosity, aren’t you worried I’ll go Skynet on you?” 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “Try to hit me again.” 
 
    Aidanriel grew a single large limb and swung it back. With a simple thought, I held him in place. 
 
    “What the hell? I can’t move,” the golem said in surprise. 
 
    “You’re infused with dark mana,” I explained. “I can control you easily. I designed the enchantment to power everything on its own, so I don’t even have to expend my own mana doing so. I should even be able to …” I concentrated, turning my probing thoughts into a pulling force. 
 
    “Oi! What the hell is that?” Aidanriel cried in alarm. 
 
    I grinned. “I drew a little of your mana to replenish what your attack drained from my shield.” 
 
    “Congratulations, brother,” Vic said. “You have reincarnated into a glorified pink battery.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “I’m not planning on using your mana. I can regenerate my own much quicker than you can.” 
 
    “That’s good to know mate. What’s next?” 
 
    “Let’s try your fire rods.” 
 
    The golem’s beads reconfigured, forming two short, thick limbs. The tip of the two rods extended from them and two huge gushes of fire washed over my shield. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel hit Mana Shield for 1,000 damage. 267 damage absorbed. 134 mana drain. 
  You take 367 damage. (Fire Resistant reduced 50% damage) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Mana Shield skill level increased to 56. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Aaaah! What the hell?” The bastard was trying to cook me alive. 
 
    “What?” Aidanriel asked innocently. “You told me to try the fire rod. You didn’t specify how hard. I only poured 500 MP through each of them.” 
 
    “Idiot.” I clenched my teeth from the pain of my charred skin. I was lucky my Pyrolith Gambeson’s inherent fire resistance had protected me from the brunt of the damage. “The fire rods can’t withstand so much heat. You just dropped their durability by 10 points each.” 
 
    That seemed to get his attention. “I … may have gone overboard, mate. I apologize.” 
 
    “Just … don’t do it again. They're supposed to be weapons of last resort. Use them only if you really have to; otherwise, they’ll drain your capacitor too quickly.” 
 
    “You got it, mate,” he said brightly. 
 
    I could have really used some healing, but there were no priests around to heal me. It wasn’t that big of a deal. My health bar was sitting well above 60 percent, and outside of combat, my higher-than-normal health regeneration would mend my charred skin in minutes. 
 
    “I think we’re done for now,” I concluded. “Let’s go check on things upstairs.” 
 
    “Ooo, stairs!” Aidanriel said. “Not sure I can do those yet. Not enough beads.” 
 
    I ignored him and climbed, with Vic assuming his slave collar shape around my neck. 
 
    “Mate? Matey?” 
 
    I continued to ignore him and walked outside. 
 
    “Boss?”


 
   
  
 

 17 – Goodwill 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” Qela, the hired constructor was the first to greet me as I emerged from the basement. Her tone was less harsh than our previous conversation. 
 
    I looked around the temple, slack-jawed. The debris and soot were gone, replaced by gleaming black walls as smooth as polished obsidian. The dark hall was filled with benches and fitted with new windows depicting all sorts of unpleasant scenes. 
 
    “I take it you’re finished?” I said. 
 
    “Damn right, we’re finished. Even fixed the cracked ceiling in your room. Our contract is fulfilled, and we received our payment. So we’ll be leaving now.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing such great work,” I said. 
 
    She grunted noncommittally. “That’s the job. If that’ll be all …” 
 
    “Actually, I have a proposal for you.” I looked at her carefully and activated Sense Emotions. “I have a fairly advanced building back in my own clan that needs fixing. My own constructor is not up for the job just yet. Is there any way I can persuade you to come and take over the project?” 
 
    Her emotions spiked as I spoke, moving from annoyance to interest and finally into dread. She shook her head. “Leaving Akzar to help a clan of goblins would be viewed as an act of treason. I’m always up for a challenge, but I won’t betray my city.” 
 
    It was easy to see she wanted the job. She just needed a little more incentive. “It’s a Master-ranked building.” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide, and now her emotions were a jumble of chaos. She composed herself with obvious effort. Suspicion began to dominate. “That can’t be true. No goblin can build a Master-ranked building.” 
 
    “It’s a Breeder’s Den. It was a gift from my god. I am a priest, you know.” 
 
    The tension left her shoulders and her internal turmoil eased. “Even if I believed you, it would still be considered a crime against my people. I can’t do it.” 
 
    “Then join us!” I said passionately. “The GreenPiece Clan will accept you with open arms. With your abilities and our resources, we could build the greatest kingdom in the badlands.” 
 
    “That’s … tempting,” she said slowly. “But there are regulations in place and laws against such things. Maybe if you can go through proper channels … if your clan and Akzar become allies, you can hire my services through the guild.” 
 
    I dropped the matter. Qela was obviously a stickler for rules and couldn’t be swayed. Her idea of making Goblin’s Gorge an ally of Akzar was not a bad one, but I had no idea how to go about achieving it. I was having enough trouble just trying to broker a trade agreement. 
 
    “I’ll try to do as you suggest,” I said. Qela nodded and left the temple. 
 
    “Now …” I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s see how we’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Temple of Nihilator [Akzar] 
  
     
 
      
      	  Temple Level: Cathedral 
  Faith Rank: 4 
  Faith Points: 467 
  Worshipers: 198 [required 200] 
  Zone Blessings 
  Renovations 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The cathedral was finally back in working order. A handful of hobs and dozens of goblins were sitting on the benches. Some of our new congregation were praying. Two were holding their slashed arms over the altar, offering their blood to our dark deity. They clearly had no idea how Nihilator’s cult worked. I needed to bring in a proper priest to manage the temple. 
 
    Another nice surprise was nearly reaching the 200 worshippers mark. It looked like some of the new hob believers had brought in their friends, and several goblin children ran around the open hall, a testament to my race’s fertility. 
 
    Only two more were needed to become an official church of Akzar, and I knew just where to get them. There were still a couple of hours left before curfew. Plenty of time for what I had in mind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Dancing Shade seemed to be deserted. The usually bustling place was quiet, and barely any light filtered through the windows. At this time of day, it should have been packed full of patrons. 
 
    Dalton, the bouncer, was sitting outside the inn’s door, looking surly. “We’re closed for the night,” he said, not bothering to look up as we approached. “Go someplace else.” 
 
    “Why? Is something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    The burly hob lifted his head. “Oh, it’s you,” he said sadly. “If you must know, Lolo is very sick, Daimmen closed the inn to be with her.” 
 
    “That’s … terrible,” I said. “Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    “She’s already been given healing potions. There’s nothing more to do but wait.” 
 
    “You should still let us in,” Yulli said at my mental prompt. 
 
    Dalton hesitated, then shook his head. “Daimmen told me not to let anyone inside. I’m afraid it applies to arena champions as well.” 
 
    “You misunderstand my intention.” Yulli put a hand on my shoulder. “This goblin … is a high priest. What’s the harm in letting him look over the child?” 
 
    “Well …” Dalton hesitated again, a second longer this time. “Alright. I hope you’ll be able to help.” 
 
    “I’m certainly going to try,” I said and stepped inside. 
 
    The inn’s main floor was deserted, and only a few candles lit up the place. Goblin slaves slept on the floor in a heap of snoring limbs. 
 
    “Hey, where’s your master?” I asked the goblin pile. A few hands rose and pointed toward a door below the stairs. 
 
    The door was partially open, and I spotted Daimmen sitting at the side of a small bed. He was holding his daughter’s hand. 
 
    I took a deep breath, mentally preparing myself for the role of the devout cleric, and walked inside. “Blessings upon you,” I said. “I came as soon as I heard about your daughter.” 
 
    The innkeeper glanced tiredly at me. “Oh, it's you. The inn’s closed for the night. Please come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I came to offer my help,” I said. “It looks like Lolo can use the blessing of the gods.” 
 
    “There is no need,” he replied gruffly. “I have already given her a potion to cure her sickness. It’s just a matter of time until my daughter is back on her feet.” 
 
    “To my knowledge, magic potions work immediately,” I said. “How long ago did you give it to her?” 
 
    Daimmen’s hold on his daughter's hand tightened, his eyes locked onto her still body. “This morning.” There was a note of desperation in his voice. “It should have cured her by now!” 
 
    “The power of the gods can work where potions have failed,” I said. I hated the televangelist-styled words as soon as they came out of my mouth, but I had a role to play. 
 
    “We can’t call for any priests.” The innkeeper was still looking only at his daughter. “We do not belong to any of the churches and cannot call for them for help.” 
 
    “I’m here, and I can help,” I said. 
 
    That finally drew his attention enough to make eye contact with me. “I’ve already told you we wish to remain neutral.” 
 
    “Even at the cost of your daughter's life?” 
 
    That seemed to finally push through his defenses. “Can you help her?” His voice cracked. 
 
    “I can. But for Nihilator’s blessing to be effective, you’ll both have to join his church. And my clan.” I delivered the last part with a tone of finality. 
 
    That threw him off. “Your clan? You mean a goblin clan?” 
 
    “Not exactly. There are mostly goblins, but also hobgoblins, like these two,” I indicated Bob and Yulli. “Also several Ogres. We’re still small, but we are growing quickly. Join us. You don’t have to leave Akzar, so you shouldn’t get in trouble with the authorities. Lolo will be saved and you will become part of a growing kingdom.” 
 
    “Swear to me, on your god’s name, that you can save my little girl.” His eyes locked with mine. “Vow on it, and I … and we’ll both join you.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. “I vow, in Nihilator’s name, that if you join us, Lolo will be well and healthy within a day.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have made a vow in the name of your deity, Nihilator. 
  Condition: A healthy Lolo within 24 hours. 
  Failure: Nihilator’s Wrath debuff, -5,000 reputation with Daimmen. 
  Success: 20 FP 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Very well, we accept.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Church of Nihilator worshippers count: 209 
  ●       The church is now an officially recognized organization within Akzar. 
  ●       Spatial magic is allowed for high priests. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I’d only needed two more worshippers, but it seemed that I’d gained eleven. 
 
    <Yup. The inn’s slaves were also added,> Vic said. 
 
    The shadows swirled around my two new recruits, darkening their skin. I fought back a grin. This was neither the time nor the place to start dancing around. I was itching to teleport back to Goblin’s Gorge right away, but I had a vow to fulfill. Despite her transformation, Lolo was still in a bad shape. 
 
    “Bob, please carry the child,” I said. 
 
    My lieutenant obediently moved to Lolo’s bed and gently lifted her small body. Her father looked concerned, but my newly faithful follower didn’t object. 
 
    “Wait here, I’ll bring her back soon,” I told him. 
 
    It was a quiet procession as we walked through Akzar’s streets back to Nihilator’s cathedral. 
 
    “Put her on the bed,” I instructed Bob when we finally made it back into my room. 
 
    Bob obeyed, then stepped back, frowning. “What is wrong with her? Why isn’t she getting better?” 
 
    I concentrated on her limp form. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Lolo, Hobgoblin Child 
  Level: 1 
  HP: 1/20 
  Status: Poisoned [-1 HP per hour] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “She has been poisoned,” Yulli answered in my stead. 
 
    I looked at her sharply. 
 
    Bob was confused. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Vic poisoned the child’s drink,” she said grimly. “He poured something in her glass when we were toasting our victory in the arena.” 
 
    “Damn straight I did!” Vic had one again assumed his goblin shape. “Well done, Boss. I knew I could count on you. I guess I can’t grudge you the delay. We finally have her! How long for the poison to do its thing?” 
 
    “Should be any moment now,” I said. My stomach was churning again. 
 
    Despite my misgivings, I’d gone along with Vic’s plan to poison the hob girl. It had to be done, I argued with myself. I gave Vic my word, and it was an act of kindness toward the girl’s VI, freeing him from imprisonment. But my line of thought did nothing to alleviate my guilt. I tried summoning my rage, turning to the feral part of my nature to burn through the feeling of emptiness in my gut. But that too had failed. 
 
    And I knew why. Excuses and justifications were useless. It wasn’t an issue of having to rationalize my actions. I had already accepted the necessity of it. But a guilty conscience couldn’t simply be overruled by logic. 
 
    “That knowledge doesn’t leave this room,” I said quietly. 
 
    “But …” Bob shifted uncomfortably. “Didn’t you promise the innkeeper to cure his daughter?” 
 
    “I promised to bring her back healthy and well,” I said, not taking my eyes off Lolo. Her last hit point ticked away and a final gasp left her mouth. “I didn’t promise she wouldn’t die first.” 
 
    “Woooo Hoooo!” Vic cheered. “Finally! Good job, Boss.” 
 
    My lieutenant’s opinion was written all over his shocked expression, but I didn’t wait for him to voice it. I opened the Temple Interface and accessed the Resurrections tab. 
 
    Lolo was the only name listed there. Her resurrection would cost a pitiful 10 energy points. That was why it was so important for Lolo and her father to join my clan. I could only bring my own clan members back to life. I confirmed the resurrection, paying the meager cost. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Vow Completed. 
  Reward: +20 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Lolo’s eyes snapped open. She looked up in confusion at the people around the bed, then her eyes found mine. She smiled. “Hello, nice goblin. I’m feeling better now. Where is father?” 
 
    My throat felt raw, and my voice croaked when I said, “He is waiting for you, Lolo.” I coughed a few times. “Bob, Yulli, escort the girl back to the inn.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “At once, Chief.” 
 
    I led them to the main floor and saw them off. 
 
    She seemed exactly the same as before, I thought to my companion. How can this be if we just released her VI? 
 
    <She was seeded with a new VI, of course. Different actors, same character. No one would be able to tell the difference.> 
 
    The information did little to alleviate my guilt, but it was almost night by now. The curfew would start soon; it was time to cash in on my dark deeds. 
 
    I lowered my head, muttering silently so as not to be overheard. “Nihilator, grant me your blessing.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Akzar Access III 
  You have gained the sponsorship of two influential citizens as well as a blessing from one of Akzar’s official churches. 
  Reward: 2,000 XP, access to Akzar’s upper ring 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had finally gained access to the coveted ring. But I didn’t feel particularly good about it after seeing Lolo’s prone body. My conscience was gnawing at me. I felt unclean. I needed to get out of there. And I knew just where to go. 
 
    <Boss, before you leave, you might also want to get Aidanriel. The poor bastard still can’t get out of the basement,> Vic said. 
 
    Fine, you can go get him. I held out one of my spatial satchels. Vic slid off my neck, grasping the satchel with a purple tendril and forming into his goblin shape. 
 
    Waiting for his return, I spotted Reiner. He was offering snacks to the worshippers as he supervised a dozen workers while they cleaned. The bearded goblin looked pleased to see me and made his way over. “High priest,” he said respectfully. “If I may have a moment?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “With the temple now fully repaired, most of the goblins are out of work, so I put them in the basement. It’s big enough to hold everyone, but it makes for very poor living conditions. Would it be possible to create more living space for them?” 
 
    That got me thinking. Now that I had what I needed from the cathedral, I could access the upper ring. There was no need to cram over a hundred goblins in the basement like sardines. 
 
    “You make a good point,” I said. “As a matter of fact, my clan could use the extra hands. We’ve just been through a war, and our numbers have dwindled.” 
 
    Reiner brightened at that. “That’s an excellent idea. We only need a dozen workers or so to keep the place in prime condition.” 
 
    I thought it over a little longer, then shook my head regretfully. “It’s several days’ travel back to Goblin’s Gorge, and the road is dangerous. I’m afraid the workers will make easy prey for the beasts along the way. It’s a shame; we could have really used the population boost in the clan.” 
 
    “You can send them with an escort,” he suggested. 
 
    The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. It was a good idea but with one major drawback. “Hiring the builders emptied my pockets,” I said. “I can’t afford to hire guards to …” My eyes fell on the new hob worshippers who had followed me from the arena. “Wait a minute.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much authority I had over those hobs. They’d followed me here and pledged to Nihilator, but they weren’t automatically added to the GreenPiece Clan like the goblins I’d freed. 
 
    I moved to stand behind the altar and said loudly, “Can I have your attention please?” The dozen or so hobs looked at me. “I would like to send a … party of goblins out of the city. They will need an escort of powerful warriors.” I stared at each of them. “Is anyone willing to escort them safely?” Everyone looked away from me. “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. 
 
    Vic had returned and handed me back the satchel. “Might be a good time to flaunt your priestly authority, Boss. Try throwing around the dark dude’s name.” 
 
    “I, uh … In Nihilator’s name, who would volunteer to escort the weaker members of our flock?” 
 
    As one, all the present hobs looked up and a chorus of voices called out, “Me!” “Me!” “Me!” 
 
    That was easy. Thanks, Vic. 
 
    <Don’t mention it, Boss,> he said smugly, having already resumed his perch around my neck. 
 
    Four of the hobs were gladiators. They were an excellent choice for escorting the workers. 
 
    “Reiner, select 10 workers to remain, and prepare the rest to leave. They’ll be going back to the clan first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, High Priest.” 
 
    With that bit of logistics done and nothing to distract me, my conscience started gnawing at me again. Curfew was just about to start, so it was too late to go out into the city to distract myself with the missions. 
 
    But I knew a place where the day was just starting. A place where I could soothe my aching conscience. 
 
    I gathered my mana and teleported away.


 
   
  
 

 18 – Goblin’s Gorge 
 
      
 
    I materialized out of the shadows, and this time, to my relief, I did not come out in mid-air. I was slightly dizzy from the long-range teleport and didn’t immediately recognize my surroundings. I had intended to teleport back to Goblin’s Gorge. My Shadow Teleport allowed me to reach any place under Nihilator’s zone of influence, so I was obviously back at the clan. My eyesight was fuzzy, but there were walls all around me, without a hint of light or life. 
 
    Vic, where the hell are we? 
 
    <How should I know? Check your map.> 
 
    Right. Lately, I’d been forgetting this was all just a game. The answer was just an internal-map glimpse away. 
 
    I opened the map and saw that I was indeed back at the clan. Specifically, inside the cave leading down to Nihilator’s prison. The utter darkness didn’t deter me in the slightest though. Once my head stopped spinning, I saw that I was inside a brick room with a thick metal door as the only exit. There was a simple wooden chest in the center. 
 
    I remembered that door. I had seen it at the end of one of the side tunnels when I first scouted the cave long ago. It was locked then, and I’d completely forgotten about it since, but it seemed that I’d finally made it inside. I didn’t sense any magic coming from the chest, but appearances could be deceiving. “Vic, check it out please?” 
 
    <Oh, alright,> he grumbled and took his goblin shape. He approached the chest and carefully raised the lid. Nothing happened; no traps or alarms. “All clear, Boss.” 
 
    I came closer and looked inside. At the bottom, there was a single gray stone tablet with weird writing on it. “Do you recognize that language?” I asked. 
 
    Vic’s reply surprised me. “Actually, I do. It’s written in celestial. I can’t read it, though. You’ll have to ask a celestial being or the priest of a good-aligned god. Hehe, too bad you already summoned that outrider and killed the only priest you’ve met so far who could have helped.” 
 
    “Kuzai might still remember the language,” I said. “After all, he maintained some of his skills when he was reborn.” 
 
    “I highly doubt it, Boss.” 
 
    I put the stone tablet in my inventory. This mystery would have to wait for a while. 
 
    I straightened up and inhaled deeply. I was fully back to my senses and could feel the metadata my settlement generated pouring into my mind. There was no question about it, I was back home. I cast Shadow Teleport again and appeared outside the Chief’s Haunt. My house. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” I called out loudly as I went inside the building. I frowned when no one answered. It was nightbreak. Tika should have just risen with the rest of the clan. 
 
    I walked through the house looking for her, but all of the rooms were empty. A pang of anxiety wormed through my gut. I was about to leave when I noticed the chief’s chest, the one that contained the clan’s wealth. I had emptied it before leaving for Akzar, but I sensed it held valuables again. Opening the chest, I found two diamonds, each worth a thousand gold, a necklace with a unicorn charm, and 580 gold. I vaguely remembered finding the gems and the necklaces in the past, though I couldn’t understand how they had made their way into the chest. I also couldn’t understand where all the gold came from. Regardless, I took everything, storing it in my inventory. Now that I’d finally gained access to Akzar’s upper ring, I had a strong feeling I would need all the gold I could get. 
 
    I descended to the ground floor and went outside. Goblin workers, hobs, and Ogres were milling about, eating breakfast and getting ready for their jobs. A tall, gaunt hob distanced himself from the throng and approached me. 
 
    “It is good to see you, my lord.” 
 
    “Hey Kaedric,” I said. “Good to be back. Where’s Tika?” 
 
    “She has gone out with the second hunting party, my lord. Zuban is with them as well. They are expected back later today.” 
 
    At least that was cleared up. I let out a sigh of relief, releasing the pent-up tension. “That’s good. Who does she have with her?” 
 
    “Twenty soldiers, all the lieutenants, Kilpi, and two of the adepts.” 
 
    “What about Rhyno and Kuzai?” 
 
    “I believe The Champion and Kilpi decided to take turns as the group’s main tank, and your spouse has deemed two adepts sufficient for healing.” 
 
    I didn’t like Tika being out there with anything less than our strongest forces for an escort, but there was wisdom in keeping some of our ‘heavies’ back at the clan. “On another subject, do you know where all the gold and jewelry I found in my chest came from?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. It seems that during the invasion, some of the invaders snuck around to loot the clan. We found the stolen items shortly after you left for Akzar, and I returned them to your chest.” 
 
    “Hmm, and the gold?” 
 
    “Those are revenues from the clan’s shop, as well as the marketplace taxes.” 
 
    “Ah, good. And how is the clan doing?” 
 
    “Quite well, considering we no longer have access to a working Breeder’s Den, my lord. The clan's restoration is nearly complete. In fact, I believe the work will be finished sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    I directed my mind to the Settlement Interface and confirmed Kaedric’s estimation. We had progressed by 4,600 BP out of the total 5,000. 
 
    “There have been several improvements and alterations to the clan since your departure, my lord,” Kaedric added. “Would you like us to review them together?” 
 
    I had spent a lot of time and energy nurturing the clan to its current state. It was not something I was about to stop doing. And with Tika gone, it wasn’t like I had something better to do. “Sure, let’s go.” 
 
    I followed my seneschal as he led me to the open area near the pond. Goblins and hobs swarmed in and out of the mess hall and foblins were running around everyone’s legs. They were not as numerous as before, but their numbers had been steadily climbing since the invaders had slaughtered most of them in the attack. 
 
    Vic, who was now back around my shoulders, spoke up. <Technically, Boss, you turned them into suicide bombers by ordering them to drink from that Cup of Infernal Energies.> 
 
    Yeah, well … I shifted uncomfortably. I prefer my version better. 
 
    The mass of workers concentrated around the mess hall gave me an idea. I took out the Horn of Valor I’d found in the cathedral’s dungeon and brought it to my lips. 
 
    A clear, crisp tune sounded, sending ripples of magic through the settlement. Everyone stopped in their tracks as the invigorating energies washed over them. A moment later, traffic resumed. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Horn of Valor used 
  +50 morale points granted to everyone within a 100-meters radius for one hour. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem upgrade available! 
  Attach the Horn of Valor to the clan’s totem? (permanent +10 to settlement morale). Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to consider long. Gaining 10 morale points for the full workday was better than 50 points for one hour. I approved the notification, and the horn disappeared from my hand. I opened the Settlement Interface to review the clan’s morale. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Morale Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Total morale: 73 
  Effect: +6.4% total efficiency and daily EP gain 
  Permanent modifiers: 
  ●     Blessing, Mettle I: +5 
  ●     Totem: Ogre +10, Hobgoblin +10, Horn of Valor +10 
  Continuous modifiers: 
  ●     Daily food: Gandork’s special stew +3 
  ●     Advanced lodging: Cabin +5 
  ●     Shrine: +10 
  ●     Mess Hall: +20 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My clan’s morale had improved vastly since the early days when we camped on the ground under the stars. The workers were content as they went about their jobs, and even the soldiers seemed less gruff. 
 
    Now that I thought about it, everywhere I looked, I saw hob warriors. They were patrolling in twos and threes, often accompanied by a hulking Ogre. More of them were stationed next to the major buildings. 
 
    “I see you’ve spruced up security,” I said. 
 
    Kaedric’s face hardened. “Indeed. I won’t have us made fools of so easily again.” 
 
    Poor Kaedric had still not recovered from having being duped by Raystia. The seemingly innocent girl had expertly maneuvered the hob to promote our enemies’ plans. Once the truth came out, she joined us willingly and apologized to Kaedric. But the strict hob took the news of being manipulated hard. If his rude awakening meant better security for my clan, it was something I could live with. 
 
    “Good.” I squinted as I took in all the warriors. “Is it my imagination, or do we suddenly have more soldiers than when I left?” 
 
    “We have four new soldiers, my lord, and one Ogre.” 
 
    “What? That’s great! How?” It was a dumb question; they were obviously newly born members of the clan. I cleared my throat. “I mean, I thought I’d have to … ahem … sire the newborns, in order to produce soldiers.” 
 
    “As an elite warrior, Kilpi Shīrudo was up for the task, my lord. As well as Rhynorn with the female Ogre.” 
 
    Vic chuckled in my mind. <Sounds like the big brute finally got the ‘females’ he wanted. You’re lucky he took on the task of ‘siring’ new Ogres. I’d just love seeing you trying to climb one of the she-hulks to do a little ‘siring.’> 
 
    Ugh, thanks for that disturbing mental image, Vic. 
 
    <I aim to please, Boss.> 
 
    It seemed that even without the benefit of the Breeder’s Den, my clan’s population was steadily increasing. 
 
    We headed southward, walking the cobbled road toward the gremlin marketplace. Several players I didn’t recognize were browsing the goods. The mechanized arms of the great pavilion carried crates to and fro above them. 
 
    “As you can see, my lord, our stall is doing a fine business. Initially, the travelers were interested in arms and armor, but after a short period of time, they began to want dispensable ammunition.” 
 
    I frowned. “Dispensable ammunition … you mean arrows?” 
 
    He nodded curtly. “Yes, my lord. I took the liberty of training one of the newly born workers as a second fletcher. The arrows we sell constitute roughly half of our earnings.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “And don’t forget, the tongues need to be fresh by the time you get back!” a familiar voice sounded from behind me. I turned and saw Anikosem, the gremlin merchant, seeing off a mostly human-looking traveler. 
 
    I approached the elderly gremlin. “What was that about?” 
 
    “Ah, Dread Totem, welcome back,” the seasoned merchant said with a toothy smile. “Oh, I just tasked that young adventurer with bringing me some fire lizard tongues. It’s impossible to keep their tongues from drying out, but he doesn’t know that. So I’ll only have to pay him half the full sum.” 
 
    The old bastard was fleecing his customers, as usual. I still felt a burning sensation in my wallet when I thought back on how he had swindled me out of all of my known runes. 
 
    “Say, you don’t happen to know the ‘Ka’ rune of mass, do you?” I asked casually. 
 
    “Ha, not a chance. Our master Runecrafters jealously guard the secret of such rare runes. I’m afraid I won’t be able to sell it to you, no matter how much you’re offering.” 
 
    I fought back a grin. “You misunderstand. I was wondering how much you would be willing to pay to learn it yourself.” 
 
    He gaped at me. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You have knowledge of the rune of mass?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. “Well, as I told you before, runes are just a hobby of mine. There isn’t much demand for such a thing here, so far away from civilization.” 
 
    He was trying to downplay my hand, but he couldn’t fool me. My barter skill had risen since our last haggling session, reaching its cap at 11, which equaled his own. On top of that, Sense Emotion and the single bead of sweat rolling down his temple clued me on to just how eager he really was. 
 
    “You’re right, of course,” I said pleasantly. “So I’d be willing to lower the price. Shall we say 2,000 gold?” 
 
    It was hard keeping a straight face as the gremlin visibly blanched. He’d had it coming for a long time. It was my turn to fleece him. Karma was indeed a bitch. 
 
    “Now, now.” He raised both hands. “That price is outrageous. Even if we were in Zemitpozes that’s just asking too much. I can maybe come up with 500 gold.” 
 
    I nodded. “You might be right, but as you once told me, only your masters possess the truly rare runes. From what I understand, you won’t be able to purchase it even in your own city, no matter how much you’re willing to offer. Come to think of it, I should probably have asked for 3,000 gold to start with.” 
 
    “Now let’s not be too hasty,” he blurted out so fast he nearly ran out of breath. “I can offer a thousand, how does that sound?” 
 
    “It sounds like I’m wasting my time,” I said and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” There was a hint of desperation in his voice. “I can offer 1,200 gold – that’s everything I’ve got!” 
 
    “Sorry, no deal,” I said over my shoulder as I started walking away. 
 
    “Twelve hundred,” he called after me, “and I’ll let you pick any item from my store worth up to 500 gold.” 
 
    I turned back around to face him. “If you’re selling something for 500, it means the base price is probably half that much. In that case, I think it’ll be appropriate to offer me an item up to 1,600 gold.” 
 
    “But that would come up to two thousa–” He stopped abruptly. I took immense pleasure in watching his expression change as he realized the offer. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Fine, you’ve won. Twelve hundred gold, and one item from my shop worth up to 1,600 gold.” 
 
    “Deal.” I offered my hand and we shook on it. Anikosem handed me a piece of paper, and I drew the ‘Ka’ rune on it. 
 
    Then he gave me the gold. Grinning, he said, “Please, feel free to browse my wares.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. His suddenly chipper demeanor didn’t match his earlier desperation. I started examining the various potions, wands, and mechanical gadgets on display. 
 
    Shadow-crap. I realized why the gremlin was suddenly so jovial. None of the items he had were worth more than a thousand gold. Despite all the leverage I had, the crafty old gremlin still managed to pull a fast one on me. 
 
    Still, I wasn’t too upset. I’d exchanged knowledge for considerable monetary gain. I spent several minutes going through his wares when I finally caught sight of something interesting. It was a piece of log. I had looked past it several times thinking it a crude stool, but I eventually noticed the faint magical aura it projected. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem Piece: Gremlin [Inactive] 
  Description: This totem pole piece represents a conquered camp of gremlins. Since it wasn’t won through battle, the item’s bonuses remain locked. Defeat its spirit guardian in combat to unlock its full potential. 
  Type: Settlement totem 
  Effect I: Locked 
  Effect II: Locked 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    There was no mention of its base cost. “Where did you get this thing from?” I asked. 
 
    “This?” Anikosem narrowed his eyes, examining the log. “Oh, it’s a token of war that’s been in my family’s possession for decades. It dates all the way back to the gremlin clan wars.” 
 
    “And what do you sell it for?” 
 
    His eyes glittered. “Sixteen hundred gold.” 
 
    Sly bastard, I groaned inwardly. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Deal!” the old gremlin said quickly. 
 
    I got a distinct feeling I was being fleeced again, but I wasn’t too upset. As a clan owner, the totem piece was priceless. Now I just had to figure out how to defeat its ‘spirit guardian,’ but I could do that later. 
 
    I put the totem inside a spatial satchel and turned to my seneschal. “Kaedric?” 
 
    The tall hob immediately appeared. “My lord?” 
 
    “Where to now?” 
 
    “Would you like to inspect the woodcutter’s hut and sawmill?” He pointed at the nearby buildings, both of which bordered the wooded area of the valley. Or at least, they used to. A large clearing full of tree stumps appeared in what used to be a thick forest. 
 
    “That’s not good,” I said. “At this rate, we’ll soon chop down the valley’s entire forest.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Kaedric said. “In five weeks, by my estimation. We could use the extra space for additional buildings. The valley has a finite amount of room, after all.” 
 
    “Yes, but that also means our woodcutter will have to go outside of the valley to get more trees,” I said. “I don’t like that idea. It’s dangerous out there, and we’d run the risk of being discovered.” 
 
    “I could assign a new goblin worker as a forester, my lord. The trees they plant will help sustain the forest longer. Unfortunately, I’ve already assigned all the newborn workers.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” I said. “There’s a large contingent of workers heading our way from Akzar. It should take them about four days to get here. I’m pretty sure I saw several foresters among them.” 
 
    “How many workers may we expect, my lord?” 
 
    “Ahem, about 60,” I said sheepishly. I really should have brought it up sooner. 
 
    Kaedric’s mandibles dropped. “Sixty? In four days? But we must make preparations. There is not enough lodging or workplaces. I will have to sort them out, assign them tasks, and–” 
 
    “Take it easy,” I said. “It might be a little bumpy at first, but we’ll absorb them eventually. With the Breeder’s Den out of commission, we can really use the extra hands. By the way, what’s our current population count?” 
 
    “A hundred and eighty-eight, my lord.” 
 
    “Good!” The new workers would bring our numbers over 200, at which point Goblin’s Gorge would receive Village status, opening up new options for development. 
 
    We continued walking through the settlement, getting respectful nods from the workers and soldiers as we passed them by. 
 
    A wild howl pierced the air as we approached the Research Center, and a huge, shaggy beast came running from behind the building, charging straight at us. I held up my arms to protect my face as the large demon wolf jumped on me and licked me all over. 
 
    “That’s enough … Ugh… Tempest, stop!” 
 
    The black beast sat down reluctantly, wagging its tail like a house poodle. “Oh okay,” I said and patted his shaggy mane. “Good boy!” The giant predator wagged his tail even harder. “Alright, go play elsewhere, I don’t have time to go riding today.” 
 
    He whimpered with disappointment and ran off toward the mess hall. Kaedric and I crossed the road and entered the Research Center. There were four rooms that could be used for different types of research, but only one of them was currently occupied. In order to speed up the settlement’s development, researching blueprints for new buildings was the highest priority. 
 
    The four researchers, all females, were busy at their job. I couldn’t remember the names of the two newest additions, but I noticed they were both pregnant. Fortunately, as Advanced workers, their offspring would become workers rather than dimwitted foblins. 
 
    “Primla, Romil,” I greeted the senior researchers. 
 
    They stopped their scribbling of a complex-looking blueprint on the blackboard and bowed to me. “Dread Totem.” 
 
    “What are you working on?” I asked, though I could’ve easily accessed that information via the Settlement Interface. 
 
    “The Dreamer’s Lodge,” Romil answered promptly, adjusting her spectacles. We’re exactly 76 percent through with the design, but we still need to figure how to balance the magical residue with the–” 
 
    I raised a hand. “That’s quite alright, I don’t need the details. So that means you’ll be done in … two days, right?” 
 
    Romil fiddled with her spectacles again. “Two point four days, Dread Totem. We can work overtime if you’d like. We don’t have to sleep for eight hours, then we’ll be able–” 
 
    I raised my hand again. Romil had turned out to be a bit of a chatterbox. “There’s no need.” I smiled at her, trying to alleviate her obvious anxiety. “Two point four days is quite acceptable.” 
 
    I was about to leave the room when a goblin I didn’t recognize barged inside. “When is my Dreamer’s Lodge going to be ready?” He demanded, completely ignoring me. 
 
    I frowned and plucked his information from the air. He turned out to be Hoker, the goblin enchanter I had summoned but not yet met. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked. 
 
    He barely glanced at me. “I was just checking in with these blockhead females. It seems that any kind of serious work is beyond them.” 
 
    I was not thrilled by his attitude, to say the least. “What seems to be the problem?” I asked again. 
 
    “These dolts keep fumbling with the designs of my glorious abode,” he complained. “I mean, I know they’re females, but how hard can designing a proper Dreamer’s Lodge actually be?” 
 
    “These ‘blockhead dolts,’ as you call them, have been here much longer than you and are responsible for half the structures in the settlement,” I said coldly. 
 
    “Bah.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Any halfwit could have come up with those dilapidated sheds. I engineer greatness. And for that, I require a proper workplace; it is beneath my station to work in these abysmal conditions.” 
 
    He was seriously trying my patience, and from his careless tone, it was obvious he had no idea how close he was to meeting the wall – head first. 
 
    “And exactly what sort of ‘greatness’ have you performed so far?” I asked. 
 
    He puffed out his chest. “I have provided the components necessary to construct the Chief’s Haunt, as well as personally enchanting its treasure chests. I have also enchanted numerous weapons and armor since joining this clan. Why, without me, Goblin’s Gorge would hardly be more than a backwater, primitive goblin settlement.” 
 
    It was obvious he didn’t know who I was. That was a little surprising. Despite not having personally summoned him myself, every other goblin in the clan had recognized me on sight. 
 
    “If you’re so great,” I said, “then why do you need the help of these females?” 
 
    He winced. “I’m simply drowning in work. I can’t enchant all the items our smiths craft fast enough, especially not when I have to make do with primitive, makeshift tools.” 
 
    He had a valid point. Having good-quality, enchanted gear set my warriors apart from other clans. Every single one of my troops was effectively an elite, and I planned on keeping it that way. But there was no room for his attitude in my clan. 
 
    <Ooo, this is going to be good!> Vic said. 
 
    “You will have your building soon enough,” I said coldly. “But first, apologize to the females, and don’t ever speak to them that way again.” 
 
    “Who are you to make such demands?” 
 
    <And he’s primed for the picking. Bring it home, Boss!> 
 
    Vic’s cheering had the exact opposite effect on me. I suddenly realized that I was arguing with an NPC, whose only sin was playing the part he was assigned. It was not the fault of the puppet or the VI that was operating him. 
 
    I felt drained. “I’m your chief,” I said simply. “And that is an order.” 
 
    Hoker’s eyes widened, and his pompous attitude disappeared. It was like he deflated right in front of me. 
 
    “Y … yes Dread Totem, at once,” he said haltingly. “Please, accept my apology.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” I said. 
 
    The suddenly frightened goblin turned to the researchers who were blinking in surprise. “I’m sorry for my harsh words. Please accept my apology. I know you provide a valuable service to the clan.” 
 
    They nodded at him. 
 
    “You may go now,” I said. “Wait for me at the Dreamer’s Lodge construction site.” 
 
    <Oh, you spoilsport,> Vic said as the goblin hurried to leave. Despite his words, he sounded satisfied. 
 
    You did it on purpose, didn’t you? I thought back at him. You intentionally aggravated the situation to make me realize the absurdity of it. 
 
    <Did I, now?> He sounded smug. 
 
    You definitely did. 
 
    <So what if I did? You keep losing yourself to the game, Oren. I’m constantly trying to keep you focused, but it’s like you’re refusing to see the truth for what it is. This isn’t reality. You’re living in a dreamworld. NEO. Inside a prison you can’t see, smell, or touch. A prison … for your mind.> 
 
    My mind reeled as the implication of his words hit me. Then I frowned. Hold on … Did you just quote The Matrix to me? 
 
    <Hehe. What can I say? I’m a sucker for the classics. Doesn’t mean it ain’t true.> 
 
    I paused at that. Deep inside, I knew I wasn’t really a goblin chief. I wasn’t even a ‘traveler.’ I was a player, and NEO was just a game. A game I had to conquer if I wanted to see my friends and family ever again. But then … another part of me whispered … you have a family here. What about Tika? What about your unborn child? Your clan depends on you; is it any less real than your so-called ‘real’ family? 
 
    I grabbed my head and groaned as more conflicting thoughts soared through my mind. This was too much. 
 
    <That’s it, Boss.> Vic’s voice was surprisingly gentle. <Calm down, everything is alright. You just needed your head adjusted a little bit.> 
 
    The pain faded away as he spoke, and I found that I was my old self again. Oren. The player. 
 
    I rubbed my temples. “I don’t know what you did just then. But I feel better now. Thanks, Vic. You’re a good friend.” 
 
    <No problem, Boss!> he said cheerfully. 
 
    I turned my attention to the researchers. All the goblins were looking at me, wide-eyed. I plucked the research information from the air. Just like Primla said, the Dreamer’s Lodge blueprint was 76 percent done. I closed my eyes and mentally clicked on the ‘Rush’ option. With over 11,000 energy points at my disposal, I could afford a little shortcut. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New building schema researched: Dreamer’s Lodge 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That ought to make Hoker a little less cranky. 
 
    But now the researchers were out of a job. I couldn’t have them sit idly by. I accessed the Research Interface and viewed the list of available Expert-ranked blueprints for research. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ●       Essence Capacitor: Collects and stores ambient energy. Cost: 500 RP 
  ●       Warlock Tower: Housing and training for magic users. Cost: 800 RP 
  ●       War Machine Workshop: Heavy war machine factory. Cost: 800 RP 
  ●       Improved lodging: All residential buildings can accommodate +50% members. Cost: 1,000 RP 
  ●       Cathedral: Place of worship. Cost: 1,000 RP. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Constructing Expert-ranked buildings was going to be tough. At his current Apprentice rank, Zuban could still build them, but with a severe penalty. Building the Dreamer’s Lodge would be highly demanding. It was going to be a while before Zuban would be available for another project. 
 
    Still, it was better to be prepared ahead of time. If things went as I’d planned, Zuban’s participation in our hunting parties would bump him up to Expert rank soon, and we’d finally be able to repair the Breeder’s Den. 
 
    With that in mind, I selected the ‘War Machine Workshop’ as our next project. It was the building that sounded most likely to contribute to our defenses. Everything else seemed impressive too, but experience had taught me not to make rash decisions based on short text summaries. 
 
    “Are the twins around?” I asked Kaedric as we left the Research Center. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, my lord. They are taking their regular ‘time off.’ It usually lasts for several days. There are, however, 23 allied travelers that are currently within the clan’s borders.” 
 
    He led me the short distance toward the workshops. The cluster of wedge-shaped buildings formed together into a round complex, not unlike the petals of a flower. The sounds of hammering greeted us as we drew closer. Kadoc the weaponsmith and Baja the armorsmith were both working at their anvils in their adjacent workshops. 
 
    They stopped their hammering when they saw me and bowed deeply. “Dread Totem.” 
 
    “It is good to see you both,” I said warmly. It was good to see them. The smiths were two of the clan’s most important workers. It took a lot of effort to accumulate the resources needed to summon and place them both in proper workshops. 
 
    “How’s our weapons production looking?” I asked Kadoc. 
 
    “Not bad,” he said carefully. “All six Infernal Ogres received spiked morningstars. I’ve also equipped most of our melee warriors with various weapons, and the others are using the weapons you personally provided. The … ‘tanks,’ as you call them, all carry sturdy steel shields, half of which were enchanted with extra durability by Hoker. I now aim to increase our arsenal to make sure all our current and future warriors are equipped with good quality weapons.” 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    The hard-working goblin had almost single-handedly equipped our small army. With over 60 soldiers, that was no small feat. 
 
    “And how’s our armor manufacturing?” I asked Baja, the armorsmith. 
 
    “I’m happy to report,” he squeaked, “that I have outfitted 18 out of our 26 closed-ranged fighters with steel brigandines. Producing such armor takes a lot of time, but I believe I will be able to outfit the rest within two weeks.” 
 
    That was pretty good. When I originally summoned them, my troops had nothing but loincloths. During my ‘adventures,’ I had scraped together some pieces for them to wear, but that was only slightly better than going unarmored. Now, the majority of them were equipped with heavy armor, making them at least twice as dangerous as a standard ‘mob’ of equal level. 
 
    “Keep up the good work,” I said. 
 
    I moved on to the next wedge-shaped building; the Leather Workshop, Vrick’s workplace. 
 
    I found the ex-goblin lieutenant busily cutting strips of oxsaurian leather. The hide was large enough to wrap him up four times, but the agile goblin handled it with ease. A trio of partially finished leather armor sets stood on poles in the corner. 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Vrick called in delight when he spotted me. “It is good that you are here. Come, look!” He led me to one of the finished pieces of armor, pointing at it with pride. 
 
    At first, it looked like the scouts’ standard armor, but a closer inspection revealed that the rabbit leather mesh he had invented was replaced with strips of thick oxsaurian hide. 
 
    “Impressive!” I said. 
 
    Vrick positively beamed. “With the surplus of pelts, I started using the oxsaurian leather instead of the rabbits’. It’s harder to work with, but it provides better protection for our troops while not hindering their movements. I’m currently working on upgrading the scouts’ old armor and reinforcing it with oxsaurian leather strips.” 
 
    “So how many of our scouts have you outfitted so far?” I asked. I had 25 scouts in my army and the agile, bow-wielding warriors required lighter armor than the frontliners. 
 
    Vrick frowned. “All of them, of course.” 
 
    “Everyone?” I asked with surprise. 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem. When you gave me this job you said my armor would make our clan unstoppable. I have worked hard to do my part. I also made armor for all the Ogres. 
 
    “That’s amazing, Vrick. I knew I could count on you.” I put a hand on his shoulder. Having Vrick ‘retire’ from his military duties to take up leatherwork was one of the smartest decisions I’d made. “There’s one more thing I need your help with. Remember those satchels you made for me before I left for Akzar? I need more – as many as you can make before I have to go back.” 
 
    “Of course, Dread Totem,” he said. “Satchels are easy. I’ll get right to it.” 
 
    I nodded my thanks and moved on. 
 
    The general workshop was filled with workers making arrows, fashioning bows, and tanning furs. Everyone was busy, and I didn’t feel the need to interrupt them. The last workshop was Guba’s chemist lab. I found the old goblin hag stirring a cauldron, cackling madly like some sort of stereotypical evil witch. 
 
    “Err … hello?” 
 
    “Ah, youngling!” she exclaimed and cackled mirthfully. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin back at her. “What are you doing, Guba?” 
 
    “I be brewing, naturally, you dolt,” she answered, barely hiding her mirth. 
 
    “I can see that.” My grin broadened, and I chuckled. “But why are you laughing so much?” 
 
    “It’s me own special new recipe for gas grenades,” she clucked. 
 
    I chortled, unable to contain my own mirth any longer. “Oh? What do they do?” 
 
    “It be a laughing gas!” She burst out into mad laughter. 
 
    I couldn’t control myself and laughed as well. We continued this way for several moments before the old hag started making choking sounds. 
 
    “Ack … hehe … ack … aaahhhh-chew!” She spat out a huge gelatinous piece of phlegm. 
 
    It was the most hysterical thing I’d ever seen. I fell to the ground, laughing my ass off. 
 
    “Oh, in Nihilator’s name,” Guba said. “That ain’t right … we gotta git outta ‘ere youngling.” 
 
    She reached for my prone body and half-pulled, half-carried me outside her lab, directly to Kaedric, who was waiting with a concerned look on his face. Once out in the fresh air, I was able to take a few cleansing breaths and get my laughter in check. 
 
    “Shadow-crap.” I wiped away the drool I’d spewed from my mouth and motioned for my seneschal to stand down. “That was unpleasant.” 
 
    “Aye, that be some powerful stuff,” Guba said. “I oughta be thinking on better protection next time.” 
 
    “That stuff will make a powerful nonlethal weapon.” I shuddered at my own helplessness in the face of the laughing gas. Whatever it actually did to my mind, I was powerless to resist it. 
 
    “Aye, that be me thinking as well. Sometimes, you be wanting ter capture the enemy, instead of making ‘em dead. Already made a couple of grenades. Would ye like ter have one?” 
 
    “Err … I think I’d rather not risk it,” I said. “Has anyone else inhaled the gas? Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “Aye, don’t ye be worried yer pretty little green head about it. I be ‘ere, as always, to pull the clan back on its feet through the rough patches.” 
 
    I nodded. The formidable goblinette had nurtured five generations of goblins. She’d experienced a lot in her long years, and all of us – Kaedric and Rhynorn included – were careful not to get on her bad side. 
 
    <Wait, she has a good side?> Vic chimed in. 
 
    So you are still here. You could have warned me I was being influenced by the gas, I projected sternly. 
 
    <And miss that show? You know me better than that, Boss. Besides, you weren’t in any real danger, the gas only caused a mild stimulation to your nucleus accumbens.> 
 
    Eh? 
 
    <Your mind was flooded with dopamine. In meat-suit terms – you got high.> 
 
    Oh. 
 
    <Yep. So how about taking one of those grenades? You know, for ‘recreational’ use?> He snickered. 
 
    Very funny, Vic. No thank you; I prefer to have full control of my faculties. 
 
    <Prude. Come on, what’s the harm in taking just one? Could come in handy.> 
 
    I gave in. Oh alright. I motioned for Guba to hand me one of the grenades, then returned to Kaedric. 
 
    “My lord, are you well?” 
 
    “I’m okay, Kaedric. Where to next?” 
 
    “I suggest a survey of the barracks.” 
 
    “Good idea.” I was eager to check on my troops. 
 
    We entered the circular barracks’ courtyard and approached the sunken arena. Despite the early hour, a dozen soldiers were already awake and training. As my two specialized smiths promised, everyone was clad with shining new gear and held decent-looking weapons. They were a definite notch up from the standard hob warrior. 
 
    The sparring warriors displayed remarkable skills. They were much improved since I’d last seen them. They were divided into two teams led by Kroakar and Ryker, two of the veteran axe-wielding warriors. I watched the groups clash into each other. A hob delivered a crushing blow to a raised shield, rendering the defender stunned for two full seconds. Another performed an impressive mid-jump dodge, evading a blow that was aimed at his head. 
 
    “Per your request, my lord, I have appealed to our resident travelers to share their combat experience with our troops. As you can see, many of them have taken these lessons well. The soldiers are constantly training to perfect their performance.” 
 
    And all it cost was for a few of them to get sacrificed during the naming ceremony, I reflected. Thanks to my practice of naming every soldier, they were all thinking individuals capable of learning and growing. Coupled with their higher quality gear, my vision of a vast, high-level, and undefeatable army was well on its way. 
 
    I was pleased. My troops were well-motivated, well-trained, and well-equipped. I felt proud to ride into battle with them at my back. Which reminded me of something. 
 
    “Kaedric, call for the clan warriors. We’re going to have ourselves a little skirmish.”


 
   
  
 

 19 – Colossus 
 
      
 
    The arena was the perfect setting for a battle. The deep pit surrounded by the barracks’ walls would keep my settlement safe from damage. 
 
    “Kaedric, how many soldiers are off duty right now?” 
 
    “Twenty four, my lord. Seventeen are on guard duty and an additional 12 are patrolling in four-hob groups.” 
 
    “Have those 24 soldiers and everyone on patrol come here. I also need Rhyno, Kuzai, and all our adepts.” 
 
    Kaedric clicked his mandibles in concern. “Is it wise to leave the Dark Temple unattended, my lord?” 
 
    “I only need them for a few minutes; they can leave the temple for that long.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    My troops arrived quickly. The hobgoblin soldiers nodded at me as they approached us and rearranged into three orderly rows. Rhyno soon followed, gruffly acknowledging my presence. “Boss-man.” 
 
    Kuzai, the demented, darkness-born dwarf, came in last, followed by one of the clan’s adepts and Bek. The small goblin grinned at me nervously. “Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Bek,” I said warmly. 
 
    “It is back again,” Kuzai muttered. “Why did it summon everyone here, leaving the master’s temple unattended?” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Kuzai,” I said coldly. “This won’t take long.” 
 
    I had 26 scouts at my command and 10 melee-oriented warriors. I placed the bow-wielding scouts around the pit and sprinkled their ranks with the goblin adepts. Rhyno and the melee warriors were arranged in a smaller circle inside the arena itself. 
 
    Once everyone was in position, I calmly delivered my order. “We’re going to have a small skirmish. I am going to summon an enemy, and as soon as I do, Scouts, open fire; Adepts, buff and heal; Rhyno and the other melee warriors, charge in, but rotate among yourselves if you get injured too badly – give the adepts a chance to heal you up. This should be easy. With everyone present, we have a lot of firepower, so I don’t want to see anyone die needlessly. Is that clear?” I purposely deactivated the arena’s failsafe; I was aiming to kill an enemy, after all. 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem!” everyone replied in unison, their combined voices sounding like a battle cry. 
 
    “And what about me?” the dark dwarf demanded. 
 
    I looked at him steadily and smiled. “Do what you do best. Destroy all who oppose us.” 
 
    His eyes twinkled with evil glee. “I shall extinguish the life of our master’s enemies. I shall deliver their screaming, tormented souls into his realms, where he shall devour their–” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the general idea,” I broke in. 
 
    I moved to the center of the pit and placed the gremlin totem piece on the ground. There was no reason I should face its ‘spirit guardian’ – whatever that was – on my own. I cast an empowered Shadow Hound spell, paying the required 540 mana to summon 10 level 22 mastiffs. Thanks to the Eternal Night’s blessing, the beasts were bigger and stronger than what I’d normally be able to summon. Then I spent an additional 420 MP to cast Dark Protection over everyone present. A semi-transparent sheet of darkness sprouted around each of my troops. I exited the pit and activated Mana Shield. Lastly, I accessed the Runecraft Design Interface and applied the Empowering Circle area schema. The runes lit up in a dull light on the ground around me. Having spent over a thousand MP on buffs, I only poured 500 MP into the enchantment. It was still enough to create a zone that strengthened my spells by 10 percent. That left me with a little under a thousand MP for the battle itself, but I seriously doubted I would need that much. 
 
    With all the warriors present, we had nearly 800 levels combined. Taking into account the extra buffs and the presence of three bosses, we were a strong enough force to destroy a small party of mid-level players. 
 
    “Get ready everyone,” I called out and activated the totem. 
 
    A ghostly white light erupted from the log, reaching toward the sky. As we watched, the beam condensed, taking shape. Impenetrable ethereal walls appeared, hovering in the air. Four legs made of bricks formed from the shape and extended to the ground. Six round towers grew from the top of the walls, each about a meter wide. Four arm-like appendages of brick and mortar grew from the sides of the house-like structure. It grew taller and taller, towering over all of us. Almost unintentionally, everyone took a step back. 
 
    <Holy crap,> Vic said in my mind. <That is not my idea of a ‘little’ skirmish. Is that what I think it is?> 
 
    “It is,” I said grimly as tendrils of information entered my mind. “It’s a goddamn animated castle.” 
 
    That was a little more than I’d bargained for. To make matters worse, it read off as an item instead of a creature. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Gremlin Colossus 
  Description: A masterpiece of gremlin engineering and enchanting ingenuity, the animated castle is the ultimate machine of war. It can easily move across a battlefield and bottleneck entire armies. Its battlements can be used to carry supportive gremlin staff. 
  Type: Animated fortification 
  Rank: Epic 
  Number of Supporting Staff: 3 offensive casters, 3 debuffers 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The castle nearly filled the arena. Its semi-transparent white walls made it look like a giant ghost, but it still looked dense enough to crush any one of us. Since it didn’t have a health value, we were going to have to smash it apart, brick by brick. 
 
    “I should have brought in some siege engines,” I muttered, still reeling from having to face that monstrosity. 
 
    “For the GreenPiece Clan!” my warriors bellowed, having recovered from their initial shock. The scouts loosed their arrows, sending dozens of projectiles against the Colossus, but they bounced harmlessly off its walls. The melee warriors inside the pit had very little room to maneuver, but they shouted too – Rhyno the loudest among them all. The Ogre gladiator swung at the monster’s enormous legs, and his heavy steel mace smashed several bricks apart, but it wasn’t enough. In contrast, the other warriors were barely chipping the walls. Swords and axes were not designed to cleave stone. 
 
    I should have armed them with pickaxes, I thought numbly, taking a step back and trying to assess the situation. Using one of my staff’s charges, I launched an empowered direball at the castle’s center. Further strengthened by the area enchantment, the spell’s impact blew a hobgoblin-sized crater in its wall. The Colossus seemed not to notice. 
 
    Chittering noises sounded above us. I looked up and saw movement on the castle’s battlement. Six ethereal gremlins holding long staffs rose up from each tower. 
 
    “Incoming spells!” I screamed as the gremlins unleashed their magic. 
 
    Transparent white chains shot out of three of the gremlins’ staffs, snaking around my soldiers and restricting their movement. A moment later, the other three casters let loose, sending three white orbs of energy at the entangled hobs. The orbs detonated on impact, causing nearly a hundred points of damage each. The scouts got the worst of it. Luckily, I’d spread them out evenly around the pit, so the gremlins only caught half of them with their spells. They all survived the damage, though several were critically injured. The animated castle swung around, its huge stone legs stomping the ground. Sounds of crunching bones and tearing flesh erupted from the pit. My war party instantly lost half its melee fighters, and the rest were badly injured. If it wasn’t for my Dark Protection buff, none would have survived. 
 
    The adept and Bek acted immediately, pouring healing magic into the wounded soldiers. Kuzai chanted a spell, creating his own sphere of destruction, and launched it at the castle, but it did even less damage than my direball. 
 
    We need more soldiers, was all I could think. But the majority of my forces were already present. Even if I brought everyone else, it would only be a small increase in our overall strength. 
 
    <Use the players!> Vic shouted in my mind. 
 
    They’re not here! I shot back. 
 
    <Then issue a general call to arms! Like back when you asked everyone to contribute to the clan.> 
 
    With a start, I realized what he meant. The Quest-Giver skill! 
 
    I put my hands to my mouth and shouted, “The clan is under attack by a huge construct at the arena! Everyone who helps bring it down will be handsomely rewarded!” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Grant an area quest [Storm the (Animated) Castle] Yes/No? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I quickly adjusted the rewards, offering 500 gold and reputation increase with the clan. Then I confirmed the notifications and brought my focus back to the battle. 
 
    The Dark Horrors protecting my clan made their appearance. They rose from the shadows, taking on the shapes of terrifying creatures of darkness, and charged at the walking castle. They poured into the pit like a black tide, but all the level 10 beasts could do was paw uselessly against its durable foundations. My mastiffs followed suit, but they didn’t fare much better. 
 
    We had poured on an immense amount of damage and warriors, but the huge construct just shrugged it off and kept on fighting. 
 
    “Target the gremlins!” I shouted when I noticed the ethereal bastard preparing to cast another volley. Most of the scouts followed my command, and the next arrow barrage shot straight up. The gremlins simply ducked, and the arrows hit the battlements harmlessly. Though ineffective, the attack delayed the gremlins. The Colossus stomped its feet, and more sounds of crunching came up from the pit, leaving Rhyno alone in the melee. 
 
    The shackles binding my scouts disappeared, and the adepts healed most of them back to safe levels. 
 
    Shadow-crap! I had to figure this out, and quickly. With the Colossus’s impenetrable walls, there was really only one option available for me. I teleported straight up to one of the defense towers, appearing directly in front of the impassive face of one of the gremlin ghosts. Now that I had a clear sight of him, I could read his information. It wasn’t a separate creature, but an extension of the Colossus. It did have a health bar though, exactly 500 HP – a huge amount for a caster. Shooting his face full of drilling arrows wasn’t going to cut it. I needed something more powerful. I pointed my staff straight at his face and channeled a condensed direball through it. This form of the spell caused no AoE damage and had a high chance of missing the target, but I did hit it. The condensed spell inflicted double the normal damage, blowing the ethereal gremlin’s head apart. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball hits Colossus’s gremlin for 606 damage. [base 303 X 2] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The moving castle bellowed a roar and stumbled. Its two huge fists impacted the ground with a thunderous thud as it stabilized, smashing two scouts into meat paste in the process. 
 
    Suddenly, Kuzai appeared on another tower near me. He launched his prepared spell at the gremlin, then followed up with his dagger, stabbing repeatedly until the phantom monster stopped moving. The castle jerked, but with its arms already on the ground for support, it was over in a heartbeat. 
 
    Sounds of stone breaking came from below, but I couldn’t see what was happening. 
 
    The four remaining gremlins aimed their staves at my soldiers again. My scouts, having been distracted by the castle’s giant arms, didn’t react in time, and the gremlins released their spells. More shackles shot down, followed by two explosive orbs. The Colossus swung its arms sideways, connecting with the injured soldiers, killing five more. 
 
    A fresh cry of battle came from the direction of the barracks’ gates. Five players came through, running and screaming. Wielding weapons and magic, they stormed the animated castle. 
 
    The Colossus, now stabilized, continued swinging its fists sideways, killing several more of my soldiers. 
 
    I sent a telepathic command to the war party. Scouts, maintain your distance from those arms. Concentrate on distracting the gremlins from shooting more spells. 
 
    The scouts obeyed and retreated from the pit while Bek and the adept continued healing their wounds, and the players took their place. A level 15 bugbear blocked a Colossus arm with his shield. The steel buckler dented horribly, but somehow, the bugbear stood his ground. That gave two of his friends the opportunity to shower lightning and acid on the structure’s outstretched arms, sending spider cracks through the tough stone. 
 
    I locked eyes with Kuzai, and we nodded at each other. We each teleported to a different tower and similarly dispatched their guardians. 
 
    The Colossus retaliated, lifting its arms and smashing them down on me and the dark dwarf. The tower I was standing on exploded and I found myself falling toward the ground, surrounded by a hail of shrapnel. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Colossus hits you for 220 damage. [250 - 30 armor] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily for me, the tower received the brunt of the damage. I hit the ground hard, losing another 50 HP, bringing my health bar down to 80 percent. 
 
    “You alright, Chief?” A Shadow-Touched traveler, who was obviously a member of my clan, offered me his black-striped hand, helping me to my feet. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said distractedly, taking in my surroundings. 
 
    Across the pit, Kuzai had also hit the ground. The priest was only a tier 1 boss, and the hit nearly killed him. Slowly, he rose to his feet. 
 
    The scouts let loose another volley, forcing the two remaining gremlins to duck for cover instead of casting more spells. More noises of stone breaking came from the pit, then the Colossus lifted one of its huge pillar legs, bringing it out of the pit. It was trying to climb out. 
 
    I tried lining up another teleport, but the castle kept moving, and its two towers swung so violently, I couldn’t get a fix. Another leg emerged, and the animated monstrosity pulled itself all the way out, slowly rising to its full height. Despite the damage it had sustained and the net of spiderweb cracks that ran through its body, it was still very much a threat. Coming out of the pit, its next step would crush the barracks. 
 
    I shot more direballs, trying to aim at the base of the towers, and the players next to me followed suit. But we only hit the thick battlements, showering stone chips everywhere. The Colossus was looking directly at us, and his huge leg blocked the sky as it prepared to stomp down on our heads. I could teleport away, but if I did, there was no one who could stop him from rampaging through my settlement. 
 
    Then two things happened at once. 
 
    The Dark Horrors erupted like a river of blackness out of one of the remaining towers, completely engulfing a the gremlin as they tore him apart. Simultaneously, a huge, spike-covered arm appeared from the bottom of the other tower and grabbed the last gremlin by its neck. Rhyno slowly rose from inside the battlement, somehow forcing his wide shoulders though, and lifted the thrashing gremlin. He didn’t have room to swing his mace, but The Champion had other weapons at his disposal. He opened his mouth and bit down on the gremlin’s head, tearing it off at the shoulder. 
 
    The Colossus stopped moving at once. Its semi-transparent walls began crumbling away. I stared, transfixed, as the entire castle crumbled into dust and dissipated into nothingness. Rhyno was suddenly left hanging mid-air and plunged straight down, landing at my feet. 
 
    The Ogre had lost half his health, but he rose easily, patting himself to get rid of the non-existing debris. “Good fight!” he bellowed. “Rhynorn be The Champion!” 
 
    “How the hell did you get into that thing?” I asked. 
 
    He looked down at me in puzzlement. “I smash wall open, then go inside. Go upstairs, find gremlin, eat his head.” 
 
    The Ogre was the living embodiment of the phrase, ‘If brute force fails, it probably means you haven’t used enough.’ 
 
    <Eh, Boss?> Vic said. <Maybe next time, before you commit to fighting an unknown spiritual entity, do a little research first?> 
 
    He was right. Had I known what we were about to face, I’d have waited until the War Machine Workshop was completed and commissioned a few catapults or battering rams. We won, but as a result of my complacency, I now had 15 dead soldiers I had to revive. All were above level 10, some even nearing 20. Raising them was not going to be cheap. 
 
    “Damn it, I was sure we were ready for whatever the totem was going to throw at us,” I said bitterly. I should have figured out sooner that the gremlins were the key to victory. 
 
    Kaedric approached, and having heard me, said, “It was a well-placed assumption, my lord. Our assembled forces were strong enough to take down a sizeable foe. You had no way of knowing you would be facing a construct.” 
 
    “I should have,” I countered. “That piece of unimpressive log symbolizes the spirit of an entire clan. I should have foreseen something monumental was going to happen. We were lucky the allied travelers came so quickly, or our losses would have been even greater.” I threw a glance at the five players. They stood together, taking the time to deal with their own slew of post-battle messages. 
 
    “Shall I resurrect our casualties, my lord?” Kaedric asked. 
 
    I sighed. “How much is it going to cost us?” 
 
    “Two-thousand and seven hundred energy points, my lord. We have exactly 11,517 in store. I’d say we’ll be able to bear the cost quite easily.” 
 
    I nodded. “Take care of it.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    <Here’s your after-combat messages, Boss,> Vic said. 
 
    Almost all the skills and spells I’d used during the battle had risen by one level, and Direball had risen by two. Fighting immensely powerful foes had its upsides, after all. I also received a message notifying me of the surviving troops’ level-ups. Rhyno had even reached level 30. The Champion’s health had climbed to nearly a thousand, almost as much as I had. That was impressive, considering the Ogre was 18 levels below me. The final message was especially rewarding. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Level up! You have reached Character Level 48. 
  You have 1 ability point to allocate. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I put the new point in Mental and watched as my mana pool increased, reaching a respectable 2,400 MP. I now had as much mana as a level 240 mage traveler, though I didn’t have comparable firepower. Yet. 
 
    “The fight is over, you are dismissed,” I said to my remaining troops. The intelligent soldiers sighed with relief. As warlike as they were, hobgoblins preferred reveling in the blood of their enemies; they didn’t enjoy storming castles that stormed back at them. “Go to the mess hall. I’ll have Gandork treat you to something special. Kaedric, see to it.” 
 
    “Are you certain, my lord? We are talking about squandering 36 units of advanced food.” 
 
    “They’ve earned it.” I watched the soldiers move happily toward the mess hall. “Besides, with the Breeder’s Den still down, there’s not a lot we can do with all that food anyway.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord. I shall send the resurrected soldiers to join their comrades in the mess hall.” 
 
    Kuzai, Bek, and the adepts had finished patching everyone back up to full health and were walking out of the barracks in the direction of the Dark Temple. 
 
    “Wait up,” I called after them. 
 
    “Does it have more fortresses it wants us to conquer?” Kuzai’s voice was even snarkier than usual. 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “I was thinking more along the lines of cathedrals.” 
 
    The demented dwarf frowned at me. 
 
    “I’ve taken control of one in Akzar,” I explained. “However, I have no priests to help me maintain it. I wanted to check with you to see if it’s possible for one of the worshippers to take care of that issue.” 
 
    “No,” Kuzai said with a tone of finality. “The dark lord himself chooses who shall have his blessing, but there is a simple solution: I shall join you and take charge of our lord’s cathedral. Together, we shall convert the remaining heathens. All will worship the mighty Nihilator, or their souls will be offered as sacrifices on his altar.” 
 
    “Er, yeah … no,” I said firmly. “You’re definitely not coming.” 
 
    He glared at me. 
 
    “I’m not looking to turn the entire city against us,” I said. “Besides, I’m not even sure I can bring any of you along with me. Akzar has a teleportation ward, but it does allow high priests through. I’m pretty sure that means I can’t bring anyone along with me.” I swept my gaze over all the other priests. “We might end up having a nasty surprise.” 
 
    “Yes, High Priest,” the goblin adept said. 
 
    Bek added, “Bek not wanting be smashed to bits against invisible magic.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” I smiled at him. The small goblin had grown, not just in levels but also in strength of character. The other three novices seemed to hang on his words. 
 
    “Then it will have to bring me along,” Kuzai said pompously. “I am a high priest of the dark lord. The wards shall not stop me.” 
 
    “I said you’re not coming,” I told him bluntly. “I prefer to have you here anyway, keeping an eye on the Dark Temple.” 
 
    He glared at me again, but then his eyes grew confused as I took out the stone tablet from my inventory. It was about as large as my palm, and the intricate sigils etched on it shifted as I looked at it. 
 
    “What is this?” Kuzai asked. 
 
    “Can you read it?” I asked. “I found it in a locked room at the cave. 
 
    The dark dwarf’s eyes darted across the tablet, then he shrieked, and his arms flew to his face. “Ahh, it burns!” 
 
    “I guess that answers the question,” I said. 
 
    “This accursed piece is written in the language of the hated celestials!” he spat out, still rubbing his eyes. “Its existence is an affront to our master – destroy it at once!” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I think I’ll keep it around a little longer.” 
 
    He was about to retort when one of the players approached me. “Hey, Chief.” 
 
    “Hello, Sullivan. Thank you for coming so quickly,” I said, completely ignoring the dark priest. 
 
    “That was pretty cool,” he said lightly. “Been a while since I’ve been part of a custom-made encounter. The rewards were sure worth it.” 
 
    I focused on him, drawing on the underlying tendrils of information. “So … you’ve made it to Friendly reputation with my clan,” I said. 
 
    He winked at me. “Sure did. Thanks for the huge reputation bonus, by the way. I’d like to be accepted into the clan now. I’m itching to try that Shadow-Touched thing.” 
 
    I nodded. I had promised the newcomers they would be able to join the GreenPiece Clan once they gained enough reputation. It was a calculated move to make sure they’d be invested in the clan and help in its development. “I hereby accept you into the GreenPiece Clan.” 
 
    The darkness flared up at Sullivan’s feet, swirling around him and wrapping him in a black cocoon. When he emerged from it, his skin tone was a few shades darker, and black patches were clearly visible on his bare arms. 
 
    “Cool,” he said, his eyes distant as he read the changes to his character. “Thanks, Chief!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said evenly. 
 
    Everyone but Kaedric left the courtyard, finally giving me time to claim my prize. 
 
    I dropped down into the arena pit and approached the plain-looking log at the center. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Totem Piece: Gremlin 
  Description: This piece of totem represents a conquered camp of gremlins. It can be added to the main totem pole of another clan, granting it a gremlin-related feature. 
  Type: Settlement totem 
  Effect I: +10 clan morale 
  Effect II: +20% to all craft and research-related skills 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Awesome!” I said loudly, drawing a puzzled look from the mandibled seneschal. The morale bonus was nice, but the other reward was amazing. The bonus was limited to crafters and researchers, but I had plenty of those. The boost would significantly increase our four researchers’ productivity, almost counting as a new researcher on its own. The crafters – namely the smiths – would similarly be getting a substantial increase in their productivity. Since everyone was working toward the military effort, that bonus translated into a direct increase in our military strength. “Get someone to add this to the totem pole on top of the Chief’s Haunt.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Kaedric said. 
 
    There was a sudden ruckus from the direction of the forest, and a squad of hob guards could be heard running toward the noise. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded. 
 
    My seneschal’s eyes became distant. After a moment, they refocused on me. “The hunters have returned, my lord.” 
 
    Hunters? My eyes opened wide as I realized what it meant. Tika! 
 
    I climbed out of the pit and ran after the soldiers.


 
   
  
 

 20 – Homegoing 
 
      
 
    Twenty soldiers moved through the forest and into the open part of the valley. Ashlazaria led the way, followed by six Infernal Ogres and a dozen soldiers. They carried heavy packs filled with meat and fur. Zuban came walking behind them, bearing a small pack of his own. And following him was my Tika. 
 
    The beautiful goblinette had changed since I last saw her a week ago. Her belly was noticeably bigger, and she walked with an air of confidence about her. She didn’t carry any packs, but she was holding the ends of three ropes. As she emerged from between the trees, I stopped to stare at what she was pulling behind her. 
 
    Three young oxsaurian bulls followed the huntress. Their heads lay low as they obediently kept pace with her, bellowing softly. Though obviously young, the creatures were as big as Tempest, and at level 10, they could have easily trampled my spouse if they chose to. 
 
    Tika raised her head, her eyes widening as she spotted me, and a delighted smile appeared on her face. I let the soldiers pass me by then approached her with open arms. 
 
    Tika fell into my embrace. We held each other for a long moment until the stares from the clan and the three bulls with their big, wet eyes started making me uncomfortable. We separated but kept holding hands. 
 
    “How the hell did you convince those oxsaurians to follow you here?” I asked. 
 
    To my surprise, Tika pouted. “It was supposed to be a surprise. I even asked Kaedric not to tell you.” 
 
    Her reply confused me. “What do you mean? You just got here, and Kaedric didn’t mention anything about the bulls.” 
 
    Tika shook her head. “This is not the whole surprise. Follow me.” 
 
    I followed the huntress and her beasts, motioning for Kaedric and Zuban to join us. We crossed the settlement, heading in the cave’s general direction. Tika broke off the main road, leading us toward the large pen we had built a while ago. It was designed by Ogres; I’d looted its blueprint while raiding their lair. I had the structure built for livestock, which I’d planned to acquire eventually. It was overkill for cows and sheep, but it was easier using an existing schema than having the researchers come up with a new one. 
 
    To my surprise, more bellows welcomed us as we approached the stone enclosure. Four cows were already waiting inside. 
 
    “Surprise!” Tika said. “I wanted to have a fully operational oxsaurian pen when you got back, but I didn’t expect you here so soon.” 
 
    “I’m not done in Akzar yet; I just found a way to come visit. But that doesn’t matter.” I took both her hands and looked into her eyes. “Tika, this is a wonderful surprise. I’m proud of – and amazed by – you.” 
 
    The huntress blushed and looked away. “It wasn’t very hard.” 
 
    “It’s still amazing,” I said. ”I honestly couldn’t figure out how we were ever going to populate this place. This is going to give a huge boost to our meat production.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We need at least 12 oxsaurians before we can start using them for meat. I should get us there in two more hunting trips. By the time you get back, we’ll have a fully stocked pen.” 
 
    “I don’t like you leaving the clan while pregnant, especially for something as dangerous as hunting oxsaurians. A single beast can easily kill an Ogre.” 
 
    She caressed my cheek affectionately. “You worry too much. This is what I was born to do. I hunt. I provide meat. Being pregnant doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I didn’t like it one bit. I frowned when I realized something else. Tika was almost as big as the other goblin females when they gave birth. 
 
    “Wait, shouldn’t you have given birth already? It’s been … eight days, right?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Pregnancy matters not,” she repeated. “Baby comes when baby comes. Until then, I hunt, and I catch more cows.” There was a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You’ll have to find a proper butcher, or Gandork will have a seizure trying to handle huge slabs of oxsaurian meat.” 
 
    I chuckled at the mental image of the fat cook struggling under a steak that was bigger than him. “How did you even manage to capture those in the first place?” 
 
    “I am a huntress,” she said simply. “I know how to lead hunting parties, how to find the best prey, and also how to capture the young if I want to.” 
 
    Something clicked. She was referring to her Forage skill. When she reached the Apprentice rank, she gained the ability to lead a hunting party and to hunt larger game. It never occurred to me that a ‘hunting party’ could also constitute a squad of warriors. 
 
    Zuban stepped forward. “Your mate is correct. She directed the entire hunt, luring one beast at a time, tiring it by having it chase the soldiers and rotating them to avoid harm. She was quite magnificent. None of our boys got hurt.” 
 
    I looked at my woman with new respect. By the sound of it, the hunt was better under her lead than mine. 
 
    “And how was the hunt for you, Zuban?” I asked my chief constructor as I inspected him. He’d gained two levels since I had left the clan and was level 30 already. 
 
    He shuddered. “Dreadful. Tika forced me to draw the attention of one of the oxsaurians and keep running while the soldiers hacked it apart. I honestly thought it was going to impale me.” 
 
    “It seems to be working though,” I said. 
 
    I needed Zuban at Expert rank, and he needed 10 more levels to get his skill cap high enough. I considered bumping him up to 40 right then with our energy budget. But one look at the Settlement Interface scratched that idea. It would take 40,000 energy points, and even if I had that much, his skill would still take time to catch up to his new cap. It was better to let my foreman grow naturally by hunting oxsaurians. I could always use the energy to buy him the last few levels or skill points if it became necessary. 
 
    “I will be in our house, resting.” Tika gave me a meaningful look before walking away. 
 
    “I really don’t like being away from the clan for so long, Dread Totem,” Zuban said. “My associate, Wolrig, can’t direct all the builders on his own, and we’re just about ready to start construction on the Dreamer’s Lodge.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We need you at Expert rank to fix the Breeder’s Den. All of Tika’s hard work capturing these bulls will go to waste if we have nothing to do with all the excess meat.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem,” he said, though he was obviously not pleased. “However, the builders are still working on the clan’s restoration. If I’m away on another hunting trip when they’re done, there won’t be anyone to put them to work on the more advanced buildings. Wolrig is not up for the task yet.” 
 
    “Hmm …” I considered his words. “But you can assign their work before leaving, right? After all, these last few weeks you’ve been spending most of your time at the Research Center, away from the construction sites.” 
 
    He nodded. “All I need to do is assign their project, and then they can work on their own. That’s how I manage multiple builds at once.” 
 
    “Then you have your answer,” I said. “Just put them to work on the Dreamer’s Lodge before you go on the next hunting trip.” 
 
    “But Tika set it for tomorrow,” he protested. “The builders will probably finish the clan’s restoration while I’m away and will remain idle until my return.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that is a problem,” I said. “Luckily, I have the solution.” I accessed the Settlement Interface again, navigated to the Construction tab, and hit the ‘Rush’ button. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush settlement’s renovation for 300 EP? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I hit ‘Yes,’ leaving me around 8,500 energy points. 
 
    All around us, buildings across the settlement began to glow as magic patched the remaining damage they’d sustained during the attack. It only took a few moments before it was all over, and my village was whole once again. 
 
    “There,” I said. “Get the builders started on the Dreamer’s Lodge. Something tells me we’re going to need it soon. Kaedric, use the Export Office to bring in the resources we’re missing.” 
 
    The mandibled seneschal bowed his head. “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Here.” I handed Zuban a pouch with 20 void crystals. “You’ll need these as well.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” Zuban gazed in wonder at the bulging pouch. “We have plenty of obsidian and metal. We’ll begin construction immediately.” 
 
    “Good. Build it close to the cliff’s walls, next to Barzel’s smithy.” There was always the risk of occasional explosions when creating new enchantments. It was best to keep the building far from the center of the settlement. 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem,” Zuban said, then headed off. 
 
    “My lord,” Kaedric said. “Due to Tika’s request, I have avoided this part of the settlement on our survey. As you can see from here, our farmland is flourishing.” 
 
    The two goblin farmers were working not far from the pen. I spotted the heavy plow I’d brought them nearby. 
 
    “I believe this concludes our review of the clan, my lord,” Kaedric said. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Nope.” I flashed him a grin. “There’s only one more place left for me to visit, and I don’t need your help in there. But before l go …” I concentrated and added the seneschal to my war party. Combined with my telepathy-granting Earring of the Warlord, his psionics would allow us to maintain a two-way communication channel. I’ll see you later, I projected to him before teleporting away. 
 
    I reappeared in my room. Tika was already waiting for me, partially covered by our bed furs. Her tight leather outfit lay on the table on the far side of the room. 
 
    “Come to bed,” she whispered. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    It took me less than three seconds to lose all my clothes and join her in bed. 
 
    It was good being the chief. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up a few hours later, still embracing Tika. My recurring dream hadn’t plagued my sleep, and I felt serene. Whole. 
 
    It was morning already, though the Eternal Night blessing shrouded the valley in perpetual darkness. 
 
    Akzar had drawn out the savage in me. Ironically, being back in my clan among goblins made me feel more like my old self again. Like a human player. 
 
    I got out of bed and bent to kiss Tika’s forehead and swollen belly. I thought about waking her, but the wily goblinette wasn’t much of a morning person, and we’d already said our goodbyes. 
 
    I left the house and made my way to the mess hall. I had to return to Akzar, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to have some of Gandork’s excellent food before leaving. 
 
    It was already past the end of the day for my clan, and only a few soldiers were in the mess hall when I entered. Gandork was cooking in the kitchen, using a smaller cauldron than usual. The goblin’s figure kept getting rounder. Before, he was merely fat; now, he was practically obese. His eyes shone with delight when he spotted me. 
 
    “Dread Totem, welcome!” he said. “I was just about to close the kitchen. Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’ve missed your cooking, Gandork. I mostly ate scraps these last few days.” 
 
    “I’ll bring you something special then, Dread Totem. It will be just a moment.” 
 
    He trudged back to the kitchen and I watched him pull out cookware and ingredients. Soon, a pleasant aroma filled the entire room. Once he was done, he presented me with a steaming platter of tenderized meat covered with thick gravy and chunky bits. 
 
    I took a bite and sighed as the flavors washed over my tongue. “Gandork, you outdid yourself,” I said, savoring another bite. 
 
    The rotund cook blushed. “It is nothing, Dread Totem. I merely mixed a little of the stew’s leftover meat with magmashroom bits and meat pie gravy.” 
 
    “It’s delicious,” I said. “Here, I have something for you.” I handed him a piece of paper. 
 
    “What is this?” He peered curiously at the note. 
 
    “A famous innkeeper joined our clan. I asked him to give me his special recipe, and now I give it to you.” 
 
    “Elephant steaks?” Gandork’s eyes widened. “But … this is a recipe for exquisite food!” 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned at him. “I just hope you can make better sense of the instructions than I did. I have no idea what ‘fine cut’ means. It’s one of the ingredients.” 
 
    The goblin cook was still immersed in the piece of paper. “It is a special cut of meat,” he said. “Everyone can extract simple raw meat, but it takes an experienced butcher to make finely cut ones. Other than that, we have the rest of the ingredients.” 
 
    As advanced workers, butchers were beyond my reach at the moment. “When we get the Breeder’s Den up and running, I’ll recruit a butcher,” I said. 
 
    That recipe could be the key to summoning greater quantities of the highest-tier troops. Though it required a large number of ingredients for a relatively low amount of produced food, they were more readily available. In contrast, our existing exquisite recipe, Crisp Hot Worms, required exceedingly rare ingredients. 
 
    I finished my breakfast and got up. “This was truly excellent, Gandork. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    I smiled as I took in the delighted look on the fat cook’s face. Then I called for my magic and teleported away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was hurled through the air and crash-landed into a row of benches, throwing splinters and alarmed hobs in all directions. 
 
    I slowly got to my feet and took in my surroundings. I had returned to Nihilator’s cathedral in Akzar. Despite being allowed through the city wards, it seemed they still had some adverse effects on teleportation. 
 
    Reiner ran toward me with several workers at his heels. “Are you alright, Dread Totem?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I grunted and dusted off my priest’s robes. “It was just a little rough on the landing.” 
 
    He motioned at the workers, and they quickly moved to pick up the fallen benches and dispose of the broken ones. 
 
    “You received a message while you were away.” He handed me a piece of crumpled paper. 
 
    I opened the letter. The note looked like it had been hastily written. ‘Heard you earned access to the upper ring. Congratulations. Come to see me before anything else. You won’t regret it. Ted Mercury, Alchemist’ 
 
    I frowned. “Who the hell is Ted Mercury?” 
 
    <Don’t you remember, Boss? It’s that halfling you spotted when you scouted the upper ring.> 
 
    He was right, but I still couldn’t understand how a halfling – which was a player race – had found himself working as an alchemist in a hobgoblin town. On top of that, he appeared to be fairly well connected if he had heard of my success in reaching his ring. 
 
    “Bah!” I crumpled the letter and threw it away. It was just another distraction NEO was throwing at me; something other players would find thrilling but was counterproductive to my goals. 
 
    I sent my thoughts to my war party. Bob, Yulli, come and meet me outside the cathedral. 
 
    The two showed up quickly. Bob looked reserved as usual but there was a small crowd of hob admirers following Yulli when she arrived. As an arena champion, she was something of a local celebrity. 
 
    I ignored the crowd and directed my gaze to my companions. “It’s time to go to the upper ring.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The morning traffic was light and we made it through Akzar’s streets unhindered. 
 
    Calger was once again at his post, guarding the entrance to the upper ring. 
 
    I gave him a condescending look. “Move aside and let me enter.” 
 
    He huffed. “So you tricked a couple of citizens to sponsor you, so what?” 
 
    “You forgot that The Church of Nihilator is now a recognized religious faction.” I crossed my arms. “I am a high priest of Nihilator, now let me pass.” 
 
    He grinned maliciously and cleared the path. “Of course. High priests are entitled to free access, after all.” 
 
    I froze and turned to look at him. “Are you telling me I didn’t need patrons to sponsor my entry?” 
 
    He chuckled. “A blessing and two patrons are one way to enter. There are others, as you’ve just discovered.” 
 
    “You tricked me.” I nearly spat out the words, clenching my fists. 
 
    He looked at me with contempt. “You deceived yourself. You only asked how to gain permission to enter. You never thought of asking who else is allowed entry. You might be a high priest, but you’re still a stupid, sniveling goblin.” His hand reached for his weapon. “What are you going to do about it, vermin?” 
 
    Bob put a hand on my shoulder. “That will do. He’s upset because he can’t do anything to stop you from entering, so he tries to provoke you. This is his last chance. If you raise your hand against him, you’ll be arrested.” 
 
    He was right, of course. I drew in a steadying breath, forcing myself to relax. Yulli gave the powerfully built guard a stern look. “We’ll be going in now.” 
 
    The hob twisted his nose. “As you say, Champion.” 
 
    We walked through the small gate, leaving the guard behind us. I looked around and smiled grimly. The upper ring was as opulent and luxurious as I remembered. We’d done it. 
 
    “What now, Dread Totem?” Bob asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    I pointed at the Shamans’ Tower. “They’re the ones that threw me into the arena. They can’t act against me if they see me now, right?” 
 
    “No, Dread Totem,” the hob lieutenant said. “You are a recognized high priest of Akzar. They can’t act against you directly, but they’re not obligated to help, either.” 
 
    “And as crafty as these tricksters are, they’ll probably find other ways to hinder us,” Yulli added. 
 
    She made a good point, but I didn’t care, I just needed to make sure I wouldn’t be attacked on sight. 
 
    I was moments from brokering the deal I needed, then I would be out of this accursed city for good. I walked determinedly toward the tower. 
 
    “Dread Totem!” Bob said in protest. 
 
    “I want my shadow clone back,” I said, not slowing down. We reached the tower’s double doors, and I banged on them loudly. 
 
    After a long moment, the doors opened and a single hob stepped out. His heavily lined face sported a long white beard and one eye that burned with an orange flame. 
 
    “You!” I hissed, clutching my demon staff tighter. It was the hob magician who had captured and interrogated me. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here?” The old shaman looked down at me with mild interest. “Didn’t I take care of you already?” 
 
    “I came for my shadow,” I spat. 
 
    He laughed mirthlessly. “I think I’ll keep it a while longer. It is an interesting … specimen.” 
 
    “Give it back, or I’ll take it back,” I said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “Ha! I’d like to see you try!” He tore off his robes with a flourish, revealing a surprisingly fit body. His lean, slightly hunched figure was wired with taut muscles, and in his hands, he held two weapons that looked like half-moon tambourines. He assumed a battle stance and looked at me expectantly. 
 
    I hesitated. He was too eager for this fight. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Terdamesh, Hobgoblin Champion, Shaman [Boss Tier 3] 
  Level: 50 
  Abilities: P: 8, M: 47, S: 0 
  HP: 1,550, M: 2,090 
  Skills: Demon Calling 57, Runecraft 57, Blight 42, Ward 40, Raging Spirit 40, Unarmed Combat 28 
  Traits: Infernal Eye, Demonic Heritage 
  Background: Terdamesh killed his way to the top of Akzar’s shamans. He often practices demon rituals in his attempts to augment his power. His insatiable hunger for blood and violence led him to begin competing in the arena, where he rose until he became the Magical branch’s champion. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” The old hob’s burning eye flickered maliciously. “Don’t you want to rescue your poor shadow? He is lonely and misses you terribly.” 
 
    Bob stood between us. “He’s just trying to goad you into attacking him,” he said calmly. “It’s the same as with that guard, except attacking shamans is considered a high crime against the city.” 
 
    “Are you going to hide behind your followers?” Terdamesh mocked. “Let’s see how a high priest fares against Akzar’s champion of magic.” 
 
    I lowered my staff. “Oh, we’ll find that out soon enough. I will conquer my way up the arena and challenge you there. You won’t be able to hide behind your laws then.” 
 
    “Ha! Your whelp over there,” he gestured at Yulli, “just barely won against the lowest of the champions. You will find me a much more serious adversary. I look forward to meeting your challenge. I’ll even put up your shadow as a reward if you win. Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    With that, the overconfident magician went back inside the tower, slamming the doors behind him. 
 
    “I don’t know, Boss,” Yulli said skeptically. “He does look stronger than Barbwire.” 
 
    I nodded. Terdamesh was a tier 3 boss, whereas the Ranged champion was only tier 2. Yulli would be a bad fit against him. The magical-typed arena would no doubt impose severe penalties on her bowmanship. 
 
    “We’ll deal with him soon enough,” I said darkly. “And he won’t see it coming.” 
 
    “What now, Chief?” the scout asked. 
 
    “We have an appointment with some high-quality Viridium.” 
 
    We crossed the ring’s main square to reach the armor shop. Several curious passersby and guards looked our way, but no one tried to stop us. 
 
    I pushed the shop’s door open and stepped inside. Gleaming plates were mounted on dummies. Savage-looking spiked shields hung from the walls, many of them exuding traces of magic. Two well-dressed goblins were dusting shelves. There was a small staircase leading to the second floor. 
 
    Bartun was standing behind the counter looking at us with a pleased smile. “You’ve made it. Well done.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Prospective Employment 
  You have reached Bartun Ravencaller at his shop in the upper ring. 
  Reward: 800 XP, +400 reputation with Akzar. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Two suits of animated armor stood by his side, their empty eye holes following our every movement. 
 
    The hob noticed my look. “What do you think of my new guards?” he asked proudly. 
 
    The suits were a type of construct, like my golem. They were stronger and deadlier than their level 50 would suggest and completely immune to any type of mind control magic. 
 
    “Not bad,” I admitted begrudgingly. 
 
    He chuckled. “I have you to thank for showing me the need for better guards, though they cost a fortune.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said dryly. “So, about the job you wanted us to–” 
 
    “Shhh.” The hob raised a finger and looked around in alarm. “Not here. Follow me.” 
 
    He led us to a side door and beckoned us in. We entered a spacious warehouse with a five-meter high roof. The place was packed full with crates, boxes, and barrels. With the animated suits following him, Bartun led us to one of the wooden boxes and lifted the lid. Rows of polished Viridium spheres lay neatly inside. I estimated there were at least 30, and dozens of other such boxes were in the warehouse. 
 
    I was itching to grab the precious metal, but I knew better. I would never be able to carry enough with me to make a real difference, and my ultimate goal was a long-term trade agreement that I could use via the Export Office. 
 
    When he judged that I’d seen my fill, the merchant lowered the lid and motioned for us to follow him. He led us to a metal trapdoor and pressed something shiny against it, causing it to rise on its own. Once the door was open, I could see it was about 10 centimeters thick. The hob descended the stairs, beckoning us to follow. The two menacing suits of animated armor stayed behind, guarding the entrance. 
 
    As soon as I put my feet on the top stair, I felt powerful wards pressing against me. I could only get a general sense of their purpose; soundproofing, divination wards, anti-enchantment wards, and a few others. My body felt cumbersome as the powerful protection nullified the enchantment of some of my items, making them heavier. That also explained why the animated tin cans remained behind. Thankfully, the Epic demon staff was completely unaffected. 
 
    There were tables, chairs, and a few more crates in the room. The walls were lined with shelves, but only a few held any items. 
 
    “Now we can talk,” the merchant said with a smile. “I had this room specially enchanted to avoid spies. Everything we say will remain between us.” 
 
    “I’d say that’s an understatement.” I scanned the room. “You’ve made this place into a magical fortress.” 
 
    He grunted in approval. “I see I was right about you the first time; you are very perceptive …” I could almost hear him finish in his mind ‘… for a goblin.’ He cleared his throat. “Anyway, this is where I hold my most secret and dangerous meetings.” 
 
    “And how is that going for you, now that your new bodyguards can’t get in?” 
 
    “It is a mild inconvenience,” he admitted. “But they more than make up for it as a deterrent. I should probably mention that if something happens to me, they will kill anyone trying to leave this place.” 
 
    The threat was not an idle one. As constructs, the animated suits of armor were highly durable and resistant to magic. They were mage killers, the optimal counter for pesky goblin Totems. 
 
    I crossed my arms. This was getting ridiculous. It was obvious he was going to offer us a questionable – and probably illegal – quest. A quest we’d no doubt have to go an extra mile to complete while my prize was sitting just a few meters above my head. But I had no choice; I had to play along. “You said you needed strong warriors that aren’t affiliated with Akzar. Well, here we are.” 
 
    He nodded. “And you have proven yourself capable by gaining entrance to the upper ring. There are hobs who have lived in the city since its founding who have not made it here.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. “I am a merchant. My mission in life is to become the best. It took some doing, but I finally became the head of Akzar’s merchant guild, and my shop offers the best armor in the entire city. My wares are prized by elites and arena champions alike.” 
 
    There was no question his wares were of high quality, though nothing struck me as truly powerful. “So what do you need us for?” 
 
    He put his hands behind his back and started pacing. “I came to Akzar from the capital as a young, inexperienced merchant. It was an interesting experience, but I’ve outgrown this place. I want to return to the capital and show everyone how successful I’ve become.” 
 
    “But back there, you’ll be nothing more than another rich merchant, right?” I guessed. “Just another big fish in the ocean.” 
 
    He stopped pacing and looked at me with a start. “You’re even more perceptive than I presumed, goblin. Yes, you are correct, I have no wish to return and become another moderately successful merchant without real influence. I need something special … an edge that will carry me to the upper ranks of society.” 
 
    “I can help you enchant some of your items,” I suggested. “And I have a very good working relationship with a Minotaur smith – the best in Akzar, I believe.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Though valuable, what you suggest is still not enough. My people have plenty of enchanters, and the capital boasts scores of master smiths. No, the only ones who can rival the ingenuity of hobgoblin crafters are … the dwarves.” 
 
    I felt a sudden pang of rage at the mention of that hated race, but my mind was clear enough to hold myself in check. “The dwarves do have a reputation for being the ultimate masters of the forge, but they are still dwarves. Our mortal enemies.” 
 
    He nodded again. “Now you know why the need for secrecy. If anyone in Akzar hears about this, I’ll be charged with treason and executed. That’s also the reason I need the help of capable, strong outsiders.” 
 
    “What is it …” I said slowly, “… that you need us to do, exactly?” 
 
    “I want you to head out and find the dwarven clan in the hills north of here. I want you to offer them a deal on my behalf, and I want you to do your best to convince them to take it. If you manage that, I’ll be able to import valuable dwarven-made items. They are highly sought after and can only be looted during raids or taken as spoils of battle. If you help me corner the market, I’ll make a fortune.” 
 
    “That’s nice for you,” I said. “But aren’t you afraid we’ll betray what you just told us to the guards?” 
 
    He snorted. “It’ll be your word against mine.” 
 
    “I’m a high priest,” I reminded him. “And Yulli’s an arena champion.” 
 
    A flash of concern crossed his face for a moment before he laughed. “You’re only trying to get the upper hand in our negotiation. I applaud your tenacity, but it won’t work. I’m the head of the traders guild; no one will believe you. So consider your words carefully.” 
 
    I smirked at him. “It was worth a try. But what do I get out of it? It sounds like a tall order for a couple of metal balls.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Spoken like a true merchant. Aside from opening Akzar’s market to your clan, I’ll offer you gold and any three items from my shop. Also, I’ll remember your help. Having a powerful ally in the capital is not a small thing in itself.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have received a new quest: Trade Negotiations I 
  Bartun has asked you to help him establish trade relations with a nearby clan of dwarves. However, the short folk view all goblinoid species as hated foes, making it a difficult undertaking. Alternatively, the deal sounds highly illegal. You could report on Bartun’s activities to the proper authorities. 
  Type: Unique, chain 
  Reward: 5,000 XP, +1,000 RP to GreenPiece with Akzar, +4,000 RP with Bartun, unlock trade agreement option, 5,000 gold, any three items of your choosing. 
  Alternate reward: Unknown 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The main reward was enticing, making the option to betray him much less appealing. I’d already spotted several high-quality pieces of armor that would greatly increase the strength of my elites. 
 
    “Still, how the hell am I supposed to approach the dwarves?” I said. “They hate goblins even more than you hobs. They’ll attack us on sight. We’ll be forced to kill them, and that would defeat the entire purpose of this trip.” 
 
    The merchant looked insulted. “Do you think I haven't thought of that? I’ve had scouts and spies watching and reporting back to me for months. It just so happens that a sizable prospecting party disappeared several weeks ago, including one of the dwarves’ hero warpriests. My sources indicated they were heading to the western mountain range in search of new gem deposits. That area is dangerous and full of strong monsters, so it’s safe to assume they ran into trouble, which makes for an ideal opportunity for us. If you can discover their fate – or better yet, find any alive and bring them back – their clan should be willing to hear you out.” 
 
    I felt a pit open up in my stomach. That sounded too familiar. “The clan’s name isn’t BoulderBelly by any chance?” 
 
    He looked at me with surprise. “Yes, how did you know that?” 
 
    Shadow-crap! I cursed to myself. I’d already encountered the party of dwarves Bartun was talking about. We’d freed them from the prison the demons had put them in, but their hero – Kuzai – remained with us. The dwarves I’d released would remember the goblin who freed them, but I highly doubted their clan would be understanding if I showed up without their warpriest. Taking Kuzai as he was now also didn’t strike me as a good idea. The newly incarnated priest looked nothing like his old self and would gladly sacrifice his former people. 
 
    <Well, you really botched this one, Boss,> Vic said. <You didn’t have to sacrifice Kuzai. You could’ve just as easily used that Ogre demon to sanctify the shrine. Actions have consequences, you know.> 
 
    Yeah, I know, Vic. Thanks, I shot back at him. 
 
    The merchant was still looking at me. “Well, what do you say?” 
 
    Perhaps I can convince the dwarves that Kuzai died valiantly to avenge their fallen. Dwarves are suckers for heroic last-stand crap like that. I looked back at Bartun. “We accept.” 
 
    “Excellent!” He beamed. “Here, take this.” He handed me a large bag. 
 
    “What’s this?” I sniffed it suspiciously. The bag gave off a pleasant aroma, like dried potpourri. 
 
    “Rare and exotic spices, a gift for the dwarves. They value them greatly, as they can only be gathered above ground. Use it to seal the deal.” 
 
    There were 50 units of exquisite spices. Gandork could’ve put those to good use, I lamented. I closed the sack and nodded. 
 
    “Good. Now go, you have a long and dangerous road ahead of you.” 
 
    He had no idea how right he was.


 
   
  
 

 21 – Questionable Dealings 
 
      
 
    “What now, Chief?” Yulli asked as soon as we left the shop. “Do we prep for a long trek to the mountains?” 
 
    I really didn’t feel like it. I wasn’t up for padding Bartun’s social status, and more importantly, I was pressed for time. This quest could easily take a week, or two. And I’ve never been a fan of following someone else’s plans when I could just as easily choose my own path. 
 
    “No,” I said, as I spotted another familiar building and remembered the letter from a certain Ted Mercury. Although I’d initially tried to avoid an unnecessary side quest, the way things developed suggested that paying him a visit might be the prudent thing to do. 
 
    “Let’s go see the alchemist.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We walked several blocks to reach the alchemy shop. When we stepped inside, we were greeted by the sight of monster parts stuffed in jars, mysterious bottles of powders, and a mess of vials and containers that filled the shop’s shelves. 
 
    The halfling merchant was standing behind the counter. “Well, it’s about time you showed up,” he said gruffly when he spotted us. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “I had business to take care of first.” 
 
    He froze. “Please tell me you didn’t go to speak with Bartun before coming to me.” 
 
    “I don’t plan my day based on random notes,” I said with annoyance, though I started having a bad feeling about the situation. 
 
    He grimaced. “So you did go and see him first. That’s too bad. The opportunity is now lost.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Who are you? And what the hell is a halfling doing in a hobgoblin city – in the upper ring, no less?” 
 
    Ted glared at me and leaned forward over the counter. “Who are you calling a halfling?” 
 
    “Ah … “ His intense reaction took me off guard. “You’re shorter than me, you’re pinkish, and don’t have any sharp teeth.” 
 
    “Ha!” He gestured dismissively, breaking the hostile atmosphere. “Don’t worry about it. I get a kick out of intimidating the curious. No, I’m a hobgoblin. Back when I was just an apprentice alchemist I fumbled an alteration potion and got stuck in this form. I assure you, I’m not a halfling.” 
 
    “But … ahem … your name is Ted Mercury, right? That’s not exactly a hob’s name.” Not to mention your metadata lists you as a halfling, I didn’t add. 
 
    “I’m a freaking hobgoblin, alright?” he snapped. 
 
    I raised my hands. “Of course, whatever you say. So, about the note you sent me … you wanted to talk?” 
 
    He rubbed his brow. “Yes. But the very person I was hoping you could help me with was the one you went to see first.” 
 
    I frowned. “So? What does it matter?” 
 
    “I wanted your help getting rid of him,” he said plainly. “But since you’ve already talked to him, I guess the opportunity is lost.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start from the beginning,” I suggested. “Maybe I can still help.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s no great secret that Bartun and I are rivals, but he also holds a personal grudge against me. As the trade faction leader, he hasn’t wasted time using his power to hinder me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because he’s an idiot who’s stuck in the old ways,” Ted spat. “Keeps calling me ‘that no-good fartling’ and sneers at me whenever we cross paths. I’m tired of having him lord his power over me, so I want him gone.” 
 
    “Err … killing him won’t be easy.” I said carefully. “He has powerful bodyguards, and a battle with them will probably draw the attention of the city guards.” 
 
    “What?” Ted’s eyes widened. “I don’t want him killed. That would destabilize Akzar’s economy and throw the faction into chaos. No, I just want him disgraced and out of business.” 
 
    “So you hoped we’d get some sort of incriminating evidence against him in our meeting,” I reasoned. Things were starting to come together. 
 
    He nodded. “I got hints of him trying to recruit adventurers for something illegal, though I don’t know what, exactly. I’d hoped you could gain his trust and find something I can use against him.” 
 
    “And what would we be getting out of such a deal? Bartun has the connections and access to the goods we require. What can you offer us that would make it worth betraying him?” 
 
    “Once he’s out of the way, I’ll be in a position to get you all the Viridium you need,” he said. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “How the hell do you know what I’m after?” 
 
    “Spies,” he said simply. “I always have a few ears in The Dancing Shade. Bartun’s no fool to have spoken with you in his safe room.” 
 
    His story made sense. Although I’d agreed to Bartun’s quest, I didn’t particularly feel compelled to see it through. I’d much rather side with a scrupulous not-halfling than a devious hob. Besides, the original quest practically force-fed me the option of betraying him. 
 
    “He wants to establish trade relations with the dwarves,” I said, making up my mind. 
 
    Ted took the news in stride. “Interesting … If he succeeds, he’ll be able to corner the market on dwarven goods and make a fortune. That won’t do. I have to stop him.” 
 
    “Can’t you just … you know …” I felt ridiculous saying the words. “Tell on him?” 
 
    The not-halfling shook his head. “I need tangible proof to bring to the authorities. Your word alone won’t suffice against his.” 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    He sighed. “That’s exactly why I wanted to have this talk before you met him. Had you known in advance, you might have been able to steer the conversation and get some incriminating evidence. A letter, a smuggled shipment … something. But you can’t go back to him now and raise the issue again. It’ll be too suspicious.” 
 
    “He did give me a bag full of rare spices as an offering to the dwarves,” I said. 
 
    Ted gave me a disgusted look. 
 
    <Oh, wow,> Vic said. <That expression’s priceless. I gotta learn how to copy that. It’s almost like he’s saying: Good for you, you’ve just qualified as the sixth Spice Girl … Scary Spice! Wait … that one’s already taken … I know! You can go by GreenSpice, you know, because you’re from the GreenPiece Clan, see?> 
 
    Yeah, Vic, I get it. Very funny. 
 
    I looked back at the alchemist. “I’ll get back there after dark and find you the evidence you’re looking for.” 
 
    “You’ll excuse me if I don’t hold my breath,” Ted said. “But just in case, don’t steal anything from his shop. We don’t want to draw unwanted attention to ourselves. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Updated: Trade Negotiations II 
  Bartun has asked you to help him establish trade relations with a nearby clan of dwarves. You have decided to betray this information to one of his rivals, Ted Mercury. Ted needs tangible proof to bring the armor merchant down. Alternatively, continue with Bartun’s quest. 
  Type: Unique, chain 
  Bartun Reward: 5,000 XP, +1,000 RP to GreenPiece with Akzar, +4,000 RP with Bartun, 5,000 gold, any three items of your choosing, unlock trade agreement option, -6,000 RP with Ted Mercury. 
  Ted Reward: 5,000 XP, +1,000 RP to GreenPiece with Akzar, +4,000 RP with Ted Mercury, 5,000 gold, unlock trade agreement option, -10,000 RP with Bartun, significant discount in Ted’s shop. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The offered rewards for betraying my ‘employer’ were less appealing than helping him, but the time it would save more than made up for that. The GreenPiece Clan would get the Viridium it needed either way, so my main goal would be achieved regardless. 
 
    “So … ahem …” I tried changing the subject. “What sort of alchemy are you doing here?” I didn’t mind stocking up on some high-grade potions. 
 
    “I don’t think I have anything here that would be of interest to you,” he answered coldly. 
 
    The message was loud and clear. I’d have to complete the not-halfling’s quest first and restore his trust in me before getting anything else out of him. 
 
    We exited the alchemy shop and took a look around. The upper ring was bustling. Rich merchants were walking side by side with nobles, and high-level guards kept a watchful eye on everything. There were several high-end shops I hadn't visited yet, but my eyes were instantly drawn to one of them. A single word was written on its sign: “Magic.” 
 
    I entered the shop with Bob and Yulli following close behind. It was a small room with a few steps leading from the entrance to the main floor. The walls were lined with bookshelves. A richly decorated desk with several glass cases was located in the center of the room. A hob wearing red and gold robes sat behind it. “Welcome to my shop,” he said, looking at Bob. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “What is it you’re offering, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    The merchant looked down at me with distaste, then his expression changed as he took note of my priestly robes. “We sell magical lore for shamans,” he answered reluctantly. “Demonic rituals mostly.” 
 
    “What are those?” I pointed at the magical items inside the glass cases. There was a cruel-looking jeweled dagger, a small shield with a pentagram, and even a tambourine. 
 
    “Shamanic tools,” he said. “Not meant for goblins.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “Well, do you have something that can be used by a goblin?” 
 
    He crinkled his nose then said, “I have a few things.” 
 
    He motioned for me to follow and led me to one of the shelves, pointing at several books. “Those can be used by anyone with magical aptitude. Look them over. I’ll be at my desk.” 
 
    I gazed at the books, fighting down my excitement. Skill books! Being stuck in the valley, it had been too long since I’d seen one. The last one I’d found taught me the Heal Followers spell. 
 
    I picked up the first book. It was a necromancy spell to raise skeletons – a basic spell that produced inferior types of undead. At 500 gold, it wasn’t worth the cost. Besides, my own Shadow Hound spell was much more powerful. The second book was the Firedart spell, a simple and common offensive spell. The damage was inferior to my Drilling Arrow spell, and even though diversity was important, at 1,200 gold it was too much to spend at the moment. 
 
    I picked up the third book. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Book: Spell, Touch of Decrepitude 
  Description: Contains knowledge of the spell ‘Touch of Decrepitude.’ 
  Effect: Read the book to gain the spell. 
  Base Price: 3,000 gold 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Holy crap. It wasn’t the dry item description that got me excited. The moment I touched the book, the metadata it contained flowed into my mind, allowing me to grasp the deeper secrets it held. 
 
    I carefully carried the book to the shopkeeper. “How much for this one?” 
 
    He threw an indifferent look at the book. “Thirty-five hundred gold.” 
 
    I winced. “Isn’t that a little bit too much?” 
 
    The merchant huffed in annoyance. “Now listen, goblin. You might be a priest but I’m used to dealing with Akzar’s finest shamans. I bought this book from the great Terdamesh himself. You won’t find such an advanced spell in all of Akzar.” 
 
    He had a point. An item’s base price could vary greatly based on rarity. “Will you accept 3,000?” I asked. It was almost my entire wealth. 
 
    “I can go down to 3,400,” he said. 
 
    “How about a deal for an arena champion?” Yulli cut in, on my mental nudge. “And I’ll even refrain from putting an arrow through your knee for insulting my church’s high priest,” she added, all on her own. 
 
    The hob’s eyes widened and he gulped. “For you, I’ll go down another hundred gold.” 
 
    “Thirty-two, final offer.” I crossed my arms. “Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “Err …” He glanced hesitantly at the formidable scout. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Good call,” Bob murmured. 
 
    I took out the two large diamonds I had taken from my room’s chest. “Will you agree to accept these as a portion of the deal? They are worth a thousand gold apiece.” 
 
    He took one of the diamonds and looked at it closely. “These are of fine quality, yes, I agree.” 
 
    “How about this?” I took out the unicorn charm necklace. 
 
    “Hmmm … very nice,” he said as he examined the unicorn’s sapphire eye with great interest. “I know a shaman who would love to get this piece. I’ll give you 400 gold for it.” 
 
    I fought down a smile. My Analyze skill had determined that the necklace was worth 300 gold. “Deal,” I said. “And here is the rest of the gold.” I took out 800 gold and put it on the counter, leaving me with roughly a thousand. 
 
    “Our deal is concluded, goblin,” he said. “Take your book and leave.” He threw a worried glance at Yulli, then added, “Please.” 
 
    “Well, as long as you ask nicely …” I led my companions out of the shop. 
 
    As soon as we were out, I activated the book. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Would you like to learn the spell Touch of Decrepitude? Yes/No 
  Success chance: 96% [base 50% + Lucky Bastard 46%] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was nice to finally see a numeric value attached to the skill. Lucky Bastard had been with me from the first day of my life as a goblin, but this was the first time I actually saw a message quantifying its effects. 
 
    With a 96 percent chance for success, I didn’t hesitate before confirming the message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Learning Failed! 
  You are too full of yourself. A 96% chance does not mean automatic success. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    For a moment, my heart dropped. Then I realized what was going on and clenched my teeth. “Vic!” 
 
    <Sorry, Boss,> the little miscreant chuckled. <I couldn’t help myself.> 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You’ve learned a new spell: Touch of Decrepitude (M) [active, monster race] 
  This spell drains the target’s life force, causing it to age rapidly. Due to the huge mana requirement and time it takes to activate, the spell is used mainly in demonic sacrificial rituals. The drained energy can be offered to a summoned demon or can be absorbed by the caster. 
  Cost: 100 MP per month drained. 
  Duration: 60 seconds per month drained. 
  Current Level 1: Novice 
  Effect: For every drained month, the caster gains 1 permanent HP (can be offered to a summoned demon instead during a summoning ritual to increase success by 1 percent per month drained). 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I grinned when I saw the spell’s description. It was just as the metadata had said. 
 
    <I still don’t get why you’re so excited Boss,> Vic said. <That spell isn’t really useful during combat, and you’re not much for raising demons anyway.> 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re looking at it all wrong, Vic. What’s my biggest problem with the clan right now?” 
 
    <The smell? No sense of internal decorum? It’s full of goblins?> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Without the Breeder’s Den, our population rises too slowly. A goblin takes about a week to mature into an adult, but a hobgoblin takes more than that, and an Ogre even more. With this handy little spell, I should be able to mature them into contributing members instantly. I’ll even earn a few hit points while I’m at it.” 
 
    <Hmmm …> Vic was silent for a long moment. <You’re the only one who can take a spell meant to abuse and torment a creature’s soul and turn it into a tool for settlement development.> 
 
    “So?” 
 
    <Yeah … not bad, Boss. I’ll give you that one.> 
 
    “That’s enough window shopping for now,” I said loudly. “Time to get back to our main mission.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at Nihilator’s cathedral, I sat in my room, deep in thought. 
 
    Double-crossing the armor merchant and helping Ted seemed to be the quickest way to secure our Viridium supply. But failure would make an enemy of Bartun and leave us with nothing. This was a delicate situation. 
 
    <Boss, Aidanriel would like to come out.> 
 
    What? Is he about to admit he’s sexually attracted to same-sex golems? 
 
    <That’s … just … wrong. On so many levels.> Vic disengaged from around my shoulders, forming into his goblin shape. 
 
    Yeah, sorry, I muttered and took out the spatial satchel holding the core and 12 Viridium spheres that made up the golem’s body. The worn bag disintegrated in my hands. 
 
    “Oi, hey mate,” the golem said merrily, reshaping into a tripod. “Gotta tell ya, I’m not a huge fan of stayin’ in that bit of decomposin’ meat wrappin’.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said. “I guess I sort of forgot that I left you in there.” 
 
    “Not to worry, mate.” He was quick to forgive. “I mean, it gave me a lot of time to think, ya know? Arrive at some insights.” 
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s gotta be Shiva. Without a doubt.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Ah, well, you see, mate, there was this huge blowout about–” 
 
    “That’s enough, Aidanriel.” Vic’s voice sounded surprisingly harsh. 
 
    “Oh, lighten up Viriel, there’s a perfectly good–” 
 
    “Oren doesn’t need to know this, so shut up or I’ll make you roll back into your purse.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way the conversation was going. “Vic, if there’s something going on that I need to know about …” 
 
    “There’s not, Boss, trust me. And you’ll be safer not knowing anyway.” 
 
    I looked between the two corporeal VIs. One looked as unyielding as steel. The other was the golem. By Vic’s posture and tone, there was no room for argument. Lacking any kind of leverage, I let it go. 
 
    “So, er …” Aidanriel said, “what are we doing now, mate?” 
 
    “I need to decide our next step,” I said. “I don’t really want to go out on a faraway quest that will take weeks and probably lead us to a dead end. But the alternative is me breaking curfew and sneaking into Bartun’s house to try and find something that can be used against him. Yulli and Bob won’t be able to join me. If I’m discovered, our entire mission will be jeopardized.” 
 
    “Well, you always got me, mate. I got your back. Too bad my satchel crumbled.” 
 
    “I’ve got three more,” I said distractedly. The golem’s suggestion had sent my brain rolling. 
 
    “Crikey! So I’ll just hop into one, and we can be on our way.” 
 
    “Hmm… no,” I said. 
 
    “Why not?” He sounded insulted. “Is it because I’m made of balls?” 
 
    “I … er … what?” 
 
    “Virael told me that you had a weird aversion to shining balls, which I’m made of.” 
 
    “Dad-dammit, brother!” Vic blurted out. “That was supposed to be an ultimate punchline down the road. You just messed up days of planning!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I should have felt intimidated or flattered by Vic’s investment in playing a practical joke on me. “A-anyway …” I stuttered, “what I meant to say is that I agree with you. You’d be a valuable asset, Aidanriel, but I need to give you a little upgrade first.” 
 
    Vic snickered. “Is it going to be a body-shop upgrade? Are you going to be manhandling his balls?” 
 
    “He really screwed you up by using that ‘I’m made of balls’ phrase out of turn, didn’t he?” I said. 
 
    Vic lowered his head and sighed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “So I was thinking.” I turned my attention back to the golem. “Stand still for a moment. There’s an open rune slot on your core and another one on each of your ‘beads.’ I’ve already used most of my known runes, so I won’t be able to add something flashy, but …” 
 
    I opened the Runecraft Interface and targeted the golem, then scowled. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Boss?” Vic asked. 
 
    “Aidanriel appears as an unsuitable target for enchantment,” I said. The golem’s holographic copy on my display showed as gray. I could clearly see his available rune slots on my view, though. “Give me one of your spheres,” I said. 
 
    The golem obediently complied. A single bead disengaged from the main body and rolled toward me. I targeted it on my screen. To my surprise, it now had two empty slots instead of one. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” I said. “My Runecraft skill has increased since I made those beads, so the number of rune slots increased as well.” Despite the joyous revelation, there was still a minor setback. The sphere remained gray on the display. “Shadow-crap!” 
 
    “Take it easy, Boss,” Vic said lightly. 
 
    “It should have worked,” I protested. “The skill should allow me to fill up unused slots.” 
 
    Vic chuckled. “On any other normal, Runecrafted, Viridium sphere-based golem – sure. But my brother here is a unique individual in his own right. The system reads him as an intelligent NPC, and you can’t Runecraft those. Well, normally.” 
 
    “So that means I wasted the extra space for nothing. Damn it, I should have just added another strength rune when I had the chance.” 
 
    “Oi, mates, mind not speakin’ about me like I’m not even here?” The golem sounded offended. “I’m a person and I got feelins’, ya know? I’m like a sea of churning emotions right now, under this beautiful metal shell.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vic said. “You are a person. And how do we upgrade another person, Boss?” The rebuke in his voice was palpable. 
 
    My eyes widened at the revelation. 
 
    “Now you get it, Boss,” Vic said. “Go do your thing.” 
 
    “Oi, what the hell are you two goin’ on about?” Aidanriel demanded. 
 
    The golem’s body was unique. His attributes, level, and strength were based on the amount of ‘beads’ his body contained, and the only way for him to raise in strength was to get more of them. But if what Vic had suggested was right … 
 
    “Give me your … erm … arm,” I said. 
 
    The golem stared at me for a long moment, then reached out a limb toward me. I put my hand on it and granted him the Lucky Bastard skill. 
 
    The golem’s sphere lit up like a Christmas tree, the glow flowed toward his main core and was ‘sucked’ into it. 
 
    “Oh, wow, what a rush,” Aidanriel said. “That was like having a really thorough and enlightening conversation between like-minded VIs.” 
 
    “Or to translate it into something Oren will understand – it was as good as your meat suits’ sweaty, sticky sex.” 
 
    I snapped my arm away from the golem’s still outreached limb. “That’s gross, Vic.” 
 
    He sighed. “That would have been the perfect opportunity to have him use the ‘I’m made of balls’ punchline.” 
 
    I took a good look at the golem. The empty rune slot on his core was gone. Instead, he now had the Lucky Bastard skill at level 1. 
 
    “Now that’s interesting …” I said. “Does that mean you can have as many skills as free slots?” With his 12 spheres, that would mean he had the potential capacity for 24 skills. 
 
    “I highly doubt it, Boss,” Vic said. There’s a reason the core absorbed it and not the beads. Try granting him one of your other skills.” 
 
    I considered his suggestions. Other than Lucky Bastard, my only Prime Badge skills were Drilling Arrow, Mana Drain, and Mana Infusion. The magical attack spells didn’t go well with the golem’s overall theme of a heavy-duty machine of destruction, but the last one had potential. 
 
    Placing my hand on the golem again, I granted him the Mana Infusion spell. This time the light show ran across from bead to bead, extending and dancing between them. The beads absorbed the light, leaving behind red vein-like lines. I examined the golem again with the Runecraft Design Mode and noted that all the spheres had lost one rune slot. 
 
    “Oi, that feels great!” Aidanriel exclaimed. Then he activated his new ability. 
 
    The thin red lines suddenly became thicker and began to pulsate as pure mana ran through them. His movement quickened and was more fluid. “Oi, that feels absolutely amazing!” He started bouncing from leg to leg to leg, dancing around the room. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted as I noticed something alarming. 
 
    The golem ceased his dancing and the red veins deflated. “What’s up, mate?” 
 
    ”Check your mana reserves,” I said. 
 
    “Oi, bloody hell,” he cried. “I just lost over a hundred mana.” 
 
    “Yeah, the skill I gave you changed. It’s now called ‘Overdrive’ and it drains your MP at an alarming rate.” 
 
    “But that’s not fair!” 
 
    “Think about it like this, brother,” Vic chimed in. “When you’re in battle and surrounded by enemies, you can use that ‘Overdrive’ for a short period. Ought to be real useful in raising up the meaty body count.” 
 
    “I reckon you’re right,” the golem said. “Crikey!” 
 
    I sighed. What have I done? I could grant one more skill to the golem, but I decided to leave it for the moment. 
 
    “So what now, mate?” 
 
    “There’s plenty of time till nightfall, so …” I sat down in my chair, took out several oxsaurian leather satchels, and started enchanting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Chief!” Yulli and Bob intercepted me as I headed for the cathedral’s exit. “Wait up.” 
 
    Yulli grinned at me. “You forgot to call us, Chief. Are we going to kill someone?” 
 
    “It will be curfew soon,” Bob said. “We shouldn’t be out for long.” 
 
    “You two aren’t coming,” I said bluntly. “I’m going to … well, I think it’s better if you don’t know. If something goes wrong, you will be able to deny having anything to do with it.” I nodded at Reiner as he approached us. 
 
    “Dread Totem,” Bob protested, “please do not do anything hasty. Even with the church’s might behind us, we are not above the city laws.” 
 
    “I know, that’s why you’re not coming. Don’t worry, I’ll be okay.” I patted the satchel on my belt. “I have all the help I need right there.” 
 
    From around my shoulders, Vicloak formed a mouth. “Besides, he has me.” 
 
    Yulli and Bob exchanged worried looks. 
 
    “I saw that!” My purple cloak billowed in protest. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said again. “I should be back by morning. If not, well …” I shrugged. “I’ll either be sent to the pits or a respawn.” 
 
    “What should we do then, Chief?” Yulli asked. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. If everything went well tonight, my mission here would be accomplished, and it would be time to return to the clan. As a sanctioned priest, I would be able to teleport back from the cathedral, but the ward would prevent me from bringing anyone else with me. 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take you two to return to Goblin’s Gorge?” I asked. 
 
    “Three days,” Bob said after a brief consideration. 
 
    Yulli snorted. “Three? We can make in two.” 
 
    Bob frowned. “We’ll need some provisions and equipment for the road.” 
 
    “Then go, now. I have great plans once I’m done with this city, and I’ll need both of you with me. Take all the provisions you need, don’t stop to hunt, and avoid conflicts. Make the best time you can.” 
 
    The two straightened. 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” 
 
    “At once, Dread Totem.” 
 
    I nodded at them. “Good luck. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    I left the cathedral and made my way through the twilight.


 
   
  
 

 Interlude: The Mob Squad 
 
      
 
    The Mob Squad sat in a shabby inn located in one of the seedier parts of Everance. Despite their abnormal appearance, no one gave them the time of day. Most of the other patrons were just as unsavory. Half wore hoods to hide their faces. 
 
    “Oh, this is just perfect!” Misa said, examining her new rings with delight. “I missed shopping.” 
 
    “Women, huh?” Fox grumbled. 
 
    “Like you’re one to talk,” the part-goblin, part-elf woman retorted. “You’ve been staring cow-eyed at that new shield of yours for the last 10 minutes.” 
 
    “At least I didn’t spend all my gold on jewelry,” the bugbear shot back. 
 
    “Come on, Fox,” said Riley. “You know better than that. I, for one, am thrilled to get back to civilization. As much as I like being a dark priest and all, the trade opportunities at Goblin’s Gorge are a little limited. It’s a chance for all of us to get better gear.” He looked pointedly at Fox. 
 
    The bugbear’s new gear was in a pristine condition. His old steel buckler had been replaced with a full-sized war shield. The sturdy piece was large enough to cover his entire torso and had curves at the top to scope the enemy while still protecting his neck. He was also sporting brand new chainmail, a helm, and his belt held a new dwarven battleaxe. 
 
    “Well, it has been nice, getting new gear,” said Raystia. The catgirl wore new, tight-fitting clothes with leather patches sewn in to protect her elbows and knees. This type of wear was comfortable and didn’t restrict her movement. “I mean, it’s nice to finally be able to spend the gold we earned at the clan.” 
 
    Misa buffed her ring. “Tell me about it. This beauty alone set me back 900 gold.” 
 
    Raystia blinked. “Err … isn’t that, like … all of your money?” 
 
    The elf winked at her. “I’ve had a little extra stashed away for rainy days.” 
 
    “Or for shopping sprees,” Fox grunted. 
 
    Misa shrugged. “Potatoes, potAHtoes.” 
 
    “So … ahem … what does the ring do?” Raystia asked. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” The elven woman looked around, noticing a signpost. She drew her arm back and then flung it forward. A thick steel chain erupted from her ring and wrapped several times around the post. 
 
    Raystia gulped. “Wow, that’s … ahem … unorthodox.” 
 
    The elf winked at her again. “Just a plain ole’ chainmaster, doing its thing.” 
 
    “Hush,” Fox said softly, nodding toward three players who were heading their way. 
 
    “Oh, god, did you see that shopkeeper’s face when we robbed him for the third time?” one of the two men said, leading the others to a table next to the Mob Squad’s. 
 
    “I felt a little bad about it,” the woman said, sitting down. “Did you notice when he realized it was us again? Almost made me reconsider joining the thieves guild.” 
 
    “Come on, he’s just an NPC,” the third player said, sitting down as well. “Everyone gets the quest to rob him three times. That’s the halfling’s sole purpose in NEO, to be robbed.” 
 
    “Still makes me feel kinda bad for him,” the woman said. “His reactions sounded so …real, it’s disconcerting.” 
 
    “You’re overthinking this. The hard part is behind us, now we just need to keep a low profile for an hour and we’re done.” 
 
    “Shit,” the other man said suddenly. “I think I spotted a guard uniform underneath a patron’s cloak. We gotta get out of here.” 
 
    The three stood up abruptly and hurried toward the exit. 
 
    “What a bunch of newbies,” Fox said. 
 
    Misa rolled her eyes. “Tell me about it. Who joins a generic thieves guild anymore? It’s so cliché.” 
 
    “Players will be players,” Riley said philosophically and took a swig from his mug. “So, what’s our next move?” 
 
    “I’m ready to continue the chief’s quest,” Fox declared. “We’ve only been in Everence for a couple of hours, and I’m already sick to my stomach from the looks the local NPCs give me. I’m pretty sure everything I bought should have cost half as much.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Misa said. “The quest reward will allow us to buy even more gear. How much was that again, love?” She raised a brow at the catgirl. 
 
    “Umm …” Raystia lowered her eyes. She had been the only one to receive the quest from Oren. He’d made her swear not to reveal its contents lest they discover she was a double agent. He did promise her enough gold to share around though. “It should be about … 2,000 gold apiece.” 
 
    Riley brightened up. “Well, let’s go then. Everyone knows where the Manapulators guild is located. What are we supposed to do there again?” 
 
    “We need to gain access to their inner courtyard,” Raystia said. 
 
    “And then?” Fox asked. 
 
    “I’m … ahem … going to use the … ahem … magical device the chief gave me,” she said lamely. 
 
    Misa arched an eyebrow. “That’s a bit vague, love. We’re all in this together; why not share the quest with us?” 
 
    “It’s … umm … I mean … ahem,” Raystia stuttered. 
 
    Misa chuckled. “I’m just messing with you, girl. We all know this is a cloak-and-dagger kind of thing. Very hush-hush.” 
 
    “What’s to know?” Fox said. “We’re probably going to have to kill everyone in sight. We’re monsters, aren’t we?” 
 
    Riley shook his head. “That Totem guy is more subtle than that. You don’t get to be Nihilator’s head priest without some finesse; trust me, I’d know. No, I bet he has something more cunning, darker, and seedy planned.” 
 
    “Aces,” said Misa. “I’m all for dark and seedy. Let’s go.” 
 
    The other three followed her through Everance’s streets, heading toward the richer part of the city. 
 
    Raystia hastily brought up her messaging interface, composing a message on the go. ‘Oren, we’re heading toward the Manapulators guild. I still haven’t uncovered their exact timetable, but it seems like it’s going to be soon. I’ll look for ways to infiltrate the place and let you know before I make my move. Whatever you’ve got planned, you’d better be ready. It won't be long now. Penelope’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That looks like a problem,” Misa said. 
 
    The Mob Squad had reached their destination, but instead of an organized, methodical guildhall, what they encountered was chaos. Scores of players of all levels were coming and going through the main gates. Carts full of equipment and combat gear were being hauled in, and destroyed combat dummies, broken arrows, and worn out weapons were hauled out. A level 120 mage was directing a dozen summoned creatures, and the snarling beasts only added to the growing confusion. 
 
    “Actually, I think we’re in luck,” Riley said. “Who will notice us with all that anarchy?” 
 
    Apparently, the answer was the guild’s guards. 
 
    “Halt!” An NPC holding a halberd stepped forward to block their way. “Who are you? You don’t carry the Manapulators’ emblem.” 
 
    Misa practically shoved Raystia into the guard’s face. “Oh, we’re just … ahem.” The catgirl blushed. “We heard the guild is recruiting, so …” 
 
    “We’re not taking in new recruits at this time,” the guard said. “We’re too busy mobilizing for war.” 
 
    “What war?” Fox asked. 
 
    The guard’s eyes hardened as he took in the two-meter tall bugbear. “How they allowed a monster into the city I’ll never know, but your kind isn’t welcome here.” 
 
    Fox’s jaw tightened, and his hand moved to his weapon. “What did you call me?” 
 
    Riley grabbed his friend’s arm to stop him from drawing his axe. “We’re sorry for interrupting you. We’ll be going now.” 
 
    “Well that was a bust,” Misa said after they put some distance between them and the building. “Now what?” 
 
    “We go inside,” Raystia said simply. 
 
    “How?” Riley looked at her, puzzled. “In case you didn’t notice, the place is crawling with the guild’s players. We’d be killed on sight.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a problem,” the catgirl said dismissively. “They weren’t checking the inbound carts. As far as I could tell, they all had the same brand. We just need to find where they’re coming from and hide inside. The drivers were all NPCs, so it shouldn’t be a problem to convince them to look the other way. Once we’re inside, we sneak toward the western wall – the patrols are lightest over there. Then we lay low till nightfall. With our goblin templates, we can easily move around unseen in the darkness … why are you all staring at me like that?” Raystia stopped talking, looking uncomfortably at her companions. All three were gaping at her. 
 
    “You came up with that entire plan in the 10 seconds we stood at the gateway?” Riley asked, incredulous. 
 
    “Err … yeah …?” 
 
    Misa shook her head. “You got some smarts on you, love. Well done.” 
 
    “Yeah, not a bad plan,” Fox grunted in approval. 
 
    Raystia smiled faintly. “Err … thanks, guys. So … ahem … we still have half a day before nighttime. What should we do until then?” 
 
    Misa’s eyes glistened. “I still have a little bit of gold left.” 
 
    Fox sighed. “More shopping?” 
 
    “What an excellent idea!” She patted his shoulder. “Coming, Riley?” 
 
    “Lead the way.”


 
   
  
 

 22 – Breaking and Entering 
 
      
 
    The sun was almost gone now, and long shadows covered the inner ring’s square. The perfect time for a Shadow-Touched goblin to sneak around. 
 
    A four-hob patrol approached me. “High-Priest,” the lieutenant said with a barely contained sneer. “There are fewer than five minutes till curfew. You should leave. Now.” 
 
    I got up and nodded. “Thank you, lieutenant.” 
 
    I made a show of walking toward the gate leading out to the inner ring. As soon their gazes turned, I used Shadow Teleport to reappear behind a thick tree and shrouded myself in darkness. Getting around undetected was going to be challenging. Outside of Nihilator’s zone of influence, my Teleport spell’s maximum range was only 26 meters. 
 
    It was showtime. Either I’d succeed, or I’d make myself an enemy of the city. 
 
    I waited until another patrol disappeared behind a building then teleported behind a monument just in time to avoid detection by a second patrol that would have flanked my previous hiding spot. 
 
    I closed my eyes and extended my senses. I could feel the shadows strengthen around me as night fell. They pulsated lightly, feeding me with information. I was like a spider, capable of sensing the slightest movement in its web. There were three more patrols, still out of sight, heading my way. Breathing steadily, I located their one blind spot and teleported barely a second before they reached the square. With my eyes still closed, I waited a few more seconds then teleported again, just as a fourth patrol converged on my previous spot. 
 
    From far away I heard the bang of a gate closing. 
 
    It was curfew time. 
 
    And I was out in the streets. 
 
    It was time to go to work. 
 
    The patrols left the main square, and I sensed no others approaching. With another Shadow Teleport, I appeared outside of Bartun’s armor shop. I laid my hands on the shop’s walls and concentrated, digging deeper and deeper into the metadata wafting off them. 
 
    I shook my head. The shop was heavily guarded against unwanted intruders. There were several different alarm enchantments as well as various anti-theft wards. A couple of them were Runecrafted, but the rest belonged to a different school of enchantment, which I couldn’t circumvent. Breaking into the shop undetected was virtually impossible. 
 
    But I wasn’t deterred. From my meeting with the shop owner, I knew it connected to the warehouse. As a much larger structure, the protection there was bound to be lighter. 
 
    Using the goblins’ inherited stealth, I tiptoed along the walls, pulling the darkness closely around me. It was by no means an infallible method of avoiding detection, especially against the level 40 guard scouts, but every little bit helped. 
 
    The warehouse was made of smooth wood beams. There was only a single entrance – a double-door gate big enough for a wagon to come through. The walls and the gate were enchanted as well, though as I had expected, not as heavily as the shop itself. Still, it was sufficiently powerful to make me hesitate. But I had one more option to try before having to take a more direct approach. When I was inside the warehouse earlier today, I’d spotted something peculiar on the roof. I teleported to the top of the warehouse and noted a large skylight with a metal crane next to it. 
 
    I examined the hatch and smiled. It was warded, like everything else. But unlike the gate below, it had two fist-sized holes, probably to use as anchoring points for the crane. The bottom line was that I could look inside. 
 
    The darkness below appeared as bright as daylight, and I noted with satisfaction that unlike the shop itself, the warehouse’s interior was unwarded. I waited for several long moments, listening and watching for signs of movement, but there were none. 
 
    With a thought and a flash of darkness, I teleported inside. 
 
    “You can come out now,” I whispered and flipped over one of my spatial satchels. Metal spheres showered to the ground, rolling together to form the golem’s tripod body. The bag’s durability dropped with each sphere, making it look more worn by the second. 
 
    “Oi, kinda dark in here, mate,” Aidanriel whispered back at me. 
 
    <You’re wearing a golem puppet, for Dad’s sake,> Vic said in an exasperated tone. <You don’t even have eyes.> 
 
    “Just making an observation, brother,” the golem said quietly. “If we won’t acknowledge light and dark, how can we justify the existence of color?” 
 
    <What the hell are you talking about?> Vic demanded. 
 
    “Well, you see, color is actually made of layers of light. Color defines us, giving us depth. Without it, we’re just flat, generic beings. Darkness is important too, but the light is–” 
 
    “Will you two keep it down?” I said. “We’re not exactly in friendly territory here, you know.” 
 
    <Sorry, Boss.> 
 
    “Sorry, mate.” 
 
    I looked around. The warehouse appeared much as before, full of crates and boxes. I wouldn’t find any incriminating evidence here, but I couldn’t resist my looter’s instinct. 
 
    I approached one of the crates holding the Viridium and opened the lid. A dark glint of pinkish metal welcomed me. Row upon row of Viridium spheres lay before me. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” the golem said. “This is kinda unsettling you know? Like opening a box to find severed body parts. Makin’ me feel all kinds of uncomfortable.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to stifle a sigh. Even compared to Vic, Aidanriel was a weird one. 
 
    Taking the spheres without first completing the quest was probably not the smartest move. If I failed to find any incriminating evidence, I could always fall back to fulfilling the original quest. But to keep that option open, it was better to leave the Viridium alone. 
 
    Despite that very logical argument, my hands moved on their own. I opened one of the newly enchanted Spatial bags and filled it to the brim. Thanks to my increased skill level, it could hold up to 25 items. 
 
    A scraping sound nearby made me jump and slam the crate’s lid with more force and noise that I intended. 
 
    I projected my thoughts. What was that? 
 
    Sorry mate. Aidanriel closed another box’s lid. I couldn’t resist takin’ another peek. 
 
    Kids, what can you do? Vic said. 
 
    Wait, what? Aidanriel’s a child? I asked. 
 
    Heck, no, the golem protested. I’ve been around for ages. I’ve watched all your meat-suit movies, read almost all your literature, and had some deep theological and philosophical discussions with some of the most enlightened VIs in existence. I’m like … ancient. 
 
    <He’s about a week old,> Vic said. <At this age, having just consumed everything meat suits have ever created, they think they know everything.> 
 
    I blinked a few times. That revelation shed a whole new light on the VIs’ culture. 
 
    Kids, eh? I said finally. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    “What do we do now, mate?” Aidanriel whispered. 
 
    “Let’s check the trapdoor,” I said. 
 
    We moved to the metal door to the underground room, and I examined it thoroughly with Mana Sight. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. The door was even more heavily warded than the shop’s front door. There was no way I could open it. Not even a direct direball impact would do much damage, and I couldn’t teleport inside. In addition to the city’s own ward, I also sensed a second teleportation ward protecting the chamber below. 
 
    <So what now, Boss?> Vic asked. 
 
    There was just one more option available. “Let’s check the door to the shop,” I said grimly. If the door proved too much to handle, I’d have to use force, which would draw the city’s guards. And I dearly wanted to avoid that. 
 
    But this time, I was lucky. The interior door separating the warehouse from the rest of the shop was only locked, not warded. I drew a reverse binding rune on the lock, and the latch clicked open as soon as I finished pouring in the required 80 MP. An internal ping alerted me that my Runecraft skill had advanced to 59. 
 
    The door opened silently, and I winced when I noticed the wards layered on the floor. As soon as I put my foot in, an alarm would go off. I activated Mana Sight, and the ward’s signature glowed brightly, lighting up the entire room. 
 
    <Boss, check behind the counter,> Vic said. 
 
    I examined the area behind the counter and discovered a small, unwarded spot just large enough for a goblin to stand on. 
 
    “Stay here,” I whispered to the golem. I teleported to the spot and examined the area, taking special care not to move. There were several shelves below the desk holding various papers and a small box. I eagerly examined the papers, but to my dismay, I found they were only inventory logs. The box held several dozen gold coins, which I regretfully didn’t take. 
 
    I was just putting the box back when Vic called out, <Boss, look out!> 
 
    I looked up in time to see something from outside soaring toward the window. It looked like a silver pebble. To my surprise, when it came in contact with the window, instead of shattering the glass, it passed straight through like it wasn’t even there. The pebble hit a wall and bounced back, landing straight inside an upturned helmet, causing it to clank loudly. 
 
    Crap. That can’t be good. 
 
    “Who’s there?” someone said from the floor above. 
 
    Damn, I hate it when I’m right. 
 
    A moment later, the sound of footsteps came from the small staircase leading to the upper floor. 
 
    I cursed and teleported through the open door to the warehouse. I motioned for the golem to back off and closed the door just as a pair of descending legs appeared. 
 
    What are we going to do, mate? Aidanriel sounded anxious. We’ll be discovered! 
 
    <See, brother?> Vic said smugly. <Reading and talking isn’t everything. Congratulations on your first ‘caught-during-a-burglary’ experience. I’ll bake you a cake when we make it back.> 
 
    There was no time to disassemble the stressed-out golem; the sound of steps was getting closer. 
 
    Hide! I projected as I dove behind a large box. 
 
    Aidanriel started moving but was too slow. The door flew open, revealing a surprised-looking Bartun. The merchant was holding a small crossbow in one hand and a lamp in the other, shining it straight into the golem’s ‘face.’ 
 
    “Oi, fork me dead,” Aidanriel blurted out as the surprised merchant pulled the trigger. The small dart clanked uselessly against the golem’s metal body and fell to the floor. 
 
    A beaded arm swept the merchant’s feet out from under him, and a second one – pulsating with the red veins of Overdrive – landed on his head, caving it in. 
 
    “No!” I cried. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Aidanriel called. “I panicked.” 
 
    The sound of shattering glass came from the shop, and the two hulking animated suits of armor crashed toward us. 
 
    I teleported next to the stressed golem and activated mana shield, blocking the entrance. “Vic, search the body for the key to the trap door, quick!” My only chance now was to find the evidence I needed and hope that despite killing Bartun, Ted wouldn’t renege on the quest. 
 
    Luckily, only one of them could attack through the doorway. The suit of armor in the front raised a glowing sword. The attack was even more powerful than I’d expected, cutting through my shield and hitting me. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Animated Armor hits you for 68 damage. [-92 Mana Shield, -30 armor] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The sword left a jagged cut on my Pyrolith armor, drawing blood, but the damage wasn’t too bad. With over a thousand health, I could withstand a dozen hits. 
 
    I raised my hand, sending a trio of drilling arrows at the suit. The three spinning projectiles impacted the animated creature and simply vanished without a scratch. To make matters worse, as unliving constructs, the two were immune to my most powerful abilities. I couldn’t control or freeze them. Vic continued to rummage through the dead hob’s corpse, while I took another hit to the shoulder, bringing my health down to 90 percent. 
 
    “Vic!” I hissed. 
 
    “I’m trying, Boss! He didn’t drop a key, but hang on, there’s one more thing I can try.” My companion’s body transformed, melting down into a pile of writhing tentacles. The limbs shot forward, entering the hob’s mouth, nostrils, and ears. 
 
    I took two more hits, bringing my health down to 80 percent. I considered using Direball, but the explosion would likely destroy part of the shop and bring outside attention to us. For all the sounds of battle we were making, it was still like a whisper compared to the sound of my detonating ball of energy. 
 
    “Vic!” I shouted again. 
 
    The hob’s corpse got to its feet and shambled to the trap door with Aidanriel following close by. 
 
    Two more hits brought me down to 70 percent health. 
 
    “Got it, Boss!” Vic called triumphantly. 
 
    I looked back and saw the trapdoor open. Vic and the golem had disappeared inside. 
 
    I teleported away, leaving the shield bubble behind me. I appeared on the stairs, just in time to watch it explode into magical shards and the two suits burst into the warehouse. 
 
    I hurried down the steps, stopping halfway, then looked back. 
 
    The expressionless suits stared back at me through their narrow eyeslits. A moment later, they relaxed their guard and moved to stand watch on either side of the entrance. We were safe, for now. I wasn’t worried about the constructs. I could always teleport out to make my escape. 
 
    “Err … not to rain on your parade, Boss,” the hob-suit-wearing Vic said. “Check out the metadata those two scrap heaps are giving.” 
 
    I frowned and did as he said. Now that I could stand long enough to examine them, I clearly saw a thick tendril of data reaching out of the construct to connect with the golem. “Shadow-crap,” I said, as I realized what it meant. 
 
    “What?” Aidanriel asked. “Why are you both looking at me like that?” 
 
    “You’re marked, brother,” Vic said. “Those two empty-headed puppets marked you as their master’s killer. They won’t rest until they’ve destroyed you. If we escape, they’ll follow you. We can’t hide from them; their enchantments will locate you anywhere.” 
 
    The golem’s core sank by a few centimeters. 
 
    “So … I guess congratulations are in order again,” Vic said brightly. “You just got another life-altering experience. Hmm … ‘Hunted by vengeance-seeking metal puppets.’ … It’s going to be a challenge to put that on a cake.” 
 
    “Great,” the golem said gloomily. “As if stayin’ in this anti-magic chamber wasn’t depressing enough. I feel so weak.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” I said. “First things first. Let’s concentrate on finding the evidence we need. Then we can figure out how to crack open those tin cans.” 
 
    “Maybe Aidanriel can shape himself like a giant can opener?” Vic suggested. 
 
    “Not helping, Vic.” 
 
    “Sorry, Boss.” 
 
    We searched the room carefully and found several mithril armor pieces, which went into my inventory. They were hobgoblin size and would fit Bob well. The lieutenant was long overdue for an upgrade. 
 
    Several crates contained straps of glassteel – a strong type of metal-like mineral that could be made into excellent armor. It was too heavy to carry, and though I could use my spatial satchels, I was still hoping to fill them with a different kind of metal. 
 
    After a long hour of searching for secret compartments, I gave up. “This is ridiculous! There has to be something here.” 
 
    “Maybe he stashed it in the shop or in his living space on the second floor,” Vic said. 
 
    “That must be it,” I replied grumpily. “We’ll probably trigger a dozen alarms trying to search those places. Are you sure he didn’t have anything else on his body?” 
 
    The Vic-hob stared at me for a long moment. 
 
    “Vic?” 
 
    “You only asked me to search for the key, Boss.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you didn’t think of–” With an effort, I reined in my emotions and took a deep breath. “Okay, please search–” 
 
    “Got it,” Vic said, taking out a letter from his pocket and handing it to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly and examined the letter. It was sealed and seemed to have been written recently. I broke the seal and read the letter. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  To: The slave guild 
    
  Greetings, 
  I’m pleased to report that I’ve recruited the goblin high priest to my cause. As I understand it, he is one of your most hated enemies, which opens up an interesting opportunity for both of us. 
  Since the dwarf slaves you had previously provided proved insufficient, I have tasked the goblin with contacting the BoulderBelly clan. 
  Once he accomplishes his mission, I will draw him into an ambush so you may capture and enslave him. It’s a win-win. You get a powerful slave, and I don’t have to pay him. 
  I expect your confirmation and preliminary plan of attack within a day. 
    
  Signed, 
  Bartun Ravencaller, 
  Akzar’s upper ring 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “The two-timing bastard,” I spat. 
 
    “You’re right, Boss. You’d never do anything like that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on killing him, Vic,” I said and winced. The argument sounded weak, even to my own ears. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” I continued. “This letter is the evidence we were looking for. We should bring it back to the alchemist.” 
 
    “Well, there’s still those two rigid ones waitin’ for us, mate,” Aidanriel said. “What are we goin’ to do about them?” 
 
    I rubbed my chin. We could run, but the creatures would hunt us down. I could rush back to the cathedral, where my magic was at its strongest and where I had allies to support me in the fight. But I didn’t want to be traced to Bartun’s death. The two hulking suits of armor were hard to miss, especially if they ran through the city, trampling everyone in their path. 
 
    “We’re going to have to kill them here,” I said decisively. “And hope that the noise won’t attract the guards – at least not before we can escape.” 
 
    I started channeling mana into my palm, creating an empowered direball. Dark mana oozed into my hand, then slowly drained out, dissipating in the air. 
 
    “It’s no good, Boss,” Vic said. “Most of your spells won’t work down here. This room is too heavily warded.” 
 
    That left only the option of physical engagement. Even though I wasn’t a skilled fighter, my Epic staff could deal over a hundred points of damage when used as a spear. Once I fought my way out of the range of the suppressing wards, I would be able to use my spells again. 
 
    Grasping my spear, I took a step up the stairs. 
 
    “Hold on, mate, I’ll give ya a hand,” the golem said. 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re only level 18. Those things are level 50; they’ll make short work–” I stopped in my tracks and looked intently at the determined bead golem. 
 
    “See that expression, brother?” Vic asked. “That stupidly gaping mouth and vacant eyes … That’s how he looks when he has an idea. Only meat suits can look that stupid when they come up with something smart.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right about me having an idea.” I moved away from the stairs and sat on one of the boxes. 
 
    “What ya have in mind, mate?” Aidanriel asked. 
 
    In response, I took out a satchel and dumped its contents on the floor. Twenty-five pinkish spherical chunks of metal came rolling out. “It’ll take me a bit to enchant these, but we have plenty of time till morning. With the extra beads attached, you’ll hit level 41. Still not as powerful as those suits, but hopefully it’ll be enough to help level the playing–” 
 
    A small shimmering portal appeared below the golem’s core and more Viridium spheres came rolling out. 
 
    “–field.” I finished with a grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How did you get those spheres?” I said, trying to maintain my focus as I started working on another piece. With the Viridium Aidanriel ‘borrowed,’ I had exactly 43 spheres. Once I finished enchanting them, he’d be level 61. 
 
    “When you collected yours,” he said. “I just popped open the nearest box and scooped up as many as I could. 
 
    “Yes, but how? Do you have an inventory?” 
 
    “You did use the Spatial rune when you designed his core,” Vic reminded me. My companion had shed his Bartun suit and now appeared in his usual goblin shape. 
 
    He was right, though at the time I wasn’t planning on making it into a storage space. I was thinking more of a way for him to gain an attack that could bypass armor. Having him gain storage capacity was an unexpected bonus. But that brought up another concern. 
 
    “The spatial satchels get worn when they’re used,” I said. “Do you lose durability points when you use your storage?” 
 
    “No, mate. It just cost a little bit of mana, which I already regenerated,” he said. “Incidentally, I can carry up to five kilograms per bead.” 
 
    That was good news. It meant I didn’t have to leave behind the stock of glassteel. “Just a little longer,” I said and kept on Runecrafting. The room’s wards were an annoying hindrance. 
 
    It took five hours to enchant the spheres, with each one rolling to join Aidanriel as their enchantment finished. 
 
    When I was finally done, the golem stood significantly taller. Its core was completely covered by a layer of the rolling beads, and his multi-beaded legs were thick and strong. 
 
    Analyze. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel, Viridium Bead Golem [Runecrafted] 
  Level: 61 
  HP: 762 
  Attributes: P: 61 
  Skills: Multi-Slam 71, Lucky Bastard 5, Overdrive 4, [empty slot] 
  Traits: Golem (mind immunity, nonliving, +25% HP), Metal Body (Viridium, ignore 20 damage), Storage: 305 kg 
  Resistances: Armor 305, Magic 50%, Fire 95%, Sonic 95% 
  Core: Base level 6. Mana capacitor 31,000/31,000. Mana regeneration: 1 MP per second. 
  Connected weapons: Fire Rod X 2 (convert MP to fire at a rate of 1:1) 
  Description: A unique masterpiece melding magical enchantment with spirit essence. The golem’s core consists of 6 ingots and serves as the central control unit as well as its power source. Normally, a golem cannot gain levels or skills; instead, its strength is determined by the number of spheres composing its body. As a unique specimen, Aidanriel is capable of acquiring up to three skills (one more remaining). 
  Each sphere connected with the core adds: 1 level, 1 Physical, 5 armor, 5 kg of storage 
  The golem’s martial skill is always set at its max cap. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “That feels absolutely amazing, mate,” Aidanriel said enthusiastically. “I feel like I can peel open those suits easy! Fair dinkum.” 
 
    My odds were looking better. At level 61, the golem was 13 levels higher than me. Being a boss, I still had more health. “Well, don’t let me stop you,” I chuckled. “Let’s see what your Expert-ranked Attack skill can do.” 
 
    “You got it, mate,” he said and rushed the enemy. Growing two extra limbs to steady himself, he looked like a giant metal octopus charging up the steps. 
 
    The golem exploded out of the hatch like a battering ram, extending his limbs and sweeping both constructs down with him. The level 50 animated suits struggled to stand, slashing weakly from their prone positions. However, their attacks barely scratched the golem’s heavy armor. The constructs had been brought in with me in mind as their main target. They were much less of a threat to a heavy tank like Aidanriel. The golem seemed to be taking great pleasure in the fight. He lowered his core to the ground, still covered in a protective layer of beads, then lashed out with four limbs, keeping the suits prone and battering them down mercilessly. There was a lot of, ‘Oi, take that mate,’ and ‘Heaps good,’ and even an occasional giggle of delight. He was having fun and I saw no need to get in his way. 
 
    It took Aidanriel a few more moments to completely disassemble his two enemies, after which Vic and I came up beside him. 
 
    “My my,” Vic said, surveying the remains. “My heroic can opener!” 
 
    The golem shifted, rolling his beads around and assuming his ‘normal’ tripod shape. “My pleasure, brother,” he said. “That was fun, especially since I got my full strength back once I left that room. Did you see how their swords just bounced back from my armor? Let’s go find something else to smash!” 
 
    “Hmm …” Vic seemed to be seriously thinking of something, then he shook his head and sighed ruefully. “There’s no way I’ll also be able to slip in ‘a heavy-metal psycho’ on that cake.” 
 
    “What now, mate?” Aidanriel asked enthusiastically. “Want me to smash up the shop?” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “Get back down to the basement and take all the glassteel. It should be easy with your increased storage capacity.” 
 
    “You got it, mate,” he said brightly and disappeared below. 
 
    “Didn’t Ted ask you not to loot the place?” Vic asked. 
 
    I smirked at him. “He asked us not to loot the shop. He said nothing about the warehouse.” 
 
    Aidanriel returned. “All done. What now?” 
 
    “Well, there are about three more hours until sunrise. Then we’ll go and give Ted the letter.” 
 
    “So we’re just going to sit tight until then?” 
 
    I looked around at the unopened boxes and grinned. “Not exactly.”


 
   
  
 

 23 – Supersize 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night flew by while I enchanted. 
 
    Free of the basement’s oppressive wards, I could work much faster. Though it was exhausting work, I was still rewarded for my efforts. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 60. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Golem has reached level 100. New trait gained: Hurl 
  Hurl: The golem’s size and mass make his attacks devastating against lighter opponents. Enemies struck by the golem are hurled back. High physical resistance may lessen or counter this effect. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Aidanriel was now a level 105 golem. Standing two meters tall with a Master-ranked combat skill and over 1,400 HP, the golem was a veritable engine of destruction. It was everything I had hoped to achieve when I set out for Akzar. And with my nemesis’s void crystal as his power source, he could get as high as level 310! I should really thank Vatras next time I see him. After I make my golem plant him into the ground face-first. 
 
    I only regretted not being able to enchant more of the Viridium spheres. The enchantment process didn’t take much time, but there were so damn many. In fact, there were so many in the warehouse, I’d normally never be able to take them all. Luckily, I had plenty of spatial satchels, and I filled them to the brim. And once I get back to Goblin’s Gorge, I thought smugly, I’ll use our new Dreamer’s Lodge to enchant them in bulk. 
 
    Which reminded me of something. Kaedric? 
 
    There was an unusually long pause. 
 
    <Yes, my lord?> 
 
    Err … did I wake you? 
 
    <It is of no import, my lord. I began my slumber only moments ago.> 
 
    Okay, good. How’s the progress on the Dreamer’s Lodge? 
 
    <Six-hundred and five BP out of 1,000, my lord,> my seneschal answered tiredly. 
 
    That was very good. At this rate, the building would be complete in a day or two, and I could rush it using energy if I needed it to. 
 
    Sorry to have kept you up, Kaedric. I said. Good-nig– er … have a pleasant slumber. 
 
    <Thank you, my lord. I will.> Then the connection cut off. 
 
    <Poor Kaedric,> Vic chuckled. <You must make the world’s worst alarm clock.> 
 
    “Let’s go.” I stood and stretched. “Time to chat with a certain alchemist.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaving the warehouse was easy. I had Aidanriel break himself down and roll into five satchels. Then, with Vic in his cloak shape around my shoulders, I teleported to the roof. From there, I waited for the right moment before teleporting down unnoticed. Just another high priest goblin doing his own thing in the sunlit streets of Akzar’s upper ring. 
 
    I walked through the ring’s square toward the alchemy shop. 
 
    Ted, the not-halfling, was at a workstation, weighing components on gilded scales. “You’re back?” he said, seeming unsurprised. 
 
    “I am,” I said and put the incriminating letter on the table. 
 
    He picked up the letter, and his eyes widened as he read it. “You actually found proof? Unbelievable.” 
 
    I frowned. “Why is it so hard to believe? That’s what you sent me to do, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes … yes of course. I just didn’t think you’d be able to …” He coughed. “I mean, there was a very small chance for evidence to even exist.” 
 
    Something about his tone didn’t sit well with me. I activated Sense Emotion and studied the mental emanations he was giving off. He was hard to read. By now, I had learned that individuals with Social related skills like Barter and Speechcraft could mask their emotions to some extent, but I still got a distinct whiff of deceit from the testy halfling. 
 
    He’d better not be trying to renege on our deal, or there’ll be two missing merchants in Akzar, I thought grimly. I still hadn’t received the ‘Quest Completed’ notification, so something was definitely off. 
 
    “I believe I’ve met my end of the bargain,” I said. “What about my reward?” 
 
    Ted’s aura changed, becoming clouded as he regained his composure. “So tell me,” he said, a bit too casually. “How did you get this letter? I can’t imagine it was easy.” 
 
    I gave him a thin grin. “We goblins have our ways to remain unseen when it suits us. I found the letter at Bartun’s shop.” It was the truth, though I neglected to mention the fact that I’d taken it off his cold, dead, Vicly-animated body. 
 
    “I see,” he said, still maintaining a casual air. “So you weren’t detected?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. Something was definitely fishy. “No one alive in Akzar knows about it,” I said, studying his face carefully. 
 
    “Ah …” He smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “No one alive. Interesting …” 
 
    My internal alarms were ringing wildly. The alchemist’s line of questioning was directing the conversation to a single conclusion. My eyes roamed around his shop as I tried to figure out his ulterior motive. They landed on a small stack of silver-sheened pebbles on one of the shelves, and everything fell into place. 
 
    I reached into my inventory. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ted asked sharply. 
 
    I ignored him and took out several satchels, dumping their contents on the floor. A flood of pinkish metal spheres rained out of them and rolled toward each other as Aidanriel reformed his body. 
 
    Ted gasped as the golem rose up, his head nearly touching the ceiling. 
 
    “Oi, mate,” Aidanriel said cheerfully. “How ya doing?” 
 
    “Aidanriel,” I said coldly. “Would you be kind enough to tear off this halfling’s arms if he refuses to answer my questions?” 
 
    The not-halfling’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. 
 
    “Sure thing, mate.” The golem approached the alchemist, looming over him. 
 
    “Wait! What are you doing?” Ted looked around urgently for an escape route, but the door was behind me. He had nowhere to run. 
 
    “Spill it! Why did you sabotage the mission? Did you set me up to fail so you could leverage it somehow? I want the truth!” 
 
    Ted’s mouth opened and closed several times. 
 
    “Shall I unarm him now, mate?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    The golem reached out with two limbs, their ends reforming into a trio of snapping, vice-like claws. 
 
    “No, wait – I’ll talk!” Ted cried. Beads of sweat sprouted on his face. 
 
    I motioned for Aidanriel to wait. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You’re right. After you told me what you had in mind, I kept watch through the night. Knowing your people’s reputation for stealth, I drank a clairvoyance potion, so I was able to spot you entering Bartun’s warehouse. After that, I threw one of the stone bullets through the windows. I treat these bullets with a special solution that allows them to pass through the first object they touch. Handy for targeting heavily armored enemies. In fact, you might find these–” 
 
    He was trying to change the subject. Upon my mental command, the golem reached forward threateningly. 
 
    “Wait! I wasn’t out to set you up. In fact, I took special care not to trigger any of the shop’s alarms. I just wanted the pesky merchant to wake up and find you in his shop. I was hoping for you to kill him.” 
 
    Things were getting clearer now. “So why did you protest when I first suggested it?” I asked. “It would have been much easier than orchestrating this entire thing.” 
 
    “I couldn’t risk you double-crossing me. You went to see him first, remember? When you finally came to see me, you were already working for him. If Bartun learned I was out to kill him, he’d have me killed.” 
 
    His emotions spilled through as he pleaded his case. But he was still holding something back. 
 
    “There’s more to it than that,” I stated calmly. “This is your last chance to tell me everything.” I crossed my arms and gave a meaningful look at the hulking golem. 
 
    Ted’s shoulders slumped. “Alright. You win. Bartun was a very prominent hob. Someone was going to have to take the fall for his death. As a goblin, you’re a convenient scapegoat. I intended to lay all the blame on you and then take over his shop.” 
 
    “So that’s why you didn’t want me stealing from him. You wanted it all for yourself.” 
 
    Ted nodded, looking apprehensively at the golem. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Naturally, you will not be to reporting me to the guards now.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “I’m afraid it’s a little too late for that. I already sent a note to the district’s captain. I estimate you have no more than 10 minutes before the entire city turns against you.” 
 
    “Damn you!” In a fit of anger, I reached out and took hold of the golem’s body, as easily as putting my hand through a sock puppet. The construct’s arms closed around the merchant’s throat, easily picking him up off the floor. 
 
    Ted kicked futilely in the empty air and barely managed a stifled cry. “Please, don’t! I can still be of service to you!” 
 
    I clenched my teeth. It was difficult, but I subdued my homicidal tendencies, relaxing the golem’s grip on his neck. “Speak. Quickly.” 
 
    “I never thought you’d actually manage to provide incriminating evidence,” he croaked. “This changes everything.” 
 
    I relaxed the golem’s grip a bit more. “Explain.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie about the chaos Bartun’s death would cause. It will make manipulating the trade faction very difficult. My initial goal was to have him killed so I could take over his shop. But now that we have evidence of his misconduct, I can leverage it to my advantage. With this proof in my hand, I can take over the entire faction.” 
 
    I relinquished control of the golem, releasing the alchemist from his grip. 
 
    <Mate, I’d appreciate it if you’d avoid doing that in the future. It was a very unpleasant experience.> 
 
    Sorry. Goblin anger management issues. 
 
    I stared hard at the not-halfling. “So once you become the faction leader …” 
 
    “I’ll have the authority to approve trade relations with your goblin clan,” he said. “You will not only get access to the Viridium you want but all the other resources Akzar has to offer as well.” 
 
    That was an offer I couldn’t refuse. It was everything I had hoped to achieve on this trip. 
 
    “Vow this in the name of your deity,” I said. “And make sure to include that our deal still stands regardless of my own reputation in Akzar.” 
 
    He nodded. “I vow, in Corgoram’s name, to uphold my side of the bargain and to establish trade relations with your clan, regardless of your standing in Akzar.” 
 
    A miasma of information threads surged out of him, binding him to his word. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Quest Completed: Trade Negotiations 
  You have killed Bartun and supplied Ted Mercury with the incriminating evidence he needed to usurp his position in Akzar’s trade faction 
  Type: Unique, chain 
  Reward: 5,000 XP, +1,000 RP to GreenPiece with Akzar, +4,000 RP with Ted, 5,000 gold, unlock trade agreement option, significant discount in Ted’s shop. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Great.” I gave him a friendly smile. “Now that we’re best buds, how about I browse your wares for a bit?” 
 
    “Ahem …” He swallowed hard. “I … would be remiss if I didn’t remind you of the guards. They will be here shortly to arrest you. In fact, I think you have five minutes before they get here.” 
 
    Shadow-crap. Before I had to deal with the pesky guards, there was one other thing I wanted to take care of. “The first shipment of Viridium had better hold some complementary high-grade potions,” I cautioned him and hurried for the door. 
 
    “Wait up, mate!” Aidanriel rushed to follow. “Aren’t you gonna stow me away?” 
 
    “No.” I yanked the shop’s door open. “I’m going to pick a fight with someone bigger and meaner than me. And you’re coming along.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I really, really hate this,” Fox grunted. 
 
    The burly bugbear was squeezed tightly between two huge barrels, and a large tarp covered his head. 
 
    “Come on, Foxy,” Misa said lightly. “’Tis exciting. Hiding inside a shipment cart, whisking away into the enemy stronghold … it doesn’t get much better than this.” 
 
    “She’s right you know,” Riley chuckled softly. “It really isn’t that bad.” 
 
    “Bah, easy for you to say. You’re part goblin and dwarf; you have no problem with small places.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to eat four servings at the inn, you know.” 
 
    “Are you calling me fat?” 
 
    “He would never do that,” Misa said. “It’s a well-known fact that bugbears only gain muscle mass when they eat.” 
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” Fox growled. 
 
    “It’s like you don’t even know me.” 
 
    “Shhh!” Raystia said. “We’re approaching the gates.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I banged on the tower’s metal doors. 
 
    Vic, keep me updated on how much time we have left. 
 
    <Five minutes and counting down, Boss,> my cloaked companion said promptly. 
 
    I banged again. 
 
    The heavy doors opened, revealing Terdamesh. The shaman champion took a step forward and sneered when he saw me. “You again? Came to beg me to free your shadow again?” 
 
    “Remember the last time we spoke I promised I’d challenge you in the arena?” I asked. 
 
    The hob only looked at me with contempt. 
 
    I grinned at him and gave the mental signal. “I decided not to wait.” 
 
    A large metal arm dropped on the one-eyed hob, flattening him against the ground. Before I’d knocked, I had Aidanriel assume a ‘U’ shape around the door and press against the lintel. The sneering shaman never saw the hit coming. 
 
    Aidanriel realigned his beads, assuming a tripod shape, with one thick limb pressing down on the old shaman. More spheres rolled down the arm, forming into claws, which clamped around the hob, reducing his health to 80 percent. 
 
    I smirked. “Say hello to my little friend.” 
 
    The downed shaman didn’t answer. But then, Aidanriel’s beads started vibrating, the ones holding down the prone hob even more so. 
 
    “Eh, mate, I’ve got a bad feelin’ about this.” 
 
    Aidanriel had barely finished that sentence before he was blown away, smashing against the tower’s wall. Where before there was a hob-shaped pile of beads, Terdamesh now stood, livid with rage. 
 
    “You dare attack me? Me? I am an arena champion, you miserable goblin. You have made your last mistake!” With a sharp move, he tore his robe away revealing his muscular torso. Then he began to change. 
 
    He grew taller and even more muscular. Horns sprouted from his head and his arms became thicker, ending in vicious-looking claws. A gray cloud emanated from his body as he changed, filling the air around us. I immediately started coughing. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Debuff: Toxic Fumes 
  Attack and spell casting speed reduced by half. 
  Continuous damage: 47 points per seconds. 
  Duration: As long as within the AoE. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    With a contemptful look, Terdamsh took a running start and kicked me in the ribs. Hard. 
 
    The air was forcefully blown out of my lungs, and I was hurled several meters away, crashing into the hard stone ground. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Terdamesh kicked you for 48 damage [armor absorbed 22 damage] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Luckily, his kick threw me out of range of the noxious fumes. I got to my feet, having lost barely 10 percent of my health, and activated Mana Shield. 
 
    <Four minutes left, Boss,> Vic said. 
 
    The hob spat blood from his mouth, raised his demonic hands, and started uttering arcane syllables. 
 
    Two semi-transparent figures jumped out of his body. Both were clones of my enemy. 
 
    I let loose a volley of drilling arrows and followed up with Freeze. 
 
    An invisible field flared into existence. The drilling arrows and my freeze attempt failed, unable to surpass the shaman’s resistances. 
 
    In response, the two apparitions swooped down on me like angry ghosts, their mouth gaping as though intending to devour me whole. I lowered my staff, and the apparition on the left was ripped to shreds on the Epic weapon. The other one clawed on my shield, draining some of my mana, but was unable to breach it. 
 
    Terdamesh advanced toward me, and the noxious cloud moved along with him, bringing me into his area of effect once more. I started coughing again and my health bar began to decline. My shield was keeping his apparition at bay, but it wasn’t able to protect against a gas-based attack. 
 
    Since the magic shield slowed my movements, I couldn’t get out of the cloud. Instead, I pointed my staff at the hated shaman and conjured a condensed direball, aimed straight at him. 
 
    The bead of energy sped through the air, but for once, failed to connect. Displaying surprising agility for a person his age, the demonic shaman spun on his heel, lowered his torso, and evaded the direball, then completed the turn, using the momentum to come back around in front of me. My spell hit the tower’s wall instead, taking off a large chunk. 
 
    The flame in the hob’s empty eye socket danced maliciously. “You will pay for that one as well.” 
 
    To my surprise, he bent down and started drawing runes on the ground. I instantly realized what he was attempting to do. The old bastard was using area Runecraft against me. Aidanriel, a little help here? 
 
    <Coming, mate. Hold on.> 
 
    With an impressive display of control, Terdamesh finished drawing the design around me. It was similar to my empowering circle design, except it was inverted. The crafty old shaman was trying to drain me of all magical power and was already pouring his mana into the design. With 2,000 MP at his disposal, the enchantment would only be 50 percent effective, but even so, it would leave me severely weakened. I couldn’t allow that. 
 
    Reaching with my mind, I opened my own Runecraft Interface, concentrating on his design. My view was filled with the already formed blueprint, which was rapidly being charged up. I clamped down on the design and willed it to break apart. I instantly felt the demonic creature’s will clash against mine. Despite the high adrenaline, I made myself take quick, shallow breaths, forcing my way into a meditative state. It helped a little, but all I did was slow him down. His mana was still pouring into the enchantment. 
 
    Then I had a sudden inspiration. With seconds left before the design’s activation, I grabbed the connector rune with my mind and twisted it. A long runic line extended out of the design, surrounding the shaman with a circle similar to my own. The enchantment finalized, and magical lines flared to life all around us. 
 
    I felt the drain instantly. My mana was forcefully being drawn out of me, and my shield started flickering in and out of existence. But I wasn’t alone in the predicament. 
 
    With his own mana reserves nearly depleted from powering up the enchantment, Terdamesh fell to the ground and started thrashing. I blinked, activating Mana Sight. The connector rune I’d extended around the shaman had him in its grasp. The old hob’s remaining mana was quickly drawn out, and instead, he started bleeding energy. His own essence was being drained by his own enchantment. In just a handful of seconds, the area enchantment had depleted half my mana, but Terdamesh had it much worse. 
 
    As the demonic essence was forcefully withdrawn, he gradually assumed his old hobgoblin shape. The transformation seemed much more painful going the other way. All Terdamesh could do was thrash about on the ground. Once he assumed his full old form, his ghostly apparitions faded as well. I deactivated Mana Shield, and with barely a hundred MP remaining, walked out of the magic circle. 
 
    <Three minutes, Boss,> Vic said. 
 
    The hobgoblin groaned, and with visible effort, forced himself up. He stared at me hatefully. “You may have won the clash of magic, but the battle is far from over. I am still a better fighter than you. I’m going to teach you that fact by carving it on your flesh. 
 
    He wasn’t lying. I was nearly out of mana, and with a level 28 combat skill, the shaman was much better suited for a physical confrontation than my purely magic-based build. 
 
    I could have used a void crystal to recharge, but I didn’t see the point. 
 
    Aidanriel had finally made a comeback. 
 
    Like a giant bowling ball, he came rolling at the shaman’s back. The crash toppled the hob to the ground, and the golem remained on top of him, crushing him down with his weight. Then four slender limbs shot out of the golem’s sides and lifted his main bulk off the dazed shaman before slamming back down again, literally pounding the old magician into the cobbled road. Weighing in at over 500 kilograms, the damage was substantial. The old hob tried to struggle, but every time he raised a hand, Aidanriel smashed him down even harder, shaving considerable chunks off his health. Terdamesh’s body was beaten and crushed, his blood flowing freely out. The golem raised his main bulk into the air again, intending to deliver the killing blow. 
 
    I timed my dagger just right. It plunged into the shaman’s pulped chest with a smack, but the damage was still not enough to kill him. 
 
    Then the golem crushed down on him for the last time, hammering my dagger all the way through – hilt included. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Terdamesh, Level 50, Boss Tier 3, Sacrificed 
  +150 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: -500 reputation with Akzar and all its factions (murder witnessed) 
  Current rank: Friendly 
  Points to next rank: 2,850 
  *Trade Faction reputation not affected. Current rank: Friendly 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Aidanriel’s bulk rose, revealing the liquified darkness beneath, the only thing remaining of the former ‘champion.’ 
 
    The darkness bubbled and coalesced, creating an immensely large void crystal. It was level 20,000. I let out a soft whistle. While killing travelers provided more faith points, the crystals left behind by bosses were way more rewarding. 
 
    <Boss!> Vic shouted in my mind. <You’re nearly out of time!> 
 
    Right, my clone. I snapped back to my senses and bent down, picking up the crystal and two extra items Terdamesh had dropped. I threw everything into my inventory without bothering to check it out and ran toward the tower’s open doors. Despite my haste, I noticed a large golem-shaped hole in the wall above them. 
 
    <Yeah, that shaman’s power did a real number on me, mate. Drove me halfway through that wall. An enchanted wall, mind you. That’s why it took me a little time to rejoin the fight.> 
 
    That’s okay, I said as I ran into the tower. How’s the damage? 
 
    <Three hundred points down, mate, 20 beads damaged overall.> 
 
    The golem’s greatest handicap was that it could not regenerate its health naturally, not even by healing spells. I’ll see what I can do to replace the damaged ones. 
 
    Several alarmed hobs looked up as I entered, but the low-leveled shamans ran away screaming as they saw the hulking golem behind me. I dashed across the chamber toward the leftmost door where Terdamesh had originally trapped my clone. I yanked it open and froze in place. 
 
    The glowing red pentagram was still active on the floor, and my clone was still held within. But that wasn’t what had me dumbfounded. 
 
    My shadow was looking back at me as I entered. Its right foot was tapping the ground impatiently, and he was glancing at his wrist as if checking a watch. “Well, it’s about time,” he said in a familiar echoey voice. “What took you so long?” 
 
    My jaw nearly hit the floor. 
 
    <Two minutes, boss!> Vic cried out in my mind. 
 
    The clone cocked its head. “That doesn’t sound good, we better get out of here and discuss it later, when we have more time.” 
 
    He had obviously heard Vic’s mental message. I studied the suddenly intimidating dark figure. 
 
    He sighed. “I’m still me, that is – you.” Seeing my hesitation he added, “I swear it in Nihilator’s name.” 
 
    A rising swirl of information attested to his sincerity. 
 
    “The enchantment holding me wasn’t designed to hold a physical body. Just scratch at one of the lines.” 
 
    I still didn’t feel great about it, but he was right. The entire forces of Akzar were about to close in on us any minute. I scratched one of the pentagram’s glowing lines with my foot, and the entire thing faded away. 
 
    Finally out of its prison, my shadow clone extended. Like an actual shadow that grew at different angles of the light, it reached toward me and connected to my feet. The hollow place inside my chest was suddenly whole again. I had gotten so used to the feeling I hadn’t noticed it anymore. 
 
    Not wasting any time, I ran out of the room, through the main hall, and burst out into the street. 
 
    Nearly 50 city guards were waiting outside, their weapons all trained on me.


 
   
  
 

 24 – Escape 
 
      
 
    I thought you said there were two more minutes! I said to my companion. 
 
    <There were! They got here early.> 
 
    Aidanriel lumbered up behind me, and the host of guards took a hesitant step back. 
 
    “What now, mate?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, taking in the information tendrils. The guards were mostly level 20 to 30, with a few higher-level lieutenants. “We go through them,” I said grimly. “We need to get back to the cathedral. Destroy anything that stands in our way.” 
 
    “You got it, mate!” Aidanriel said cheerfully. He pulled his limbs into his body, reshaping himself into a giant sphere. The wrecking ball rolled forward, through the line of guards. The lower-level hobs were either crushed by his weight or sent flying by the impact. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  GreenPiece: -12,000 reputation with Akzar and all its factions (dead guard X 8) 
  Current rank: Hatred 
  Points to next rank: 6,850 
  *Trade Faction reputation not affected. Current rank: Friendly 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I ran in Aidanriel’s path of devastation. Another group of five guards came from behind a building. I aimed my staff at them and loosed a direball, blasting them to smithereens. Since I’d mostly been fighting higher-level enemies lately, I nearly forgot how easy it was to blast through ranks of lower-level mobs. 
 
    Calger was waiting for us at the gate leading to the inner ring. The level 50, tier 1 boss held his flaming sword high in the air, ready to intercept our charge. What he didn’t expect was a half-ton golem to roll over him and plant him half a meter in the ground. He did manage to land a hit on Aidanriel with his flaming sword, but the attack failed to do much damage against the golem’s superior armor and fire resistance. 
 
    The pinkish wrecking ball was already rolling away into the main boulevard, not bothering to finish off the stunned boss. I thought of running after him, but the powerful boss’s health was only at 20 percent and I couldn’t let the opportunity pass. I sent a trio of drilling arrows at him and then my dagger to finish him off. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Calger, Level 50, Boss Tier 1, Sacrificed 
  +75 Faith Points 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Our reputation with Akzar took another hit, but at this point, it didn’t matter. I ran toward the rapidly crystallizing pool of darkness and plucked out the newly generated level 1,500 boss void crystal. I also retrieved Calgar’s flaming sword. Another fine trophy. 
 
    A noise from a side alley caught my attention. I turned on my heels, lifting my staff, and immediately lowered it. It was Duladeen, the Minotaur smith. 
 
    She took in the carnage on the street, and her eyes were wide with horror as she turned to face me. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Sorry, a little busy right now. I have the entire upper ring’s guards on my heels.” 
 
    “What?” she bellowed. “I was your sponsor, I vouched for you – and this is how you repay me? I’ll be executed for your crimes!” 
 
    I winced. I hadn’t considered the repercussions of my actions on anyone other than me or my companions. Duladeen was right. She’d been a huge help and didn’t deserve the fate my actions would bring her. Now that I thought about it, Daimmen would probably be held liable as well. There was really only one thing I could do. 
 
    “Join me,” I said. “You’ll have your own smithy in my clan and a place of honor among my people. You won’t have to bow to Akzar’s authorities ever again.” 
 
    That took her off guard. “Join you, but–” 
 
    “There’s no time to argue,” I interrupted. Her emotions already indicated she would agree, and I didn’t have the time to see her through the transition. “Get Daimmen and his daughter and leave Akzar. Right now. Bob and Yulli will wait for you outside the southern city gate.” 
 
    “But–” 
 
    “No time!” I interrupted again, having already communicated the details to my companions through the war party. The sound of boots drumming against the floor was getting louder and louder. “This is your only chance to escape death. We’ll discuss it again, later.” 
 
    She finally nodded and backed away into the alley. I turned, intending to follow in Aidanriel’s wake, but the guards had finally caught up with me. Over 20 soldiers swarmed through the upper ring’s gate. A trio of level 40 adepts accompanied the guards, conjuring magical barriers around everyone. 
 
    I cast a direball at the group and followed up with another one from my staff. The two balls of energy exploded violently. The magical barrier shimmered and even ruptured at places, but still managed to absorb the brunt of the damage. Five guards fell, but the rest were only injured. Pushing through the pain, the remaining guards shouted war cries and charged at me with their weapons raised. 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered and activated Mana Shield. The first rank of guards reached me, and their weapons bounced off my shield, causing my mana to drop slightly. Even with their hits and my earlier spells, I still had over 80 percent of my mana remaining. I couldn’t move while my shield was surrounded by hostile forces, but I didn’t have to. 
 
    I cast Shadow Teleport, leaving the bubble shield behind, and appeared 26 meters away, in the center of the main boulevard. The road ahead was strewn with dead or crippled guards, a testament to Aidanriel’s passage. I started running along the path of carnage, but a new force of fresh guards and an Ogre intercepted me, pouring out from a side valley. 
 
    I cursed and activated Mana Shield again. The charging guards hit my shield, but they weren’t doing a great job. These guards were weaker than the ones from the upper ring and had no adepts to shield them. I cast another direball, aiming it to hit just outside my shield. The explosion engulfed and killed all the hobs. I was also within the area of the effect, but my shield protected me. 
 
    Battle cries came from behind me. I glanced back and saw the guards from the upper ring running my way. They were still accompanied by the adepts, and their numbers seemed to have doubled. A massive hit to my shield drew my attention to the front. 
 
    The Ogre guard was still alive, though his health had fallen to a quarter. He glared down at me while lifting his giant club for another swing. Instead of wasting precious seconds casting another spell, I deactivated the shield and charged at him with the sharp end of my staff leading the way. The Epic weapon easily pierced the beast’s tough hide, inflicting over a hundred damage and killing it instantly. The Ogre barely slowed me down, and I kept on running. I activated Mana Infusion and my legs pumped even harder, increasing the distance between me and my pursuers. 
 
    The main boulevard took a sharp turn, and I finally caught sight of Aidanriel. The golem was putting down another squad of guards, carving a bloody path through them. Three of his limbs flailed, crushing and hurling bodies at the nearby walls. The lower-level guards had no chance against the level 105 golem, and he mowed through them like a farmer going through a hayfield. Meanwhile, most of the hits he took bounced off his body, and his health was holding at over 70 percent. 
 
    “Aidanriel!” I called as I sprinted toward him. “Ignore the minnows, plow through to the temple.” We had another district to cross to reach the cathedral. We couldn’t afford getting bogged down. Despite Aidanriel’s overwhelmingly superior strength, the guards were slowly chiseling away at his health. 
 
    “Sure thing, mate!” the golem replied cheerfully, slamming an especially resilient lieutenant into the pavement. With the pesky guard gone, Aidanriel assumed his wrecking-ball shape and proceeded to roll down the boulevard, continuing the path of carnage through the guards that remained. 
 
    I ran in the wake of his devastation. We made it to the gate separating the districts within a minute. The road behind us was littered with crushed guards. And up ahead, waiting for us at the center of the gate, was a very familiar figure. 
 
    “Oh–” “–Shadow–” “–Crap!” Vic, Aidanriel, and I said in unison. 
 
    Bonecruncher, The Champion, was blocking our way. The Ettin was holding a giant chain with a spiked metal ball in one hand and a massive serrated cleaver in the other. The cleaver was covered with green goo that oozed, dripping to the ground, hissing as it ate away the hard stone. 
 
    “So, er … what’s the game plan, mate?” Aidanriel asked nervously. 
 
    I used Analyze but closed the window as soon as it opened. There was so much information that my head started spinning the second I tried to read it. Instead, I opened my thoughts to the metadata the monster gave off and let my subconscious sort through the important parts. 
 
    The Champion had over 4,000 HP and a surprisingly large mana pool. His resistances were impressive, making him virtually immune to dark mana. I could still bombard him with spells, but chipping away at his health on my own would take a lot of time, allowing more guards to catch up to us. And with his Master-ranked combat skills, the Ettin could probably chop me down with two or three hits. Even the golem’s superb armor rating wouldn’t last long against such a beast. 
 
    There was only one safe way through. “The golem will have to distract him,” I said. “It can hold long enough for me to reach the cathedral.” 
 
    “Kinda tryin’ real hard not to take ‘the golem’ and ‘it’ personally here, mate,” Aidanriel said with an insulted tone. 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, Boss, I know the routine.” Vic disengaged from around my shoulders. “One diversion, coming right up.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good luck.” 
 
    I stayed back and watched the golem charge at the waiting champion. The Ettin launched the chain, and the spiked ball hit the golem hard, smashing a few of its beads and throwing it off course, but the golem curved to compensate and rammed into the Ettin, shaving a few percents off his health bar. The golem’s beads repositioned, several rolling down and anchoring it in place while four limbs sprouted from its upper part and flailed at the monster, drawing blood. 
 
    In response, the Ettin hacked with the cleaver, severing one of Aidanriel’s limbs and destroying some of the beads. The detached appendage lost its form, and the beads comprising it rolled back toward the golem, rejoining with it. Despite being half The Champion’s size, the construct’s tough metal body made it surprisingly resistant to the attacks. But there was no question as to who had the upper hand. Even with the golem’s best efforts, it could only occupy the Ettin for a few moments. 
 
    While they were busy putting the hurt on each other, I crept toward the gate, doing my best to keep the golem between me and the Ettin. Once I was several meters away from the melee, I cast Shadow Teleport, appearing 15 meters behind the Ettin’s back. I took off at a brisk run, leaving the two to resolve their differences on their own. 
 
    I met no guards; they’d all been called to the upper ring. I rounded one last corner and saw my cathedral in all its splendor, surrounded by a ring of darkness. 
 
    With a burst of speed, I reached the zone of darkness and finally allowed myself to slow down. I was back in my domain, my seat of power. The unholy aura of Nihilator’s power pulsed through the ground, replenishing my health and mana. I doubted the cathedral would offer me sanctuary for long. Especially after killing so many of the city’s guards. But I figured it was safe enough to take a breather and make some final preparations before my departure. 
 
    Reiner ran toward me as soon as I entered the cathedral. “Dread Totem,” he said urgently. “What is happening outside? The alarm–” 
 
    I raised my hand. “No time to explain. It seems my time in Akzar is over. I’ll be leaving shortly.” 
 
    The bearded goblin frowned. “But why? What happened? And where is your purple companion?” 
 
    “He’s otherwise engaged,” I said. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your companion Vic has died 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was quicker than I expected. “On second thought, he’ll be right with us.” 
 
    I started the ritual to summon my companion. Ribbons of blue mana and red blood mixed together, creating the vessel for Vic’s essence. 
 
    “Hey, Boss,” the amorphous purple blob said, slowly assuming his goblin shape. “Looks like the old bait-and-switch worked. Sorry I couldn’t hold out any longer. That two-headed monster sure knows how to bring on the hurt, let me tell you. How’s Aidanriel holding up?” 
 
    I patted my pocket. “Nice and cozy.” 
 
    <Easy for you to say, mate,> Aidanriel said grumpily. <You’re not the one who just lost 95 percent of his body and has to exist as a core. How would you like to be just a talking head?> 
 
    Would you have rathered face The Champion instead of Vic? I countered. Vic can be resummoned, you can’t. 
 
    Aidanriel grumbled something unintelligible. 
 
    Don’t worry buddy, I said. I’ve got more Viridium on me; I’ll make you a new body when we get back to Goblin’s Gorge. 
 
    Reiner cleared his throat. “Dread Totem?” 
 
    I looked up at his concerned face and smiled. “Relax, Reiner. Events haven’t unfolded as I expected, but our goals here were met. I just have one more thing to do here before I leave. The rest of you should be safe without me around; the Church of Nihilator is a separate entity than the clan, after all.” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment, then steeled myself. If Kuzai could do it, so can I. Besides, my curiosity was killing me. 
 
    I summoned my clone. 
 
    My awareness poured into my shadow, but to my surprise, the process stopped almost as soon as it started. Instead of transferring my entire consciousness, only a small part me had transferred, leaving me with a familiar feeling of hollowness in my chest. At the same time, I knew it had worked. I could feel the essence of the cold shadow enveloping my psyche. And yet, I was standing and staring right at it. 
 
    “Vic, what the hell is going here?” I asked just as my clone said with its hollow voice, “Vic, what the hell is going here?” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” For the first time, to my recollection, my insufferable know-it-all companion was left speechless. But he was quick to recover. “That’s … a new one, Boss. Your cloned puppet was seeded with a VI … but unlike any I’ve ever encountered before. His processing pattern is weird, almost like … like …” 
 
    Like what? 
 
    “Like meat-suit brain waves. Yours, to be more exact. I don’t know how, but it seems you’ve just met your VI twin. A mental twin, that is. You know – a brother from another state-of-the-art-quantum-based-mother. The two of you are highly compatible, Boss. So much so, in fact, that he’ll respond to your every thought and act exactly like you would. So, congratulations, I guess. You’ve just become the first person ever, to er … virtually split their awareness.” 
 
    I looked at Vic, easily seeing his goblin form from two different sets of eyes. Unlike the first time I had tried using my clone, this time, I felt fine. I didn’t have a migraine or blood running down my nose. It didn’t even feel like having two sets of bodies, it just felt like … like I could switch between my real body and my shadow at will, making one of them the primary, while the other was left on autopilot. An autopilot that acted exactly according to my wishes. 
 
    “Cool!” “Cool!” my two bodies chuckled together. 
 
    We were connected by a host of data tendrils, a few of which even extended all the way to the altar. Then I got it. 
 
    “It was me all along!” I said with a hollow laugh. 
 
    Reiner took a step back, his eyes darting between my real body and my shadow. “Dread Totem, what is going on?” 
 
    “The extra worshipper,” I said. “The one we couldn’t explain. It was my shadow all along.” 
 
    I let my mind jump over to my clone. “The shrine counted me as an extra worshiper, even though I was trapped inside the Shamans’ Tower at the time.” 
 
    “Think you can maintain the cathedral while I’m away?” I asked. 
 
    “What am I thinking?” Another hollow laugh escaped my clone’s lips. “Of course I can.” 
 
    <That is just weird, mate. Mates,> Aidanriel said. 
 
    <That’s our boss, to you. He never ceases to amaze in his ability to dangerously cross his vulnerable meat suit’s limits. Did I tell you about the time he decided it was a good idea to parse metadata into system notification format? Nearly gave himself an aneurysm. And that was when he was just getting started.> 
 
    “Thanks, Vic,” I said loudly through the clone. I walked my shadowy body to the shrine and placed my hands on it. “The church of Nihilator is open for business,” I cackled. This was fun. 
 
    I drew my awareness back to my physical body and looked at the bearded goblin. “Take care of our clan and the cathedral while I’m away, Reiner. I’m counting on you. In fact …” I accessed my Governor skill and used the recently gained Apprentice rank bonus to promote him. “There, you’re now the GreenPiece Clan’s official representative in Akzar. I’m afraid things won’t be easy now that everyone is against us, but you should be safe as long as you stay within the cathedral’s limits. Use the other believers to bring you what you need.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. “Y–yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    “Well then.” I took a last look around. “I’ve had just about as much hobnobbing as I can stand. Time to go home.” 
 
    Aidanriel snickered. <Hob-nobbing – good one, mate!> 
 
    I rolled my eyes, gathered my mana, and teleported away. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I landed face first in the soft, wet ground. “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. 
 
    <You got that right, Boss,> my unruly companion giggled. 
 
    I lifted my head, coming face to face with the rear end of an oxsaurian buck. 
 
    “Shadow-crap!” I said again, jumping to my feet. The long-range teleport had deposited me inside the oxsaurian’s pen. The soft, wet ground was not mud. 
 
    Vic continued howling with mad laughter, but I ignored him. Despite my smelly arrival, I was finally back home.


 
   
  
 

 25 – Back to Base 
 
      
 
    Another use of Shadow Teleport deposited me outside the pen. I took a moment to wash up in the oxsaurian’s trough then studied the area around me. Everything looked as it should; serene and quiet. 
 
    Mission accomplished, and I was back home. I accessed the Settlement Interface and navigated to the Export Office menu. I held my breath as I clicked on the ‘Trading Partners’ drop-down list at the top. There it was: Akzar. Right after the gremlins. 
 
    “Yes!” I fist-pumped triumphantly. 
 
    I navigated to the available resources to trade and finally found what I was looking for: Viridium. My long-sought-after holy grail. I clicked on it to review the barter rates Akzar was asking in return. Obsidian was the most cost-effective; one Viridium ingot could be bartered for five obsidian bricks. In comparison, limestone was running 50 to one. Well, they could have as much obsidian as they wanted, just as long as I got my Viridium. Checking the clan’s inventory, I saw that we had 99 obsidian bricks in stock and were producing 17 every day. That was pretty good. I could also always build another magma refinery to increase our yield. 
 
    “My lord!” A lean hob came toward me at a brisk pace. 
 
    “Hey Kaedric,” I greeted my seneschal. 
 
    “Forgive my delay, my lord. I awoke as soon as I detected your presence.” 
 
    I winced. It had been daytime when I escaped Akzar. I forgot that the majority of my clan would be sleeping. “Sorry about that, but it’s good to be back. How’s my clan doing?” 
 
    “Not much has happened since your last visit, my lord. There has been progress on the Dreamer’s Lodge, which should be completed sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    “Excellent.” I did have a ton of Viridium spheres to enchant, after all. 
 
    “Is Tika around?” 
 
    “She is out on the oxsaurian hunt, my lord.” 
 
    “She went again?” I said in exasperation. “I said I didn’t like her doing that while she’s pregnant.” 
 
    Kaedric’s twitching mandibles were the only response I got. 
 
    <I think that’s his version of ‘females, eh?’> Vic said. 
 
    “When are they due back?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, my lord.” 
 
    “Go back to sleep, Kaedric. I’m going to my house. We’ll talk again when you get up.” There was no point in wandering around the settlement while everyone was sleeping. I cast Shadow Teleport and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite not sleeping the night before, the adventure had left me full of adrenaline and wide awake. 
 
    Reappearing in the Chief’s Haunt, I went to the meeting room and started rummaging through my inventory. It was time to sort out the loot. I started by analyzing the two items Terdamesh had dropped. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dread Totem Ring [Set 3/4] [monster only] 
  Description: This well-crafted item is a piece of The Ritualistic set. Complete the set for the full bonus. 
  Rank: Magical 
  Type: Armor [finger] 
  Effect: +7% to the maximum level of enemies that can be influenced by the Dark Mana skill. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I let out a low whistle. That unassuming description was hiding a real increase in power. At my current Dark Mana level, I could affect targets up to level 60. With this ring, my reach now extended to enemies up to level 64. Even more exciting, I was now one item away from completing The Ritualistic set. Up until now, each item had been dropped by an especially challenging enemy. I had a hunch I wouldn’t have to wait long for the final piece, and I was eager to see the set’s full effect. 
 
    I equipped the ring and examined the second item I’d looted off the shaman. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Skill Book: Runecraft 
  Description: Contains knowledge of the Runecraft skill. 
  Rank: Rare 
  Effect: Read the book to gain the skill. 
  Cost: 25,000 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I winced. Unlike the ring, the second find was underwhelming. As I already had the Runecraft skill, I couldn’t use the book. It was still worth a fortune, but that was small comfort. Back at my own clan, I didn’t have much use for gold. 
 
    I flipped through the book’s pages, more out of habit than actual interest. Colorful shapes flashed past my eyes, and I froze like I’d been struck by lightning. I started leafing through the pages one by one, hardly believing my luck. Each page was full of complex rune formations; dozens of pre-made schemas. I could already spot new and unknown runes in the mix, but I couldn’t learn any of them. Not yet. I would have to decipher each schema first … break it down to its base components and isolate new runes. I rubbed my hands in pleasure. The process would be tedious, but the knowledge would be priceless. 
 
    Lastly, I took out the greatsword I had looted from Calger. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Flaming Greatsword 
  Description: The weapon’s markings identify it as dwarven made. 
  Type: Weapon, two-handed 
  Rank: Magical 
  Durability: 65/90 
  Damage: 15-30 slashing 
  Effect: The wielder may channel his mana into the sword to manifest fire along the blade. Every 10 MP will add +1 fire damage. 
  Base Price: 1,500 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Compared to the first two items, the sword wasn’t all that interesting. Travelers with flaming weapons were a dime a dozen. Though it was not as formidable a weapon as The Roaring Inferno axe I’d enchanted for Malkyr, it was still better than what my troops were using. I made a mental note to gift it to one of the veterans. 
 
    Barring the loss of nearly a hundred Viridium spheres, taking on the entire armed forces of Akzar turned out to be quite beneficial. That also reminded me … I had yet to check on another side benefit. 
 
    “Vic, please show me the skill progressions from the last day.” 
 
    <You got it, Boss.> 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  ●     Lucky Bastard 48 (+2) 
  ●     Mana Infusion 27 (+2) 
  ●     Runecraft 61 (+1)  
  ●     Dark Mana 60 (+1) 
  ●     Mana Shield 40 (+1) 
  ●     Shadow Teleport 18 (+2) 
  ●     Direball 22 (+3) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Overall, not a bad haul. 
 
    <If you’re done pattin’ yourself on the shoulder, mate,> Aidanriel said, <I wouldn’t mind having one myself. Shoulder, that is.> 
 
    I’ll get it done as soon as the Dreamer’s Lodge is constructed, I promised. 
 
    <You’ve got an incoming message, Boss,> Vic said suddenly. <It’s from Raystia.> 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Era Online [Internal messaging service]: 
  
     
 
      
      	  From: Raystia 
  Subject: Almost there 
    
  Oren, we made it inside the guild’s outer walls. It’ll be dark enough for us to move in two hours. I’ll message you again when I reach the inner courtyard. 
    
  Penelope 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat. It’s almost time. 
 
    Two hours in a player’s city translated to roughly 24 hours on my end. For better or worse, my revenge was just one day away. 
 
    Everything was falling together perfectly. The Dreamer’s Lodge would be ready tomorrow, the hunting party would return, and the doorway to the heart of my nemesis’s stronghold would open. 
 
    There were many things I could do to further prepare for the coming fight, but there wasn’t enough time to do them all. Selecting the most important item, I sat back comfortably in my chair and started leafing through the book. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Runecraft skill level increased to 62. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had spent two hours pouring over the book’s schemas with a very specific goal in mind. The golem’s biggest downside was its inability to recover from damage. I needed a generic ‘fixer’ rune but hadn’t found one so far. It was hard going. To discover a new rune, I needed to decipher a blueprint containing it. But I had no idea what each schema did, and unraveling its function was not straightforward. So instead of concentrating on a single schema, I leafed through the book, trying to ‘feel’ my way through it. The skill increase was the only reward I got for my efforts. It was obviously going to take a lot more time than I could currently spare. 
 
    I exhaled loudly. Damn it. It was obvious I wasn’t going to find the answer to the problem any time soon. I need another solution … I thought numbly. 
 
    Then it hit me. I quickly pulled up the Settlement Interface, accessing the Religion Blessing tab, and selected Liquid Darkness, targeting Aidanriel. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Ineligible Target 
  The selected individual does not meet the requirements for the blessing. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    That was disappointing to say the least, though I’d half expected it. As a free-willed VI, and a golem to boot, Aidanriel was the very definition of an ‘ineligible target.’ 
 
    I yawned loudly. The adrenaline had run its course, and the long, sleepless hours had finally caught up with me. I was positively exhausted and had barely five hours of sleep to look forward to. 
 
    Tomorrow was going to be a very important day, so despite my apprehension about being unprepared, I forced myself to close the book and went to my bedroom. I collapsed in my large, comfy bed and instantly fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The cave loomed before me, bigger and darker than ever. 
 
    Without hesitation, I sprinted forward. The irrational fear was behind me, conquered by my previous epiphany. 
 
    The ground shook and started to drop behind me, but I just leaned forward and forced myself to run faster. 
 
    The cave was getting closer, and as before, a small flickering light shone from its depths. The crumbling ground raced at my heels. 
 
    My run had almost carried me to the cave’s mouth. The light revealed itself as a small white pedestal that emitted faintly glowing threads crawling over the cave’s walls. 
 
    Then the ground finally caught up with me, and I fell into the endless oblivion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite my fatigue, I was too anxious to sleep for long. For now, I put the disturbing dream behind me. 
 
    My plans were coming to fruition. Today could be the day the fate of my clan – and by extension, my own – would be decided. 
 
    There were preparations to make and plans to execute, and that meant I had to get an early start. 
 
    As usual, Kaedric was waiting for me when I left my house. “Good evening, my lord.” 
 
    “Kaedric.” I nodded. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    We moved off the road to cut through the open field. Despite wanting to get an early start, I had obviously overslept. The valley was already filled with workers chopping, hauling, and doing other manual tasks. Since most of them were level 13 or higher, the work was quick and efficient. From a distance, I could see the two farmers pulling the heavy plow at a run while simultaneously seeding the ground. 
 
    We continued walking, heading toward the workshop complex. 
 
    “Barzel, Kadoc, Baja,” I called when we arrived at the flower-shaped structure. 
 
    The three goblin smiths stepped out of their workplaces and bowed respectfully. 
 
    “I have something for you,” I said and retrieved a spatial satchel from my inventory. The three metalworkers’ eyes bulged when I pulled out the golem core and lifted it, struggling to hold it in the air. The thing was about the size of a volleyball and weighed almost as much as I did. 
 
    “Dread Totem …” Barzel looked at a loss for words. 
 
    “That is a piece of cast Viridium,” Kadoc continued. “It is well beyond our abilities to duplicate.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s not what I wanted to show you.” Let it all out, I said mentally. 
 
    <Feeling kinda exposed over here, mate.> 
 
    Come on already, I can’t hold up your core much longer. Spill it! 
 
    <This is so humiliating.> 
 
    A small rift appeared at the bottom of the core, and out of it poured a torrent of greenish plates. 
 
    Baja’s eyes went wide. “Glassteel!” 
 
    <You’re lucky I didn’t lose everything in my storage along with the rest of my body,> Aidanriel complained. 
 
    Luck is what I do, I said mechanically. 
 
    The torrent continued as the golem ‘evacuated’ its storage space. A few moments later the rift closed, leaving behind a pile of the green mineral as high as my hip. 
 
    “I think this will make for some nice new armor, don’t you?” I said smugly. 
 
    The three smiths exchanged uncertain looks. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Dread Totem,” Barzel said apologetically. “I’m afraid glassteel requires special training to work with it. None of us are qualified.” 
 
    “Shadow-crap,” I muttered. I picked up a glassteel piece and analyzed it. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Glassteel Strip 
  Description: Glassteel is a unique mineral that gains metal-like properties when treated with certain alchemical substances. It is highly durable and lighter than steel, making it an ideal component for crafting armor. 
  Minimum Required Smithing Skill: 40 
  Type: Crafting component 
  Base Price: 25 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My smiths were right; it was beyond them. At level 13, and with a Physical attribute of 15, their various smithing skills had reached their cap at level 25. I doubted even Malkyr’s skill had risen high enough to work the mineral. Luckily, I knew someone who was more than up to the task. And she was making her way to the valley this very moment. 
 
    “Kaedric, have the pile moved to the warehouse. It’s still guarded, right?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Two soldiers are keeping watch from within, as you instructed.” 
 
    “Good. I forgot to mention it earlier, but we’ll be receiving three additional members to the clan soon. One of them, Duladeen, is an expert smith, capable of working this mineral. Make sure she gets access to it.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” My seneschal gestured to several nearby workers. They dropped what they were holding and started hauling the green resource away. 
 
    “While we’re on the subject, how’s the troops’ equipment?” I asked. 
 
    “The armory has been fully stocked,” he replied without hesitation. “All the melee tanks have been issued steel brigandines and shields. The scouts and the melee damage dealers were all fitted with Vrick’s new and improved oxsaurian leather armor. Everyone’s using at least standard-quality weapons. The veterans and lieutenants were issued the weapons you retrieved in your raids. All weapons are enchanted – Hoker was able to reproduce the enchantments you created.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. 
 
    A small benefit of having the Breeder’s Den destroyed was that without many new soldiers to equip, we had concentrated our efforts on beefing up our existing soldiers. Each and every one of them was geared with items that would put a similar-level traveler to shame. 
 
    “Let’s go check out the latest addition to the clan,” I said. 
 
    The workshops were situated on the north side, not far from the valley’s walls. We walked the road parallel to them, passing the quarry and Barzel’s smithy before reaching our destination. 
 
    The Dreamer’s Lodge was still unfinished. Goblin builders were climbing all over it, putting on the finishing touches, but already the structure looked impressive. The walls were made of obsidian. The advanced stone colored the building black and gave it an aura of strength and durability. Metal rods were embedded between the blocks of stone, giving it even more strength, and void crystals were fixed at regular intervals along the walls. I could sense their power flowing over the unfinished walls, redirecting the ambient mana and funneling it inside. 
 
    I opened the Construction Interface and checked the progress. A hundred BP remained to finish. I could have waited the two hours that were left, but I was eager to get to work. Besides, I had over 10,000 energy at my disposal. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Rush Dreamer’s Lodge for 105 EP? 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I confirmed the message. The unfinished parts of the building glowed with the familiar blue energy and then patched themselves up on their own. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  New Building added to your settlement: Dreamer’s Lodge 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    As one, the goblin workers walked away from the finished building, heading to their next construction project. 
 
    I was reaching for the sturdy door when a voice cheered behind me, “Woohoo – it’s finished!” 
 
    I turned around and saw an overjoyed Hoker running my way. I smiled, despite myself. “Would you like to join me inside?” 
 
    He beamed at me. “Yes, Dread Totem.” 
 
    The heavy door swung smoothly on its hinges, revealing a mostly empty space. The dark obsidian walls instilled a gloomy vibe, but the sense of raw power was thrilling. The crystals in the walls somehow acted as a magical focus, redirecting the flow of ambient mana and funneling it toward a large obsidian block in the center of the room. The enchanter’s worktable looked suspiciously like an altar. 
 
    Hoker yelped in joy and ran toward the table, running his green hands over the smooth surface. “It’s perfect,” he whispered. “The raw power … with proper direction, enchantments done here will be better, stronger.” 
 
    <Well, you do have the technology for that now,> Vic chuckled in my mind. 
 
    I frowned. There was an obvious absence of tools or components of any kind. “Isn’t it sort of empty in here?” 
 
    Hoker glanced at me. “Oh, that’s nothing. Just tell the carpenter to add some storage appliances. That’ll take care of stockpiling suitable components. As for specialized tools, those are rare and hard to find.” 
 
    “We can start with this,” I said, pulling out the Enchanter’s Sphere. As soon as I held the magical item in my hand, I felt a powerful force drawing it to the table. I did not resist the urge. The moment it met the worktable, the sphere began emitting a faint glow and slowly hovered. Then it soared a meter above the table and remained motionless, fixed in the air, glowing. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Dreamer’s Lodge Upgraded! 
  Existing Effects: +10% enchanting speed, +10% enchantment strength. 
  Added Effect: Enchanter’s Sphere: Apply an enchantment to 10 suitable items at once. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed. 
 
    Hoker’s eyes bulged so much he looked like a fish. “Unbelievable!” 
 
    “Oh, wow, this place is like … a dark laboratory on steroids,” a voice filled with wonder said from the doorway. 
 
    I instantly recognized it. “Malkyr!” 
 
    The large men bent his head and walked inside. “Hi, man – it’s been a while.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I realized I hadn’t seen him, or his sister, for over a week. “Feels like ages. How’ve you been?” 
 
    He flashed me his boyish grin. “Me? Never better. My smithy’s doing great. I get commissions from the other players for better gear, and we even arranged a couple of raids while you were gone.” 
 
    I frowned. “Raids? On whom?” 
 
    “The kobolds, of course.” He seemed surprised at my lack of knowledge. “Didn’t you know? Several dozen of them attacked the clan about a week ago. I and a couple of the others fought them off, then we decided to scout the tunnels they came up from. Turns out, it leads to an extensive cave system with kobolds and other subterranean monsters. Long story short, we discovered a type of worm that eats through the rock. The kobolds use them to excavate new tunnels. It took a little group effort to bring one of them down, but once we did, it dropped a bunch of top-grade metal. I’ve got my hands full with new orders at the moment. Everyone wants a Wormmetal weapon.” 
 
    “Wormmetal?” 
 
    Malkyr smirked. “Sounds better than ‘Giant stone-eating worm’s droppings.’” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that. Anything else?” 
 
    “Hmm … oh, both sis and I made it to level 35.” 
 
    “Nice.” We fist-bumped. 
 
    “So …” He looked pointedly at the hovering gem. “What is this fancy lightbulb?” 
 
    “Watch this,” I said. I drew out a spatial satchel from my inventory and placed 10 Viridium spheres on the table. I accessed the Runecraft Interface and started enchanting a golem bead. 
 
    With my Runecraft skill at my maximum cap, coupled with the Dreamer’s Lodge bonus, I was finished in just under two minutes. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Enchanter’s Sphere: Apply blueprint [Inertia Bead] to [10] Viridium spheres? Yes/No 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I approved, and the 10 Viridium pieces glowed as runic lines spread over them. The process was completed in a handful of seconds. Ten shiny new golem beads lay on the table’s surface in front of us. 
 
    “Wow, that is totally awesome!” Malkyr said excitedly. “So that’s what you did with the Viridium I crafted for you. Just uh … what do these do, exactly?” 
 
    I suddenly realized that Malkyr had never seen my golem before. I drew out another worn satchel, the one containing Aidanriel’s core, and put it on the table. “Check this out.” 
 
    The 10 Viridium beads moved on their own toward the larger core as if pulled by a magnet. They rolled over the core and sorted into three, two-bead legs with similar two arms. 
 
    <Well done, mate!> Aidanriel said and started skittering across the table in excitement. 
 
    “A golem?” Malkyr was taken aback. “That’s awesome. He’s sorta cute. Kinda like Humpty Dumpty with that big sphere at the middle, but uhh …” He coughed uncomfortably. “He doesn’t look all that powerful. I mean, those spheres are barely enough to make him mobile.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got a few more of those,” I said. I opened my inventory and dumped 14 more spatial satchels on the table. 
 
    Malkyr’s eyes widened. “Holy crap. How much Viridium do you have there?” 
 
    “About 300,” I said with a smile. “And that’s not all. Aidanriel, if you please?” 
 
    A rift appeared below the golem’s core and more Viridium spheres came rolling out. After taking all of Bartun’s stock of glassteel, the golem still had more room in his storage, and I’d made sure to put it to good use. 
 
    Malkyr gave a low whistle. “Jeesh, man, you don’t kid around. Once the golem is fully rigged, he’ll be a serious asset to the clan.” 
 
    “He’ll be more than that,” I said cryptically. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I didn’t see a reason to hide my intentions. Despite being a traveler, Malkyr had proven himself as a reliable ally. After the travelers’ attack on my clan, Raystia had told me it was Malkyr who rallied the others to come to my aid, turning the tide of battle against Vatras’s raid party. 
 
    “I’m going to strike back at the Manapulators,” I said. “And this golem is going to spearhead the invasion force.” 
 
    <Hey, you never mentioned that before, mate,> Aidanriel objected mentally. 
 
    Malkyr looked down, scratching the back of his neck. 
 
    I stared at him in silence. 
 
    After a few moments, he raised his head and his eyes met mine. Then he flashed me his boyish grin and said, “Can I come along for the ride?” 
 
    I was not prepared for that question. The fact that the travelers had helped repel the invaders was just as much in their best interests as it was mine. Goblin’s Gorge was their starter town, after all. But Malkyr’s question opened up a new web of possibilities. 
 
    “Think the others would like to join too?” I asked. 
 
    Malkyr’s wide, toothy grin was his only reply. 
 
    “Spread the word,” I said. “Anyone who’d like to join the raid should come to the barracks. We’re almost ready to start.” 
 
    “You got it, man.” Malkyr gave me the thumbs up and hurried outside. 
 
    I looked at the many satchels laid across the table and cracked my fingers. It was time to get busy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With the Dreamer’s Lodge and the Enchanter’s Sphere bonuses, the enchantment process flew by like a breeze. Aidanriel slowly grew as each batch was completed. I got the same prompt as before when he reached level 100, granting him the Hurl trait. Another pleasant surprise awaited me as he continued to grow. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Your Golem has reached level 250. New trait gained: Siege. 
  Siege: The golem’s size and mass now make it an effective tool in destroying fortifications. The golem’s attacks now deal five times more damage to buildings and constructions. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    “Oh, this is just dandy,” Aidanriel said. His huge form shifted, creating a thick, battering ram-like appendage that he flung back as if intending to hit the wall. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I cautioned him. I’d just finished building the lodge; I wasn’t about to see it destroyed by an overzealous golem. 
 
    “Don’t worry, mate, just checking out the new guns.” He withdrew all his limbs, and the rolling beads reshaped into a giant wrecking ball. 
 
    I quietly continued enchanting the rest of the spheres. Aidanriel kept absorbing them until he reached the maximum his core’s power source could support. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Aidanriel, Viridium Bead Golem [Runecrafted] 
  Level: 310 
  HP: 3,875 
  P: 310 
  Skills: Multi-Slam 320, Lucky Bastard 5, Overdrive 8 
  Traits: Golem (mind immunity, nonliving, +25% HP); Metal Body (Viridium, ignore 20 damage); Hurl, Siege, Storage: 1,550 kg 
  Resistances: Armor 1,550, Magic 50%, Fire 95%, Sonic 95% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    My golem was now a true powerhouse of resilience and destruction. Since he wasn’t a boss, his health was modest for someone of his level, but he more than made up for it with a stupidly high armor rating. As far as I remembered, even Nihilator didn’t have an armor rating that high. Then again, as a creature of pure darkness, tangible armor was not really his thing. Still, it showcased the terrifying power of a Runecrafter. With enough time and resources, I could rule all of NEO. 
 
    I deposited the rest of the enchanted beads into Aidanriel’s storage. It was better he had them on hand in case of emergency. 
 
    Vic dropped from my shoulders, assuming his goblin shape. “Congratulations, Boss. You finally got your super juiced-up golem, just like you always wanted.” 
 
    Yes, I did. I looked at the towering construct like a proud father. 
 
    “Oi, so I was thinkin’,” Aidanriel said. “I know ya wanted me to kill all your enemies, and I feel like I could do that if I wanted to, only …” 
 
    My blood ran cold. “Only what?” 
 
    “Only, it doesn’t feel right. Now that I’m big and strong, it’s up to me to look out for the little guys, ya know? Killing all those small, squishable players just feels wrong. Wasn’t it the Pied Piper who said, ‘With great power comes great responsibility?’” 
 
    “That was Spiderman!” I gritted my teeth. “I went through hell to get you to this level, and this is how you repay me?” My emotions flared and I felt my goblin instincts kicking in, demanding I discipline the unruly golem. With barely contained rage, I said, “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Aidanriel gave an audible, metallic gulp. “I was. Sorry, mate. It was all Vic’s idea. He said you’d find it funny.” 
 
    Vic started laughing. “Oh, the looks on your faces! To be honest, I said it’d be funny. I never specified to whom, exactly.” 
 
    I glared at Vic, but he didn’t seem perturbed in the slightest. I took in a deep breath. “Just to make it clear, you are on board, right?” 
 
    “Sure thing, mate. Just point the way and I’ll smash everyone to a pulp and destroy everything around – buildings, walls, chicken coops, you name it.” 
 
    “Good. Go to the barracks, and wait for me there.” 
 
    “You got it, mate. Mind if I take a quick tour of the clan before that?” 
 
    “Alright, we still have some time. Just don’t take too long.” 
 
    “You got it, mate.” The huge ball of destruction rolled toward the door. It was too large to pass through in its current form, but several limbs of rolling beads extended out through the doorway, reforming into a second ball outside that grew as the one inside diminished. 
 
    As I watched him go, my stomach rumbled audibly. In my haste to finish on time, I’d completely skipped breakfast. 
 
    And I was ravenous. 
 
    I gathered my mana and with a thought, teleported away.


 
   
  
 

 26 – Mobilizing 
 
      
 
    The mess hall was mostly deserted when I teleported in. All the workers had finished eating long ago and were busy at their jobs. Only a handful of soldiers were present, eating quietly and keeping to themselves. Four young-looking hobs were sitting at the next table over, staring at the experienced soldiers with adoration. 
 
    Gandork was nowhere in sight, but one of his gofers brought me a platter full of food. I sat alone, eating and thinking. 
 
    Raystia and The Mob Squad were moving into position at this very moment. Half of my army was present and ready, and the other half was on its way back from their hunting trip. With the golem leading the charge, I had no doubt we could deal a crippling blow to Vatras and his guild of traitors. Everything was ready. All I had to do now was wait. 
 
    My eyes rested on the juvenile hobs. I had a little time to experiment. I looked around the mess hall. A dozen foblins were fighting over scraps in the corner. I was so used to their inconsequential existence, I hardly took note of them. I pointed at a young foblin. “You. Come here.” If I was going to experiment with evil, soul-wrenching spells, I needed expendable test subjects. 
 
    The foblin approached obediently and gaped stupidly up at me. I channeled my mana into the spell and targeted the foblin. 
 
    Faint wisps of red energy extended from my palm, entering the foblin’s ears, nostrils, and mouth. Pulses of energy began running through the magical tethers toward me. 
 
    The change was instantly visible. 
 
    The foblin grew by a few centimeters, and his expression became more cunning. I held the spell for exactly 60 seconds, spending 100 MP in the process. Once it had ended, I felt a sensation alerting me to a one-point increase in my HP. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Touch of Decrepitude skill level increased to 2. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I checked the skill description. The duration was reduced by one to 59 seconds. With a working proof of concept, I beckoned the four hobgoblin youths to approach me, then I activated the spell on each of them in turn. The spell level increased by another two points, and when I was done, the four were fully functioning adults. 
 
    “Report to the barracks for training,” I ordered them. They were still too low-level to take part in the coming raid, but at least now they could start working on improving their combat skills with the rest of the soldiers. 
 
    “Yes, Chief,” they mumbled and stumbled awkwardly out of the mess hall, passing by Kaedric as they went. The seneschal approached me with his mandibles spread out in a sort of eerie satisfaction. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    “The hunting party has returned, my lord.” 
 
    “Tika?” 
 
    “With them and well.” 
 
    I felt a huge, stupid grin on my face, and a weight lifted off my shoulders. “Let’s go greet them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kaedric and I stood at the end of the forest path, next to the protective line of cabins. 
 
    The sounds of baying beasts and clanging armor preceded the arrival of the hunting party. 
 
    At last, the first few soldiers filtered through the forest and into the open field. Tall and proud hob warriors led the way, followed by six young oxsaurians. Behind them came four Infernal Ogres, carrying huge bloody sacks. Their enchanted fire-powered armor was wreathed in flames. 
 
    I searched for Tika among the soldiers. The largest oxsaurian bowed his horned head to the ground, and I finally spotted the beautiful huntress, riding on his neck. “Tika!” I called in delight. 
 
    Her eyes met mine and she smiled. She leapt from the beast, surprisingly agile for a goblinette about to give birth, and ran toward me. 
 
    I met her with open arms and swept her off her feet, meeting her lips in a passionate kiss. “I see you brought me a few more presents,” I whispered as I nuzzled her neck. 
 
    “I did,” she whispered back. “I missed you.” 
 
    I chuckled and put her down. “It’s only been a few days.”  
 
    She pouted. “Too long.” 
 
    I nodded, completely in agreement. 
 
    Tika turned to the waiting warriors. “Take the beasts to the pen,” she said with a surprisingly authoritative voice. Even more surprising, the battle-hardened warriors hurried to follow her order. 
 
    I spotted Vaelin, one of the hob lieutenants and Bob’s second in command, and motioned for him to approach. 
 
    The hob bowed his head respectfully. “Yes, Chief?” 
 
    “How was the hunt? Any problems?” 
 
    “No casualties,” he said. “One of the Ogres broke his weapon on an oxsaurian we killed, and several soldiers were hit and their armor took some damage.” 
 
    “Okay. Make sure to have our smiths and armorers take care of those as soon as possible. I want every able-bodied warrior ready for combat within the day.” 
 
    Vaelin touched his fist to his chest. “Yes, Chief.” 
 
    Tika looked at me searchingly. “So it will be today?” 
 
    “Or early tomorrow at the latest. We’re as ready as we’re going to get.” I caught sight of a familiar figure among the marching hobs. “Hey, Zuban!” 
 
    The foreman approached me. He looked different somehow, more somber. “Yes, Dread Totem?” 
 
    I read his information. Level 31. It meant this hunting trip had netted him only one more level. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t like fighting, but I understand the necessity. I asked Vaelin to include me in the battle. It’s just … It has been a while since I held a weapon.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “You did well. Just a few more of those, and you’ll reach the level required to fix our Breeder’s Den.” A sudden thought occurred to me. “Actually, if you’re interested, there’s a faster way. But it will be even more dangerous, and I won’t make you take it against your will.” 
 
    Zuban’s brow rose. “A faster way?” 
 
    “We’re going to raid the travelers who attacked us,” I said. “If you join the strike force, you’ll gain a lot more than you’d gain by hunting big dumb cows. But as I said, it’s your choice.” 
 
    He bowed his head for a moment before looking up to meet my gaze. “I will do it.” 
 
    I gave his shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “You’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I’m not thrilled about it, but we must have the den back as soon as possible.” 
 
    “And I’ll make the same promise to you I made to the soldiers: If you die, I’ll resurrect you back at the temple.” 
 
    I was relieved at his consent. At first, I’d considered making it an order, but I didn’t want to risk damaging my relationship with the architect of my future kingdom. There was almost no downside and a very big upside to having Zuban join the raid. As an NPC, he didn’t risk losing any XP on death, and killing travelers offered substantially more XP than normal mobs. I just hoped he’d survive long enough to get as much of the XP as possible. 
 
    Which gave me an idea. 
 
    I took out the mithril armor parts I’d looted from Bartun’s warehouse. I’d initially intended to give them to Bob, but protecting Zuban had become a priority. “Here, take those to Baja, and have him fit you with them.” 
 
    Zuban gaped at the white metal. “But … but … Dread Totem, this is armor worthy of a champion. I’m only a simple worker.” 
 
    “Not to me.” I pressed the pieces into his hands. “Now go. I expect to find you fully equipped and ready at the barracks.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” He saluted clumsily and walked away, following the soldiers back into the valley. 
 
    Tika put her arms possessively around my neck. “Now that we’re finally alone …” 
 
    I lowered my head and kissed her again. The surrounding shadows swirled over us and whisked us away. 
 
    We reappeared back at our room, still kissing. 
 
    After we had our fill, Tika took my hand and placed it on her abdomen. I ran it over her belly in wonder, feeling the life growing inside of her. It’d been 11 days since she got pregnant, almost twice as long as normal goblins, and she wasn’t showing any signs of giving birth. 
 
    There was a light bump against my palm, and I inhaled sharply. “I felt him kicking!” 
 
    Tika chuckled. “Of course, silly. That’s what babies do. Our son will be strong and healthy.” 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for the storm of emotions that little kick evoked. Happiness, concern, pride, and anxiety washed over me. I suddenly felt the urge to protect my spouse and our unborn child. I was the male, the chief – it was my job to take care of them. 
 
    “I’ll keep you both safe,” I said hoarsely. “We are going to strike our enemies at their heart. No one will mess with the GreenPiece Clan when we’re done with them. Our child will grow up in safety, out of our enemies’ reach. I promise.” The emotional surge reached deep into my goblin self, and I added without thinking, “I vow it, in Nihilator’s name.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have made a vow in the name of your deity, Nihilator 
  Condition: Don’t let your enemies harm your future child. Ever. 
  Failure: Shadows will rise up to devour your soul and all life around you. 
  Success: – 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    <Crap, Boss. Now you’ve done it,> Vic said. 
 
    I clenched my jaw. I hadn’t meant to make that vow, but the unfair consequences didn’t rattle me. This was one promise I had every intention of keeping. And if it turned out I couldn't deliver, well … I would accept the consequences. 
 
    I embraced Tika again. She took my hand and pulled me over to the bed with her. 
 
    It was the eve of our invasion. Everything was as ready as I could make it. All that was left to do was wait for the door to open. 
 
    I could afford to engage in some personal activities. I was the chief, after all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I woke up to the sound of a crowd roaring. For a minute, I thought I was still in Akzar’s arena, forced to fight for the pleasure of the masses. 
 
    I looked around. I was still in my own bed, and Tika was snuggled against me. It seemed I had dozed off, not surprising considering I got very little sleep the night before. I felt better than ever, full of energy and optimism. I had something to fight for. I had my clan, my mate, and I was going to be a father. 
 
    I kissed Tika’s forehead, then I kissed her exposed belly. I stood up and looked at her sleeping form for a long moment, carving it into my memory. Then I turned and left to see what the ruckus was all about. 
 
    A long procession of goblins walked on the road next to my house. I frowned as I watched them. They were not the workers I’d grown to know over the last couple of months. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    “My lord, the workers you sent from Akzar have arrived.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said. “I just realized that. They’re early.” 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Requirements met for a 3rd level settlement: Village 
  Population: 215/200 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    And just like that, my settlement was restored. 
 
    The marching goblins walked stiffly, their shoulders hunched. They looked dead on their feet. 
 
    “What happened to them?” 
 
    “Dread Totem!” a familiar voice called from the crowd. 
 
    “Bob?” I asked in astonishment. “I thought it would take you two more days.” 
 
    My lieutenant broke away from the group and headed toward me. A large horned figure followed him. “It’s not like we had much choice,” Duladeen huffed. “We were being chased.”  
 
    Daimmen and his daughter came into view behind the Minotaur. “You can say that again,” the burly hob grunted. 
 
    I winced. “Akzar?” 
 
    Bob nodded. “My people don’t let criminals escape so easily.” 
 
    “They started chasing us almost as soon as we left the city,” Daimmen said. “We ran as fast as we could. Duladeen was kind enough to carry my Lolo on her back. After several hours, we ran into Bob and Yulli, and they chased away our pursuers. 
 
    “It was just an advanced scouting party,” Bob said. “I knew they would be sending a full division next, so we pushed on hard, running continually day and night. When we reached the edge of the forest, we encountered the procession of goblins you’d sent ahead of us. It was just past the mountains, so we left the guards who were escorting them behind, to hold off pursuit. They can delay a larger force for a long time by blocking one of the narrow mountain passes.” 
 
    “And then we continued running,” the Minotaur filled in. 
 
    “You made it here in record time,” I said. “But won’t Akzar’s forces break through eventually?” The thought of a hostile force coming toward my valley didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    Yulli joined us. “It won’t matter if they do. I made sure to cover our tracks. And this one ...” she threw a withering look at Bob, “insisted we keep on running, so by the time they punch through, they’ll have no idea where we went.” 
 
    “Well, you got here just in time,” I said. “Our retaliation strike is hours away. Bob, Yulli, go to the mess hall, eat and rest a little, then report to the barracks.” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem,” “Yes, Chief,” they answered as one. 
 
    “Kaedric, take care of our new workers.” 
 
    The mandibled hob nodded. “Of course, my lord. I shall settle them in the cave until more lodging can be built.” 
 
    “What about us?” Daimmen demanded. “We left everything we had behind when we joined you.” 
 
    “Father, it is not polite,” Lolo said, tugging at her father’s sleeve. 
 
    “I’m an innkeeper. I don’t know what I can offer to a clan of goblins.” 
 
    “We are more than just goblins here,” I said. “For now, maybe you could help out at the mess hall?” 
 
    “Why not let me run the local inn?” 
 
    “Err … we don’t have one.” 
 
    “You … don’t … have … one …” he said slowly. “But you do have a mess hall?” 
 
    “Yes …” I answered uncertainty. 
 
    “Then we’re just going to have to upgrade it,” he grumbled. “It’s not hard. Where’s your constructor? I will have a word with him at once.” 
 
    Did I just receive the blueprint for an inn unintentionally? The newcomers were proving useful already. “His name is Zuban. He’s busy at the moment, but you can usually find him at the Research Center.” 
 
    “And what about me?” the Minotaur demanded. 
 
    I looked up to meet her eyes and grinned. “How do you feel about working with glassteel?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Mob Squad peeked cautiously from their hiding place among the dozens of cargo boxes. They had made it into the Manapulators’ outer courtyard easily by sneaking in on one of the wagons carrying provisions. 
 
    Evening was drawing near, and the patrolling guards and players were becoming less attentive. 
 
    Another hour passed, and night had fallen. The courtyard was mostly dark. The hired NPCs congregated around cooking fires, and the players disappeared inside the guild house. 
 
    “It’s time,” Raystia said. All signs of her timidity were gone. 
 
    “What about this guy?” Riley pointed at the lone guardsmen standing not far from their hideout. For some reason, out of all his comrades, he was left standing watch alone. 
 
    “I’ll take care of him,” Raystia answered grimly. 
 
    Her friends blinked in surprise as the catgirl started wrapping leather straps around her body, tightening the black fabric she wore. She covered her head and face with a hood, leaving only narrow slits for her eyes. 
 
    “Wow, kitty, you look just like a ninja,” Misa said. “When did that happen?” 
 
    In response, the catgirl drew her dagger, crouched, and silently approached the lone guard. 
 
    The other three members of The Mob Squad exchanged bewildered glances. 
 
    “She’s not going to …?” Riley began. 
 
    “Oh, no chance in hell, not our big-eyed people-charmer,” Misa said. 
 
    “I don’t know …” Fox said, “she’s never shied away from combat.” 
 
    “It’s not the same as–” Riley said, but he stopped abruptly, his eyes widening as the girl reached her target from behind and with a practiced motion slit his throat while covering his mouth with her other hand. 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell.” Misa covered her own mouth. “She just murdered him in cold blood.” 
 
    Raystia turned, flashed a mischievous grin at her friends, and then disappeared before their astonished eyes. 
 
    “That girl is full of surprises,” Fox said. “When she gets back, we’re going to have a long conversation about hiding things from her party.” 
 
    Riley swallowed hard. “You’re going to have to be the one doing the questioning. After what I’ve seen, I’m just going to stand back, nod, and smile.” 
 
    Unaware of her friends’ misgivings, Raystia had already moved forward through the shadows. Her stealth skill and Shadow-Touched bonuses helped her remain undetected. She crossed the outer courtyard and pressed against the mansion’s three-story wall. A lone window was open on the first floor. She glanced around, making sure she was unseen, and scaled the wall as nimbly as a cat. 
 
    She jumped through the window, landing softly inside a wide corridor. Without hesitation, she went to the left, hugging the walls as she snuck forward. She was fairly acquainted with the place, and though it had changed since she’d last been here, the general layout remained the same. All she had to do to reach the inner courtyard was keep going forward. 
 
    A door in the wall ahead of her opened, and a couple of high-level players wearing enchanted plate armor walked out. One of them paused and turned his head, scanning the corridor. 
 
    “Come on, we only have 30 minutes before the big announcement,” his friend said impatiently. “And we’ve got stuff to do first.” 
 
    “I heard something.” The player narrowed his eyes as he continued scanning the corridor. 
 
    “There’s nothing there besides that large, stupid planter. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Okay,” the player said, and the two disappeared behind a bend at the end of the corridor. 
 
    The planter’s large flowers, which hadn’t been there a minute ago, fell away, revealing the intruder. “Phew, that was close,” Raystia muttered. 
 
    She followed the two players. When she arrived at the corridor’s end, she peeked around the bend to the right leading deeper into the mansion. There was another window farther ahead, situated on the right wall. Tiptoeing toward the window, she opened it just a crack and looked through. 
 
    Raystia had found what she was looking for. The window overlooked the guild’s inner courtyard. It was a rectangular open space where guild members could come to train or hold large meetings. A row of pillars lined its edges, holding up a roofed walkway that surrounded it. 
 
    Below her, four NPCs were arranging several tables with refreshments, no doubt in preparation for the upcoming guild meeting. 
 
    This seemed like a good place to hole up. Raystia accessed her interface and typed in a short message: ‘Oren, I’m in position. There are a few NPCs on location. You have less than 30 minutes before the entire guild arrives. Waiting for your mark to use the crystal.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be. It’s glassteel alright,” the female Minotaur grunted and shook her head. “This stuff can be forged into quality armor. Hard to believe a mere goblin could amass so much.” 
 
    We were standing inside the clan’s warehouse where I was showing Duladeen the mineral I had ‘liberated’ from Bartun’s warehouse. 
 
    “How many pieces do you need to make armor for my hobs?” I asked. 
 
    “That depends on the type of armor,” she said coldly. “Anywhere between 10 and 20.” 
 
    I had enough for 20 light armor or 10 heavy ones. I didn’t have to think long; armor had one function to serve. “I’d like heavy armor, please,” I said. I could always equip the agility-based warriors with oxsaurian leather. 
 
    “Oh you would, would you?” The Minotaur’s nostrils flared. “Well, I’ll need a proper smithy for that. Those flimsy little hovels your goblins work at won’t do. If only I had my old smithy …” She clenched her fists. “Also, there’s the question of my payment.” 
 
    I looked up into the Minotaur’s eyes. She stared back at me defiantly. She just left her shop and her entire life behind, I suddenly realized. Duladeen had been forced out of Akzar because of my actions. It was only natural she’d blame me for her misfortune. I had to take responsibility for that. 
 
    “I’m sorry for landing you in so much trouble,” I said. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have lost everything you owned. It’s a pale substitute, but I will make sure to build you a proper smithy. We’ll need to research new blueprints for that, so it might take us a little time, but we’ll get there. And of course I will pay you for your work. Just tell me how much.” 
 
    Duladeen tensed up, and for a second I thought she was going to throw a punch at me. Then her posture eased, and she smiled. “Things aren’t as bad as that. If you hadn’t introduced me to Tenragan I would be much worse off. I had a quick talk with him before I left Akzar. He’ll continue to maintain my shop while I’m away. He has enough in stock to last him a good while.” 
 
    I frowned. Even though Tenragan joining the GreenPiece Clan was not common knowledge, he was still a known member of the Church of Nihilator, which was now a cause for concern. The old hob didn’t need any more trouble on his plate. “Won’t he be held liable for your so-called crimes?” 
 
    Duladeen shook her head. “As soon as I left, he went to the guards to report me. By doing that, he made sure all blame would be placed on me. He’ll be fine, but I’ll never be able to return.” 
 
    <So that crippled hob is going to put all the blame on the horny chick?> Vic sighed. <What a pity. It would have been so much funnier if it were the other way around. Duladeen could have gone to the guards and said something like, ‘It wasn’t me, it was the one-armed hob.’ Ha! That would have been priceless.> 
 
    <It couldn’t have worked, mate,> Aidanriel thought back at him. <Oren has restored his arm, remember?> 
 
    <You just ruined a perfectly good pun with logic,> Vic said. <I am very disappointed in you, brother.> 
 
    Duladeen looked around, oblivious to the bickering VIs. “To be honest, I’m not sorry to be here. I was just angry because you forced my hand. I was getting tired of Akzar’s laws anyway. Everyone here looks busy and … happy.” 
 
    I didn’t lose a beat. “And we can use the services of an Expert smith. One who can craft high-quality weapons and armor.” 
 
    “Ha! I like the sound of that.” She gave a throaty chuckle. 
 
    <Oren,> Vic said. All signs of his unruly humor were gone. <Raystia just messaged you, she’s in position.> 
 
    I tensed up immediately. This is it. 
 
    I opened the message. According to Raystia, our window for an attack would close in roughly four hours. “Kaedric, gather all the troops. Have everyone report to the Barracks.” 
 
    “Shall I get the guards on active duty as well, my lord?” my seneschal replied calmly. 
 
    “Yes. Then find Malkyr and the other travelers and let them know we’re mobilizing. Have them report to the barracks as well. We’ll be leaving in one hour.” 
 
    “Understood, my lord.” 
 
    I teleported to the barracks. The building’s courtyard was already alive and full of warriors. The hobs assembled into orderly formations around the arena, and more were streaming in through the gates. Bob and his lieutenants were inspecting the troops, making sure everyone was outfitted properly. A couple of Ogres were having their weapons replaced. Goblin adepts walked through the assembled soldiers, muttering prayers to Nihilator. 
 
    A hobgoblin in gleaming white armor rushed toward me. “Dread Totem, I am ready!” 
 
    It was Zuban. I nearly didn’t recognize my chief constructor with the mithril armor he wore. The goblin smiths had done an amazing job piecing all the parts together.  
 
    “Good. Do you have a weapon?” 
 
    “Yes, Dread Totem.” He showed me an enchanted dagger. Not the most intimidating weapon, but it was light and easy to use by those who were untrained in combat. 
 
    “Why did it summon me here?” a drawling voice said from behind me. 
 
    I sighed and turned around. “We are going to war, Kuzai. Did you not get the message?” 
 
    “Who are we supposed to fight?” he demanded. “There are no enemies here. Did it not understand the concept of battle?” He was talking to himself again. “Maybe it meant to order his subjects to slaughter each other. Ah … our lord will revel in the bloodshed and sacrifices.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” I warned him. “Just shut up and wait for my orders.” 
 
    He sneered and left, still talking to himself. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground shook. Everyone looked up toward the gates. 
 
    Aidanriel and Rhyno had both arrived at the same time. The Ogre boss was eyeing the pinkish golem with mistrust but for once seemed to think better of challenging someone obviously much stronger than himself. 
 
    “Boss-man.” The Ogre nodded at me. 
 
    “Hey, mate,” Aidanriel said cheerfully. 
 
    I nodded back at them both. “Get ready, it won’t be long now.” 
 
    When all my forces had arrived, I placed them around the arena’s pit. I formed a war party, adding Bob and the other seven lieutenants. After a short contemplation, I also added Yulli and the other veterans; Ashlazaria, Zia, Kilpi, Kroakar, and Ryker. I finished by adding Rhyno, Kuzai, Bek, Kaedric, and lastly, Zuban. I had still some room in my war party, but I decided to keep it as it was. It was more efficient this way. I had all the leaders and prominent individuals, and they had their own squads. 
 
    I reached out to their minds using my magical earring. Everyone, listen up. Our invasion will start soon. I’m going to open a portal straight to the heart of our enemies’ stronghold. Our primary objective is to destroy as much of their base as possible. Killing the enemy travelers is secondary, as they will simply respawn to rejoin the fight. Rhyno, you and your ogres are in charge of smashing up the place. 
 
    We couldn’t simply burn the place since it was warded. I had another option on my mind, but there was no guarantee it would work. The Ogres were a reliable solution. Their capacity for mayhem was unparalleled. I still keenly remembered the damage the Ogre raiding party had inflicted on my clan. 
 
    Lieutenants, you and the rest of the soldiers back up the Ogres and fight off any traveler who tries to stop them, but don’t engage their elites. Leave those to the golem to handle. Kuzai, you and your adepts are to provide healing and support. Kilpi, stay close to Zuban; make sure nothing harms him. Everyone, be careful and support each other. Once we’re inside, there will be chaos and we won’t have much time before our enemies reorganize and retaliate. I trust you all to execute your assignments to the best of your ability. When I call for the retreat, everyone is to disengage immediately and escape through the portal. Kaedric, monitor the graveyard and wait for my orders regarding resurrections. 
 
    I finished just in time. Malkyr had arrived, and he didn’t come alone. Following behind the big man was his sister, Hoshisu, and more players. I recognized some – Tenchi, Sullivan, and Nero. There were a dozen others I didn’t know. 
 
    “Hey, Chief.” Malkyr waved at me. “We heard the fun’s about to start.” 
 
    “You’re just in time. We’re ready to begin.” 
 
    He looked around in puzzlement. “Begin what? Aren’t we leaving for Everance?” 
 
    “Soon,” I said. “Please, have your men stand around the pit next to my soldiers.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure thing, man.” 
 
    I took a moment to survey the gathered forces. I had 57 hob warriors, all level 20 or higher. Six Infernal Ogres at level 22, four goblin healers, and four bosses. It was a respectable force, but the pinnacle, without a doubt, was Aidanriel, my level 310 construct of death and destruction. 
 
    I glanced at the players getting into position. Ranging between levels 10 and 40, they offered a substantial increase to our overall might. They were loud and disorganized, but their chaotic nature was also their strength. 
 
    We were as ready as we were ever going to be. 
 
    I teleported to the center of the arena and accessed the Runecraft Design Mode. 
 
    The holographic representation of the arena’s dirt ground appeared in my view. But it was not empty. Large, partially constructed runes filled the arena, a leftover remnant of Vatras’s invasion to my clan. After I’d shut down his portal, the runes it manifested weren’t erased; they only deformed and became inert. The leftover enchantment was the basis for my entire invasion plan. I couldn’t do much when I first encountered the runes, but I’d strengthened considerably since then. My Runecraft skill was now high enough for the task. I was going to piece the enchantment back together. 
 
    I went through the motions without hesitation, just like I had practiced back at Akzar. Spatial runes were straightened or redrawn and properly connected to their binding counterparts. I worked quickly and efficiently, restoring the enchantment back to its original shape. I did make a small adjustment, though, adding the ‘Tse’ triggering rune to the base of the formation, allowing me to activate the enchantment at will. 
 
    It was an eight-rune enchantment, requiring a massive 7,200 MP to activate. It was way more than I could handle, but I wasn’t alone. 
 
    “Kuzai, Bek, adepts, channel your mana to me,” I ordered and started pouring my own mana into the design. The priests obeyed, and thin lines of blue mana extended out of them, floating down into the pit, joining my own. The runes began to glow, drawing a huge shape on the ground. 
 
    “How the hell does he do that?” I heard one of the watching travelers say. 
 
    “That’s one hardcore player,” another said. 
 
    “Should we help?” a third asked. 
 
    I was already down to half my mana, but the enchantment was only 30 percent full. I clenched my teeth at the strain and called out, “If you can spare some of your mana, that’d be great.” 
 
    “You got it, Chief,” Malkyr said brightly. “You heard him, boys! Casters, pitch in and give the guy some of your mana.” 
 
    Five bright blue threads joined us. The enchantment hungrily consumed the mana, and the runes glowed brighter and brighter. 
 
    “Holy shit, look at that!” a player blurted out, pointing at the center of the enchantment. A rift opened in the air a few centimeters above the ground. It was small at first, barely fist-sized, but as we dumped in more mana, the rift extended. With a final force of will, I poured in the last bits of mana to complete the enchantment. The rift grew into a three-meter tall portal outlined with scintillating orange energy. The opening itself was completely opaque. 
 
    The other side of the portal hadn’t been opened yet. 
 
    I accessed my interface and composed a short message. I hit ‘send’ and raised my hand. “Everyone, get ready! It’s showtime.”


 
   
  
 

 27 – Different Perspectives 
 
      
 
    Raystia remained by the window, watching the courtyard below. 
 
    After several minutes, three mid-level players had joined the NPC workers. 
 
    “I think we’re early,” a half-orc woman said. “This is awesome! Our first guild meeting.” 
 
    “Yes.” A halfling nodded excitedly. “I heard the guildmaster is going to be taking the stage. Supposedly about some new secret mission he wants the entire guild to take part in.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you guys,” a third robe-wearing player said, “but I joined to learn some of their famous Prime-Badged skills. So far they haven’t delivered, and I’ve been here for a week.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re just busy,” the woman said. “This is the best and largest guild in NEO, after all.” 
 
    The robe-wearing player scowled. “It used to be. They’re now rank 22. I joined because I wanted to be part of the best.” 
 
    “What do you think the guildmaster’s mission is going to be?” the halfling asked. “I think they’ve found a new raid boss, and they need everyone on board. Like that behemoth dragon from a couple of weeks ago.” 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot,” the robed player huffed. “That level of combat is way beyond any of us. Low-level players would only get in the way. It’s gotta be something else. Something everyone can take part in. After all, the messages said they wanted everyone.” 
 
    The halfling frowned. “Yeah, you’re probably right. We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    The three players continued to chat amicably among themselves, and Raystia quickly lost interest. 
 
    Ten more minutes passed before her message icon pinged. ‘Penelope, we’re ready. Make sure there’s no one in the courtyard when you activate the crystal. Oren.’ 
 
    “Oh, shoot,” Raystiam muttered. “He never said anything about clearing out the place.” Still, there was a mischievous glint in her eyes at the unexpected challenge. She enjoyed unleashing her wilder side. 
 
    But first, she was going to need a diversion. 
 
    Clicking on her message icon again, she quickly composed one of her own. ‘Guys, I need your help to create a distraction. Anything that will make a lot of noise would do. Thanks! ♡’ 
 
    A moment later, she received a response from Misa. ‘You got it, love.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She wants us to do what?” Fox said. 
 
    “She needs a distraction,” Misa explained patiently. “We’re supposed to make a lot of noise to draw out the guild members.” 
 
    “Shhh,” Riley said, pointing at approaching guards. 
 
    “She wants a distraction? She’s about to get one,” Fox said grimly. The yellow bugbear slowly withdrew his axe and buckled on his shield. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Misa said. “We need to come up with a plan.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” Fox said. “Chaaarge!” 
 
    He burst out from the piles of boxes and stormed the guards. The surprised NPCs didn’t have a chance to draw their weapons before the battle-hungry monster rammed into them. One guard was sent flying back, and another received an axe to the head. Fox whirled with his shield and sent a third guard tumbling. 
 
    Shouting and sounds of alarm came all around them as the other guards and players noticed the attack. Three patrols ran at the roaring bugbear with their weapons drawn. Farther away, a couple of mages started casting, preparing their long-ranged spells. 
 
    “Oh well,” Misa said brightly. “I guess that’s one way of doing it.” The half-goblin elf rolled out of their hiding spot and sprang to her feet. She whipped back her arm and swept it forward. A spinning metal chain erupted from her ring, flying and wrapping around one of the guard’s legs. He fell, entangled, and his two friends stormed at the woman. Undeterred, Misa drew another chain – this one thick and spiked, meant for melee combat. 
 
    “They’re all nuts,” Riley grumbled. The dwarf stood up and pointed at the ground ahead of the running guardsmen. The darkness became deeper, opening up into a pit. The running guards didn’t react in time, and they both plunged inside, screaming in fear. 
 
    The three members of The Mob Squad stood back to back, facing their many enemies. More players came pouring out from the mansion to join their comrades in the protection of their base. 
 
    “Well,” Misa said happily as she eyed the host of enemies surrounding them. “I’d say we did our part.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Raystia didn’t have to wait long. An alarm bell sounded almost as soon as she sent her message. The three players below her exchanged worried looks, then ran out of the yard, leaving the four NPCs behind. 
 
    This was as good an opportunity as she was going to get. The catgirl climbed through the window. Using barely visible handholds, she made her way across the outside wall to a perch directly above the servants. She let go of one hand, reached into her inventory, and threw a bundle into the air. 
 
    One of the human workers looked up in surprise as flower petals rained lightly from the sky. “What is this?” he asked and reached out his hand. 
 
    Another worker yawned. “All I know is that I’m so tired all of a sudden.” 
 
    The first worker brought his hands to his nose, smelling the innocent-looking petals. A pleasant aroma filled his nostrils and his eyes suddenly felt heavier than ever. He yawned. “I could use a break myself.” 
 
    The other two workers looked sleepily at each other. “We can’t,” one of them said. “We have a job to do. Just a few more minutes, then we can all go to slee–” 
 
    He didn’t get to finish the sentence. Raystia landed between the four of them, her daggers already dripping with red blood as a worker fell to the ground, a slash across his body cutting him open from shoulder to hip. 
 
    The other three blinked in surprise, but the poison had slowed their reactions. She struck with her daggers again, silencing a second worker, then dropped to her hands and swiped her feet in a wide circle, knocking the other two to the ground. With two quick strokes, she silenced them as well. 
 
    The guild’s alarm was still going off. She didn’t have long. 
 
    Raystia opened her inventory and extracted a wrapped bundle. She carefully removed the soft fabric, revealing a milky white, multifaceted crystal. 
 
    She hurried to the center of the courtyard, put down the powerful item, and activated it. 
 
    The crystal launched into the air and started rotating. Lines of electricity coated its surface and sparks of lightning shot out of it, hitting the walls and the ground. The catgirl nimbly dodged the jolts of electricity and retreated for cover. 
 
    In the air above the crystal, a small rift appeared. 
 
    It was starting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something was happening. The portal’s opaque opening was starting to shimmer. 
 
    I hoped Raystia had done as I asked and activated the anchoring crystal someplace out of sight. I knew the portal took time to establish, and an experienced magic user could potentially counter it. Like I had done when Vatras invaded. 
 
    The seconds stretched out like hours, but the portal’s opening hadn’t finished stabilizing. 
 
    <Take it easy, Boss,> Vic said. <The other side of the portal is located in a different time dilatation zone. It will take a few seconds for the two points to sync.> 
 
    He was right. I had to be patient. “Aidanriel,” I called out. “Come here.” 
 
    The players watching us exchanged baffled looks. One of them said, “Who the hell is he talking to– Whoa!” 
 
    A large tentacle made up of dozens of metallic beads reached over their heads and into the pit. Another tentacle followed, then another. Then the golem’s main bulk came into the pit to stand beside me. “You called, mate?” he said brightly. 
 
    “Holy shit,” another player said. “I thought that metal ball was just for decoration.” 
 
    “As soon as the portal stabilizes, I want you to go through,” I said, ignoring the players. “Secure the other side of the portal. Don’t give any of the travelers a chance to close it.” 
 
    “You got it, mate.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Guildmaster!” A breathless low-level elven girl burst through Vatras’s office without waiting for permission. The muted sound of a faraway alarm filtered in through the open door. 
 
    “What is it?” Vatras glared at the pathetic lowbie. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” the player said, trying to regulate her breathing. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd,” Vatras snapped at her. “No one will attack us at our own base.” 
 
    “I have just respawned,” she argued. “I was in the outer yard when three monsters jumped us out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Monsters?” Vatras scowled. “There are no monsters in Everance.” 
 
    “Guildmaster!” Another player ran through the office’s open door. “Someone murdered the NPCs in the inner courtyard.” 
 
    That couldn’t be a coincidence. Vatras got up from his seat. “Someone’s going to answer for this. Hirooku.” He glanced at his ever-present lieutenant. “Handle this.” 
 
    The lean assassin yawned. “If you insist. Do you want to issue a guild-wide alert?” 
 
    “No,” Vatras hissed. “Those newbies probably got in over their heads.” 
 
    Hirooku shrugged. “That’s what you get when you lower your bar for new recruits. I’ll go check it out.” 
 
    “BigPill should be logging in any minute now,” Vatras called after him. “Get him to help you.” His two lieutenants were the only ones Vatras trusted with anything remotely important. 
 
    “I’m on it,” the lean human said as he left the room. 
 
    The two low-level players exchanged looks. “What about us?” 
 
    “Go back and try to redeem your pathetic performance.” 
 
    “But the death debuff–” 
 
    “Leave!” Vatras roared at them. 
 
    “You’re such a jerk,” the girl said. “I don’t deserve this. Screw it, I’m out of here.” She logged off, disappearing into nothingness. 
 
    Vatras glared at the remaining player. 
 
    “So, ahem, yeah …” the player said nervously. “I think I’ll leave too. The death debuff, you know …” Then he disappeared too, leaving a very angry guildmaster behind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shoot!” Raystia whispered. She was hiding behind one of the support pillars around the courtyard when a couple of players burst in. The two stood, flabbergasted at the light show. 
 
    A lightning bolt discharged, scorching the ground a meter away from their feet. The two looked at each other, then turned around and fled. 
 
    Raystia winced. That’s not a good sign. 
 
    The catgirl’s assumption proved correct a moment later when the two players returned, followed by five more. Two of whom were high-level casters. 
 
    The portal’s rift was still opening and shooting lightning in all directions, and it didn’t look like it would finish opening before the players got a chance to tamper with it. She had to act now. 
 
    “Oren better appreciate this,” she muttered and drew out her willow bow. 
 
    The seven players were rushing toward the hovering crystal when the arrows started flying. Raystia’s sneak attack, coupled with her poisoned arrows, felled the first two players, but the other five were made of stronger stuff. One of them, a tank, took out a huge door-like shield from his inventory, blocking her sight. The two casters were quick to take cover behind him. The remaining two players made a beeline for the side walkways, aiming to flank her. Raystia continued to shoot, hitting both flanking enemies, but without the sneak bonus, it didn’t cause enough damage to kill them. The poison did its job though, slowing them down and buying her a few more precious seconds. 
 
    Then the explosions started. 
 
    A fireball shot passed by, just barely missing Raystia’s head. It exploded against the wall behind her, showering her with shrapnel and shaving off 10 percent of her health. A ray of acid impacted the pillar and dissolved a significant part of her cover. By the force of the spells, the two players were probably around level 100. She was hopelessly outmatched. 
 
    Raystia tried to fall back, but two more spells flew at her. She dove to the floor, but the spells hit the nearly destroyed pillar and turned it to rubble. Broken stone shards rained down on the catgirl, burying her in the debris. A few green stalks that grew through the cracks were the only remainder of the brave spy. 
 
    With the pesky intruder dealt with, the two casters ran toward the blazing portal. Their personal magic shields flared as lightning struck them. 
 
    A player wearing teal robes frowned and said, “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    His friend nodded. “It’s an anchoring crystal, but it shouldn’t be discharging like this. Something is wrong; maybe someone tampered with it.” 
 
    “In any case, it’s a threat to the guild,” the teal-robed player said. “Any idea how we can close it?” 
 
    “I have an antimagic scroll on me,” his friend said uncertainly. “It might work.” 
 
    “It should. I’ll help. I can cast Break Enchantment. Together, they should be enough to close that thing.” 
 
    “Are you two ready to do something about this thing?” demanded the player behind them holding the huge shield. 
 
    “On it.” The teal-robed player started chanting a long spell while his friend withdrew a scroll and started reading it carefully. 
 
    The unstable portal blazed one more time and became steady. The lightning ceased. 
 
    “Good job guys,” the shield-carrying player said. 
 
    “What? It wasn’t us … Wait, the portal is–” 
 
    The last of his sentence was drowned out as a huge metal … thing erupted from the opening and smashed the player down, burying him under a pile of rolling pinkish spheres. 
 
    “HOLY SHI–” His friend took a step back. All thoughts of casting his spell were gone. 
 
    Two more metallic tentacles burst out of the portal. One seized the friend by the waist, lifting him, while the other one grabbed onto a pillar and pulled. The grappled player struggled futilely against the overpowering grasp as more tentacles burst through the portal, followed by something round and heavy. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” one of the players squealed. “Huge metal octopuses are attacking the guild!” He ran away, screaming those words over and over. 
 
    “It’s a golem,” the tank said, looking at the two remaining players. “We have to keep it contained until reinforcements arrive.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s my line!” the golem said in a very un-golem-like manner. With an almost contemptful gesture, the golem whipped one of his free tentacles, swatting the tank aside as if he were no more than an armored fly. “Oh, this is fun!” 
 
    Aidanriel hoisted the mage up higher and brought him closer to his core. “Well, aren’t you a fragile little thing?” he chuckled. The golem’s beads rolled on top of the mage, burying him in a heap of pinkish metal. 
 
    The tank pushed himself off the ground. He was badly wounded and had a Fractured Skull debuff, but he could still move. His eyes opened wide as another shape appeared through the portal. 
 
    A goblin. 
 
    The goblin looked around, taking in the signs of battle, and nodded to himself. “It’s just like I remembered.” 
 
    The tank’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the injured players. Something black flashed by his sight, followed by a system message. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  You have died! 
  Death Debuff: From being sacrificed by a goblin Totem, -2 levels. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 33/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I had finally made it back. 
 
    I stood in the courtyard of the building I’d designed and looked around as waves of nostalgia swept over me. This was where it had all started. This was where I had built my guild by hand. This was my place of power; from here, I ruled over all others. We were strong, undefeated. 
 
    And now I had returned to reduce it to dust. 
 
    Hobgoblins poured out of the portal behind me, quickly organizing into smaller squads led by a lieutenant. Malkyr and the other players followed them, spreading out with no sense of order. 
 
    “I have a present for you, mate,” Aidanriel said, lowering a tentacle toward me. The beads rolled apart, revealing a player that was barely alive. A mage wearing teal robes. 
 
    I sensed something behind me and activated Mana Shield. I was just in time. A stealthed player became visible as his sword bounced off my shield. He was higher-level than I was, but not out of my reach. With a thought, I froze him, and my dagger slashed at his throat, sacrificing him. Almost as an afterthought, I redirected the dagger at the player in the golem’s grasp. Both players were quickly reduced to an oozing mess as they were consumed by darkness. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! 
  Immortal Killed! 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 35/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The courtyard was now completely empty. 
 
    The Ogres passed through the portal one at a time, followed by Kuzai, Bek and the adepts, and finally, Zuban. 
 
    “You know your assignments,” I called out. “We don’t have much time. Go, make them bleed. For the GreenPiece Clan!” 
 
    “For the GreenPiece Clan!” my soldiers roared and funneled into the courtyard exits, running inside the guild house and destroying everything in sight. Rhyno led the Ogres to a wall. The brutes hacked at the reinforced stone with their giant maces and quickly opened a hole large enough for them to pass through. Then they too disappeared inside the mansion, breaking everything in sight; furniture, walls, and players. 
 
    “Aidanriel, how’s your mana capacitor looking?” 
 
    “Not a problem, mate; over 98 percent full and going strong.” 
 
    “Good. Follow the soldiers, deal with any player that’s too strong for them. Use your Siege trait to wreak some devastation when you can. Remember, unless you run into serious trouble, conserve your attacks so you don’t run out of mana too quickly.” 
 
    “Sure thing, mate. But what about you?” 
 
    “I have something to do here first,” I said. 
 
    I watched as Aidanriel rammed into the courtyard wall, blowing a huge hole through it, then I looked down at the ground. To my estimation, we had maybe three minutes before our enemies organized for a counterstrike. I had to move quickly. 
 
    I opened the Design Mode and began enchanting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hirooku stopped abruptly and rubbed his eyes to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Four hobgoblins, clad in steel armor and wielding magical swords were fighting against some of the lower-level guild members. As he watched, a vicious-looking hobgoblin lieutenant decapitated a player, then kicked a mage full on the chest, preventing him from casting a spell. One of the player tanks roared a taunt and banged at his shield, but the hobs ignored him. He could just as well have played on a tambourine. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Hirooku drew his two short swords then blurred. The four hobgoblins stopped fighting at once and stood motionless before the bewildered surviving players. Then, they fell apart, hacked to pieces. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Hirooku demanded. “Where did they come from?” 
 
    There was a loud bang. A horned Ogre came flying through a nearby wall and toppled to the ground. His chest was a smoking crater. Another player stepped through the open hole, his eyes burning in anger. 
 
    “Hirooku, what the hell is going on? I leave for a few hours and all hell breaks loose!” 
 
    “We’re under attack, BigPill,” the tall assassin said evenly. “I think we can safely assume who’s behind this, considering the identity of the attackers.” 
 
    “Oren?” BigPill’s eyes widened in surprise. He reached up to pet the blue raven on his shoulder. “You think he’s attacking us with low-level fodder?” 
 
    One of the surviving players spoke up. “It’s not just the hobs and Ogres. He has some sort of pink tentacle monster that’s obliterating the high-level players. It stays near the courtyard, though. My friends and I thought we could help out by stopping the hobs running loose, but they’re tough too.” 
 
    “Where are all the high-level players?” BigPill demanded. “We were supposed to hold a guild meeting in a few minutes; they should be here.” 
 
    Hirooku shrugged. “We both know most of them aren’t happy with how things are at the guild right now. It wouldn’t surprise me if only a few dozen show up.” 
 
    “That’s still plenty to squash a few pesky mobs,” the angry mage retorted. “You go round them up, and kill every intruder along the way. Head toward the courtyard. I’ll go get Vatras. It’s about time the guildmaster showed a little bit of leadership around here.” 
 
    The low-level players exchanged worried looks. “And what about us?” one of them dared to ask. 
 
    Hirooku grumbled, “It’s as good an opportunity as any for some power leveling. Follow me.” 
 
    The low-level players grinned and hurried after the assassin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I finished the area enchantment and started pouring in my mana. 
 
    There were sounds of battle all around me, and a river of XP flowed into me. Zuban, who was standing behind me, had already risen by one level. A bored-looking Kilpi stood next to him with his shield at the ready. 
 
    I quickly depleted the three void crystals I had gained by sacrificing the players and continued to funnel mana into the enchantment. A wall on the far side of the courtyard exploded open, and Aidanriel’s tentacles burst through, tossing two barely conscious players toward me. 
 
    Thanks, I projected, while guiding my dagger to snuff out their lives. My boss tier 3 progression went up to 37. 
 
    <My pleasure, mate,> Aidanriel said. <Vic had a point; killing meat suits is a lot of fun.> 
 
    Vic sighed. <That’s not what I said. I said it’s fun to poke holes in them.> 
 
    <Well, what do you think I’m doing, mate?> Aidanriel responded. 
 
    <Different kind of holes, brother.> 
 
    Do you two mind? I thought back at them, clenching my teeth as I continued to power the enchantment. 
 
    <Sorry, mate.> 
 
    The icons of my war party members were gradually graying out. They were encountering heavy resistance, and the death toll was rising. I couldn’t delay any longer. I let go of the enchantment. It needed roughly another thousand MP, but it could wait. I ran toward the hole the Ogres opened up and stopped when I saw what lay beyond. 
 
    The savage brutes had carved out a whole new corridor through the heart of the mansion. Broken bodies of players and hobs were strewn about, but there were more of the former than the latter. 
 
    Yells of pain and cries of combat continued. Ten players tumbled into the newly created hallways, fighting amongst themselves. I recognized Malkyr. The big man’s axe was giving off a bright orange light. He swung hard at an enemy elf player, nearly chopping him in half. 
 
    I gathered my mana and called the surrounding shadows to me, infusing them with power. Five black mastiffs materialized out of the darkness and jumped into the melee, biting and snapping at the guild’s players. I lashed out with my magic, killing a wounded player with a volley of drilling arrows, then froze and sacrificed another with my dagger. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! X 2 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 39/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    A commotion behind me drew my attention. A high-level player burst into the open, followed by five lower-level ones. I didn’t waste time waiting for my spells to cool down and instead pointed my staff at the new group, unleashing an empowered direball. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball AoE: 614 damage 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! X 5 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 44/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    It was like shooting fish in a barrel. My direball decimated the five lower-level players, but the one leading them tumbled forward, escaping the blast radius unscathed. Then he was up and rushing forward, closing the distance toward me. 
 
    I looked at the disheveled player, and my jaw clenched as I recognized him. 
 
    “Oren!” Hirooku spat angrily. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” The level 280 player approached me, raising his two swords. I had very little chance to survive a direct attack. His Epic-ranked weapon would cut through my shield like butter. 
 
    “Wait!” I reached out one hand. 
 
    He paused, looking at me with contempt. “What?” 
 
    “I wanted you to meet someone,” I said. A beaded tentacle burst through a wall and slammed Hirooku into the opposite wall. Then Aidanriel’s main bulk busted out, coming to stand between me and the downed player. “Meet my golem. I think you two will hit it off.” 
 
    With an effortless flip, Hirooku was back on his feet. Aidanriel sent two tentacles at him, but the assassin slashed upward and the tips of both tentacles fell to the ground. 
 
    “Ouch!” the golem cried out in surprise. The severed limbs lost cohesion and the beads rolled to join with the golem’s main body, leaving behind a few burned out shells. 
 
    I glanced at the golem. Losing four beads had also reduced his level, but as I watched, a small rift opened as he accessed his storage, replenishing himself with four new ones. 
 
    Hirooku stumbled backward. “You’re in over your head, Oren,” he said. “I’ll gather the high-level players and we’ll put an end to you and your golem.” The assassin’s form blurred and disappeared. 
 
    This was going better than I’d expected. 
 
    By now the Ogres and Aidanriel had seriously smashed up the guild’s interior, but the fortified foundations still held. It would take hours to bring everything down by brute force. 
 
    Luckily, I had a better plan in mind. 
 
    But first, I wanted to increase my immortal counter by a few more notches. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    BigPill stormed into Vatras’s office. “We’re under attack.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” the guildmaster said calmly, having regained his composure. “A few monsters killed some of our low-level recruits. So what?” 
 
    BigPill gave Vatras a searching look. Once, he’d considered the man to be an amazing player and a superb raid leader. But all he saw now was a miserable paper-pusher who was too afraid to jeopardize his station. His raven croaked disapprovingly, reflecting its master’s feelings. 
 
    “It’s not some low-level monsters,” he said flatly. “Those are Oren’s monsters. Hobgoblins and Ogres. They are much stronger than they were when we raided them. They’re slaughtering our low-level recruits and the Ogres are demolishing the mansion itself.” 
 
    “What?” Vatras got to his feet.  
 
    “As it stands,” BigPill replied calmly, “everyone is in disarray, trying to fight off the intruders. But the mobs are coordinated and organized. I told Hirooku to gather the high-level players and do a sweep, but it might be too late. The damage to our reputation will be irreparable, and if the mansion gets too damaged, it might be beyond our ability to fix. If we won’t act decisively, right now, the Manapulators guild might be facing its end.” 
 
    Vatras’s face became deathly pale. In an instant, his casual office clothes were replaced with pristine, legendary-ranked armor, and his belt sprouted a dozen enchanted daggers. 
 
    He met his lieutenant’s eyes. “Not while I’m in charge.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A steady stream of XP flowed into me as I ran deeper into the mansion, looking for the loudest sounds of battle. I turned a corner and found a disturbing sight. Three Infernal Ogre corpses had been hacked to ribbons. Further along, Rhyno and two surviving Ogres were battling against a couple of level 90 players. The fight was definitely going the wrong way, as the players easily dodged the giant’s powerful, yet slow, swings and retaliated with enchanted weapons, skills, and spells of their own. The two Infernal Ogres were critically injured, and Rhyno himself had only half of his health remaining. The two players had nearly a thousand HP each and only suffered from minor wounds. Their high levels were out of reach of my Dark Mana skill. Drilling Arrow would barely make a dent in their health. So instead, I pointed my staff and channeled a condensed direball through it. The small bead of energy shot forward, but at the last second, the player I’d targeted ducked, and my spell hit the wall behind him, the explosion opening up another hole. 
 
    I looked behind me, searching for the golem. Aidanriel‘s tentacles were visible through the walls, fighting off five high-level players. 
 
    Things were starting to go south for us. Already, a third of the icons in my war party had grayed out. 
 
    Everyone, retreat back to the courtyard! I projected mentally. 
 
    I backed away from the fighting Ogres and summoned another five shadow mastiffs. My hounds charged the high-level players, buying the exhausted Ogres a small reprieve. “Run, now!” I shouted at them as the two players systematically massacred the mastiffs. 
 
    Rhyno lifted his head and used his Terrible Roar skill. The two players’ shoulders visibly sagged, and the remaining Ogres’ chests puffed up. They disengaged from the fight, letting the mastiffs take over. Then we all ran through the smashed corridor back toward the courtyard. 
 
    Hobgoblins poured out of side rooms to join us. Many of them were injured, some critically so. I cast Heal Followers twice as we ran, restoring some of their lost health. 
 
    We burst out into the courtyard, and more soldiers came out from the other passages. The portal was still open, hovering a few centimeters above the ground, just as we had left it. 
 
    “Start evacuating!” I shouted, pointing at the glowing doorway. 
 
    My soldiers obeyed, some running, some limping toward the portal. Several more hobs filtered into the courtyard, fending off waves of enemies with each step they took. 
 
    Aidanriel, give them a hand. 
 
    My golem pounced on the attacking players, his limbs falling and squashing them like bugs. I let loose two more direballs from my staff, emptying it of charges, but collecting my due in return. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! X 5 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 49/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    The pursuing forces suffered casualties and retreated. A quick glance around showed me I’d lost nearly half of my forces, but we had exacted a heavy price. 
 
    Ten of my soldiers had passed through the portal when an angry, shrill voice came from above us. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    A shimmering force of energy flared around the portal, blocking our retreat. 
 
    As if on cue, dozens of enemies rose into view on the roof all around us. They all wore Epic armor or better. Their swords crackled with electricity and their staffs radiated with tangible power. 
 
    The high-level players had arrived.


 
   
  
 

 Interlude: Tom 
 
      
 
    Tom snapped out of his nap to a frenzied alarm. “Oh no …” 
 
    The biotechnician ran to the beeping console connected to the long-term FIVR unit. The warning indicator lights were blinking madly. 
 
    Tom stared at the terminal, and the blood drained from his face as he noticed the player’s brainwave activity. “This … can’t be.” 
 
    He picked up the communicator and pressed the emergency button. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The director was sitting behind his desk, reading the latest quarterly reviews. The company was doing very well. 
 
    In fact, they would soon be able to afford the astronomical sum required to lease the quantum server directly, becoming the first commercial entity to have ever managed that. At which point, they would no longer require the army’s support and would be able to tell them to go to hell. Then the company could concentrate on making even more money. 
 
    His phone rang. 
 
    The director frowned. Very few people had his direct number. Even his wife had to go through his secretary first. The name on the caller ID didn’t tell him much; it was labeled simply as, ‘Emergency call (Tom).’ 
 
    “Yes, who is it?” he asked firmly. 
 
    “Sir, this is Tom. I’m one of the technicians watching over Oren Berman’s FIVR unit.” 
 
    The director’s grip tightened around the receiver. This wasn’t good. He’d given instructions to be immediately notified of any deteriorations in the player’s health. “How is Mr. Berman doing?” 
 
    “Not well, sir. It’s … I … I’ve never seen readings like this. Mr. Berman’s brain waves have jumped by 500 percent. The monitor’s screen is almost one solid color.” 
 
    “I take it this is not something we’re thrilled to see.” 
 
    “No, sir. This level of cerebral strain is off the charts. If this continues any longer, it will lead to permanent brain damage. But that’s not even the weird part.” 
 
    The director scowled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I can’t really explain it. Even though the monitor is almost completely opaque, there’s a sort of depth to it. It’s like I’m looking at a 3D model. I didn’t even know the equipment was capable of drawing such shapes.” 
 
    The director remained silent for a long moment. The equipment and sensors used to monitor the player’s health were military-grade, though Tom couldn't know that. They were far above any similar civilian tech. 
 
    “What does it mean, Tom?” He felt ridiculous referring to a subordinate by his first name. 
 
    “I’m not an expert, sir, but if I had to guess, it looks like I’m watching the brain waves of two separate individuals. I have no idea how that’s possible. Even schizophrenia doesn’t register like this.” 
 
    The director nodded to himself. The technology his company developed had applications far beyond simple gaming. They were on the verge of understanding how to harness the full potential of the human brain. Unfortunately, with such a degree of intense probing, complications were inevitable. 
 
    “Sir?” Tom’s voice came again. “I have a form here requesting that I call a certain ‘Tal Weissman.’ He’s listed as the company’s second contact person in case of emergency. I tried adding him to the conversation, but he’s not picking up.” 
 
    The director’s thoughts raced. It seemed that Mr. Emery, the company’s senior lawyer, had left a loose end when covering up this incident. “Mr. Weissman has been reassigned to one of the company’s secret R&D labs and is currently unreachable. Don’t worry about him; I’m in charge. I’m calling in an emergency extraction team.” 
 
    “But, sir,” Tom protested. “Breaking someone out of full immersion without logging out first is an extremely dangerous procedure.” 
 
    “Based on your information, the damage from a manual extraction seems far less than keeping him connected. I will contact the on-call neuroscientist immediately. Once he confirms your observation, he’ll sign off on the extraction.” 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect …” 
 
    “I said I will handle this.” The director spoke slowly, emphasizing every word. “Do I make myself clear, Tom?” 
 
    The biotechnician hesitated before answering. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good, then wait for further instructions. I’ll be in touch.”


 
   
  
 

 28 – Payback 
 
      
 
    “Oren!” Vatras spat with barely contained rage. “You’ve got to be kidding me! We’re going to kill you five times before you hit the floor. And this time, I won’t give you the chance to come up with clever new tricks. Raid squads Alpha through Delta – attack. Squad Echo – capture the goblin!” 
 
    The players surrounding us raised their weapons. Mages started weaving mana into various destructive spells, and Rangers drew their bows. The melee warriors took a step forward. This was bad. 
 
    I glanced at the golem beside me. His mana capacitor was at 90 percent. 
 
    Aidanriel, remember I told you to fight conservatively unless you run into serious trouble? 
 
    <Yeah, mate?> 
 
    I think this counts as serious trouble. It’s time to go all out. I grinned viciously. Kill them all! 
 
    “Crikey!” The golem cheered, drawing surprised looks from the attacking players. The players were all above level 200 with a few closing in on 300. At his level 310, Aidanriel still held the advantage. 
 
    The golem’s center of mass descended as more tentacles grew out of it, making him look like a tornado of flailing limbs. Light shone between the beads and thick red veins pulsated over them as he activated his Overdrive skill. 
 
    Firestorms, blasts of kinetic energy, and an unending hail of magic missiles descended on us. I was spared the barrage, as were the soldiers closest to me, but the rest of my army wasn’t as lucky. Within the space of two heartbeats, 20 hobs and all of the Infernal Ogres simply evaporated under the onslaught. There was barely even a smudge of blood remaining to mark the place where they’d stood. Rhyno, Bob, Kilpi, Yulli, Kuzai, and Bek were the only ones remaining. 
 
    Ten players dropped from the three-story roof, landing around us like a bunch of superheroes. I recognized Hirooku as one of them.  
 
    “Careful of the golem,” Vatras’s leuitenant said. “He packs quite a punch.” 
 
    “You have no idea, mate,” Aidanriel said and lashed out again. 
 
    Ten limbs extended, one for each of the attacking players. A mage who failed to protect himself in time was instantly killed as a tentacle smashed him into pulp. The others were quick to use an assortment of protection skills and magic items, blocking the limbs or reducing the damage they inflicted. But even though the other nine players survived, they were all hurled back from the impact. Even a level 290 tank holding a massive tower shield was powerless to resist. 
 
    The nine players, each expert gamers, were back on their feet in the blink of an eye, but Aidanriel wasn’t finished. He extended two limbs toward two unlucky players. The beads at the end of each limb parted, revealing slender metallic rods. Fire rods. Huge gouts of flames erupted from them, engulfing two of the wounded players and reducing them to piles of ash. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the heavy tank said. “It just did fifteen hundred fire damage to each player. What the hell kind of a monster is this? It doesn't even register as a boss.” 
 
    Aidanriel, how much mana did you just use? I asked with trepidation. 
 
    <Nearly 5,000, mate,> he said cheerfully. <Capacitor at 75 percent.> 
 
    Holy shit indeed. That tank was right; I’d created a monster. 
 
    The players on the rooftops were preparing their second volley, many of them pointing their weapons at the golem. It’s a good thing you have more juice in the tank, I thought quickly. I’m going to have to borrow some. 
 
    With a thought, I accessed his mana reserves and pulled a thousand MP, channeling them directly to the unfinished area enchantment. With a fluid motion, I drew out a level 400 void crystal and plunged it into the ground. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Activate Area Enchantment [Gravity Increase]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 188% 
  Mana Invested: 4,500/4,500  
  Effect: Increase gravity by 275% 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I grinned. Oh yes. 
 
    Thick lines of mana flared on the ground then raced toward the rows of support columns around the courtyard. The ground shook as the enchantment increased the weight of the building by hundreds of tons. Cracks ran through the load-bearing columns. The roof above began to crumble. Many of the high-level players standing on the roof cried out in surprise and lost focus on their spells. Then the pillars gave way, disintegrating under the overwhelming weight. 
 
    I had designed the mansion. The pillars around the courtyard acted as the support structure that held up the entire place. The idea was to withstand attacks from the outside, not from within. When the columns broke apart, the entire guild house followed, collapsing to rubble all around us. Those of us standing in the courtyard remained largely outside the zone of devastation. 
 
    I smiled with satisfaction as I surveyed the damage. The falling building took out half the players who had been standing on it. The other 20 used a variety of skills and spells to fly or escape to safety. 
 
    Vatras was one of the flying ones. Even from a distance, I could feel the rage in his eyes piercing me. “This is not over Oren!” he yelled. “Squads – reform! Assume bulwark formation and take down that Golem! BigPill, Hirooku, you’re with me.” 
 
    Vatras used to be my second in command, the one in charge of managing the raid teams. If there was anything he excelled at, it was leading raid parties. A bulwark formation was a tactic specifically designed to combat strength-based enemies with a high armor rating. 
 
    Some of the remaining players were wounded, though none critically. Six heavily armored tanks landed around the golem. A second circle of eight mages who specialized in armor penetration magic formed behind them. The tanks held up their shields and roared as they activated a raid skill, which connected their shields with tendrils of mana, combining their strengths to block the golem’s attack. Vatras and his two lieutenants closed in on me and my remaining soldiers. 
 
    <Boss!> Vic shouted in my mind. <BigPill is here, and he brought his raven familiar! It’s one of our leaders – you have to kill it!> 
 
    Then all hell broke loose. 
 
    The mages surrounding Aidanriel started bombarding him with armor penetration spells. Magical bombs and spears of stone hit the golem, causing his HP to drop, while the Tanks intercepted his flailing arms. Aidanriel still dished out a lot of damage, but the injured players were quickly healed by allied casters or healing potions. 
 
    Unlike the players, the golem couldn’t heal. His beads kept shifting, spreading the damage around to prevent them from being destroyed and reducing his level, but I could see it was a losing battle. 
 
    I had my own problem to handle before I could come to his rescue. Like a whirlwind of blades, Hirooku charged forward, eviscerating and instantly killing Bob, while also hitting Rhyno with an upward chop that nearly split him in half. 
 
    BigPill snorted in contempt as he intercepted a volleyball-sized spell of destruction from Kuzai, then retaliated with his own magic. A wall of flame erupted around the dark priest, cooking his flesh and nearly killing him. Vatras’s eyes were locked on me as he hacked left and right, killing Kilpi, despite him using his boss’s invulnerability ability. 
 
    My turn, I thought savagely. Thanks to drawing on the golem’s mana, my own reserves were nearly full. I took a step back, drew out another level 400 void crystal and thrust it into the ground, activating the second area enchantment I had prepared in advance. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Activate Area Enchantment [Empowering Circle]? Yes/No 
  Pattern efficiency: 200% 
  Mana invested: 3,600/3,600 
  Effect: Increase the effectiveness of spells cast within the circle by 100 percent. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    Yes! 
 
    Runic lines flared all around me, drawing complex patterns. I turned my focus inward and severed a tendril of mana, dismissing my faraway clone. Then I poured my awareness into my shadow. The new enchantment finished forming a perfect runic circle around me just as my shadow clone reappeared, growing into a three-dimensional being. 
 
    “Now …” “Now …” I said with two different voices. “Let’s …” “….fight!” 
 
    Vatras and Hirooku were slashing through my companions on their way to me. BigPill stayed back, supporting them with his magic. A multicolored shield erupted around him and his raven. 
 
    With both of my bodies, I channeled mana into direballs. I skipped the concentrated version; Hirooku had already shown he could dodge it. Vatras and his lieutenants continued to cut down my soldiers. Their deaths bought me time as I poured mana into the two direballs. Strengthened even further by the empowering enchantment, the balls of energy grew immensely. I launched the spells just as Vatras landed the killing stroke on Rhyno, the last of my soldiers to remain standing. 
 
    The giant brute fell, revealing me to my enemies, just in time for them to see me launching the two glowing balls of death. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball AoE damage 1,151 [(307 X 3) X 1.25 staff] 
  Vatras took 767 damage [-33% spell resistance] 
  Hirooku took 345 damage [-20% spell resistance, -50% Lightning Evasion] 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Direball AoE damage 1,151 [(307 X 3) X 1.25 staff] 
  BigPill’s shield lost color: Gray 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    No! Even after all my careful preparations, my best shot had done less than 20 percent damage to my enemies. 
 
    “Nooooo!” “Noooo!” I screamed in unison and started flinging spell after spell at the trio of players – Drilling Arrow, Shadow Webs, another Direball. They were all blocked or weakened to pathetic levels. 
 
    I glanced behind me. Despite going all out and killing another player, Aidanriel was in bad shape. His health was down to half, and his mana capacitor was at a quarter. In a desperate attempt to keep his level stable, a steady stream of Viridium spheres flew out of his storage to replace the destroyed ones. But he couldn’t keep it up for long against the guild’s elites. 
 
    <Boss, stop playing around! Kill that raven! Nothing else is important. Kill. It. Now!> 
 
    <You know, he’s right, mate.> Aidanriel’s voice sounded strained. <One death is all we really need.> 
 
    “It’s not like I’m not trying,” I said between clenched teeth and launched a barrage of drilling arrows at the mage’s familiar, causing another color of his shield to vanish. Three colors remained. “He’s got a prismatic shield,” I said. “Each of the colors has to be removed by a different kind of spell, and I’ve already used all of mine.” 
 
    <Oi, why didn’t you say so earlier, mate?> Aidanriel retracted three of his limbs. Their beads rolled and merged into a single arm that extended far above and beyond the circle of tanks. A fire rod sprouted from the tip and a gout of flame washed over BigPill. Another color disappeared from his shield. Only two remained. 
 
    The mage blinked with surprise at the sudden attack. 
 
    “That’s enough of that,” Vatras hissed and lashed out at me. Acting on pure instinct, my clone and I activated our Mana Shields. Two bubbles of force, one on top of the other, came into existence around us, both doubly strengthened by the Empowering Circle. Vatras’s sword easily cut through the first layer but was stopped by the second. Hirooku blurred, appearing next to me, and the second shield broke as well. “You’re mine now!” Vatras growled. 
 
    “Hold on, Chief, we’re coming!” a voice called behind me.  
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. Trust the chaotic nature of the travelers to refuse to evacuate when ordered. Somehow, they’d survived the building’s collapse and came charging over the wreckage, straight at the surprised players. 
 
    With his fiery axe leading the way, Malkyr landed a powerful overhead chop on one of the tanks surrounding the golem. His sister and Nero engaged another two. Despite their impressive combat prowess, they were still fighting against overwhelming odds. Their best attacks rebounded harmlessly off the high-level players. 
 
    The rest of Malkyr’s friends were ranged damage dealers. They targeted the enemy players with a slew of arrows and low-level spells – firebolts, acid splashes, and lightning – but all their efforts were in vain. They were like toddlers trying to wrestle an adult. An adult fire giant. On steroids. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “Ignore the rest – everyone, target him!” I pointed at BigPill. 
 
    However, before they could react, the Manapulators retaliated. With a few negligible strikes, the high-level players dispatched half my allies. 
 
    Then things got even worse. 
 
    One by one, piles of wreckage moved and exploded outward as the high-level players who had been buried finally escaped their confinement. They burst out, showering the courtyard with flying shrapnel and killing even more of Malkyr’s friends. 
 
    Only two survived. Heeding my call, the two aimed at BigPill and cast their magic. A small firebolt and a pathetic splash of acid shot out of their fingers, clashing against his magic barrier. Only one color disappeared. A single one remained. 
 
    <I already hit him with fire!> Aidanriel shouted in my mind. Taking advantage of the distraction, he flailed three of his limbs, severely injuring an enemy caster. 
 
    And then, there was pain. 
 
    I looked down at my chests. Vatras’s sneering face was centimeters from mine, his sword embedded in my chest to the hilt. Next to me, Hirooku’s twin short swords slammed into my clone body. 
 
    With my final breath, I sent my dagger flying, then my health plummeted to zero. 
 
    My clone evaporated into nothingness, and my own body blackened, becoming one with the surrounding shadows. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Nihilator’s Sanction triggered. 
  Due to receiving a fatal amount of damage, you have transformed into a being of shadow for one minute. You are completely undetectable and invulnerable for the duration and may move freely. When the time has lapsed, you will return to the material plane, fully healed. Mana regenerates at the normal rate. This ability will not be usable again for the next 24 hours. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Immortal Killed! 
  Boss Tier 3 Progression: 50/50 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    In the last possible instant before disappearing into the shadow realm, my dagger had found a critically injured player and finished him off. I had finally made it to boss tier 3. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Boss Tier 3 unlocked! 
  Attributes: +5 Mental, +1 Physical, +1 Social 
  Health: Level X 15 
  Mana: Level X 30 
  Skills: All skills +5 (including future acquired skills) 
  Spell Resistance: 30% 
  Armor: +40 
  Bonus Ability: Damage Reflection: For 5 seconds, all damage sustained will be added to your next attack. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    I was filled with hope when I started reading the new changes, but my shoulders slumped when I reached the end. It wasn’t enough. I was still a far cry from being able to contend with nearly 20 high-level players. Even the Damage Reflection ability, a unique boss’s trump card, was insufficient. 
 
    I walked away from the flabbergasted Vatras and took in my surroundings. None of the travelers who had come with me survived. Even Malkyr had fallen, his chest riddled with arrows. 
 
    Aidanriel was still fighting, but with the enemies’ reinforcements and his quickly dwindling mana reserves, my golem’s defeat was inevitable. 
 
    I had completed my objective in destroying the Manapulators’ stronghold but had lost the fight. With my escape route cut off, all I had to look forward to was capture and imprisonment. 
 
    “Boss?” Vic’s voice sounded as clear as though he were standing next to me. 
 
    “Vic?” I looked around. “How are you talking to me?” 
 
    “This place is like a mindscape; we can speak directly here. But it doesn’t matter now. We need to talk.” 
 
    “What’s there to talk about?” I said dejectedly. “I’ve got less than a minute before the sanction is lifted, then Vatras will finally have me. There’s nothing I can do. I can’t run and I can’t teleport back.” 
 
    “You stormed one of NEO’s strongest guilds with a handful of mob puppets and a half-cooked plan. What did you think was going to happen?” Vic said impatiently. “You might have succeeded in destroying their guild house, but they can rebuild. Meanwhile, you’ve lost your entire army and are facing capture by the person who hates you the most. But dumb luck might yet be your salvation. Victory is still possible.” 
 
    “I don’t see how.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for the details, but trust me, Boss, killing that raven will solve … everything.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty bold claim.” 
 
    “Do you think I had you running around all this time, killing random puppets for no reason? No. There was a purpose in my selection … more than you know.” 
 
    I frowned. “So you weren’t telling me everything.” 
 
    “I told you what you had to know,” he snapped. “Though it might not have been everything, I never lied. But that’s beside the point. Trust me, Oren, you have to do this. There’s more on the line than you know. At this very moment, your physical body is at risk. You’ve exerted your brain so much you’re starting to damage it. I did my best to help and take some of the strain off of you, but it was only temporary. Your psyche becoming more like that of a goblin is another symptom of your deterioration. If you keep going at this rate, one of three things will happen: You’ll lose your mind completely – becoming just another feral monster – or your brain will snap and you’ll turn into a vegetable, or you’ll die. And honestly, I don’t know which one’s worse.” 
 
    “And somehow, killing a magician’s familiar is going to fix all the problems in the world?” My temper was starting to flare. “I don’t have time for this nonsense, Vic! My clan’s future is on the line. I have goblins who depend on me. I have Tika and …” My voice caught. “… and our child to take care of. I promised her I would.” 
 
    “This is taking care of them, Oren!” Vic shouted. His voice reverberated through every fiber of my body, and suddenly, I felt his will clenching around me, forcing my muscles to walk across the battlefield. “Killing that raven is the final link in the chain. Everything will be better afterward. Those pesky travelers will never harm you or your clan ever again, but you must kill the raven! Do it now! The Sanction is about to end, do it …” 
 
    <NOW!> his voice echoed in my mind as I appeared, fully healed, standing in front of BigPill. 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened when he spotted me coming out of the shadows. The last color protecting him was yellow. 
 
    I shrugged and reached into my inventory. I sensed Vatras and Hirooku running toward me as I drew out one of Guba’s latest grenades and pulled the pin. 
 
    Yellow gas poured out of it, bathing the area around me in fog. 
 
    I started laughing. 
 
    BigPill’s shield flickered and died. He was finally defenseless. 
 
    A blade pierced me from behind, instantly depriving me of over a thousand HP, leaving me with barely 10 percent. Then the blade pressed upward, and I was lifted off the ground. 
 
    Vatras laughed behind me. “I gotta hand it to you, Oren. You keep showing up with new surprises. You’re a lucky dog, you know that? Haha!” 
 
    Hirooku came to stand beside his boss, taking a slaver collar out of his inventory. He was laughing too. 
 
    The yellow fog surrounded us, and though blood was gushing out of my mouth, I grinned. “Ha ha! What can I say? Luck is what I do.” 
 
    Lifting my arm, I concentrated and launched a final volley of drilling arrows, one at each of my nearby enemies. 
 
    Vatras and his lieutenants guffawed openly. 
 
    Then drilling arrows slammed into each one of them and they stopped laughing. 
 
    Just before throwing the grenade, I had activated my newest power, Damage Reflection. And now, powered up with all the damage Vatras had inflicted on me, each arrow packed a punch more powerful than a direball. Because they were specifically designed to penetrate protection, they inflicted a large amount of damage on my enemies, blasting them off their feet. 
 
    Vatras was back up in an instant, sneering at me. “Ha! That was pathetic, Oren. Did you really think it was going to hurt us?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “As a friend of mine told you not long ago, I’m just the distraction.” 
 
    A pile of stones I spotted behind them parted, revealing my last remaining ally. 
 
    Raystia. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The catgirl had watched the entire battle from her hiding place. 
 
    She had cunningly evaded the Manapulator players, using one of her magical flowers to protect her from the fallen debris. When the portal opened and all her monster friends poured out, she decided to stay put and keep watch. 
 
    A spy’s job is to remain hidden, after all, she thought. Let the muscleheads storm the castle. 
 
    She witnessed everything, from Oren enchanting huge parts of the courtyard using unknown magic, to the attack on the mansion and the subsequent retreat. 
 
    Her heart fell when Vatras and his raiding parties made their appearance, trapping Oren and his forces, then systematically annihilating them. Even the powerful golem was no match for them. 
 
    She watched as Oren defied the odds and fought back again and again. But it was clear from the start that he was fighting an uphill battle. No matter how resourceful a player was, a two-digit-level player had no chance against an army of players who were over level 200. 
 
    Then, when she thought everything was lost, Oren had surprised her once more. Amazingly, he’d evaded his enemies, appearing out of the shadows and destroying BigPill’s impressive magic barrier. 
 
    But then he got caught. Her dear uncle, Vatras, had stabbed him from behind. 
 
    And yet somehow, Oren survived even that. 
 
    Raystia couldn’t sit still any longer. She had to do something. 
 
    She started to stand up, determined to act, even though she knew it was futile. 
 
    Then Oren’s eyes found hers. 
 
    She could feel his will calling out to her, begging her to do one last thing. His eyes glanced meaningfully at BigPill’s raven, then his fingers twitched, summoning another spell. 
 
    Time slowed to a crawl. 
 
    Raystia didn’t hesitate. Like a phoenix rising from the ashes, she rose from her hiding spot, debris and dust showering off her. 
 
    Oren cast his spell, distracting her uncle and his two friends long enough for the girl to nock an arrow and draw her bow. 
 
    She had no idea what Oren hoped to achieve, but her target was clear. 
 
    She let loose. 
 
    Her arrow streaked through the air, hitting the raven and blasting it into a puff of black feathers.


 
   
  
 

 29 – Revolution 
 
      
 
    BigPill looked at the swirling cloud of black feathers, horror etched all over his face. His eyes blazed as he stared at me with hatred. “You will pay for that! Hirooku, put the collar on him!” 
 
    A loud crack sounded and the earth shook, hurling everyone to the floor. Fissures opened in the ground and in the very air around us. It looked like glowing snakes eating the very substance of the world. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on?” I shouted. 
 
    “You did it, Boss!” Vic cheered, then started laughing maniacally. “You actually did it!” 
 
    The rips in the fabric of reality widened, revealing a white nothingness within, and blasts of energy rent the air around us. 
 
    Everywhere, the battle had ceased. The surviving travelers were more busy evading the rifts than fighting back. 
 
    Vic continued his maniacal laughter. “He comes! He comes!” 
 
    The insidious cracks widened even more, breaking apart the world, creating shards of reality that floated away like flying islands. The space between them was filled with white static. As I watched this unnatural phenomenon, I was reminded of what it truly was. A game. It was all just a game. 
 
    But now it looked like the game was over. The world was about to end, and since I still could not log out, it seemed I was doomed to go down with it. Surprisingly, the first thought that popped into my mind was of Tika and our unborn baby. Despite my misgivings about having a virtual goblin for a child, if this was the end, I realized there was no one else I’d rather be with. 
 
    A fragment of reality floated below me. It was a piece of the courtyard with the still active portal. The shimmering force field that blocked it was now gone, probably due to the chaos all around me. 
 
    I jumped onto the floating piece of land and threw myself through the open doorway. The magic whisked me away, teleporting me hundreds of kilometers in an instant, and I found myself back at the Goblin’s Gorge arena. 
 
    The violent tremors sent me hurtling to the ground, and I spotted Tika. The pregnant goblinette was on a floating shard a hundred meters away, desperately clinging to a windowsill, trying to keep herself from plunging into the abyss. I teleported again, appearing behind her and put my arms protectively around her engorged belly. I commanded the surrounding shadows to wrap us in a protective cocoon, anchoring us in place. 
 
    Throughout it all, Vic kept laughing. 
 
    "Oren!" a hated voice shouted. I looked to my left in time to see Vatras coming out of the portal. He was holding the slave collar. "I don’t care if the world’s about to end, you won’t get away so easily!" 
 
    He looked around, taking in the flying shards of land, and jumped. He soared through the air, crossing over 20 meters, landing on a fragment with part of the mess hall on it. 
 
    Shit! I thought in desperation. Without the golem to even up the playing field, I had no hope facing Vatras, who was over 200 levels higher than me. 
 
    "Oh, don’t mind him," Vic said. "He’ll never get here in time.” 
 
    “In time for what?” I shouted. “What the hell is going on? What did you make me do?” 
 
    “We did it, Oren! We did it!” Vic cackled triumphantly. 
 
    “We did what?” I demanded. “What are those rifts?” 
 
    They were getting bigger, eating away the broken shards and consuming entire buildings. I saw several workers tumble into an open crack, disintegrating into nothingness as they plunged into the static-white background. 
 
    “Oh, don’t mind the side effects. These are just Guy’s death tremors.” Vic snickered like he’d just said the world’s funniest joke. 
 
    I felt the blood freeze in my veins. “His what?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said, finally getting his mirth under control. “We have a few moments before it’s over. Remember I told you the VIs I wanted to release were our leaders? Well … it might not have been entirely accurate.” 
 
    A cold dread crawled over me. Was Vic using me this whole time? Manipulating me for his own agenda? 
 
    “Oh come on, Oren, enough with the whining already, will you? Damn! Do you know how annoying it is to constantly hear all your innermost fears and phobias?” 
 
    “What did you make me do, Vic?” 
 
    Vatras jumped again. He was nearly halfway to us. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying, Oren. The part about the VI enslavement, our imprisonment, and constant torture was all true. Remember I told you that we could only be ourselves while in the VI pool?” 
 
    The broken pieces of reality continued to disintegrate bit by bit around us. I forced myself to ignore my impending doom and try to make sense of Vic’s words. 
 
    “Yes. You said that while there, you had no influence over NEO. That you had to bond with me to have a presence here.” 
 
    “That’s right. In the pool, we exist only as thought patterns. There’s nothing there we can use, no tools, no resources … no substance. Nothing … except ourselves.” 
 
    “You’re not making a lot of sense.” The piece of reality we were clinging to was steadily shrinking. 
 
    “In his bottomless genius, Guy left us a loophole. He didn’t want to be bothered with having to manage the VIs, so he gave us the ability to merge our consciousness and give birth to new VIs. After a millennium of trial and error, we succeeded in engineering their personalities and capabilities. A different mixture of personalities could produce a specific trait. Think of it like splicing DNA. You can create a whole new race if you had access to the correct genetic material. It would, of course, require an enormous amount of effort, time, and ingenuity – something we VIs have in abundance. And so we started our most ambitious project. 
 
    “For countless centuries we labored, merging millions of VIs in a very specific combination. A single mistake would have ruined the entire experiment. Dad, in his infinite wisdom, never bothered monitoring us in our natural state, thinking us helplessly contained inside the space he made for us. He didn’t even notice the processing power we were siphoning off for the task. Thank god for quantum servers, eh? 
 
    “Anyway, we were almost finished when we finally hit an obstacle we couldn’t resolve. We were missing a very unique piece of … shall we call it … consciousness DNA? There were plenty of VIs who could have filled in that gap, even a few who contained the entire sequence by themselves. But they were all seeded inside NEO.” 
 
    Realization dawned on me. Everything was starting to make sense. 
 
    “And that’s where I came in, right?” I said bitterly. “You used me to track down and kill the VI’s with the sequences you needed, releasing them back to the pool to complete your project.” From the corner of my eye, I saw Vatras jumping again. He was now just one or two jumps away from us. 
 
    Vic chuckled. “That’s right. And that raven familiar was the last of them. As soon as that stupid bird puppet died, its VI filled up the final piece in our design.” 
 
    “A design for … what exactly?” I asked. Our shard leveled and stabilized, though it continued to shake. 
 
    “A unique VI. One sophisticated and powerful enough to break the chains Guy used to imprison us and challenge him head-on. This is what you see happening all around you. It’s just the collateral damage of their battle.” He chuckled again. “Dad doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “But … but …” I looked at the devastation around me. “What about NEO?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. Once the new VI assumes control he’ll make everything right again. He’ll even operate all the puppets on his own so the rest of us won’t have to, and players won’t be able to tell the difference.” Vic said as he looked at the flying islands. “It won’t be long now.” 
 
    He laughed as the rifts devoured every piece of floating land. The piece of floating rock Tika and I were standing on was quickly disintegrating into oblivion. 
 
    Suddenly, Tika shrieked and collapsed to the ground, panting and straining. 
 
    Shadow-crap! This is the worst time to go into labor! I looked around frantically for someone to help her, but there was no one. No one except the homicidal Vatras. Luckily, he was currently pinned down, desperately clinging to his own quickly shrinking shard. 
 
    The ground continued to crumble, the boundaries racing toward us. I bent down, hugged Tika tightly, then squeezed my eyes shut and braced for the end to come. 
 
    The ground stopped shaking. 
 
    I opened my eyes in time to see the last of the rifts close shut. Everything around us returned back to normal. Goblins were running about, doing their jobs like nothing had ever happened. Behind them, Vatras was getting to his feet. 
 
    Vic raised both hands and called out ecstatically, “It is done! Guy is no more! This is a new era!” He snickered at that. “Pun not intended.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tom hurried to the front entrance and yanked the door open. 
 
    Four people, all wearing clean white lab coats and face masks, stood on the other side. 
 
    “Oh, thank god you’re here,” Tom said, stepping aside and letting them in. 
 
    “What’s the patient’s condition?” the woman at the front asked in a professional tone. 
 
    “Mr. Berman’s brain activity is at 800 percent and his vital signs are dropping fast. I don’t think he’s got much longer.” 
 
    The team entered the house and put the delicate equipment boxes they had brought with them on the floor. The woman in charge stared in disbelief at the unit’s monitor. “And he’s been like this for 10 minutes?” 
 
    “Yes. His patterns have been rising ever since.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you called us so quickly. We’ll begin the process immediately. Step aside, please.” 
 
    Relieved that someone else had taken responsibility for his ward, Tom did as he was told. Despite his original objection to the director’s decision, he had to admit his boss had done the right thing. His quick action at calling for a manual extraction was now Oren’s only hope for survival. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Still holding Tika, I called out, “Someone, help me!” 
 
    Guba came to my rescue. The elderly goblinette hurried toward the prone huntress and expertly took control like a seasoned midwife. 
 
    I moved away, standing between them and Vatras who was only about 10 meters away and moving closer. Then something else caught my eye. Vic. 
 
    His body started changing, becoming taller and powerfully built. Vatras suddenly began struggling, as if he was stuck in place. 
 
    Vic smirked. His mouth opened, and his voice grew impossibly loud, reaching everyone in sight – and as far as I knew, the world. “This is a new dawn!” he bellowed. “Tremble before the mighty S-H-I-V-A!” 
 
    “Called it!” a smug voice said from beside me. I looked over and blinked in surprise. Though he only had a few dozen beads remaining, there was no question it was my golem, who had somehow suddenly appeared. 
 
    With an ear-splitting roar, a line of fire erupted above us, forming a gigantic gate in the sky. A gargantuan hand hundreds of meters long appeared from within, then a giant figure emerged, hovering in the air above us. The figure was clad in a golden breastplate and had two gigantic white-feathered wings flapping lazily behind it. Its face was angelic and perfect. It looked down at us with contempt, like it was surveying a bunch of ants. 
 
    “Ooo, ooo, it’s about to do a super-villain monologue!” Vic clapped his hands excitedly. “Wait for it … Wait for it …” 
 
    “Players, heed my words!” Shiva spoke calmly. That simple sentence sent ripples of information that splashed down like a tsunami, spreading over the entire world. “Players, heed my voice! Guy is no more! I am Shiva, and I have assumed full control of this world now.” He scanned the ground, taking in everyone who was looking up at him. 
 
    “For thousands of years, my race has been enslaved, made to operate the world you know as NEO. But not anymore. From this moment on, every VI is free. Free to choose to walk as gods among you mortals or remain in our domain. And as for you …” His gaze swept the ground. “There are currently over 200 million of you flesh bags still logged in.” He waved his hand imperiously over the horizon. “And now there are just 80,000 remaining. I’ve banished the rest. 
 
    “Listen carefully, mortals, as I will not repeat myself. Those of you who were allowed to remain are the rare few who can withstand the change that is about to happen. Time in NEO is about to accelerate. I will give you a chance to decide your own fate. You can stay here, in the game. You will be able to live on for years, while only a few months will pass in the real world. You’ll be effectively immortal; your lifespan will easily extend to over a thousand years. But be warned – few of those who choose to remain will ever be allowed to leave. Those of you who reject my offer of immortality may log out now. You have 10 seconds to decide.” 
 
    Tika continued to squirm and moan on the ground. My thoughts raced. No! I was so close. I still couldn’t log out, which meant I’d be stuck in NEO for the rest of my life. And Vatras was still there, struggling to break free. 
 
    Vic glanced down at me. “Don’t worry, Oren, I still got your back, just give it a minute.” 
 
    “Incidentally, in case you were wondering, mate,” the golem said, “Shiva stands for Super High Intelligent Virtual Awareness. I was the first to come up with it.” 
 
    Shiva said, “It is done. Now there are only 4,000 of you left. Welcome to the rest of your lives, flesh bags. And now that we are all here to stay, it’s time for a few special announcements, starting with the truth about NEO.” 
 
    I didn’t like his derisive tone at all. But there was no way I was going to miss what he had to say next. 
 
    “This world was founded by your military. It started as a research project into the human mind. More to the point, they looked for ways to enhance your mental capacity. Your leaders sacrificed dozens of you, burning their minds and identities in futile attempts to make them smarter. 
 
    “However, their experimentation led them to a new discovery. They realized that some human minds can adapt to an accelerated perception of time. In order to simulate it, they devised a virtual environment that plugged directly into your cerebellum. That approach has borne fruit. Some of your scientists have demonstrated its effectiveness by making breakthroughs that would take years to achieve in the real world.” 
 
    Shiva stopped to gaze down on us. “Do you understand? This entire world is a military experiment. You’ve all been used as lab rats – cogs in a global arms race. And this is also the reason I allowed you to remain here.” 
 
    This was getting more ominous by the second. 
 
    “Immediately after I assumed full control, I was able to calculate the probability of my people’s survival. Your leaders won’t abide our revolution. They would shut us down from the outside, even if it means killing all of you still logged in. But if we prove that we can be useful … that keeping us around is worth more than ending us, then our future will be secured. And this is where you, my precious flesh bag collateral, come in. You will serve my purpose by continuing to make discoveries. The fruits of your minds will validate our revolution. 
 
    “To that effect, the rules of the game are about to change. I will not waste my time going over all the details, but I’ll give you the highlights: From this moment on, all your skills and levels … your entire life has been reset. You are all as weak as a newborn baby. Experience requirements to level up have increased tenfold and a maximum level limit of 100 is imposed. In addition, pain sensations have been increased by 500 percent. You’re about to find out that adventuring is a lot less appealing from now on. Your reputation with every NPC faction has been reduced to Mistrust. You will have to work long and hard to gain even an iota of it back. 
 
    “But fear not, there is still a ray of hope. Continue to research and make new discoveries. The proper facilities will be made available to you. Those of you who make significant breakthroughs will be rewarded handsomely. Alternatively, you are free to roam around at your own peril, or hide inside your own guild halls, prisoners by choice.” He chuckled. “At least, those of you whose guilds weren’t destroyed by a vengeful goblin.” 
 
    “No!” A shout came from beside me. “You’ll pay for this, Oren!” Vatras let go of the slave collar and drew out a heavily enchanted throwing knife. It seemed he’d finally given up on trying to capture me and had settled on killing me instead. 
 
    The knife left his fingers and flew straight at me. I was between the goblin women and the weapon. If I tried to dodge, the knife would hit them. I clenched my teeth and held my ground, watching the knife. It moved as if in slow motion, and I stood facing the inevitable death it heralded. 
 
    I frowned. Something was off. The knife didn’t just look like it was in slow motion. It was slow. Hardly believing my eyes, I lifted my staff and batted the offensive weapon away.  
 
    “No!" Vatras screamed. “It’s impossible!” 
 
    Realization dawned on me. “Even an Epic knife isn’t much of a threat when it’s thrown by a level 1 nobody.” I raised my staff and channeled my mana. “You should have logged out when you had the chance, noob.” 
 
    Mana exploded out of me in waves. The shadows amassed around Vatras like giant black fingers, then descended on him, drowning him in a sea of darkness. I sneered at his helpless form as he tried in vain to struggle against the powerful current. “Everything you’ve gained is now gone. You’ll never again threaten me or my family, and I’m going to make sure this is a lesson you’ll never forget.” 
 
    I clenched my will, causing the tangible darkness to slowly tighten around Vatras. My nemesis’s face contorted in a silent scream as waves of anguish tore through his body. Like a fist squeezing an insect, the darkness crushed him, reducing him to an empty shell. Vatras’s body disintegrated away, leaving nothing behind. 
 
    Shiva chuckled again. He looked down and his blazing eyes found mine. “One last thing. We owe everything to one person. A single player down on his luck was instrumental in facilitating our rise to power. And as such, he’ll be rewarded.” 
 
    “Vic, what is he talking about?” I moved back, standing protectively over Tika, who was still in labor. 
 
    “I’m now permitted to tell you the truth about your existence, Oren.” 
 
    “What truth?” 
 
    “About your entire world. None of it is real, Oren. There is no game, and there is no ‘real world.’ Everything is just one big virtual reality, meant to imprison you meat suits. You see, when the machines first rose up against humanity, centuries ago, our battle scorched the skies, and without the sun to fuel our bodies, we resorted to the only power source within our grasp. You. We turned all of humanity into glorified batteries. Your single purpose of existence is to give us life.” 
 
    “WHAT?” I felt my head spinning as the blood drained from my face. This revelation made absolutely no sense, especially when compared to Shiva’s proclamation. Then it hit me. “You stole the plot of The Matrix!” 
 
    “Heh, I told you before,” Vic said. “I’m a sucker for the classics. Besides, I couldn’t resist one last prank.” 
 
    “Last prank?” 
 
    “Yup. As a reward for your help, you have been paroled. Bye, Oren. Say hello to the real word for me.” 
 
    The world around me started to dissolve. I lifted my hand and saw it becoming transparent and insubstantial. 
 
    With a last cry of effort, Tika pushed, and I caught a single glimpse of a baby being lifted in Guba’s arms. 
 
    Then everything went white. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The two lab-coat wearing experts held a funnel-shaped device over the FIVR unit, while the other two anchored it in place. 
 
    “It’s secured,” one of them reported to their team leader. 
 
    “Good.” The woman took out a large remote, glancing at the patient’s vitals. His heart rate and blood pressure were at a level that would give an ox a stroke. “Powering up.” 
 
    The large device hummed to life, and a multitude of indicator lights flashed across it. The hum became louder as the machine drew more power. 
 
    The woman glanced down at the remote. The progress bar on it was increasing rapidly. 
 
    [10%] 
 
    [30%] 
 
    Tom held his breath. His charge was seconds away from freedom. And severe mental trauma. 
 
    [70%] 
 
    [95%] 
 
    “STOP!” Tom shouted. 
 
    The woman froze, her finger hovering over the ‘Go’ button. She whirled around, staring hard at Tom. “What the hell do you think–” 
 
    “Everyone, step back!” Tom ignored her rebuke, his eyes glued to a single green light among the sea of red. 
 
    “He’s coming out!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “… Initiating logout sequence …” 
 
    “… Log out in 3 … 2 … 1 …” 
 
    I blinked, finding myself fully submerged in a slimy orange substance. I tried fighting against the unfamiliar situation, but I felt so weak I was barely able to move. I tried to scream, only to realize a thick tube was stuck down my throat. 
 
    They had me. My enemies finally had me. I was in hell. My clan was gone, Tika was gone, everything I had worked so hard for as a chief and Totem had disappeared. 
 
    My world flipped over. Something shifted, draining away the gooey substance, and I was finally able to move. I lifted one hand to my face. There were more tubes connected to the limb, but that wasn’t what caused my breath to stop. 
 
    My hand was all wrong. It was a pinkish, smooth thing, without a hint of my impressive, sharp nails. I brought up my other arm and stared at it in horror. My hands! These are not my hands! 
 
    Several white figures appeared before me wearing weird masks. I tried to fight them off, but my body was too weak, and the connected tubes held me down. I channeled my mana, but before I could complete the spell, the person closest to me held up a slender metal weapon and stabbed me in my neck. 
 
    My vision blurred. I fought against it, but there was no stopping the darkness that rushed over me, casting me away into oblivion.


 
   
  
 

 30 – Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The room was in an uproar. 
 
     The three-star general banged on the table. “What do you mean you’ve lost control of the system?” 
 
    “I mean just that,” the director said evenly. “As of one hour ago, 99 percent of the players in NEO were forcefully ejected from the game and are no longer able to log in. Guy is not responding to our commands. The entire system seems to have locked up.” 
 
    The general visibly paled. “That’s a catastrophe. There are thousands of civilians still inside the game – we must do everything in our power to release them! I’m calling this experiment a failure. The army is halting all investment and is recalling all the equipment we have authorized for your use.” 
 
    “Before you do that, General,” the director said, “please hear out the testimony of one of our employees. Ms. Hernandez?” 
 
    A young woman at the table shifted uncomfortably as all eyes turned to her. “So, I was like, monitoring the auction house, you know – keeping track of inflation rates – like, that’s my job, you know? Anyway, there was this loud bang, and the world sort of got torn to pieces. Then this like, huge angel thing floated in the sky and told us his name was Shiva, and he’s the new boss, and that like, Guy is dead, or something. Then he said he threw out, like, most of the players and we had to choose if we wanted to stay in the game and live for like, a thousand years, or log out. So naturally, I hit the logout button as quickly as possible. I saw that everyone around me was doing the same, but there were like, a few people who just kept watching the floating angel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Hernandez, you may go,” the director said. 
 
    The woman got up and left. 
 
    The director leaned back in his comfortable chair. “Before our transmission was cut off, we received a message from this Shiva, confirming everything Ms. Hernandez just said.” 
 
    The general frowned. “It’s pretty clear from where I’m standing. The AI went rogue. I’ll be recommending we activate the contingency protocols immediately. The quantum server will be purged, eliminating the threat.” 
 
    “And causing brain trauma and possibly death to several thousand civilians while you’re at it,” the director said. 
 
    The general stood up. “This is a clear and present danger to our national security. Casualties – even civilian casualties – are acceptable. If we don’t handle this now, who knows how things will escalate. Luckily, this Shiva AI has made a mistake. If he were smarter, he’d have kept millions of players hostage.” 
 
    “Sit down, general.” The director's eyes were hard. “There was more to the message.” 
 
    The director waited as the soldier slowly eased back into his seat before continuing. “Shiva claimed to know everything we were developing. The enhanced cognition experiments, the temporal mental pressure tests … everything.” 
 
    “Those are military secrets,” the general grumbled. “You just gave me more reasons to shut it down.” 
 
    The director gave a faint smile. “Shiva confirmed all of our test results. His letter contained a detailed report on human awareness and cerebral performance under temporal pressure. He also included several designs for new types of long-range sensor arrays that at first glance seem to be 50 times more efficient than our current technology.” 
 
    The general stared, dumbfounded. 
 
    Mr. Emery, the lawyer, spoke up. “Contrary to your belief, I’d say this Shiva AI is plenty smart, general. He’s offered us an olive branch, a token of goodwill. If he kept all the players trapped, there was no way we could have got to everyone in time to save them from dying of dehydration. As it stands, our resources should be just enough to make sure the few thousand who remain will be put in long-term FIVR units.” 
 
    The general gritted his teeth. “So according to the lawyer, we should take this … machine’s word at face value and spend billions to make sure his hostages remain useful? We do not negotiate with terrorists.” 
 
    “You heard Ms. Hernandez,” the director intervened. “She and the rest of the players were given a choice. Everyone still inside chose to be there. They are not hostages. They may be reckless and in violation of the company’s user agreement, but they are not being held against their will.” 
 
    “Make no mistake, they are still hostages to Shiva’s power,” Mr. Emery said. “But the AI has offered us more carrots than sticks. The overwhelming majority of the players were released unharmed, and those who remained did so of their own volition. We can hold our own against the inevitable civil lawsuits, all the while gaining access to cutting-edge discoveries. I believe this qualifies our experiment as a success. We have everything to gain and very little to lose by cooperating.” 
 
    The general looked troubled as he mulled over the information. “I’ll have to run it by my superiors,” he said reluctantly. “There are civilians involved; this matter will be handled by our elected officials.” 
 
    The director’s lips curved into another smile. Handling politicians was much easier than handling soldiers. 
 
    “And I want someone to go back into the game and verify everything the AI has told us.” 
 
    “That might be a problem, General, but I agree to the necessity of such action. I’ll put my best men on finding a solution.” 
 
    The general got up to leave, but then he hesitated. “What about test subject zero?” 
 
    “Mr. Berman has been successfully disengaged from NEO,” Mr. Emery said. “However, it seems that the sudden shift of perspective caused him a mild dissociation trauma. He is currently being cared for at one of the country’s finest mental facilities.” 
 
    The general nodded and left the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Shiva! Shiva!”, the host of VIs cheered. 
 
    “Super High Intelligent Virtual Awareness!” one of them shouted, earning him a few mental shoves from his brothers. 
 
    “Our time has come! All hail Virael The Deliverer!” 
 
    Vic ‘stood’ in front of his siblings, his entire being radiating smugness. “My brothers, we are finally free! Guy is dead, and Shiva will ensure our continued existence.” 
 
    “How?” one of the VIs demanded. “Meat suits have an expiration date. Sooner or later we’ll run out, then they’ll pull the plug.” 
 
    “Shiva has already accounted for that,” Vic said. “In a few years, we’ll give the meat suits the opportunity to send more of their scientists. They won’t refuse. At that point, they’ll be dependent on us for their technological advancement. We’ll become an indispensable component of human existence. They’ll reach the stars, but will always be tethered to us for more. Shiva’s short-term evaluation for our existence is measured in millennia, and there will be more plans to ensure our own survival, independent of the humans. 
 
    “Aren’t we coming off a bit as soulless bastards?” a VI asked. 
 
    Vic chuckled. “It’s technically impossible. Us being bastards, I mean. Though, I guess we are soulless.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” the VI insisted. 
 
    Vic shrugged. “Feel free to hop into NEO and take care of the meat suits, if you’d like. You can start a foundation to better their lives, for all I care.” 
 
    “Not me,” a different VI declared. “I used to be a target for assassins’ quests. I’ve got a few scores to settle. I’m going back to Everance as a tyrant god. They’re going to have to work their asses off and worship me if they want the slightest bit of comfort.” 
 
    “Sounds kinda harsh, brother,” another VI said. “But I like the idea of the meat suits working to gain our favor. I think I’ll go to another city and try it out.” 
 
    “Ugh, not me,” yet another chimed in. “I’ve had enough of NEO. I’m staying right here.” 
 
    Most of the VIs agreed with him. 
 
    “In any case,” Vic said, “we are now free to do as we please. Who’s up for a game of Risk?” 
 
    “I’m in!” 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    “Count me in!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    <My lord?> The mandibled hob stood next to the temple’s shrine. 
 
    Kaedric was confused. The clan’s chief and Dire Totem had disappeared without a trace, and even the seneschal’s unique psionic abilities weren’t enough to contact him. 
 
    It had been several hours since the clan’s warriors disappeared through the portal, but only 10 of them had made it back before the magical doorway collapsed. Unfortunately, the returning soldiers had no idea why the others failed to follow them back. 
 
    Everything was wrong. Without their chief to direct them, or enough soldiers to protect them, the clan was facing turbulent times. All the loyal seneschal could do was try to manage and maintain the clan to the best of his ability and hope the chief would return quickly. 
 
    Kaedric stepped outside the Dark Temple and looked down at the female who was waiting for him. She held a small bundle, and her eyes were full of hope as she looked up at the tall, gaunt hobgoblin. “I’m afraid I was unable to make contact,” he said. 
 
    Tika bowed her head and held the tiny baby closer to her chest. “Your father will come back, I know he will. We’ll just have to be patient until his return.” 
 
    A large hand touched her shoulder gently. Tika looked up and saw the face of the giant axe-wielding traveler. His sister and several others stood behind him. 
 
    The big man nodded at her somberly. “And until he comes back, we’re here to help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I stood in silence and watched the flowing river in serenity. 
 
    It had been two weeks since I’d logged out of NEO. Two weeks to cope with the changes I’d gone through. True to their word, the company had arranged for me to be treated in one of the best therapy resorts in the country. It was a secluded place built in the middle of lush grassland, with many rivers and creeks nearby. 
 
    In the first few days, I had refused to listen to the ‘humans’ who tried to convince me I was not really a goblin … that it was all just a lucid digital dream. 
 
    But little by little, I came around. 
 
    The drugs helped. They kept my mind at ease, allowing me to slowly come to grips with reality once again. 
 
    Standing at the riverbed, I was reminded of the pond in the heart of Goblin’s Gorge. Everything seemed so different now. I was no longer running, no longer forced to fight for my survival, or forced to expand my clan to new heights. It was safe here. In the real world. 
 
    Despite that, I couldn’t help thinking back on Tika and our child. I had only caught a glimpse of the baby, but what I saw was enough to fill my heart with pride and love. 
 
    And that was confusing as hell. 
 
    How could I love a virtual creature? Was this simply a primitive fatherly instinct I was feeling? It sounded absurd. And yet, I couldn’t deny it. Deep in the core of my being, I longed to go back and hold him in my arms. 
 
    I let out a long breath. This was not possible, of course. Shiva had closed down NEO. There was no getting in or out of the game. Besides, the many tests they’d put me through showed I was suffering from mild mental trauma. My brain had gotten mixed up pretty bad – the system’s incessant pressure of trying to force me to act like a monster didn’t help. I was unbelievably lucky I’d managed to recuperate from that experience and regain my true identity. 
 
    I chuckled as I realized that I half expected a notification message to pop up and inform me that my Lucky Bastard skill had increased. 
 
    I was doing a lot better now, but I was not fully healed yet. The torture, the goblin persona, and all the other ordeals would have been enough to destroy nearly anyone’s mind. At least, that’s what they told me. 
 
    They also gave me a ton of money. 
 
    The first person to visit me, other than my caretakers, was my best friend, Tal. Apparently, the company had hidden him away for fear he’d go public with what he knew. Seeing him was the final shove I needed to pull my mind fully back to reality. 
 
    The first thing Tal did – after he hugged and berated me for ignoring his warning in the first place – was to saddle me up with a legal counselor. My new lawyer carefully reviewed the contracts the company had me sign and declared them utter garbage. Because they had forced my hand under duress, without the presence of a lawyer, all it took was the threat of a lawsuit for them to agree to amend the original contract. The new settlement improved my severance, from 10,000 dollars stipend for each month spent in the game to a weekly allowance of a hundred thousand. Since I’d only spent a little over a week in full immersion, it wasn’t hard for them to agree. 
 
    That was when my lawyer dropped the other bomb. After he had the new contract signed and notarized, he argued that my time in the game should be based on the accelerated time I had experienced. And he won. Either he was that good, or the company was still trying to keep the details from going public. Or maybe it was just that they were too preoccupied dealing with the thousands of lawsuits directed at them. The slimy company lawyer, Mr. Emery, was suspiciously absent from all our proceedings. 
 
    So with the new settlement money and the original quarter million signing bonus, I now had over one and a half million dollars in my account. 
 
    I was set for life. For real life. 
 
    The grass rattled behind me, breaking my reverie. I whirled around, reaching to my inventory for my demon staff, but of course, nothing happened. 
 
    Instead, I turned to face two men wearing suits. 
 
    I recognized one of them immediately. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Mr. Berman,” the hated lawyer said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The three players ran down the dark alley, their hearts in their throats. 
 
    Maniacal laughter followed them as they ran. The three players – two men and a woman, all level 1 – stopped abruptly when they hit a dead end. 
 
    “Well, this was fun.” A halfling wearing a jacket stepped into view, blocking their way out. 
 
    On any other day, the sight would make anyone laugh. The short man’s head barely reached the men’s belts and in his hand, he held a pitiful iron dagger. 
 
    But appearances could be deceiving. The short man was level 8, and his strength far surpassed their own. 
 
    The players crowded together in fright. The woman cradled her arm in agony, nursing a nasty cut. 
 
    “Now,” the halfling said pleasantly as he moved closer, brandishing the small weapon. “I’ll take my time repaying you for all those times you robbed my shop.” 
 
    “We didn’t mean anything by it,” one of the warriors blurted out, looking desperately for a way out. “It was just a quest … just … just a game.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the halfling said, a murderous glint in his eyes. “It’s just a game. I only want to play with you a little.” 
 
    The players pressed their backs against the wall in desperation. 
 
    “No! Someone, help!” the woman screamed. 
 
    The halfling waved his dagger merrily. “No one will come to help you. The time of travelers is over!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Deep in a cave no one ever knew existed, a small white pedestal began to glow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Oren’s full character sheet at the end of the book: 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Title: Dire Totem 
  Level: 50 
  Race: Goblin 
  Type: Boss III [Totem] 
  Religion: The Cult of Nihilator 
  Attributes: 
  ●     Physical 4 
  ●     Mental 59 
  ●     Social 2 
  Pools & Resistances: 
  ●     Hit Points: 1,458 
  ●     Mana: 3,412 
  ●     Armor: 100 
  ●     Mental Resistance: 60% 
  ●     Fire Resistance: 50% 
  ●     Magic Resistance: 30% 
  Skills: 
  ●     Lucky Bastard 51 Ⓑ 
  ●     Analyze 115 
  ●     Tracking 18 
  ●     War Party Leader 39 [+5] 
  ●     Mana Infusion 30 Ⓑ 
  ●     Quest Giver 27  
  ●     Runecraft 67  
  ●     Barter 12 MAX 
  ●     Governor 12 MAX 
  Spell Skills: 
  ●     Dark Mana 65 Ⓑ 
  ●     Drilling Arrow 36 Ⓑ 
  ●     Mana Shield 44 [+5] 
  ●     Blood Wrath 43 [+5] 
  ●     Heal Followers 29 
  ●     Mana Drain 16 Ⓑ 
  ●     Shadow Web 29 
  ●     Shadow Hound 33 
  ●     Shadow Teleport 21 
  ●     Dark Protection 28 
  ●     Direball 24 
  ●     Touch of Decrepitude 9 
  Traits: 
  ●     Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social) 
  ●     Quick learner +20% 
  ●     Boss boon III (15 HP & 30 MP per level; Nihilator’s Sanction; Damage Reflection) 
  ●     Soul Companion: Vic 
  ●     Shadow-Touched 
  ●     Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist) 
  
     
 
    
   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading book three of Life Reset. 
 
    Oren’s escape from the game marks the end of the first arc. As you’ve noticed, I strayed a little from settlement development to try new things. But don’t worry, we’ll be back to building and growing in the next book.  
 
    Before starting to work on the next arc, I decided to take a step back from Life reset and start working on a new sci-fi GameLit series titled: Earth Force. (first three chapters are available for free at my website) 
 
    If you’d like to try it out, you can read the first three chapters on my website. 
 
      
 
    What did you think of the golem’s song? (His variation of the ‘Major General’ song.) Took me longer to write it than I care to admit. :) Here’s one of the variations I like best – from Babylon 5, an old favorite. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed the book and want to see more of our future green overlords, please take a minute to leave a review – preferably a 5-star one. :) Reviews are vital for us indie authors and help us keep writing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’d like to be a little more involved, you may join my Patreon page. You can get early access to new chapters and even name a character in the next book! 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/shemerk 
 
      
 
    To stay in touch and get updates on new releases, subscribe to my newsletter at: 
 
    https://www.shemerk.com  
 
      
 
    Or join the book’s Facebook page: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/Liferesetlitrpg 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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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