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 Prologue – Finding Repair 
 
      
 
    The wall had been left undisturbed for hundreds of years, but that did not matter to the sledgehammer that slammed into it. A loud crack echoed in the cave as the hammer’s head broke off another section of the wall, destroying the ancient mural covering it.  
 
    "You better be right about this, Raceior. This is the last try I'm making. This hammer is heavy, and I'm tired of only finding the undead in this place. We better find what we’re looking for or this hammer’s next target is going to be you," a gruff man in dented grey armor said, his tone a mixture of menace and fatigue. 
 
    "Don’t worry, Jerry. This is it, I can feel it,” Raceior, the group’s rogue, said clearly excited as he rubbed his hands together. “The journal from that archeologist we killed said that a Metalman should be in this crypt somewhere. You know we’ll be rich when we find it.” 
 
    "You didn't have to kill that archaeologist or his team of students to get that information. We could have found this place on our own," I interjected as I ground my teeth and clenched my fists angrily. 
 
    Our group's leader, a dark elf cleric named Sarah Du'drian, said disdainfully, "Of course we did, Andrew. They might have tried to claim the quest for themselves, otherwise. It was too much coin to risk. Now shut your trap unless you have some spell to help us find what those gnomes put up the quest for." 
 
    I looked down, not willing to meet the higher level cleric's eyes. I regretted getting mixed up with the group. But the money they offered me in advance had been too good to pass up. I'd been in the Adventurer's Guild office looking for someone to dive the dungeon with, when the group approached me offering a hundred gold coins in advance to join them on a quest sponsored by the Gnomish Research Institute. It was more than a level 6 mage like myself could hope to earn in a year of dungeon diving. So, I took the job, signing the magically enforced contract then and there. 
 
    I'd come to regret the decision. The group took me out of the comforts of the dungeon city I'd grown up in. We went past the forests and through the desert into the forbidden mountains. All along the journey, I'd helped them kill monsters, and heard them complain about my meager spell casting. The group missed their sorcerer, who'd been killed by an orc barbarian in a bar brawl. To me, he couldn't have been that smart if he picked a fight with a barbarian, but I kept that opinion to myself. 
 
    However, it wasn't the monster killing or the complaining that made me regret my decision to join this group. It was the myriad other choices they made along the way. 
 
    We came upon a group of merchants that had been robbed in the forest by bandits. Instead of tracking down the bandits and recovering the goods, the other members of my group charged triple what they'd paid for the materials to supply healing and a small bit of food and then left the merchants to survive on their own. In the desert, we stumbled upon a group of escaped slaves and then turned them back over to their owners for the reward money. Each time I argued for the group to make a different decision but was overruled. I lament that I was so enticed by the money offered that I failed to properly read the magical contract I signed which compelled me to continue on with them until they recovered the Metalman or 6 months had passed. 
 
    Now we'd made it to the mountains and searched endlessly for ruins that might hold the remains of some ancient race of artificial beings, called Metalmen. They'd come up only once in my arcane studies as the earliest example of humanoid constructs, but little else was said about them. I didn't have an Engineer or a Golem Master class, so that type of information wasn't something I was particularly interested in anyway. It wasn't until the group's rogue found some arcane symbols carved into some cave that we got our first clue about the whereabouts of the Metalmen. The pictographic symbols came from a barbaric race of insect people that lived far to the swamps in the south, but the books I'd studied said that they once were a much more sophisticated race that met their downfall in some great war too old for most living races to remember. 
 
    The pictographs told of a great war between beings made of metal and stone that fought some great darkness that spread across the land. It was more of a story than a historical account and seemed like something that had been a myth when the carving was made. Still, it was our first clue that what we were looking for was near. 
 
    We delved into the mountains for months, exploring endless caves and tunnels. We were running low on supplies and considering turning back from the quest when we came upon the archaeologist and his students. They were there for the same reason we were, though they were not interested in the quest reward. They were pure researchers and were interested in the knowledge of the Metalmen and their legends. Our group was invited to join them, and we did. 
 
    At first, I thought my group had finally made the right decision, and I enjoyed the academic conversations with both the archaeologist and the students. Unfortunately, I discovered the truth after a night of feasting and revelry when I woke to find all the students dead, killed quietly in their sleep. The rogue and the fighter were combing through the supplies. The dark elf cleric was reading a journal, the archaeologist dead at her feet. I was revolted by murder and the sight of the three casually rifling through the bags while their victim’s dead bodies hadn’t even cooled yet. I refused to go on and work with them, but the magical contract forbade me from leaving or abandoning the group. 
 
    Realizing I was practically a slave at this point, I tried to resist where I could as we searched the ruins the archaeologist found. Where at the start of our journey, I gladly made suggestions so that our quest would succeed, now I only contributed when forced to. We dug deeper into the mountains than ever before and I only used my magic to locate seventeen sealed rooms when the cleric asked me to. Most of the hidden rooms were filled with the remains of insect men and their broken, decayed belongings. Several times we'd run into the undead. Low level zombies and skeletons mostly. Nothing our group couldn't handle. 
 
    As Jerry, our warrior, broke through the stone wall of the next room with his sledgehammer, we found it was filled with a terrifying darkness that our torches couldn’t dispel. My heart raced as my mind wondered what the darkness hid. Perhaps we’d unearthed a new more powerful foe? Or had we finally reached our goal? Our warrior and the rogue moved the rocks to make a larger opening as Sarah Du' drian muttered a prayer to her god. A moment later a glowing ball pierced the darkness and my heart leapt into my throat as the light revealed two sarcophagi in a long spacious room filled with piles of stone artifacts, magically preserved scrolls, and bars of gold. 
 
    There was silence for a moment as we stared at the treasures. Then Raceior let out a yelp. "We've hit the jackpot, guys! I told you this was the lucky one. I could feel it in my bones." 
 
    Jerry dropped his weapon and rushed up to pick up one of the gold bars and reverently kissed it. "Yeah, sorry for doubting you, Raceior. With this much gold, I can finally get that enchanted armor I've been saving up for." 
 
    The cleric clapped her hand loudly to get the other's attention and said, "Don't get too excited. Yes, this is quite the find. But is this where the Metalman's remains are? That's the real payday, boys." She turned to me and commanded, "Mage, examine the sarcophagus and tell me what you find." 
 
    I wanted to resist, but it was a request that fell into my agreed-upon role, and the contract magic compelled me to obey. I walked reluctantly to the raised stone sarcophagus and started to examine and translate the pictographs. The two had almost identical stories, only one was surrounded by images of life and creation, the other covered images of death and evil. "I cannot confirm from the outside that either contains the Metalman we seek." 
 
    "Then open one," the cleric said. 
 
    Once again, I was compelled to obey. But at least I was allowed to cast my own spells of protection first. First mage armor, then spells that increased my intellect and health. I readied a bolt of arcane magic that was set to target the first creature that attacked me. I pushed the heavy lid off of the sarcophagus, and it crashed to the ground with a clatter and shattered. As the dust cleared, I peered into the stone casket and saw the still figure of a man made not of flesh and bone, but one made of wood, stone, and metal. 
 
    "They were real," I said in a whisper. I could not believe that I was looking at the remains of something that was thousands of years old. My hands shook as I touched the hard, wooden skin of the body. My fingers lovingly caressed the wooden mask-like face. Never in my life had I ever thought I'd find something like this. My mind raced at the repercussions of such a find. It proved that modern dwarfs and gnomes were not the first to create artificial creatures. That some other race did it first, possibly thousands of years ago. 
 
    "What do you see?" Raceior asked. I could see him creeping up, a greedy look on his face. I didn't bother answering since he was so close. When he looked down into the sarcophagus, he gave another yelp of triumph. "It's what we were looking for! The Metalman!" He quickly looked up at me, "It is the Metalman, isn't it?" I nodded once, and he continued to yell and cheer. 
 
    "Thanks to the gods. I was tired of traipsing around this mountain. Now we can return and collect our reward," Jerry said. 
 
    "Yes, it will be quite a profitable expedition if we return with one Metalman. But there are two sarcophagi," Sarah said. The two other group members turned and looked at the remaining burial container, and all three turned towards me. 
 
    Raceior looked at me, the greedy glint in his eyes even brighter. "Is that another Metalman, Andrew? If it is, I'm sure there is someone else we can sell another rare body like this too. We may be able to double or even triple our profit." 
 
    "I don't know. I won't know unless I open it, but I don't think we should." 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    "The pictographs point to this Metalman as a creator and savior. The other is death." 
 
    The rogue quickly backed up to where the other two group members waited and said, "Well, we won't know what's inside until someone opens it. Go on, Andrew." 
 
    My eyes widened as I realized the groups' intent, and I only made it one step before the cleric commanded, "Open the other sarcophagus, Andrew." Even though I fought it with every ounce of my will, I found myself taking step after step toward the other sarcophagus, compelled by the contract I'd signed. My back strained as my hands pushed the stone lid off and there in the coffin was not another Metalman, but a desiccated husk. It was human in shape but was so old that it was difficult to tell what race it was precisely. 
 
    "What did you find?" the cleric asked. 
 
    "I'm not sure. It's not a Metalman, though." I could hear the curses from the rogue and warrior. But my attention was on the remains. My eyes were drawn like metal to a lodestone to a beautiful platinum necklace around the husk’s neck. It had finely crafted, still sparkling links and a large emerald that seemed to glow with an inner pulsing light. My hand reached out, practically of its own accord, as I longed to touch the emerald. But the moment my fingers touched the gem, a cloud of thick black smoke poured from the mouth of the dried up remains. I tried to step back and run but was already covered in the smoke. It poured down my lungs, and I tried to cough it up. But there was too much. Blackness all around me was soon followed by the sensation of my head hitting the cold stone ground and then nothing. 
 
    ------ 
 
    The moment the smoke erupted from the sarcophagus, she cast her prepared spell, and a shimmering barrier appeared across the entryway to the secret room. The smoke filled the room the fool mage was in, and the dark cloud seemed to search for a way around the barrier. It took hours for the smoke to clear, her companions anxiously waiting the whole time. When it did clear, they found the twitching barely alive remains of their mage. His skin was covered in a deathly pallor, and his very veins had turned black as whatever poison that was released from the trap spread through his body. No one really cared when he stopped breathing and died. They'd planned to murder him anyway. Why split the thousands of coins for returning the Metalman body to the gnomes when they didn't have to? The poor fool only needed to receive the hundred gold coins to fulfill their end of the contract. He should have really read the terms better. 
 
    As the three devious adventurers carefully removed the Metalman corpse from the tomb, they carefully avoided the other sarcophagus, worried it might still be trapped. Not having been made aware of its existence by the mage before the smoke erupted, the three greedy adventurers had no chance to notice that the sparkling emerald gem had disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 - The Beginning 
 
    I dismissed the sharp pain in my chest as heartburn as I turned on my TV and gaming consoles and took another bite of the double-cheese half-pound mega bacon burger with special sauce and fries that I’d picked up after work. Then the pain got worse. The room started to tilt and I felt light-headed as I suddenly broke out into a cold sweat. Then it felt like a hand reached into my chest and squeezed my heart. The pain got so bad that I fell out of my recliner, and sent my game controller flying off somewhere as my body hit the apartment carpet. From the floor, I could just see the glowing TV screen and the distorted image of the character creation screen of the RPG I'd just bought. The seemingly infinite possibilities in character creation was always something I'd loved--being able to make yourself into whoever you wanted to be. Another painful squeeze of that invisible hand around my heart made me cry out as I thought about why I wanted to be someone else. 
 
    They say your life flashes before your eyes as you die. In my case, it wasn’t so much a flash as a slow, boring, and tedious highlight reel of my existence between jolts of pain. 
 
    Like a lot of people, I'd spent my years in high school bullied, alone, and isolated from the popular kids that peaked in their teens. I had thought that college would be the place to find myself. Instead, it turned into extended adolescence with me having little more responsibility than I had when I’d lived at home. Sure, I had been able to pick my own classes, and the teachers stopped caring if I did my homework, but I wasn’t magically someone else. I tried a couple of majors based on some casual interests--art, for example, because I liked drawing--but it turned out that I was not nearly talented or creative enough since the best I could ever draw were thick stick figures or unproportioned faces. 
 
    Then I switched to engineering. I had always been good at math and science in high school so I figured, ‘Why not?’ It was neat to learn about all the physics and math behind making things, and I loved the process of brainstorming and creating solutions for problems like: ‘What kind of portable machine could be created to chop and stack wood in a remote forest?’; ‘How to create a desalination plant in the desert?’; or ‘What would be the limiting resources of an underwater city?’ Finding solutions to such complex problems required tons of research and creative problem-solving skills. I had to learn to work with real components and pre-existing systems, and I had to learn how to balance labor estimates and material costs. There were even times when I had to render 3-D models of our solutions. It was tremendously satisfying. However, a brief internship at an engineering firm was enough to show me that, in practice, it was mind-numbingly boring. The math and physics were done by computer models, and most of my semester there was spent coding and programming those models. Instead of getting to create solutions to complex problems that helped people, I spent time figuring out ways to save money on material costs for already-made products like vacuum cleaners and plastic hoses. While I loved making things, I couldn’t see myself as an engineer. 
 
    So, in my fourth year, I switched to Liberal Studies with the intent to teach, something I'd already been doing on the side to help pay for college. The credits from the other classes transferred, and the program was so easy to get into and finish that it only took me a few extra semesters to get a degree. 
 
    After college, I went to work. After all, that student debt wasn’t going to pay itself off. I started work as a substitute teacher, and at first, it was fulfilling to help kids and teens learn about stuff. I was in a different classroom every day though and never had the chance to really plan lessons or get to know any group for too long. After a while, the job became more about babysitting than teaching. Half the job was about dealing with behavioral problems from students and not actually teaching. It also didn’t help that being a sub didn’t pay the bills. So, I picked up a night job as a janitor to make a little extra money, and oddly, the job was much more relaxing than I’d thought it would be. The work wasn’t complicated, and I could plug in my headphones and zone out to a podcast or audiobook while I worked. 
 
    The world turned, and before I knew it, I'd gone from being twenty-five to forty-five. Life had just sort of passed me by while I was trying to make a living. I'd never had a family of my own, and my parents had passed when I was still in college. No siblings. The few friends I'd made in college faded after we graduated and went our separate ways. There had been a couple of women I loved, but something always stopped me from taking that next step, and they eventually left me. The only regular conversations I even had these days were with my neighbor, the eighty-year-old cat lady.  
 
    So, there I was, alone, staring at the TV with the too familiar RPG character creation screen, with the severe pain in my chest telling me that I was having a heart attack, just like my dad had. As my vision went black and my breathing stopped, I regretted not making more of myself--not being a maker like I'd dreamt of instead of letting my frail human failings pull me down. I just wished that I had another chance. A chance to remake myself just like I could in those games.  
 
      
 
    Wish Granted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Character Creation 
 
      
 
    The black void consumed me. And then it spit me out. The next time I opened my eyes, I couldn't close them again. I tried, but I no longer had eyes--or, well, a body for that matter. Instead, I seemed to be an invisible entity surrounded by emptiness. It was the most bizarre and mind-bending experience to seem to exist but not exist. I started to freak out, thinking that I'd been sent to purgatory or something. After all, I’d led a life of mediocrity and had neither done anything particularly good or bad. I feared that I’d have to wait here for eons in a state of non-existence until someone or something pulled me away. Then a line of text appeared in front of me.  
 
      
 
    Welcome, traveler. Your soul has been chosen to participate in the Reclamation and Reincarnation program. Your last wish before you died was for a chance to re-make yourself and resolve your regrets. Here is that chance.  
 
      
 
    Please choose your new form. 
 
      
 
    The text disappeared, and a row of beings appeared in front of me that stretched off in either direction as far as I could see. Each figure was different. Most were humanoid with two arms and legs, but others had hooves, tentacles, wings, proboscises, and all other manner of appendages.  
 
      
 
    “This is like cosmic Christmas,” I thought. “Not only do I get another chance at life, but I get to choose what I’ll start out as?” 
 
      
 
    My emotions shifted from disbelief to elation at my luck. After I calmed myself, I took a long look at my options. I didn't want to be anything too weird or foreign, and even though I was open to not being human, I wanted a human-ish shape. As soon as the thought crossed my mind, the lineup of beings shrank down until only those that conformed to my desire remained. Still, there were so many choices left, and I began to recognize some of them from fantasy games. I wondered if there were any orcs, and the selection in front of me shifted yet again. The male and female orc-like beings were all tall and muscular with varying skin tones but distinct features.  They had upturned noses, small tusks jutted out from their slightly extended lower jaw, pointed ears, and generally rough appearances. Some had a familiar yellow or green skin tone; others were blue or even purple. I wondered if there were any other differences, and a new text box appeared for the one I was looking at. 
 
      
 
    Urikei-a 
 
    Created on a low-magic world by ancient beings most would call wizards, the Urikei-a is a magical combination of orcs and goblins meant to have the strengths of both. Capable of running long distances in daylight, they are a fearsome enemy. Though they are incapable of reproduction and are regarded poorly by the other races of its home world. 
 
    Bonuses: +6 Con, +2 Str, -4 Cha, -50 starting reputation with all light races 
 
      
 
    The description of the beings might have been ripped from a Tolkien novel, and I wondered if this was a weird dream that had been pulled from my dying mind or if the universe was full of such uninspired descriptions.  
 
      
 
    The process was created based on the knowledge acquired in your previous life and conforms to a creation process with which you were familiar. The infinite multiverse contains every variation of life, even those you would consider based on your universe’s literature.  
 
      
 
    I was surprised to get an answer, but thought, “Does that mean that, in some other universe, my life and experiences were fodder for some cheap web novel or something?”  
 
      
 
    No response came and the question bothered me for only a second before I returned my focus to the task at hand. From what I could tell, it seemed like there really was just about every type of fantasy creature and being, and not just from literature. There were also versions from video games like Warcraft, Warhammer 40K, Skyrim, and anime like Overlord. Each had a slightly different description from the original material, and, more importantly, different stat bonuses, but they were fundamentally the same and recognizable. 
 
      
 
    My mind dismissed the orc line up. After all, they're the bad guys in just about every story or they are so barbaric that they didn't feel right for me. My mind flitted through all the fantasy and sci-fi races that I'd come across. Even limited to just humanoid shapes, the number of choices was staggering. After reading the various descriptions, I learned that choosing one would put me in some alternate variation of those worlds.  I had liked the idea of being an undead warrior when playing Warcraft, but the reality seemed unpleasant and likely rather smelly. 
 
      
 
    I was happy to have this chance instead of simply not existing. But at the same time, I knew that I had to be smart and make the most of all the information I was being given. Instead of focusing on races I already knew, I decided to think about what I was trying to accomplish.  
 
      
 
    “What are the regrets I was trying to fix? What are the failings that I wish I could change?” 
 
      
 
     As I thought and pondered on my life, the selection of races in front of me shifted and changed until finally there were only a few.  
 
      
 
    Dwarves (Augustus subrace) - An ancient race of drunken bearded warriors and craftsmen. They gain power from their devotion to the god of crafting and beer. Dwarves have been known to create some of the mightiest weapons in the nine realms.  
 
    Bonuses: +4 Con, +2 Str, +70% more fun while drunk, -10% crafting quality when sober. 
 
      
 
    Metalmen - One of the few artificially created races. They are young and have only existed for a few hundred years. These self-aware constructs are capable of improving themselves through crafting. 
 
    Bonuses: +2 Int, -2 Cha, +25% Learning speed, Does not breathe, Does not eat, Does not sleep, Adaptable bodies. Not able to be healed with divine magic or potions. 
 
      
 
    Bugmen - One of the oldest races on the planet Bugopolius, they have a hive mind that allows them instant access to all the knowledge and experience of crafters from both the past and the present. 
 
    Bonuses: +2 Con, -2 Wis, Starting access to all plans, schematics, and crafting recipes. Natural weapons. +4 Attack when fighting with other Bugmen 
 
      
 
    “Even with their crafting potential, I don’t want to be an alcoholic dwarf or an insect with a hive mind,” I thought. “The Metalmen, while not the best crafters and with some severe deficits, have some exciting bonuses--bonuses that resonate with my desire to be a different person this time around. No more distractions from overeating, sleeping in, or binge-watching TV. Plus, the world that they lived in hinted at being the type of place that I could make a difference.” 
 
      
 
    Without further thought, I chose Metalmen. 
 
      
 
    The other figures faded away, which left me with four beings made of wood, stone, and metal. They varied a bit in their composition, but focusing on each caused new text to appear.  
 
      
 
    Warrior - One of four default frames for the Metalmen race. This frame focuses on battle and can be upgraded to specialize in several ways, including: increased armor, built-in weapon systems, increased size, specialized armor, and weapons. 
 
    Bonuses: +2 Str, +2 Con, +25% Combat Skills, -40% Crafting Skills  
 
      
 
    Mage - One of four default frames for the Metalmen race. This frame focuses on the arcane and can be upgraded to specialize in several ways. Increased mana systems, built-in arcane focuses, spell receptacles, spell infused cores, specialized armor, and weapons.  
 
    Bonuses: +2 Int, +2 Wis, +25% Magic Skills, -25% Combat Skill, -25% Stealth Skills  
 
      
 
    Artificer - One of four default frames for the Metalmen race. This frame focuses on crafting and can be upgraded to specialize in several ways. Including: built-in tools and schematics plus spell-infused parts, cores with temporary and permanent spell-like features, specialized armor, and weapons. 
 
    Bonuses: +2 Int, +2 Cha, +25% Crafting Skills, -40% Combat Skill  
 
      
 
    Scout - One of four default frames for the Metalmen race. This frame focuses on stealth and can be upgraded to specialize in several ways, including: increased stealth systems, built-in lockpicking tools and traps, specialized armor, and weapons.  
 
    Bonuses: +2 Int, +2 Dex, +25% Stealth Skills, -40% Magic Skill  
 
      
 
    The descriptions for each Metalman class clearly showed that they specialized early and increased in that specialization as time went on. While I was intrigued by the possibility of becoming a hulking fighter or a spell-slinger, the only one that called out to me was the Artificer. Its abilities were in line with the primary reason that I picked the Metalmen race in the first place, specifically their innate crafting skills and their ability to improve themselves via it.  
 
      
 
    Having chosen to become a Metalman Artificer, new text appeared. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations on choosing your new self. Uploading soul now… 
 
      
 
    And the world faded to black once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 - Awakening 
 
      
 
    The darkness seemed to extend forever as my consciousness floated for what could have been an eternity. Finally, the darkness faded, and I was hit with a myriad new sensation: the grind of gears, the explosive push as pistons fired, the twist of screws, the stretch of springs, and the hardness of the inflexible plating covering me. The sensations were alien, but I still felt utter joy at existing and being able to feel once more.  
 
    I tried to take a deep breath only to realize I couldn’t. I mentally panicked as my mind assumed that I was suffocating, but then I realized that I didn’t have any sensations of pain associated with suffocation and that I was actually okay. It took a moment to adjust, and then I remembered a characteristic of the Metalman species: they didn’t breathe. 
 
    As the dark faded, a light in the distance grew slowly brighter and brighter until it filled my vision. There was a cacophony of voices, and while none were quite in focus yet, I recognized the blurry shapes of people moving all around me along with tables, chairs, walls, and a window in the background. I wished that I could see better, and like magic, words appeared in front of me. Readjusting visual centers 
 
    There was a small whirring noise inside my head, and the room came into focus. The people talking were wearing white lab coats and excitedly gesturing toward me. I was confused as I realized just how short the people were. They only came up to my waist and had heads that were just a bit too large for their bodies with larger-than-healthy ears and bulbous noses. The word “gnomes” floated to mind, and I realized that was exactly what they were. Their speech seemed like some foreign language at first, but their words slowly started to make sense, and I realized that I somehow recognized it.  
 
    A gnome with bright red hair and a handlebar mustache gestured toward me. "See, I told you that it would work! Instead of creating a new artificial soul, the ancients must have bound an old one to their machines to make the Metalmen." 
 
    "Yes, yes. Your technique has worked. But just because it lives doesn't mean it is the same techniques the ancients used," another gnome, one with black slicked-back hair countered. 
 
    A third gnome, just out of sight, said, "We haven't even tested the Metalman to see if it's sentient. It may be as unintelligent as all the normal constructs." 
 
    The only female among them sighed tiredly and then spoke up loudly to interrupt their conversation. "Look, I've done my part summoning the soul. Can I go now?" The others barely registered the question before waving the short woman away. She quickly moved toward the door, a brief flash of curiosity appearing across her face as she glanced back at me, before she turned away and left.  
 
    I tried to speak but found that I couldn't. I could only turn my head left and right and move my fingers and toes, but that didn’t mean that I was without my wiles. I tapped on the metal table with my finger. Tap, tap. Tap, tap. Tap, tap. The steady sound caught the gnome’s attention, their arguing stopped, and they looked at me.  
 
    The redhead asked, "Can you understand us?" 
 
    Tap. 
 
    "I think he just said 'yes,'" the redhead said to the other gnomes. 
 
    "No, Tognomey. It's likely just some random movement. I still think our research should shift back to artificial souls," the gnome with the slicked-back hair said.  
 
    Tap. Tap.  
 
    "Ha, he just told you no, Gnomerad." 
 
    The other gnomes smiled at each other and started to fire off questions while the black-haired one sulked silently. It took a while, but through a series of yes-or-no questions, I was able to clarify that I could understand them but that something was wrong with my voice. The redhead, Tognomey, grabbed a tool from the workbench behind me and adjusted something in my neck by using a ladder to reach me. There was a crackling sound and an ear-splitting whine then another adjustment to something in my neck and a quiet low hum. 
 
    "Ok. Now try to speak, friend," Tognomey said. 
 
    "Hello, world," I said, with a deep synthetic voice. A small chuckle escaped my--well, not lips--but voice box. I thought the phrase would be appropriate since it was the first thing most programmers learned to code. 
 
    What followed was a cacophony of questions and statements from everyone in the room. Too many to follow. I tried to raise my hands to indicate for them to stop talking all at once, but I found that I was chained to the table I laid out on.  
 
    "Please, gentlemen...err...gentle gnomes, I'd be happy to talk to you at length if you'd remove these restraints holding me down." 
 
    The gnomes all looked towards the oldest among them, and the red-headed Tognomey asked the elder, "Well, Professor Gnominsky, you're the senior fellow here. What do you say? It would only be a minor violation of protocol." 
 
    The white-haired gnome with thick glasses looked at each of the others before he answered, "Well, we have already gone beyond our initial expectations for the experiment. We hypothesized that binding a soul to a Metalman frame would restore life, but we did not expect a conscious soul with the capacity to speak. Rather, we thought we'd get a Tabula Rasa, a blank slate." 
 
    "It has not yet been proven that it is sentient, Professor,” a voice interrupted. “I still believe it is only a clever facsimile. I've seen clever birds speak and even sound like they are having conversations with their owners. But we would not call them aware.” 
 
    I turned to see Gnomerad sneering at me and recognized the condescending ‘know it all’ look from my college days. It was the look of an academic who argued not out of genuine belief but because he wished to push his own theories.  
 
    I tried to smile reassuringly but realized that I had neither the lips nor any capacity to make a facial expression. The inability to communicate with non-verbal cues would make convincing these guys I was a person more challenging. "I can assure you all that I am indeed quite sentient. I'd be happy to take the Turing Test or your local equivalent. 'I think therefore I am' and all that. Regardless of that, my request to be unbound seems like a simple courtesy." 
 
    "Turing? Is that the gnome in accounting?" a gnome in the back asked a fellow next to me. 
 
    Gnomerad ignored the comment. "No, it is not courtesy. I would not unleash a potentially dangerous machine. Protocols are there for a reason. If this machine would harm one of us..."  
 
    "If you fear for your safety, Gnomerad, please bring in a guard or something," I interrupted. "I promise not to bite." 
 
    The other gnomes snickered, and Gnomerad turned red. "I am not afraid. I'm a 16th level Golem Master. I could destroy you in an instant, you uppity bag of bolts. I'd…" 
 
    "Fine. Fine.  If you can protect everyone, it should be safe to unbind me then." 
 
    Gnomerad looked around, realizing the trap I'd laid. He could either let me loose or look like he’s too afraid. "Very well. I withdraw my objection." 
 
    "Good. Then I agree that we can let you loose," Professor Gnominsky said. 
 
    The gnomes all worked to unbuckle the restraints on my hands and feet and along my waist, and I was finally able to sit up. I automatically rubbed my wrists, more out of some expectation that I should than any discomfort. I asked, "Well, guys, what would you like to talk about?" 
 
    Everyone’s questions came so quickly that I couldn't understand anyone.  
 
    Professor Gnominsky came to my aid. "Please! You are all acting like children." The statement quieted the others. "Please, either ask your questions individually, or I'll have you submit them in writing." 
 
    The chastisement seemed to work as each gnome asked their questions in a more orderly manner, and I did my best to answer them.  
 
    "Are you really a bound soul?" 
 
    "No idea.  How could you tell one way or the other? I don’t have any travel documents if that’s what you’re asking." 
 
    "What is the other life like?" 
 
    "The other life? If you mean the afterlife? I don't know. I don't think I went there." 
 
    "What do you remember of your life?" 
 
    "Uh, that’s a pretty broad question. I remember my childhood, stupid high school, slightly better college, work… uh, lots of gaming." 
 
    "What is it like to be a Metalman?" 
 
    "I don't know. I've only been one for a few minutes." 
 
    "Do you know why they died out?" 
 
    "No. Maybe they ran into a colony of rust monsters." 
 
    "Do you remember the ancients that made you?" 
 
    "I don't know of any ancients. Though my parents were in their forties when I was born." 
 
    "What was the old world like?" 
 
    "My old world was made of steel, concrete, and electronics. It's a place that would take hours to describe. But I think you mean to ask about the old world of the ancients, which I can't speak about." 
 
    "Is it true you were made to fight the great undead hordes?" 
 
    "Yikes. Really? I don't know anything about the undead and hope never to." 
 
    "How do you reproduce without genitalia?" 
 
    "Asexual reproduction? Special attachments? I don't know." 
 
    "Are you just mimicking words?" 
 
    "Am I mimicking words? Aren't we all?" 
 
    "How can you be sentient if you've only existed for a few minutes?" 
 
    "I was sentient before I got here. How long do you need to exist to be sentient? A day? A year? Have you achieved sentience yet? How would you know?" 
 
    The last response was directed to Gnomerad and elicited laughter from the others. One even joked, "A question we've all asked before." 
 
    “That’s enough,” Professor Gnominsky said. “Guards, please take him room at the end of the hall while we discuss our findings and decide what to do with the Metalman.” 
 
    I was escorted out of the laboratory and down a hall to a small closet by the gnome guards. As I was escorted down the hallway, I was slowed down by my left leg, which seemed to be dragging. The guards led me to a door and told me to enter. I had to duck my head to get through the low doorway. As soon as I was in the room, the door closed behind me and locked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Look at me, I’m a real boy 
 
      
 
    As I waited for the gnomes to decide my fate, I took a look at where they’d stashed me. The four walls were made of brick with a barred window to my left. There was a glass globe embedded in the ceiling that was the source of a yellowish light. There was a mop and bucket in the corner of the room,  
 
     wooden crates along the walls, and shelves with various bits of materials, old looking tools, and spare parts on them.  
 
      
 
    “Okay, so these guys shoved me into the supply closet like I’m a glorified broom,” I thought. “Am I just another tool to them?” 
 
      
 
    The room really wasn’t very large, only about four by six with a low ceiling at maybe eight feet. It told me that the building was probably designed with gnomes or some other people of similar size in mind and not humans; or, in my case as it was now, Metalmen. It made me wonder exactly where I’d ended up. Was the whole world full of gnomes, or was it just this city, wherever I was? I’d hate to need to hunch over whenever I went through a doorway for the rest of my life. A look out the window didn’t tell me much. It must have been the middle of the night because the view outside was pitch black. I was able to make out a few sounds, but I wasn’t able to identify them.  
 
      
 
    Since there wasn’t anything else to learn from the room, I decided to turn my inspection towards myself. This was the first time I’ve been alone and able to actually take a good long look at my new body. Looking down at myself, I saw that I still had the same basic shape I did before: two arms, two hands, five fingers on each hand, a chest, hips, two legs with feet and five toes each. I felt the turn of the gears inside me as I bent down to touch my toes and the stretch of springs as I reached up and touched the ceiling. My left leg didn't bend correctly and had a large crack along its entire length, which explained why it had dragged earlier. I continued to stretch and move, and found my joints seemed to work the same as when I was human. I had the same range of movement, though I’ll admit that my old, forty-five-year-old body was neither this slim nor agile. It felt glorious to be able to move this well again. 
 
      
 
    I continued my inspection of my new form and found that, instead of soft, supple tanned flesh with thin dark hair, there was hardened wood and stone. I rubbed a finger along my forearm and noted that I could still feel, but the sensations were muted. My 'skin' seemed to be made of dark brown wood and stone plates that came together in an assemblage of the human form. As I moved, those plates shifted, and if I stretched just right, I could see gears, pistons, and other moving parts between the gaps. I wasn't sure how it all worked, but then again, I wasn't 100% sure how my human body had worked either.   
 
      
 
    I touched my neck and face and confirmed that I was missing a mouth, nose, ears, and hair. When looking at the Metalmen in the race selection process, I’d seen what they looked like. But it was another thing to feel the lack of these features. It was disconcerting to speak yet have no mouth, to hear and yet have no ears, and have my eyes to see and yet not have eyelids. My mind kept expecting me to blink, and when I didn’t, there was an odd mental discomfort, a weird absence. Like a man who had lost a limb yet still felt its presence, my mind missed the small autonomic functions.   
 
      
 
    “It’s so much more difficult to communicate without the ability to make facial expressions,” I thought, “but it’s something I’m going to have to adjust to. I think I can start putting more importance on tone, though I’ll miss making sarcastic facial expressions. I mean, I used to be able to raise each of my eyebrows independently and give the ‘Can you smell what the rock is cooking?’ look.” 
 
      
 
    I decided to test the rest of my senses since I’d confirmed that my vision and sense of touch were different. I tried to close my eyes to focus on the sounds around me but again realized that I couldn’t. Instead, I had to consciously ignore the visual input and concentrate on the sounds around me. I heard nothing at first, but then I picked up on the chirp of crickets outside the window and the rustling of leaves in the wind. I shifted my foot and heard a small creak from the floorboards beneath my feet. Well, that proved my hearing was about the same as before. Full stereoscopic hearing, check.  
 
      
 
    I already knew that I did not breathe anymore but only then realized that meant that I didn’t have a sense of taste either since I no longer had a mouth. I got a sinking feeling in my stomach--well, I would have if I actually had one--and even that thought made me more than a little sad that I’d never eat another piece of bacon, drink a nice cold beer, or eat my famous spaghetti. I’d always known that I enjoyed eating but only now realized exactly how much delight I took in eating greasy, fatty, decadent food. Although, my old body’s expanding waistline should have been a clue.  
 
      
 
    Still, I knew what I was getting into when I chose this race. “At least I wasn’t reincarnated into the body of a baby Metalman,” I thought sarcastically. “Then I’d have to go through childhood and adolescence again. That would have really sucked.”  
 
      
 
    It was disturbing to know that I wasn’t made out of flesh and blood any more.  
 
      
 
    “Does that mean that I wasn’t truly alive?” I questioned, “Or does the old adage still apply? ‘I think therefore I am.’ I can still think, reason, and though I may not feel the same sensations, I can still perceive. The biological definition of being alive might not apply to me, but my mind is telling me I am. Could I be sentient but not alive?”   
 
      
 
    The thoughts calmed my disturbed mind, and I tried to recall what else was on the description for Metalmen when a text line appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Command: _ 
 
      
 
    The line was unlike anything I'd seen here till now, and then I remembered the other text I'd seen when just waking up. It was a text about my visual cortex adjusting or something. I didn't think much about it since that was how the entity in the character creation room had communicated, but what if this wasn't the gnomes, but me instead? Or, rather, the Metalman body or brain or whatever? The current text had a blinking underscore that reminded me of the old DOS computer command structure. I decided to test it out and said out loud, "Help." Nothing happened. Then I tried, "Command: Help," and a new line of text appeared. 
 
      
 
    Command - Executes command structure instructions and programs. 
 
      
 
    Character sheet - Summary of current frame attributes, class, skills, level, and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Find - Command-line instruction to find file, directory, or keyword. 
 
      
 
    Directory - Manual Metalman file directory structure, including pre-made programs. 
 
      
 
    Inquiry - Command-line instruction to ask Metalman OS a question. 
 
      
 
    The help file was pretty bare giving me only a few instructions, but it was enough to get started. Like any good RPG player, the first thing I opened up was my Character Sheet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 1 
 
    XP to next level: 2684 
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 120/150 lbs. 
 
    AC: 12 
 
      
 
    HP: 9/15 
 
    Mana: 14/14 
 
      
 
    Str: 10 
 
    Dex: 10 
 
    Con: 10 
 
    Int: 14 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Traits: +25% Learning speed; Does not breathe; Does not eat; Does not sleep; Adaptable body. Not able to be healed with divine magic or potions. 
 
    Skills: None 
 
    Abilities: Deconstruct, Repair 
 
      
 
    “Well, I'm not surprised at being level 1,” I thought. “Although, from what the gnomes said about Metalmen being an extinct race, I’d hoped that I would have landed in a max-level body. Still, my stats aren't bad, although I don't really have anything to compare them to, and I don’t really know anything about the two abilities deconstruct and repair since there isn’t any information about them besides their names.” 
 
      
 
    I said out loud, “What is deconstruct?” 
 
      
 
    Invalid command 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I remembered just how precise you had to be with this kind of system. One incorrect letter or misspelled command, and it just wouldn’t work. I said, "Inquiry: What is Deconstruct?" The character sheet in front of me disappeared and was replaced by a line of text. 
 
      
 
    Deconstruct - The Artificer ability to break down materials and store them for later use. Artificers may use these materials to repair objects, items, one's self, or other Metalmen. At higher levels, materials may even be used in the creation of new objects. 
 
      
 
    The information was curious. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I recalled reading a sci-fi story about a man stranded on an alien world, and his spacesuit had a tool like that. I think they eventually made it into a movie or something with Tom Cruise playing the lead. Still, I repeated the process to learn about my other ability, Repair.  
 
      
 
    Repair - Using stored materials, a Metalman artificer can repair himself, others, or objects for which he has a stored schematic.  
 
      
 
    I recalled my left leg and the damage there. I was not sure how to go about repairing it. Still, there was no harm in trying. “Command: Repair.” 
 
      
 
    Please specify the damaged system or object to repair. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” I muttered to myself. “Otherwise, the ability wouldn’t have a way of knowing what exactly to repair.” More loudly, I said, “Command: Repair my leg.” 
 
      
 
    No target ‘my’ available. Please specify the damaged system or object to repair. 
 
      
 
    I groaned at the needed specificity. “Command: Repair Repair’s left leg.” 
 
      
 
    Target acquired… Running diagnostic program… 
 
      
 
    My left leg glowed a light blue for about five minutes, and when the glow faded, new text appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Diagnostic program complete: Insufficient materials available to repair the damaged leg. The damage will require 20 lbs. of material to repair: 10 lbs. of wood, 5 lbs. of stone, and 5 lbs. of copper or higher grade metal. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, so that’s why I need deconstruct: to get those materials.” I looked around the storage room and saw just about everything that I needed to make my repairs. The walls were made of stone and brick, the floor was wooden, and there were some copper coils in some of the storage boxes. The only thing I needed to do was figure out how to ‘deconstruct’ them all.  
 
      
 
    I said, “Command: Deconstruct wall.” 
 
      
 
    Invalid target. Please activate deconstruction tool and highlight target. 
 
      
 
    The instructions puzzled me, but I said, “Command: Activate Deconstruction tool.” 
 
      
 
    My left forearm buzzed, and the seam between wooden plates on the top of my forearm split apart, moved aside, and a thin rod-like object extended out. I couldn’t help but laugh at the sight. I was not only surprised by the view of this thing popping out of my arm, but it also looked something like David Tennant’s sonic screwdriver, all silver with a rounded blue tip. I thought I’d die laughing if the thing made the same sound when I activated it, but it was silent as it worked. A blue light shone from the deconstruction tool seeking a target. I pointed it at the crate of copper coils and said, “Command: Deconstruct copper coils.” 
 
      
 
    The light turned from blue to green, and a line of text appeared. 
 
      
 
    Starting deconstruction process… Estimated time to completion: 12.5 minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there goes any idea of using this tool as a weapon,” I thought. “I doubt anyone would stand still for 12 minutes while it deconstructed them. Assuming that it even works on people or monsters.”  
 
      
 
    Watching the deconstruction process was a fascinating sight. The coils in the box gradually dissolved a bit at a time and streamed into the tool. It was like they were taken apart, atom by atom and transported to… Well, I was not sure where they were transported. After twelve and a half minutes, the coils looked like a big, cube-sized bite had been taken out of them.  
 
      
 
    Deconstruction complete: Storing 5 lbs. of copper in internal storage slots.  
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure where the internal storage slots were, but I figured they must have been somewhere inside me. I wondered just how much space I had in there.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: How much space do I have in my internal storage slots?” 
 
      
 
    You have five internal storage slots capable of storing different materials. The amount you can save is limited by your carrying capacity. Internal storage slots may be upgraded during your next level.  
 
      
 
    Wow, that was a lot more information than I was expecting. Still, it matched what I was given when I recheck my character sheet. I now had 125 lbs. of my 150 lbs. carrying capacity filled, which seemed to include my actual weight.  
 
      
 
    “So, I can really carry an extra 30 lbs.--well, now 25 lbs.,” I thought. “If I had to guess, I'd say that I could carry 15 lbs. for every point I had in my strength stat. Which meant that, if I increased the stat, I could improve my carrying capacity”  
 
      
 
    I spent the next few hours deconstructing enough materials to fill three of the internal storage slots and maxed out my carrying capacity. As soon as I hit my max capacity, I felt extra heavy and could barely move my feet. I was just lucky I didn’t have to run any errands right then, or I’d be in trouble. Instead, I activated the repair ability and specified my left leg again. Instead of rerunning the diagnostic program, however, the leg started to glow green, and I got a new text message.  
 
      
 
    Starting repair of left leg... Estimated time till complete: 1 hour. Please stay still.  
 
      
 
    The next hour passed slowly, and I only wished that I had sat down and grabbed a book or something because standing was becoming annoying. Still, not having to sleep anymore meant that I had plenty of time to kill.  
 
      
 
    After an hour, my left leg looked as good as my right leg and moved just as smoothly, no longer dragging on the ground. I wondered if anything else was broken in me and then realized I didn’t have to wonder.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: How do I check my body for damage?” 
 
      
 
    You may do a visual inspection or activate a program ‘diagnostic tool with a target of ‘self’ or ‘insert your name here.’  
 
      
 
    “Command: Run the diagnostic tool on Repair.” 
 
      
 
    Running diagnostic tool… 
 
      
 
    My entire body started to glow blue as the program examined me. 
 
      
 
    Diagnostic program complete: Damage to internal core structures; Damage to right arm; Damage to vocal processors. 
 
      
 
    Insufficient materials are available to repair. The damage will require 4 lbs. of wood, 6 lbs. of stone, and 10 lbs. of copper metal or higher grade metal material to repair. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t realized that I was damaged further, though now that I thought about it, I had noticed that my HP was below maximum. I pulled up my character sheet again and saw that, instead of reading HP: 9/15 like it did the first time I saw it, my stats now read HP: 13/15. And then it clicked.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I thought. “Metalmen cannot heal like ordinary people, but repairing themselves does the same thing. The implications are both troubling and exciting. I mean, as long as I have enough materials in storage, I can effectively heal myself forever. But that means I’ll only be able to depend on myself to fix me since there are no other Metalmen around. Unless someone else can do those repairs?” 
 
      
 
    There were too many unknowns. Perhaps the gnomes could answer some of my questions if they ever came back. The night progressed along the same line, with me deconstructing materials in the room and repairing myself. It took hours, but I was back to full working order and full HP. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 - Decisions 
 
      
 
    The night passed slowly, and I had time to finish up what I'd accidentally discovered when I asked for help. The format of the system was similar to MS-DOS and used specific command functions to run. The program was called Metalman OS, and the people who had created the Metalmen were a lot more advanced in some ways than even my world. After all, the closest we'd gotten to creating an artificial being was an Artificial Intelligence that painted, played chess, and beat the contestants on Jeopardy. Nothing that could control a humanoid frame like this. The level of technology made me curious about exactly how advanced this world was. I had assumed it would be full fantasy since the first people I'd met were gnomes, and they seemed to use magic. But that was an assumption based on little other evidence.  
 
      
 
    Still, the Metalman OS wasn't too complicated. With a little bit of practice, I thought I could create custom programs once I studied the code for the ones that already existed. Programs listed in the file directory included:  
 
      
 
    Inspect - Gathers data about target including level, name, damage range, class, health level, mana level, quality, and any other embedded descriptions. The program may be countered by special abilities or a large gap in power levels.  
 
      
 
    Character Sheet - Summary of current frame attributes, class, skills, level, and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Deconstruct - The Artificer ability to break down materials and store them for later use. Artificers may use these materials to repair objects, items, one's self, or other Metalmen. At higher levels, materials may even be used in the creation of new objects. 
 
      
 
    Repair - Using stored materials, a Metalman artificer can repair himself, others, or objects for which a stored schematic is possessed.  
 
      
 
    Diagnostic - Scans target for damage and estimates required materials needed to fully repair. Schematic of target needed to function accurately.  
 
      
 
    Inquiry - Question and answer function designed to help the user understand the Metalman OS and the designated frame.  
 
      
 
    Internal Storage - Extradimensional space where deconstructed materials are stored. Weight of contents remains the same, but the amount of space taken up is reduced tremendously. Access to the internal storage system is only available through this program. Storage can be upgraded with proper materials during leveling sequence. Current slots: 5. Warning: Efforts to access space through external exploration may result in the total destruction of Metalman frame and surrounding area.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, there was little information from the help files about who made the Metalmen or for what purpose. I knew the gnomes would have loved more details, but I hadn't found any. Perhaps the information would be unlocked in the future? Or maybe the information just wasn't considered important enough to include in the help files of every single Metalman? It would have been like expecting a detailed text file on world history to be included on every computer that came with Mac OS.  
 
      
 
    By the time that I'd finished exploring the file directory, the programs, and the help files, it was morning. I looked out the window, hoping to see where I was but could only see a tall brick wall. Yet, I heard the sounds of a city through the window: horses trotting, the curses of drivers, the rhythmic sounds of the wheels of carriages or carts, and mixed voices of many people. Knowing that I was not out in the wilderness but in the middle of some type of civilization was useful. 
 
      
 
    However, my time alone ended when the door to the room opened and Gnomerad walked in. I decided to try out my newly discovered program and whispered, "Command: Run Inspect on Gnomerad." I'd learned that Inspect, by its very nature, was intended to gather information on an unknown target. I would have to point or designate in some way the target I wanted it to focus on.  
 
      
 
    Inspect in progress… 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad Elliot Sinclair Burrowton 
 
    Golem Master - level 17 
 
      
 
    I was a little disappointed by the limited information I'd been given by the program. But I could only guess the differences in our levels may have limited what data was available.  
 
      
 
    Gnomerad looked annoyed as he stepped into the room, and then his expression changed to one of anger as he looked around and saw that parts of the walls, floor, and some storage were broken or missing pieces.  
 
      
 
    "What have you done you, stupid pile of bolts? We put you in here to keep you out of trouble, and this is how you repay us, by destroying our rooms?" 
 
      
 
    "If you mean, ‘forced me in here like a prisoner,’ sure. But I needed materials to repair myself. I apologize if I've damaged your building. I'll be happy to pay for the repair costs once you let me go, and I get a job," I responded. It was hard for me to convey the level of zero shits I gave for this guy's annoyance without being able to crinkle my nose in annoyance or frown. But I tried my best with my tone of voice.  
 
      
 
    However, I don't think I succeeded in my snarky efforts because the gnome just nodded, sniffed once and said, "Well, that's fine then. As long as you'll be compensating the Institute." He motioned with his hands for me to stand up, and I did. "Now, I'll take you to the research group so that you may hear the decision we've made regarding what to do with you." He turned around without looking back, and I quickly ducked my head as I followed him through the low doorway and into the hall.  
 
      
 
    He was pretty quick for a little guy, and I found myself hurrying to stay apace with him. As we walked through the building, there were several open doors to other rooms, and I caught glimpses of other gnomes working on projects. One was carefully mixing chemicals while wearing black gloves, another was using what appeared to be a welding torch on a tall metal figure, and a third was reading while floating two feet off the ground. The range of activities was astounding, and I was quite curious about just what these guys were researching--well, besides Metalmen.  
 
      
 
    I followed Gnomerad out of the building and through a courtyard where I got my first glimpse of the outside world. The courtyard was circular, and several gnomes were sitting beside a fountain, drinking what looked like tea and talking animatedly. They were a bit too far to hear, but from their wild gestures, whatever they were discussing must have been important. The sky above me was a familiar blue with white clouds, but the sun in the sky looked a little bit bigger than Earth’s. Although, that may have been my imagination since I’d never made it a habit to stare at the sun. The buildings around us were made of dark grey stone or red brick with tiled roofs.  
 
      
 
    Gnomerad led me to a brick building, and once again, I had to duck slightly to get through the low door. We turned down another hall, this one much quieter, and I was led to an office where the name “Professor Gnominsky” was painted in thick black letters on the door. Gnomerad knocked and then entered. I followed him inside and could instantly tell from all the stacks of books, loose papers, and general mess, that this office was one of an academic. Large glass windows lined the wall opposite me and let in lots of light. To my left was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase filled with manuals and textbooks. A large desk--well, substantial for a gnome--took up space in the center of the room, and just about every inch of the desktop was covered in books and reports. Professor Gnominsky, a wrinkled old gnome who wore glasses and was so busy writing that he failed to notice we’d entered, was seated behind the desk.  
 
      
 
    I whispered, "Command: Run Inspect target," and a red outline surrounded the professor. 
 
      
 
    Gnominsky Albert Torrence Highhill  
 
    ?? - level ?? 
 
      
 
    It was disconcerting to get even less information than when I’d run the program before. I could only guess that the good professor's level may have been so high that Inspect couldn't read it. 
 
      
 
    A voice to my right called out, "Oh, there you are with our guest, Gnomerad. I'd begun to think you'd tried to get rid of him." I turned to see Tognomey, the red-headed gnome who seemed to be in charge of the experiment I’d woken up to. I used Inspect on him too. 
 
      
 
    Tognomey Samuel Klein Meadowbrook 
 
    Lightning Mage - level 19 
 
      
 
    "No, Tognomey. I may disagree with what the committee has decided, but I would never destroy a creation that the Institute has taken so much time and effort to find and restore," Gnomerad responded. 
 
      
 
    "What is the Institute that you keep referring to and what is this decision you also mention?" I asked. 
 
      
 
    The old gnome behind the desk finally noticed that we’d arrived and put his pen down. "Oh, good, you've brought him. Please allow me to answer your questions, sir. Firstly, I want to welcome you to the Gnomish Research Institute. It is the premiere gnome-led research facility in the country." 
 
      
 
    "It's also the only gnome-led research facility in the country," interrupted Tognomey. 
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky frowned at Tognomey, who had the decency to look embarrassed at interrupting, and the professor said briskly, "That still makes it the best!" Then, turning back to me, he continued, "We are the premiere gnome-led research facility in the country. We research a wide variety of subjects for the benefit of the kingdom. We try to experiment and learn about everything from alchemy to zoology, from monster species classification to, well,"--he gestured to me--"to recovering the knowledge of ancient civilizations. As to the decision made by the Institute committee, we've agreed to acknowledge that you are indeed a sentient being." 
 
      
 
    I would have smiled if I still had lips because that meant that I was a free man . . . err . . . Metalman. But I may have rejoiced too soon because the professor continued. "However, part of the compromise arrived at by committee"--the professor's eyes darted to Gnomerad briefly and then returned to me--"is that you still be considered the legal property of the Institute. However, we would be more than willing to sponsor you for citizenship in this country if you'll aid us in some small tasks and prove to our more reticent researchers that you pose no danger to either the Institute or the nation."  
 
      
 
    In one fell swoop, my elation at being acknowledged as a sentient being was cut short by the statement that I was the property of the gnomes. If I’d still had blood, it would have boiled at the thought. I spoke, surprisingly cool-toned, "I am not your property." 
 
      
 
    "I beg to differ, Metalman," Gnomerad argued, a triumphant look on his face. He snapped his fingers and continued, "The Institute paid a great deal of money to fund the excavation of some ancient ruins in a hazardous part of the country. It cost us more money to restore many of the parts of your body, at least to get you in semi-working order. And finally, it was not cheap to hire the priest and bind a soul to your frame. All of this cost us research funds that, in my opinion, would have been better spent on golem research. But still, the money was spent, and we will not be denied the fruits of our experimentation just because you're a polite speaker." 
 
      
 
    The instinct to grab the sneering little man and wipe the smug smile off his face was strong. But I found that, in this new body, my emotions had a certain distance, and I was able to temper my anger before I acted hastily. I clenched my fists but kept them at my sides and looked down at Gnomerad and coldly said, "I. Am. Not. Your. Property. I am a sentient being that will not be made a slave."  
 
      
 
    "No, you are not a slave . . . err . . . you never did give us your name. I'm sorry," Tognomey apologized.  
 
      
 
    I turned and leaned forward to tell the gnome my name, and in that moment, I realized that I did not recall my old name. It was disconcerting to have such a big gap in my memory. I quickly tried to recall if there were any other gaps but couldn’t tell. However, from the Character Sheet I accessed last night, another name came easily to my lips. It was a name that felt comfortable, even if it wasn’t my human one. “Repair. Call me Repair."  
 
      
 
    Tognomey nodded. "Yes, Repair. You are not actually our slave. But no one has seen a functioning Metalman in ages, and there is no precedent for you being considered a free person. Not even in the old stories were you truly free. Instead, you were described as servants and soldiers to the Ancient Ones. We consulted our lawyer, and he agreed that you have no documentation to prove you are a free citizen. So, you'll have to petition for the privilege just like any foreigner. But unlike a foreigner, you don't just need a sponsor, you need an owner since the law does not consider you to be alive." 
 
      
 
    I was annoyed at the contradiction in the gnome’s statements but tried to give them room to explain. "But you admitted I was sentient." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, we concluded that you are indeed sentient,” Tognomey smiled and continued, “as would anyone that spoke to you for more than a few minutes. But that does not extend past the walls of this facility. The best we could do for you is to make you property of the Gnomish Research Institute. Then you would fall under our protection until we can petition for you to be made a citizen. But, in order to do that, we need to show that you are a beneficial entity that will be an asset to the country." 
 
      
 
    "And you still need to pay us back for all of the expenses we paid to bring you to life and for the damage you did to the storage room," Gnomerad added with a smirk.  
 
      
 
    "Damage?" the professor asked. 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad nodded smugly. "Oh, yes, quite a bit. The Metalman tore chunks out of the walls and floor. He said it was needed to repair himself, although, I think he did it because he was bored and prone to destructive behavior."  
 
      
 
    I pointed down at my repaired limb and said, "I needed the materials to repair my leg and some small internal systems. I apologize for it and do promise to pay you back for the damage as well as for the costs that you incurred bringing me to life. What do I owe you?" 
 
      
 
    "27, 526 gold plus an estimated 15 gold for repairs to the storage room," Gnomerad quickly answered.  
 
      
 
    Although I didn’t have a frame of reference, the amount seemed like quite a bit. My mind raced at such a large figure. I hadn’t realized they’d spent that much, and while part of me screamed that it wasn’t fair to saddle me with that large of a debt, another part realized that this would be the first time my word was tested in this world. If I went back on my word now, I’d have already lost my quest to be a better person in this life. Besides, I did not wish to start this new life off in debt to anyone. "Then I'll get started working to pay you back immediately," I said more calmly than I felt. 
 
      
 
    Tognomey sighed loudly and said, "Oh, please, Gnomerad. Don't get started on those numbers again. Firstly, I suspect they are inflated." Gnomerad turned red at the accusation, but Tognomey continued, "and secondly, we never asked you to pay back the full amount for the expedition or experiment. Although, I'll agree you'll have to pay for repairs to the room if you damaged it." He came closer to me and looked me up and down. "We couldn't repair all your systems before the experiment, but looking at you now, you'd think that you were fresh from the forge." He motioned to the professor "Come here, Professor Gnominsky. Look at his left leg. Remember the large crack that ran along its length? It is completely gone now with no trace that it was ever there."  
 
      
 
    Professor Gnominsky came down from his desk and examined my leg and the rest of me carefully before he looked up at me. "Why, he's right. I recall being quite annoyed that we were going to go forward with the experiment without repairing that leg. I thought it was quite unprofessional. How did you fix it in only one night? It took us nearly a year to repair some of the damage to you." 
 
      
 
    I considered withholding an explanation of my ability to self-repair, but it didn't seem like it was something I could keep secret since I'd likely have to repair myself sometime again in the future. So, I explained everything from my ability to deconstruct materials to my storage system to the repair ability fixing all my broken parts throughout the night.  
 
      
 
    By the end of my explanation, all three of the gnomes were staring at me with fascination. They turned to one another and then Tognomey said, "This explains so much about the Metalmen mythos. It was hinted at in Dycoises's treaty on the Metalmen that they could fix one another on the field of battle outside the control of the Ancients. But no one ever suspected this level of sophistication." 
 
      
 
    The professor's eyes widened with excitement. "Truly, the ability to break down surrounding materials alone is an amazing discovery. I've heard that the goblins are researching something similar, but their machines are over two-stories tall and require tremendous amounts of power. Here, the Metalmen already has something that can fit into a forearm." 
 
      
 
    "It might be worth the investment alone if we can replicate this device. We should immediately disassemble the Metalman to study him," Gnomerad said with a greedy look.  
 
      
 
    I took a step back from the group of gnomes. "Woah there, guys. I don't mind letting you guys look at the deconstruction tool, but I will not allow myself to be disassembled." 
 
      
 
    "You don't have a choice! You belong to me . . . err . . . the Institute. At least until you pay back the debt you owe us," Gnomerad declared, poking at me. 
 
      
 
    "You have already acknowledged that I am a sentient being, whether or not I owe you money, and I will not consent to be taken apart. Besides, who says that the deconstruction tool will even work if I'm not controlling it? You didn't even realize it was there when you had me on the experimentation table and were repairing me. And what about the other special features that this Metalman body holds? You think the deconstruction tool is cool? There are hints that even better tools will be unlocked as I level up." 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad looked unsure of his position, and I pushed further. "If you take me apart, you'll be missing out on all the lost technology that will be unlocked as I level up. That also means you'll never get paid back all the gold I owe the Institute." 
 
      
 
    Gnomerad walked over to the other two gnomes, and they conferred quietly for a minute before Tognomey and Professor Gnominsky assured me that they'd never considered Gnomerad's suggestion to disassemble me and that they would be grateful if they could examine the deconstruction tool and any others that I unlocked in the future. They assured me that they'd be happy to help me gain levels too. Then, only after I paid them back the gold owed, would they show the government that I could be a useful citizen.  
 
      
 
    While we worked out some arrangements, I had to decide just how far I was willing to trust these guys. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 - Exploration 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gnome researchers and I came to terms. In exchange for regular reports on what I discovered about the Metalman frame and its abilities, I would get a place to room and board. Though I neither needed to sleep or eat anymore, it would be good to have a place to call my own and not have to pay for it. In addition, the gnomes would be allowed to do non-destructive testing and research on the deconstruction tool and any other tools or abilities of the Metalman frame. In addition, they agreed to take 100 gold off my bill for each hour of research and study. That meant that I’d have to submit to some 260 hours of gnomish research to clear my debt with them unless I could find some other way to pay them back sooner. It was important that I pay them back since until I did, I would be their property and be unable to work, travel freely, or able to get my citizenship, proving me a person.  
 
      
 
    The morning negotiations settled, I was given free rein to explore the city. Before I left, Professor Gnominsky handed me a metal plate with my and the Institute’s name engraved on it. He said that it would be the only form of identification I would need until I could be made a full citizen.  
 
      
 
    I didn't have a bag or other way to carry the metal identification card, then I remembered that I had the internal storage system and the command to use it from my research last night. I whispered, “Command: Add identification card to internal storage.” The card in my hand glowed blue for a moment then disappeared, and a new text message appeared in my vision. 
 
      
 
    Identification card added to internal storage. 1 of 5 slots filled.  
 
      
 
    I noted the stunned expressions on the gnomes’ faces but didn't wait for any questions. I was halfway down the hallway when I realized that I didn't know where I was going. Still, I didn't want to get caught up in another interrogation, so I continued forward. I headed back toward the courtyard, and thanks to the directions of a few helpful researchers, I found the front entrance of the Gnomish Research Institute.  
 
      
 
    The Institute was surrounded by a high ten-foot-tall brick wall, and there were two metal gates at the front providing the only means of entry and exit. There was a large double-gated entry used by carts that brought in materials and food, and then there was a separate entrance beside it used by those entering on foot. Both gates were guarded by gnome warriors, who were armed and armored to the teeth. A quick use of Inspect told me that the guards were levels 20 and 21 and thus not to be trifled with. Neither guard stopped me from leaving the compound, but they kept an eye on me as I passed through the gates.  
 
      
 
    The world outside the institute was different than I'd expected, and I stood just outside the gate, gawking at the activity. I'd been anticipating a medieval fantasy world with one-story cottages, farmers, and blacksmiths--maybe some magic users walking around in their Harry Potter-style robes--but instead, it was more like the magical industrial revolution. The cement sidewalks were filled with people in both directions dressed in all manner of clothes. If I had to compare it to something familiar, it would be early 1800s dress style. Women wore long multilayered dresses with petticoats, skirts, bodices, and short patterned jackets that covered most of their skin, though there were a few that were wearing breastplates and other types of armor. Men wore dress pants, embroidered vests, crisply ironed shirts, coats, and hats. Most men seemed to be upper-class due to their tails and top hats, but some were obviously commoners with wool clothes. Mixed among them were more adventurous-looking sorts armed with swords, shields, and armor. But they were in the minority.  
 
      
 
    The cobbled streets were packed with carriages and carts being pulled by horses, but not always the living variety. Instead, there was an assortment of artificial beings mixed in among the people. Some were large, hulking, human-shaped, and they were carrying around bulky loads. Others were shaped like horses or unicorns and pulling fancy carriages. A few even resembled delicate snakes or ferrets and adorned the necks of elegant ladies like moving necklaces. Yet, in each case, whether golems or machine animals, there was no spark ‌of‌ sentience, ‌‌and‌ ‌they‌ ‌were‌ ‌very‌ ‌carefully‌ ‌commanded‌ ‌by‌ ‌some‌ ‌living‌ ‌being. ‌ ‌ ‌ 
 
      
 
    The sounds of the city were familiar but distinctly different. There was the buzz of many people living, talking, and working around me, but in addition, there were also the unfamiliar sounds of the creak and clang of armor and weapons, newsboys crying out on the street corners, the metallic clop of shod hooves on cobbled streets, and the jingle of harness as horses pulled carriages. I could only imagine how it smelled with so many bodies and animals in a confined area, and I was glad that Metalmen did not breathe, and thus could not smell either. 
 
      
 
    I ‌used‌ ‌the‌ ‌Inspect‌ ‌program‌ ‌to‌ ‌identify‌ ‌the‌ ‌people‌ ‌walking‌ ‌and‌ ‌driving‌ ‌around and discovered that there ‌was‌ ‌a‌ ‌mix‌ ‌of‌ ‌many‌ ‌fantasy‌ ‌species. ‌Humans‌ ‌made‌ ‌up‌ ‌the‌ ‌majority,‌ ‌but‌ ‌there‌ ‌were‌ ‌also‌ ‌elves,‌ ‌gnomes,‌ ‌orcs,‌ ‌goblins,‌ ‌and‌ ‌trolls.‌ ‌There were also other ‌species which were ‌harder‌ ‌to‌ ‌identify‌, either ‌by‌ ‌sight‌ ‌or‌ ‌with‌ ‌Inspect,‌ ‌including‌ ‌some‌ ‌that‌ ‌seemed‌ ‌to‌ ‌be‌ ‌made‌ ‌of‌ ‌wood‌ ‌instead‌ ‌of‌ ‌flesh‌ ‌and‌ ‌others‌ ‌that‌ ‌walked‌ ‌on‌ ‌four‌ ‌legs‌ ‌instead‌ ‌of‌ ‌two. 
 
      
 
    In this part of the city, which extended as far as my eyes could see, there were mostly one and two-story buildings, but off in the distance, I could see enormous stretches of smoke-spewing buildings that went as high as four stories. I assumed that they were some kind of factories, and their existence would explain why there seemed to be a fine layer of soot that covered everything and why so many people were wearing black. Not knowing where to go or what to do, I just walked. Part of me felt embarrassed for not having any clothing over my metal and wood frame, but no one seemed to question it. They might have thought I was like the golems that I saw.  
 
      
 
    The golems were creatures of moving stone, metal or wood that resembled animals or tall humans that were ordered about by well-dressed elves, gnomes, and others. But when you looked closer the golems either had no faces or ones that lacked any spark of intelligence and none of humanoid ones were dressed in clothing as they followed the commands of their controllers. Part of me felt disconcerted at how much I looked like them and that I was like a Ken doll, all wooden and smooth everywhere. 
 
      
 
    The area around the Institute was mostly commercial shops which were selling all manner of items, and their display windows were filled, showcasing their wares. Dress shops advertised what were presumably the latest fashions on mechanical mannequins that changed poses every few minutes. I saw my reflection in those windows and realized that I did not look dissimilar to those mannequins. “Is this what I am to this world?” I thought.  “An unfeeling, uncomplaining machine that is to be used by others?” It made me worry about my place here. Even if I got citizenship, would I be treated as a living, sentient being, or would I always be a machine to the world? Then I mentally sighed and realized it didn’t matter. I couldn’t control how others treated me in my old world, so why would I expect to control it here? I’d already learned that all I could do was exist and try to thrive despite what people would say about my skin color, ethnicity, gender, or body shape. Now, I just had to add a new layer of ‘no shits given’ for how this world would treat a machine that was really alive.   
 
      
 
    I turned away from the dress shop, my mind already adjusting to a new potential social dynamic as a Metalman. I continued my tour of the shops around me when my eyes were caught by a jewelry shop. Not only were there rubies, diamonds, and other precious stones, but the jewelry on display also had small descriptions written on thick paper with magical properties like stat enhancement, stored spells, beauty enhancement, armor enchantments, and more. The price of each piece of jewelry put them well outside my price range, but I briefly imagined myself decked out in multiple rings, necklaces, earrings, anklets, and bracelets, slinging spells and other magic. I laughed inside at the image. I'd make the most outlandish pirate look like a beggar.  
 
      
 
    Besides the fashionable dress or jewels, some shops sold weapons such as swords, staves, axes, knives, bows, crossbows, and most interestingly guns. At one shop, there was a flintlock pistol on display that had a gold filigree barrel and a dark wooden handle with detailed carvings of smoke and fire. In addition, there was also a long-barrel blunderbuss, a precursor to the shotgun, that had a walnut stock with a wide-flared metal barrel mouth and the same level of decoration as the pistol. The inclusion of such a weapon meant that gunpowder or perhaps a magical equivalent existed in this world. Though, from the highly decorative designs and extreme prices of the firearms, they were items only the wealthy could afford.  
 
      
 
    The sight of the guns made me wonder just how the weapons stacked up against magic. Was it something that I could develop to get an edge in this world or would the power of firearms pale in comparison to spells? 
 
      
 
    I pushed the question to the back of my mind as I continued to explore. There were more shops with all manner of specialty stores: furniture that moved itself, self-cleaning tableware, a haberdashery for fairies, glassware made by sirens, tailors for centaurs, a barber that only cut dwarven beards while serving bacon, a magic clock shop, wand polishers, golem servants, and mechanical constructs.  
 
      
 
    The farther I walked from the institute, the number of high-end stores dwindled. As I traveled, Main street widened, and more and more traffic seemed to flow through to the other areas of the city. After a few hours, I reached the center and discovered why. Dead center in the middle of the city was a massive underground dungeon. At least, that’s what the few people I asked about it told me. To me, it looked like a highly decorated three-story building where streams of people came and went. Everyone in this section of the city was armed. Groups of people of more races than could be counted wandered in and out of not only the dungeon but the many stone buildings that surrounded the dungeon laid out in a giant circular plaza. It seemed like whole industries had developed around the dungeon and the resources gathered there.  
 
      
 
    Besides the large buildings on the edge of the courtyard, there were many stalls selling and buying all manner of items to or from adventurers. The most popular were the food stalls that competed for the attention and coin of the hungry. Men and women of various races called out to bring attention to their foods. 
 
      
 
    “Come enjoy the tastiest roasted fried Squirrel Knight meat you’ve ever had! Free samples!” one vendor cried out. 
 
      
 
    “Cactucus soup here! A great meal and it boosts your resistance to spiny thorns and other minor poisons,” cried another. 
 
      
 
    Yet another held out a small jello-like square in a cup and yelled, “Slime gelato!” 
 
      
 
    All the offered food looked delicious, and the sight of strips of meat being roasted over open fires and the popping sound of the fat as it hit the flames sent a shiver up my metallic spine. I could only imagine the delightful smells. I reached out for a sample before I could think and held the delightful bit of cooked meat in my wood plated hand. Only, I had no mouth in which to put the food. The reminder that I could not partake of any of the treats made me feel a bit dejected. Food had been a big part of my last life, and for the rest of this one, I’d miss out. 
 
      
 
    With a regretful sigh, I handed off the meat stick to a hungry beggar that was near and walked through the stalls just outside the dungeon. I found that, not only were there merchants everywhere selling food, potions, and other adventuring items, but there were also lots of people that tried to direct me to ‘the best’ places to buy or sell items. I stopped a small grimy-faced green kid wearing a newsboy cap, a black jacket, and trousers and used Inspect. 
 
      
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 3 
 
    HP 20/20 
 
    Mana 6/6 
 
      
 
    It saddened me slightly to see that this kid had a higher level than I did and more HP too. Still, I was pleased to see that Inspect actually gave me his HP and mana this time. I could only guess it had a harder time with someone so much higher in levels than I.  
 
      
 
    “What do you want, you stupid golem?” the kid asked.  
 
      
 
    “I just want to know more about the city, kid. I’m new here and am looking to learn.” I recalled the massive debt I owed the gnomes and added, “And maybe get a job to earn some coin.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin looked me up and down and then poked my wooden legs. “Well, you look sturdy enough to do some adventuring. Why don’t you just sign up at the adventurer’s guild and go into the dungeon?” His eyes lit up as he thought of something, “I could even be your guide for only 30% of the loot.” 
 
      
 
    Even though I was unsure of what the going rate was for a dungeon guide, I said, “Sure. You have a deal.” If I didn't earn anything in the dungeon, I won’t have to pay the kid. We shook on the deal, and the goblin took my hand and tugged me in the direction of a large building a bit north of the dungeon.  
 
      
 
    “That is the Adventurers' Guild. You’re going to want to get real friendly with the people there. They can tell you about all the levels, the monsters, and if you have enough money, even sell you maps. You can find all kinds of paying jobs there too. Jobs for offing monsters, or getting some rare fur or bone or whatever. And, if you are all alone, you can even find other losers . . . err . . . solo adventurers to work with. Lots of stuff there.” 
 
      
 
    I point to the other building to the left and right of the Adventurers’ Guild and asked, “Are all those buildings for the guild?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me and smirked. “What, are you some kind of newb or something? No, those are for the other big guilds. The one to the left is a city bank. They hold all the coins people don’t want to have on them. The one to the right is the Merchant’s Guild. They regulate all the traders and merchants in the city, making them sign up with the guild and taking a cut of their profits as licensing fees or guild dues. Next to them is the Crafter’s Guild, where all the people that make everything gotta join and use.  
 
      
 
    “Well, almost everyone. My uncle Goober and some other goblins call them a racket and refuse to join. Instead, they make their stuff under the table and sell privately.” He leaned in and whispered, “You let me know if you need any special gear or anything, and I can get you an outstanding deal from my Uncle. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and thought about how much grit this kid had and how I already liked him for his honesty. As the goblin continued to talk, I found that I learned more about the city from the kid than I would have just wandering around. West of the city center was where all the manufacturing and artisans worked. South West of the city center was where most of the adventurers and regular people lived. The east side was where the ‘damn fancy people’ lived away from the smoke and smells of the factories. I could only assume he meant that the rich people lived there, which meshed with my own experiences having walked from that direction.  
 
      
 
    As we made our way through the crowds, the kid finally suggested, “Now, if you want to make a real good go at being a dungeon diver, then you gotta join one of the guilds.”  
 
      
 
    “Wait, isn’t that why I’m here? To join the Adventurers’ Guild?” 
 
      
 
    He looked up at me like I was stupid then laughed. “Yeah, but they’re not going to do anything to make you stronger. For that, you gotta join the fighters, the mages, them sneaky fellows, or someone else. I don’t know what your class is, but you gotta find your own kind of people so they can teach you all the special secrets.” 
 
      
 
    Before I could ask more, I realized that we were standing in front of a tall two-story building that reminded me of an old plantation-style home or an old bank with big white columns in front and large, heavy double doors. Above the doors read a sign: Adventurers’ Guild - All are welcome, even you. 
 
      
 
    The sign made me laugh, but the goblin shook his head. “Yeah, they welcome everyone’s money is what it should say.” He walked right in, and I had to hurry to keep up or risk losing him in the crowd of people coming and going from the building. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – The Adventurers’ Guild 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was surprised at just how calm and quiet it was inside as I walked through the entrance, and I was able to take a look around as Greebo pulled me toward one particular line.  
 
      
 
    From all the anime I’d watched and fantasy books I'd read, I'd expected the place to be full of rambunctious, loud-mouthed adventurers. I even thought that I’d maybe even get to see a few brawls between outlandishly dressed characters. Instead, it was filled with people quietly waiting in lines, much like a small bank or employment agency.  
 
      
 
    The employees were dressed in finely tailored black suits and stood behind a thick oak counter like bank tellers. They called forward the next person in line, who talked to them and discussed whatever business they had. When they were finished, they walked away and exited the building. It was all so orderly. 
 
      
 
    Greebo tugged on my arm and I realized that I'd zoned out a little while watching the people around me and that I had just been automatically moving forward in line without thinking. Now, it was my turn. As we approached the counter, Greebo pulled himself up onto the chest-high counter and addressed the attendant. She had a sexy athletic build, short brown hair, and a cute button nose.  
 
      
 
    "Excuse me, cat lady, I have a new client that I would like to get registered for some dungeon diving." 
 
      
 
    The woman, who had two adorable cat ears peeking out of her hairdo, looked from the goblin to me. She peered at me, her eyes roaming up and down my body. I think I heard her mutter something like, “Talk about chiseled abs.” Her cheeks blushed as she realized she said her thoughts aloud, but she quickly straightened her blouse and asked, "Do you have some form of identification, sir?"  
 
      
 
    I felt flattered at her response. It had been a long time since anyone reacted like that to seeing me. I glanced down at my Metalman body and realized that the sleek wooden plates covering my body were shaped like a sculpted body with contoured muscles. It’s something I would have loved to look like back on Earth instead of looking like the Pillsbury doughboy. Then I remembered her question and the metal plate I was given earlier. I tried to recall the command to take something out of my internal inventory. I whispered, "Command: Take out Identification plate." 
 
      
 
    Invalid command 
 
      
 
    "Command: Remove Identification plate." 
 
      
 
    Invalid command 
 
      
 
    "Sir, if you don't have any identification…" 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the attendant, embarrassed at my stupidity for putting something in my internal inventory without knowing how to take it out again. I tried to smile charmingly but then remembered that I no longer had facial muscles or lips to laugh with. Instead, I shrugged exaggeratedly and, feeling more confident with this new body, I interrupted, "I'm sorry, beautiful. If you could give me a moment, I have it somewhere around here." The blatant flirting wasn’t something I would have done in my old life, but this world seemed to be offering me many new experiences--like a woman finding me physically attractive.  
 
      
 
    The attendant blushed slightly as I turned around and pretended to search my naked Metalman body while quietly asking, "Inquiry: What is the command to take out something from my internal inventory?"  
 
      
 
    Command protocol is currently: "Command: Withdraw (name item) from internal inventory." 
 
      
 
    The inclusion of the statement 'is currently' led me to believe that it might be possible to change the command protocols, but I pushed the thought aside and correctly called out the proper command. The identification plate appeared in my hand, and I turned around to see the attendant staring at me with wide eyes, pupils slightly dilated, and her cute pert mouth open slightly.  
 
      
 
    "Here it is, kitten. I just had it in the wrong pocket," I said, playing on her obvious attraction as I slid the plate over the counter to her.  Her fingers briefly touched mine, and I thought I heard a low purr. A moment later, the sound was gone, and I was glad that she took the piece of metal and started to fill out a form instead of questioning where the item came from. 
 
      
 
    "Ok, Repair. I have you registered as the property of the Gnomish Research Institute, which means that all copies of quests taken will be forwarded to them. Now, I just need your level and class information." 
 
      
 
    Greebo’s eyes narrowed, and he looked at me oddly for a fraction of a second when the attendant mentioned that I was the property of the Gnomish Research Institute, but the next second, he was looking again at the woman with the cat ears.  
 
      
 
    While I didn't like the idea of anyone thinking I was the property of the Institute and being told what I was doing, it couldn't be helped. At least I could make some money from the dungeon. Since I couldn't smile, I just nodded towards the attendant and said, "I'm a level 1 Artificer." 
 
      
 
    Both the attendant and the goblin turned and asked, "Artificer? What class is that?" 
 
      
 
    "Uhh . . ." was the only thing I could say. It had never occurred to me that no one would know what the class was. I wondered if it was a race-specific class or something. Instead of trying to explain that the gnomes had bound my human soul from another world to a formerly extinct race, I said, "It's a rare crafting class. I repair and make stuff." 
 
      
 
    The woman tilted her head slightly, and her cat ears twitched as she peered at me through slightly narrowed eyes while deciding whether to believe me or not. Thankfully, Greebo came to my aid. He slapped the counter top and with exaggerated annoyance said, “What does it matter what his class is? Just register my client already so that I can take him to the dungeon. I got things to do, lady!"  
 
      
 
    The attendant shrugged and finished filling out her forms, which she had me sign when she was done. Then, as if she'd said this a thousand times before, she rattled off, "The adventurers' guild authorizes you to delve into the Divitiae dungeon. We encourage all members to take appropriate steps to prepare for any dungeon journey but are not liable or responsible for any loss or damage to yourself, party members, or equipment. We are not responsible for the validity of any maps or information you may purchase here. We do guarantee payment for any quests or jobs completed." Having finished up the rote portion of her speech, she looked at me with raised eyebrows and a smile and asked, "Any questions so far, Repair?" 
 
      
 
    I shook my head 'no,' and she continued with more feeling, "We get a lot of newbies coming through here, but you're only level 1. I'm not sure what your class gives you, but I'd recommend you don't leave the first level of the dungeon." She looked me up and down again and bit her lip before her eyes returned to my face. "I don't see any weapons or armor on you.” She looked around quickly to make sure no one was close enough to listen before she leaned forward and quietly said, “So, I'm going to help you out and give you something from the lost and found. But I encourage you to save your coins and upgrade as soon as you can."  
 
      
 
    She pulled a box from under the counter and placed three items on the counter. The first was a pair of brass knuckles, the second was a knife, and the third was a wooden club. Using Inspect on each gave me information about each item. 
 
      
 
    Poor Copper Knuckles 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 0.5 lbs. 
 
    Durability 3/5 
 
      
 
    Poor Copper Knife 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 0.8 lbs. 
 
    Durability 3/6 
 
      
 
    Poor Pine Club 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 2.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 4/5 
 
      
 
    I'm unsure which weapon to pick. All three do the same amount of damage. I'd never been in a real fight in my life and had never used a weapon.  
 
      
 
    Greebo sighed at my indecision and said, "Just pick the club, Nuts. If you don't have any training, the knife and brass knuckles are more likely to hurt you than the monsters, but everyone can swing a club." 
 
      
 
    I looked at Greebo, unsure what he meant and asked, “Nuts?”

  
 
    Greebo smiled and poked my wooden chest with a finger, “Yeah, ‘cause you’re put together with nuts n’ bolts.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head and chuckled at the nickname before I decided to trust my guide and picked up the club. 
 
      
 
    "Excellent. With that out of the way, you are free to go explore the first level of the dungeon. Just show the guards this medallion." She tilted her head slightly and gave me a smile as she slid a palm-sized disc with a bright white crystal in the center towards me along with my identification plate. In a sultry voice, she said, "Come back soon." 
 
      
 
    I took the two items, nodded, and said, "Thanks, kitten." I gave her one last glance then turned and walked out of the building, all the time wishing that this new body could capitalize on the flirting from the attendant. Greebo jumped off the counter and quickly caught up with me. As we walked out of the building he looked up, shook his head, and said, “I changed my mind. I’m calling you Nuts from now on ‘cause you’d have to be crazy to not ask that beastkin lady for a date when she wanted you so badly.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – 1st Dungeon Level 
 
      
 
    Greebo slipped through the throng of people moving to and from the dungeon. I was barely able to keep up and had to continually say 'excuse me' as I pushed through the crowd. He headed toward the large three-story domed building that covered the dungeon, and as we got closer, I could see the amazing stone sculptures that were carved into the building. Some of the monsters looked so realistic and terrifying that I questioned my decision to come here for a moment. I pulled my gaze from the carvings and continued to follow my little guide. He stopped for a moment to talk to another goblin that ran off before I could get close enough to hear what they were talking about and then continued his fast walk through the crowd.  
 
    We reached the building after a few minutes, and Greebo stopped and climbed up onto a bench in front of a fountain. He looked up at me and said, "Okay, Nuts. I got you all registered, and you even have a weapon now. But before we go in, I need to know what your class really does. I ain't never heard of no 'artificer' before." 
 
    "It's exactly what I said it is, kid. I'm a crafter. I can repair and make stuff, though I only know how to repair myself if I get damaged." 
 
    The goblin sneered, "Wait, if you're a crafter, why don't you go craft to get experience? It may take longer, but it isn't nearly as dangerous." 
 
    I honestly hadn't known that making stuff would grant me XP, but it would have been embarrassing to tell Greebo that. Instead, I said, "I don't just want to sit around all day, getting crummy little bits of XP. I need to level up fast. I need coins, and unless you can tell me some faster way to make money when you're broke, this is it." 
 
    "Well, I get the need for money. Still, what can you do besides crafting? Doesn't your class give you any special combat abilities?" 
 
    I called up my character sheet but didn't see anything that related to combat except for the fact that I had an armor class. "Well, my AC is 12. That's pretty decent, isn't it?" 
 
    The goblin laughed. "That's barely better than being naked. I'm not even wearing armor, and I have an AC of 13 because of my dexterity." He danced around in a circle, showing off his dexterous footwork.  
 
    My shoulders slumped at his statement. I’d hoped 12 was a good armor class. Still, I didn’t care for being made fun of. I crossed my arms and tapped my foot while I said, “Well, I am naked, so I guess my AC ain’t so bad, kid.” 
 
    He jumped off the bench and scowled at me. “I ain’t no kid, and we’ll just see how tough you are when we get down in the dungeon, Nuts.” He started walking toward one of the wide staircases leading downwards with what appeared to be a ghost of a smile on his face, and I followed him.  
 
    There were a lot of people coming up and down the stairs. Most were dressed in armor with swords, maces, and shields, but a few were carrying bows or were covered in robes and carrying staffs. There were even a few who were dressed in beautifully embroidered vests, embossed leather pants, crisp shirts, and who carried flintlock guns. My eyes lingered on the firearm, wishing I had one of my own. While all those people continued to descend further into the dungeon, Greebo and I turned off to the right toward an archway that had the words 'Level 1' carved into it.  
 
    A single bored-looking guard stood under the arch. As Greebo and I approached, he straightened up slightly and lazily asked, "Do you have your adventurer guild medallions?" 
 
    Greebo pulled out a metal disk just like mine, and we showed them to the guard. He nodded and went back to leaning against the archway, distractedly watching the people descending further into the dungeon. We walked past the archway and into the tunnel, and I asked, "Why is a guard there if he doesn't seem to care about who goes into the dungeon?" 
 
    Greebo continued to walk but answered, "Level 1 of the dungeon isn't that dangerous. He's more there to stop any kids that want to play at being adventurers." 
 
    As we moved deeper into the tunnel, I noticed that the light from outside didn't reach here and that the tunnels were lit by sconces on the walls that gave off a steady yellow glow, not a flickering light that would be emitted if it were from a flame. I was intrigued by the lights and wondered how they worked. I walked up to one and noted that it was made by a small crystal. I stared and absently muttered, "I wonder what this is made of?" To my surprise, a line of text appeared in my vision.  
 
    Invalid command. 
 
    The text made me curious if there was something in the question that triggered the text, and I quickly whispered, "Inquiry: What is this light made of?" 
 
    Unable to answer the question. Please scan object first. 
 
    "Inquiry: How do I scan the object?" 
 
    Activate scanning tool and select target. 
 
    Based on my experience with the deconstruction tool, I whispered, "Command: Activate Scanning tool." 
 
    My left arm split open, and the same cylindrical wand-like object extended from it. Only this time, the tip of the cylinder was red instead of blue. A red beam of light shot out, and I pointed it at the light fixture.  
 
    "Scan light." 
 
    The light turned green and seemed to flow over every nook and cranny of the fixture then stopped. 
 
      
 
    Scan complete. Object: Magical light fixture. Components: .2 lbs. metal, .4 lbs. glass, type 2 core, magical energy, spell engraving - Light spell. 
 
    Magical Light fixture schematic recorded and added to the schematic database. 
 
    I couldn't help but be impressed by the thoroughness of the scan when I read the text. Not only did it tell me what the light was made of, but it also made something from the information. Though I wondered what the schematic was, my attention was drawn away by a gasp from my left. I turned to see Greebo staring at me, eyes wide and mouth open. "What in the name of the great goblin gods are you doing?" 
 
    I considered lying but decided there was no harm in telling the truth. After all, Greebo was just a kid. I pointed to the light. "I was wondering what the light thing there was made of, and I figured it out by scanning it. Now, I know it's made of metal, glass, a medium type two crystal, and a light spell." 
 
    He glanced at my left forearm, and I understood that he wanted to know about the scanner. "Oh, that. It's just a special tool for my class." I tapped on my wooden chest. "I'm a machine, remember? I have lots of bits of metal and wood inside here." 
 
    Greebo blinked hard and warily shook his head but then sniffed loudly and wiped his nose. He smiled and took on an overly confident tone as he said, "Of course. I knew that. I was just asking what you were doing hanging out back here instead of following me. We got us some monsters to kill. Come on." He turned around and motioned for me to follow him as he walked away. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the posturing. It reminded me of some of the kids I used to substitute teach. I guess kids are kids no matter the world, always putting on a strong front.  
 
    I walked after Greebo and followed him down the tunnel. We turned left then right and then took two more lefts until the tunnel opened to a large cavern. The floor was covered in a field of white flowers that were occasionally broken up with thin-looking trees, and the area was so large that I couldn't see the end of it clearly. It must have been a couple hundred yards long. Greebo stood at the edge of the field and looked out over it. "Here we are, Repair. Get your club ready. This is where they spawn." 
 
    I brought the club up into a batter's stance and looked out over the field, but I didn't see what he was talking about. There were only the flowers swaying in the breeze. “Wait, what breeze?” I thought.  I focused my attention on the way the wooden plates of this new body felt. The surface of the plates weren’t nearly as sensitive as human skin, but they still should have registered if there was a breeze or wind down there. But there was neither. "What spawns here, Greebo?" 
 
    He pulled the dagger at his waist with his right hand and pointed to the middle of the field where I saw multiple flowers moving and shaking independent of the plants around them. I couldn't see what was hidden among the foliage, but Greebo said, "That's where you're going, Nuts n’ Bolts. Just walk on in and start making noise. They'll find you soon enough, and then you just swing that club till they're all dead.” He snapped the fingers of his left hand. “Simple."  
 
    I turned my attention away from the field and saw a smirking Greebo motion for me to go ahead of him. "What? You aren't going to join me?" 
 
    He shook his head and smiled with a mouth full of sharp-looking teeth. "Nope. I'm just your guide. Besides, if I helped you out, you wouldn't get nearly as much XP since I'm a higher level. Don't worry. If you get into trouble, I'll take your corpse to them gnomes. They'll give me some coin to cover the cost of my time." 
 
    I clenched my fist, annoyed that my great goblin guide wasn’t going to help. I should have guessed Greebo wouldn't help power level me. It wasn’t really worth it to him since I couldn’t pay him directly. The little guy was smart, though. If I lived, he’d get a cut of the loot. If I died, he'd take me back to the Institute for money. Either way, he made some coin.  
 
    I stepped past the goblin onto the field, and my annoyance left me. I boldly walked forward with the white flowers brushing my bare wooden legs. As I got closer to the center of the field, I raised my club and readied it to strike. I scanned the field with each step and waited for whatever was there to attack.  
 
    I was surprised that I was not more afraid. I'd never really been the fighting type. In elementary school, Peter Templeton stole my lunch every day, and when I finally got up the courage to tell him ‘no’, he just pushed me down and beat me up. It was the same in high school. I was the smartest kid in class, but that only drew the attention of idiots that thought it was funny to steal my backpack and empty it into the lunch trash can. But it was different now. I was definitely wary of what was hidden in the field, but not afraid. Instead, I started to feel excited. There was no surge of adrenaline since I didn’t have any biological parts, but mentally, I felt a thrill. This was it. My chance to be more than I was. The life of adventure that I’d always craved but never had the courage to take. I wasn’t sitting around waiting for life to come to me--I’d gone out and grabbed it. I laughed, happy that I’d chosen the Metalman race and that I was here. 
 
    My laughter must have been noise enough to attract the attention of whatever lay ahead because there was a movement to my left, and before I could fully turn, something ran past my leg. I heard a screech and felt something slice my calf. A red number one floated away from the wound. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of a scaled creature as it rushed past me and hid among the white flowers. The red number was really the only reason that I realized that I've even been hit. Though there was some sense of damage, my leg wasn’t in pain. I raised it, lowered it, and found that it still worked perfectly. A quick glance down only showed a claw mark in the wooden plating. While a single point of damage wasn’t a lot, I knew that I only had 15 health and these creatures could still kill me. 
 
    There was a rustling behind me, and I quickly spun around. Without bothering to aim, I swung the club in an arc parallel to the ground. The white lizard creature that attempted to attack me from the back looked surprised as the club connected with it and hissed angrily as it went flying into the flowers. A red three floated away from it as it landed. 
 
    “Ha! Take that, you freaking looking Iguana!” I shouted. I could see where the lizard creature landed and used Inspect to see what I was dealing with.  
 
    Scaledon 
 
    Level 1 
 
    HP 7/10 
 
    “Oh, that's not too bad. It has less HP than me,” I thought. A powerful pressure below my waist brought my attention back to the fight, and I looked down to see the large yellow slitted eyes of the Scaledon staring up at me, its fanged mouth biting my crotch, its body dangling behind it, and a red three floating away. 
 
    As the creature twisted its head to dig its fangs in deeper, I was very grateful not to have genitalia or to be able to feel pain the same way my old human body would. Even imagining the sensation made me cringe inside. I raised the club in my right hand high above my head and swung down, aiming for the creature's head. Unfortunately, I missed. The scaled ball-biter had let go and dropped to the ground just in time for my club to whizz by its head. Instead of trying to hit it with my club again, I kicked out with my wooden foot.  
 
    It was not a particularly powerful blow, but it pushed the Scaledon back a step. The knee-high lizard circled around, trying to find a new angle of attack. I raised my club and waited, ready to swing if it got in close enough. It was a waiting game that I realized I couldn’t afford to participate in. There could be others of its kind looking for the opportunity to pounce. I took a step forward, brought my club within range of the monster and swung. The lizard scurried backward, avoiding the club, and then the creature leapt forward while I was still off-balance from the over-extended swing. The monster bit my right arm, and while there was no pain, I lost three HP from the attack. Instead of trying to club it again, I reached over with my left hand and grabbed the creature by its neck. I found myself getting angry as the little jerk caused a few more points of damage, bringing my HP down to six. This had never happened before, even when I was bullied as a kid. I'd always experienced a flight, not fight, response to pain. But now I was a different man. A Metalman.  
 
    I dismissed the thought and focused on the fight. I squeezed the back of the Scaledon’s neck, and it let go of my forearm just to try attacking the hand holding it. Unfortunately for the beast, it didn't have the leverage or reach to do any damage. With the creature secure in my left hand, I didn't bother trying to angle the club to hit it. Instead, I dropped the weapon and began repeatedly punching it instead. My wooden fist made a dull smacking sound with each blow and did one damage per strike. The monster only had six HP left, and the fight was soon over, and I was hit with a slew of messages.  
 
      
 
    You've killed a level 1 Scaledon.  
 
    You receive 5 XP.  
 
    You've learned the skill Blunt Weapons. 
 
    Blunt Weapons increases to level 1. 
 
    You've learned the Unarmed skill Fighting. 
 
    Unarmed Fighting increases to level 1. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – Repair, Repair Thy Self 
 
      
 
    The notifications text scrolled across the bottom of my vision, and I was glad that they hadn’t popped up during the fight. That much text would have been a distraction that I didn't need. I stared at the text, annoyed that I’d only gotten 5 XP for a fight that almost killed me. In most games I’d played on earth, new characters got a break, and it was easy to get past the early levels. I pulled up my character sheet and saw that I needed 295 XP to get to the next level, which meant that I'd have to kill another 59 of those Scaledon lizard creatures to get to level 2.  
 
    A voice to the side of me interrupted my self-reflection. "You lived?” I turned to see a disappointed-looking Greebo with a small knife in his hands. “I was hoping . . .” Greebo plastered an obviously forced smile on his face as he continued, “Err . . . was worried you weren’t going to make it." The slip up made me realize that the goblin might have been hoping that I didn’t make it out of the fight alive so that he could have made money returning my body to the gnomes. There was a moment when I wasn’t sure what the knife in his hand was for and was worried that he meant to make that hope a reality.  I tensed as I saw his grip on the weapon tightened and would have let out a sigh of relief, if I was still capable of breathing, when he turned and knelt next to the body of the Scaledon I’d defeated. He swiped above the corpse with his fingers like he was swiping on a tablet or smartphone. A small window divided into squares popped up over the body, and there was a small icon in three of the squares. Greebo looked at the window then looked up at me.  
 
    "So, anything there you need, Mr. Artificer? For crafting or something?" 
 
    "What's there?" 
 
    He looked up at me, dark eyebrows furrowed and confused for a moment, before he smiled and laughed. "Oh, don't tell me this is the first time you looted a monster? When did those Gnomes make you? Yesterday?"  
 
    Feeling a little embarrassed, I didn't want to tell him it was actually yesterday that I came online. Instead, I asked, "So, can anyone loot the monsters I kill? I don't have any ownership over it?" 
 
    The young goblin, who seemed easy to distract, nodded. "Yeah. Loot stealing is a real problem sometimes, especially during a big fight with multiple monsters." With a touch of admiration in his voice, he continued, "Some classes, like the Scavengers, even specialize in it. Those guys will go in all stealthy and follow a group till they make a big kill then steal the loot while the groups are distracted with other monsters." 
 
    "You sound like you admire the Scavenger class?" 
 
    He nodded enthusiastically. "Yup. Those guys are the best. They ain't got to take none of the risks of monster fighting, and they get XP when they steal stuff from monster drops. Easy coin!" His shoulders sagged, and his demeanor saddened. "I tried to get the class, but their guild says I need to pay 10 silver to join." 
 
    "Is joining their guild the only way to get that class? Can't you get it some other way?" 
 
    "It's not just getting the class but also the training the guild can offer that's important." He shrugged as he turned to look over the loot window again. His hand seemed to brush the window casually, but there was a little flash of light, and something appeared in Greebo's hand, which he quickly hid behind his back. "Don't worry about it, Nuts. If you come closer, you should be able to see what the little lizard dropped as loot.” 
 
    If not for that small flash of light, I don’t think I would have noticed the goblin palm something. I took two steps closer to the monster corpse and could make out the words below the two little icons left in the divided window. 
 
    Scaledon Meat - 0.3 lbs. 
 
    Scaledon Bones - 0.2 lbs. 
 
    I pretended to examine the text but as I leaned in closer to Greebo, my hand snaked out and grabbed the hand he had hidden behind his back. I asked, “What do you have there? I saw that there were three items in those boxes, now there are only two.” 
 
    He twitched and tried to pull away, but when my grip did not loosen an inch, his shoulders sagged and he looked up at me with an embarrassed expression. "Let me go, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    I wondered for a moment if this was another trick, but the goblin’s direct stare and body language told me he knew that he was caught and felt bad for what he did. I let his arm go, and he held out his hand, palm up, revealing a tiny sliver of a pink crystal, no bigger than a fingernail. "This here is a monster core. All the crafters use them in anything magical. It powers spells, enchantments, and even the automatons that pull rich people's carriages." He flipped the core like a coin and continued, "‘Cept those things would need a much bigger core than this, maybe a tier 5 or 6. Something like this one can barely power a magical light for a few seconds. But there are still people that want them." He hesitated and gave a small shrug. “I knew you wouldn’t give it to me as my share of the loot if you knew what it was, so I took it before you could ask about it.” 
 
    The description of what the core was used for reminded me of the schematic description for the magical light. That must be how it was powered without someone sending it energy directly. Those monster cores were used as batteries. A series of different technologies from my old world flashed through my mind: laser guns, flashlights, TVs, radios, phones. The possibilities of what I could do with these little magical batteries ran through my mind. Well, once I learned how to craft correctly, that was.  
 
    I returned my attention back to Greebo and asked, "How rare are the cores?" 
 
    He scratched his head with a sharp black fingernail and answered, "Hmm . . . Depends on the core and the dungeon level. You only get these cores in dungeons. Tier 1 cores are pretty rare on the first level of the dungeon, but I hear they drop all the time by level 4. A tier 10 core would be rare, even on level 60." 
 
    “So. you're saying this core is pretty rare for this level. Like how rare?" 
 
    "Uh, maybe you'll see one out of every ten monsters you kill. Not worth much, maybe 10 copper to the right buyer." 
 
    I knew from the prices of items I’d seen in the shops on my walk here that ten copper wasn't much. It was enough for a couple of meals from one of the food vendors. I realized that, since I didn't eat or drink, I would be able to save money fairly easily for some better equipment. Any thoughts about how I’d be able to get better gear disappeared when I looked at Greebo, though. He had a sad puppy-dog expression as he waited to see if I'd let him keep the core. I thought about his goal of saving enough to join some Scavenger guild and realized that the core would put him a good little bit towards getting there. I decided to let him keep it. I was here to make something of myself and would not begrudge some kid working toward his own goals. It was not because I’d always had a soft spot in my heart for troublesome kids, and it was most definitely not because his sad puppy dog look worked on me. Nope. 
 
    As I stood up, I grabbed the club I’d dropped while fighting the Scaledon and Greebo’s body tensed. I could tell he thought I was about to beat him over his ninja looting, so I quickly said, "You can have it, Greebo. I know you're saving to get that Scavenger class, and while I don’t personally approve of theft, I won’t stop you from bettering yourself." 
 
    The core disappeared in a flash into his pocket and the shark-like smile that appeared on Greebo's green face would have scared most people. Despite the sharp teeth, however, I found the genuine gratitude that came through charming. "Thanks, Repair. You keep the meat and the bones, okay? They ain't worth but a few coppers, but I'll show you where you can sell them after we're done with the level." 
 
    I tapped the icons for the meat then looted and deposited them into my internal storage space. I was surprised when the body of the creature glows red for a second then shatters into billion little rays of light, leaving nothing behind. While this world wasn’t a video game, I couldn’t help but be constantly surprised at how many similar kinds of rules apply here. It made a certain kind of sense that monster bodies would disappear to keep the dungeon clean. Otherwise, there would be decomposing bodies everywhere. I wondered if this kind of thing happened everywhere or only in the dungeon. "Greebo, do bodies outside of the dungeon drop loot like this and disappear too?" 
 
    He got to his feet and answered, "Nah, they don't. It only happens in dungeons. Which is why everyone loves them. More loot. Less mess to clean up." Greebo looked at me intently, his eyes went wide, and a concerned look on his goblin face. "Hey, you only have 6 hit points. Don't you want to take a rest or take a healing potion or something?" 
 
    I stared at Greebo for a moment then asked, “How’d you know I only had 6 hit points left?” 
 
    He looked at me like I was slow. “Everyone can use Inspect. What? Did you think you were the only one, Nuts?” He tapped a black nail on the gouged wooden plating on my leg and asked again, “You gonna rest and heal or what?” 
 
    I shook my head. "Sorry. I'm all machine, kid. Neither rest nor healing potions are going to help me. I can self-repair, though." I looked around until I spotted one of the thin trees that dotted the flower field. "But to do that, I need to gather some resources." I started to walk toward the tree, but Greebo didn’t follow after me.  
 
    I turned and saw him looking at me, his knife still gripped in his right hand. "You sure you want to keep going? There are other monsters around here." 
 
    I thought about it for a second then shrugged, not seeing what else to do. "Well, you better keep up then. You can protect me until I can repair myself."  
 
    I could practically see the wheels turning in his head as he thought about what I said, and his left hand patted the place he stored the core in what was likely a subconscious gesture. He made up his mind. "Okay, I'll help you. But only if you promise to give me the next monster core that drops too." 
 
    I’d smile at the kid’s mercenary attitude if I could. I could tell he wanted to help but just couldn’t let himself do it for free. I pretended to think about it but nodded yes, and he quickly caught up with me. The two of us walked for about fifteen minutes before we reached the closest of the thin trees. As we got closer, I could see that the white trees grew fifteen feet in the air and had bare wispy branches coming off the trunk. I was not sure how they grew in this underground dungeon, but I didn't understand how the dungeon worked in general either.  
 
    I checked my systems and saw that it was going to cost me 80 lbs. of material, most of it wood, to repair the damage to my frame. I wondered about the correlation between my health and the damage I’d taken. I already recognized that part of my mentality had changed since I became a Metalman. Before, I never would have fought that fiercely, especially as I saw my health lower. But here, it felt like a part of me was just made to fight and that I only got madder the more the monster attacked me. I wondered if it was the change from being ruled by biology or if it was something inherent in the Metalman technology. Perhaps there was some other connection between the damage I took and my health that I’d yet to figure out. When I looked down at my legs and forearms, I saw that my outer wooden plating was torn all to hell. There were gouges from the Scaledon claws and fangs and even a chunk missing from my wooden crotch plate. I could see the gears turning between the cracks, and yet the damage didn’t quite correlate to losing 60% of my health. I wonder if I had taken more damage, if my internal systems would have started to break.  
 
    With Greebo on guard, I put the speculative thoughts to the side, activated the deconstruction tool, and started to process the wood. I began at the bottom of the tree so that the tool would eventually take enough material away that the whole tree would come crashing down--which it did about five minutes later. As I broke down the tree and absorbed it into my internal storage space, I also counted the seconds until I felt the familiar weight of hitting my maximum carrying capacity and got the message.  
 
    Internal inventory space is full. Please increase storage space or remove material before continuing the deconstruction process.  
 
    I could barely move and felt vulnerable in the middle of the dungeon. I was very glad that Greebo was there to offer protection while I worked. I checked my inventory, and indeed, it was full with 29 lbs. of wood. By my estimate, it had taken 15 minutes to process, which meant that I could deconstruct this tree at a rate of about 0.5 pounds per minute. However, I couldn't add more material to my inventory until I used up what I had.  
 
    I called up the repair program, and I was able to see what was damaged and what materials it would take to repair myself. I chuckled when I saw that most of the materials would go to the crotch plate and my left shin plates. It was funny to think that I was going to be giving myself some wood. With the materials I had in storage, I could fully repair those areas and then work on the less damaged parts of my body.  
 
    Things didn’t go perfectly as I cycled between repairing the damaged areas and gathering more materials. My first clue that something wasn’t right was the hissing behind my back. I turned my head and I saw not one, but two Scaledons approach. They eyed each other for a moment, unsure if they were going to fight each other for the privilege of killing me or attack me together and fight over the spoils later. I tried to think of some way to stop the repair sequence I was in and defend myself, but a blur behind the lizards materialized and Greebo struck out at the Scaledon to my left. His knife precisely stabbed the spinal cord of the monster and severed it completely. A purple ten floated from the monster as it dropped to the ground, lifeless. The other Scaledon tried to turn to face the new threat, but Greebo was several levels higher than it and much quicker. He stabbed the monster in its chest, three times in quick succession, draining the beast of most of its life. The creature knew it was outclassed and backed away to retreat, but another slash of Greebo’s knife ended its life instead. The goblin knelt by the monsters’ bodies and looted them before silently stepping away. 
 
    I could only stare at the scene and wonder if I’d be able to deal with the creatures that efficiently one day. I was also glad that Greebo had never turned his blade on me. 
 
    All told, it took me an hour and a half to fix all the damaged wooden plates, which included a second round of deconstructing the other half of that tree. At the end of it all, I was still a couple HP shy of full, but I just didn’t have the metal needed to finish the repairs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – XP Grind 
 
      
 
    Back up to 12 out of 15 hit points, I was ready to continue grinding XP on the first level. Greebo was actually a lot more willing to back me up if things went wrong too since I'd promised him the next monster core that dropped. The two of us walked the west side of the flower fields, slowly taking on the Scaledons one or two at a time. It turned out that the easiest way to deal with them was to let them bite me then grab them and beat them to death with my fist. I really only used my club when I was dealing with more than two monsters. When that happened, Greebo joined in and quickly stabbed a monster, and I follow up with an attack with the club. My method took small chunks of my health, but there were plenty of trees around to use as materials to repair myself. Though I was sure not to wait till I was down so much health I’d have to spend an hour repairing. I'd discovered that, as long as the damage was restricted to my wooden outer plating, it took a minute per pound of material that needed to be repaired. I also figured out that the amount of material I needed was directly correlated to my HP. To repair 1 HP, I needed about 8-9 pounds of material, but that seemed to vary a little. We cleared out the west side of the flower field after a few hours, and I gained 150 XP. I got skill gains in Unarmed Fighting and Blunt Weapons to level 2 and a whole lot of loot drops. 
 
    Scaledon Tail - 6  
 
    Scaledon Meat - 3 lbs. 
 
    Scaledon bones - 2 lbs. 
 
    1 monster core - Tier 1  
 
    Greebo was right. Even after killing over 30 Scaledons, only a single monster core dropped. I also ended up giving Greebo all the Scaledon Meat since I ran out of internal inventory space. He made a nice lunch out of it after starting a small campfire in a bare patch in the flower field from some wood, kindling, and his flint and his knife. He offered me some, but I politely pointed to the lack of a mouth on my face, and he understood that I didn’t eat. 
 
    After lunch, the two of us headed to the east side of the flower field when Greebo pointed out something I hadn't noticed.  
 
    "Hey, Nuts n’ Bolts, your club looks like it's ready to break. You might want to think about getting a new weapon or just using your fist." 
 
    Poor Pine Club 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 2.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 1/5 
 
      
 
    The kid had a good eye. I'd been so focused on the XP grind that I hadn't realized the durability of my weapon had gone down to almost nothing, which, according to Greebo, would have broken it and made it useless.  
 
    I considered his suggestion. Both Unarmed Fighting and Blunt Weapons gave bonuses to damage, and at level 2, that was an extra 2% each. I was dealing 2-3 damage with the club thanks to the Blunt Weapons skill, but both skills applied to my wooden plated punches, which gave me an extra 4% damage. That didn't amount to much when I could only do 1 damage a punch, but I could absolutely see myself grinding those skills for some significant bonuses. 
 
    In the end, I decided to fix the club. I whispered, "Command: Repair Poor Pine Club." 
 
    Invalid command, no schematic on file for Poor Pine Club. 
 
    The response from the OS was not what I’d hoped for. I'd hoped to get a similar message to the ones I got when I tried to repair myself. But the word “schematic” stirred a recent memory. It took me a second, but I remembered. "The magical light!" 
 
    "What about the magic light?" Greebo asked. 
 
    Talking out loud had always been my method of working through a problem, and then was no different. "The magical light gave me a schematic when I scanned it, telling me what it is made of. What if I need to do the same thing to the club before I can repair it?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    I ignored the response and instead issued the commands to scan the club. After the scanner did its business, I got a new message.  
 
    Scan complete. Object: Poor Pine Club. Components: 2 lbs. of wood 
 
    Poor Pine Club schematic recorded and added to the schematic database. 
 
    Now, when I issued the command to repair the club, the OS at least processed the request, though I got another error message.  
 
    Insufficient materials are available to repair damaged Poor Pine Club. The damage will require 1.7 lbs. of wood to repair.  
 
    It didn’t take long to gather the required material from a nearby tree. The amount taken doesn't even make the tree fall, and I noted its location to gather from later. I activated the repair program again, and this time, the club glowed green, and new message appeared. 
 
    Starting repair of Poor Pine Club . . . Time till complete: 3 min. Please stay still.  
 
    Greebo stared at the glowing club, transfixed by the process. Slowly, the cracks in the wood started to seal, and the dents and divots pushed outward like they had never been there. When the glow faded, the club looked even better than when I first got it, and I received a new notification. 
 
    Repair complete. 1 XP. 
 
    I was surprised by the XP gain, but I recalled Greebo mentioning that crafter classes got XP for doing things related to repairing and crafting. It's not a lot of XP, but every little bit helped. Inspecting the club told me it still had the same damage, but its durability was back up to 5 out of 5. 
 
    "So, that's why they call you Repair? ‘Cause you can do that?" asked Greebo, a greedy gleam in his eyes. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. The name came with the Metalman frame, but the class abilities do lend credence to the hypothesis. "Yeah, that's it, Greebo. I need to make a schematic of the item and have the resources, but yeah, I can repair stuff." 
 
    He nodded excitedly while scratching his chin. I suspected there was some kind of scheme percolating in his head. "I think I may have a way for both of us to make some good money, Repair. We could really be rolling in the coppers." 
 
    "Really? How's that?" I asked, genuinely curious what the kid had in mind.  
 
    He waved me away, "No. I have to check out some stuff first, but that ability of yours could make us some dough on the second-hand market." He shook his head, "But before we get to all that, we still need to get you that level. Let's go. The west side of the field doesn't have any more Scaledons." 
 
    "Thank goodness,” I said as I looked down at my legs, which resembled scratching posts. “I was getting tired of getting bit by those lizards." 
 
    He nodded, “Yup. No lizards. Just squirrels." 
 
    The words stopped me in my tracks. "These squirrels don't happen to be cute little woodland creatures, do they?" 
 
    Greebo shook his head. "Oh, no. These are vicious monsters that terrorize that side of the field."  
 
    Greebo pointed ahead of us, where a human man in leather armor was leading his son toward a tree. The kid had a small sword and shield and was wearing a miniature version of the same armor as the man. The kid stopped about five feet from the tree, and a small hand-sized rodent came scurrying down from the branches. It slowly approached the boy in starts and stops till it was just a foot away from him. The boy yelled and swung his sword at the squirrel, but the squirrel took a single small step back, and the blade passed harmlessly in front of it. Instead of retaliating, the squirrel started to chitter loudly, and a responding chorus of chitters answered from the tree behind it.  
 
    The man behind the child recognized the danger, but before he could draw his own sword, a stream of squirrels came down the tree and swarmed the boy. The child yelled loudly as he was bitten and started to bleed. The boy turned and tried to run but was overwhelmed before he made it more than a few steps. He fell, and I heard his screams of pain as the terrible rodent’s bit and scratched him. I feared that the squirrels would kill the boy, but the man waded into the mass of squirrels, stuck his hand deep into the mass and pulled the kid free. I could just make out the man as he said, “It was foolhardy to bring you this far into the forest. Your mother is going to be so angry.” Then he turned and ran away with the boy slung over his shoulder. The squirrels pursued the duo for a few feet then turned back and returned to their tree once it was clear the man and the boy would not return. 
 
    "See? Vicious," Greebo said.  
 
    I nodded in agreement and turned around and walked back toward the east side of the field.  
 
    "Where are you going? We already killed all the Scaledons! We have to get the squirrels if you want to make level 2 today." He put a hand to his mouth and mocked, “Don’t tell me you’re scared?” 
 
    I chuckled at the taunt. “No, I just need some more wood to repair myself with. I have a feeling I'm going to need it." 
 
    I heard a high-pitched goblin laugh as I walked back to the tree I'd started to deconstruct earlier. I stored just enough wood to keep me under my maximum carrying capacity and then returned to an impatient looking Greebo. 
 
    "Ok. Ready. How do we kill the squirrels?" 
 
    "Well, there are a couple of methods. You could try to survive an upfront fight and tank them, but your AC isn't good enough, Bolts." He considered me for a moment before saying, "I don't think you're going to be able to repair them to death, but if you can get them to line up one at a time and stay still, you could kill them with a couple of club hits. But if you let one get off a call for help, the whole swarm will be on you." 
 
    I thought about the problem. I most certainly did not want to end up like that kid, but if I could somehow get one alone, I think I’d be able to beat it. An idea popped into my mind, and I asked, "What do squirrels eat?" 
 
    "Meat, of course." 
 
    "Of course," I answered, very glad that the squirrels on Earth were not carnivorous. "So, we set a trap. Nothing complicated, just a deadfall trap. We’ll use some sharpened bones for the trigger, and that Scaledon meat as bait.”  
 
    “Wait, you’re gonna build it the hard way? Why not use that fancy schmancy crafting stuff you got?” he asked, gesturing to my left arm. 
 
    “Sorry. I need to scan something first before I can make it like that. You got a ready-made deadfall trap for me to scan?” I paused for effect and then continued, knowing his answer. “No? Then let's not waste any more time. Help me get this made.” 
 
    It was a pretty simple and ancient method of trapping. Have a heavy rock propped up by sticks, or in our case bones, with a trigger underneath that would make the heavy rock fall when pulled or touched. The idea was that you laid bait on the trigger to get the critter to trigger the trap, which caused the rock to fall on them. It didn't take long to set up, but it took us a few minutes to find a heavy enough rock. Thankfully, Greebo remembered seeing one back in the tunnels that led to the flower field.  
 
    We got everything setup about fifteen feet away from the squirrel's tree and left a meat trail right to the trap. Then we laid low in the field and waited. Soon, the first one came down the tree. I quietly called out the command to Inspect. 
 
    Squirrel Scout 
 
    Level 1 
 
    HP 5/5 
 
    The addition of the scout part confused me. But as the creature got closer, I saw what Greebo meant about it not being the cute type that I knew on Earth. This 'squirrel' was the size of a giant rat with beady yellow eyes and sharp canines that protruded from its snout. Its body was about three feet long, and its tail almost doubled its length when it was crawling on the ground--though it still had the fluffy tail that as its Earth cousins. The creature slowly approached the trap and ate the bits of meat left as a trail. Then it carefully circled the trap, and just when I thought that it wasn’t going to go for it and was about to jump up to attack, the monster sped under the rock and snagged the larger piece of meat on the trigger. The mechanism pulled the bone holding up the rock, and it fell. The creature wasn’t fast enough to escape, and there was a yelp as it was squished with a thud, and a red five floated away from under the rock. 
 
    You've killed a level 1 Squirrel Scout.  
 
    You receive 5 XP.  
 
    You've learned the skill Trap Making. 
 
    “Woot! Clean kill and a new skill,” I said excitedly. 
 
    Greebo just shook his head at my excitement over a single kill and a new skill. But I ignored him. After all, not only did my trap work, but it did enough damage to kill the monster in one go. So, there was no need to worry about attracting a swarm of blood thirsty squirrels.  
 
    We repeated the routine another two dozen times and killed more scouts, reusing their remains as bait. We got some squirrel pelts as drops too, but I handed those over to Greebo to hold since I was out of storage space since my inventory only had five slots. 
 
    We’d done so well that I was only a few XP away from gaining my next level, and I thought things would continue to go our way. At least until a new kind of squirrel came out of the tree. This one was quite different, and while it still followed the trail of meat, it didn't eat any of it. As it approached, I could see that it was about one and a half times the size of the scouts and seemed to be wearing some kind of small wooden armor and carried a small spear. I used Inspect, not sure exactly what I was seeing.  
 
    Squirrel Knight 
 
    Level 2 
 
    HP 15/15 
 
    "Uh, oh," was all that Greebo said before the small knight reached our trap. He sniffed around but didn't take the bait. Instead, it looked at the bone holding up the rock and poked it with his spear from outside the range of the trap. The trap triggered, and I heard a growl from the creature. He quickly searched the area until he found one of our footprints and then began following our trail.  
 
    Greebo jumped to his feet and immediately charged the Squirrel Knight. I scrambled to my feet and followed, unsure why he was attacking so openly. "I thought we were trying to avoid one of these things calling the swarm?" I asked as I caught up to him. 
 
    "You don't have to worry with the knight. He’s a tough fighter but has too much honor."  
 
    What exactly he meant eluded me, but I didn't have time to question the kid further as we reached the Squirrel Knight. The knight stopped just in front of the two of us and stood on its hind legs and waited. I wasn’t sure what it was waiting for but Greebo stepped forward, pulled out his knife, and nodded to the squirrel. The squirrel in turn nodded back and tapped the small wooden helmet on his head which dropped the small wooden visor. The two circled each other, and I was surprised that the squirrel hadn't called for help. I wondered if the creature truly believed it was a knight and followed some chivalric code which may have included rules for duels and single combat? 
 
    Regardless of the reason, Greebo faced the monster alone. The goblin stepped in and slashed with his knife, but the squirrel used its size and quickness to dodge each slash. The monster side stepped a stab from Greebo and swung its spear around like a bat, knocking Greebo forward onto the ground. A red 3 floated away from the him, and I expected the knight to capitalize on the downed goblin and attack. However, it stopped and waited for Greebo to get back to his feet before renewing his attack, which only reinforced my guess that the squirrel had some rules it was following.  
 
    The armored monster, having regained the range it needed to use its spear, thrust at Greebo with the sharpened wooden tip. Greebo batted away the first few attacks with his knife and hand, but the follow-up strikes got through and stabbed through his clothes, sending up red 1’s and leaving behind small bleeding wounds. Greebo didn’t utter a grunt of pain. He only gritted his teeth and charged the knight.  
 
    Greebo’s longer legs aided him here, and he quickly closed the distance to the monster. Unfortunately, his blow scraped against the creature’s wooden armor, leaving a great gash in the wood without dealing any damage. While the knight may have had a code of honor that stopped him from calling for reinforcements, I had no such restrictions and sought a way to help my guide win this fight. If Greebo died, I knew that I would be next. Such a thought would have terrified me in my former life, but in the moment, it only provided motivation to fight back.  
 
    I knew that I didn’t have the skill to directly engage in the fight. Both Greebo and the Squirrel Knight were simply too quick for me to compete with. Instead, I needed to play to my strengths. I looked around for some way to aid the goblin and spotted a long tree a few feet away from where the two fought. I carefully maneuvered my way to it and whispered the command for the deconstruction tool. It popped out of my left forearm and started to deconstruct the trunk of the tree bit by bit. I knew that I was vulnerable while I worked and was depending on the knight not seeing me as a threat. The tree lost the center of its trunk cube by cube, and when it started to groan under its own weight, I stopped deconstructing. I knew it would only take a little more to make it tumble, and I waited for my moment.    
 
    Greebo was bleeding freely from several stab wounds, and only the fact that the squirrel was using a sharpened wooden spear prevented the damage from being worse. Still, the squirrel had not come away unscathed entirely. Some time while I’d been deconstructing the tree, Greebo had landed a blow or two. The monster was leaking drops of blood from under its armor, and it moved with a small limp. 
 
    Finally, my chance came. Greebo clumsily slashed at the Squirrel Knight, and it jumped back, just where I needed it to be. I pushed on the tree with all my strength and heard a loud crack as the weight of it finally overcame the last bit of trunk that I hadn’t deconstructed away. The tree groaned as it toppled forward, and gravity pulled it down toward the surprised squirrel. For a moment, I thought the quick creature would leap forward out of the way, but Greebo stood in front of the Squirrel Knight, knife ready to skewer the monster. The moment's hesitation on the part of the creature was all the time it took for the tree to crash down. A plume of dust and flowers was kicked up from the tree falling, and I spotted a red 8 as it floated away from under the trunk. Greebo held his side with one hand while gripping his knife in the other and edged toward where the squirrel was.  
 
    I moved toward the same area and saw that the squirrel was only able to partially dodge the tree. Its legs and tail were pinned beneath the trunk, immobilized. As I got closer, the knight twisted and stabbed me with the spear in its paws. The spearpoint punched right through my wooden shin plate, and I heard the grind of metal and wood as a red 5 floated away from me.  
 
    Greebo, however, didn’t hesitate like I did. He rushed forward and stabbed twice with his knife. The blade penetrated the squirrel’s flesh, just between where the helmet and wooden breastplate met. There was a squirt of blood, and a high-pitched squeak of pain told me that the attack had hit flesh. A purple three floated away from the monster, and a notification appeared in my vision.  
 
    You've killed a level 2 Squirrel Knight.  
 
    You receive 6 XP.  
 
    Congratulations, Repair. You've reached level 2. You have 1 attribute point and 1 class skill point to spend. 
 
    I read the notification and jumped up with my arms raised. “Woot. That one got me my second level!” 
 
    Greebo put his knife away and raised an arm tiredly. “Congrats, Bolts. I think I need to call it a day, though.”  
 
    I could see that he was bleeding, but a quick use of Inspect told me he still had 7 HP left. I let Greebo keep all the loot from the Squirrel Knight, which included a small six-inch spear. As I helped him walk out of the first level of the dungeon back to the city above, I counted my gains for the day: a bit over 300 XP, 2.0 lbs. of Scaledon Bones, 25 lbs. of wood, and 6 Scaledon tails. Plus, I’d finally made level 2!  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – Shake that Copper Maker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside the dungeon, the day had turned to night as we emerged from the first level, and the shops and halls were illuminated by lamplight. The crowds had only slightly thinned in the center of town, but I did notice that more people seemed to be coming up from the dungeon than going down the stairs into its depths. I looked up into the night sky and realized that none of the constellations looked familiar. It really drove home that I was on an entirely different world. I knew the fantasy creatures, the monsters, or the weird magical, industrial-age stuff should have imparted that feeling. But they didn’t. They all seemed too amazing, too removed from my old life to trigger the response. But the night sky was something that I’d looked at often during my night job as a janitor. Now, that familiar visage was totally different and alien. It was an odd feeling, and for a moment I felt a terrible loneliness.  
 
    Then a voice broke me from my contemplation. “Hey, Nuts. Good work in the dungeon today.” 
 
    I looked down and saw Greebo gave me a begrudging nod of respect. I held out my hand to the kid. “Thanks, Greebo. You were a great partner today. I don’t think I could have beaten all those monsters without your help.” 
 
    The goblin looked at my hand hesitantly. He nodded once, as if giving himself permission for something, and took my hand in his and shook it. “Thanks. It was good hunting with you too.” 
 
    After he let go of my hand, we stood there awkwardly, neither of us sure what to say next. An odd thought crossed my mind, and I asked, “Since the dungeon is underground with artificial lighting, is there any reason not to work it at night? There might actually be less competition. It was something I’d have to think about since I didn't need to sleep like everyone else.”  
 
    Greebo stared at me, eyebrows raised. Then he smiled and started to laugh. When he got himself under control, he said, “You say the weirdest things sometimes, Bolts. That’s why I like you.” He stopped for a second, as if he was surprised he’d said the words, then shook his head and continued, “Uh, but you are right. Some groups do work at night to avoid the daytime crowds. But I was never one of those people. I prefer to sleep at night.”  
 
    “Well, thanks for answering that question, but I guess I should get going. I have to sell the loot I got today and then see if I can scrounge up some metal to complete some repairs on myself.” 
 
    “Well, if you wanna sell your loot at a good price, I know a guy that will give you better prices.” 
 
    I was always interested in a good deal and agreed to meet this guy. Greebo took me past the vendors that sat just outside the dungeon entrance, and I followed him northeast out of the center of town and down some alleys to a wooden booth that was squished between the backs of two buildings. Another goblin was standing at the booth. He looked much older than Greebo and had wrinkled dark green skin dotted with age spots and his stubby ears were pierced with multiple gold earrings.  
 
    "Hey, Uncle Skitso," Greebo greeted the goblin as we walked up. 
 
    The goblin glanced down at Greebo, who could barely be seen over the wooden countertop. When he saw the young goblin, he gave him a shark-toothed grin. "Well, Greebo. I haven't seen you around much lately. You staying out of trouble like your mother told you to?" 
 
    I saw a faint red tinge come to Greebo’s cheeks, and he winced at the mention of his mother. "Yes, yes Skitso. I've been staying out of trouble. I'm working as a guide for this guy right now." He pointed up to me, and I waved at the merchant goblin and Greebo continued, "He's a real newbie, so I'm showing him the ropes for a nice cut of the loot the monsters drop. I already have two level 1 cores from the deal." 
 
    "Hmm . . . Good deal for you, kid." Skitso's long eyebrows rose as he looked me up and down, and then he returned his attention back to Greebo. "Not bad for a golem. Who does he belong to, and why ain't they the ones leveling him up?" 
 
    Greebo rolled his eyes and shook his head slightly. "It doesn't matter who he belongs to. He can hear and talk just fine to make his own deals. That's all that matters." 
 
    Skitso looked up at me, a calculating look in his eyes. "That true? You one of those fancy talking golems?" 
 
    Not sure what he meant by 'fancy golems,’ I decided to play it cautiously. "My name is Repair, and yes, I can talk just like a real boy. I can even dance." I started to do the robot, which I could only imagine looked pretty awesome with this Metalman body. When I heard Skitso laugh, I stopped dancing and continued, "What I would like to know from you is: What you can give me for my loot?" 
 
    I dropped all the stuff from my internal storage space on the countertop, and Greebo followed suit by adding everything that I had asked him to hold for me. The merchant goblin stopped laughing and took on a more serious expression. He peered down at the Scaledon and Squirrel parts. His eyes lingered a moment longer on the monster cores, but he suddenly looked away, crossed his arms, and sniffed in disdain. "What is this crap? Level 1 monster drops? I'll be generous since you're with my cousin's kid and give you a silver for everything." 
 
    Greebo slammed his fist on the table, an angry look on his face. "Don't you take us for no country goblins, Skitso. I know what the stuff is worth, and I know what you sell it for. I know you gotta make a profit--that is the goblin way, after all--but you ain't taking me for no sucker. Give us a fair deal, or I'm telling your wife about why you don't go home right away after work." 
 
    Skitso's eyes widened, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure if he was going to tell us to go to hell or what. Instead, he got a huge grin on his face and nodded his head proudly at my guide. "Greebo! That there was the best strong-arm negotiation I've seen you do yet. I am genuinely pleased with you, kid." His grin slipped a little as he continued, "Though I'd advise you not to try it right away with just anyone. Remember that you can always use it later, but once you try to strong-arm someone, you can't go back to the nicer methods." 
 
    Greebo smiled back up at the merchant and nodded. "Ok, Skitso. I got it. But what about that better price? I wasn't kidding around about talking to your wife if you weren't going to be fair with us." 
 
    "I know you weren't, kid. That's why that move works. Only use it if you are going to follow through. If people think you make empty threats, you lose all respect." He nodded once at the younger goblin and then sighed. "As for the price, I'll do a little better than fair since I know you're saving up for that…"--he looked over at me for a moment he continued, --"that new class. I'll give you 1 silver for the cores and the monster loot." He takes another careful look at the wood I dropped on the table. It was the material I’d deconstructed from the tree in the dungeon, but it came out in little one-inch cubes. "Those wooden things are interesting. I ain't never seen such perfectly smooth cubes before. They don't have a single imperfection or tool mark. Where'd you get them?" 
 
    "I got them on the first level of the dungeon," I said, glad that my faceplate couldn’t betray my surprise at his interest. Greebo looked up at me, a brief look of confusion there before he nodded in agreement.  
 
    "Yeah, Repair here got them on the first level of the dungeon. Something to do with the trees there. What are you gonna give me . . . err . . . us for them?" 
 
    Skitso picked one of the cubes up and examined it at eye level, closer to the light cast by the lamp to his right. He even smelled the wood and felt the edges. Once he was done, he put it back down and said, "I'll give you 1 silver and 7 copper for all the wooden cubes. I'm not sure what I can sell them for since I ain’t' seen them before, so I'm taking a chance. Don't ask for more." 
 
    "We'll take it!" Greebo quickly said. The two goblins shook hands, and Skitso held out his hand to me. As I took it, a new text appeared in my vision. 
 
    You've accepted a deal with Skitso to trade your good for a total of 2 silver 7 copper. Goods offered: Scaledon Bones - 0.2 lbs., 25 lbs. of wood, 6 Scaledon tails, 2 lbs. of Scaledon bones, 1.1 lbs. of Scaledon meat, 2.1 lbs. of Squirrel pelt, 1 Squirrel Knight Spear. 
 
    Congratulations on your first deal.  
 
    You've learned the skill Haggle. 
 
    Greebo was handed a stack of coins which he quickly divided up into two piles. He gave me one and kept the other for himself. I counted out the coins and had 1 silver and 44 copper. I quickly checked his math, and that was 70% of the money with the other 63 copper going to Greebo. The two of us shook hands and made arrangements to meet up the next day for another dungeon dive. The sky was dark, and the magical lamps along the cement walkways lit the roads as I walked back to the Institute.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Level 2 
 
      
 
    As the night wore on, the crowds on the streets thinned and made my walk home more pleasant since people were not pressing up against me constantly.  When I reached the Institute, I noted that it was well lit by the same type of magical lights that illuminated the city streets and I wondered just who made the devices. At the Institute gates, there were new guards on duty, and I was asked to show ID before entering the grounds. I was unsure of where I was supposed to go though. I’d ran out of the Institute so quickly that I hadn’t really paid attention which building I was to room in. In addition, it was night now, and all the buildings looked different than they had in the daytime. Thankfully, most of the staff seemed to know who I was already, and they kindly pointed me in the direction of the right laboratory building.  
 
    I walked into the brick building to find two pacing gnomes: Gnomerad and Tognomey. Gnomerad was the first to notice me. "There you are, you useless bucket of bolts. Where have you been all day? We got a notice from the adventurers' guild that you registered with them. How dare you risk our investment in you!" 
 
    "What Gnomerad means is that we were worried about your safety," Tognomey said while stepping between me and the other gnome. “When you left this morning, we thought you were only going to explore the city, not go into the dungeon. We were worried you'd be destroyed fighting monsters. 
 
    "Yes. We were worried you'd be destroyed before we could examine that deconstruction tool like you promised. Or you paid back the coin you owe," Gnomerad quickly added. 
 
    Tognomey sighed and rubbed his temples. "I'm sorry, Repair. But we were worried." 
 
    It was irritating to get attitude from Gnomerad, but I could see that Tognomey meant what he said and was concerned. "I'm sorry I worried you. I was in no real danger today." I thought back to the first fight with the Scaledon and the battle with the Squirrel Knight and quickly amended, "Well, mostly in no danger." 
 
    The three of us headed to one of the empty labs, and I spent the next hour having my deconstruction tool examined while I described my first day in the city, the sights that I had seen, and my adventures in the dungeon with Greebo. At the mention of the goblin youth, the two gnomes gave each other a look, and Gnomerad muttered something about dirty, thieving, lazy goblins. 
 
    Tognomey quickly explained, "Excuse Gnomerad. He had a bad experience with the Goblin Research Center, a rival group of researchers that often applies for the same grant money as us." 
 
    "A bad experience? Those lazy green excuses for researchers stole my entire project and presented it as their own!" The dark-haired gnome was fuming, and I quickly pulled back my arm from his grasp lest he accidentally damage the deconstruction tool he was supposed to be examining.  
 
    "Yes, yes. We've all heard your complaints, but you had no proof and still don't." Tognomey said, obviously tired of hearing about this. He turned to me. "Please, Repair, continue your description of your day." 
 
    I described the fights with the Scaledons and the Squirrels and how I'd not only repaired myself after the fights but also the wooden club I'd been using.  
 
    As I went on, the two asked questions about the new scanning and repair tools I'd discovered as well as how the process worked. 
 
    I told them about my hypothesis that the time it took to repair an item or myself depended on the density of the material being used. Lighter materials like wood, for example, were faster to fix than stone or metal. I also guessed that there was some efficiency loss between deconstructing material and using it to repair. There was no such thing as a perfect transformation of matter, something was always lost as heat or light or something.  
 
    After they listened to me talk and took all the measurements and non-destructive scans they could, the two gnomes started to talk animatedly. 
 
    Tognomey chuckled and said, "See, I told you it was better to not take him apart. Look how much more he's unlocked in just a single day! A tool for deconstruction, one for scanning, and another for repairs!" 
 
    Gnomerad rolled his eyes and shrugged. "Yes, yes. I never said that we couldn't benefit from leaving him alone, just that we could benefit more by taking him apart. You are correct. We've learned a good deal today, but dismantling it is still an option. I imagine there will be a great many hypotheses about what this artificer class is supposed to do. I mean, we've only seen it rarely mentioned in ancient documents. Perhaps it was meant to be a mechanic-type class, making field repairs of the other Metalmen or their weapons?" 
 
    "That could be why he is named Repair. Perhaps all Metalmen were named based on their function rather than something related to their status or something given by a parent. There could be more Repairs somewhere along with 'Stabbies' or 'Shields' who are of their warrior classes." 
 
    It was irksome that the two treated me like some lab rat and continued to talk like I wasn’t even there. Yet as I listened, it became more and more apparent that they had no idea how my class or my body I worked. I'd hoped I could ask about finding an artificer trainer, but it sounded like there wasn't one. I sighed, or at least made the appropriate sound through my voice box, and decided that I'd just have to figure out my abilities alone. 
 
    The two talked for another hour, and at the end of it, they escorted me back to my closet. Before they left, they gave me permission to deconstruct any materials that I needed to repair myself.  
 
    I still felt irritated at them for putting me in a closet and not a real room but didn’t think it was a good idea to complain. I thanked them politely, and before Gnomerad left, I said, "Make sure you deduct 200 gold from my debt to the Institute. That was two hours of questioning and scans."  
 
    He almost stumbled and quickly spun around. "That was at most 1 hour of questions." 
 
    I was determined to pay off that debt as soon as I could so that I could be free and could not let what he said pass. "Nope. You kept me in the room and used up my time while you talked, but I was still there for questions and scans. So, two hours." 
 
    The dark-haired gnome sputtered but nodded once in acceptance before he turned and marched out of the room. Tognomey laughed at his comrade's behavior, then gave me a nod before leaving. 
 
    Alone again, with the whole night ahead of me, I started to wonder. When I was a human on Earth, I'd often thought about what it would be like to have more hours in the day to accomplish stuff. After all, a full third of human life was spent sleeping. I'd wished for more time when I was a college student studying for an engineering or math test or when I had a fantastic video game I wanted to finish. Now, as a Metalman, that was no longer a problem. I didn’t sleep or eat. Yet, oddly, my mind was still very human. During my walk earlier, I had found myself almost compelled toward the restaurants and food stands. I pined for a taste of their delicacies. I had no biological need for food anymore, but a lifetime of experience eating had apparently left some kind of mark on my mind. I wondered if it would be the same for sleep? There had been studies on the effects of sleep deprivation on people and the whole host of biological and mental issues it caused. Everything from lowered IQ scores and loss of sex drive to increased risks of heart attack and stroke had been reported. While I didn't have to worry about those things anymore, there were also psychological issues with people becoming more and more erratic as their minds became tired. I wondered if my human spirit or soul was going to have problems in the future or if it had changed because of being bound to this frame. 
 
    With a sigh, I tried to put those thoughts away. I could only try to monitor myself and see if there were any issues. For now, though, I had stuff to do. First, I went over the materials in the room. The gnomes hadn't repaired the damage I did to my room yesterday. I wondered if it was because they’d forgotten or if they didn’t see the point of making the room nice if I was just a machine. I did notice that there was a new box of copper spools on the shelf to replace the one I'd already deconstructed. I used it to finally repair myself fully and get back those last three hit points, bringing me up to a full twenty HP.  
 
    As I sat and looked at the text from my Character Sheet, I was quite glad that I had finally made level two. Not only did I get a boost of five extra hit points, but I also got an increase of four more mana. Not that I'd figured out a way to use my mana yet. Still, increases were good. There were also a couple of other changes. It looked like it would take 895 XP to reach level three, and I had a free stat point and a free class point to spend. While it was pretty obvious what my stat point was for, to increase one of my stats, I didn’t have any idea about what to do with the class point. So, I asked.  
 
    "Inquiry: What is a class point?" 
 
    Class Point: An inherent class resource gained when leveling or completing special quests that are used to further class abilities or gain new ones. Please consult Class abilities for a list of choices available to you. 
 
    "Command: Find Class Abilities." 
 
    From that one request for information, a whole long list of descriptions scrolled across my vision. There were so many, in fact, that I was disoriented for a moment until I focused on the information. Once I did, I realized the OS gave me class abilities for tons of different classes: Architects, Chiropractors, Paladins, Priests, Fencers, Occultists, and even some kind of Ritualist class that seemed really overpowered. The list went on and on. I tried several commands to stop the flow of information, but none seem to work. I sat there for an hour with the data scrolling across my vision until it finally ended at the class abilities for the Zoo Keepers, who apparently got huge animal-handling bonuses.  
 
    Not wanting to get that much information again, I modified my next request. "Command: Find Class Abilities for the Artificer Class." 
 
    The new text flowed across my vision, but at least it was all related to my class this time.  Even so, it was a lot to try to read through all at once. There was information on every Artificer ability: their names, what they did, their costs, and what the requirements to get it were. The list included information for everything up to a level 100 Artificer. I mentally sighed when I realized that figuring this class out was not going to be easy and settled in for some research. 
 
    After hours of reading, I'd learned that there was no one specific role for the Artificer. There were so many class specializations that, with the right build, it could be a damage dealer, either ranged-magical, ranged-physical, or melee. It could also be a tank, either dodge-based with a focus on magical mitigation, or classically armored. Yet, while the Artificer could take on those roles, it was really meant to be a support class. There was a whole list of things I didn't quite understand yet. Based on the class abilities’ descriptions, it seemed like an Artificer could enhance others or their equipment during a battle. With enough time and resources, an artificer could even make those enhancements permanent, effectively creating magical gear.  
 
    I could only guess at what some of the descriptions meant, and they did get technical sometimes. I hypothesized that the Artificer class was intended to be used in a group with other more focused classes like Metalman fighters and mages. He was supposed to enhance them, repair any damage they took, and gather resources. However, as the class advanced it specialized in the same way a fighter might specialize in a particular weapon or fighting style. Depending on what class abilities the Artificer took, he could concentrate on temporary but powerful imbuements of spells for equipment and items, or he could focus on making magical and mundane equipment, either singly or en masse on the battlefield. Some abilities seemed to focus on the creation of buildings, items, or siege weapons while others concentrated on improving the Artificer. He could buff himself to become stronger, tougher, more dexterous, or even improve his armor and create internal weapons systems. The list went on and on. 
 
    However, instead of trying to decide what I want to do at level 100, I focused on my options for levels 2 to 5.  
 
    Fabrication I - Ability to create any small mundane item in the schematic database. Requires 1 class skill point. 
 
    Fabrication II - Ability to create any medium mundane item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
    Fabrication III - Ability to create any large mundane item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
    Fabrication IV - Ability to create any small magical item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication III. Requires 4 class skill points. 
 
    Fabrication V - Ability to create any medium magical item in the schematic database. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 5 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Mass production I- Ability to create any mundane small item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 3 class skill points.  
 
    Mass production II- Ability to create any mundane medium item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 5 class skill points.  
 
    Mass production III- Ability to create any mundane large item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication III. Requires 7 class skill points.  
 
      
 
    Schematic Modification I - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
    Schematic Modification II - Ability to modify two parameters of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Schematic Modification I. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
    Schematic Modification III - Ability to modify three parameters of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Schematic Modification II. Requires 4 class skill points. 
 
    Schematic Modification IV - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Schematic Modification III. Requires 5 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Improve Stats through Crafting - Can increase physical stats by use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
    Improve Armor through Crafting - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 1 class skill points. 
 
    Integrated Weapons - Allows for weapons created to be integrated into the frame. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 1 class skill point.  
 
    Integrated Items - Allows for creating items to be integrated into the frame. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 1 class skill point.  
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce the weight of items in internal storage by 10% per class skill point. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Internal Storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when deconstruction - Increase efficiency when using Deconstructing tool by 10% per class skill point. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when repairing - Increase efficiency when Repairing by 10% per class point. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when crafting - Increase efficiency when using Crafting by 10% per class skill point. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improved Scanning - Gives a greater chance for a successful scan of higher tier items and gear to be scanned as schema. Increase success chance by 10% per class skill point. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Magic Spell Scanning - Allows for magical spells studied and scrolls to be scanned as schema. Requires Intelligence 16. Requires 1 class skill point. 
 
    Infusion - Allows for temporary infusion of the magical schema into non-living materials. Requires Magical Spell Scanning. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
    Advanced Infusion - Allows for additional commands to be added to the infusion process like timers, or trigger commands. Requires Infusion. Requires 3 class points. 
 
    The list of abilities that were available in just that level range was impressive. Aside from leveling, I was not sure how to get more class skill points. It looked like they were a valuable resource, and if I only got one per level up, then it was going to take me forever to advance some of these abilities. Fabrication, while cheap to unlock at level one, took five class skill points to unlock level five. Plus, all the previous versions had to be unlocked, which meant that it would take a total of 15 class skill points to unlock level five of the ability. It seemed to be the same for several other skills where I could repeatedly take them but at increased costs. A brief glance at more powerful skills for higher-level Artificer abilities showed me that it only got worse. Some abilities cost tens of points, and in one case, a hundred.  
 
    The information led me to believe that the Metalmen either had their entire leveling future meticulously planned or there was another way to get class points besides leveling. Otherwise, just getting Fabrication V would take sixteen levels. 
 
    Figuring out where to apply my single available stat point was not hard. I made sure to research what each stat did in general and specifically for my class. Most of the stats did what you'd think they would. Strength increased how hard you could hit and gave bonuses to damage. In addition, it also determined your carrying capacity, which was a big deal for me since I had to carry extra materials around to repair myself. Dexterity determined how accurate you were with ranged weapons, finesse weapons, and some ranged magic. It also affected your armor class if you weren’t wearing anything more substantial than cloth armor. It also influenced how easy it was for one to dodge an attack and how quickly you could craft. Constitution affected health points directly and how much of a health boost one got. Apparently, as a Metalman, I got an additional five hit points per level but would get more if I had a Con score higher than ten. It also determined stuff like poison resistance. I was not really sure if that kind of stuff even applied to me though, since I didn’t have any living parts. Intelligence was apparently a vital class stat. It affected not only my mana pool but also how effective I'd be while crafting, infusing, or making schema. The higher the Intelligence stat, the better the results. Wisdom affected mana regeneration and resistance to mind-affecting spells. Charisma was also a surprisingly important stat and affected my efficiency in converting resources while crafting, deconstructing, or repairing.  
 
    That said, it was still pretty easy to drop the free stat point into Intelligence, bringing it up to fifteen. There was only one ability that has a stat requirement, and I liked the idea of being able to learn magic via spell scanning. I wouldn't be able to get it till my next level, but I needed to apply the stats now. 
 
    As for where I placed my one and only class skill point? Well, after long and due consideration, I went with Fabrication I. It was a base ability for so many other choices that it only made sense. Besides, I was rather curious about what exactly I could make with it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Shopping Trip 
 
      
 
    Having made my decisions for my second level point distribution, I took a last look at my character sheet before I closed it.  
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 2 
 
    XP to Next Level: 895 
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 120/150 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 0 
 
    Class point Available: 0 
 
    Money: 1 silver and 44 copper 
 
    HP: 20/20 
 
    Mana: 20/20 
 
    Str: 10 
 
    Dex: 10 
 
    Con: 10 
 
    Int: 15 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Traits: +25% Learning speed, Does not breathe, Does not eat, Does not sleep, Adaptable bodies. Not able to be healed with divine magic or potions. 
 
    Skills: Blunt Weapons 2, Unarmed Fighting 2, Trap Making 3, Haggle 1 
 
    Abilities: Deconstruct, Repair, Fabrication I  
 
    Inventory 
 
    ID Plate 
 
    Adventurers Guild Medallion 
 
    Everything looked good, but I continued to research through the information in the OS until the sun peeked through my room’s window. I considered what I’d be doing today and remembered that I had issues fully repairing myself yesterday because I didn't have any metal on me. So, I deconstructed some extra copper from the stock the gnomes had left and stored it in my internal inventory. Hopefully, I wouldn't need it, but better to have it and not need it then need it and not have it.  
 
    My preparations for the coming day were done, but since it was still too early to meet Greebo, I sat and watched the sky through the window in the room--something I’d never bother to do on Earth since I was always asleep at this time of day. But with the need for sleep eliminated from my life, I found that I had the time and desire to appreciate how the sky changed color from midnight blue to the pink and red of the coming day. It was like watching a master painter spread color across the sky, and I appreciated yet again just how I could change in this world. 
 
    As the sun rose, I decided that I'd waited long enough, so I headed out of my room and then toward the compound. Very few people were up this early except the servants and the guards. The guards inside the Institute gates were different from the ones that I had seen yesterday, and I wondered just how many were employed by the researchers. I approached one of them, showed him my ID card so that they knew who I was, and left a message so that, if anyone asked, they’d know that I went to the dungeon to continue leveling. The guard only grunted in response, and I wondered if I'd offended him. I shrugged and left the Institute grounds, turned west, and started walking towards the center of town and the dungeon.  
 
    Most of the shops along the way weren't open this early. Small food stalls started to open the closer I got to the dungeon, and their clients appeared to be the workers who were coming off to their jobs or early birds like myself. Only a few people were headed toward the dungeon, and it looked like I had chosen a great time to avoid the crowds I had seen yesterday. The sun was a few fingers above the horizon by the time I reached the center of town, and the day had officially started for the city. Many of the stores and stalls were opening, and I took the opportunity to finally browse their wares unimpeded by a bustling crowd. I had a little bit of coin burning a hole in my pocket, and I wanted to see what I could get with it.  
 
    I started with the buildings that circled the dungeon. For the most part, they were middle-priced shops where items and gear could be purchased. Several of them specialized in different types of weapons and armor, there were a few potions and alchemy shops, and there were several general goods stores that sold all manner of adventuring gear and items. Just from my quick browsing, I could tell that a single silver coin and some copper wasn’t going to get me very far. There was nothing in any of the weapons or armor shops that I could buy, but I could purchase a single health potion for a silver. 
 
    “It’s a shame the only thing I can afford is a potion, and I can’t even use it since I can’t eat or drink anymore,” I thought with a sigh.   
 
    The general goods shop had a few items I could buy, but I wasn't sure if they'd be useful, though I did eyeball a decent looking backpack that cost three silver.  
 
    “I wonder if I would be able to save up money from my dungeon run today to buy it. It would undoubtedly be useful to store more monster loot,” I thought to myself as I browsed. 
 
    There's also a spell shop, but all it took was one look at their cheapest spell book for me to turn right around, knowing that I wouldn't likely have any gold coins to spend any time soon. I certainly wished that I had more money and was determined to make more as soon as possible. Not only did I need to free myself from the debt I owed the gnomes, but I also wanted to buy some of the amazing gear I saw in the shops. 
 
    As I left the last building and stepped back out into the circular walking area, I saw that more and more wooden stands had popped up. Walking through them, I saw that many of these were selling and buying a wide variety of products.  
 
    There were several food stalls, and I stopped by each and watched voyeuristically as people ate their Scaledon meat pies, drank bubbling pink drinks, and enjoyed the food and drink I knew I’d never be able to enjoy again. With great effort, I forced myself away and moved to other stalls.  
 
    I stopped at several weapon vendors, though the quality of their goods and their prices were much lower. Still, the price wasn't low enough for me to buy even a single one, and I appreciated just how much of a boon the free club really was. There was a particular stand that sold an exciting set of items, a trap shop. It was not very big, but there was a wide variety of items on display: steel-jaw leghold traps, spring traps, arrow traps, pit trap kits, snare traps, cage traps. They also had some miscellaneous items that, while not really traps, might be useful when fighting enemies such as ball bearings to trip an enemy or small sharp caltrops to slow an enemy down by piercing the bottom of their feet. They sparked an idea in my mind, but before I could solidify my thoughts, a familiar voice from behind distracted me.  
 
    "There you are." 
 
    I turned saw Greebo, who looked at me with slouched shoulders and a tired expression as he tapped his foot.  
 
    "Hello," I said as cheerfully as I could since I couldn't smile. 
 
    The little goblin just nodded and frowned, obviously not a morning person. "You ready to head into the dungeon? We should get going before it gets crowded." 
 
    I looked past him and saw that more adventurers had started to filter into the shopping area and were making their way to the dungeon. "Sure. I was just looking for some stuff to experiment with and maybe buy some gear, but I can't seem to afford anything. It’s a bit frustrating." 
 
    Greebo tapped a sharp black fingernail to his chin for a moment before saying, "Well, that kind of leads into something I was going to talk to you about.” He pulled me away from the stand with the traps and led me a little ways away. "I know a guy that runs a store that has refurbished items and gear. I'd been thinking that, with your ability to repair stuff, we could see about getting some cheap items and improving them, maybe even sell them back for a profit. It’s a potential gold mine if we worked it right and could go a long way to helping you get that stuff from the store you were talking about." 
 
    The idea was exciting to me on multiple levels. It sucked to be broke, and this might be a way to turn some trash into treasures. Also, it might be a way for me to experiment with my new abilities and still stay in budget. I agreed to look at the shop, and Greebo led me past the shopping center surrounding the dungeon and down one of the streets to the south. We made several turns and stopped at the door with a sign above it saying: Crazy Cleo's Second Hand Store.  
 
    Greebo opened the door and went in without hesitation, so I followed. The inside of the store was well lit with magical lighting from the ceiling which showed the store was about 20 x 10 feet in size. There were shelves along the walls and bookshelves in the center of the room, making it feel smaller than it was. There were cracked crystal balls, bent wands, metal glass frames, wavy knives, engraved spoons, and all manner of other items and knickknacks strewn about seemingly at random.  
 
    Greebo tapped my hand to get my attention. "Ain't this a great place? Not something you'd find on your own either. Look around and see what I mean about some good deals." He winked as he said 'deals'. 
 
    I nodded and began to peruse the store, using Inspect to get the details of each item and correlating it to each price tag. Many of the weapons, priced for tens of copper, only had a point or two of durability remaining. There were higher-priced items going for silver, but I completely dismissed them since I couldn't afford anything in that price range. I started to see what Greebo meant by grabbing some good deals. If I could repair some of the low durability items, I might be able to resell them for a pretty big profit. But I wasn't sure if it would work since I needed materials to repair the items with, and buying ingots of metal or leather would eat up the profit margins pretty quickly. No, there had to be a way to do this on the cheap.  
 
    As I continued to explore, I came to a set of boxes at the back of the room with gears and weapons that seemed to be torn up and broken. I used Inspect on a few of them. 
 
    Broken Iron Rod  
 
    Damage 0-0 
 
    Weight 0.5 lbs. 
 
    Durability 0/5 
 
      
 
    Broken Copper Knife 
 
    Damage 0-0 
 
    Weight 0.8 lbs. 
 
    Durability 0/4 
 
      
 
    Broke Leather Cuirass 
 
    AC 0 
 
    Weight 2.1 lbs. 
 
    Durability 0/7 
 
    I would have grinned like the Cheshire Cat if my faceplate allowed it after reading their descriptions. I couldn't imagine they'd be too expensive, and when I checked their price tags, I saw that they were only being sold for mere coppers, with some of the heavier items being sold for slightly more.  
 
    “There is my solution,” I thought excitedly.  
 
    All I had to do was break down the broken gear for their materials and then use that to repair the low durability items. The solution seemed so simple that it was almost too good to be true. So, I decided to test it out. I picked out the three damaged items I'd already inspected and some similar items with only one or two points of durability. I brought them to the counter where Greebo was talking to another goblin who was sitting behind the counter, an older female with lots of wrinkles, a sagging second chin, and several other sagging parts. She was dressed in a bright orange robe and had several gold earrings in her long-pointed ears.  
 
    When Greebo heard me walk up, the two stopped chatting and introduced me. "Aunt Aggitha, this is Repair, a friend of mine that I brought to buy some of your stuff." He motioned toward the items I'd picked out. "As you can see, he appreciates the used stuff almost as much as you do." 
 
    Aggitha looked me up and down, noting my wooden plating, then turned to ask Greebo, "You're friends with one of those constructs? Isn't that like being friends with a toilet? Very useful at times, but not someone you invite to your wedding." 
 
    Greebo blushed a little and hissed, "Auntie, he understands what you're saying. He's a lot smarter than those stupid golems or constructs." 
 
    While I found it irritating to be compared to a toilet and talked about like I wasn’t even there, I couldn’t blame the lady for her bias. I was really a one of a kind thing. Still, it was frustrating, and I had to keep my annoyance out of my voice as I said, "It's true, ma’am. I do understand you, and I would like to purchase these items here. Though, I don't have much money since I'm just starting out." I decided to get right to business, so I put the items on the table and whispered the command to bring out ten copper coins. The objects on the counter hid that I was pulling the money from somewhere other than a money bag. I put the copper on the counter. "See, I don't have much, but I'm paying in cold hard coin." 
 
    The older goblin looked at me with a more critical eye this time, and I could almost see her mind passing judgment. Finally, she shrugged. "Guess they're making smarter and smarter constructs every year. But as long as you're paying like anyone else, I don't care what you are or where your coin comes from." She looked over the items on the counter and said, "That will be three silver for everything." 
 
    Having seen Greebo negotiate with the merchant last night, I quickly countered her offer. "Most of these items are either broken or on their last point of durability. I only wanted to buy them to learn a thing or two about some of the products that are made around here. I can't actually use them in a fight. How about I give you twenty-five copper, one fourth of a silver, for everything?" 
 
    She laughed and slapped the table. "Twenty-five copper? I won't argue with you for the broken pieces. We get that junk sometimes from the dungeon, but I need more for the other items. Even if it only has one point of durability, that armor can still save your life, and the weapons can still kill. You can even take them to a smith or craftsmen and have them repair the gear, though it'll cost you something to get it done. How about two silver?" 
 
    "Yes, and I bet that it'll cost more than what you’re asking, maybe even more than buying new gear. I'll tell you what." I pointed out a leather backpack that was missing a strap but wasn’t out of durability points. "Throw in that backpack so that I have something to carry away all this stuff, and I'll go as high as one silver. But that's it." I held out my hand, hoping that she'd take the deal. 
 
    She looked me up and down while giving a death stare in my mechanical eye then shook my hand. "Deal. One silver." 
 
    The text flowed across my vision telling me that I'd increased my Haggle skill by one, but I ignored it as I called up the money from my personal inventory space and handed over the single solitary piece of silver I had, leaving me with just forty-four copper. I grabbed the one-strap backpack and started to pack in the other six items.  
 
    Greebo helped me pack everything up, and the two of us left and headed back toward the dungeon. 
 
    Once we were out of earshot of the store, Greebo pulled me aside and shouted, “We did it!” 
 
    I was as excited as he, even if not as able to express it as well physically. He smiled and patted the backpack full of stuff we’d bought like it contained the greatest treasures in the world. I wanted to smile back, but sufficed with a hearty clap on his back. “Good plan, Greebo, it worked out beautifully.”  
 
    We continued to walk, both of us sure that we’d just hit the jackpot and that we’d be able to practically mint our own coin soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Crafting Kills 
 
      
 
    On our way from the second-hand store, I picked up a couple small items from the stalls near the dungeon. I had a couple of experiments in mind to test the limits of the fabrication system but needed some nails and a single caltrop, which I found at the trap booth. I put the three items on the table in front of the merchant and asked, “How much for these?” 
 
    He looked down at them and then pointed to where the nails and caltrops were stored at his booth. “I can sell you a bag of nails for ten coppers and a bag of caltrops for fifteen coppers.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. How much for just these two nails and the one caltrop?” 
 
    He scrunched up his face, confused. “What do you need just two nails and a caltrop for?”  
 
    “For an experiment. But does it really matter what I want them for? I’m willing to pay if you’re willing to sell.”

He shrugged and said, “A sale is a sale. I’ll sell them for two coppers.” 
 
    I quickly did the math and knew that, per unit, the bags of nails or caltrops were cheaper, but I didn’t need that many for my experiment. So, I plopped down the two copper and took the objects. The merchant sneered at me as I turned to leave, but I knew that I’d get the last laugh if my experiment worked as I thought it would.  
 
    After that, Greebo and I headed down to the first level of the dungeon. We’d hardly seen anyone there yesterday, and I figured we could use it as an out of the way place for my experiments. Plus, the XP was pretty easy.  
 
    The first-level guard nodded at us when we flashed our Adventurers Guild Medallion at him as we passed. The tunnels were as well-lit as before, and I remembered the way to the flower fields, I only made one wrong turn, and Greebo corrected me before I made it too far down the wrong path. Once at the flower field, I recalled a quiet little corner on the west side where we would be able to work without being disturbed. I liked the idea that we'd had to clear that side of the field of Scaledons first, though. The gamer in me couldn't stand the thought of not grinding some XP today and getting closer to level 3.  
 
    Having already mastered our technique, Greebo and I only took an hour to clear a path to the spot I had in mind. I gained 150 XP along the way and some Scaledon loot drops, but no cores. The place I decided to work was under a rocky shelf that hugged the westernmost wall past the edge of the flower field. There was a small tree and plenty of nearby stone to use as deconstructed material if I should need it. I sat down and took off the backpack, laid out all the items we purchased, and considered where to start.  
 
    After a moment's contemplation, I decided to see if I could scan or repair the fully broken items. I spoke the command to scan the broken copper knife.  
 
    Scan complete. Object: Broken Copper Knife. Components: 0.7 lbs. Copper, 0.1 lbs. leather. Broken Copper Knife schematic recorded and added to schematic database. 
 
    I was able to scan the item, but when I tried to repair it, I got a message: Error. Item cannot be repaired. Which made sense. After all, if they were able to be repaired by any means, they wouldn't have been sold in the first place. I deconstructed the broken items for their materials and scanned each of the things I'd be repairing, gaining a schematic for each. 
 
    Materials gained: 0.49 lbs. copper, 0.42 lbs. iron, 1.47 lbs. leather.  
 
    Poor Iron Rod. Materials needed to repair: 0.58 lbs. iron 
 
    Poor Copper Knife. Materials needed to repair: 0.6 lbs. copper, 0.09 lb. leather. 
 
    Poor Leather Cuirass. Materials needed to repair: 2.2 lbs. leather, 0.11 lb. iron. 
 
    The notifications confused and frustrated me. Not only was I getting less material than I thought from deconstructing the broken items, but it was going to cost me more for the repairs too. I was not sure what the issue was, so I asked the Metalman OS.  
 
    "Inquiry: Why am I not getting the full value for deconstructing an item?" 
 
    Deconstruction, repair, and fabrication all require energy to proceed, and while some of it comes from your internal energy matrix, the rest is taken from the materials used. This is considered an inefficiency of each process and may be improved with special class abilities.  
 
    The mention of class abilities recalled to my mind that there were several that had to do with efficiency. I guessed that was part of the process, which made sense since there was some loss of material when making something. I did the math, comparing the schematic notices with the costs of repair, and figured that I'd lose about 30% of the material each time I deconstructed something or repaired it. The OS must be taking into account the extra material needed for my poor efficiency. I realized I'd never had to deal with this before since I just deconstructed what was in front of me without knowing what the original amount was. 
 
    I crossed my arms, annoyed that I hadn’t taken material loss into consideration when I’d planned things. This was a setback, and I didn't actually have enough material to repair all the poor-quality items. I called Greebo over and explained the situation.  
 
    "It’s frustrating, but it looks like I made a small error in my calculations. I'm going to need more leather and iron if I'm going to repair everything. I can repair the copper knife right now, though." 
 
    The goblin frowned, likely feeling as frustrated as I felt, but then shrugged his shoulders like it wasn't a problem. "I can use the coin from selling the knife to pay for more broken stuff. Then you can fix the rest." 
 
    I couldn't disagree with the logic. No further investment of coin from me would be needed. "You're right. It'll be faster if you make the run to sell and purchase. Let me repair the knife." 
 
    I whispered the command to repair the poor copper knife and watch as the chips and warping along the blade's edge filled in, and the warping in the spine straightened out. In only four minutes, the copper knife looked good as new, I got 2 XP, and I took a look at it using Inspect.  
 
    Poor Copper Knife 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 0.8 lbs. 
 
    Durability 6/6 
 
    Satisfied that everything went well, I handed the knife over to Greebo, who pocketed it and left. He took a few steps before turning around and asking, "You'll stay right here, yeah? I don't want my new partner to get offed before we start making real coin." 
 
    I nodded and tried to smile. Then, remembering that I didn't have lips, gave a thumbs up to indicate my non-verbal agreement. Greebo took off, leaving me alone in the dungeon. I wasn’t really worried about the Scaledons in the area since we already cleared them out, and even if one attacked, I was reasonably sure I could take it by myself without issue.  
 
    I returned to my own experiments in crafting and started exploring what my newly acquired fabrication ability could do. Its description said that I could make small mundane items but didn't give me an explanation of how or what the actual size limits were. So, I decided to start small.  
 
    "Command: Fabricate a nail." 
 
    Invalid command. No schematic on file for ‘nail'. 
 
    Ah. So, it came down to schematics again. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I figured I'd try anyway. “Whatever I made, I needed a schematic first for it. It made sense considering anything I'd scanned automatically had a schematic for it.  
 
    Continuing my experiment, I took one of the two nails that I’d purchased and smashed it with a nearby rock till it was bent. Then I scanned both the bent nail and the straight one. 
 
    Scan complete. Object: Bent Iron Nail. Components: 0.04 lbs. iron. Bent Iron Nail schematic recorded and added to schematic database. 
 
    Scan complete. Object: Iron Nail. Components: 0.04 lbs. iron. Iron Nail schematic recorded and added to schematic database. 
 
    So, the scan recorded a schematic of the item, not the ideal version. It was too bad. I’d hoped that I would have been able to find a bunch of cheap, bent and broken weapons, break them down, and then make regular versions to sell back.  
 
    “That’s another plan down the tubes,” I thought, frustrated at another setback. “But no one said making money would be easy, even if it was needed to pay back a massive debt to some gnomes.” 
 
    I turned my mind to my next experiment. I said, "Command: Fabricate an Iron Nail." 
 
    My left forearm split open, and the same cylindrical tool popped out, only the tip glowed red this time. I pointed it at a place on the ground, and a new notification appeared.  
 
    Fabrication area found. Estimated time of completion: 1 minute. Please stay still.  
 
    I felt my body freeze, and panic swelled inside me. I hadn’t expected for this to happen, and if we had not already cleared the area of monsters, I’d have been chowing for the first creature that came across me. I tried to still my mind, aware that it would only be a minute till the fabrication was done, but still felt vulnerable. 
 
    The fabrication unit beamed out the red light in a thin narrow plane, and I watched it slowly build the nail layer by layer like a 3D printer. When the nail was finished, the red light disappeared, the fabrication unit went back into my left forearm, and I could move again. I gave a relieved sigh just as a new line of text scrolled across my field of vision.  
 
    Fabrication complete. 1 XP.  
 
    A resigned chuckle escaped my voice box at the single point of XP gained, and I wondered if I would get more XP if I made something bigger or if that was the standard no matter the size or complexity of the item being made. With a shrug, I put the question to the side since there was no way to answer it until I picked up Fabrication II, which would let me make medium-sized objects.  
 
    I picked up the nail and compared it to the original but couldn't see any difference. Even using the Inspect program, there wasn’t any difference between the two. It was a perfect copy. However, freezing up during the process concerned me. Even though it made sense that I'd need to be perfectly still for the fabricator to work, it also meant that I'd be vulnerable to attack while the process went on. Had a Scaledon decided to attack then, I would have been unable to defend myself. The setbacks seemed to be stacking up, and I mentally sighed deeper, glad that I’d started on something so small. If I considered the size and weight of the nail and the fabrication time, and if my math was correct, fabricating something like the leather armor would have taken me twenty minutes--which was a much longer time to be completely vulnerable. In the future, I'd have to be sure I was in a safe location or Greebo was around to fend off the monsters.  
 
    Still, a minute’s worth of risk wasn't enough to stop my experimentation. The iron caltrop was about twice the size of the nail that I had fabricated, but I scanned and created it without issue. I also tested whether original creations could be scanned in. I took the iron nails that I’d bought and twisted two of them around each other until they resembled a twisted X.  Inspect confirmed that I'd made my own version of the caltrop. 
 
    Improvised Iron Nail Caltrop 
 
    Damage 1-1 
 
    Weight 0.08 lbs. 
 
    Durability 2/2 
 
    The notification confirmed that I could indeed scan and fabricate the item, though it took two minutes to do so. I thought of the merchant who wondered why I only needed one caltrop and would have smiled smugly if I could have with my unmoving faceplate. It was actually rather frustrating to not have some physical way to express myself at times like this. I wondered if I should start making up other expressions, like shaking my shoulders three times and tilting my head to show smugness. Or maybe there was some sign language I could learn? 
 
    I shook my head to banish the stray thoughts and continued with my experiments. I was unable to fabricate a copper knife and got an error message about exceeding size limits and figured that ‘small’ in the context of the ability meant that the item must be about the size of my palm. I would have to wait until I had the skill points to get Fabrication II to start making weapons or anything larger.  
 
    With my experiments finished, I stood and got back to farming XP since the gains were better. I fought more Scaledons but dared not go for the squirrels alone, earning 100 XP. When Greebo found me, we returned to the crafting spot, and I deconstructed the broken items he'd bought and used the materials to repair the remaining low durability items. I had enough extra leather to fix the backpack that I’d bought and decided to switch from the wooden club to the iron rod since it did a bit more damage. The repairs gained me 6 XP. 
 
    Poor Iron Rod 
 
    Damage 3-5 
 
    Weight 0.5 lbs. 
 
    Durability 10/10 
 
    I tried to put on the leather cuirass, and while I could physically wear the item, it showed that I didn't receive the 4 AC from the armor when I checked my character sheet. I was confused as to why the armor didn't seem to work until I made an inquiry to the Metalman OS.  
 
    Metalmen cannot wear traditional armor and instead have a natural armor built onto their frame. Armor can be improved with the appropriate upgrades.  
 
    The information was more than a little disappointing. I'd figured that I could repair my way into some good armor, but that wasn’t going to happen now. It was another setback on my plan to gear up, grind XP, and get lots of coin. One of the Artificer class abilities I could take was to upgrade armor, and I admitted to myself that wearing standard armor as well would be overpowered. I'd just have to wait till I got enough class points to take that ability. 
 
    The choice to keep the iron rod was going to affect our profitability, but I handed everything else back to Greebo to sell while I went back to farming XP.   
 
    He returned with a sad look on his face and held out his empty hands, “Sorry. I’d hoped to get at least 5 silver on the resell but didn’t get that much.”  
 
    To say I was disappointed was an understatement. I’d invested every coin I could, I had done the math, and I couldn’t imagine what could have happened. I clenched my fists, just so tired of this one last thing on top of all the other setbacks today.  
 
    Greebo put his hands behind his back and took a step back, and I was suddenly aware that I’d taken two steps closer to him, my hands still clenched in front of me. He looked up at me with an expression of nervousness that transformed in an instant into a smile. He pulled his hands back with a hand full of silver coins and said, “I didn’t get 5 silver, I got 9 silver and 15 copper.”  
 
    I was so surprised by the words from the goblin’s mouth that I almost fell over. I instantly forgave Greebo the small trick and asked, “9 silver? That’s a nine-fold return on our investment!” 
 
    Greebo nodded, a wide smile on his face. Something had finally gone right today, and the two of us shouted with joy. 
 
    Excited that we had a regular way to earn some money, we moved to the east side of the flower field and killed off some squirrels using the same trap we had before. It was a relatively safe, if time-consuming, method of getting XP. I also experimented with some other traps inspired by the trap merchant. I used the Deconstruct tool to dig a pit in the ground and lined the bottom with sharpened wooden stakes. I didn't have to sharpen them all myself, I just made one sharp stake from some deconstructed wood, created a schematic for it, and then fabricated more until I had all that was needed. It was a little more work to cover the opening with twigs thin enough to snap with the weight of the Scaledon. I laughed when I got the notification that the pit trap had worked and mentally congratulated myself for doubling the ways I could passively gain XP. More traps meant more kills, and Greebo and I worked on making more but got caught in the work when we were attacked.  
 
    We heard a loud hiss behind us as we were setting a deadfall trap. We spun around and found another Squirrel Knight. Unlike before, however, this one was riding a Scaledon. I had a moment to whisper the command for Inspect.   
 
    Squirrel Knight and Mount 
 
    Level 2 
 
    HP 25/25 
 
    If I weren't being attacked, I would have thought that the sight of a squirrel riding a lizard was the coolest thing ever. I mean, how does he stay on? Does he have a tiny little leather saddle? Did he trap and tame the mount, or is he using some kind of squirrel magic? So many questions that I'd never have answers for. It was also surprising to see that the knight and Scaledon were considered a single unit with a combined HP, but my speculative thoughts were pushed from my mind as the monsters charged us.  
 
    Greebo and I rolled away in opposite directions, avoiding the charge, but also getting separated. The knight focused on Greebo, who already had his knife out and was slashing at the side of the Scaledon. Greebo could only get a single attack in before he had to dodge the spear thrust by the knight. I equipped the iron rod, rushed forward, and swung it with both hands. I didn’t aim for the Scaledon but for the mounted knight. Unlike the last time we’d fought him, the knight was locked in place, and my iron rod had no problem connecting to the distracted monster. The rod hit the knight’s wooden chest plate with a crack, and though the armor was damaged, the squirrel beneath only took a few points of damage.  
 
    I had, however, gotten the creature’s attention with my attack. It grabbed the reins of the Scaledon and turned the monster clockwise. I was confused since the move put the knight’s back to me--until the Scaledon’s tail slammed into my legs, knocking me off balance.  I stumbled back and fell onto my wooden plated butt while the knight was able to focus on Greebo.  
 
    As I got to my feet, I heard a yell and saw Greebo drop his knife as the Scaledon bit into his right arm and the knight spear him through his shoulder. Even though I was now the same level as the monster and Greebo was a higher level, it was very evident that we were not going to be able to fight these two head-on. I dropped my iron rod into my internal inventory and charged the Scaledon, shoulder-checking it. The move surprised the beast who let go of Greebo as it was knocked over onto its side. The squirrel knight was caught under the creature but quickly moved to right the beast.  
 
    I did not wait for the duo to get up and scooped up Greebo and ran. I knew the first level of the dungeon well enough by now to orient myself quickly and dashed south toward the last set of traps Greebo and I had laid down. As I ran, I scanned the ground for signs of one trap in particular. When I saw it, I veered left and carefully avoided the trigger for the trap.  
 
    I knew I’d only have a single chance at this and that I needed to get it right. I did what not many others would do: stopped and listened. It took a moment to filter out the normal sounds in the flower field, like the wind moving the leaves and flowers, but I heard what I was searching for: the scritch-scratch of Scaledon claws on the ground, and I marked the direction. It had to be the Scaledon mount as I’d never seen another on this side of the flower field. I carefully positioned the trap between us and the now-visible knight and mount. The monsters spotted me, and the Scaledon’s claws glowed green as it activated its charge ability and shot forward at an increased speed. I dropped Greebo to the ground and covered him with my body, ready for one of two outcomes: one, we’d be spitted by the rapidly approaching knight’s spear, or two, my plan would work.  
 
    There was the sound of a crash and crack, and I looked up to see the Squirrel Knight and mount fall through the thin covering of the pit trap that we’d dug. Their combined weight was more than enough to break through, and their charge only added to the momentum of their fall onto the sharpened wooden spikes that lined the bottom of the pit. 
 
    There was a loud hiss and squeaky scream of pain from the monsters as their bodies were pierced by the spikes and a flurry of red 3s and 4s floated up away from the pit.  
 
     You’ve killed a level 2 Squirrel Knight and Mount. 
 
    You receive 15 XP. 
 
    The notification confirmed the kill and gave me a sense of relief I hadn’t realized I was missing. If I had still been human, I might have been hyperventilating from the exertion and stress. But I found that I wasn’t even fatigued.  
 
    Greebo groaned, and while he was hurt, he was not in danger any longer and squirmed out from under me. He crawled over to the edge of the pit then looked back at me and yelled, “Yup, they’re dead-dead!” 
 
    I looked over the edge of the pit, glad that we’d dug them so deeply, and saw that the Scaledon had been pierced through its torso, legs, and neck. The Squirrel Knight was only pierced by a single stake, but it was rammed through the middle of his chest. He hadn’t died right away, but bled out as he tried to pull himself off of the spike piercing him.  
 
    Greebo climbed down into the pit to loot the monsters and got a pound of squirrel meat and a small leather saddle for loot. When he finished, he climbed back up out of the pit and rubbed his shoulder and held his right arm to his chest.  
 
    “You mind if we take a break? I don’t know about you, but I could use some food in me to help me get my health back.” 
 
    “Yeah, man . . . err . . . goblin. I think I know a spot we can rest at.”  
 
    We’d cleared both sides of the flower field of monsters and headed to a quiet spot on the western side of the level. I deconstructed a nearby tree and repaired myself while Greebo started a fire and roasted the squirrel meat on a spit.  
 
    I noticed that his health started to regenerate faster as he ate, and it answered my question about how everyone else dealt with their injuries if healing potions cost a silver each. 
 
    As he chewed on the meat and the repair program rebuilt me, he looked over and asked, "How far away from level 3 are you?" 
 
    I checked my character sheet and told him, "I still need 420 XP to reach level 3." 
 
    He nodded and scratched his bare green chin in thought. "Well, we could either head to the second level of the dungeon or farther into this level and fight the squirrel nobles. There's a quest chain associated with killing the knight, the bishop, and the king squirrels that you can take from the Adventurer's Guild that should get you enough XP to get to level 3." 
 
    "What's the downside? It seems like a no brainer to fight two more squirrels and complete a quest to get over 400 XP." 
 
    "The downside is that the bishop and king work together and are both level two. If we head down to the next level of the dungeon, it'll take the rest of the day to farm XP and get you to level 3, but the monsters there don't use magic." 
 
    We’d barely been able to fight a Squirrel Knight and Scaledon mount. I could only imagine what more challenging monsters were deeper in this dungeon if Greebo was warning me of them. My first instinct was to take the safe path, the one with the least risk. But no. That was what my old life had been about. I'd always played it safe instead of taking the riskier path for the bigger reward. Becoming a substitute teacher instead of continuing with the harder engineering classes. Never asking out the hot girl I had a crush on. Staying home and playing video games instead of accepting invitations to go out. I'd lived that whole life playing it safe, and in the end, I was safe but had accomplished nothing and had no one. No more playing it safe for me.  
 
    “No, I’m not going to take the easy path this time. We will take the quest and fight the bishop and king. We’ll have to do some work to get prepared, but that’s what I want to do.” 
 
    Greebo shrugged as if it didn’t matter to him, and the two of us headed to the adventurer's guild, where he led me to the quest board. It was a wall-size notice board filled with quests and tasks. There was everything from killing level 7 Ogres to help outlying villages to gathering medicinal herbs on the fourth floor of the dungeon to capturing unique dungeon monsters for some upcoming festival. Greebo knew exactly the quest he was looking for. He grabbed the notice from the wall and took it to one of the available attendants and waved for me to follow.  
 
    We ended up in front of the cute beastkin girl with the cat ears. There was a faint blush to her cheeks when I stepped up to the counter.  
 
    The blush and the smile turned to a frown and a scowl when Greebo climbed up and said, “Hey, cat lady.”  
 
    “My name is not cat lady, goblin. It is Sandra Silverclaw.” 
 
    Greebo turned and winked at me, and I realized that he’d just given me an opening. “You have such a pretty name . . . Mrs. Silverclaw?” 
 
    She gave Greebo one last withering look, which he took with an unabashed grin, and then turned to me. Her expression softened, and I again heard her mumble something about ‘abs of steel’ before she answered, “Thank you for the compliment, but it’s Miss Silverclaw.” She smiled and added, “But you can call me Sandra if you’d like.” 
 
    “Sandra it is. I wanted to thank you again for the wonderful assistance you gave my friend and myself the last time we were here.”  
 
    I stared at Sandra, unsure what to say next, and was rescued by Greebo who said, “We’re here to register for the squirrel quest on the first level.”  
 
    Miss Silverclaw’s eyebrows raised in surprise and she asked, “Will it be just the two of you, or are there more members of your party?” 
 
    “Just the two of us,” I answered. 
 
    “Well, are you sure you don’t want to hire someone to help you out? That quest can be rather challenging, even if you do have a level 3 goblin with you.” 
 
    “Is that something we can do? Hire help?” 
 
    She nodded as she reached under the counter and brought out a large book and tapped on it. “Of course. There are always mercenaries that will lend their skills and talents for the right price. We have a whole book of them with descriptions of their levels, class, and their cost.” 
 
    Greebo interrupted, “But what do they cost?” 
 
    Sandra Silverclaw flipped through the pages of the book in front of her and answered, “Hmm . . .  If they’re not getting XP, the lowest price is 5 silver per day.” 
 
    That was more than half the coin that we’d just earned after all that deconstruction and repair. I couldn’t imagine parting with it just to hire some guy that was going to help us with a level 1 quest. I looked to Greebo, who shook his head, and then I turned back to Sandra. “Uh . . .  thank you for the suggestion, and perhaps we’ll use something like that another time, but for right now, we’ll just register the quest.” 
 
    She nodded and took the quest page from Greebo and our Adventurers Guild Medallions. She held all three over a purple crystal, and they glowed for a moment. When the glow faded, she practically threw Greebo’s medallion at him but held out mine to me. I took it from her hand, and her soft fingers seemed to linger on mine for a moment as she handed it back. 
 
    The moment I touched my medallion, a new notification popped up. 
 
    Squirrelicide 
 
    Defeat the Squirrel Knight, the Squirrel Bishop, and the Squirrel King on the first level of the dungeon. Return with the Knight's saddle, the Bishop's wand, and the King's crown. 
 
    Reward: 2 silver, 100 XP 
 
    I dismissed the text, and Sandra said, “Here you go. You’re both registered for the quest. If it is not completed in the next week, we’ll charge you each a silver coin. Otherwise, you may return with the required proof of completion and we’ll give you the promised reward.” 
 
    “Wait, why would we be charged silver for not completing it?” 
 
    “Why, to prevent people from hogging all the quests. Otherwise, someone could register for everything and stop others from getting any. Or, they could just take so long the quest is no longer completable. We charge different penalties depending on the difficulty of the task.” 
 
    It made sense, but I just wished I’d known about the penalty sooner. We couldn’t afford to pay a silver for not completing this quest. Still, it was already registered to us. “Thank you, Sandra, for your help again.” I said and turned to leave but noticed the disappointed look on her face and paused. 
 
    Greebo must have noticed her expression too because he turned and kicked me. “Hey, Nuts, wasn’t there something you wanted to ask the nice cat lady?” 
 
    “Uh . . .” 
 
    He shook his head and turned to Miss Silverclaw. “What my wood headed friend here means is that he should be hitting level 3 soon and wanted to know if you wanted to come out with us to celebrate?” 
 
    I hadn’t known that leveling was something people celebrated, but wasn’t going to turn down this chance. “Yes. That’s right. You’ve been so kind to us that I wanted to pay you back. Come out with us.” 
 
    She seemed to think about it for a moment, but only for a moment, and quickly nodded. I agreed to send her a message once I hit level 3 and we decided where we were going to celebrate, then Greebo and I left the Adventurers Guild.    
 
    Before we returned to the dungeon, I figured we should upgrade our equipment. Or, more specifically, my lack of any. After all, if we’d just had better armor and weapons, those last couple fights wouldn’t have been nearly as difficult.  
 
    We returned to the second-hand store with the goal of not just picking up a deal but also getting some items that would help us do damage. Greebo grabbed a nearly broken copper short sword as well as several broken iron daggers for me to use as repair resources. I also picked up a Poor Leather Cuirass and Leather Leg Armor and some Broken Leather Armor. I knew that I couldn't benefit from armor, but I found that I could use a shield and that it would add to my armor class. I didn't feel comfortable using a bladed weapon since I’d never had any training with them and decided to stick with my iron rod for now. I didn't need to get any wooden materials since the dungeon had plenty of trees. Even after we sold off all the loot drops, the new equipment cost us most of our profits from our earlier sales. Greebo’s auntie Cleo seemed marginally happier to see me hand over the coin, and I wondered if my reputation would go up with her the more I spent in her store like it did sometimes in games. 
 
    I put the thought aside and shrugged my shoulders and twiddled my thumbs, deciding that was now my nonverbal motion for a sigh. I knew no one else understood it, but it made me feel better about spending the coin. I knew we could make more later, but it was so hard to part with hard-earned money, especially when I was someone's property until I paid back the debt I owed them. 
 
    Once we returned to the dungeon, Greebo took me right past the flower fields, and we paused before a cave opening on the north end of the floor. The flower fields were still free of monsters since we cleared them, and I sat and deconstructed the broken weapons and armor and then repaired our new equipment, gaining 6 XP for the repairs.  
 
    Poor Wooden Shield 
 
    AC 2 
 
    Weight 5 lbs. 
 
    Durability 8/8 
 
      
 
    Poor Leather Cuirass 
 
    AC 4 
 
    Weight 2.1 lbs. 
 
    Durability 7/7 
 
      
 
    Poor Leather Leg Armor 
 
    AC 3 
 
    Weight 1.5 lbs. 
 
    Durability 7/7 
 
      
 
    Poor Copper Short Sword 
 
    Damage 3-4 
 
    Weight 2.3 lbs. 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
    While I appreciated the XP for doing something class-related, it was also a little frustrating. Sure, it was safe, but it would take me a lifetime to level up just doing repairs.  
 
    Greebo gleefully put the armor on and attached his new shortsword and scabbard to this belt. The armor didn't match since the top was black and the legs were a dark green color, but the goblin didn't mind. He spun around, trying to see how he looked, and when Greebo stopped, he looked at me with a broad smile.  
 
    "Repair, this is amazing. I didn't think I'd be able to afford this kind of gear for another three or four levels. I mean, the new armor provides such good protection without restricting my movement. I'll be able to take a few more hits now." He pulled the copper shortsword from his scabbard and waved it around. I took a step back, making sure I was out of range of the swinging weapon. "With this upgrade, I should do at least 2 more points of damage." 
 
    I wanted to smile back at the happy goblin but settled for giving him a thumbs up instead, deciding that's my new smile move. I was glad that he was happy, but more importantly, I was glad that he and I were better armed. I equipped the round two-foot-wide wooden shield to my left arm and found that it pulled it down slightly. The extra weight would take some getting used to. Otherwise, I was ready to go with a new AC of 14. I'd have to keep an eye on just how the additional armor affected combat and how much damage I received.  
 
    As prepared as we were going to be, the two of us walked into the tunnel toward the royal squirrels.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – A Squirrely Adventure 
 
      
 
      
 
    The path to the royal squirrels beyond the flower field led us through a narrow tunnel that was quite dusty and didn't appear to be very well traveled. I imagined that most people only farmed XP in the flower fields until they made level 2 and then moved on to more lucrative monsters in the lower levels of the dungeon. That would also explain the more substantial quest reward for killing the creatures.  
 
    Greebo led the way since he knew where he was going, and I stayed close behind. We followed the natural tunnels of the cave until it let out into another wide-open field that was almost exactly like the one we had left except for the fact that the flowers were red. At the back of the cave, illuminated by a white light from crystals above, there was a castle made of wood. It was smaller than anything a human would use--the tallest tower was only twice my height--but appeared just perfect for the squirrels. There was a curtain wall, battlements, a drawbridge and a narrow moat surrounding it. My five-year-old self would have loved to have played knights here. Heck, the grown-up me was tempted too.  
 
    Greebo stopped and pointed at the castle, which was about a football field away. "I’ve done this quest before. Our targets are up ahead in the castle. Be wary, the king will send out waves of defenders to test us before he and the bishop come out to fight us themselves." 
 
    "Will they come immediately or do we have time to prepare?" 
 
    "The waves won't trigger till we cross the middle of the field. Why?" 
 
    I steepled my fingers and said, "Excellent, I have a plan." At my request, he took me to the point just before the middle of the field where the fight would trigger. I looked around and didn’t see any particular place that would be a better place to fight from, so I went on to explain my plan to prepare the battlefield to Greebo.  
 
    “That’s a pretty cheap trick, Nuts n’ Bolts, using a quirk of the dungeon like that.” He paused, then smiled widely. “I like it! You’re not concerned with being ‘fair’ or some crap. A win is a win, no matter how you get it. It’s a very goblin way to think.” 
 
    I took the statement as a compliment, nodded, and we got to work. I used my deconstruction tool to dig out a trench that was three feet across and six feet deep. As I worked on the trench, I took dirt I'd deconstructed and dropped it from my inventory behind and to the sides of the trench to create a dirt wall four feet tall. Then, using the wood from my internal inventory, I fabricated a bunch of sharp wooden stakes and filled the trench with them, which gained me some XP. Making the entire thing took a bit over an hour, but the final result was a fortified position that would be hard for the squirrels to cross. 
 
    With our preparations done, I jumped across the ditch and crossed the middle of the field. The castle started to glow, and a single squirrel dressed in purple robes and with a golden crown on its head appeared on the battlements. Rows of squirrels appear to his left and right. The Squirrel King turned to face them and squeaked a speech, using his paws to gesture emphatically several times and point out at us. At the end of it, he raised one furry little forepaw into the air, and the rest of the listening squirrels mimicked the gesture and cheered with little squeaky voices. The king and the rest of the squirrels disappeared from the battlement, and a wooden drawbridge clanked down over the moat. 
 
    I was so mesmerized by the entire production that I almost forgot to retreat back to my prepared defensive position. Thankfully, the clanking drawbridge reminded me, and I hurried back and jumped over our trench to find a scowling Greebo.  
 
    "I wasn't sure if you were going to make it back. Get ready for the first wave!" 
 
    At his words, an army poof wild-looking squirrels poured out from the castle. They crossed the moat and immediately zeroed in on Greebo and me. The massive wave scurried through the flower field between us, trampling the delicate red flowers down as they came. I was amazed that I was not more frightened as the hoard of sharp-toothed squirrel monsters approached. Instead, I felt a thrill as I set my feet shoulder length apart, lowered my shield, and raised my iron rod, ready to meet the enemy.  
 
    “At least it’s not the Killer Rabbit of Caerbannog,” I said to myself. 
 
    Greebo heard though and asked, “What’s that? Some new dungeon monster?” 
 
    “Gods, I hope not. I don’t own a holy hand grenade.” 
 
    “A what? Gren-aid? That some kind of spell?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and twiddled my thumbs, sorry that I had a lifetime of pop-culture references that were going to be wasted on this world.  
 
    I returned my attention to the oncoming enemies and watched as they approached. I expected the group to stop shy of the trap and try to figure out a way over it. Instead, only the lead squirrels saw the danger ahead. They began squeaking loudly and trying to stop, but the mass of squirrels behind them pushed onward, unaware of the deadly danger. The squirrels gave loud shrill squeaks as they fell down into the six-foot deep, spike-filled trench like lemmings falling off a cliff. The notifications about gained XP flowed across my vision too fast to catch, so I tried to focus on the enemy in front of me instead.  
 
    While most of the squirrels in the hoard died in the charge, the last line was able to pull back and avoid death. Instead, they sat on their haunches, looking about for some way around the trap. The dozen or so left scurried back and forth and Greebo cried out, “This is it, Bolts. Let’s go finish these guys off!” I followed him as he leapt over the ditch, and we got to work finishing off the last of the first wave.  
 
    The war cries of the enemy were mixed with their screams of pain as Greebo gleefully sliced into the squirrels with his new short sword, lopping off limbs and beheading with a few slashes.  
 
    I was thrilled with how well my new iron rod broke bones and bashed in the monsters’ skulls and how each squirrel dropped dead in a couple of hits. I also found that my shield did indeed seem to make a difference in defending myself. I was able to use it to scrape off any squirrel that attacked my legs while defending my left side directly from attack. I still took a few points of damage, but between myself and the efficient way Greebo used his shortsword, the field was cleared in minutes.  
 
    We tried to grab as much loot as possible to clear the spikes of bodies, but before we could completely clear them, the next wave charged out of the castle. Twenty squirrels in blue shirts bearing spears marched out of the castle in a four by five formation. Their disciplined formation was a sight to behold, but their march gave us plenty of time to jump back across the ditch and prepare for them. The Squirrel Footmen only had a few more hit points than a normal level 1 squirrel, but their longer spears let them reach across the long pit to attack us if we were on the edge of the trench. However, even with this advantage, it was not hard to kill them. After taking a hit on my shield, I simply grabbed the spear by the shaft and pulled. My superior strength yanked the poor squirrel right into the spiked trap where he died. Greebo mimicked me, only he avoided the strikes entirely. 
 
    I found the entire battle strangely thrilling, which also caused a moment of concern. After all, in my last life, I’d never enjoyed getting into fights or hurting others. But now it felt almost natural. I wondered if it was the gamer inside of me that appreciated the rewards for killing or if it was the Metalman nature rising up.  
 
    Regardless, Greebo and I were able to loot a few of the squirrel spearmen before the next wave of five armored Squirrel Knights came out of the castle riding Scaledons. Each knight was level 2, and the Scaledons were pretty fast in a straight charge. I hoped that they would all rush right into the spiked trench like the squirrel hoard had, but they all pulled up before falling in. The group trotted back and forth on their mounts for a moment before one knight spurred his Scaledon forward and leapt over the ditch. I was surprised by the bold move for a moment but recognized the danger. If the knight made it, we'd be in a world of trouble. I swung wildly with my iron rod, and while I didn't fully connect with the leaping Scaledon, the weapon caught the monster mid-air and sent it spinning to the left. It was just enough to change the trajectory of the leap, and the knight and mount missed their landing and fell back into the spiked-trench.  
 
    You've killed a level 2 Squirrel Knight and Mount.  
 
    You receive 15 XP.  
 
    I was surprised that my swing did anything, but I was still rather proud that I was able to kill the monster by myself when Greebo and I had struggled to defeat them when working together. My thoughts were interrupted by a squeaky conversation from the other knights. After communicating, the four remaining knights backed up their mounts and charged simultaneously. It took me a second to realize that they were planning to all jump at once, but I braced my shield against my body and held out my right arm with the iron rod in hand. I was able to stop one knight when his mount crashed head first into my shield, and I let his body slide back into the spiked ditch. I hit another with my iron rod, catching the mount in the middle of his back and slamming them down into our trap. Greebo tried to perform the same maneuver as me, but his shorter stature and weapon did not lend themselves to success, and the two other riders made it over.  
 
    With the four-foot wall at our backs, we faced off against the two mounted squirrel knights that were on our side of the ditch. I was sure that I could have climbed up and over the wall, but that would have left Greebo behind to face both enemies alone. I couldn’t do that to him. Instead, I rushed the closest knight without giving him a chance to use his charge ability. I got in a single good blow with my iron rod before both beast and rider struck back with tooth, claw, and wooden spear. I was able to deflect some of the attacks with my shield but still took four damage. My return attack was avoided as the Scaledon spun around, slashing at me with his tail and inflicting two more damage. My shield was about as large as the Scaledon, so even though it took considerable punishment while we traded blows, only a few of their attacks got through.  
 
    The knight and mount died with a last strike of my iron rod that caught the knight fully in his chest, and I turned to see how Greebo was doing. The goblin was faring much better than last time. Although he didn't have a shield to deflect the knight and Scaledon attacks the way I did, his new armor protected him from the full damage of the attacks when he was hit. However, that was pretty rare as Greebo dodged the attacks and quickly counterattacked with his shortsword, which had a much better reach compared to the knife he had been using before. A use of Inspect told me that Greebo had only taken seven damage throughout all the waves, and with a final overhanded strike, he decapitated the Scaledon who rolled over onto his rider, killing the knight beneath.  
 
    Greebo sagged to the floor, sitting on his butt after the kill. He looked tired and was breathing heavily. I, on the other hand, felt neither. I had eleven out of my twenty hit points left, and my wooden leg plates were chipped and scratched, but I felt perfectly fine. Not having a respiratory system or muscles meant that I did not get battle fatigue, which felt like a super power at this point. I felt badass and imagined myself running down my enemies, them falling to sheer tiredness. I was like a Terminator. 
 
    With the knights beaten, two squirrels scampered out. One was dressed in white and gold robes and carried a small golden rod. The other was wearing dark metal platemail sized for his tiny body and riding a white Scaledon and was the squirrel king. The two walked and rode over the drawbridge which was then drawn up behind them. They moved forward at a measured walk. The king still wore his crown atop his armored head and exuded dignity as he sat ramrod straight upon his mount. Well, with as much dignity as could be had for a three-foot-tall squirrel riding a big lizard anyway.  
 
    When the two got closer, I whispered the command to Inspect. 
 
    Squirrel King 
 
    Level 2 
 
    HP 30/30 
 
    Squirrel Bishop 
 
    Level 2 
 
    HP 15/15 
 
    Mana 20/20 
 
    Yup. From their inflated HP and mana alone, I could tell that these were level bosses. The bishop was the first monster I’d seen with mana, and I was curious what spells it was going to cast.  
 
    As the two approached, I wasn't sure what to expect. The hoard hadn’t been very bright, but the spearmen and knights had both exhibited enough intelligence to directly avoid the spiked ditch. I could only guess that these two would be even smarter. I tightened the shield on my left forearm against my chest, a bit nervous for once. I glanced to my right and saw Greebo tighten his grip on his shortsword. 
 
    The king and bishop calmly came a few feet from our trap and stopped. The two squeaked at each other for a few seconds, and then the king turned his mount to the side and rode back and forth along the trench, looking down at the many bodies of his fallen squirrel subjects. He didn't attempt to jump the pit as the knights did but finished his inspection and returned to the bishop. The two conferred another moment before the bishop stepped forward, bowed his head, and raised the golden rod in front of him. I thought he squeaked a prayer, then the golden rod began to glow, and a bright white ray shot from it and hit me. I was blinded for a moment and wished the Metalman frame had eyelids. I brought up the shield in front of my face to protect myself, and when my vision cleared, I lowered my shield. I looked down to see that the wooden plating that covered me was damaged all over. There were severe singes along the edges of the wooden plates, and my hit points had dropped to five. I saw Greebo staring at me, stunned by the attack. Looking back at the two squirrels, I realized that the bishop was getting ready to launch another magical attack and that the two had no intention of coming to us, instead deciding to use ranged magic. 
 
    I turned to Greebo and yelled, "No waiting! Charge them!" 
 
    Then, taking my own advice, I leapt over the trench and ran at the two squirrels. I realized that the last magical blast took six HP and that I couldn't survive another attack from the bishop. However, before I could get within two feet of the robed squirrel, I was intercepted by the king, who charged at me. I knew that the knights hit hard and could only imagine what the king would do to me. Instead of taking the charge, I dove to my left and used my momentum to carry me back to my feet. I could feel the dirt kicked up by the charging Scaledon as it passed mere inches from my Metalman face, and while I'd avoided the king, I worried that I'd be blasted any second. However, the magical attack never came. Instead, when I glanced towards the bishop, I saw that he had been stabbed by Greebo's short sword. The goblin ran forward, right hand outstretched, and I realized that he’d thrown the sword. He was still several feet away but did not stop moving and continued running toward the bishop.  
 
    My mind caught up, and I realized that I should be doing the same thing. I heard the scritch-scratch of lizard claws behind me, and I rolled to my right, feeling metal scrape against my left leg as I moved away. I was down two more hit points, but I'd avoided another charge from the king. Scrambling back to my feet, I turned and searched for the mounted enemy and saw him to my left, still riding hard but trying to turn his mount to come around for another charge. Instead of trying to kill the king alone, I decided to focus on the closer bishop, who was focused on Greebo.  
 
    Greebo, his old knife in hand, was trying to snake in closer for an attack but was being rebuffed by the wild swings of the golden rod. However, the squirrel did not have good situational awareness and had left his back exposed to me. Two long steps, and I was in range to attack. I didn’t hesitate to bring my iron rod down on his exposed head. The bishop didn't have armor, and the blow disoriented him enough for Greebo to finish him off with a knife stab to his throat. The goblin grabbed his short sword which was still sticking out of the squirrel's body and pulled, a spray of red blood coming out with the blade. Now both Greebo and I turned our full attention to the king, who was still wholly unhurt, armored, and better than either Greebo or I.  
 
    "Retreat back to the defensive position!" I yelled, unsure that we could take the king in a head to head fight as injured as we were. The two of us ran towards the trench with the king trying to chase us down. But with us split up, he had a hard time deciding who to attack first, and by the time he chose, we were already at the ditch and jumping over. I turned, shield up, sure that the king was right behind me, jumping over the trench with his lizard mount ready to kill us. But he wasn't. Instead, he had turned and was riding back to the bishop’s body. The armored king dismounted and knelt before his fallen comrade and seemed to pray. To whom? I did not know. Perhaps some squirrel god or maybe to the dungeon itself.  
 
    With the king momentarily distracted, I knelt down, dropped my shield, and whispered the command to repair myself. According to the OS, it would take me almost two hours to fully repair everything. I wanted to gnash my teeth in frustration that I didn’t have time to repair myself and couldn’t take a healing potion to bring my HP back up. I stood back up as the king finished his prayer and remounted his Scaledon. I prepared, ready to intercept any jump with my shield and bash the king down to the spiked ditch where we could kill him while he was impaled.  
 
    The king spurred his mount into a charge, and I interposed myself between the creature and our side of the trench. As the Scaledon jumped, my iron rod crashed down on its head, sending the lizard-like creature down into the spikes. I was ecstatic that we'd won, but then I felt a stabbing sensation in my wooden plated shoulder. I looked up and saw that the king had leapt off his mount mid-jump and stabbed down at me with a small sword. I lost two more hit points, and the only reason it wasn’t more was that he couldn't get more leverage in the air. Still, the creature continued his forward momentum and crashed into the ground.  
 
    Warning: 1 HP left. 
 
    I read the notification and was sure that it was some last-minute Metalman warning. I expected to be terrified of my impending death, but I was calm. I did not know if this was how I would normally feel or if it was some part of the Metalman programming. I could only see that the king was down. I leapt onto the creature, and my full 120 pounds of wood, metal, and stone came crashing down on the squirrel in full plate mail. There was a tiny squeak as my weight pinned the king down, and I felt him struggle beneath my body. But he was pinned, unable to lift my weight off of him. I heard a loud laugh to the left and found Greebo staring at me with wide eyes and his mouth open, pointing at me with his short sword.  
 
    "Did you just off the Squirrel King to death with your body?" 
 
    "No, I just body-slammed him. He's still alive, and I have no idea what to do. I feel him squirming beneath me."  
 
    The goblin, still slack-jawed, bent over and started to laugh. When Greebo came back to his senses, he looked at me and asked, "Is he still moving?"  
 
    I tried to focus on what was happening beneath me and realized that there was no longer any movement. "No." 
 
    The goblin started laughing again and said, "You just smothered the great noble Squirrel King. He's probably passed out from no air and you pressing down on him, Nuts n’ Bolts." 
 
    I waited a few more minutes to make sure the king wasn’t faking then rolled off of him. It was a bit of effort to get to my feet, and as I looked down, I saw that not only was the king not moving, but he had been depressed several inches into the dirt like some mockery of the coyote in a roadrunner cartoon. I used Inspect and saw that he was hurt but definitely not deceased.  
 
    I turned to Greebo and said in a minor panic, "He's not dead. We need to kill him before he wakes up." Greebo's mirth evaporated upon realizing that we were not done yet. He helped me pull up the squirrel’s buried head and pry off the iron helmet. Once we had an exposed place to attack, Greebo stabbed the slumbering king with his copper short sword and did not stop until he was finally dead. The old me would have gotten sick at the sight of so much blood, but now I could only think about how I could have killed the enemy more efficiently. For better or worse, I was a new man. 
 
    You've killed a level 2 Squirrel King.  
 
    You receive 15 XP.  
 
    Unarmed Fighting increases to level 3. 
 
    Blunt Weapons increases to level 3. 
 
    Trap Making increases to 4.  
 
    The notification telling me that the king was dead was a welcome sight, even if I was splitting the XP.  
 
    “We did it!” Greebo yelled. 
 
    I dismissed the notifications, clapped him on the back and said, “Yes, we did. I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “No, you had that great idea to make a fortified position. I never would have thought of that.” 
 
    I looked at him confused. “I thought you did this quest before? How did you beat it if you didn’t do something like this?” 
 
    “I never said I beat the quest. I joined a group and we tried this quest, but we never even made it to the end. We had three warriors with shields that bottlenecked the horde as our fire mage blasted the squirrels until they were all dead. The spearmen were knocked down to half health by the same mage and the warriors, and I beat the rest down. The knights, however, were more than we could handle. By that point, the mages had run out of mana, and the warriors were just too slow to do much. The mage died, and everyone else just abandoned the quest. We ended up paying the forfeit fee to the guild since no one wanted to come back.” 
 
    “Wait, then why did you come with me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I figured you had some kinda plan. Just like you had a plan to make us money and boy o’ boy did you come through.” He smiled up at me, and I realized that the goblin just had faith that I would win. Then he said, “And if you died, I would have just run away and came back for your body later to sell to the gnomes.” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment before I laid back and laughed. I could not help but admire his willingness to take risks and yet always have an exit plan if things went wrong.  
 
    He started to loot the king, and I joined him. Together, we celebrated our victory by looting every single creature that we'd killed, collecting not only the bishop's rod and the king's crown for the quest but also every bit of armor, every weapon, and every other loot drop that we could. There was more than we ever hoped to carry in one trip, and we decided that Greebo would ferry the loot to be sold off while I deconstructed the trees in the area and repaired myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Exploits 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I exited the dungeon laden with the last bits of loot dropped by the squirrels. We quickly sold everything off except the items we needed to complete the Squirrelicide quest, and afterward, we headed to the adventurers' guild and turned in the things required to complete our quest at the counter.  
 
    You've completed the quest Squirrelicide.  
 
    You receive 2 silver and 100 XP. 
 
    Congratulations, Repair. You've reached level 3. You have 1 attribute point and 1 class skill point to spend. 
 
    The notification that I'd gained level 3 made all the fighting worth it. I heard a ‘whoop' from my left and see Greebo jumping up and down.  
 
    "What's up? You get a level too?" I asked. 
 
    He nodded vigorously. "Yup. Finally made level 4. Seems like it's taken forever, but that quest reward pushed me over the edge. I just need one more level and the coin to join the Scavengers guild now."  
 
    I whisper the command for Inspect.  
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 25/25 
 
    Mana 10/10 
 
    I compared my own character sheet to what I saw for Greebo, curious how goblins leveled compared to my own Metalman race. I was always kind of a stat nerd when I played games and had often tried to create the best builds. It was something I felt almost competitive about, even now: the need to know who had more health, mana, or just had the better build for their class. 
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 3 
 
    XP to next level: 2684 
 
      
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 142/150 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 1 
 
    Class point Available: 1 
 
      
 
    AC: 12 
 
    HP: 25/25 
 
    Mana: 25/25 
 
      
 
    Str: 10 
 
    Dex: 10 
 
    Con: 10 
 
    Int: 15 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
    We left a message for Sandra Silverclaw, who was busy with guild stuff, on where to join us for our planned celebration. As we left the adventurer's guild, I asked Greebo, "You're a higher level, but we have the same amount of health. What's up with that?" 
 
    The goblin, so high on the news of his new level, just waved away my comment. "It's a race thing. Goblins get less HP when they level, but we get bonuses to dexterity and intelligence. I'd much rather not get hit at all than have extra HP and stand there and get stabbed all day." 
 
    There was a certain dodge tank logic to the statement, and I couldn't disagree that most people would rather not get hit in the first place and avoid the pain. But for me, there was no pain at all when I got hit, just damage I had to repair.  
 
    “I guess all Metalmen make pretty good tanks,” I thought to myself. 
 
    The two of us celebrated our new levels by going to an inn west of the center of town that Greebo knew of. He said Silverclaw would like and when we got there, I was that it was called the Cat Nap Inn. It had a sign above the door of a sleeping kitten with little Zs above its head.  The place had a huge bar and was filled with adventurers finishing up their day dungeon diving. There were many humans, elves, dwarves, and beastmen who wore all manner of gear from swords and shields to staves and wands. However, I noticed that an unusual number of them were men. Then I saw the bartenders behind the bar and understood.  
 
    There, serving drinks and food, were five of the chestiest ladies I think I’d ever seen--and I had the Internet back on earth. They were wearing low-cut bodices and leather outfits that clung to their curvaceous figures. More than that, they each had animal ears that told me that they were beastkin. One had cat ears, like Silverclaw, another had floppy dog ears, another had small antlers, and yet another had rounded bear ears. 
 
    The atmosphere in the place was lively, and a woman with goat horns was playing music on a lute in the corner. Greebo and I pushed our way through the crowd, and he bought two large ales and carried them to an empty table in the corner of the room.  
 
    I felt a bit frustrated looking at the beer and told Greebo, “I’m sorry, but I can’t drink.” I tapped my faceplate to show that I didn’t even have a mouth.  
 
    He smiled at me and replied, “I know. I bought both for me!” Then he laughed and took one of the tall glasses in two hands and took a long swig of the drink.  
 
    As I watched him, I recalled that Greebo was a kid and asked, “Should you be drinking so much at your age?”  
 
    He just laughed again. "I know that I look young to you, but I’ve had my coming of age ceremony. Besides, goblins start drinking watered-down alcohol when we are babies. It doesn't have the same effect on us as it does on humans or other races." He lifted the glass of light foamy drink and continued, "I could drink this stuff all day and not feel the least bit woozy. Many actually prefer it to the questionable water sources." 
 
    I felt bad for the goblins if they had such a hard time getting tipsy. How did they unwind after a hard day's work? 
 
    I shrugged. Even on Earth, different cultures had handled alcohol differently. So, why wouldn't a completely different race of people? Greebo ordered a celebratory meal of bacon-wrapped steak and fried potato wedges. When the meal arrived, I tried to smell the aroma, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t breathe or taste anymore but could still remember the smell and taste of the bacon and fried foods from my past life. Heck, it was a staple in my diet that likely led to my early heart attack and death. But I missed it.  
 
    Greebo offered me some of the food, and I had to reluctantly decline. But I still watched him eat the crispy, dark-edged bacon and cut into the seared steak with the perfect red and pink middle. He popped in each fried potato, and I heard a crunch as he bit down on them and washed it all down with a last gulp of beer from one of the glasses. My inner human longed for even a small taste, and I had to push down the psychological urge to snatch the food off his plate and try to eat it.  
 
    My silent stare must have bothered Greebo after a while because he asked, "You sure you don't want any?" 
 
    "No. I can't eat. Just do me a favor and don't judge me for watching you."  
 
    He shrugged and continued to munch his dinner. When he was done, he gave a loud burp and smiled. "Ah, that was great. Definite 8 out of 10 from me. I've wanted to have a good meal like that for a long time but didn't have the extra coin. But now with you, I feel like I got a real shot at achieving my goals. Thanks, Repair."  
 
    "No problem. It's been beneficial for me too. I needed the coin, and I don't think I'd been able to put together a plan like this. Without you and your knowledge of the city, it might have taken me weeks and weeks to find the connections while figuring out the dungeon. You've been a great guide." 
 
    He waved a hand at me while he shook his head. "No, Nuts n’ Bolts. I ain't your guide any more. I'm your business partner. I provide the connections and access to resources, you do the repairs, I find suitable places to sell it, and we split the profits." 
 
    "Business partner, huh?" I considered all the help Greebo has given and the money in my bag--all of which he went out of his way to help with. Sure, he benefited, but isn’t that what you want in a business partner? Someone that goes above and beyond to make you both successful? I nodded and held out a hand. "I agree. Business partners. We'll split the costs on the resources and profits." 
 
    He nodded and shook my hand. "I got big plans for us, Repair." He raised his ale and shouted, "To us and our new partnership!" I raised the empty glass of beer Greebo had already finished and clinked it against his and repeated the toast. "To us and our new partnership." He downed the rest of his drink in a single gulp while I put my empty one down on the table. Greebo laughed when he finished his and ordered two more. 
 
    “Did you start celebrating without me?” a voice behind me asked. 
 
    I turned and saw Sandra Silverclaw with a smile on her lovely face. I stood up from my seat and noticed that she was still wearing her formal outfit from the Adventurers Guild but that both her vest as well as the first few buttons of her white dress shirt were unbuttoned, which revealed the generous curves of her cleavage.  
 
    “Uh . . .” was all that I could think to say as I stared. Where all my former confidence went when I had talked to her at the Guild, I would never know.  
 
    She, however, lacked none. She walked up to me and placed a soft hand on my chest and leaned up and kissed me on the cheek before sitting in the chair I’d just vacated and said, “Thanks for giving me your seat.” 
 
    I heard Greebo laugh and turned to see him slap the table. I shook my head and gave Sandra two thumbs up. I said, “It’s nice to see you out of the guild. How was your day?” 
 
    She didn’t seem to mind the chit chat and described her day after she gave her order to the waitress that brought Greebo’s two drinks. “It was a pretty normal day. I helped register quests, gave advice about monsters, connected mercenaries with groups looking for help, and handed out rewards for various guild quests. How about you? I got your message to come here, so I take it that you got your next level?” 
 
    I nodded, but Greebo interjected before I could answer. “We both got a level today. We beat that Squirrelicide job with just the two of us, just like we said we would. My friend here is a genius at tactics and figured out a way to clear all the squirrels, including the king and bishop.” He leaned toward Silverclaw and whispered loudly, “He has a fierce amount of stamina and didn’t need to rest once while we were fighting. That bodes well for you.” 
 
    Sandra blushed at the last sentence but didn’t leave in embarrassment. Instead, she turned to me, raised her eyebrows, and asked, “Is that true? Do you have a ‘fierce amount of stamina’?” 
 
    “I don’t ever get tired, actually. I can work all day and night,” I answered. 
 
    She turned a deeper shade of red and started to fan herself. Then the drinks and food arrived, and she quickly took a swig of her beer.  
 
    The three of us talked. Greebo exaggerated our adventures while Miss Silverclaw was politely impressed by our level 1 dungeon adventures. However, I was more interested to learn about her.  
 
    She’d moved to Divitiae a few years ago from an outlying farm a few weeks away by cart. She didn’t know anyone, and like most people started adventuring, but found that she didn’t care for the life of killing. Instead, she found work at the Adventurers' Guild and slowly worked her way up to the position of attendant. She visited her family on the farm once a year but did not miss the farming life at all. 
 
    When she asked me about my past, I didn’t have much to say. After all, I’d only been alive on this world for a couple days, and I doubted she would believe me if I said I was really from another planet. But I did admit that the gnomes put me into operation a few days ago and that I was happy to have found Greebo to guide me and show me about--adding quickly that I was also happy to have met her too when she made a face. 
 
    We continued to chat and flirt, Greebo interjecting dirty jokes or innuendoes and celebrating for another hour or two before we parted ways. Sandra casually suggested we go back to her place to test if my stamina was all I claimed it was, but I carefully declined while promising to take her up on the offer another night. She kissed me on the faceplate before she left, and I seriously regretted choosing the Metalman race for once. She certainly made my ‘floppy drive hard’ but I’d yet to figure out if we could even interface. After all, I was Ken-doll smooth down there. 
 
    Greebo shook his head at me when he saw me walk away from her and muttered something about me having a screw loose in my head somewhere, but we promised to meet up bright and early the next day in front of the dungeon. Night had fallen by the time we exited the inn, and while I could afford to stay there, I decided to save my coin and headed back to my free room at the Institute. The walk back was pleasant, and I took the time to stop into any armor or weapons shop still open, and I even found a few broken weapons and low durability items that I could afford. As I continued my walk back toward the institute, I couldn't help but relish the well-lit streets and how the men and women walking about were dressed, especially as I approached the higher-class areas. I wondered if I should invest in some clothes too. Even if I was never able to get an armor class bonus from them, I might not stand out as much and would look less like a common golem. 
 
    I considered what type or style of clothing I'd like to wear on the walk home but hadn't decided on anything by the time I reached the gnome guards. I showed my identification plate and was allowed entry. Once again, I went to the lab to talk to a waiting Tognomey and Gnomerad. The two questioned me about my day, eager to learn about any new Metalman technology that developed. I showed them the fabrication unit and even demonstrated it for them. They took measurements and scans, all the while asking for details about the process. I answered to the best of my ability, but I couldn't answer their magic-oriented questions about magical flux or the limits of creating magical items. The questions took two hours, and at the end, I reduced my debt to them by another 200 gold.  
 
    Returning to my room, I sat and started deconstructing the broken items that I'd purchased while I considered what to do tonight. The deconstruction process netted me 10 lbs. of iron and 5 lbs. of leather. I reviewed what happened that day, ran back through the fights, the triumphs, and the failures. The most significant advantage was that I could craft on the go and make traps to passively kill monsters. In a straight fight, however, I wasn’t as useful. I had almost no training. I could take a hit, but without upgrading the appropriate skills first, I lacked enough AC to really be a tank. To make matters even harder, I couldn't equip armor that would increase my defense. In addition to that, my whole plan to be free of my debt to the gnomes and to stop being their property came down to making money. The best way I could do that was currently to buy low durability items and repair them. In the end, it all came down to advancing my class. I could continue to gain levels and fight monsters, but if I really wanted to do well, I needed to get better at my core class abilities. 
 
    I decided that I'd put my one stat point from getting to level 3 into intelligence and bring it up to 16 so that I could qualify for the ability Magic Spell Scanning. In addition to meeting the prerequisite, I also gained 3 more mana points, and I then used my only class skill point to purchase it. I inquired about the specifics of Magic Spell Scanning and got information from the system. 
 
    Magic Spell Scanning is the process of intently studying and learning the components and qualities of a spell and converting that information into a schema. That schema can then be applied as an infusion for a temporary effect to a non-organic item or as a permanent enchantment during fabrication.  
 
    The specifics of the ability were a little vague. After all, what did it mean to study a spell? Did that mean I had to read a spellbook? Or could I just learn it from a scroll or watch someone casting a spell? It was something I’d have to experiment with during the day or perhaps get the gnomes to help.  
 
    Regardless of how it worked, it seemed like Magic Spell Scanning had limited usefulness on its own. I needed either the Fabrication IV ability, which let me make small magical items, or Infusion to use the spells I'd scanned. 
 
    Which brought up the real problem. To unlock more class abilities, I needed more class points, and I only got one from each level. I'd have frowned at the situation if I could, frustrated as I was. Instead, I slapped the back of my right hand to my faceplate, an old sign language motion for frustration that I recalled from a class I took. It made me feel a little better to be able to express my frustration that the system that would make something so important so unattainable. Or were they?  
 
    "Inquiry: How do I obtain class points?" 
 
    Class points are the core currency of class advancement and are used to purchase new abilities, spells, and upgrades, depending on the class. You are automatically awarded one class point each level but may obtain more by completing class quests.  
 
    Class quests? How was I supposed to get a class quest as the only artificer around? 
 
    "Inquiry: How do I get class quests?" 
 
    Class quests may be assigned by a class trainer or taken from the standard pool of searches for your class.  
 
    It couldn't be that easy, could it? "Command: Show me Artificer class quests."  
 
    Compiling list…. 
 
    The list that scrolled across my vision was as expansive as the abilities list, and I had to ask that it be limited to quests for the 1-10 level range, which shrank the quest list quite considerably.  
 
    Practice Makes Perfect I: Fabricate 1,000 small items  
 
    Practice Makes Perfect II: Fabricate 1,000 medium items 
 
    Practice Makes Perfect III: Fabricate 1,000 large items 
 
    Practice Makes Perfect IV: Fabricate 1,000 magical items 
 
    Mass Production: Fabricate 1,000 of any single schematic 
 
    Quality Assurance I: Fabricate 1,000 poor quality items 
 
    Quality Assurance II: Fabricate 800 fine quality items 
 
    Quality Assurance III: Fabricate 600 good quality items 
 
    Quality Assurance IV: Fabricate 400 great quality items 
 
    Mechanical Healer I: Repair 100 hit points 
 
    Mechanical Healer II: Repair 500 hit points 
 
    Mechanical Healer III: Repair 1,000 hit points 
 
    Fixer I: Repair 100 durability points         
 
    Fixer II: Repair 500 durability points         
 
    Fixer III: Repair 1,000 durability points 
 
    Magic Hands I: Imbue 100 items 
 
    Magic Hands II: Imbue 500 items 
 
    Magic Hands III: Imbue 1,000 items 
 
    Magic Metalman I: Create 10 magical schema 
 
    Magic Metalman II: Create 50 magical schema 
 
    Magic Metalman III: Create 100 magical schema 
 
    I read the descriptions for each quest and saw that their purposes were pretty straight forward and designed to encourage an Artificer to practice their craft. Each level of quest gave an increasing number of class points but also increased the difficulty or prerequisite skills needed to complete them. There were more class quests, but they required a minimum level of 10. Even with just these, though, if I worked the system right and completed all the quests, I should be able to gain 21 class points, which would let me purchase a good number of the available class abilities. Though I’d still have to pick and choose which I wanted since I would not be able to afford them all.  
 
    Still, it was a sight better than just waiting to level to get a class skill point, and I started to plan just how I could maximize my efforts. I considered which quest to choose and then realized that I may not have a limit.  
 
    "Command: Accept Practice Makes Perfect I." 
 
    Quest accepted and added to the quest log. 
 
      
 
    "Command: Accept Practice Makes Perfect II." 
 
    Quest accepted and added to the quest log.  
 
    I wanted to smile from ear to ear but settled for the enthusiastic two thumbs up that I’d decided upon as an alternative to smiling. I accepted all the available quests and was only annoyed that I didn't find this information yesterday. I could have been well on my way to completing several, considering all the repairing and fabrications I'd done already.  
 
    Still, the quests lined up with my plans to grind XP tonight. It had occurred to me while walking home that I could use my free nights to do more than just contemplate and research. I could actually use that time to gain XP from crafting. First, I brought up the information for making nails.  
 
    "Command: Show me the schematic for nails." 
 
    Searching database. Found: Bent Iron Nail, Poor Iron Nail. 
 
    "Command: Show me the schematic for the poor iron nail." 
 
    A 2-D image of a small nail from multiple angles appeared along with the information below it. 
 
    Poor Iron Nail. Components: 0.04 lbs. iron.  
 
    I checked my stores of iron and found that I had 15 lbs. from what I'd deconstructed today. It was enough to make about 375 nails if I only needed 0.04 pounds of iron per nail. At about 1 min per nail, I would run out of material after about 4 hours. I deconstructed the nails, noticed that I only got 10.5 lbs. of iron from the process, and cursed my inefficiency at deconstruction and fabrication. I wondered for a moment how much improving my charisma score would actually help with efficiency or if it would be better to invest in the class abilities that were supposed to help with the same problems. Regardless, I was going to get diminishing returns from making and then breaking down nails until I ended up with no materials. Still, it was a free way to gain XP, and the gamer in me recognized the need to grind XP from his days playing MMOs and making the same item again and again to improve some crafting skills.  
 
    The night passed reasonably quickly with two more rounds of fabrication and deconstruction. I made a total of 492 nails and gained 492 XP, which was pretty good all things considered. In total, I made over 900 XP today dungeon diving, and that was only on the first level of the dungeon. However, this was much safer, and I didn't have to stop to repair. Although I didn't complete any class quests, I was halfway to finishing Practice Makes Perfect I, Mass Production, and Quality Assurance I quests.  
 
    As the sun started to rise, I recalled that I’d promised to meet Greebo to talk about what our next step was on our money-making plan and prepared for the day ahead. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Dungeon Level 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had risen by the time I reached the fountain outside the dungeon, the usual location I met Greebo. I was excited to tell him about the new way I’d discovered to earn steady XP. It was still pretty early in the morning with only the most dedicated adventurers heading into the dungeon and the many food and merchant stands were just going up. I took the free time and watched the comings and goings of the city. I’d been so anxious to make something of myself that it felt like a mad rush since I’d gotten here.  
 
      
 
    I watched a group of four adventurers head down into the dungeon. Three of them were human men wearing metal armor and carrying weapons, and the fourth was a small, hairy, and scaled creature that I could only assume was a kobold carrying a large backpack. Another group had a gnome riding a stone golem and two elf spell-caster types trailing behind. Another group consisted of all goblins wearing some kind of dark steampunk platemail armor with pipes coming out of places. As they walked, steam shot from their suits in great blasts, and others gave them a wide berth as they passed. Oddly, when they passed by me, one paused for a moment and stared at me before the goblin in the lead called back to him, and he stomped off to catch up. I guessed I wasn’t the only person to be surprised to see something new.  
 
      
 
    As I watched several groups of adventurers head down into the dungeon, I couldn’t help but marvel at the variety of citizens and so many races all coexisting together. In most of the fantasy stories I’d read or in the games I played, there were always the evil races and the good races. The good races killed the evil ones and vice versa. Yet here, there didn’t seem to be such a division. At least as far as I could tell.   
 
      
 
    Then my eyes started to notice some patterns. I couldn’t help it really. My body may have been that of a Metalman, but my mind was still very human and constantly looked for patterns. These patterns made me think that there may have been some distinctions between the groups. I watched as a small goblin went from adventuring group to group. She seemed to be asking for work, and while most people just ignored her, a few tried to kick her. The goblin agilely dodged the kicks and eventually found a group of elves to join. But instead of welcoming her, the three elves just handed the goblin their packs and heavy items. The goblin didn’t seem to mind and appeared to have the ability to carry a surprising amount. As I watched, I saw similar treatment toward other goblins and kobolds. I then recalled that I had passed a large group of goblins headed toward the factories outside of the city on my way here and wondered if that was the division of labor. The races that would be considered monsters in some stories, the trolls, goblins, hairy lizard-like people I thought were kobolds, held the lower stations on the social and economic strata. They were the ones that carried large packs for other groups or worked as errand runners, servants, or factory workers. The other races, dwarfs, elves, and humans, were the bosses.  
 
      
 
    But no, that was not entirely true. Greebo was the perfect example. He didn’t work for anyone and was independent. My eyes started to see another pattern. The emergence of small groups of kobolds with picks that headed down into the dungeon or small businesses that seemed entirely run by goblins. These shops weren’t as nice as some others, but they seemed to cater to other goblins, orcs, or other dark races.  
 
      
 
    My mind burned at the inequality. On Earth, I’d seen enough of this kind of treatment to make me sick, and that had been between people of the same species. I could only imagine what it would be like for such a mix of races. I also wondered where my place in it was. I was a Metalman, after all. I was neither among the light or dark races. Sure, there were the constructs and mechanical creations that roamed about the city, but they were ordered about by the uber rich or the magically inclined. None of those were sentient--at least, I didn’t think they were. Was I relegated to a slave class of machines? I’ve already had to prove my right to the gnomes to be free, yet even with them it withstanding took a battery of questions, and they were likely among the more enlightened people as researchers. Yet, they also haven’t lifted a finger to help me become a citizen and seemed far more interested in studying me than anything. Even if I paid back my debt and left the gnomes, would I be accepted by the world? Or would I have to constantly prove that I was a real person with the rights that went along with that? I worried that I’d try to leave this city one day only to be dragged back like a runaway slave.  
 
      
 
    My morose observations and thoughts about such things were broken by the friendly voice of Greebo.  
 
      
 
    “Morning, Bolts!” 
 
      
 
    I turned away from watching the adventurers and toward the sound of the voice. I saw Greebo waving rather excited as he approached from the south, threading his way through the crowd. When he arrived, he was practically vibrating with excitement.  
 
      
 
    “What’s got you so energetic today, Greebo?” 
 
      
 
    “Today is the day we’re heading into the second level of the dungeon, that’s what! Now, I’ll be able to earn some experience helping you fight monsters, especially when we get to the level boss.” 
 
      
 
    “Were you not earning experience before?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and started to walk towards the dungeon, and I followed. “Not really. Because I was at a higher level, I only got one experience point for each of the monsters on the first level. It’s not the best way for me to get to level 5, which I need to reach to get that Scavenger class. But today, I’ll start making bigger gains since we’ll be fighting level 2 monsters.” 
 
      
 
    The reminder that I was not the only one with life goals helped me banish the last of my thoughts on my own place in this world. Greebo, like myself, was working to better himself. He’d worked towards getting the money and level he needed to get a specific goal he wanted-- in his case, a special class. Instead of worrying about those big thoughts, I just needed to buckle down and focus on my own goals. Starting with this next dungeon level.  
 
      
 
    “So, what’s on the second dungeon level? Should I be prepared for some tough fights?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo shook his head. “After that battle with the Squirrel King? You should be fine. With the exception of the floor boss, the monsters on the second level are much easier than him.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what are we facing, then?” 
 
      
 
    He smirked. “I ain’t saying. I’m going to back you up, but today, I want you to figure out the monsters yourself. I mean, I’m not always going to be there to tell you all their weaknesses, so you need to learn to figure it out by yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The mention of figuring something out myself reminded me of my own XP discovery. “Oh, I meant to tell you. Last night, I was running some crafting experiments and just fabricating and deconstructing some nails all night, I earned almost 500 XP.” 
 
      
 
    He stopped his walk towards the dungeon and turned to stare at me. “Hey, that ain't bad. How long were you working at that?” 
 
      
 
    I thought about it. “Uh . . . about twelve hours. So, that’s about 42 XP an hour.” 
 
      
 
    He scoffed, turned, and started to walk towards the dungeon again. “42 experience points an hour? That’s nothing, Nuts n’ Bolts. We’ll beat that today, and we’ll only be on the second level of the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    His words put a damper on the excitement I felt, but I added, “Yeah, but this is all extra experience with no risk.” 
 
      
 
    “But it costs money to make that stuff, right? And do you really want to spend the rest of your life making stuff and breaking it just to get some small experience points?” 
 
      
 
    I thought about it. After the initial rush of discovery, I had been pretty bored last night. I couldn’t see myself spending days on end cycling through that routine. “No, I guess not. But it’s still XP, and I plan to spend the next few nights doing it to catch up to your level. Then we can take on even bigger challenges.” 
 
      
 
    He turned slightly and nodded. “Well, if you want to stay up doing that, I respect that. It will be easier to fight when we’re the same level.” 
 
      
 
    We reached the entrance to the second level of the dungeon and showed our badges to the guard there. He checked them carefully then stared at us both until finally nodding and letting us pass.  
 
      
 
    I equipped my poor iron rod and my shield, ready for anything, as we walked through the dungeon archway and into the tunnels beyond. The tunnels twisted and turned, but Greebo led me down the correct paths, and we soon arrived at the large open space that was the main dungeon floor. Unlike the first floor, which was an open field and sparse forest, this one was more of a scrubland. The landscape was well lit, and bright crystals at the top of the cavern lit up the area like it was noon. It was wide open all the way back to the end of the dungeon field and covered in shrubs and low thorny bushes. There were barren spots that showed the dry dirt bed and a few rocky protrusions, but most of the ground was covered in obscuring bush where anything could be hiding. I looked around and noted the complete lack of trees, which meant that I’d have to go back to the first level of the dungeon if I needed wood for repairs. 
 
      
 
    I looked to Greebo for guidance, but he simply smiled at me and gestured with his hand for me to take the lead. Shield on my left arm, held close to my body for protection, and my iron rod ready to swing, I took my first steps onto the scrubland field. The thick bushes had small thorny leaves that scratched against my wooden leg plates as I passed, but I didn’t feel any pain or irritation unlike my trailing companion, who cursed under his breath as he followed in my wake. I turned to see that the bushes, which ranged from a few inches tall to waist high, were sometimes as tall as Greebo. He had to slash the ones that were as tall as he was with his shortsword to get past, and I decided to help the poor goblin out by choosing a path that avoided the biggest thorny bushes and one where I could stomp a path through. I used my wooden plated feet to press down the scrub brush.  
 
      
 
    I was more focused on creating a path than paying attention, which was why I didn’t notice the movement to my left until Greebo shouted, “Look out!” 
 
      
 
    However, it was too late. The brush, rocks, and the very ground to my left suddenly moved up, and four arm-length chitinous appendages reached out from a hole in the ground. I caught a glimpse of several more appendages and a terrible fanged head with multifaceted eyes before the appendages swept me off my feet. My body hit the ground with a thud, and I felt myself being pulled into the hole. I tried to scramble for purchase, but the creature was too strong and too quick. As my legs entered the hole, I felt sharp fangs try to pierce my wooden plating. The fangs failed to pierce at first, but then they found a place where the plates met and sank in. I lost 6 HP, and the legs of what I realized was a giant spider started to wrap my legs up in in a sticky thread.  
 
      
 
    I knew that I wouldn’t be able to get away, so I crouched forward and pushed with the shield that was still on my left arm. I felt the spider’s legs try to reach around the shield, and I hit them with my iron rod, each swing that connected taking off 3 or 4 HP from the monster. Eventually, one lucky strike managed to break one leg’s exoskeleton and crack the joint, which then spewed green ichor all over me. The spider emitted a high-pitched scream and tried to retreat into the tunnel below. Instead of letting it go, though, I lowered the shield slightly and hammered down with the iron rod. I hit the unprepared spider in one of its compound eyes and it popped like an overripe melon. The giant spider shuddered once and then its legs curled up as it died.  
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a level 2 Trap Spider. 
 
    You receive 10 XP. 
 
      
 
    “Woot! I won,” I yelled and turned to see a smirking Greebo who looked down at me. 
 
      
 
    “I knew you would win,” he said. I glanced at the short sword in his hand and he quickly added, “Well, mostly.  I was only gonna help if you got paralyzed. I wasn’t sure if you were gonna be affected by the spider’s venom, but it looks like you are immune.” 
 
      
 
    “Paralyzed?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s the trick with these spiders. They grab you, pump you full of venom that paralyzes you, and then they wrap you up in their webs and take their time eating you alive. But it really only works if you’re not in a group. Otherwise, the other group members can come in and save you, and the spider is a lot easier since it can only use its venom once during the fight.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you were going to let me get paralyzed, and then you were going to kill the spider?” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I wasn’t going to let you get offed or anything. I was going to jump in, but only if you couldn’t handle the spider. But you did, so you get all the experience points. Congrats.” 
 
      
 
    I was not sure if I was angry or impressed by the goblin’s plan. Maybe both. I mean, what if I wasn’t immune to the spider’s venom? Would I have had to watch, frozen, while my short guide battled the creature? I shook my head and realized that Greebo, being level four, was twice this monster’s level and more than capable of soloing it. Still, I was glad I was able to handle it alone. It boded well for my survival here on the level.  
 
      
 
    I touched the body of the Trap Spider and got one spider fang and a small venom sack as loot. Greebo held open the cleverly camouflaged lid of the hole and helped me out. Once on the ground again, he dropped the lid, and I was amazed at just how well the cover blended into the rest of the landscape. If I didn’t know it was there, I don’t think I’d have been able to spot it.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Greebo and asked, “How am I supposed to spot these things? I can barely tell this one is even there.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me ask you something else instead: What did you notice right before you got attacked?” 
 
      
 
    I thought about it. “I was stomping the ground, and then there was a barely perceptible movement in the corner of my vision. Then you yelled, and the monster’s legs were grabbing for me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you look for. That sudden movement of the ground and brush. The monster can’t attack you unless it lifts the lid to its lair. There ain’t but ‘bout a fraction of a second between that first movement and the attack, but it’s all the warning you’ll get.” 
 
      
 
    I crossed my arms and tapped my foot, deciding this was my new gesture for being annoyed. I had never been a fan of the ‘throw them in the pool and they’ll learn to swim’ method of teaching. I looked around and imagined all the ambushes that could be waiting for me on this level and shook my head, glad that I had the small advantage of being immune to poison. It was something I’d honestly forgotten about in my character sheet, and not having biological systems was a positive here.   
 
      
 
    We continued on our journey with me still in the lead, and I found more monsters that used the brush around us to their advantage. 
 
      
 
    I felt a sharp pressure three times and saw three 2’s float away from my left leg. When I looked down, there was a three-foot-long snake that had just crawled out from under my foot. It was colored and patterned just like the desert floor, and even though I was looking directly at it, it was hard to tell apart from the ground except for when it was moving. In a fraction of a second, it had slithered away about a foot, and then it rose up on its body. Large sacks on the side of its head inflated and puffed out, and it hissed menacingly at me. Its cheeks glowed green for a moment, and I quickly raised my shield when I realized that it was about to attack. But then Greebo appeared behind the snake. His short sword quickly struck out twice, and the glow disappeared from the snake’s cheeks as its head was separated from its body.   
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a level 2 Puffler. 
 
    You receive 5 XP. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the notification as Greebo sheathed his blade and said, “That was close. Those Pufflers are hard to spot, even for me. You see its cheeks? He was getting ready to spit poison at you. It blinds its victims then uses its small size and powerful bite to off you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I noticed the snake bit right through my armor without a problem. I thought you were going to let me fight alone unless I was in trouble?” 
 
      
 
    Greebo scratched his head and looked away. “Uh . . . I just didn’t want to risk being shot by its poison.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to laugh at the obvious lie. For Greebo to have gotten behind the snake meant that he’d seen it attack me and stealthed instantly to sneak up behind it. He’d never been in danger of being shot by its poison. I didn’t laugh, however, since it seemed like a point of pride for the goblin to ‘teach’ about the level the hard way. It made me feel better, though, knowing that he had my back against the monsters.   
 
      
 
    I had his back as well, which I proved when he was attacked. We’d just killed another Trap Spider when Greebo screamed in pain. I looked up, still in the ambush hole, and saw the stinger of some monster being pulled out of Greebo’s back. He spun, his shortsword swinging to slice at what attacked him, but the tail had already moved back. As I climbed out of the hole, I saw a five-foot-long scorpion with pincers and a tail that was raised above its head. The two stabbed, struck out, and dodged each other almost quicker than my eyes could follow. It was obviously a battle of speed, and the slower one would inevitably get stabbed.  
 
      
 
    It turned out to be Greebo. Whatever venom he’d been hit with didn’t just damage him directly: it also seemed to slow his movement speed just enough for the scorpion to land a heavy blow with its pincer. Greebo was knocked back, but thankfully, I was there and able to charge the monster before it could capitalize on its lucky strike. I took a stab from the scorpion's tail on my shield and responded with a meaty swing of my own iron rod. But the scorpion was just too quick for me and darted away. Still, the exchange gave Greebo enough time to get back to his feet and the two of us, more than half way down our health, decided to retreat and recuperate.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the scorpion didn’t let us go willingly. It doggedly trailed us, striking out again and again as it chased after us. Greebo willingly led us on a path that avoided any of the ambush sites until we reached the tunnels that marked the entrance of the dungeon field. The scorpion didn’t pursue us further, and we left the dungeon. Our dignity was a little hurt, but we were alive and richer for our day’s hunting by 190 XP.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Making that Money 
 
      
 
      
 
    We left the second floor of the dungeon with both of us missing half of our hit points. Greebo was able to eat a little bit and rest for a while to recuperate the health that he was missing since we didn’t have any healing magic or potions, but we had to go back up to the first dungeon floor so that I could deconstruct some of the trees there and use them to repair myself. It took us a couple of hours, and while I repaired myself, Greebo and I talked.  
 
      
 
    “So, Repair, what have you learned about the second floor so far?” 
 
      
 
    I thought about our experiences and replied, “Uh . . . that all the brush makes for some great hiding spots for monsters that want to ambush us. But after that initial surprise attack, the monsters aren’t that hard to beat.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, that’s right. But you gotta remember that you’re special: most people ain’t immune to poison like you are, so that first attack can be real bad for them. I only got stung once by that scorpion, but if I was fighting alone, it might have been the end of me. Remember, it only takes one mistake to end your adventuring career. I once met a guard that took an arrow to the knee . . .” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, I think I’ve heard this one. Did it end his adventuring career?” 
 
    
“Nah, he just never shut up about it after he got married. See, just that one mistake cost him dearly.” 
 
      
 
    “The arrow?” 
 
    
“No, the marriage. She wasn’t a nice woman. She’s the one that shot him with the arrow.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at him, not sure if he was serious until he started to laugh. I laughed with him, glad for the humor. When we both stopped laughing, I asked, “What was I supposed to learn on the second floor?” 
 
      
 
    “You were supposed to learn to be cautious until you learn about your enemy. I expected you to test out the monsters, but you just stumbled right into them and found out their attacks by letting them hit you instead.” 
 
      
 
    It was kind of true. I mean, I couldn’t spot where they were hiding, so I did end up letting them ambush me. “I don’t think that my class is very good at spotting hidden enemies like that. That might be why we have armor. As a matter of fact, that might even be why I can upgrade my body plates.” I tapped my wooden chest plates with my finger to show what I meant.  
 
      
 
    He leaned in and peered at my chest then looked up at me. “You mean to tell me you can make your armor class better without paying for expensive gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Well, at least that’s what I think one of my class abilities does. It’s called Improve Armor I.  It says in its description, ‘Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication.’ There are like four more of them, so I think I can upgrade my armor a little each time I take the ability.” 
 
      
 
    He turned away, shook his head, and I think I heard him mutter something about unfair classes and races. But a moment later, he turned back and said, “Goblins don’t get any help like that. We just get a bonus to sneaking around and a little extra smarts and dexterity. But we get lower strength and constitution. Not much of a trade-off if you ask me.” Then, with a sharp-toothed smile, he added, “Still, good for you that you get to make your armor better, cause you suck at sneaking around or avoiding getting hit.” 
 
      
 
    His smile told me he was only busting my ball bearings but his words also held truth. I was likely never going to be the kind of person who spotted the hidden rogue or trap. I might eventually have been the guy that disarmed the trap and took it to use later, though. The thought got me thinking. “Hey, why can’t I use some traps like I did with the squirrels?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t know. You think they’re gonna work on the second floor?” 
 
      
 
    The tone he asked the question with made me feel like he had not really asked a question as much as he had tried to make me think about something. But I couldn’t understand what. “I don’t see why the traps wouldn’t work. I mean, a pit trap or snare should work on anything, right?”  
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “Sure. Try them out. It’s better you experiment here when it won’t kill you than on some other level. Work out your tactics and how best to fight.” He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll even figure out how to make it work for you.” 
 
      
 
    I knew Greebo was more experienced with the dungeon, but I wanted to test if the two traps I’d used before would work. I mean, without real data, we were just hypothesizing, after all. Still, I didn’t want to push things, so I changed the subject. “How’s it going with your goal to get that Scavenger class?” 
 
      
 
    “Meh. I’m gonna eventually have the experience points I need to get to level 5, but I keep having to spend my coin on food and rent.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you just need to make some more money then? Well, we can work on some reselling stuff instead of going back into the dungeon today. We just need to find some more profitable purchases. It might take some coin to invest, but the returns should be worth it if we pick the right items to repair and resell.” 
 
      
 
    “You ain’t gonna mind?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I want to think about how to best use those traps anyways. Plus, I could use the extra money to buy some materials for my night time crafting projects. That experience comes with a price tag.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, and by the time I finished up my repairs, we’d plotted out plans for the day. We started by tracking the best sale prices for low level gear and figured out what was the most cost effective to repair to get the most profit. It took some time to go through the stores and shops, but gathering data was an important first step in any profitable business. Greebo didn't quite understand how to organize the information to be useful until I wrote it out for him. I’d been in an engineering program for a few years in college and one of the first practical things you learned was how to source materials, price compare, and organize data so that it was useful. Otherwise, your projects would never come in on time, budget, or according to spec. 
 
      
 
    ItemBuy Cost (silver)  Sell CostWeight (lbs.)Sell Cost to Weight 
 
    Breastplate400  2002010.0 
 
    Chain mail7537.5550.7 
 
    Chain shirt5025201.3 
 
    Crossbow, light2512.552.5 
 
    Dart0.050.0250.250.1 
 
    Shortbow2512.526.3 
 
    Longbow5025212.5 
 
    Musket5002501025.0 
 
    Pistol250125341.7 
 
    Club0.10.0520.0 
 
    Dagger2111.0 
 
    Greatclub0.20.1100.0 
 
    Handaxe52.521.3 
 
    Javelin0.50.2520.1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Since my ability to fabricate and repair was based on weight and the materials needed, I decided to organize our data with the ratio of sell cost to weight as the major factor. Secondary deciding factors were ease and cost of acquiring material. Wood, for example, was easy for us to get on the first floor of the dungeon, but copper and iron were much harder to come by. Just the small sampling of poor-quality goods told us that the high damage, rare, or high-defense items were going to get us the most profit. However, they were also going to cost the most in terms of materials and initial purchase price. Our only saving grace was that we were not buying new gear but heavily used- and almost-broken items.  
 
      
 
    After looking through the data, we decided to focus on a few items if we could find them. The Longbow or Shortbow didn’t have the best sell-to-cost ratio, but were made of wood, and thus we had plenty of material to fabricate or repair them. We’d also be on the lookout for any firearms. Their rarity made them hugely profitable, but that same rarity meant that we were unlikely to find one in the used shops we frequented. Lastly, the Breastplate. Again, we were unlikely to find it in the used sections since it was a huge initial purchase for anyone, but it was something that we could keep an eye out for because of its high profit margin. 
 
      
 
    The two of us practically ran from shop to shop and looked for anything on our lists that had good profitability. It was much easier to decide which items were worth their resource costs with actual data informing our decisions. Before, we would have just grabbed anything and hoped that we could sell it for more than we paid for it. We used what little seed money we had to buy a used Longbow that was near its last couple of points of durability. The shop owner gave us a weird look when we turned down his ‘up-sale’ pitch for a quiver full of arrows since neither Greebo or I intended to use the weapon. We also purchased a short bow for slightly more than we wanted in another shop, but it was still profitable to repair and resell. We finally settled on spending the rest of Greebo’s saved coin on a low durability handaxe and some broken armor from one of the junk piles. The hand axe didn’t have the best cost of sale to weight ratio, but it would still be profitable once I deconstructed the broken armor for repair materials.  
 
      
 
    After we got our purchases, the two of us headed back to the first floor of the dungeon. I deconstructed some of the trees there to repair both of the bows and deconstructed the broken armor to repair the handaxe.   
 
      
 
    Poor Pine Longbow 
 
    Damage 3-4 
 
    Weight 2.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 7/7 
 
      
 
    Poor Pine Shortbow 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 2.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 6/6 
 
      
 
    Poor Copper Handaxe 
 
    Damage 2-3 
 
    Weight 2.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
      
 
    I only had the most basic fabrication ability, so I could only make small items that fit into the palm of my hand. But having these schematics, meant that I’d be ready to make them when I got Fabrication II, which would let me make medium-sized items.   
 
      
 
    We sold the repaired items at Crazy Cleo's Second Hand Store. I think she suspected that we were up to something from the looks she gave me, but she gladly bought the goods. When we left the store, we counted up the profits we’d made that day. 
 
      
 
    “We made 9 silver, Repair!” Greebo said excitedly.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’s been a good day’s work between the XP in the dungeon, the loot drops, and the repair business.” 
 
      
 
    “Good? If things get any better, not only will I have all the coin I need to pay my way into the Scavenger’s Guild, but I may be able to retire in a couple of years,” he said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    We said our goodbyes, and I watched him walk away with a bit of pep in his step, his hand patting the coin purse at his belt.  
 
      
 
    I used my share of the profits and purchased some broken copper items. I spent the night working and exploited the crafting system by making and deconstructing more copper nails for XP. By the time I’d exhausted my materials, it was near sunrise. I’d earned 486 XP and was closer to completing my class quests and getting more class points. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Magical Scanning 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I headed into the dungeon the next day and went straight down to the second level. While we’d had much of the first level of the dungeon to ourselves to farm XP, there were more people on the second level. Not a lot more, but more. Our first day, we saw two other groups killing trap spiders and scorpions. Today, we actually had to wait behind another group going in at the same time as us so that the guard could check our identification badges.  
 
      
 
    Their group was comprised of a middle-aged human man in long white robes embroidered with golden thread. He had a shaved head and a golden necklace with a symbol hanging around his neck that looked like a large X surrounded by a circle. I didn’t recognize the symbol, but why would I? I’d only been in this city for a short time. There were also two other warrior types who were clad in chainmail and carried large kite shields and long swords. They had the same symbol etched into their shields. The last group member was a teenager, who couldn’t have been more than eleven years old. He wore a brown robe and had his head shaved like the older man but only had a wooden X and circle hanging from a string around his neck.  
 
      
 
    I was curious about the group and asked Greebo, “Who are these guys? They look like priests or something.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo looked around before motioning for me to bend down. When I did, he whispered, “Those two in the robes are clerics of Jaryliopo, the horned god of nature and fertility. The other two are warriors dedicated to the martial order of the same god. They’re probably here to help the young cleric gain some experience.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, understanding what he meant. After all, it was the same thing we were doing: farming monsters for their experience and loot. I guessed this church power leveled its low-level clerics. I didn't blame them. In most of the games that I had played, the early levels of a cleric’s life were boring, and the spells they got weren’t that great. It wasn’t until the mid or late levels that they got some really powerful spells and were useful to the group. When I thought about it, it only made a certain amount of sense that any good guild or organization would help you through the early levels so that you would be more useful to the larger group.  
 
      
 
    It took a few minutes for the guard to carefully check each person’s identification and adventurer’s badges, but the group ahead of us was eventually waved through. Greebo and I tried to flash our badges, but the guard stopped us and made the exact same thorough examination of our identification, even though he saw us come through yesterday. When he was finished, he waved for us to go on, and we did. It didn’t take long for us to make it to the scrubland dungeon field.  
 
      
 
    However, instead of being greeted by the open vista of the scrubland, we witnessed a battle between the group that proceeded us and three monsters. I didn't know if the group just got unlucky or if they’d intentionally grabbed all three, but they didn't seem to be struggling. A quick use of Inspect explained why.  
 
      
 
    Donald Clearwater 
 
    Warrior - Level 10 
 
    HP 52/52 
 
    Mana 19/19 
 
      
 
    Joel Magnuson 
 
    Warrior - Level 10 
 
    HP 55/55 
 
    Mana 21/21 
 
      
 
    Myers Jasonite 
 
    Cleric - Level 3 
 
    HP 20/20 
 
    Mana 15/15 
 
      
 
    Frardowin Shrire 
 
    Cleric - Level 7 
 
    HP 31/31 
 
    Mana 45/45 
 
      
 
    Three of the group members were levels 7-10 while the teen was level 3. The group was blocking the entryway to the dungeon field, so Greebo and I were forced to wait and watch.  
 
      
 
    From here, I could hear the older cleric command, “Warriors of Jaryliopo, distract the creatures while I instruct the young cleric.” The two warriors had such a high armor class that the few attacks that got past their shields didn't do any damage to their health. The older cleric turned away from the warriors, who were using their shields to hold the trap spider and two scorpions at bay, and toward the teen who was anxiously looking at the spiders. “Myers, this is part of your training. We won’t let anything kill you, but you must be the one that kills these monsters. If we help harm them, you will only get a few experience points.”  
 
      
 
    The teen, Myers, gulped once but nodded his understanding. He looked back at the older cleric and asked, “Don’t these kinds of monsters have poison? Should I cast Jaryliopo’s Poison Relief now?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Don’t you pay attention when I’m lecturing? Jaryliopo’s Poison Relief eliminates weak poisons but does not give an immunity effect. You’d have to cast Jaryliopo’s Poison Immunity, and you don’t have that yet. It costs 10 class points to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “Couldn’t you cast the immunity one on me then?” 
 
      
 
    “If I bothered to learn the spell, then yes. But we’re here to also train your spell usage. On this level, you’ll get plenty of practice casting spells while under combat stress.” 
 
      
 
    The training and advice were sound as far as I could tell, and I found myself nodding in approval. As we watched, the warriors pushed back two of the monsters and carefully let the spider through. The creature was no longer blocked and went straight for the weakest member of the party, the young cleric. He froze as the spider scurried at him, but a shout from his mentor brought him out of his stupor, “Hit it with your mace!” Myer’s hand grabbed the mace at his belt and raised it to strike, but the spider was faster and dashed in to bite the teen on his leg. The young cleric yelled in pain but still brought his mace down on the body of the spider. The blow cracked the monster’s exoskeleton but did not stop it from retaliating. Using Inspect, I was able to watch as the blows from each combatant did between 3-5 damage. The monster had superior health and natural armor, but Myers had the higher-leveled group, so the outcome of the fight was never really in doubt.  
 
      
 
    “Myers! What have I told you? Don’t let yourself get distracted by the fight. Your health is half gone, step back and heal yourself.” 
 
      
 
    The teen continued to fight but asked, “Won’t the spider keep attacking?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but that’s what the warriors are for. They will distract the monster so that you can cast your spells. But even if it was attacking, you’d lose the fight at this rate. So, please heal yourself.” 
 
      
 
    I heard that the cleric was about to cast a spell and realized that this was the perfect opportunity to use my newest ability, Magic Spell Scanning. I whispered, “Command: Activate Magical Spell Scanning.” 
 
      
 
    Please direct target of scan. 
 
      
 
    My vision turned red and I focused my attention on the teen cleric who was fighting. “Target: Myers Jasonite.” 
 
      
 
    In my vision, the young cleric turned green, and everything else returned to its normal color. As Myers stepped back, he held his sacred symbol in both hands and prayed to his god. One of the warriors shouted and banged on his shield, which had started glowing red. The spider that had attacked Myers glowed red for a moment then turned away from the cleric and attacked the shouting warrior. I could only assume he’d used some kind of taunt ability.  The young cleric finished his prayer and was surrounded by a yellow aura for a moment before his health increased by 5 HP and his mana dropped by 10. 
 
      
 
    Spell scan complete. Spell: Minor Divine Heal. Components: 0.04 lbs. Powdered Silver, favor of a god. Minor Divine Heal schema recorded and added to the database. 
 
      
 
    I was so excited that my Magical Spell Scan worked that I must have made some sound because the older Cleric, Frardowin, turned and scowled at me like I was a noisy student in his class. I waved good-naturedly, unashamed at my success with the ability. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to Myers and continued, “Good. Remember that it’s the warriors and fighters in your group’s job to keep the attention of monsters. It’s your job to keep the party alive. But you can’t do that if you fail to heal yourself.”  
 
      
 
    The young cleric nodded vigorously as if he’d never heard more sage words. At a signal from Frardowin, the spider was released from the taunt, and it returned its attention to Myers, who finished it off after a few more minutes of fighting. Once dead, he looted the corpse and then moved on to the next monster. It took 15 minutes for him to clear all three monsters, and he only needed to be healed once by the older cleric. Frardowin cast his magic much faster than the younger cleric, and I was unable to activate Magical Spell Scan before he was done. However, once when he tried to give a command but could not be heard over the sounds of battle, he cast another spell. That time, I’d been ready for him and was able to activate Magical Scan in time to create a schema.  
 
    Spell scan complete. Spell: Thaumaturgy. Components: none 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the spell did until the cleric started to shout orders. His voice was much louder than it had been, and the fighters in the group immediately obeyed his commands and killed the monsters they faced. The fight ended, the four moved deeper into the dungeon field, and Greebo and I were finally able to enter.  
 
      
 
    As we walked onto the dungeon field, I tried to use the spell I’d scanned but got multiple error notifications.  
 
      
 
    Error. Missing component for ‘Minor Divine Heal’. Please supply 0.04 lbs. Powdered Silver. 
 
    Error. Missing component for ‘Minor Divine Heal’. Insufficient favor with divine entity.  
 
    Error. Missing ability Infusion or Fabrication IV or higher. 
 
      
 
    It was only a minor hope that I’d be able to use magic right away, but the notifications confirmed that my class did not use magic the same way spell casters did. I was going to have to wait to get the required abilities. 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I had a much easier time killing monsters than the day before. I was actually able to spot the hidden location of one Trap Spider. We were walking through the brush when I saw movement beneath my foot. I jumped back and barely avoided the bite of a Puffler. It reared back and was readying itself to strike when I saw the bush behind it lift a fraction. I recognized it as the lair of a Trap Spider, and I was correct. An instant later, the long legs of the spider reached out from the camouflage and snatched the unsuspecting snake into its murder hole.  
 
      
 
    I turned to Greebo and pointed to the hole the snake had been pulled into and said, “Hey, I spotted one of the hiding spots for a Trap Spider!” 
 
      
 
    Greebo shook his head. “Nope. Sorry, that one doesn’t count. You only noticed it because it was attacking the Puffler. You need to see the hidden lair before being attacked. Otherwise, what’s the point?” 
 
      
 
    “But I wasn’t the one being attacked by the Trap Spider, and I saw the little camouflaged lid pop up just like you said I would. It counts.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I argued for another minute as we walked until another Trap Spider popped up and grabbed Greebo. He screamed as he was pulled into the hole, but I jumped in after him and we stabbed and bludgeoned the spider to death before it could poison Greebo. As we climbed out of the hole, I said, “Well, that one definitely counts for me. I absolutely saw the Trap Spider before it attacked you.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to me and asked, “Then why didn’t you warn me?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “I thought you already saw him O’ Master Spotter of the Hidden Lairs.” 
 
      
 
    He stared at me for a moment, and then the two of us laughed at the stupid joke. It broke the tension that had been building, and we continued our hunt for the day.    
 
      
 
    In addition to killing monsters directly, I was able to test out if the traps I used on the first level were effective on the second. I dug a pit trap using deconstruction and fabricated stakes to put inside then covered it up so that anything that walked over would fall inside. I also set up several snares around shrubs and hoped to catch an unwary monster.  
 
      
 
    Greebo watched and laughed. “Why would any monsters that uses traps and ambushes fall for your traps?”  
 
      
 
    “You don’t know that they won’t. Neither do I, really. That’s the whole point of testing things out. You won’t really learn anything unless you try it. Even if it fails, I’ve still learned something,” I said, repeating the mantra of scientists everywhere. 
 
      
 
    The two of us left the traps and continued to fight other monsters. Greebo finally took the lead after being dragged into the spider’s hole since we’d both come to understand my limited ability to spot traps. When Greebo saw a hidden monster, he signaled quietly and pointed out where the creature was. I charged in first since I was immune to the monster’s venoms. I took a few good hits, but since I was aware of the creature, I was also able to maneuver my shield to absorb the blows that would otherwise do extra sneak attack damage. Greebo then came up behind the monster and executed his own attacks. Between the two of us, the creatures were very manageable.  
 
      
 
    When we got down to about half our health, we returned to the location of my laid traps only to find all the snares untripped. Worse, all the pit traps that I dug were then occupied by Trap Spiders. I guessed they preferred a premade hole with extra spikey protections than having to dig their own holes. One Trap Spider, in particular, seemed especially grateful to me and refused to attack us. Instead, the brown-striped creature actually exited its hole and left us the skull of a small rodent. I guessed that it was a gift because any time we passed by the spot again, it would pop right out and leave us another present. I wanted to believe that proved the power of a positive reputation.   
 
      
 
    After resting and repairing, Greebo decided that I was ready to try and find the floor boss. Unlike the boss on the first level, this one tended to roam and hide. We searched and searched the breadth of the scrubland but only found the normal monsters. We were just about ready to give up when we felt the ground shake and heard a roar.  
 
      
 
    I turned my head toward the sound and saw the group of adventurers that had entered the floor ahead of us off to our right and several hundred yards in front of us. The group stood before a hairy spider as long as a bus--a short bus, but still, it was much bigger than your everyday variety. The group of high-level warriors had no problem facing off against the creature, especially with not one but two clerics backing them up. They sliced through the creature’s legs and unbalanced it. Once it crashed to the ground, they chopped off the other legs and let the young cleric beat it with his mace until it was dead. I honestly felt bad for the monster. It never stood a chance against the group.  
 
      
 
    I slapped my faceplate with the back of my right hand, frustrated that the other group had found the level boss first. Greebo stomped once and then turned to me, “Let’s go. The floor boss won’t respawn today. No point in staying here.” 
 
      
 
    I agreed. We’d done pretty well today once we got into a solid rhythm, and I had learned that my traps didn’t work on the level. At least not these particular kinds of traps. We decided to go sell our loot and searched the shops and stores for more high-profit items. I noticed we were starting to get suspicious looks from the merchants that we’d been frequenting, especially the ones we’d previously resold items too. However, we did find another Longbow to repair and several short spears. The short spears weren’t a high-profit item, but since they were mostly made of wood, they were cheap to repair. By the end of the day, we were up to almost 15 silver in profits, which made both me and Greebo happy.  
 
      
 
    I ended the night as I had for the last few days, crafting my way to extra experience points, which put me ever closer to gaining level 4. When I reflected on my time in this world and compared it to my old life, I felt so much more accomplished. Never would I have thought that I would have been able to do so much and gain this much experience in such a short time. I was proud of myself, even if I recognized I had a long way to go to accomplish my goals. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – The 2nd Floor Boss Fight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Greebo and I met up the next morning, but instead of heading into the dungeon straight away, we searched for new items to repair and resell. We entered one of the shops we’d been visiting recently, and as I looked through the shelves for low durability items, I noticed two goblins speaking to the shop owner. I thought I’d seen one before and tried to get closer to listen to what they were speaking about but knocked over a suit of chainmail. The two goblins heard the clatter of metal, turned back, and saw me. They whispered something between themselves then left while glancing back at me. Still, Greebo and I found some items to repair and brought them up to the shop owner. 
 
      
 
    We placed four broken copper daggers, a copper glaive, a copper warhammer, and a longbow on the shop countertop. The merchant scowled at us, examined each item, and said, “That’ll be 13 silver 24 copper.” 
 
      
 
    “What? That ain’t right,” Greebo said.  
 
      
 
    I knew from both negotiating these last days and from what we’d purchased here before that everything shouldn’t come to more than 8 silver. I asked, “Can you go over the prices for each item, please? I think there’s been some mistake.” 
 
      
 
    The merchant did so, reluctantly. “The daggers are six copper apiece since they are broken. The glaive is 2 silver, the warhammer is 3 silver, and the longbow is 8 silver.” 
 
      
 
    “The longbow is listed right there on the side as only being 3 silver,” I protested and pointed to the tag on the bow.  
 
      
 
    The merchant looked at the tag and pulled it off with a snap. “That’s a pricing error. A fine longbow like this is too valuable to sell for so little.”

“Valuable? Ain’t nothing we brought had more than a point or two of durability left. How can something like that be worth 8 whole silver? I could almost buy a brand new Longbow for that much,” Greebo complained, a sneer on his face. 
 
      
 
    The merchant crossed his arms and scowled at us. “Take it or leave it. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
      
 
    Greebo and I conferred briefly before I told the merchant, “Take away the longbow. It’s just not worth what you say it is. We’ll take the rest, though.”

The merchant spit on the ground and took the coin we offered. We gathered the items, dropped them in my backpack, and left.  
 
      
 
    As we walked toward the first level of the dungeon where we’d taken to working on repairs, I told Greebo about the two goblin’s I’d seen talking to the merchant when we arrived. He thought it was suspicious and said that he’d look into it. It didn’t take long to deconstruct the copper knives and use the material to repair the other weapons, and when we sold them, I found that we still made a few more silver. Even if our profits were a bit lower than normal.  
 
      
 
    More importantly, after repairing the last item, I got a notification that made me feel elated. 
 
      
 
    You’ve completed the quest Fixer I: Repair 100 durability points. 
 
    You receive 1 class skill point. 
 
      
 
    It was the first class quest that I’d completed, and it made me feel like I was on the right path to advancing my class abilities. 
 
      
 
    After an early morning making money, Greebo and I headed down into the second floor of the dungeon. There was another group on the dungeon field, but they were far off on the west side of the scrubland, so Greebo and I traveled east. Most of the traps I’d laid yesterday were gone since the dungeon reset overnight. However, when I checked on the striped spider we’d made friends with yesterday, he was still there, and so was the spiked pit we made that he had decided to live in. He tentatively came out of his hole and dropped off a snake skeleton at my feet before retreating back into his hole and pulling the camouflage cover over it. As I put the gift in my backpack, I wondered if it was possible to tame a dungeon monster. Maybe there were classes that specialize in pet capturing and raising. I recalled several from the video games I’d played.   
 
      
 
    Still, we continued our search for the roaming floor boss, one of the last challenges on the floor for us. Along the way, we killed spiders, snakes, and scorpions. The creatures had ceased being a challenge once Greebo and I worked out our methods to beat them, and we hardly received any damage, even when we took on two monsters at the same time. 
 
      
 
    By midday, we eventually felt the shaking ground that indicated he was near. I quickly equipped my wooden shield to my left forearm and my iron rod to my right hand. Greebo stood beside me, armed with his short sword, and his eyes scanned for the boss. I heard him cry out a moment before the ground beneath us began to move. The two of us were knocked off our feet as the giant spider lifted the camouflaged lid from his trap door in the ground and exited. As I got to my feet, thankful we were knocked away from where the spider exited, I said the command for the Inspect program.  
 
      
 
    Spiderling 
 
    Level 3 
 
    HP 45/45 
 
    Mana 15/15 
 
      
 
    The floor boss was no joke. His health was almost double what I possessed. I was closer than I had been yesterday and could see that the creature looked like an overgrown tarantula that was the size of an SUV. Its body was covered in thick light brown hair, and there were strange-looking bumps atop its abdomen. As the monster turned, its multiple eyes seemed to lock onto Greebo. It reared back on its hind legs, and its two front legs and fangs raised as it took a threatening posture.  
 
      
 
    Greebo didn’t appear to be intimidated at all by the posturing, and he slashed at one of the legs and scored a shallow blow.  
 
      
 
    The spider hissed, and I realized it was going to attack. I stepped forward in front of Greebo, shield held high as the Spiderling lunged forward while two of its legs tried to grab the goblin. Instead, the legs met my shield, grabbed it, and I found myself being pulled forward. I struck out with the iron rod in my right hand, and while some of the energy seemed to be absorbed by the hair on the legs, a few points of damage were done, and the grasping legs retreated momentarily.  
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Greebo had used the distraction I’d caused to maneuver to the left, and he stabbed deeply into one of the monster’s front legs. There was a hiss as the creature lost support from that leg, and green ichor poured from the wound. But the Spiderling was far from defeated, and as it turned away, it quickly struck out at the attacking goblin with another leg. The hairy leg slammed into the ground where Greebo had been moments before and gouged out a chunk of the earth. Thankfully, he’d already dove to his left and barely avoided the powerful blow.  
 
      
 
    The level boss was now preoccupied with trying to catch Greebo had seemed to have forgotten about me, so I reminded it that I was there by lashing out with my weapon. It barely seemed to do any damage but shifted one of the spider’s legs off balance and made the creatures stumble for a moment. The leg I attacked kicked out reflexively, and I was knocked back and took a few points of damage.  
 
      
 
    I got back to my feet just in time to see Greebo get grabbed by one of the two spider legs. He squirmed in its grasp but was drawn ever closer to the spider’s fangs. I rushed to the spider’s maw and with all my body weight slammed my weapon into its face. The many arachnid eyes looked like bulbous black orbs that cringed as I hit it. My bodyweight was not enough to dissuade it from eating Greebo, but the iron rod that punctured one of the black eye orbs with a blast of white fluid was. 
 
      
 
    The monster screeched and dropped Greebo, who landed on the ground in a heap. I knew that I needed to keep the monster’s attention until he recovered. The Spiderling raised up on his hind legs and bared its fangs once more, towering over me in this position. Instead of retreating as I normally would have, I went on the offensive. I saw the segments where the legs and body came together and rushed into the monster and tried to stab at the closest one. Unfortunately, the thick coarse hair that covered the Spiderling’s body protected it, and my iron rod wasn't able to dig in for more than a few points of damage. The spider twisted, and I lost even that chance as it came down, protecting its belly once again.  
 
      
 
    Even though I did not do massive amounts of damage, I’d kept its attention long enough for Greebo to come to his senses and get back to his feet. He shook his head, ran back at the monster, and slashed at the closest leg. I joined the brave goblin in a renewed attack. The monster could not seem to decide on who to counterattack since Greebo and I were now on opposite sides of it. No matter who it chose, it was leaving itself open to attack its more vulnerable backside.  
 
      
 
    It settled on me, perhaps still angry that I’d punctured its eye, and attacked with its mouth mandibles. I was not able to fend off the grabbing mouth legs this time, and it snatched me off the ground. While my shield fended off one of the fangs, the other was able to dig into my leg and pulled off the entire thigh plating. I heard a screech of metal as the fang dug in and was only saved from taking more damage as Greebo stabbed the monster in its bulbous abdomen, forcing the Spiderling to drop me and face this more damaging enemy.    
 
      
 
    Between our combined efforts, we’d managed to get the creature’s health down to the halfway mark when it started to hiss again. Instead of attacking this time, it jumped back well out of the range of our weapons. The level boss started to shake, all of the hairs on its body began to fall off, and the strange-looking bumps I’d seen on its abdomen pulsed and glowed red.  
 
      
 
    I was stunned by the odd display but recognized it for what it was from my days as a gamer: it was a boss transformation that I was certain had been triggered by its health being lowered to a certain level. I turned to Greebo, who was bleeding from his left arm, but the goblin was focused on the monster, so I decided to emulate my guide and looked back at the Spiderling just as it lowered its front legs, flung its butt into the air, and threw one of the bumps. The bump by then was more of a pulsing globe, and it arced through the air and hit me squarely in the chest. There was a wet splat as the globe broke open, and I was covered in sticky threading. But worse was what came out of the threading. Dozens of palm-sized spiders crawled out of the mess and climbed all over me. I knew in my old life I would have started screaming then and freaked out at the nightmare sight of being covered in so many crawling arachnids. Instead, with mechanical dispassion, I dropped my shield and weapon and slapped at my body with my hands. Each spider crawled and bit, doing single points of damage where they attacked between my wooden plating. I was already down to half my HP when I just stopped, dropped, and rolled on the ground. I rolled over several bushes, and the combined weight of my body over the ground squished the remaining little spiders.  
 
      
 
    When I got back to my feet, I was surprised by the sight I saw. Greebo had somehow climbed onto the back of the Spiderling and was stabbing the bumps on its back with his shortsword, destroying the sacks that contained the smaller spiders. He slipped and fell in the green ichor that spilled from the sacks and only stayed on the spider by the barest of margins. One of the bumps that he had stabbed burst open with smaller spiders that proceeded to bite and attack the goblin. He slapped at the creatures but continued to move to the next vulnerable sack. 
 
      
 
    I leaned down to grab my dropped weapon and shield, and by the time I’d equipped them, the situation changed again. For all the world, it looked like a giant spider rodeo. The Spiderling rocked back and forth, trying to dislodge Greebo from its back. I saw that Greebo was struggling to not be thrown off and that it was a perfect opportunity to attack. I charged in and dove between the Spiderling’s many moving legs. My back on the ground, I was directly under the monster’s body, and I stabbed with the iron rod right into the intersection where the legs seem to meet at the sternum. The rod met some resistance, but without the hair to add extra armor, the weapon dug in deep. A gush of green fluid poured from the wound and covered me in disgusting slime as the monster shuddered above me. 
 
      
 
    You’ve killed a level 3 Spiderling. 
 
    You receive 17 XP. 
 
      
 
    I realized that it was about to collapse, and I did not want to be under it when it did. I abandoned my weapon, still lodged in the monster’s underside, and rolled away. I was only partially able to avoid the collapsing monster and was struck by several legs as I tried to escape. But get away I did and as I got to my feet, I saw a proud goo-covered, spider-bitten Greebo stand triumphantly on the back of a curling-up Spiderling. 
 
      
 
    I raised my slime-covered arms high in the air and cheered loudly, “We did it!” 
 
      
 
    Greebo looked down at me, raised his own goop covered arms in the air, and jumped up and down while cheering.  
 
      
 
    I let him celebrate a moment more before I called up to him and asked Greebo a question that had occurred to me during the fight, “Is there such a thing as a spider rodeo here? Cause I think you could be a champ from the way you were riding that monster.” 
 
      
 
    The question took the goblin by surprise, and he laughed as he climbed off the spider. Still covered in green ichor, we collected the boss monster’s loot and headed out of the dungeon to repair, to get cleaned up, and to sell our days loot.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 - Conflict 
 
      
 
      
 
    While I’d been overjoyed to have beaten the second level field boss, I had a lot of tasks to complete before I was going to be free of my debt to the gnomes. 
 
    Over the next three days, my life fell into a pattern. Greebo and I met in the morning and rifled through the shops for any cheap broken or low durability items, and then we fought in the second level of the dungeon for some easy XP and spent the afternoon deconstructing and repairing items. In the evening, we sold the repaired items for a profit. We were careful not to sell repaired items to the same people that we bought materials from, but by the third day, we started to get funny looks from some of the merchants. I didn't think we were doing anything wrong--after all, we bought everything above board--but something about the way some of the merchants looked at us worried me.  
 
    We didn’t make a great deal of money each day, but we continued to learn about the market and to reinvest our profits wisely.  Through trial and error, we learned that repairing weapons and armor was much more valuable than repairing backpacks and other common practical items. I kept track of every purchase and sale to figure out which products were the most profitable. From that data, I learned that the longbows and short bows had the highest returns since people couldn’t make on their own, and we had a steady supply of free wood from the first level dungeon to repair them with. Yet, the greatclub, a simple two-handed wooden weapon, was the least profitable because just about anyone could make one from a branch. By the end of the week, we'd made a profit of 24 silver, which, according to Greebo, was enough for a goblin to live off of for five months.  
 
    In addition, I'd been able to grind enough XP at night while making poor copper nails. As a result, I had completed three of the class quests: Practice makes perfect I, Mass Production, and Quality Assurance, getting me a total of 1,467 XP and three class skill points. Unfortunately, once I hit level 3, I got reduced XP from killing level 1 creatures in the dungeon. Yet, even with that reduction, I got enough XP to put me 364 XP from gaining level 4. Greebo was getting closer to gaining level 5 but had a bit to go before he got there.  
 
    Despite his gains towards getting his next level, Greebo was most excited about finally having enough money to pay his Scavenger Guild fees. He was so excited that he insisted on taking me to his favorite bar, The Tipsy Minotaur. It was a small place northwest of the dungeon that was in Greebo’s neighborhood. As we walked into the bar, I noticed that there were no humans, elves, or gnomes. Instead, there were working-class goblins, kobolds, trolls, and others that were dressed in dirty, dark, frayed suits, grey or brown shirts, and derby hats or flat cloth caps. This was obviously a neighborhood bar, and I wondered if I’d be welcomed if I was alone. Yet no issue arose since I was with Greebo. We got a few looks from some of the trolls at the bar, but everyone else either ignored us or greeted Greebo with a wave and a kind word. It appeared that he had some kind of status here. He led me to a small table in the corner of the room, and a short little goblin lady with spiked red hair wearing a dress that showed off her ample green bosom came up to take our orders. 
 
    “‘Ello boys. What will you be having tonight?” She winked at Greebo and put one hand on his arm as she balanced a tray of drinks with the other. “You want tonight’s special, Greebo?” 
 
    Greebo smiled at her and patted her hand before he said, “Sorry, Gnarry, but not tonight.” He gestured to me and continued, “I’m here with my friend, Repair. We’re celebrating, and we’re gonna get plastered. You got any of that special goblin brew you make in the basement?” 
 
    “You mean the Green Lightnin’? That stuff is strong enough to strip paint off a lamp pole. You sure must want to get drunk fast. What’s the occasion?” Gnarry asked, leaning in like she was going to be told a great secret.  
 
    “I finally got the coin to become a Scavenger,” he said proudly. Then he turned her around and slapped her rump, sending her on her way. “Now, go fetch me some of that stuff.” She didn’t seem to mind and turned around to wink at him before she walked away to get the requested brew. 
 
    Greebo turned back to me, and there was an awkward pause as we looked at each other. I had never really been much of a bar guy, and the few times that I had been to one in college, I had felt so awkward having so many strangers around me that I left after a few minutes and gone back to my dorm room to play video games. I felt a little awkward here too, but Greebo wanted to celebrate, and I didn’t want to ruin his fun, so I tried to make conversation, “So, you seem to be pretty well known around here. You come here often?” 
 
    Greebo sat up straighter and raised an eyebrow, “You trying to hit on me, Nuts n’ Bolts?” 
 
    It took me a moment to realize what I had said, and I raised my hands to explain, but he smiled and started to laugh. “I’m just joking, Repair. I know what you meant. I come here a lot. It ain’t far from where I live, and the drinks are poured fairly here and the guys here are friendly enough after you get to know them.” 
 
    “Well, it’s good that you have a place to relax. A place where everyone knows your name.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yup. My pops used to drink here too before he died and a lot of the folks still remember him.” He tapped the table with a knuckle. “He used to drink right here and talk about fair treatment for goblins and the other dark races. I think he’d be proud of me for wanting to be a Scavenger like he was.” His expression turned sour and he looked down at the table. “Though, I don’t think he’d be proud of some of the things I had to do to get the coin to join the guild.” He was quiet for a moment before he nodded to himself and said, “Repair, I’ve been meaning to tell you . . .” 
 
    Greebo didn’t get to finish whatever he was going to say as a great cheer went up around us. “For he’s a merry good goblin, for he’s a merry good goblin, for he’s a merry good goblin, that nobody can deny.”  
 
    It seemed like the entire bar had suddenly gathered around us, and Gnarry poked her head through a gap in the crowd with a large dark bottle and two shot glasses, which she placed in front of us. “Sorry, I told the bartender, Jimmy, that Greebo finally saved the coins to become a Scavenger, and word spread from there. All the boys insisted on joining you for drinks and congratulating you.”  
 
    The real party started then with round after round of beers and shots being bought for Greebo and me. I didn’t drink, of course, but Greebo was more than happy to drink them for me. I was surprised at just how many people knew and loved Greebo enough to want to celebrate with him. I was honestly a little jealous and hoped to have as many friends in my life someday.  
 
    We celebrated the entire night, and when the bar finally closed, I helped Greebo stagger out. We left the bar with good wishes called behind us. We only made to the alley behind the bar when Greebo said, “Hold on, I think I’m gonna be sick.” 
 
    As he staggered down the alley he leaned against the back of the bar, and I heard him hurling. It was thankfully too dark to see him vomit, and I was suddenly quite glad that I hadn’t drunk after all. Greebo stumbled and stumbled in the alley, too drunk to stand properly. I walked over and tried to help him up, and I was just wondering where he lived so that I could take him home when I heard soft footsteps behind me.  
 
    I knew no one with good intentions would be walking so intentionally quiet this late at night, so I dropped Greebo and whispered the command to bring my iron rod out of my internal inventory. I turned and saw three small creatures trying to sneak up on me, one of which was carrying a large wrench on his shoulder. I used Inspect on the largest, the one carrying the tool.  
 
    Neal Nailspitter 
 
    Mechanic - Level 7 
 
    HP 40/40 
 
    Mana 21/21 
 
    The two other goblins abandoned their attempts at stealth and rushed me before I could use Inspect on them. I swung the iron rod at the closest, and while it connected, there wasn't much power behind the swing as the other goblin tackled me to the ground. The goblin I tagged with the iron rod staggered back from the blow but quickly joined his compatriot in prying the weapon from my grasp and then holding me down on the ground. As the third goblin, Neal Nailspitter, came closer, I could see that he wore a white dress shirt, a well-worn leather vest with multiple pockets sewn into it, and dark work pants. He looked down at me, a wrench in both hands and said, "Hold him down, boys. We gotta make this quick." 
 
    I didn't understand what he meant until he raised the wrench and it glowed green for a moment before coming down on my left knee. I heard a loud crack from the joint, and bits of wooden plating and gears went flying as the leg was destroyed, a purple ten floating away. 
 
    Critical damage to the left leg. Movement debuff applied until repaired. 
 
    I cried out, more from shock than actual pain, but one of the goblin's hands covered my voice box and stifled the sound.  
 
    Neal stood over me menacingly and raised the large glowing green wrench over his head in a two-handed grip and brought it down on my right leg. The wrench cracked right through the wooden plating, snapping off my leg below the knee and sending a purple eleven floating away from me. 
 
    Critical damage to the right leg. Movement debuff applied until repaired. 
 
    I looked down in horror at my torn apart lower half, so surprised that a few blows could destroy me like that. I heard a cry of pain and looked up to see Greebo stab his short sword into the belly of a goblin, a fierce look in his eyes. He pulled the sword out with a wet sound and turned to face the other three goblins that were surrounding him. He glanced at me and yelled at my attackers, “Leave him alone!” before the other goblins holding me down shifted and obscured my view. 
 
    I tried to free myself from the grip of the two goblins that held me down. I knew that if I could just get away, I'd be able to repair myself. But Neal had other ideas. He pulled out a dirty-looking burlap sack from his back pocket and laughed as he put it over my head. The two other goblins tied my arms behind my back. I felt myself being dragged and cried out for help until I felt something being wrapped around my neck, muffling my voice processor into inaudibility.  
 
    I could hear Greebo yelling for help before his cries cut off, and I was tossed into a cart or wagon. I worried about what happened to my friend as I was carried away. I felt the motion of the wheels as they started rolling over the cobblestone street and felt like a sack of potatoes as the vehicle bounced along. The sounds of the city faded away after a couple of hours, and I gradually started hearing the steady hum of machines. The wagon eventually came to a halt, and I was pulled out. I tried to squirm and cry out, but could barely move or hear the sound of my voice. I lost gears and parts of what was left of my legs as I was dragged along the ground. As I felt more of my internal parts spill out, I worried that the damage to my legs would be too significant to repair and might be permanently disabled.  
 
    I was hauled down some stairs, and I felt every step as my leg stubs smacked them. When we stopped, I was tossed to the floor, the sack was taken off my head, and I heard footsteps retreat back up the stairs. My arms were still bound behind me, but I wiggled about until I could sit up and look around. I was alone in some room with windowless stone walls, a wooden ceiling that creaked occasionally, and a dirt floor.  I could hear the sounds of some machines above, which meant that there was some kind of activity there. I twisted to see if there was any give in the ropes that tied my arms behind me, but a voice called out, "Stop that, you stupid construct, or I'll bust up your arms too." 
 
    I turned my head to see Neal walking down the steps to the room, tapping his large wrench in his hands threateningly. Behind him were the two goblins that grabbed and tied me up.  
 
    "What have you done with Greebo?” I asked. 
 
    One of the smaller goblins chuckled and poked the other goblin before he said, “We stuck him real good.”  
 
    The other nodded, “Yeah, that’s what he gets for trying to stop us. He didn’t know his place and tried to turn on his own kind.” 
 
    Neal raised a hand and the two other goblins went silent and lowered their heads. He looked down at me and said, "You should really be more concerned with yourself, Mr. Repair, than some traitorous goblin trash." 
 
    I’d thought I couldn’t feel fear anymore in this Metalman body, but that statement sent a chill down my spine. Not only did these guys know my name, but they also thought Greebo betrayed them. "Who are you, and what do you want?" 
 
    The goblin looked down at me, likely not a common occurrence for the four foot-six-inch creature. He tapped various parts of me with the wrench, examining me closely. He pulled a gear sticking out of my leg and looked at it carefully before putting it in a pocket on his brown leather vest. He poked a sharp black fingernail at my neck, tapping the place where my voice came from. 
 
    "So, you're them gnome's new project? What are you some kind of talking machine-man?" 
 
    "Well, I'm talking, and I'm a machine man. So, yeah. Genius." 
 
    The goblin backhanded me, and I lost a few hit points as I was knocked on my side, face first in the dirt.  
 
    "Don't talk back to me, machine! You better recognize your place, or I'll cut you open just to see how you work. I don't care what Giseplax says. I won't take no backtalk from some box of gears." 
 
    Anger boiled inside of me at his words. This was more than mere ignorance. This goblin wanted to put me in my place, which he seemed to think was licking his boots. I couldn't take the loss of any more hit points, though, and I was determined to survive this no matter what. Resolving to make this guy pay when I escaped, I tamped down the boiling rage inside of me and only spoke when I was sure the anger I felt wouldn’t come through. I needed to play to this goblin’s prejudices, so I assumed the persona of a beaten, scared, machine slave. "I'm sorry, sir. I apologize for my tone. I'm just not used to being mistreated. May I ask why you've damaged me and taken me from my makers? They won't be pleased with the repair costs." 
 
    "I don't much care what the gnomes are or aren't pleased with." Though his words were terse, he seemed somewhat mollified by my deference. "My boys and I took you to send a message to the gnomes: Do not bother entering the contest for the Alberith Research Grant. You don't have any hope of winning." He walked around me so that I can see him once again and then tapped my faceplate with his fingernail. "Do you think you can remember that? Or should I carve the message in your wooden chest?" 
 
    I nodded, the side of my face dragging in the dirt. "Yes, I can remember that. May I go?" 
 
    The goblin nodded and started to walk away, then he turned around. "One more thing. You and that goblin kid will stop buying gear to fix and resell. My repairmen and mechanics don't like that you're taking profits out of their tills." 
 
    "But I'm not doing anything wrong. I'm buying it honestly."  
 
    The goblin waved his wrench in my face menacingly. "I don't care. You're taking money out of the hands of goblin repairmen and mechanics, which is an offense in itself. You. Will. Stop." He poked my chest with the tool with each word for emphasis. "Do you understand?" 
 
    I nodded, though I didn’t really understand what was wrong about what we were doing. Greebo and I must have cut in on some of this guy’s repair business. I doubted he knew exactly how we'd been making such repairs as quickly as we had, but it's clear we'd upset some people.  
 
    As the goblin left my field of view, I heard two thuds as something hit the ground behind me. I wiggled and squirmed as much as my bindings would let me till I was turned around. I saw that my broken legs had been left behind. I was so angry that I wanted to scream every obscenity I knew at the goblins but held myself in check, promising to get them back someday. Did they really think this little stunt was going to stop me from achieving my goals? I’d show them. 
 
    It took me half an hour to wiggle my left hand free of the ropes, and all the while, I imagined the terrible things I was going to do to Neal Nailspitter and those goblins if I ever got my hands on them. Once my left hand was free, it was only a few more minute’s work to deconstruct the ropes tying me down. With both of my hands free, I dragged myself along the dirt floor to my legs. I did not have enough materials in my internal storage to fully repair myself, but I had enough to reattach my legs and get them working again. It took four hours of tedious waiting for the repair to be finished, likely because of the high amount of metal used to fix and reattach internal components.  
 
    The whole time I waited, my mind raced as I thought about what had just happened.  I’d been bullied before, but never like this. This goblin had taken things to a whole new level. My mind brooded over the threats the goblin made, and I worried over what they’d said about having taken care of Greebo. I wondered what the hell the Alberith Research Grant was and what it had to do with me. No matter what it was, I’d make sure to take it and shove it up that goblin’s ass for what he did to me tonight. I wasn’t the same weak man I was back on Earth. I was a relentless, untiring, machine.  
 
    When my repairs finally finished, I stood up and walked on unsteady legs up the stairs and out to what turned out to be a textile mill. I got strange looks from many of the goblin and troll workers as I left the factory floor on my shaky legs. It was a long walk back to the Institute, with only two thoughts in my mind: to find out if Greebo was even alive and a burning desire to see the goblins that attacked me suffer.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – The Contest 
 
      
 
    My feet scraped along the sidewalk, not quite working right, as I walked from the industrial factory section of the city. Factory workers passed me heading toward their jobs. Some openly looked at me in curiosity, others glared, but most averted their eyes from my heavily damaged body, either not caring or just focusing on their own lives. I wondered if the angry stares were because I was a machine and they thought I might be competition for their jobs or because I looked so disheveled and broken that it was a disgrace. From the tone of the goblin that crushed my legs, it seemed like there may be more resentment toward constructs than I realized. I had been living in this weird fantasy that no one would care that I was a machine, a Metalman. I'd even hoped they might even think it was cool like I did. But, I guess, no matter what you look like, there was always going to be someone that had a problem with it.  
 
    The sun was only coming up when I reached the block before the Institute. There were guards on duty, and I thought I recognized one of them. I whispered the command to Inspect.  
 
    Niala Applebrush 
 
    Level 17 - Shieldmaiden 
 
    One of the few female guards that I'd seen, Niala always stood out to me, even if I hadn’t known her name before now. As I approached, she turned toward the sound of my scraping feet and held out her hand and started with her standard request for information but stopped when I stepped closer. "Oh, gods,” she gasped, “what happened to you?" 
 
    Before I could answer, my legs chose that moment to stop working, and I collapsed. I felt my head hit the pavement with a thud, but I pushed myself up. "Sorry, Niala. I had a run-in with some unpleasant people. Could you help get me to the lab? I need some materials to finish repairing myself." 
 
    She almost effortlessly lifted me up in a fireman carry, and I was left dangling over her shoulders with my head getting a pretty good view of her shapely rear end.  
 
    “So, there is a good side to having broken legs,” I thought to myself as she carried me through the compound. Applebrush was only briefly questioned as she entered the lab. I had to turn my head to its limits, but I could see that it was Tognomey and Gnomerad, who looked like they've been up all night.  
 
    "What have you done to it? It's an expensive piece of equipment that has yet to pay us back our investment!" Gnomerad demanded.  
 
    "Guardswoman Niala hasn't done anything to me except being a tremendous help. Please move out of the way so she can take me to the lab. I'll answer your questions there." The two stepped aside, and she took me into the first empty lab she came to. It was not one I'd been in before, and there were stacks of stone along the walls, tools on the shelves, a large drawn image of some kind of rock creature on one wall, and an arcane circle in the middle of the room. She carefully deposited me on the floor and then turned back, seemingly in a hurry to be away from the two researchers.  
 
    Before she got to the door, I cried out. "Thank you for your help, Niala. I won't forget it." She briefly looked back toward me and nodded once before leaving.  
 
    Gnomerad and Tognomey watched her leave, and once she closed the door behind her, rushed toward me with concerned looks on their faces.  
 
    "What happened?" Tognomey asked. 
 
    It took some time, but I described the day before. I started with my and Greebo's celebration for a great week of XP gain and success in making some coin repairing low-durability items and reselling them and then about the attack as we left the bar late last night and the following message left by the goblin Neal Nailspitter. I finished my story with me making incomplete repairs and making my way back to the Institute. They huddled together, a little way away, talking and gesturing. 
 
    "Who is Giseplax?" I asked.  
 
    Gnomerad turned back toward me, his eyes wide for a moment. Then his expression hardened, and he asked, "Where did you hear that name?" 
 
    "It's someone Nailspitter mentioned. I'm not sure he meant me to hear it, but the name sounded important." 
 
    Tognomey nodded. "He is. He's the head at the Goblin Research Center-a very influential person you don't want to make angry." 
 
    Scowling, Gnomerad added, “He's also a right bastard of a goblin. He's the one that stole my research." Then he turned to Tognomey and said, "If Giseplax is involved, we need to tell the Professor." The other gnome nodded in agreement and left the room. He returned fifteen minutes later with Professor Gnominsky. I repeated my story to him, and he only interrupted me a few times asking questions to clarify a point or a description. When I was done, he quietly paced the room, scratching his chin in contemplation. 
 
    Then, as if coming to some conclusion, he stopped and smiled at the other two gnomes and me. "This is good news. If Giseplax is stooping to antics like this, sending goblin mechanics to make threats, then he's worried."  
 
    "It's good that he sent some guy to break my legs?"  
 
    The professor nodded sagely and explained. "You were never in any real danger, Repair. Giseplax--or this Nailspitter he sent--couldn't destroy you for fear of an investigation by the government. The entire affair was a puffed-up threat. When a goblin starts making threats, you know he's really scared. The creatures blubber and bluster the most when they don't have the goods to back up their words. It's a kind of defense behavior, like an animal trying to make itself look bigger than it is." 
 
    "But they're also the most dangerous when scared. Just look at what the goblins did to poor Repair," Tognomey said, gesturing at my broken legs. 
 
    The professor nodded again, smiling as if that were another piece of proof for his conclusion. "Yes, but they could have just destroyed him if that's what they wanted to do. But they can't, can they? As I’ve said, Repair is already legally registered as our property, and if he went missing or were destroyed, the Goblin Research Center would come under intense scrutiny by the government. Repair is just too valuable." 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think about the professor’s words. No, I did know what to think. It stunk. The only reason I hadn’t been crushed into tiny pieces was that I was owned by the gnomes and that I was too valuable a piece of property. Not only was I chattel, I wasn't even able to put up a token defense against the goblins. Sure, they out-leveled me, but I should have been able to do better. I felt ashamed over being taken apart like that. 
 
    Yet, something about all this still bothered me. Why was I so valuable? I couldn’t just be because I was a Metalman. After all, the gnomes had gone out of their way to hide the fact. Then I remembered something else Nailspitter said. "What's this research grant they were talking about?" 
 
    The three exchanged glances, but it was Professor Gnominsky that explained. "That is something we'd meant to talk to you about. You know how we bound your soul to the Metalman frame to bring it back to full working order? Well, the reason we'd gone to such expense was that we were applying for a grant from the Alberith government for over 100,000 gold. It'll be enough to keep the Institute going for a good number of years, but there's stiff competition between the Goblin Research Center and us." 
 
    "The Dwarven Smithing Society and the Magical Conclave are also applying, but they really don't have a chance at winning," chimed in Tognomey.  
 
    "What does this have to do with me?" 
 
    The professor tilted his head and scratched the back of his neck, looking slightly embarrassed. "Well, we'd hoped you'd let us present you as our research project." He paused as if waiting for me to yell at him or something. When he didn’t hear an immediate objection, he quickly continued, "We had refined our hypothesis about how the Metalman race became so powerful. From what you've told us, while their soldiers never tired, they had little magic. Instead, they relied upon in-the-field adaptations and enhancements from their crafting classes like the Artificers. We'll submit you as an example of how rapid the growth of a single Metalman unit could be and how your ability to directly enhance yourself was a key in the Metalman dominance so many centuries ago." 
 
    "Yes, over my own objections, the Professor and Tognomey think you’ll do well in the competition," Gnomerad said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Professor Gnominsky sighed and Tognomey rolled his eyes at the added objection from the dark-haired gnome. 
 
    I wondered at exactly how much the three had argued about this but was more curious about what they were talking about and asked, "The goblins mentioned the competition. What is it?"  
 
    With a sigh, the professor explained, "The research grant from the government is from the military. So, they want to test whose work has the best military application. Each group will compete with combat and non-combat tests to see whose work is the best. We'd present you and several advanced golems. The goblins will have their own steam-powered machines, armors, and enhanced weapons systems to present, the dwarves will enter warriors in high-quality arms and armor, and the magical conclave will try to compete with their mages using their new spells." 
 
    "So, what? You want me to fight to the death in some kind of battle royale?"  
 
    Gnomerad said, "Yes," at the same time, Professor Gnominsky and Tognomey said, "No." The three looked at each other, but it was again Professor Gnominsky that clarified. "Yes, we want you to compete, but you wouldn't be putting yourself in real danger. There would be judges and officials to prevent any deaths, but if we win, we'd happily cancel out any debt that you owe us." 
 
    And there's the carrot. On my own, it would have taken me years to pay off the debt I owed them, even at the rate I’d been making money. But if I won this competition, I could get the slate wiped clean all at once. But would I really be free even if I didn't owe them money? Technically, I was still their property. "Fine. I agree, but not only is my debt wiped clean, but I also want to be guaranteed citizenship and full freedom." 
 
    Gnomerad sputtered, "No! We have invested too . . ." 
 
    But he was cut off by the loud response from Professor Gnominsky, "Agreed! Your debt will be canceled, and we will guarantee your citizenship application will be approved. We have the connections to make sure it happens." 
 
    I was still not sure I could 100% trust the gnomes, but their offer seemed genuine. Besides, what were my alternatives? Running away? To where? I knew little about the world outside this city, and I was still only level 3. No, better the devil you know. Plus, it was a sure-fire way to get back at Nailspitter and the goblin researchers that sent him after me.  
 
    "I agree that I'll compete in this research grant competition." 
 
    "It's called The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition," Gnomerad said. 
 
    "Of course, it is." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – Natural Healing 
 
      
 
    The gnomes were more than willing to give me all the copper I needed to fully repair myself, and according to the Metalman OS, it would take three hours to replace and reconnect the internal structures that had been damaged by Nailspitter. The entire time I waited, my mind kept bouncing back and forth between anger and worry. I fumed at the way I’d been attacked and taken apart because of something I’d not even known about. The disdain the goblin had for my very existence. I longed for a chance to give the bully his just desserts. 
 
    But I was also worried about Greebo. The last I’d seen him was while he was still drunk when he had tried to help stop my kidnappers. I hoped that he was okay and that he was healthy and was waiting for me somewhere just as worried about me as I was about him. But I also clearly recalled Greebo’s cries for help and that Nailspitter said that he’d ‘taken care’ of him. The professor had explained that Nailspitter couldn't destroy me for fear of an investigation by the government, but the same wouldn't apply to Greebo. Those green thugs could have killed him for being a witness to their kidnapping or because they thought he was a traitor to them as a fellow goblin. I realized as I thought about Greebo exactly how little I really knew about him. Sure, I knew that he was cunning, had good connections, had a keen haggling skill, and that he'd been instrumental in me gaining as much XP and coin as I had, yet I knew very little about his personal background. He mentioned his dad was dead, but did he still have a mother that I'd have to notify if he'd been killed? Or was he an orphan?  
 
    I pushed the thoughts about Greebo’s background away as my repairs were completed. I immediately jumped to my feet and ran out of the Institute and out into the city, dodging left and right around the people on the streets. I passed through the center of the city and ignored the cries of merchants and focused on remembering where exactly the bar we were last night was.  
 
    After what felt like forever, I finally saw the sign for the place, the Tipsy Minotaur. I went around the back and checked the alleyway where I had been attacked. I found a few of my broken gears on the ground and deconstructed them for materials, but there were very few signs that anything else had happened there. I continued to search until I found some dried blood on the ground near the back door of the bar. I banged on the door, hoping someone was there. It was still the middle of the afternoon, but they could be setting up for the night. I heard a shout from somewhere inside, and a short goblin in an apron opened the door. "What the hell do you want? We're closed." 
 
    "I'm sorry for bothering you, but my friend and I were attacked back behind the bar last night. They took me away and only recently released me. I came back, hoping to see if he was alright." 
 
    The goblin looked me up and down, his skepticism written all over his face. "What's your friend look like?" 
 
    "His name is Greebo. He's a little goblin, about four feet tall. He was dressed in work pants and a grey woolen shirt. We had a big celebration last night." I shook my head, remembering that Greebo changed out of his leather armor so that he'd be more comfortable in the bar and wondered if he'd have fared better if he hadn't.  
 
    The man nodded. "Yeah, I remember pouring the drinks and all the chanting. Greebo finally got the money for his class, right? The kid is barely old enough to be served drinks, but he sure did knock them back. I heard some scuffling in back near closing time and found a couple of rough-looking guys kicking the poor kid. They got scared off when I called for Angus." 
 
    "Angus?" 
 
    "Yeah, he's . . . wait, I'll call him." The goblin returned inside the bar, and I heard him calling for Angus as the door closed behind him. When the door opened, it was not just the goblin in the apron, it was a massive seven-foot-tall Minotaur in studded leather armor. His complexion was light grey, and I could see small chips on the horns jutting out from his skull. He had scars on his snout and his large beefy arms, and I just knew he was not the kind of guy I'd like to meet in a dark alley. I looked around the alley I was standing in and amended that I wouldn't want to meet him in a well-lit one either if I didn't need to.  
 
    A voice from behind the massive creature yelled, "Don't block the doorway, Angus. Keep moving." 
 
    Angus grunted and stepped out into the alley, clearing the doorway and revealing the goblin in the apron. "As I was saying, Angus here shows up, and the guys split like he was the guard. The little guy on the street was in pretty bad shape, but we don't pay for healers to come down here. Best we could do was send him home to rest up." 
 
    "You know where he lives?" 
 
    "Yeah, he's gotten drunk here before, and I remembered where I sent him. I had Angus carry him home in case those guys came back." 
 
    "Can you tell me where he lives? I want to make sure that he's okay." 
 
    "I can send Angus here to show you." He turned toward the towering Minotaur. "You don't mind showing this guy where you took that goblin last night, do you?" 
 
    The Minotaur shook his head and started to walk away.  
 
    The goblin in the apron turned back to me. "Angus doesn't say much, but he's a good guy. You just follow him, and he'll show you the way."  
 
    I shook the goblin's hand, thanked him for his help, and jogged after Angus. The big guy was surprisingly quick for someone his size, but he was easy to keep track of in a crowd. I followed Angus as he walked down several streets I'd never explored, and after fifteen minutes, we reached a run-down residential area. Unlike the area around the institute, the two-story buildings were stacked practically on top of each other. The buildings were made of old dried-out wood and looked like a spark would set the entire neighborhood on fire. It was still the middle of the workday, but the folks that lived there were out getting groceries, trading, and walking around. The majority of the residents were not human, and none of them wore the fancy dress of the upper class or wealthy. The men wore simple dark slacks, grey shirts, and hats, and the women wore dresses with muted colors. There was the odd beggar on the street. Even though the homes and the people appeared lower income, they were cleanly dressed and seemed to take pride in their appearance.  
 
    Angus walked to a two-story building with a sign out front saying 'No Vacancies' and entered through the front door. The place seemed to be packed with goblins of every shade of green imaginable. Skinny ones, fat ones, ones with chicken pockmarks. We walked down a hallway until we got to room 131. Angus pointed to it then turned around and left without a word. I called out a thank you, but he didn't respond. 
 
    Turning back to the door, I knocked. When it opened a muscular goblin in dark pants, a wife-beater, and suspenders stood in the doorway and asked, "Who the hell are you?" 
 
    "I'm looking for Greebo. He was brought here last night." 
 
    The goblin's grip on the door tightened, and there was a tense note to his voice as he asked, "What do you want with him?" 
 
    "I'm his friend. We've been working together this last week, and we got jumped behind a bar last night. I've only gotten fixed up myself and wanted to make sure he was okay." 
 
    The goblin nodded. "Yeah, Greebo said something about partnering with some machine man in the dungeons. I'm Manny. Come inside. He isn't doing too good." 
 
    He opened the door, and I walked inside to find a single studio apartment packed with over a dozen occupants. There were six rusty metal bunk beds along the scuffed, dirty walls, and each contained a snoring goblin that had a thin blanket covering him. Even though many of the goblins were sleeping, there was a low and steady sound from goblins walking around, smoking pipes, eating, getting dressed, or sitting on stools drinking alcohol from bottles while reading the paper. I was led to the back of the room, where Greebo lay on the bottom of a bunk.  
 
    He didn't look good, indeed. The poor kid was covered in sweat and was groaning while his eyes fluttered as he lay there unconscious. I could see dark bruising around his eyes and face, and he clutched his arm to his chest.  
 
    Greebo's eyes opened as I neared, and for a moment, he recognized me and reached out with a hand. I took it, and he mumbled, "I’m sorry, Repair. I tried to stop them and call out for help, but they just kept hitting me. Saw them take you.” His eyelids fluttered as he started to lose consciousness again and muttered, “Sorry. Sorry." A tear rolled down the goblin's cheek before he passed out again.  
 
    If I still had a heart, it would have broken at seeing my friend in so much pain but still concerned about me.  
 
    Manny sounded angry and frustrated, and there was an edge to his voice as he asked, "Do you know who did this to Greebo? He's my cousin, and if he dies, I want to make sure the boot sniffer who hurt him pays for what he did." Except for a single voice that asked if he could have Greebo's stuff when he died, there was a chorus of agreement from the goblins around us.  
 
    I wondered what to tell Manny but decided on the truth. After all, if I could get help dealing with Neal Nailspitter, all the better. But at the mention of the name, all the shouts for revenge stopped, and the room went quiet.  
 
    Manny's voice had a tinge of fear in it as he asked, "Why would Nailspitter go after Greebo? You, I understand, but not him." 
 
    I briefly explained the situation with the two research groups and the upcoming competition and that Greebo and I had just got caught in the middle.  
 
    Manny, in turn, nodded and explained who exactly Neal Nailspitter was. 
 
    Nailspitter was the boss of a local 'union' that was really just a gang of thugs that extorted payment from factory workers to 'protect their interests,' like not dying or getting maimed in a factory accident. They said Neal had once been a good mechanic who had maintained factory machines until he lost his job. The factory used to use goblin-made machines that were dirty and spewed out lots of soot but also required a team of people to operate. Then they had upgraded to cleaner Gnome-made ones that included self-repairing magic and a maintenance construct that worked cheaper and never slept. Nailspitter had maintained a hard hatred for anything artificial since. He had started his 'union' using other skilled but out-of-work goblins. Their goal was to advocate for the old goblin-made machines and stop further automation, threatening violence, and machine damage to businesses that didn't join. Any goblins who worked in any factory were forced to join his union and pay him part of their wages as dues. Eventually, he had expanded the organization to include goblin repairmen and engineers whom he used to get a stranglehold on the repair market. 
 
    I fumed hearing the story. A union was supposed to protect its members from exploitation and improve working conditions, not be the ones that exploited them. That wasn't a union: that was an extortion scheme. Apparently, he wasn't the only one to do it, though. Manny told me that there were more influential and proper guilds, but the union idea was new and quickly catching on in popularity among the gangs as a scheme to make money. 
 
    I wanted to rant and tell the goblins the proper way to form a union, but from the look of general fear among them, it would do little good. Besides, a glance at Greebo reminded me of the main priority then. I whisper the command to Inspect Greebo.  
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 5/25 
 
    Mana 10/10 
 
    I turned to the group of goblins watching. "Greebo needs a doctor or a healer immediately. Why hadn't anyone sent for one?" 
 
    The watching group turned their heads and lowered their gazes, ashamed. But it was Manny that spoke. "We don't get any healers coming to this neighborhood--not that we could afford them, even if they did. Best we got is the Witch. But none of us got the coin to get her help either."  
 
    I scooped up Greebo and demanded to be taken to the Witch. Manny guided me out of the apartment and down several streets until we came to a decrepit-looking shack behind some buildings. It was covered in perpetual shadow by the houses surrounding it and had a small picture of a cauldron and flowers in the window.  
 
    Manny knocked on the door and called out, "It's me Manny, Witch Everwoods. We need your help."  
 
    A decrepit old woman answered the door who was so stooped over her shoulders practically touched her knees. Manny bowed to her and explained the situation. While he did so, I whispered the command to Inspect to see who I was dealing with.  
 
    Evanora Everwoods 
 
    Witch - Level 11 
 
    I was surprised to see that Witch was an actual class and not just some local phrase to describe the old woman.  
 
    Manny finished his explanation, and the Witch ushered us in. The goblin though declined to enter but wished me luck. I didn't have time to question him as Greebo started to shake in my arms, and I quickly entered the home. The room had a hazy, smoky look, with herbs and flowers hanging from the ceiling. I could hear the bubble of a cauldron in the corner of the room and there were various skulls, candles, and instruments like mortar and pestles, jars of odd-looking fluids, and powders on the wooden shelves on the walls.  
 
    Though her body seemed frail, the Witch's eyes displayed a keen intelligence and an eye for detail. She directed me to put Greebo on the single bed in the small room, and after I lay him down, she started to examine him. Her long, curled fingers quickly checked the goblin's body and pressed, poked, and touched various parts to determine the extent of his injuries.  
 
    With Greebo finally out of my arms, I got a good look at the old woman. She was wearing a long black dress that covered her body from neckline to ankle and a shawl that wrapped around her shoulders. Even though her head was uncovered, I couldn't tell what race she was other than that she wasn't human. Which was given away by her pointed ears and the many sharp teeth in her mouth that I glimpsed as she murmured to herself while examining Greebo.  
 
    When she finished, she looked up and asked me, "You the one that beat this poor child almost to death?" 
 
    "No, someone else did. The attackers did a pretty good number on me too, but I think he got it worse because they couldn't kill me."  
 
    "Well, it's good that you brought him here. Another couple of hours, and he'd be dead. Gots his insides all hurt and bleeding." 
 
    I used Inspect and saw that Greebo's health was low and dropping hit points every so often. "Can you save him?" 
 
    She nodded, "I can try, but it ain't going to be cheap or pretty. You got the coin?" 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "20 silver." 
 
    "That much? I thought you were the cheaper option compared to the healers." 
 
    She cackled. "I am the cheaper option for this much damage. I'm bringing him back from near death, lad. The fancy white-robed priests and priestesses would charge gold, not silver, and that's if you could convince one to overlook his being a goblin. Most won't even work on a goblin cause they're an 'evil' race and their gods don't like them." 
 
    "Aren't there any goblin priests?" 
 
    "Yeah, they live in the wildlands far from the city. But they really are evil and more concerned with blood sacrifices than helping their tribes. So, you have people like me, old shamans and witches with a good knowledge of herblore and a bit of magic when that's not enough. But the magic reagents cost money, so I can't do it for free." 
 
    I checked my funds and found that I did not have enough to pay the full fee. "I'm sorry, but I only have 12 silver." I produced the coin and offered it to her. "Please help him, and I promise to get the rest." 
 
    She considered me for a moment, likely trying to judge if I was telling the truth. It must have been hard for her since I didn't have facial expressions. But whatever she saw must have been enough. She sighed and muttered, "I'm getting soft in my old age." Then, more loudly, she said, "Okay. I'll take the 12 silver as a down payment, but you have one week to get me the remaining 8 silver or replace the reagent I'm using to help your friend. I can't go into the dungeon to collect them, and no one wants to gather them for me, so I have to pay those extortionists at the herb shop for what I need." 
 
    "I agree. Just please save my friend." 
 
    Repay the Healer 
 
    You've agreed to repay the Witch Evanora Everwoods for her work. You must return within seven days with eight silver, 2 lbs. of Sphagrium, or .5 lbs. of powdered Sphagrium.  
 
    Reward: 15 XP, An improved reputation with Evanora Everwoods. 
 
    Failure: Make an enemy of the Evanora Everwoods and be cursed. 
 
    Once again, I wondered at the convenience of this world's quest system. It must have been so much harder to swindle someone when a person could make an agreement like this or made it a quest so that people were held accountable for their promises. It made me wonder if there were lawyers or other professions that specialized in these kinds of contracts or if the quest system had made that type of work obsolete.  
 
    "Come back for your friend in three hours. He should be able to move around by then." 
 
    I started to turn toward the door when a thought struck me. This might be a perfect opportunity to use Magic Spell Scanning. I turned back to the Witch and said, "I'd like to stay and watch, please. I have a fascination with healing and would like to learn some if I could." 
 
    She considered me for a moment then shrugged and pointed to the corner of the room. "It's your money. If you want to watch it, it's fine with me. Just do not interfere with my work."  
 
    I went where I was directed. As I sat, I whispered the command for Magic Spell Scanning and targeted Evanora Everwoods. In my vision, the Witch turned green, and everything else returned to its normal color. As the Witch worked on Greebo, she whispered and chanted. She carefully felt along the goblin's chest until she elicited a groan of pain from Greebo. She then reached into a pouch hidden beneath her robes and pulled out a handful of dried herbs that she sprinkled over the injured area. Slowly, but with deliberate care, her fingers moved in a specific pattern. Her chants and words didn't make sense to me, but they were in rhythm to the movement of her fingers. A green glow slowly built around Greebo's chest, and I felt an electric charge build in the air as the glow got brighter. Then the charged feeling disappeared along with the glow around Greebo.  
 
    Spell scan complete. Spell: Minor Regeneration. Components: 0.04 lbs. Sphagrium. Minor Regeneration schema recorded and added to the database. 
 
    I was excited to read the notification. Unlike when I used it on those clerics, my Magical Spell Scan captured something I could actually use. I was so excited that I must have made some sound because Witch Everwoods gave me a scathing look before returning to her work. She repeated the spell over the rest of the goblin's injuries, one at a time. She had to straighten out the goblin's broken arm first, which made him cry out in pain, but she was surprisingly gentle and was careful to set the bones straight before casting her spell again.  
 
    I tried to use Magical Spell Scan again but got the message: 
 
    Schema already recorded in the database.  
 
    Which meant that she's used the exact same spell repeatedly on Greebo. I wondered if there were other forms of the spell that could be scanned. Perhaps a major or grander version of the spell.  
 
    After an hour, she was finally done. Sweat beaded across her brow, and she had to sit on a stool near the bed. "I’m sorry; it’s the best I could do. Your friend should wake soon, and when he does, he'll be starving. So, make sure that you feed him. Most of the energy for his healing will come from his own body. My magic just sped up the process and stopped the bleeding inside." She shook her head sadly and pointed to an oozing wound I’d not noticed before under Greebo’s rib. “That is a terrible wound that will not heal on its own. It’s from a cursed weapon, and it will gradually and painfully rob the boy of his health until he has no more life energy to keep him going.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Is he going to die then? Isn’t there anything you can do?” The guilt that Greebo might die from being involved with me hit me like a Mack truck, and I felt weighed down by it. 
 
    She wiped the sweat from her brow and answered, “I’ve slowed it down, but I just don’t have the herbs I need to break the curse and heal him fully. If I went to the herb shop, it would cost me several gold coins to buy, and I just can’t afford that.” 
 
    “Gold? I already gave you all my money and promised to pay you more. Is the herb shop the only way to get this herb you need?” 
 
    The witch sighed wearily, “No. There is another way--a dangerous way. You could go into the abandoned mine on the third level of the dungeon. That’s where the plant, the Cruixiotix vine, grows. But it’s hard to find even there.” 
 
    “Is that it? I just have to get this vine for you?” 
 
    She looked at me sadly. “No, it’s not that simple. No one goes into that mine anymore, not to dig out the ore or to harvest the plants that grow there. There’s a powerful poison mist that kills folks that sprung up there a few months past. Adventurer’s went in, but none ever came out. Now, it’s just not worth it to most to go there when there are easier places to hunt and dig. If you can get me the Cruixiotix vine, I will be able to break the curse that plagues your friend.” 
 
    Cursebreaker 
 
    You have to collect a special plant that the Witch Evanora Everwoods needs to break a curse and finish healing Greebo. You must return within three days with 3 lbs. of Cruixiotix vine, or .7 lbs. of powdered Cruixiotix vine.  
 
    Reward: 100 XP, A cure for the curse that is on Greebo. 
 
    Failure: Greebo will die. 
 
      
 
    “Three days? Is that all the time I have?” 
 
    Evanora nods. “I’m sorry. But that’s as long as the goblin’s body will hold out.” 
 
    I thanked her for helping Greebo as much as she had already, scooped him up into my arms, and promised to return before three days passed with both the Cruixiotix vine and the Sphagrium I’d promised her. She nodded, too tired to do more than walk me to the door. 
 
    I took Greebo’s sleeping form back to his room, and when I got there, the other goblins were practically jumping for joy that Greebo was alive. They slapped me on the back and carried Greebo back to his bed. Well, most of them did. One or two goblins were annoyed they couldn't claim his stuff, but the rest were happy. Greebo woke soon after, happy he felt better but with complaints about a pain in his side and a great hunger. The other goblins all donated bits of food to help with Greebo's tremendous appetite, even the ones that coveted his stuff and it warmed my heart to see them willing to help him. 
 
    As Greebo ate at his bed, the other goblins wished him a speedy recovery but went on about their normal activities and left Greebo and me. I watched him eat the bread and meat and wondered how to tell my friend that even though he felt fine now that he was still dying. It turned out that he already knew. 
 
    “How long do I have left, Repair?” 
 
     The question startled me but I answered, “Three days. How did you know?” 
 
    Greebo put down the meat he was eating and smiled sadly. “I know Nailspitter. I’ve seen what’s left of the goblins that he thinks betrayed him and his glorious cause.” 
 
    My shoulders hunched, and I placed a wooden hand on his shoulder as I tried to explain. “I’m so sorry, Greebo. This is all my fault. Nailspitter was trying to send a message to the Gnomish Research Institute through me and you got caught up in this. There’s a lot of research money that the Goblin Researchers and the Gnomes are going to compete for. Hundreds of thousands of gold.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of coin. No wonder Nailspitter was so forceful with you. I can kinda understand why he was so mean about it too. We goblins don’t get many chances to get ahead in this city. The Goblin Research Center takes any kind of us that show we got brains and makes them learn. They teach mechanics, design, and stuff with steam machines.” He waved his hand dismissively. “It’s a bunch of stuff that’s too big for my head, but they make machines that are used in factories and some powerful armors and weapons that use steam to power them instead of magic. None of it is real pretty or smells good, but it's all goblin made with goblin smarts.” 
 
    “So, the Goblin Research Center is like a college, helping goblins?” The thought that I’d agreed to beat some group that sounded like a charity made my stomach sink. Or, rather, it felt something like that since I didn’t actually have a stomach any more. 
 
    Greebo snorted. “Help us? Nah. Didn’t you hear me say ‘take’? They kidnap children, and the ones that are smart enough to learn get training. The others get thrown out on their ears and are often hurt from working with hot metals or dangerous machines. That lot of goblins say they’re working for all of us, but they only look after their own pockets. If they get that money, the rest of us goblins ain’t gonna see a copper of it.” 
 
    Well, that made me feel better. For a moment, I had thought that I was on the wrong side of things. “So, Nailspitter and the Goblin Research Center are rotten?” 
 
    “As rotten as a cumberline fruit left out in the sun for a week.” 
 
    I didn’t know what a cumberline fruit was, but from the scrunched-up face Greebo made, it must have been something that smelled awful.  
 
    Greebo shrugged and said, “But that's why they want that coin.  But why would it matter to you whether the gnomes or the goblins win?” 
 
    “The gnomes have promised to not only cancel out the 27,000 gold debt I owe them but get me citizenship so that I’ll legally be a free citizen instead of their property.”  
 
    “What does being a citizen get you except being taxed?” 
 
    “It gets me my freedom. As much as I hate to admit it, right now, I’m their property. I know the gnomes haven’t made an issue of it, but I hate knowing that they could have me recalled and order me around if they wanted to. It burns me up inside every time someone has to notify them of what I’m doing or treats me like a thing instead of a person. I know that being a citizen won’t really change much, but it’s the freedom it affords me. It’s a burden lifted from my mind that someone will stop me from doing what I want or going any place I choose. The knowledge that I’m not in control of my own life and destiny.” 
 
    Greebo sat and listened to me rant and then patted my wooden plated knee. “I get what you mean. Before the great war, when we warred against the lighties, the gnomes, elves, humans, and dwarves, goblins were slaves to anyone bigger and stronger than us. Orc, trolls, giants, dragons, you name ‘em, and some goblin was digging their ditches, cleaning their tents, and doing their cooking. We were beaten and killed. Just cause. But after the dark alliance lost the war and the accords were signed, we goblins became free of all that.”  
 
    There was silence in the room as the other goblins stopped what they were doing and listened to Greebo. “Some of the old orcs or trolls will say that we should never have surrendered. They brag about the gold and treasure and lands they had. They argue that we should still hold to the old ways and fight the lighties. But no goblins want to go back. My grandpops fought in the war, and he said, ‘It’s better to die on your feet than live on your hands and knees.’” There was a murmur of agreement from the goblins in the room. “So, when I say, I understand how important freedom is, that’s what I mean.” 
 
    “We are poor, but we are free,” a thin goblin across the room said. 
 
    Greebo nodded.  
 
    It was heartening to know that Greebo really did understand how I felt. “Thanks for understanding why I have to get stronger to win this competition. I’m just sorry that I got you mixed up in this and that you got hurt and cursed.” 
 
    “Yeah, Nailspitter likes to make his enemies suffer while they die. I can already feel this emptiness growing in me.” He looked up at me with tears in his eyes and asked, “Wasn’t there nothing that the witch could do?” 
 
    “Yes, she said she could cure you, but I had to get her some plant from the mine on the third level of the dungeon.” I patted his arm. “Don’t you worry, I promise to get it and get you right as rain.” 
 
    Greebo’s eyes widened at the mention of the mine. “No!” The other goblins in the room turned at the exclamation but Greebo continued, “No. Ain’t nobody your level gonna be able to go in there and live. You gotta death wish or something?” 
 
    I was confused. “Don’t you want me to get the cure you need?” 
 
    Greebo bit his lower lip and said. “No, not if it means you’re gonna die trying. You don’t owe me nothing, Bolts.” He looked up and there were tears in his eyes. “You been so good to me, helping me level and get the coin I needed for my dream. You already spent your money getting me healed, didn’t you? Even after I tried to swindle you when we first met, you were kind. I don’t want to lose my only friend before I die. I couldn’t stand it knowing you died trying to help me.” 
 
    I was stunned by the goblin’s words. He'd rather die than see me hurt? After the beating he took trying to help me when Nailspitter took me? I don’t know what I did to deserve a friend like this, but I wasn’t going to abandon him to death when I had a way to help. I stood up and started to walk out of the room but turned before I left and said, “I’m not going to abandon you, Greebo. I don’t care if there’s a risk. I’m gonna get the plant that witch needs to cure you. You just stay there and rest, and I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    He raised his hand toward me and opened his mouth to say something, but I left before he could. I knew that he would continue to try to persuade me not to go, but I also knew that, if I didn’t, he’d die. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – The Poison Mine 
 
      
 
    I showed my adventurer’s guild medallion to the guard outside the entryway to the third level of the dungeon. He squinted at me and scrutinized the medallion and then waved me through. With night having fallen, there were noticeably fewer people about, and I wondered if I'd run into anyone else. The first level of the dungeon was virtually deserted a majority of the time, with only a rare visit from some parents leveling up their kid, and the second level wasn’t much better.  
 
    As I walked into the third level of the dungeon, I wondered what lay ahead of me. I needed to find the mine and the Cruixiotix vine to cure Greebo. I didn’t know how long it would take me, only that Greebo would be dead in three days.  
 
    The entryway led to a tunnel that branched off in several directions. I followed the rightmost pathway as it twisted and turned. There were a few places it branched off, but they only led to empty dead ends, and the main path led me to another wide-open cavern that must have been half a mile long and a quarter-mile wide. But unlike the first level, this one was devoid of any trees or flowers. Instead, it was a desert. The ground was covered in fine sand that my feet sank into, and a breeze from somewhere blew it into my face. I could only imagine how annoying this would be if I had still been able to feel the same sensations as when I was a human. The most immediate problem for me now was that the sand blew against my wooden plates and got into the small, fine openings along my legs. I worried that the sand would mess up my internal gears and gum up the works, but the sand flowed out of my legs as easily as it flowed in. 
 
    While sand was the dominant feature of the open space, it was not the only one. Tall, green, spiny cacti and thorny brush peppered the landscape, and although the distance and the low light from a large red glowing crystal set high in the ceiling cast the entire area in a perpetual sunset and prevented me from seeing exactly what it was, there was movement here and there, telling me that the monsters here were active. 
 
    As I stood there looking out at the flat landscape, I realized that I likely stood out to any predator searching for prey and crouched down. I crouch-walked into the cavern and headed toward a giant cactus about ten feet away. I’d intended to hide behind it while I looked around and searched for the mine, but as I approached the seven-foot-tall cactus, it started to shake and move its needle-covered arms. The two pink-peddled flowers on the top portion of its trunk opened revealing black dots for eyes as it lifted itself from the sand and charged at me on small green spine covered legs.  
 
    I was so surprised that the first monster I encountered was a plant that I didn't move right away and felt my head snap back as I took a needle-covered punch to the faceplate as the monster ran past, a red five floating away from me. 
 
    While five damage didn’t seem like a lot, I'd just lost 1/5th my health in a single shot. I turned to face the monster with my fists up in a defensive stance since I’d forgotten to equip my shield, but the punching cactus wasn’t there. Instead, the creature was ten feet away, pointing one of its thick spine-covered arms at me. I didn't understand why it ran so far away until its arm glowed red and four needles shot from it at me. I dove to my right but heard a thunk and felt the impact on my left leg plate. As I scrambled to my feet, a red one floated away from me, and I saw the green needle sticking out of the wooden plating of my leg and pulled it out. Thankfully, there was not enough force behind the shot to penetrate more than an eighth of an inch into the plating. Back on my feet, I saw the creature running away again and took a moment to use Inspect.  
 
    Cactucus 
 
    Level 3 
 
    HP 22/22 
 
    It wasn’t a particularly hearty monster if it had less health than me, but I realized that it didn’t need to be if it continued to use hit and run tactics. It was a game of cat and mouse as the Cactucus attacked and ran away. I was able to dodge most of its ranged needle attacks, only losing a few more health points before I was able to catch up to it and attack. I punched the monster, doing two damage but taking two damage in return from its spine-covered body.  Quickly realizing that unarmed fighting was not going to cut it, I equipped my shield and bashed the creature, knocking it off its feet. Once on its back, the Cactucus was unable to right itself since its arms and little legs could not get the leverage in the soft sand to flip its seven-foot frame. I grabbed the shield in a two-handed grip and brought it down edge-first again and again until I’d smashed the creature to a pulpy green mess.  
 
    You've killed a level 3 Cactucus. 
 
    You receive 15 XP. 
 
    I swiped across what was left of the corpse and looked over the loot. 
 
    Cactucus Spine (13) 
 
    Damage 1-1 
 
    Weight 0.01 lbs. 
 
    Durability 2/2 
 
    Monster Core - Tier 1 
 
    Weight 0.03 lbs. 
 
    Durability 15/15 
 
    I looked over myself and my equipment, and I found that the shield had taken several points of damage but still had five durability left. If I continued to use it as a weapon, I'd have to remember to repair it regularly. After pulling out the needles stuck in my faceplate and on my body, the wood I had in my internal inventory was enough to repair my body and leg but not enough to repair the shield. I ran my hand across my faceplate, and I felt the small indentations from where the monster punched me, but it only amounted to a single loss of HP, and I figured I would save the rest of the wood I had for more serious repairs. 
 
    I slapped my faceplate with the back of my right hand, frustrated at the limitations set by how much material I had available on the floor. Unlike the first level of the dungeon, there weren't any trees to use as default resources to fix myself, which meant that I'd be dependent on what I could carry and only be able to repair my own injuries while I still had wood stored in my inventory. Right now, after accounting for my body weight, the maximum weight that I could carry was 30 lbs. Making the calculations of how much material I needed to repair myself fully, I estimated that I could restore 11 points of damage if I had nothing but materials in my internal inventory--less, of course, if I was carrying loot, weapons, or other gear. Still, that was my limit, and it made either increasing my strength or finding some other way to carry more materials a priority. It really made that class ability, Internal Storage Weight Reduction, look more appealing. 
 
    Still, I wasn't up a creek without a paddle. After all, I could always make a trip up to the first dungeon level to restock on materials. It would just take time, which was the real issue since Greebo didn’t have much left. I only had three days before he died.  
 
    “No, every hour I take restocking or repairing is one that I could be spending finding the mine on this level and searching for those plants I need,” I said to myself.   
 
    I took the monster core since it weighed almost nothing and moved farther into the dungeon. Walking in the sand was challenging as it shifted with every step, making me split my attention between keeping my balance and keeping an eye out for monsters and any sign of the mine. Because of how I met the Cactucus, I was wary of every new type of plant I encountered. As a result, I ended up learning the sneak skill because of all the care I took creeping up to each one. It was a good thing too because the next monster that I encountered was a Spiny Cushion. 
 
    Spiny Cushion 
 
    Level 3 
 
    HP 15/15 
 
    It looked like a giant green sphere covered in foot-long spines. However, unlike the Cactucus, it did not move or run away. Instead, it acted more like a stationary trap and shot all of its hundreds of needles in all directions when it felt threatened. It only had fifteen hit points and made a whomping sound when it was going to fire, so it wasn't really a challenge as long as I approached it behind my shield. I still took a few points of damage when the needles embed themselves in any of my exposed wooden plates and could only imagine how painful it would be to be pierced by one of the extra-long needles if I were made of flesh and bone. The monster took twenty seconds to regrow its needles before it could shoot them, which I used to move forward. When I was close enough, I pummeled the monster with my fists. When it died, not only did I get another 15 XP, but I also got notifications that I'd raised Blunt Weapons skill to level 4 and Unarmed Fighting skill to level 4. For loot, I only got three Spiny Needles. 
 
    I searched the west side of the desert, killing more Spiny Cushions and Cactucus, but ran into the end of the dungeon field without finding the mine. Thankfully, it was getting easier to beat the monsters as I learned their attack patterns and adapted my fighting strategy. Knocking down the Cactucus early in the fight was the key to defeating it, and using my shield or stealth to approach the Spiny Cushions let me kill it while taking minimal damage.  
 
    I turned eastward and continued to fight, collect XP, and loot until I came to a rocky tunnel near the east side of the desert. It was carved from a different type of stone than the rest of the dungeon’s tunnels, and there was a sign posted outside the entrance. 
 
    Warning: Mine below has poison elements. Recommended for level 7 and above with appropriate antidotes or poison resistance gear.  
 
    -Adventurer's Guild 
 
    Finally, I’d found it. Despite the warning, I didn’t even consider not proceeding. Not with Greebo’s curse eating away at his life as I stood there. However, that didn’t mean that I was going to rush in. I looked at my character sheet.  
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 3 
 
    XP to Next Level: 112 
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 129/150 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 0 
 
    Class point Available: 4 
 
    Money: 12 Silver 44 copper 
 
    AC: 12 + 2 (Shield) 
 
      
 
    HP: 13/25 
 
    Mana: 28/28 
 
    Even though I’d figured out how to fight the monsters here in the desert effectively, I’d taken some damage along the way, and I had just enough wood in my internal inventory to get me back to full health. While I didn’t know exactly what awaited me in the mine, I knew that going in half-repaired would be a poor decision. Thus, I made the repairs and waited the hour that it took to fully repair myself. 
 
    Once I was finished, I walked past the sign from the Adventurer’s Guild and down the rocky tunnel. The light from the desert extended just far enough into the tunnel to show me a dark pit that was dug straight down into the ground along with a hand-drawn pulley and elevator system to get up and down. Circling the pit were tables with abandoned tools and gear. Among the picks, chisels, and hammers were miner’s hats with a small lamp on top and a copper mirror-like backing to reflect the light ahead of them. I scanned the helmet, interested to see how it was made. 
 
    Scan complete. Object: Miner's Hat and Lamp. Components: 0.8 lbs. leather, 0.09 lbs. copper, Tier 2 monster core, magical energy, spell engraving - Light spell. Miner's Hat and Lamp recorded and added to the schematic database.  
 
    I picked one up and began taking it apart. A small crystal was embedded right in the center of the lamp, before the mirror-like backing, the monster core. It was the first tier two core I'd seen, and it was about twice as big as the tier one cores that I'd collected, which still only put it at the size of a thumbnail. I wondered how that core worked in the lamp system and carefully searched around it. I spotted small runic script near the base of the core holding it in place. I didn't recognize the symbols, but it was easy enough to guess that this was the spell engraving that the scan picked up. Acting on an idea, I whispered the command to activate Magical Spell Scanning. My vision went red as I focused on the runes engraved in the lamp, they turned green, and a new notification popped up. 
 
    Spell scan complete. Light Spell. Components: 0.02 lbs. phosphorescent moss. Light spell schema recorded and added to the database. 
 
    I laughed at my good fortune. Not only had I discovered a new way to gain spell schema, but unlike watching the witch heal, it hadn't cost me anything. I tapped the core in the lamp, and it slowly started to glow. I put on the miner's hat, and the light emitted reflected off the polished copper backing and projected forward in a cone in front of me. 
 
    I scanned the other tools on the tables but nothing gave me any spells like the miner’s hat and lamp, although I did note that the dozen picks scattered around were all made of iron, a metal that I’d yet to find on the other levels of the dungeon.  
 
    I felt hopeful as I stepped onto the elevator platform to lower myself down into the mine. There was a system attached to the platform that made it easy for a single person to safely lower the entire thing down the mine shaft. Pulleys magnified the effort of a single person and the rope, when not held, was caught in and held by the ratchet system. It took twenty minutes to descend all the way down, and when the platform hit the bottom of the pit, it kicked up a cloud of dust. Once the dust settled, I looked around and saw the mine a small bit at a time as my miner’s helmet revealed it.  
 
    Near the elevator, there were several abandoned carts full of rocks with copper-colored streaks. Thick timber beams reinforced the rough-hewn slate grey rock walls and ceiling, which was a foot higher than I was tall--although, as I started down the shaft, I had to hunch my shoulders to get past several low sections. The tunnel winded downward, and I passed a sign with crossbones and skull on it. I wasn’t sure if this was another warning about the poison or if it was a warning about something else, but I continued onward, searching for any signs of the Cruixiotix vine.  
 
    Eventually, I found small dark-green clusters of fluffy-looking moss growing next to rust-colored bands of rock in the walls. I whispered the command to inspect the plants and confirmed that it was Sphagrium, the plant I needed to collect to pay back the witch for her healing of Greebo. I crouched, carefully gathered the Sphagrium, and put it into my backpack. I needed a couple of pounds of the stuff, and there wasn’t enough in this spot to fulfill the requirement. I moved on further down the tunnel and harvested two more patches of the plants before deciding that I had enough.  
 
    I walked down a tunnel that split off from the main route. The lamp on my helmet swayed as I looked left and right. The slope of the tunnel took me deeper into the earth, and I wondered if I'd gone down far enough to be on a lower level of the dungeon. The tunnel was more natural, less shaped by the hand of man, but I also saw thicker streaks of copper along the walls. As I continued, a green mist seemed to rise from the ground to about knee height, and I used Inspect on it. 
 
    Poison Fog 
 
    10 Damage over 1 minute. Stacks up to 4 times.  
 
    This was it. This was the poison that killed off enough miners and adventurers that everyone abandoned this place.  I’d yet to find the Cruixiotix vine, and some internal sense told me that such a rare plant would not be among the main tunnels where people had tread and mined. No, it was likely further down where the danger increased.  
 
    I was not sure of the source of the poison and guessed that the miner’s dug too deeply and hit a pocket of underground poison. But whatever the source, the fog didn’t seem to travel upward and was only pooled along the floor here. 
 
    While I’d learned on the second floor of the dungeon that my mechanical body was immune to poisons, that did not mean that this fog wouldn’t do me harm. Slowly, I took one step and then another down the slope to where the fog started and dipped just my foot into it. I waited, carefully watching for any sign of damage or loss of health. After a minute with no signs of any effect on me, I stepped fully into the fog and waited. I shrugged my shoulders and twiddled my thumbs--my version of a sigh--glad that my Metalman nature made me immune to this poison too.  
 
    The description of the fog meant that it was seriously deadly to even high-level adventurers. I could imagine the miners breathing in the fog, gasping for clean air as the poison racked their bodies and then dropping dead in only a few minutes. I shook my head to clear it of the images and idly wondered if something like that had happened, why I hadn’t found any bodies in the mine tunnels. Perhaps the other miners or adventurers had dragged their comrade’s bodies out? 
 
    Regardless, the fog wasn't a danger to me, and I continued forward, searching for the plant that Greebo needed to live.  
 
    I walked and searched but found no sign of the plant until I saw the thickest vein of copper metal I’d yet seen in the mine. The light from my helmet made the three-foot-wide vein of metal sparkle. I could only imagine what a miner would think of the rich vein and how much it would be worth. Yet, next to the rich metal and stone were groupings of straight lines, three in a row, along with a large crack in the wall that was big enough for me to walk through without touching the edges. It was from here that the poison fog emanated. It poured out of the crack in waves and almost seemed to reach out for me.  
 
    The sight confirmed what I’d thought happened, but as I stared at the source of the fog, my light showed just the barest tip of a green plant also peeking through the crack in the wall. Was this it? Had I finally found what I’d been looking for? I wasn’t close enough to use Inspect, and I hastily ran forward. 
 
    I was so focused on the plant that I didn’t see the pick that was lying on the floor hidden by the thick green fog. I kicked it, sending it bouncing around the tunnel. The sound felt excruciatingly loud after such a long time in the quiet tunnels. 
 
    I looked down and saw several broken iron picks, and I wondered what could have cut both the handles and the heads of the tool so cleanly. Then I felt the ground rumble. It was quiet at first, but the loose stones on the floor soon began bouncing as the rumbling increased. I put a hand against the wall to steady myself as I looked farther down the passageway. The rumbling was deafening, and just outside the light of my lamp, I could see something coming towards me. Yet I couldn't imagine what could live down here when it was filled with poison, but as the creature came into the light, it seemed to fill the tunnel.  
 
    The bloated thing crawled on its belly and dragged itself forward using its two forward paws with three-foot-long claws. It was six feet from its head to the ground, and its slick, black-haired body was at least half-again as long from what I could see. As it approached, it weaved its head back and forth, blindly seeking me, the defiler of its home. The creature’s beady black eyes were tiny compared to the rest of its body, and most of its head melded into its body without any neck to distinguish where one began and the other ended. Only the long snout stuck out from its face. I could hear it sniffing for some scent or smell that would tell it where the intruder was. It would almost be cute if not for its size. 
 
    I took a step back and whispered the command for Inspect.  
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 60/60 
 
    Mana 32/32 
 
    That was what the thing reminded me of. A giant mole. Based on its level and the fact that it had more than double the health I did, I guessed that this guy wasn’t your ordinary monster. He was likely either the floor boss or something close to it. I wasn’t overly concerned that the blind creature could find me. I had no odor, I didn’t breathe, I had no organs that beat, and I was relatively light on my feet. As long as I didn’t make a mistake, the creature had no hope of finding me. I turned, ready to avoid a fight with the monster in favor of finding the medicine Greebo needed. I crept toward the exposed vine in the crack, grasped it in my hand, and pulled. There was a bit of resistance, and I had to use two hands to pull. Then there was a snap, and I fell backward, scraping my wooden plates against the stone floor.  
 
    The sound seemed unnaturally loud to me, and I winced at the racket. I turned back toward the mutated monster just in time to see its head swivel directly toward me. Its fur bristled, and its long claws pawed at the ground, creating long gouges in the solid stone floor. Even worse, its face, which I’d considered kinda cute for a critter, split vertically from cranium to neck and opened like a book, revealing a disgusting, red, pulsating mouth with rows of sharp pointed teeth and wet grasping fleshy tendrils. 
 
    I was repulsed by the sight, and fear crept through my mind. I wanted to do nothing more than turn and run, but the creature charged at my location. Its claws dragged its bloated body surprisingly fast, and I had only a moment to equip my shield from my inventory. The monster slammed into me, the full weight of its body behind the blow, and I was sent flying backward. I impacted the tunnel wall back-first, my head snapping back and hitting the stone. I think I saw a red eight float away from me as I landed on the ground.  
 
    I rolled to my left, narrowly avoiding a glowing red claw. The claw dug a furrow in the stone and would have sheared me in two had I not moved. I scrambled to my feet, thankful that my shield was still somehow still on my right arm. The creature relentlessly swung another paw at me, and I raised my shield up just in time to block it. I expected the wooden object to deflect the claws as it had so many other attacks, but instead, the claw passed through the wooden shield like a hot knife through butter and then continued on right through my arm, cutting it cleanly off at the elbow. A purple fifteen floated away from severed limb as it landed on the floor, and I reflexively screamed. 
 
    The sound seemed to startle the monster for a moment, and it backed away a pace. I took the opening for what it was, a chance to survive, and I ran. I looked back and saw that the Mutated Moleikin was chewing on my arm, its bisected mouth enveloping the sliced shield and appendage, grinding and swallowing it.  
 
    I felt the tunnel shake and heard the scratch of the Moleikin’s claws on the ground as it pursued me. I ran as fast as I could but the creature always seemed just behind me. I slipped on gravel once and thought I was finished as the monster’s grasping mouth tendrils grabbed my foot and pulled me toward its mouth. I kicked with my other foot and hit the pink wet flesh of its exposed mouth, and it released me. I scrambled to my feet, the task made more difficult with only one hand to aid me. I raced through the mine and ran for my life, not stopping until I reached the elevator and used the pulley and ratchet system to raise myself out of the poisoned mine and away from the Mutated Moleikin. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Recovery and Planning 
 
      
 
      
 
    With one last tug on the pulley rope, I reached the top of the mine pit. I collapsed to the floor of the dungeon. If I were still an average person, my body would be shaking with adrenaline and panic. Yet my mind roiled at how close to dying I’d come. Another attack from that monster, and I'd have been deactivated. I looked down at the stump of my right arm. Everything below the elbow was gone. Above the elbow, the wooden plating was cracked, and the internal gears and pistons hung out. I amended my thoughts: “No, not simply turned off. That monster would have chewed me up and destroyed me!” 
 
    I sat up and slapped myself to force my mind away from the near-death experience. I had survived, and I needed to focus if I was going to continue to do so. First, I needed to assess the damage. I pulled up my character sheet. 
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 3 
 
    XP to Next Level: 112 
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 123/150 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 0 
 
    Class point Available: 3 
 
    Money: 12 Silver 44 copper 
 
    AC: 12  
 
      
 
    HP: 2/25 
 
    Mana: 28/28 
 
      
 
    Right Arm Destroyed  
 
      
 
    Ouch. Just as I thought, only a few hit points left. One more attack from that giant mole monster, and I would have been toast. I shook my head at my failure and queried the Metalman OS about the time and resources needed to get fully repaired.  
 
    Damage will require material to repair: 74 lbs. of wood and 22 lbs. of copper or higher-grade metal. 
 
    Man, the repair costs for my arm were not insignificant. There was no place on this level of the dungeon that had all those materials. The only place I knew of with that much wood was the first level of the dungeon, but there was a source of metal nearby. I got to my feet and deconstructed each of the iron picks and any metal that had been left behind when the miners abandoned this place. When I finished, I was barely under my carrying capacity and began my journey out of the dungeon.  
 
    I only had a few hit points left and couldn’t afford to get into a fight since any single successful attack would be enough to finish me. I quietly crept out of the tunnel that led to the mine and back to the desert dungeon field. The sand that I’d found so annoying before was a godsend to me now as it muffled my steps. I avoided getting near any group of desert plants for fear there was a Cactucus hidden among them, but I almost died again when I stepped into the attack radius of a Spiny Cushion that I hadn’t seen. My only warning that I was in trouble was the whomp sound that the monster made before it fired the barrage of needles from its trunk. I’d heard the sound so often when fighting that I knew what it portended and dropped to the sand just as the needles were shot through the air. I barely avoided the attack and was forced to belly-crawl away, hoping that a stray needle would not hit me.  
 
    And so it went for what seemed like hours. I snuck and hid from any monster on the level and prayed that no enemies popped up. I carefully navigated around any potential fights until I spotted the tunnel that led away from the desert. I felt a wave of exhilaration and relief when I finally left the dungeon.  
 
    Even as beat up as I was, the first-floor monsters no longer posed any challenge, and I was able to clear a path to my customary resting spot, the rocky outcropping on the west side of the flower field. As I walked through the flower field and sat on the stones there, I got a sense of . . . well, home. It was an odd thing to think that, between all the repairs and crafting that I'd done here, this spot in this dungeon felt the most familiar. Sure, I had a room at the Institute, but I knew that was a place of research, not my home. 
 
    One of the reasons I liked this spot so much was that there were several small trees nearby. I got to my feet, walked to the closest of them, and spoke the command to deconstruct the tree. One small block at a time, the wood from the tree was broken down and sent into my internal inventory. After a few minutes, the middle of the tree looked like Pac-man had taken an 8-bit bite out of it, and the tree groaned as the trunk could no longer support its weight and it fell. I sat and deconstructed more than I could carry and felt my body stiffen as a tremendous weight settled on me.  
 
    Carrying Capacity: 289/150 lbs. 
 
    Severe Encumberment - Cannot move, attack or defend until weight carried is reduced below the limit. 
 
    The notification only confirmed what I already knew, and I was thankful that I’d already cleared the area of any monsters. While I sat there, unable to move and hidden from casual view by the waist-high field of flowers, I watched as the cracks in my wooden plating were repaired. The broken metal components seamlessly welded themselves together, reset, and came to life again. Slowly, my right forearm was recreated. Inch by inch, the internal metal components came into being as each gear, each piston, each nut, and each bolt was created. When the internal parts were completed, the outer cover and wooden plating formed from my stump upward until my entire arm and hand were finally finished.  
 
    You’ve completed the quest Mechanical Healer I. 
 
    You receive 1 class skill point. 
 
    The notifications relieved me of the worst of my worry about whether or not I could repair a missing arm and were a welcome, if temporary, balm to my mind. Only a few hours ago, I’d almost been destroyed, and I had barely made it here to fix myself up. The turnaround was great and I was glad that I’d completed a class quest for repairing myself. I felt relieved that I was still alive, and I checked my character sheet to make sure I was fully repaired before ejecting the remaining wood from my inventory. There was a popping and cracking sound as all the wood was ejected, and the moment it reappeared, the crushing physical weight I had felt while encumbered left me.  
 
    However, the crushing mental weight of the task ahead of me still weighed on me. I’d rushed in and gotten chewed up by that monster and only barely came out of it. Even if I returned to the mine this instant, I could only see a repeat of what happened before occurring. What good would it do Greebo for me to die if I didn’t at least get him the plant that would save him? No, I could not see a way past things as they were, and it bothered me that I couldn’t imagine a way to save Greebo. 
 
    I sat up and patted my body, checking for injuries, even though I knew the repairs were done. It had been over three hours and unfortunately, I had to return to Greebo to explain how I’d failed him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 - Confessions 
 
      
 
    The artificial, non-changing light in the dungeon made it hard to tell how much time had passed while I was in there. I’d heard some adventurers say that they kept time by tracking how many meals they ate or, if they had the coin for it, by buying a wind-up watch. I neither ate nor slept nor had the coin to buy a fancy timepiece, so it was a surprise to see the sun was just coming up as I stepped out of the dungeon. Night had come and gone while I was there, and I had little to show for it.  
 
    The vendors were just setting up their stalls, and I quickly sold off the small monster cores I’d grabbed as loot and walked north, away from the city center to the slums where Greebo lived. My pace slowed the closer I got to his apartments. I dreaded seeing him again, and I wondered how I was going to explain that I had broken my promise and failed to acquire the Cruixiotix vine he needed to live.   
 
    I reached his apartment just as a group of goblins was just leaving, and one stopped and looked up at me. It took me a moment to recall his name. Manny. He was the goblin that had taken me to the witch, Evanora Everwoods. 
 
    Before I could say hello, he spoke, “Where have you been? Greebo has been worried sick about you.”  My shoulders sagged at hearing those words. I’d told Greebo that I would return with the plant he needed to break the curse placed on him.  
 
    I felt a push at my back and turned to find Manny behind me, trying to push me forward. “What are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    He stopped pushing and shook his head. “I told you to go see Greebo, that he's waiting for you, but you didn’t seem to hear me. So, I’m giving you a friendly shove in the right direction. Are you gonna move, or am I gonna have to call for backup and carry you inside?” 
 
    The image of a mob of goblins hoisting me up on their shoulders and carrying me anywhere was too much for me, and I laughed. I couldn’t help it. But when I saw the serious expression on Manny’s face, I stopped. Mostly. I chuckled once, but got myself under control. Even if he didn’t mean to, the goblin had helped break me out of my own thought-spiral, and I shouldn’t let him think I was laughing at him.   
 
    “No, it won’t be necessary to call for backup, Manny. I’ll go inside right now.”  
 
    He nodded once and ran to catch up with the group of goblins that had left as I turned and entered the apartment. The hallway was dark, but I remembered which apartment was Greebo’s and knocked on the door. A skinny goblin, whom I vaguely recognized from yesterday, answered and ushered me inside without a word.  
 
    As I entered, I found a new group of goblins getting ready to sleep or just crawling into the dozen bunk beds in the room. The only exception was my friend, who sat on the edge of his bed staring at me. His eyebrows were turned down, his lips were pressed together, and he was wringing his hands.  
 
    He looked thinner and had dark circles under his eyes. I used Inspect on him. 
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 17/17 
 
    Mana 10/10 
 
    Bizitza Curse - Life drains gradually until the curse is removed or the afflicted dies. 
 
    I was stunned by what I’d read. In only a single day, Greebo’s total health pool had dropped from twenty-five to seventeen. No wonder he looked so thin: he’d literally lost a measure of his life force and would continue to do so each day until he died. 
 
    The guilt I felt renewed itself as I looked at him, and he watched quietly as I walked to his bed and sat down next to him, the wooden boards beneath the mattress giving an ominous creak as my weight settled.  
 
    We sat there for a moment before he broke the silence. "Where have you been? I was worried that you’d gone into the dungeon alone." He looked me up and down and asked, “And why does your right arm look different than your left?” 
 
    I looked down at myself and realized that he was correct. My left arm was covered in a darker wood than my right arm. It reminded me of when someone remodeled their home and added some new cabinets but kept some of the old ones. Even if they were made of the same kind of wood, the older ones just weren’t going to be the same shade as the new. They’d been exposed to light, heat, and all the stuff that exists in a house over the decades while the new ones were made from fresh wood. As the thought passed through my mind, I wondered just how weathered my body really was.  
 
    “Well, are you gonna answer me?” 
 
    I turned to Greebo and realized I’d spaced out. “Yes, I am. I did go into the dungeon by myself to try and find the plant the witch needed to break your curse.” 
 
    His eyes lit up, and I could see the hope there for a moment before he asked, “Did you get it?” 
 
    I quickly shook my head, not wanting to prolong the news cruelly. “I’m sorry, no. I made it through the desert on the third level and killed the monsters there. I even found the mine and the moss healing herb, and think I even found the Cruixiotix vine.” 
 
    I paused and found it hard to speak, but Greebo’s silent stare pushed me to continue. “I had it in my hands.” I looked down at my mechanical hands and opened and closed them as if I could still feel the plant in my grasp. “I had it and then dropped it when the giant mole attacked.” 
 
    “Giant mole?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was huge, almost the size of the tunnel, and its face split in half, and it had these claws that cut right through my shield and arm.” I gestured to my right arm with my left hand. “It’s why this one looks new. Because it is. I had to make a new one.” 
 
    Greebo shook his head. “Wait, I don’t understand. Start from the beginning. Where did you go after you left here yesterday?” 
 
    So, I started over and described everything that had happened since I left him: the worry that I’d never find the mine or that I wouldn’t find it in time, the frustration at killing the plant monsters on the level and not having enough material to repair myself after each fight like I’d had on the other levels, the joy at finally finding the mine, and my search through the empty tunnels. I told him about the deadly poison that would have killed any other adventurer that wasn’t immune to it like I was and the hope that I had felt as I finally found the plant he needed and the despair when I had dropped it and had to flee from the Mutated Moleikin. When I was finished, he made me go back to the Moleikin and describe it in detail.  
 
    “I’ve heard of the Moleikin. It’s one of the monsters on the fourth level of the dungeon. It digs around in the tunnels and tries to surprise attack adventurers, but it’s no bigger than me, not something like what you described.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you. It was called a Mutated Moleikin. Maybe that accounted for the differences. I only know that it tore me to shreds and that I almost died.” 
 
    Greebo grabbed my arm and I could feel his grip tighten. “You didn’t say that before! You almost died?” 
 
    I shrugged, not wanting to relive the memory of how close I’d come to death, and said quietly, “Yes. Its claws glowed red, and when it swiped at me, it severed my shield and the arm it was strapped to all in one move. With the damage that I’d already taken from its first attack that left me with only a couple points of health, so I just ran for it.” Guilt at my cowardice welled up in me, and I turned and grabbed Greebo by his shoulders and pleaded, “Please, you have to understand that I would have died if I tried to stay and fight. I couldn’t beat it.” I paused and finally admitted the truth. “I can’t beat it. I can’t get the plant you need and now you’re going to die because I’m not strong enough.” 
 
    I’d expected Greebo to cry at the loss of the plant or scream at me for being such a coward or yell for me to leave. Instead, he just stared at me and shook his head. “You almost died trying to get a stupid plant?” He lowered his head and started to cry. “I’m sorry, Repair. Please forgive me. I never wanted you to do anything so dangerous.” 
 
    I was confused and let go of his shoulders. I just didn’t understand why he’d apologize to me. I was the failure. Not only had I been kidnapped and taken apart by a few goblin thugs, I wasn’t even strong enough to get a single plant that would save my friend’s life.  
 
    “It’s my fault all of this happened. All of it. Neal Nailspitter had a standing offer for any information about the Gnomish Research Institute and any of the stuff they were doing. He was offering cold hard silver for information, and I needed the coin to get my Scavenger class.” 
 
    I didn’t understand at first, but Greebo continued, “When we first met, I suspected that you were made by the gnomes, but I didn’t know for sure until the cat lady at the Adventurer's Guild said she was registering you as their property. I sold that information immediately for a few coppers and was ordered to keep with you to learn more.” 
 
    My mind raced back to the first day I’d met Greebo. Had it really been a coincidence that I’d found him, or did he find me? I also recalled him speaking to a goblin in the courtyard. Was that when he sold the information or was it later?  
 
    “I’m sorry. But I kept reporting everything I learned about you. I needed the money, and you were just some machine. We’d all been told that your kind weren’t real people and were trying to replace hard-working goblins.” He shook his head and wiped his nose. “But then you didn’t act like the other machines and golems. You didn’t even get mad at me when I tried to swipe that monster core from you. Instead, you let me keep it and even offered me more. You understood that I had a goal. After that, it became harder to inform on you, but I still did it. I mean, you and me weren’t friends yet, but as time went on and I got to know you and we kept saving each other in the dungeon, I stopped. I swear. I stopped telling your secrets, but I guess it was too late. Nailspitter knew you were a threat with how quickly you leveled and how you didn’t have to sleep but could work all night.” 
 
    I stood up, remembering how worried I’d been for Greebo after I was kidnapped. I despised Nailspitter for making me feel weak and breaking my legs. He was a bully, and I had felt like a victim when he was done with me. But I understood why he attacked and threatened me. He was afraid that I’d win the competition between the research groups. But it was much harder for my mind to grasp and accept that Greebo had betrayed me. It just didn’t mesh with what I’d come to know about him. He was hard-working, cunning, and he had even saved my life.  
 
    I shook my head and slapped my faceplate with the back of my right hand. “NO! Please tell me you’re joking. Please tell me that this is some stupid attempt to make me feel like less of a failure since I couldn’t get what you needed.” 
 
    But Greebo did not recant his words. Instead, he looked up at me with wide eyes. “It’s why Nailspitter used that cursed weapon. I betrayed him by not continuing to inform on you and trying to stop him from taking you.” He raised his arms up, his hands outstretched in a pleading gesture. “I’m sorry, Repair. Please forgive me for what I did. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt. I never wanted you to risk your life trying to save mine. I know that I got what I deserved.” 
 
    I stepped back from him until my back hit the wall. I didn’t want him to touch me. He had betrayed me. He had lied to my face about it all this time. I looked down at Greebo and shook my head once and stepped away. His wail was the last thing I heard before I left the room and ran away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 - Upgrade 
 
      
 
    It was still early morning when I left Greebo’s apartment. The sound of his cry echoed in my mind as I walked aimlessly and considered the confession Greebo gave. All this time, I had felt like I was the one who had put him in danger when I was kidnapped by Nailspitter. But it was the other way around. He’d been so anxious to reach his goal that he was willing to sell out his friend. I briefly wondered if perhaps he’d even helped plan the kidnapping. But no, he wouldn’t have done that, would he? No. He was hurt trying to stop Nailspitter. Still, I couldn’t help but look at every interaction Greebo and I had with a new light. He admitted that he had sold information about me from the first day we worked together. Had all our conversations just been a way to get more information on me? Where our fights in the dungeon just tests to see what I could do? And what about our business? Was he just using me to make money for himself? 
 
    Part of me still didn’t want to believe that Greebo had betrayed me. Yet, the other part knew it was true since he admitted it from his own lips. I just wasn’t sure how to deal with this.  
 
    I shook my head to clear away the thoughts and looked up to find myself standing at a familiar intersection. I’d been here before. Then it clicked. Yes, that witch, Evanora Everwoods lived just down the street. I still had the Sphagrium I’d collected from the poisoned mine that she wanted as payment for her healing services. I didn’t want to fail the quest she’d given me and didn’t have anything else to do, so I figured I might as well give her what I owed. 
 
    I walked down the street and turned left then right down some back alleys until I came to her shack with the small picture of a cauldron and flowers in the window. I knocked on the door and heard a shout, "We're closed!" 
 
    I knocked again, and there was a stomping sound as Evanora came to the door. She opened it and looked at me with an annoyed expression on her face. She looked like she was ready to shout, then she recognized me and her expression softened slightly.  
 
    "Hello, Ms. Everwoods. I don't know if you remember me, but you helped heal my goblin friend, and I'm here to pay you back what I promised for your work." 
 
    She nodded once. "Yes, I remember you. It's hard to forget a Metalman coming to me to help a goblin." My surprise when she mentioned that I was a Metalman must have shown because a small smile appeared on her face and she continued, "Yes, I know what you are. Please, come inside." 
 
    I followed her inside her home, and she motioned with her hand for me to take a seat as she closed the door and slowly ambled over to an overstuffed chair. She sat down in it and made a relieved sound at being able to get off her feet. On a table next to the chair, there was a small kettle and a cup and saucer. "I'd offer you some tea, Mister…" Her voice trailed off, and her eyes squinted as she tried to recall my name.  
 
    "Uh, my name is Repair. No Mister, just plain old Repair." 
 
    "Yes, that's it. I recall now. I'd offer you some tea or food, Repair, but your kind doesn't partake of those, do they?" 
 
    I shook my head sadly. "No, it's one of the things I miss most, eating and drinking. But please feel free to drink your tea." 
 
    Evanora took the cup of tea in her wrinkled hands and breathed in the aroma. She sighed contentedly as she drank her first sip. "When you get to be my age, it's good to enjoy the little things like a good cup of tea. There are so many other problems to deal with." 
 
    Something about the way Evanora was speaking struck me as off, and then it clicked. "You've changed the way you speak. When I first met you, you talked differently. You spoke more like the goblins." 
 
    She smiled and nodded while sipping her tea. "Yes, the people around here expect me to be a country witch with the same unrefined speech patterns they have. It makes them more comfortable to be treated by one of their own, so I give them what they're expecting. But you, sir, are not from around here, are you?" 
 
    I didn't know what to say. Did she somehow know that I was from another world and that my mind was implanted in this body? "Well, you could say that I'm new to the city. The Gnomish Research Institute fixed me, and here I am." 
 
    She shook her head, "Gnomes! They're always so curious. It gets them in quite a bit of trouble sometimes. I once knew a gnome who tried to put one bag of holding into another in an attempt to create an infinite bag of holding. He not only destroyed himself in a massive magical catastrophe, but also an entire block of the city." 
 
    I recalled the many heavily protected and reinforced experiment rooms in the Institute. "Yeah, that sounds like them. But can I ask how you knew I was a Metalman and not just one of the other constructs walking around the city?" 
 
    She shrugged. "It's fairly obvious to anyone my age." 
 
    The inference seemed too outlandish to me, and I had to ask, "Are you saying you saw the original Metalmen?" 
 
    She sputtered, tea coming out of her nose. "What!? No, of course not. I'm old, but not that old. I only meant that you were too advanced to be any product of gnomish construction. You speak freely, can process complex concepts, and make decisions based on limited information. Either gnomish technology has advanced rather rapidly in the last few years, or they rediscovered something older. It wasn't hard to connect things from there to the legends of the great Metalman race and their wars."  
 
    Wars? I'd heard snippets about the Metalmen from the gnomes, but recalled nothing about wars. Images of robots like me stomping across a barren landscape, crunching curiously clean human skulls as they walked, wielding guns, and fighting against a plucky group of rebels flitted across my mind. My imagination had just gotten to the part where one said, 'I'll be back', When a polite cough brought me back to the present. I saw a staring Evanora Everwoods watching me.  
 
    "Sorry, I got caught up in my own thoughts." 
 
    She nodded understandingly. "You said that you came here to pay back what you owed?" 
 
    "Right. I'd almost forgotten." I took my backpack off, pulled out the Sphagrium, and handed it over to her.  
 
    You've completed the quest Repay the Healer 
 
    You receive 15 XP, an improved reputation with Evanora Everwoods, and have cleared your debt with her.  
 
    I read the notification but quickly returned my attention to Evanora, who was examining the moss I’d handed her. 
 
    "Yes, these are good samples. A little bruised, but that won't affect their potency." She looked up from the plants and asked, "How did you get these? I thought most adventurers didn't bother with that part of the dungeon any more?" 
 
    "Well, I'm not most adventurers. You helped my friend, and I didn't want to leave the quest unfulfilled. So, I went and explored the area where the plants were, and while I ran into a huge mole and a bunch of poison, I was still able to get the Sphagrium." 
 
    “Did you get the other plant, the Cruixiotix vine?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I couldn’t get it. I got chased away and was almost killed before I could get a hold of it.” 
 
    She nodded, a look of surprised admiration on her face. "Well, that was bold of you to try, especially at your level. I can admire a man that helps his friends and settles his debts quickly."  
 
    I laughed at her words and the reminder that I’d not only spent all the coin I had earned on Greebo’s healing but that I’d even put myself in debt. However, she just raised an eyebrow and set her cup of tea down sharply. I didn’t want to get on her bad side just as I’d improved my reputation with her, and I tried to explain, “I’m sorry. It was a funny turn of phrase. It turns out that the goblin friend I brought here betrayed me and was the cause for some trouble that left me hurt and embarrassed and then led me to the mine where I was almost killed.” 
 
    Her expression remained neutral. but at least it wasn’t hostile. After a moment she picked up her cup of tea again. “Yes, friendships can be complicated.” 
 
    I leaned forward, put my elbows on my knees and steepled my fingers in front of my faceplate. It was a gesture that, in my last life, I had often found myself doing when I was worried or had a problem running around in my head. “That’s the thing. I’m not sure if we are friends or if we ever were. I worry that it was all an act.” 
 
    “Hmm . . . That is a problem. Let me ask you a question: When you brought your goblin friend here, you didn’t know that he’d done this thing, this betrayal. But if you had, would it have changed what you did for him? Would you have not saved his life by bringing him here or would you have left him to die?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have left him to die,” I said with conviction. “The moment I saw him lying there in his bed, broken and bruised, I just had to bring him to you. I don’t think that would have changed even if I’d known about what he did.” I shrugged and as doubt crept back into my mind, I added, “At least I don’t think so.” 
 
    “What if he’d have stabbed you?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, unsure what she meant. 
 
    “I pose a hypothetical to you. What if, instead of betraying you, your friend had literally stabbed you the day before. Would that have changed what you did?” 
 
    I thought about her question but shook my head. “No, I don’t think it would have. He would have needed help and I would have still cared about him. I wouldn’t let him die.” 
 
    “So, then your dilemma is not with what your friend did, but who you think he is and isn’t.” 
 
    I was more confused than before. “I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
    “People are like a multifaceted gem. We have many faces that we present to the people looking at us, and even if each face is different, they can all be true. The face you present to your lover is different than the face you present to your employer and you present yet another to your friends and your family. Just because the face you show them is different, doesn’t mean it is not true.”  
 
    Her words made a kind of sense, but I didn’t see what they had to do with Greebo and me. I shook my head and tried to understand as she continued, “A man can be cruel to his enemies and kind to strangers. He can be loyal and dishonest. He can be intelligent in business but a fool with women.” She paused for a moment before she finished. “What I’m asking is this: Your goblin might have betrayed a stranger, but would he betray a true friend?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure about what she was saying, but I thought about it.  
 
    After a few minutes, I heard her laugh. “I’d never thought I’d be trying to explain friendship to a Metalman.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that either, but didn’t want to think anymore. I sought to change the conversation and looked around the room at the vials and herbs. I admired the many plants, powders, and sticky looking pastes she had spread throughout the room. Then it occurred to me that someone that deals with plants and potions might have a way to help me. "Do you make potions by any chance, Ms. Everwoods?" 
 
    ----- 
 
    I pondered the inkling of an idea that had come to my mind as I walked back to the center of the city. Between my recent idea and my feelings about Greebo, I was lost in my own thoughts. I needed to up my material gathering and still gain more XP, or I was not going to be able to participate in The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. I was so lost in my planning that I bumped into several people and mumbled apologies as I went around them.  Yet before I knew it, I was at the gates of the Institute. I recognized Niala Applebrush at the gate and greeted her as I approached. "Hail, Niala. Nice to see you again." 
 
    The gnome looked up at the dark afternoon sky and held out her gloved hand for a moment. Then she turned to me and said seriously, "There is no hail tonight." Then a grin split her face, and she laughed. "Sorry, I couldn't help it. You may greet a dwarf with ‘hail’, but not us gnomes. A simple 'hello' will do." 
 
    I gave the gnome two thumbs up, and her confused expression forced me to explain, "Sorry. I've been trying to come up with different ways to show my feelings since I can't express them with my faceplate. Two thumbs up mean I'm smiling." 
 
    She laughed. "Well, it's unusual, but I imagine there's a lot that's unusual about you." I wasn’t not sure how to take that, and before I could ask what she meant, she continued, "How have you been feeling, Repair? Last I saw you, you looked pretty torn up." 
 
    I recalled that she was the one that carried me into the Institute after Neal Nailspitter broke my legs. "Yeah, thanks for your help. I'm fine now, but the guy who came after me is still out there, and I need to get stronger before I can confront him." 
 
    She nodded, more serious. "Well, if you need any help training, I'm not too shabby with a blade and shield. I could show you a thing or two, and you could take me out to dinner to pay me back." 
 
    I was a little shocked by the offer, but I'd heard how much affection gnomes had for their machines. I could have honestly used some training. I swung my fists and shield without any real technique and was just happy when they actually connected with a monster. If I was ever going to have a chance at beating Nailspitter, I’d actually have to learn how to fight correctly. "Thank you for the offer. I'll certainly take you up on it." 
 
    I thought she blushed, but it was hard to tell since she turned away. I walked past her and thought I heard a guffaw from the other guard on duty as I passed, but ignored it.  
 
    I walked through the compound into the lab area and found my gnome handlers, Gnomerad and Tognomey. The two were waiting for me as they had been every day, ready to question me about any new information that I had discovered about my Metalman abilities.  
 
    Only, I realized with a start that I didn’t have anything to report. I was close to leveling, and I’d completed several class quests recently, but with everything that had gone on, I hadn’t spent any of the points or unlocked any new abilities.  
 
    It didn’t take long to recount what had happened that day. The two gnome researchers had a few questions about the monster that I’d faced on the third level, and while they weren’t happy to hear that I’d almost died, they were excited to hear about my poison immunity and my ability to survive and repair the loss of a limb. They immediately started to discuss how it would be an advantage in The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. The two didn’t care a whit that Greebo was dying or that he’d confessed to informing Nailspitter about me.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said? That’s how Nailspitter found out about me. Greebo told him.” 
 
     Gnomerad looked at me with disdain and said, “Of course he did. I told you that goblins stick together. They’re not trustworthy creatures.” 
 
    Tognomey was a bit more sympathetic. “I’m sorry that you found out about what the goblin did, but we’d suspected that would happen. I wouldn’t go as far as describing the entire race as untrustworthy, but the Goblin Research Center is known for their espionage tactics.” 
 
    I nodded at Tognomey. “Thank you for your words. I’m just sorry I don’t have any new Metalman tech to show off to you. Though . . .” I trailed off as I thought about just how many class quests I’d completed in the last few days. There might be something I could show them. I looked at my character sheet to see just how many class skill points I had and what I could do with them.  
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 3 
 
    XP to Next Level: 97 
 
    Weight: 120 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 121/165 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 0 
 
    Class point Available: 5 
 
    Money: 0 
 
    AC: 12 
 
      
 
    HP: 25/25 
 
    Mana: 28/28 
 
      
 
    Str: 11 
 
    Dex: 10 
 
    Con: 10 
 
    Int: 16 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Five whole class points? I’d been working so hard on those class quests that I’d lost track of exactly how many I’d racked up. I pulled up a list of the class abilities available to me and reduced it to just the ones that I could afford with what I had.  
 
      
 
    Fabrication II - Ability to create any medium mundane item in schematic database. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 2 class skill point. 
 
    Fabrication III - Ability to create any large mundane item in schematic database. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
    Mass production I- Ability to create any mundane small item in large quantities instead of individually. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 3 class skill points.  
 
    Schematic Modification I - Ability to modify one parameter of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Fabrication IV. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
    Schematic Modification II - Ability to modify two parameters of an existing schematic, creating a new one. Requires Schematic Modification I. Requires 3 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Improve Armor I - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 1 class skill points. 
 
    Improve Armor II - Can increase armor class through the use of fabrication. Requires Fabrication II. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
      
 
    Integrated Weapons - Allows for weapons created to be integrated into frame. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 1 class skill point. 
 
    Integrated Items - Allows for created items to be integrated into frame. Requires Fabrication I. Requires 1 class skill point. 
 
    Internal Storage Weight Reduction - Reduce weight of items in internal storage by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Internal storage Increased Slots - Increase the number of internal storage slots by the total of class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when deconstruction - Increase efficiency when using Deconstructing tool by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when repairing - Increase efficiency when Repairing by 10% per total class points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improve efficiency when crafting - Increase efficiency when using Crafting by 10% per total class skill points spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Improved Scanning - Gives a greater chance for successful scan of higher tier items and gear to be scanned as schema. Increase success chance by 10% per total class skill point spent. Requires at least 1 class skill point. Repeatable. 
 
    Infusion - Allows for temporary infusion of magical schema into non-living materials. Requires Magical Spell Scanning. Requires 2 class skill points. 
 
    Advanced Infusion - Allows for additional commands to be added to infusion process like timers, or trigger commands. Requires Infusion. Requires 3 class points. 
 
      
 
    As I looked over the list of options, I pondered which to spend my five class skill points on. All of the improved-efficiency abilities were tempting, especially the weight-reduction one. Since it was repeatable, that meant that anything I put into my internal storage would weigh 50% less if I spent all five points on it. Fabrication III was also tempting, not that I had any 'large' schematics to fabricate, but because it put me closer to getting Fabrication IV. That ability would let me make magical items and was a prerequisite for the Improve Stats ability, which felt like a game-changer.  
 
    I thought back to yesterday and how easy it had been for the Mutated Moleikin to cut through my wooden plating and knew that the wooden plating was not going to cut it anymore. At the same time, I’d already purchased Magic Spell Scanning and planned to pick up Infusion so that I’d have some magic to use. I wasn’t sure how Infusion worked, but I thought that it might have meshed with the idea I had earlier.  
 
    While I could purchase Improve Armor I and II, if I got both I wouldn’t be able to afford Infusion because of the prerequisites for Improve Armor. No, I didn’t know how either ability worked, but I knew that I’d need both. I applied my class skill points to Fabrication II, Improve Armor I, and Infusion. 
 
    After confirming my decision with the OS, multiple lines of text scrolled across my vision with instructions on how to use the new abilities. I ignored the text on Fabrication II since I already knew how to fabricate and the ability just allowed me to make medium size objects instead of just small ones.   
 
    Infusion - Allows for temporary infusion of magical schema into non-living materials. The infused spell can then be applied or cast as normal for a period of (Intelligence + Level) minutes. Once the infusion is used it must be reapplied to be used again. All schema requirements must be met before the infusion can be cast. Additional capabilities for infusions can be unlocked with advanced abilities.   
 
    The description cleared up how the ability worked on a technical level but not practically. Still, it would allow me to use the magical schema I’d been collecting.  
 
    Improve Armor - An artificer can improve the armor rating of a Metalman by replacing or upgrading the outer plating of a Metalman. The use of materials determines the improvement in Armor. Armor improvements require 16 hours to complete.  
 
    Hardwood - Increase Armor to 13, max dexterity bonus 6, weight increase 10 lbs. 
 
    Iron - Increase Armor to 15, max dexterity bonus 0, weight increase 20 lbs. 
 
    Steel - Increase Armor to 18, max dexterity bonus 0, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
    Mithril - Increase Armor to 16, max dexterity bonus 5, weight increase 10 lbs. 
 
    Adamantine - Increase Armor to 20, max dexterity bonus 2, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
    Ochrium - Increase Armor to 22, max dexterity bonus 4, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
    From the information provided by the OS, it looked like how I improved my armor was determined by materials I had. Hardwood and Mithril gave smaller increases to Armor but allowed for more maneuverability, so you got to keep more of your dexterity bonus if you had one. I didn't have a dexterity bonus or the materials, so that option was already off the table. Iron shouldn't be hard to collect, and the increase in Armor to 15 was pretty good, but it came with an extra 20 lbs. too. I currently only had an additional 30 pounds of carrying capacity, iron plating that would drop to 10 lbs. I'd seen some steel weapons and armor in some of the fancy shops, but they’d cost gold, not silver, which meant that the material might just be out of my price range for the time being. I could only imagine what Adamantine or Ochrium cost if they were at the high end of the armor upgrades. I could also imagine just how badass I'd look covered with the stuff.  
 
    Just as I finished reading the descriptions I heard a cough and realized that Tognomey had said something and asked, “I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” 
 
    “I said that we’ll bid you a good day if that is all you have to report to us. I’m sure you have more work to do today.”  
 
    He and Gnomerad turned to leave, but I called out to them as an idea sprung to mind. “Wait. I just got two new class abilities, Improve Armor I and Infusion. Would you like to see how the Metalmen upgraded their armor?” 
 
    The duo turned almost at once. When I saw the greedy glint in their eyes, I knew I had them. I explained what each ability was but that Improve Armor was a physical upgrade and would require materials on hand for it to work. They were anxious to observe the process of upgrading my armor first hand and were happy to provide the iron I needed. I tried to argue for steel or mithril as a better metal to observe, but they said that they didn’t have the 20 lbs. of either in the lab and that it would take a few days to get approval to spend gold on the steel. So, I accepted the iron. 
 
    Part of me preferred to earn my own way in general, but I knew that it would take me a long time to gather the iron I needed for my upgrade. A much bigger part of me knew that they weren't offering the material out of the goodness of their gnomish hearts. It was a research opportunity for them and a chance to upgrade their champion, which also meant that the entire sixteen-hour process could be deducted from my debt to them. I gave the gnomes two thumbs up and agreed to let them observe the process of upgrading my armor. They practically ran to the Institute's storage area to bring in the twenty pounds of iron I'd need to start the upgrade. 
 
    The two returned with a hand cart full of old cast iron parts and broken tools and left it at my feet. I deconstructed it all and found it was just enough for the upgrade. Gnomerad and Tognomey observed me carefully, paper and pens in hand to take notes, as I said, "Command: Activate Improve Armor ability." 
 
      
 
    Please select the armor upgrade class: 
 
    Hardwood - Increase armor to 13, max dexterity bonus 6, weight increase 10 lbs. 
 
    Iron - Increase armor to 15, max dexterity bonus 0, weight increase 20 lbs. 
 
    Steel - Increase armor to 18, max dexterity bonus 0, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
    Mithril - Increase armor to 16, max dexterity bonus 5, weight increase 10 lbs. 
 
    Adamantine - Increase armor to 20, max dexterity bonus 2, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
    Ochrium - Increase armor to 22, max dexterity bonus 4, weight increase 15 lbs. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and wished I had been able to convince the gnomes to give me mithril or adamantine, and said, “Iron." 
 
    Warning: Armor improvements require 16 hours to complete. Please choose a safe location to complete the upgrade. Please say ‘Ready’ when you wish to continue. 
 
    I hopped onto the lab table and laid back as the two gnomes wrote every action I took on their pads of paper. Then I said, “Ready” and the world around me went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Dream a little Dream 
 
      
 
      
 
    ...Loading Stasis Program 
 
      
 
    The text scrolled across the darkness, and then the world regained its light. Only, I was no longer in the gnome lab. Instead, I was in an empty whiteness. I stood up and looked around, hoping to see some exit or anything really. But there was nothing: not a ceiling, walls, not even a horizon. Frustrated, I asked, "Where am I?" With no response. I tried to recall how I got here, and then it clicked. The upgrade. There was a message about an upgrade stasis program. I tested out a theory that came to him, "Inquiry: Where am I?" 
 
    You are in the Stasis Program. 
 
    The text that scrolled across my vision confirmed my suspicion that this was some kind of Metalman program. I didn't know what kind of program it was, but at least I could still communicate with the Metalman operating system. 
 
    "Inquiry: What is the Stasis Program?" 
 
    To ensure a proper upgrade, your frame has been immobilized, and you have been placed in stasis. Here, you may explore several sub-programs while you wait. 
 
    Practice 
 
    Skill and Ability Trees 
 
    Memories 
 
    The information was infuriating. The Metalman race seemed to be hyper-focused on efficiency and productivity. They didn't sleep or eat, thus gaining more time to work. Most of my class abilities had at least some way to become more efficient, but only after completing productive quests. So, it was not a total surprise that they'd have some way to be productive even when their physical bodies were immobilized. It must have driven them crazy thinking of wasting a whole 16 hours doing nothing. I know it did me. I’d already wasted so many hours sitting still while my body repaired itself, and there was a program that would have let me do something else?  
 
    I inquired about each of the sub-programs only accessible here and got descriptions of each.  
 
    Practice - Do you want to fight against terrible foes without fear of damage? Do you wish to craft the greatest of weapons without wasting materials? Or do you want to sneak through the deadliest of dungeons without dying? In a virtual environment practice any skill or ability you possess.  
 
    Skill and Ability Trees - Know your enemy as yourself. The path to power requires planning. See and test out the skills and abilities of any class in the database. 
 
    Memories - See the battle you won, the landscape you once visited, or relive an important moment in your frame’s history.   
 
      
 
    Each of the sub-programs seemed exciting, and I wanted to explore each. "Command: Run Practice Program." 
 
    Please select the skill or ability you wish to practice. 
 
    Blunt Weapons 
 
    Deconstruction 
 
    Fabrication 
 
    Haggle 
 
    Improve Armor 
 
    Infusion 
 
    Magical Spell Scanning 
 
    Repair 
 
    Trap Making 
 
    Unarmed Fighting 
 
    I selected blunt weapons, the first on the list of choices. With a flash of light, a weapons rack appeared with a wide selection of blunt armaments: staffs, cudgels, hammers, clubs, rods, and more. I picked up the staff, a weapon I'd yet to use. It felt real in my hands, and I could see the fine-grained wood. There was an actual weight to the staff, and as I swung it, there was a momentum that had to be adjusted for. I was just getting used to the feel of the weapon when a new notification appeared. 
 
    Starting practice in 5....4...3… 
 
    Before it really registered what was happening, the countdown ended. With another flash of light, a Mutated Moleikin appeared in all its bulbous glory. The sight of the massive furred monster, with its sharp claws, vertically-splitting face, and writhing mouth tentacles made me freeze for a moment. But the monster had no such issues. It blindly searched for me, and when I stepped back, it heard the sound. Its tentacles instantly shot out and extended to grab me. The recent dismembering experience with the monster was fresh in my mind, and both the staff in my hands and the fact that this was a simulation program was forgotten as I turned to flee. Before I made it far, however, the creature’s slimy, wet, tentacles wrapped around my left leg, and I was pulled off my feet. The staff flew from my hands as I fell, and I clawed at the non-existent ground, trying to find some purchase to halt being dragged into the monster’s maw. I felt the same horrid fear as I had before as I watched the multiple rows of teeth of the Moleikin grind away at first one leg, then the other, and then they ripped and shredded through the rest of me. My last sight was of the mouth devouring its way up my chest, and just as I expected to die, there was a flash of light and I found myself lying in the empty white space again. A new line of text appeared in front of me. 
 
    You have died. Would you like to restart the practice scenario? 
 
    I laughed in relief. It had all felt so real and happened so quickly. I said ‘no’ to the program and lay there. It took me a moment to process what had happened, but I reasoned that practicing a combat skill required one to combat something. So, the program generated a monster for me to fight. Was it only a coincidence that the program chose the last monster I wasn't able to defeat? 
 
    "Inquiry: Why was the Mutated Moleikin chosen as my opponent?" 
 
    Scan of recent memory files shows that the Mutated Moleikin was the most recently challenging opponent faced.  
 
    No. It wasn't a coincidence. It made sense that the Metalmen would program in a challenge. After all, even the system that distributed XP in the real world rewarded taking on higher-level creatures and penalized fighting lower-level ones.  
 
    I went through the list of possible skills and abilities to practice, and each had similar features. Combat skills spawned an opponent that I had to fight. Social skills like Haggle spawned a merchant that I had to convince to lower his price. Trap Making meant that I could use base materials or already scanned schematics for traps and test how to set them or make my own. Unfortunately, I had a limited amount of materials having only ever made a deadfall and a pit trap. I regretted not scanning more types of traps to practice with. The class skills were less exciting--all I did was simply use them--though I did like that I could fabricate any schematic I had learned without the needed resources, even if the items disappeared after being created. Improve Armor let me test what different armor types felt like, and magical spell scanning let me practice different situations where I could capture new spells, including finding magical tomes, spells scrolls, enchantments, or watching spell casters. Scanning spells was especially interesting since the spell casters got angry if they caught me scanning them. But like the fabrication practice, it was designed to improve my ability to use the skill. The infusion ability was the one ability that I found the most interesting. The system let me practice infusing various objects with the spell schema I’d collected.  
 
    Light. Components: 0.02 lbs. phosphorescent moss 
 
    Minor Divine Heal. Components: 0.04 lbs. Powdered Silver, favor of a god.  
 
    Minor Regeneration. Components: 0.04 lbs. Sphagrium. 
 
    Thaumaturgy. Components:  none 
 
    I practiced each again and again using the instructions for Infusion that I was given when I got the ability.  
 
    "Command: Infuse Light," I said. 
 
    Error. Missing schema for component for ‘Light’: phosphorescent moss. 
 
    There it was again. Another error message. I’d gotten several of them when I was practicing the Blunt Weapons skill. I wanted to try to use brass knuckles, but the OS said I lacked the schematic for it to recreate them. Apparently, the system could only reproduce the things that I’d scanned into it.  
 
    I moved on to the next spell.  
 
    "Command: Infuse Minor Divine Heal," I said. 
 
    Error. Missing schema for component for ‘Minor Divine Heal’: powdered silver, favor of a god. 
 
    I was sure I could ground some silver and scan it, but I was not sure I’d ever be able to create a schematic for ‘favor of a god’.  
 
    “Oh well, it was always a long shot that I'd have been able to cast that spell,” I thought. 
 
    “Command: Infuse Minor Regeneration," I said. There was a flash of light, and a green wad of moss appeared in my hand. This was a component that I’d remembered to scan after I found it in the mine. However, it promptly disappeared and a notification appeared.  
 
    Please choose a target for infusion by pressing left palm to location. 
 
    There was a faint glow from my left palm, and I touched it to my right fist. I felt a drain somewhere inside of me, and my right fist started to glow green. A new notification appeared in my vision. 
 
    Infusion ‘Minor Regeneration' completed. Duration: 20 minutes 
 
    I wondered what the drain was and checked my character sheet. Sure enough, it showed a loss of fifteen mana and I wondered what to do next. The instructions only went so far as to explain how to enact the infusion itself, not what to do afterwards. Thankfully, the OS knew more than I did. There was a flash of light, and a table with a hurt goblin on it appeared in front of me. The goblin was bleeding from a wound at his side. I gave a start and realized that it looked like Greebo. The likeness wasn’t perfect, but it was close enough that it almost gave me a heart attack. Well, if I’d had a heart that was. 
 
    I moved to the goblin, realizing that the OS could only replicate the things I’d scanned and that Greebo and a few other goblins were people that I’d used Identify on. Regardless, I was there to practice this new skill, not feel sorry for that traitor. Yet, as I looked down at the goblin, I couldn’t help but remember my friend. Or was he my former friend? I still hadn’t decided. I recalled the way he looked when I found him in his room, dying. The care the witch Evanora Everwoods gave him and the worry I had for his well-being. No, I realized, I still cared.  
 
    I pushed the thoughts away and touched the wound of the phony goblin with my right hand, but nothing happened. Then I said the name of the spell as the witch had, “Minor Regeneration,” and the green glow transferred from my right hand to the goblin. The slash at his side slowly started to regenerate just like Greebo’s had.  
 
    “I’ll be able to heal Greebo when we fight in the dungeon,” I found myself thinking. Then I caught it and shook my head. I didn’t need to keep thinking about the goblin. He brought his circumstances on himself. 
 
    To distract myself, I quickly said, “Command: Thaumaturgy.” My left hand glowed white, and while there was no demand for a reagent, I did feel another pull inside of me. When I checked my character sheet, my mana was lessened by five points. The mana was quickly replaced, and I was once more at full capacity. “I guess the OS simulates all costs for abilities and skills but doesn’t make the costs permanent. Otherwise, I’d never be able to practice the infusions more than a few times.  
 
    I touched my left hand to my throat just like the cleric I’d copied the spell from did and talked.  
 
    “Testing. One, two, three.” 
 
    I sounded normal. Then I said the spell name again, “Thaumaturgy,” and said the same phrase again.  My voice was much louder than normal, and it felt like I was speaking through a megaphone. I shouted once, just to test things, and the sound of my own voice was so loud that it made me wince.  I couldn’t imagine what use a spell like that would have except for what the cleric had used it for: shouting orders during a loud battle.  
 
    I continued to practice the Infusion ability since it allowed me to not only infuse myself but any ‘non-living materials.’ I asked the OS to create copper nails, something I knew I had a schematic of, and they appeared in front of me. I then infused Minor Regeneration into the nail, and when the hurt goblin appeared, I pressed the nail head to the goblin and said the name of the spell. The glow still transferred to the hurt goblin and his wound slowly healed.  
 
    I tested the Thaumaturgy spell on the nail, but instead of acting like a microphone as I’d hoped, the spell amplified any sound that the nail made. So, when I dropped the nail, it sounded like I’d dropped a large kitchen knife, not a small nail. The effect stirred ideas in me, but I put them aside for now.  
 
    I then tried to infuse the same two spells on the hurt goblin in front of me only to get an error message saying that I could not infuse living material. However, when I plucked a few hairs from the goblin’s head, the infusions took.  
 
    For the last experiment, I just tested the duration of twenty minutes. I infused my right hand with Minor Regeneration and started counting. At about 1,200 seconds, the green glow faded away, which meant that I had twenty minutes to use the infusion before it expired.   
 
    I had a few more experiments in mind to test the limits of the infusions but unfortunately didn’t have the scans to test them with. I wished I’d scanned some water or something so that I could test if the spells held to liquids too. When I came out of this stasis, I was going to have to remember to scan everything, not just weapons and armor, so that I’d have more materials to work with if I ever came back here.  
 
    Out of experiments for the moment and finished with the practice program, I moved on to the next stasis option: Skill and Ability Trees. It turned out it was a vast information mode that projected all the skills and abilities that the OS had information on. I was entranced as I tapped on the various listed skills like Berserk, Hot Tamale, Pirate Slash, Thousand Needle, and more. Each time I tapped a listed skill or ability, a projection of it was shown to me. This way, not only could I see how my own class abilities worked but I was also able to research my opponent’s abilities as well.  
 
    I wondered why I couldn’t already use the skills if the Metalman OS had all this information already.? I mean, it was all data and this frame must work on some programmed base. So, why couldn’t I use all these abilities, and skills already? I had no answer, so I asked, “Inquiry: Why can’t I use the abilities and skills shown to me in the Skill and Ability Trees?” 
 
    All frames have a limited capacity to learn and change. Conversion of traditional skills and abilities to Metalman programming takes time and uses the limited resource of XP available in the world. All changes to the frame require the use of this resource, whether a gain in strength or a combat ability, or a magical spell. Additionally, many abilities and skills, while observed and recorded by the Metalman OS, have to be transferred from experts before it is possible to incorporate them into the frame.  
 
    An exception to this are the Metalman class abilities and skills which are pre-loaded but still need the resource XP to compile and change the capacity of the frame. 
 
    The explanation was not only detailed but also helped me understand why an artificial race like the Metalmen used the same system as every organic being. XP was a real tangible resource on this world, the same as air, or water, or gold. 
 
    I moved onto the last program: Memories. As I activated it, the entire area changed, and images and blurry moving pictures appeared around me. My memories of my past life as a human had kind of a golden hue to them. More than forty years of memories took a lot of space. For a time, I explored my life as it had been before I died: a pleasant childhood, schooling, college, and work life. All in all, it was a life of relative ease--not that it was without its challenges--but there in the human world, there was no struggle for survival. The world had been modern and so technologically advanced that it was safe. There were no life or death fights against beasts and monsters--except the conflict with my stomach when I craved yet another deadly cheeseburger--and I didn’t have to stress and strain to find solutions to conflicts that could end my existence. The worst that life had to give was an occasional break-up or struggle against boredom. That life had ended with me all alone playing video games, overweight, and dying from a heart attack. I found it ironic that it was a life of ease and comfort that led to my death back on Earth. 
 
    Yet, looking back past these golden-hued memories of my last life, there was more. These memories were tinted red, and I didn't recognize any of them. It was difficult to sort through them without any context, so I reached out to touch one at random. 
 
    The world around me blurred, and I found myself standing at the edge of a forest. Behind and to the sides was a massive camp full of mechanical beings like me. Though no one was precisely the same, there were enough similarities to recognize that I was in the middle of a large group of Metalmen. The muted sounds of explosions in the distance reached my ears, and I realized that there was a battle going on somewhere. A voice called out nearby, and though I didn't will it, my perspective shifted, and my head turned toward the sound.  
 
    While I wished that I were more than just a passenger in this body, I tried to pay attention as best I could. My head, or the Metalman frame I was in, turned and I saw a tall, hulking Metalman that was over seven and a half feet tall. While tall, it was his sheer size that was the most impressive with broad, thick shoulders, a barrel-shaped body, and arms thicker than my legs. He was not covered in wood plating like I was, but rather dark metal plating and spikes along his shoulders and arms. He looked like a living weapon capable of dealing out much damage. 
 
    The Metalman started to talk and gestured toward me, but the sound of his voice was muted. It was like trying to listen to him while underwater. However, even without understanding the words, his gestures make it clear that he was not pleased with me; or, rather, whomever this body was. With one final gesture, the dressing down was over, and I found myself bowing slightly while tapping my fist to my chest. Then I was off running. I passed by Metalmen of all shapes and sizes. Some were massive metal hulks like the one that had addressed me, others were small and agile, and others like me were somewhere in between. Regardless of their shape, everyone was busy. Some of the hulks dragged and carried large trees to different areas of the camp. Other Metalmen sparred, sparks flying as their weapons and metal-clad bodies slammed into each other. Some seemed to be casting spells, and others fired long rifle-like weapons that glowed with a strange energy, and still others worked together to fabricate large siege weapons. 
 
    Unfortunately, my brief view of the camp ended as my body came to a stop before a large white tent. My wood-plated hand moved the cloth tent flap, and I walked inside. There, in the tent, was row after row of damaged Metalman. Each was lying so still and quiet on a cot that for a moment, I thought I had arrived at some kind of Metalman morgue. But several wood-plated Metalmen walked among the cots, their arms outstretched with green and blue lights flowing from them. A moment later, I found myself among them, deconstructing damaged areas and repairing others. Metal, wood, and other materials I couldn’t identify disappeared into my inventory from piles of resources outside the tent and used them to fix the damaged and incapacitated Metalmen.  
 
    If the patients missed limbs, someone fabricated a new one. The process was fascinating because some of these arms and legs were much different from mine. Some Metalmen had hands and feet, fingers, and toes. Others had long, deadly-looking blades or blunt hammers instead of hands. Others had blades for legs or shoulders mounted with giant crossbows. One even had a knife that receded into his arm, hidden away when not in use.  
 
    I willed myself away from the memory, and with a pop, found myself surrounded by floating images again. I explored more of these memories that were not mine and found most a repetition of what I'd already seen: days spent repairing and deconstructing while battles raged in some other place. It was no wonder the Metalman whose body I took was named Repair: it was all he seemed to do. 
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 1 hour. 
 
    I hadn't realized that so much time had already passed, but it made sense since this program seemed to exist to keep the occupant busy while the upgrade finished. Yet, I still had questions about where the Metalmen and Repair came from. I tried to sort through the many memories, and though it took some time, I eventually found what must have been one of this frame's earliest memories. Touching it, I was transported into the red-tinted memory.  
 
    The world was dark, but there was a zap, my eyes flew open, and I found myself floating in a tank of some dark liquid with dim light coming from somewhere above me. There was a whirring sound, the liquid started to drain away, and the light glowed brighter until I realized that I was looking up at a glass cover in goo. Then a three-fingered hand wiped it away from the outside. I saw something look inside at me, and a moment later, the cover was removed, and I was bathed in bright light.  
 
    As my eyes adjusted to the increased brightness, I found myself staring into the eyes of . . . Well, I wasn’t sure what it was. It had a pointed angular head, green chitinous skin, compound eyes, and wiggling antennae sticking out of its head. As it stepped back, I saw that it had two thin arms and two skinny legs that bent at weird angles from a carapace body. Small vestigial wings flapped as it spoke to me, but the sounds were unintelligible and muted. My body moved of its own accord and tried to stand, only to crash to the ground like a newly born foal. The insect-like being moved behind me, and I felt him poking and prodding. I felt my body spasming as gears and pistons adjusted to whatever was being done to them. When next I tried to stand, it came much more successfully, and I was quickly ushered out of the room. The insect being moved to another pod, and I saw that there were many more behind it. 
 
    As my view of the room ended and the body I inhabited left, it joined a long line of newly formed Metalmen before the memory ended. 
 
    I wondered why the Metalmen were created as I moved back and started searching through the memories of Repair for an answer. But his life was not one of exploration or fighting, it was instead one of the slow and gradual experiences that mostly consisted of him fixing others. Yet, there was one memory that gave me a clue about who the Metalmen were fighting. One memory, the last, was of the camp being overrun by an army of black-clad monsters. Monsters in platemail bearing long dark blades. The creatures had green glowing eyes, and while the Metalmen fought valiantly, most were already damaged before the fight even started. Repair's last memory was of a thin, desiccated man in dark robes reaching out with outstretched arms casting some kind of spell. Then darkness, and I was kicked out of the memory. Repair’s demise stirred memories of my own painful death as a human and my desire to make more of myself in this life inside of me.  
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 30 minutes. 
 
    With a limited amount of time left, I returned to the memory starting point and looked at the last and smallest set of memories. They glowed white and were the clearest of all the ones shown before me. It only made sense since they were of my life on this world as a Metalman. I touched the earliest memory and was transported back into my body as I’d just woken up on the work table at the Gnomish Research Institute. It was odd to see the faces of the gnomes and hear their voices from the memory and have a clear one of my own. It was almost like watching a home movie but also being able to do a director’s commentary. I could hear and see everything I did initially, but I also noticed all the little details that I hadn’t consciously paid attention to at the time.  I heard both the conversation between myself and the gnomes, but I also saw the tired looks on everyone’s faces. There were bags under their eyes, and looks of hope and pride at having accomplished some goal. I was the culmination of tens of thousands of gold and perhaps thousands of gnome-hours. It was fascinating, yet painful. I had a much clearer recognition and emotional resonance with the memories. I could feel my own fear, excitement at waking up in a new world. But my anger at being told I was the gnome’s property until I paid back the sizable investment they’d put into bringing my frame online was also there.  
 
    The ability to see my past so clearly was a gift and a curse. Clarity and pain. To see the past but feel the emotions too. My mind took the idea and leapt to my most recent pains. Greebo. I realized that pain of his betrayal was one that I could not let go. “Perhaps seeing it again would help me move past it or forgive him,” I thought.  
 
    I pulled back from the gnome memory and touched the one that had my first meeting with Greebo. It was the same day I’d been revived, and I was exploring the city for the first time. I was so starstruck by the city that I felt like a kid in a candy store, wanting to look and touch everything all at once. There were so many different races of people that I remembered from the fantasy stories I’d read on Earth. There was actual magic in this world. More than that, there was something I hadn’t expected but was equally fascinated by: technology. There were golems, and clockwork animals that pulled carts, factories off in the distance, and guns in weapon shops. I recognized that it was a mix of magic and industrial technology, and I was in love with it all. I didn’t recognize it at the time, but looking back at the memory, I could feel the pull that tech had on my heart. I longed to learn about it all, every spell, every spring, and bolt, and gear. I wanted to learn and create. I still did. 
 
    Then the memory continued, and I saw my first meeting with Greebo in the market center that surrounded the dungeon. I could still feel my awe and tourist wonder at everything through the memory, but I blunted those feelings and looked for something else. Yes, there, just as I stepped into the market, was Greebo. He was watching me from his place on a box near the Adventurer’s Guild. I could only catch glimpses of him as the ‘me’ in the memory kept looking around at everything. But then Greebo took off at a run, placed himself in my path, started yelling about being a guide, and I stopped him to ask a question. It pained me to see that even our first meeting was planned.  
 
    As I continued to watch our first interactions, I noticed the sly looks he gave and the great interest he took when Sandra Silverclaw told me that she’d have to report my activities back to my owners at the Gnomish Institute. I even saw him run ahead out of the guild and pass something on to a goblin before we entered the dungeon for the first time together.  
 
    I sighed as I pulled myself out of the memory. It was true then. He’d targeted me from the beginning and passed on the information he learned. I felt hurt all over again after seeing the actions of my so-called friend. But I just couldn’t let it go. I had to see more. I reviewed each interaction we had: every fight and every conversation, and I noticed more messages passed and secret conversations he had with other goblins. But I also noticed something else: the way he looked as he gave the information. It looked like he was more and more reluctant to pass on material as time went on.  
 
    I also noticed that our conversations and interactions changed over time. That first day, he kept himself at a distance and treated me like a client. But as time went on and we fought together and saved each other's lives in the dungeon, the way he looked at me changed. He smiled and opened up. He started to trust me and even confide in me.  
 
    I shook my head to clear it, but the changes in his behavior could not be dismissed so easily. I could not deny that Greebo and I went from being strangers to being friends. We spent practically every day together, working, fighting, and even drinking on two occasions.  
 
    It was there that I saw it. The guilt. At the bar, The Tipsy Minotaur. He’d tried to tell me then, I think. He said the words, “Repair, I’ve been meaning to tell you…” I wondered if he would he have told me what he’d done if he hadn’t been interrupted by the cheers from the other bar patrons? Or would he have told me something different. I just didn’t know.  
 
    It was so infuriating that I just couldn’t tell. Then the words of the old witch came back to me.  
 
    “So, then your dilemma is not with what your friend did, but who you think he is and isn’t.” 
 
    “Your goblin might have betrayed a stranger, but would he betray a true friend?” 
 
    The words which had stuck in my mind now made sense. I wasn’t angry at Greebo for what he had done. After all, who was I to him back then? I was just some random stranger. I was angry at a broken concept, an illusion that Greebo had always been my friend just because he was now. When that illusion broke, it broke what I thought friendship should be. The Greebo I first met owed me nothing, and I owed him nothing beyond what we’d agreed to for the day.  
 
    I quickly tapped on the memory for the night we left the bar, the night that Neal Nailspitter kidnapped me. I replayed what I saw and heard. There, as I fought goblins and had my legs broken, Greebo fought for me. There was Greebo killing for me. Even though he was outnumbered, he fought tooth and nail to try and rescue me. Those were the actions of a true friend that was willing to die to help me.  
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 1 minute. 
 
    As the countdown ticked down, I realized that Greebo was my friend and that, if he was willing to die to try to help me, I could do no less for him. I just needed to figure out a way to kill the Mutated Moleikin and get the Cruixiotix vine he needed to live. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Gnomish Curiosity 
 
      
 
    As the world came back into focus, I found myself looking up at the tired-looking Gnomerad and Tognomey. The two gnomes had dark bags under their eyes and were staring intently down at me unblinking. I sat up, startling the two with my sudden movement.  
 
    They quickly recovered, and Tognomey pulled a pocket watch out of his vest and said, “Note time of recovery as having taken sixteen hours.” Gnomerad nodded then quickly scribbled the information, and the two started to poke and prod me. The black haired Gnomerad even pulled a small hammer from his pocket and tapped my metal plates, making tinkling sounds. 
 
    "Guys, I appreciate that you’re happy to see me, but would you mind taking a step back please?" 
 
    It took a moment for my words to pierce their tired brains, but they backed away from me. I got off the table in the lab and immediately noticed that I felt significantly heavier. I took a few steps and found that I felt a bit slower too. Not much, but enough to be noticeable. I looked down at myself and saw that I no longer had wood covering my body, but rather a dark grey metal plating. "It worked," I said.  
 
    "Yes, it did. Though, the entire process took much longer than we expected, and you were unconscious the entire time. Are you feeling ok, Repair?" asks Tognomey. 
 
    Gnomerad scowled at Tognomey. "Who cares how he feels?" He turned to me and asked, "What happened in that trance you were in? We already noted all the physical transformations your body went through but we still need to know about what happened to you mentally." 
 
    Tognomey shook his head. “You don’t have to be so callous.  Besides, we’ve had this argument. Trance? I told you, he just shut down. It was obviously like being knocked out.” 
 
    Gnomerad harrumphed and asked me again, “Well, are you going to answer me, machine?”  
 
    I clenched my metal clad fists and felt the need to punch the gnome.  I suppressed the urge as I recalled the deal I’d made with the Institute. They donated the iron for my upgrade, after all. I answered, "For once, Gnomerad is correct. It was more like a trance."  
 
    Gnomerad grinned triumphantly at the other gnome. "Ha! I knew I was right. I saw his orbital lenses shift and knew he was still conscious somehow." 
 
    Tognomey shook his head. “He’s going to be insufferable all day now. But please, tell us what you experienced." 
 
    I described the Upgrade stasis program, and while I was happy to tell them about being able to practice my skills or abilities and being able to see the large skill trees of other classes, I hesitated when it came to the memories. I'm sure not going to describe my own personal memories with the gnomes. Do I have the right to share Repair's? I mean, before I was him, the ones of this frame's old life. Yet, those memories may be the only reliable record of an entire race's existence. I shrugged my shoulders and twiddled my thumbs. No, I wouldn’t go back on my word and withhold details, but at the same time, I knew that it would take me hours to describe everything that I saw, and Greebo didn’t have that much time left.  
 
    “In addition to what I’ve told you about, there’s also a way to explore the memories of the Metalman frame . . .” 
 
    The two interrupted me with near simultaneous shouts, and they jumped for joy. To say that the two gnomes were excited to hear me say that was like saying the sun was a little bright. After getting over their initial excitement, they started to ask me a stream of questions.  
 
    While I could not understand exactly what they were asking, I knew their questions would hold me up for hours if I let them. I clapped my hands to get their attention, and they came together with a clang.  
 
    “Please, I promise to tell you all about what I saw. But I don’t have time right now. I need to help my friend.” I took a step towards the door, but Gnomerad stepped in front of my path and asked with an almost worshipful look in his eyes, "What were they like? Really?" 
 
    The genuine interest in history and knowledge almost made me want to stop, but Greebo needed me. I tried to step around the gnome, but he stepped back and held up his hands pleadingly. “Please don’t go. You could help answer questions gnomish historians have struggled with for ages. Who created the Metalmen? Where the myths about the dark army the Metalmen fought true, or were they just stories, or something else?" 
 
    "Leave him alone, Gnomerad. It's his life. We should be happy that we've gotten this chance to peel back the veil of time and get the answers we have," Tognomey said.  
 
    Gnomerad turned to the other gnome and shook his fist angrily. “If he goes into the dungeon, he might not come back. The dungeon can be deadly, even at early levels. Do you think we can risk what is in his head for some goblin?” 
 
    Tognomey thought about the words then stepped beside Gnomerad to block my path. He looked up at me with a smile. "Thank you, Repair, for sharing what you saw. I understand your desire to do something for the goblin, but the knowledge you have is more important. If you go into the dungeon, you may be hurt or damaged, and we’d lose out on what you know." He chewed his lip, thought about something, and continued, “If you stay, we will pay double what we normally do towards your debt.” 
 
    “Not double, we will quadruple the pay,” Gnomerad added as he wrung his hands.  
 
    The offer made me pause. If I worked things right and elongated my descriptions of what I saw, I could potentially knock off thousands of gold from my debt to the gnomes. I needed to be clear of my debt to the gnomes before they would declare me not their property. The temptation was strong, but momentary, and I shook my head.  
 
    “No. I’m sorry, guys. I’ll be back, promise.” I tried to step around the two gnomes but they stepped back and blocked the door out with their bodies.  
 
    “No! You will not go until you tell us everything!” Gnomerad yelled. He had an almost crazed look in his eyes. “I was against the project that brought you back, but I will gladly admit that I was wrong if we can just peel back your mind to learn what you know.” 
 
    “That sounds like a threat.” I said, looking at the gnomes. They were both higher levels than me, and I didn’t think I could force my way past them if it came down to it.  
 
    He shrugged and searched his pocket for something. “Take it as you see fit. You belong to the Institute. You will not leave these premises until we get what we want.”  
 
    Tognomey turned to face the gnome with a grimace, but did not argue with the statement. The declaration that they owned me was uttered so casually that it made me want to smash both their short heads in. I had to consciously unclench my fists, to keep from acting on the impulse. But the Metalman frame gave away no sign of the seething anger inside of me. I knew that I could not physically beat the two gnomes. Together, they had almost thirty levels on me. No, I had to use my brain.  
 
    I raised my hands up and shrugged. “If it’s really that important to you guys, I’ll stay. But only for ten times the normal rate.” 
 
    “Agreed!” They both said simultaneously. 
 
    I had expected the gnomes to argue a little but rolled with their agreement. “Good. Then I’ll get started.” I paused, looked down at the two and asked, “Do you think that you two should be the only ones to hear this? Should Professor Gnominsky or the other gnomes be here too?” 
 
    Tognomey’s head snapped up from his notes and he looked ashamed. “Of course. How could we keep this to ourselves? The professor would never forgive us if we didn’t give him a chance to ask questions or hear this first hand.” He turned to Gnomerad. “He’ll be in his room by now. I’ll go fetch him while you go get the other researchers.” 
 
    Gnomerad looked at me suspiciously, but he agreed with the other gnome. “Yes, I’ll go fetch whoever is still here. We should document as much as we can while the information is fresh in its mind.” 
 
    I could not believe my luck that both decided to leave. I’d hoped that at least one would go and that I could disable the other. But this worked even better for me. I casually leaned against a table while the two left the room and the door closed behind them. There was a click, and I listened carefully to the sound of their receding footsteps. The moment I was sure they’d left, I checked the door only to find it locked. I laughed to myself and activated my deconstruction tool. It was less than a minute’s work to break down the lock, and I carefully opened the door.  
 
    I looked down the hall and found it empty. I knew from previous experience coming in late that few of the gnome researchers worked this late at night. But it wouldn’t take long for word to spread about a chance to learn about the Metalmen. I didn’t have long. I moved down the hall to the door to the building, opened it a crack, and peeked out.  
 
    “Damn,” I thought as I saw the armored body of a gnome guard just outside the door. I’d hoped that I could just run, but the gnomes must have placed this guard here to make sure I didn’t leave. I stood and walked back to my room, ready to put into play my backup plan. I closed the door behind me as I entered my room, the supply closet, and went right to the barred window. My deconstruction tool quickly broke down the tops and bottoms of the iron bars. It was easier and faster than entirely deconstructing each bar. I carefully took each bar from the window, careful not to make too much noise, and after the last bar was removed, I pulled myself through the window, glad that the gnomes had never cared enough to move me away from the outer wall of the compound.  
 
    The outer wall was four feet taller than me and was just out of reach of my best jump. However, I was able to deconstruct just enough from the bottom of the wall to make foot and hand holds. Using those, I was able to just reach the top of the wall and pulled myself over. I jumped down from the wall with a thud, quickly crossed the street, and ran toward the center of town. I knew there would be hell to pay when I returned, but I put the consequences out of my mind and focused on the task ahead. I still had to figure out how to beat the Mutated Moleikin or get the Cruixiotix vine to save Greebo. I had an idea, but knew it was risky, and I lacked the materials I needed to complete it. I needed help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 - Determination 
 
      
 
    As I ran through the quiet streets of the city, I found moving an awkward experience. The extra weight from my new metal plating made my legs and arms drag slightly. I knew I needed to see what changes the armor made to my stats and checked my character sheet as I ran.  
 
      
 
    Name: Repair 
 
    Race: Metalman 
 
    Class: Artificer Level 3 
 
    XP to Next Level: 97 
 
    Weight: 140 lbs. 
 
    Carrying Capacity: 141/150 lbs. 
 
    Stat point Available: 0 
 
    Class point Available: 0 
 
    Money: 0 
 
    AC: 15 
 
      
 
    HP: 25/25 
 
    Mana: 28/28 
 
      
 
    Str: 10 
 
    Dex: 10 
 
    Con: 10 
 
    Int: 16 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Traits: +25% Learning speed, Does not breathe, Does not eat, Does not sleep, Adaptable bodies. Not able to be healed with divine magic or potions. 
 
    Skills: Blunt Weapons 9, Unarmed Fighting 7, Trap Making 3, Haggle 2, Sneak 2  
 
    Abilities: Deconstruct, Repair, Fabrication I, Fabrication II, Magical Spell Scanning, Improve Armor, Infusion 
 
      
 
    Inventory  
 
    ID Plate 
 
    Adventurers Guild Medallion 
 
      
 
    While the iron upgrade gave me more armor, I was 20 lbs. heavier. Even though that weight was evenly distributed over my body, it would take some getting used to. Even more concerning, however, was my severely limited carrying capacity. I hadn’t taken into account how much weight the iron would add and that I could only carry an extra 9 lbs. before I was encumbered. I’d have to add my next free stat point to strength or use some class skill points to get one of the abilities that reduced internal inventory weight. It was frustrating to have one more limitation placed on what I needed to do. 
 
    The first step I needed to take was to crystalize just what limitations I was working with. Time was the biggest issue. I knew Greebo had a limited amount of it left, but how much exactly? I thought back to what the witch said. He had three days from the time he’d been cursed. Greebo had been cursed trying to defend me when I was kidnapped, and that had been in the early morning hours one, no two days ago. I had spent the rest of that day trying to get Greebo healed and then in the dungeon. I didn’t come out till the sun was just coming up again. I spent the second day feeling betrayed and a big part of it upgrading my armor in the stasis program. So, this was the third and final day for Greebo. I didn’t know how long his treatment would take, but I didn’t want to waste time. I estimated I had about five hours to put together my plan, test it, and then travel through the third level of the dungeon, enter the mine, beat the Mutated Moleikin, return with the plant he needed and get the witch to treat him.  
 
    I only had five hours to get all that done or Greebo would die.  
 
    “No pressure,” I thought. 
 
    I reached the center of the city and found a different and much less crowded scene compared to the day time crowds around the dungeon. There were a few stalls open that sold adventuring food and supplies, but the one I was looking for was still open. The trap shop. This was the place I’d purchased nails for caltrops and tested my earliest fabrication project. But now, with a more powerful fabrication ability, I could work with larger traps. I looked over what was available and saw: Ball Bearings, Arrow Traps, Snare Traps, and Steel-Jaw leghold traps. The last would cost me five silver to purchase, and all the others would come to a total of a silver to buy, but I’d need even more if I was going to take on the monster in the mine.   
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have a single copper to my name anymore. I’d spent everything I’d saved to pay the witch to heal Greebo. So, my immediate need was to make some money quickly to pay for what I required. I looked around and briefly considered giving myself a five-finger discount, but the merchant’s eyes were glued to me like he could sense my need. I waved at him and took a step back from the stand.  
 
    “Money, money, money,” I thought. “That’s what it always comes down to, doesn’t it? I need money to free myself from the gnomes. The gnomes need money to fund their research. Greebo needed money to get his class. And now I need more money to save Greebo.” 
 
    I had almost five hours. I could go into the dungeon, kill monsters, loot them, and sell the parts for starting capital, then purchase some broken items and repair them for more money. If I found a few high-priced items I could repair, I could make enough to get everything I needed.  
 
    I turned away from the trap stand and started to walk down into the dungeon to start off when I heard a shout ahead of me.  
 
    “Stop that golem! He’s property of the Gnomish Research Institute!” 
 
    I did not bother to look. I knew Gnomerad's voice when I heard it. I turned around and made a dash through the market, running north into the slums where Greebo lived. I’d known that the gnomes were going to come after me, I’d just hoped it would have taken longer and that I’d made it into the dungeon by then.  
 
    The shouts behind me faded away as ducked through side streets. Not having muscles or lungs meant that I did not tire and that I could outlast anyone in an endurance race. There were also plenty of back alleys and dark places to hide, even if someone could keep up with me. No, the gnomes would not have been able to find me in that part of the city. After a few more minutes, I stopped and looked around. I’d wandered through much of the area during past visits and was soon able to locate a few landmarks and find my way to Greebo’s apartment building. The front doors were open, and I walked inside, found his apartment, and knocked on the door.  
 
    A blurry eyed goblin named Manny opened the door and asked, “Who the hell is knocking about at this time of the morning?” 
 
    “Sorry, I needed to talk to Greebo.” 
 
    Manny blinked and rubbed his face before he said, “Oh, it’s you. Yeah, Greebo’s friend.” He looked down and shook his head. “Sad thing. I expect you have come to say goodbye to him?” 
 
    “No, I’m here to talk to him. Can I come in?” 
 
    He opened the door wide, and I stepped inside. The room was the same as it had been. Most of the space was taken up by bunk beds, and each was occupied by a sleeping goblin. This time of the morning, it was dark in the room, but I could make out enough to walk through the apartment to where Greebo lay. There was a small burning candle by his bed, and he did not seem to be asleep. As I approached, I used Inspect.  
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 4/4 
 
    Mana 10/10 
 
    Bizitza Curse - Life drains gradually until the curse is removed or the afflicted dies. 
 
    I didn’t need the peek at his information to know how bad it must have become for him, but I was still surprised that he only had four health left. Before, Greebo had twenty-five health, but the curse was gradually draining away his life force, not just taking away health points like poison or damage from a fight. The curse was shrinking the fundamental size of the pool entirely. When he ran out of life force, he’d reach 0/0 and die. As I looked down at him covered in a pile of blankets, I could see that dying might be a mercy. The once bright-eyed, well-muscled young goblin was skin and bones; or, at least, that’s what it looked like to me. Greebo’s cheeks and eyes were sunken, his hair was gone in patches, and he looked up at me with a neck so thin it could barely support the weight of his head.  
 
    He reached a bony green hand out to me, and I grabbed it gently and knelt down next to him. He whispered with a raspy voice. “Thank you for coming back.”  
 
    “I just needed some time to process what you’d told me. I’m sorry I left like I did. It was unbecoming of a friend.” 
 
    “Then we’re still…” 
 
    I nodded. “Friends? Yeah. I understand what you did to a stranger. But I also recognize that, when we became friends, you were willing to die to help me. That’s enough to prove you’re my true friend.” 
 
    “True friend?” 
 
    “It’s something that the witch Everwoods helped me understand.” I shook my head and patted his hand. “Don’t worry. It was something I had to think through. I’m here for your help.” 
 
    “Help?” He looked down at his shriveled body under the blanket and asked, “What can I do for you like this?” 
 
    “I’m going to try to get the Cruixiotix vine for you again.” I tap on my new iron plating and continued, “I’ve already upgraded my armor, but I need some money to buy supplies and prepare.” 
 
    His lips pressed together, and he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but Nailspitter took everything I had when he left me in the alley behind the Tipsy Minotaur. I’m broke.” 
 
    My shoulders sagged with the weight of another problem I had to solve. The gnomes, or someone they’d hired, stood between me and the dungeon, my normal source of income. I couldn’t repair and resell either without some money to buy product. Going into the poison mine by myself without any plan was a recipe for death.  
 
    “I don’t want you to go and risk yourself for me, Repair.” 
 
    “I’m not planning to.” I saw Greebo’s eyes widen, and I quickly continued, “I mean, I’m going to go back to the poison mine, but I’m not planning on dying or risking myself. I have a plan to stay away from the monster and maybe even lure him away to get the vine you need. But for that plan to work, I need to buy some stuff.” 
 
    “How much do you need?” A voice behind me asked. I turned around to see Manny step into the light of the candle by Greebo’s bed. “I heard what you said. You really think you can get this plant he needs and save my cousin?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    He bit his bottom lip and then nodded to himself, having come to a decision. “I have 20 copper that I’ve saved, will that be enough?” 
 
    “No, Manny! That’s all the money you’ve saved up this year,” Greebo said. 
 
    “No, cousin. You’re family, and I could never help you with your leveling, but I can help with this.” He turned back to me and asked again, “It is enough?” 
 
    The offer from Manny was very generous, considering what Greebo told me about the low wages goblins generally got. It might have taken Manny months to save up that much. “Thank you, but I need at least a silver.” 
 
    He looked down, disappointed that even his savings were not enough. Then another voice above Greebo’s bed spoke out, “I have 4 coppers you could have.” 
 
    I looked up to see the goblin there looking down at me. He smiled and continued, “Greebo has always been a good bunk mate. I don’t want to see him die.” 
 
    A voice from another bunk called out, “I can give 7 coppers. Greebo don’t deserve to die for helping his friend. I don’t care what Nailspitter says.” 
 
    “Greebo’s pop helped my folks out when we didn’t have money for food. I couldn’t let his boy die without giving something. You can have my 15 copper,” an older voice said from somewhere. 
 
    Voice after voice called out and offered their small savings. Individually, none of them was very much, but together, they added up to 2 silver and 13 copper. It would be enough to get me started.  
 
    The entire room of goblins had listened to what Greebo and I had said, and while not everyone could contribute coin to the cause, everyone was willing to help. I knew that I could not be seen on the streets with the gnomes searching for me. So, I gave the coin to Manny with instructions on what to buy. The other goblins were to search for stuff for me to deconstruct. Anything really. I needed a broad range of materials to scan and break down. I didn’t have to use it all, but I knew that I would need a stock of wood, copper, and iron. I’d also need some clothes or some other disguise to blend in with the normal day crowd to get back into the dungeon. But that was for later. At that moment, I was focused on my preparations. 
 
    The goblins returned within the hour with all manner of trash: bits of paper, empty glass bottles, tin cans, broken bricks, string, scraps of leather, a boot without a sole, wood chips, rocks, and more. I scanned it all and deconstructed everything.  
 
    Manny returned with the traps and other odds and ends I’d given him a list of, and I scanned it all.  
 
    Scan complete. Object:  
 
    1/16th inch Leather Cord, 120 feet. Components: 1 lb. leather 
 
    Ball Bearing. Component: .025 lbs. iron 
 
    Arrow Trap. Components: 2 lbs. wood, .025 lbs. of iron, .1 lbs. of leather 
 
    Snare Trap. Components: .1 lbs. of leather, 1 lbs. wood  
 
    Poor Pine Crossbow. Components: 4.8 lb. wood, 0.2 lb. copper 
 
    Crossbow Bolt. Components: 0.04 lbs. wood, 0.01 lb. copper   
 
    The ball bearings would work on a smooth surface to trip up an opponent, although I didn't see them being useful on the sandy ground of the third dungeon level. The arrow trap was actually a cheap bow and arrow that was set up to fire with a tripwire. It included wooden posts to adjust the height of the bow to the target height. The snare trap was similar, some leather cord and wood to make a trip line and snare. I’d initially planned to test out these new traps in the dungeon. The arrow traps, in particular, sparked some ideas on combining the trap with some of the poison from the second level to improve the damage of the arrows. However, with the dungeon being watched by the gnomes, I had to change how I’d test my ideas out.  
 
    As I sat on the floor of the apartment room, I quietly called out to the Metalman OS, “Command: Start Stasis Program.” 
 
    Error. Parameters for program activation not met.  
 
    I was wondering what the error message meant when Manny’s voice cut through my thoughts.  
 
    “Hey. Why are you mumbling? How’s that going to help Greebo?” 
 
    “I’m not mumbling. I’m accessing a special program that will let me practice some stuff. I only need to get it to work right.” 
 
    “Program? That a kinda spell? And you gotta call out to it?” 
 
    “Well, I guess you could call it a kind of spell. I sort of talk to a special guide I have that then answers some questions for me or does something for me.” 
 
    “But it’s inside of you? This guide? Then why do you gotta talk outloud to it? That seems like a design flaw.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. I just work with what I got. I used to have to type on a special board to do this kind of stuff, so talking to something is a lot easier to me. Maybe there’s some way to do all this silently or an upgrade of some kind, but I’m working with what I have right now.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, I don’t get the rules for magic either. Guess everyone has stuff they just gotta do a certain way. Well, you get back to it then. Greebo ain’t got too much longer left.” 
 
    I estimated Greebo still had about 3 hours before he succumbed to his cursed wound, but I didn’t know how long I’d be in the stasis program, if I could get it to work.  
 
    “Inquiry: When can I use the Stasis Program?” 
 
    The Stasis Program may be used whenever a frame requires extensive repairs or upgrades. The minimum time for a repair or upgrade is 1 hour before the program becomes available. 
 
    I raised my two thumbs up to Manny and Greebo who were watching me. “Got it. You guys are going to have to help me access this program. It’s only available if I need long repairs or an upgrade. I don’t have anything I can upgrade, so I’m going to have to go with the other option.” 
 
    Greebo asked from his bed, “You mean you want us to hurt you so you can repair yourself?” 
 
    “Yup. I mean, don’t break me too badly. I think about 9 or 10 points of damage should do. I’ll also need the metal and wood materials to repair myself handy. But, yeah, knock me about, please.” 
 
    Manny looked at me with his mouth wide open and eyebrows raised in surprise. “You some kind of loon? You want us to hurt you so that you can use some spell that will let you . . . what?”

“I think spell isn’t the right word, but it’ll let me practice my skills while putting me in a kind of trance . . . uh . . . waking sleep. It's actually a very useful thing. Don’t worry, though: I don’t feel pain when I’m hurt. So, you can bash and cut me all you want, and I won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    Manny looked to Greebo, who nodded and confirmed my statement. “Yeah, that makes sense. You’re all gears and stuff.” He turned to the room with a sharp toothed smile. “So, who wants to take a swing at my friend here to help save my life?” 
 
    There was a round of laughter from the room and a mob of goblins with knives, hammers, and green fists swarmed me. It didn’t take long to lose 9 health, and Manny called everyone off when I hit that point. I thanked everyone for their help, even as some of the goblins rubbed their sore fists and walked away muttering about my hard metal skin.  
 
    The goblins had gathered more than enough trash and random items for me to deconstruct and use as materials for repair. I started the process to fix the scratched and dents in my metal plating but noted that there were a few good gashes in the wood between plates, and even some gaps where the gears and pistons beneath showed.  
 
    Starting repairs . . .Time till completion: 1 hour 4 minutes. Please stay still.               
 
    I thought back to all the extensive repairs I’d done since I woke on this world and wished that I’d known about this program sooner. It would have been a much better way to spend my time instead of sitting there watching my body be repaired a layer at a time. 
 
    “Command: Start Stasis Program.” 
 
    Warning: Stasis program will immobilize frame until repairs or upgrade complete. Please choose a safe location to complete the upgrade. Please say ‘Ready’ when you wish to continue. 
 
    I looked up at Greebo and explained what was going to happen. “I’m going to start the program now. I’ll look like I’m sleeping or inactive, but it's just temporary. I’ll come out of it when the repairs to my body are finished, so you don’t need to worry about anything.” 
 
    I said, “Ready,” and the world went black.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 - Preparation 
 
      
 
      
 
    Loading...Stasis Program 
 
      
 
    One moment the world had gone black, and the next, I was lying on a white floor in a white room with no walls. The space seemed infinitely empty, and it bothered me.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I change the way this place looks?” 
 
      
 
    You may change the default appearance of the loading area using any materials that you have scanned or created a schematic for.  
 
      
 
    I berated myself for not creating schematics of any buildings or at least some walls or something. I put the idea to the back of my mind, sure that I could explore creating custom buildings in this space another time. Instead, I tried to remember the exact programs I could use here.  
 
      
 
    “Command: Please list the options for the Stasis Program.” 
 
    Practice 
 
    Skill and Ability Trees 
 
    Memories 
 
      
 
    “There we go,” I said to myself as I read the list of choices. I selected practice.  
 
    Please select the skill or ability you wish to practice. 
 
    Blunt Weapons 
 
    Deconstruction 
 
    Fabrication 
 
    Haggle 
 
    Improve Armor 
 
    Infusion 
 
    Magical Spell Scanning 
 
    Repair 
 
    Sneak 
 
    Trap Making 
 
    Unarmed Fighting 
 
    “Uh, oh,” I thought as I looked through the list. “I don’t see ranged weapons or crossbows or whatever skill that is.” I realized that, even though I had the crossbow and had even created a schematic for it, I hadn’t fired the weapon to gain a skill for it. I wondered if I’d still be able to practice with it.  
 
      
 
    “Inquiry: Can I practice with weapons that I don’t have a skill for?” 
 
      
 
    You may create any item that you have a schematic for and use it. General combat practice can be initiated with the command line: ‘Create Enemy’. Additionally, dedicated combat scenarios may be created by the user and stored for later use.  
 
      
 
    I thought that was a pretty neat feature, but I wondered just how technical the fights could get. Regardless, though it took a few tries to get the command right, to create a copy of the crossbow and multiple bolts and even a table I’d scanned and gotten a schematic for from the goblin apartment, I managed it in the end. The crossbow was three and a half feet from the end stock to the front stirrup and half that across at the bow part or lathe. While I recalled learning about crossbows in elementary school during world history class, I’d never before fired one. It seemed pretty straight forward, though.  
 
      
 
    I set the back of the stock against my chest and tried to pull back the bowstring, but it was hard to get the leverage I needed. Then I remembered the stirrup, a kind of handle-looking thing bolted to the front of the weapon. I put my foot into it and then tried to pull the bowstring back with much more success. It took a good bit of effort, but I managed to set the bowstring on the catch, a kinda hook that held the string in tension. Then I set the bolt along the carved track in front of the string and that was all it took to ready the crossbow. I raised the weapon, set the stock against my shoulder, and held the front of the bow butt below the string line to support it. I used the pointed metal head of the bolt to sight with then reached back under the weapon and pulled the trigger with my right hand. I’d expected a kick, the way a rifle would, but there was none. Instead, when the string was released, the bolt went flying away with a twang as the tension in the bowstring was released. Compared to a gun, the crossbow was nearly silent.  
 
      
 
    I practiced cocking the crossbow and firing until I was out of bolts. It wasn’t a complicated weapon. The mechanical energy to fire the bolt was created when the string was pulled back, which also bent the lathe, the part that looked like a bow. The lathe acted like a spring, storing the energy put into pulling the string back. When the trigger was pressed, it moved the hook holding the string, and all that stored energy was used to shoot that bolt. Compared to the chemical explosions of a firearm, this was easy to understand. Compared to the longbow, it was also easier to use and required little skill. It took decades to train to be a great bowman, but a decent crossbowman could be trained up in a few days.   
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have days: I had less than an hour. I used the ‘create enemy’ option to bring my enemy to life. In an instant, the bulbous form of the Mutated Moleikin stood before me in all its terribleness.  
 
      
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 60/60 
 
    Mana 32/32 
 
      
 
    My mind still recoiled at the sight of the creature that almost destroyed me, but another part was angry at my weakness and longed to take another shot at the champ. I set to work, for I knew that my hour would end only too soon and that I had too many experiments to run to waste time gawking.  
 
      
 
    My first test was how my crossbow would fare against such a large and furry opponent. It was not a large overly powerful crossbow, but rather an ordinary, low-level one.  
 
      
 
    Poor Pine Crossbow 
 
    Damage 2-2 
 
    Weight 5.0 lbs. 
 
    Durability 5/5 
 
      
 
    The Mutated Moleikin had sixty health which meant that I would have to shoot it successfully thirty times to kill it. I conjured more bolts, placed them on the table next to me, loaded the crossbow and set the monster a few feet from me. 
 
      
 
    I raised the crossbow to my shoulder and pulled the trigger. I barely noticed the sound of the string releasing as the bolt flew through the air in a straight path and penetrated the fur of the Moleikin. A red two floated away from the wound and the monster turned its head and charged me. It was quick for its size and was on me before I could even raise my crossbow to defend myself. Its long, sharp claws slashed at me, cutting my weapon in two and gouging the metal from my new iron plates. I was thrown back from the power of the attack, and the monster didn’t wait for me to rise. Its massive body pinned me down, and its face split vertically, revealing rows of sharp teeth and long wet grasping mouth tendrils. It leaned down, and its claws dung into my body and past my plating as its mouth crushed my head.  
 
      
 
    The world around me blurred, the monster disappeared, and text floated in front of me. 
 
    You have died. Would you like to restart the practice scenario? 
 
    I looked down at my body and discovered that it was once again whole, though the memories of being ripped apart lingered in my mind. I sat up and shook my head at how realistic the death was. I felt the creature’s teeth pierce my head as its maw crushed my skull. I wondered if I could continue. If I should continue. Even though I didn’t feel pain, that didn’t mean that it wasn’t traumatic to feel my body being ripped apart.  
 
      
 
    Then Greebo’s face and all our experiences came back to me. I clenched my fists tightly and got back to my feet. No, I would not let Greebo die and suffer just because I had to go through a few deaths in a simulation. The point of doing this was that I would figure out a way to beat the monster so that I wouldn’t die in real life when I faced it.  
 
      
 
    I restarted the scenario and found the Mutated Moleikin waiting a few feet away from the table with the crossbow and bolts. I set the Moleikin back ten feet, loaded the crossbow, and fired again. I was just able to drop the head of the crossbow to the ground, get my foot into the stirrup, pull back on the string, and set it before the monster crashed into me. Its claws weren’t able to do as much damage as when I had wooden plating, but they still tore me apart as it pinned me down. 
 
      
 
    I reset the scenario again and again, testing different ranges and circumstances. I put the monster farther away but still died. I put it up to thirty feet away and put several tables between us. While that slowed the monster down enough for me to reload and fire a second shot, I still died after the Moleikin reached me. It proved that a single crossbow alone would not be able to deal enough damage to kill the monster. I sat and thought about my problem. It just took too darn long to reload the crossbow. And I wondered, “Why do I need to only carry one?” I realized that I was still thinking like the rules of Earth applied. I thought in terms of what was done on Earth in medieval warfare. A crossbow had to be reloaded before it was useful again. I knew that, in siege combat, there were actually entire teams of reloaders that did this for a crossbowman. I wouldn’t have a team like that to help me in the poison mine, but I also had something those medieval fighters didn’t, a magical internal inventory space.  
 
      
 
    I had the program make me not one, but six crossbows along with more bolts. I loaded each with a bolt and set them on the table, ready for me to use. I reset the monster thirty feet away from me and shot my first bolt. It hit the massive creature, and the monster charged. I ignored the beast and grabbed the next preloaded crossbow from the table and raised it to my shoulder. I fired and dropped the crossbow to the ground. The shot missed, but I did not slow and reached for the next. I fired again and again until the massive hairy body of the Moleikin crashed into me and killed me.  
 
      
 
    I sat up as the familiar words appeared: You have died. Would you like to restart the practice scenario? 
 
      
 
    I read the words but was not discouraged or even upset. On the contrary, I’d just proved that, with preparation, I could fire four crossbows in a row before the monster got to me. That was eight damage, assuming all the bolts landed, and more than double my previous efforts. I was making progress.  
 
      
 
    I’d landed on a key discovery in my plan. Preparation was going to be the key to this fight. Hypothetically, I could fabricate thirty crossbows, preload them, and fire them one after another. As long as the monster couldn’t reach me, I could kill it.  The only problem lied in the reality of my carrying limit. With my new heavier armor, I could only carry nine lbs. Which meant that I could carry one extra crossbow in my internal inventory space. Which meant that I’d have to stash any extra weapons in the mine and run to them.  
 
      
 
    I knew the monster was fast when it used its charge attack, but I did know that I had outrun it when I escaped the poison mine for the first time. So as long as I kept running and avoided that ability, I could keep ahead of it. But would that still work if I was trying to shoot it too?  
 
      
 
    Instead of wondering, I tested it. I reset the scenario, but this time, I spread the preloaded crossbows out from the table at ten-foot intervals. I shot the first bolt, dropped the crossbow, and moved to the next. The monster charged, but I already had the next weapon to my shoulder and fired. The bolt hit the monster, but the extra time I’d taken to walk ten feet meant that the Moleikin was able to reach me. I threw the spent crossbow at the beast and rolled to my left. I felt a claw scrape on the metal plating of my back as I got to my feet but did not stop and ran to the next waiting crossbow. I turned and fired, only to find the monster a few feet away from me. The bolt hit the area of where the neck would be and penetrated the monster’s dark fur so deeply that it disappeared. A purple five floated away from the wound, and the beast screeched in pain.  
 
      
 
    I thought I’d found a winning strategy, but then the Moleikin’s claw glowed green and swiped at me. The last time I’d been on the receiving end of that special attack, the claws had sheared through my arm. This time, they only cut halfway through my body, the new iron plating providing better defense than the wooden ones. Still, I collapsed as my health dropped, and the monster finished me off shortly after.  
 
      
 
    As I reset the scenario, I thought that the idea of spreading out the weapons had merit. But my thought was interrupted by a new notification.  
 
      
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 30 minutes. 
 
    I groaned, realizing that time was as much an enemy to me right now as the monster I was preparing for. I added the next layer of experiments to my scenario: traps. I’d had some success with the pit and deadfall traps on some levels of the dungeon, and now I had schematics for new ones. I had the program create arrow traps, ball bearings, and a snare trap. I’d not used them before and needed to test how they worked.  
 
    Of the three, the ball bearings were the easiest to set up: just throw them out and watch your enemy flail around and fall. The only issue was that the Moleikin was too heavy and dragged its body along the ground so that the ball bearings didn’t slow it down. The arrow trap worked and fired its single arrow, but the bow that came with the kit wasn’t powerful enough to penetrate the monster’s fur and skin, so it did no damage. The snare was a pathetic failure since it was meant to catch much smaller creatures.  
 
    The pit trap had some success slowing down the Moleikin when it dropped into a big enough pit. It even took a solid fifteen points of damage from the wooden spikes at the bottom as it fell on top of them. But the monster used its claws to dig its way out of the pit and came up under the ground like some graboid and ripped my legs from me before finishing me off.  
 
    I had more ideas about combining some parts of the traps but was interrupted by another warning.  
 
    Warning. Stasis program ending in 5 minutes. 
 
    I only had time for one more experiment before the Stasis Program ended and I returned to reality.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 - Poison Mine Round Two 
 
      
 
    As I sat upright, it took me a moment to recall that I was in the goblin’s apartment and that all the green staring eyes belonged to Greebo and his roommates.  
 
    My hour in the Stasis Program ended while I was still working on the last experiments. I’d just died again in the simulation and reset when the final warning that the Stasis Program was ending flashed in front of me. I felt frustrated that I didn’t complete all the tests and practice that I’d wanted to and that I had yet to find a complete answer to how to beat the Mutated Moleikin without dying. But time would not permit me to go back. By my estimate, I only had a few hours before Greebo died.  
 
    I leapt to my feet, ready to put my plan into action. I knew that the gnomes would be on the lookout for me, but it was close enough to the start of the work day that the streets would be full of people, and I could blend in with all the golems in town. At least, that was my hope as I put on the filthy black trousers, torn grey shirt, and a black coat with enough holes that I was surprised it stayed together. I topped it all off with a black cap, and a black scarf that wrapped around my neck and concealed the bottom half of my face. I knew my disguise wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny but hoped that it would last long enough to get past any gnomes and into the third floor of the dungeon.  
 
    I walked out of the building with a group of goblins from the apartment trailing behind me, and we were swept up in the early morning crowd of people heading to work and the dungeon. No one gave us a second look as we walked through the district toward the center of town.  
 
    Once we made it to the market, we headed straight for the dungeon. As we passed the food stalls, I thought I heard the goblins’ stomachs growl behind me, but I pushed on. I eyed the many weapons for sale and the adventurer’s guild. I wished that I had more money or time to make some. I’d be better prepared or able to hire a mercenary from the adventurer’s guild to help me. But both those options were beyond me, and I had to deal with the situation as it was.  
 
    We moved through the crowded market down the stairs towards the dungeon. I spotted Gnomerad and a few other gnomes, but they didn’t notice me. It didn’t hurt that we did not go directly to the third floor of the dungeon but instead to the first floor.  
 
    Manny, the leader of the goblins, pulled on my shirt as we entered the stone tunnels of the dungeon.  
 
    “You sure this is safe, Repair? Me and the boys don’t got much experience fighting monsters.” 
 
    I pulled the crossbow from my internal inventory, and it appeared in my hands, already loaded and ready to fire. I patted the stock and answered, “Yeah, Manny. I’ll protect you. I can kill anything on this floor no problem. It’ll be easy work, and you guys will even get some easy XP if you land any attacks.” 
 
    He nodded and wrung his hands nervously. “Okay. But we’re only here to help Greebo. You better not get any of us hurt, or we’ll take you apart.” 
 
    The goblins were still a bit anxious, but they had a determined look in their eyes. They were taking a risk being here, and I was determined not to let them get hurt. I would protect them. We weren’t there to fight, after all, but to gather the materials I needed to enact my plan.  
 
    We made it to the flower field and headed west to the Scaledon territory. The first time one of the lizards attacked, the goblins scattered, but I had my crossbow ready and fired a bolt right into its side. The red two that floated away from the monster wasn’t enough to kill it, but it got the monster’s attention. It turned from the goblin it had tried to bite and snapped at me. My new iron plating was more than enough to protect me from its bite, though, and I finished it off with a few punches. It dropped to the ground, and I had one of the goblins grab the loot from the corpse.  
 
    I reloaded my crossbow, and we continued on to a small group of trees on the west side of the dungeon. I made sure to clear the area, and Manny surprised me by helping out with the small knife he carried. He gained a few XP for his work, which encouraged the rest of the goblins to help out too. Together, we made short work of any monsters in the area, and I got to work deconstructing the trees for their wood. I knew that I would need quite a bit of wood but could not carry it all, and when I’d asked for help transporting the materials, the goblins volunteered. It didn’t take long to deconstruct the materials I needed and for the goblins to distribute the load amongst themselves, but every minute counted and I was acutely aware that Greebo was dying every minute we spent gathering resources. Still, it must be done, or I’d have no chance to beat the monster. 
 
    We left the first-floor dungeon with me in the lead to make sure nothing attacked us as we left and headed towards the third floor. There was a line of people waiting, which was unusual as the third floor was not that popular among adventurers. One of the gnomes from the Research Institute was at the entrance arguing with the guard on duty.  
 
    “You will let me search each of these people, or I will have your job.” 
 
    The guard argued back, “You gnomes have no say here. I work for the city and will let anyone with the proper guild credentials through. If you so much as question anyone here, I will have you arrested.” 
 
    “But he’s our property! You would deny us our machine?” 
 
    “If you’ve lost something you made, that is your problem, gnome. Not mine.” He briskly pushed the gnome back and waved the entire group of waiting adventurer’s through. I had my Adventurer's Guild medallion ready for him as we passed. I thought I saw him pause as he looked at my face, but he only smirked and waved us on. 
 
    As we entered the dungeon, I could still hear the gnome yelling and arguing behind us, but the sound faded away as we delved into the dungeon. We traveled through the tunnels until we arrived at the desert field, and some of the goblins behind me started grumbling. I couldn’t blame them. Unlike the first level, the monsters here posed a legitimate threat to their lives. 
 
    I turned back to them. “If any of you have any reservations about continuing on, you can still turn back. I won’t think any less of you.” 
 
    There were a few worried looks, but Manny stepped up and held up his hands. “Don’t worry, lads. Repair here is gonna take care of us. We just got to get this stuff to where he needs it. Remember why we’re doing this. It’s for Greebo.” 
 
    The worried looks changed to nods and without another word the group started moving forward. Manny turned to me and said, “There you go. Just gotta calm their nerves sometimes. You just make sure we take the best path to where we got to go. No fights if we can avoid them.” 
 
    I nodded and planned out the best route to the mine and led the goblins. We avoided any group of plants in case there was Cactucus hidden among them, but we weren’t able to avoid a Spiny Cushion that had hidden itself in the sand. Thankfully, I was walking ahead several feet from the goblins and took the needle attack it sent my way. My iron armor negated most of the damage, and I was able to run up to the monster and beat it to death.  
 
    When we did arrive at the poison mine, I stopped the goblins from entering.  
 
    “This is as far as you guys can go. I just need you to drop off your loads on the lift, and I’ll take it from there.” 
 
    Manny stepped out from the goblin group. “You sure?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, the mine is full of deadly poison. Even if we were careful you could accidentally inhale some and could die. It’s enough that you’ve helped as much as you have. I can get all my preparations made and setup from here.” 
 
    The goblins, while very brave for even coming into the dungeon, were happy to not have to step foot into a place that could kill them for just breathing. They emptied their sacks onto the elevator lift and watched as I used the pulley to descend into the mine, promising to wait for me to return. 
 
    Once down the mineshaft, I turned on the miner's cap I’d kept in my inventory, and it emitted a beam of light in front of me. I got to work fabricating the materials I’d be using: wooden stakes, parts of the arrow trap, leather cord galore, and a number of poor wooden crossbows. 
 
     ---- 
 
    It took time to prepare, and I’d earned my sixth point in Trap Making for my work. I mentally checked off the traps that I'd set. Stakes set all over the mine, check. Modified arrow traps, check. Crossbows, check. Special rocks, check. Between them all, I should have been ok. I had some spare crossbow bolts in my inventory, but I hoped not to need them. 
 
    I thought about what was ahead of me as I walked deeper into the mine. It would either be me or the monster that survived this next fight, and I intended it to be me. My iron footsteps thudded heavily as I walked back down the dark tunnels. This was it. The big boss fight. As I listened to the steady rhythm of my own feet against the stone, I couldn’t help but hear the Black Sabbath song ‘Iron Man’ in my head, the perfect battle anthem as I clanked onward, crossbow in hand and ready to win or die trying. 
 
    I maneuvered around the four-foot-long stakes I’d set in the ground. I was inspired during my experiments in the stasis program to use the stakes from the pit trap as a kind of barrier against the Mutated Moleikin. I was glad that I’d left enough space to easily walk through them. I wandered for a bit, carefully stepping over the tripwires for the modified arrow traps, and wondered how I'd find the Mutated Moleikin. I recalled that, the last time I’d encountered it, I was near a huge crack in the tunnel walls that the poison cloud poured out from. I still winced internally at how close I’d come to grabbing the Cruixiotix vine there.  
 
    I walked through the mine past the sign warning of poison, down the tunnel where the poison cloud started and where I last fought the monster. There it was again. Temptation. Through the thick cloud of green gas, I could see the large crack in the copper veined wall, and just peeking out, was the vine the Greebo needed. But I knew now that it was so firmly attached to the wall that any attempt to dislodge them would make the surrounding rocks fall and attract the attention of the Moleikin. I had to kill the monster first if I was going to get the plant I needed. 
 
    I started striking the wall, my iron-plated fist making a clang sound each time it hit. Soon, I felt a rumble from the ground below, and the cloud of poison around my feet started to thicken. The rumbling increased, and the vibrations through the floor became more noticeable as the level boss approached. When the poison cloud became thick enough to partially obscure my sight, I stopped hitting the wall with my fist and brought the butt of the crossbow to my shoulder. I turned to my left and aimed the weapon in front of me, towards the tunnel where I’d last saw the Mutated Moleikin. If I could get off the first shot, it would make this fight much easier.  
 
    I waited, my feet spread for balance, and aimed the crossbow down the tunnel. The rumbling sounds grew louder and louder until they almost felt on top of me. But I still couldn’t see the Moleikin. The wall to my right cracked, and I turned just in time to see glowing claws break through. They swiped back and forth, cutting through stone and widening the hole. I took a step back, and I could just make out the many-toothed maw of the Mutated Moleikin through the cloud of dust. I took two steps back as a thick plume of poisonous gas poured from the opening, pivoted and brought the crossbow around to fire. But before I could, one of the Moleikin’s claws lashed out and hit my legs, sweeping them out from under me. I lost a fourth of my HP as the claws peeled away the plating there. Worse, the sudden movement made me pull on the crossbow trigger with my right hand, and the bolt went flying wide to strike the ceiling as I fell onto my back. There was a clang as my body hit the hard ground, and I thanked myself for upgrading my armor before trying this out, or that fall might have damaged me more.  
 
    I rolled to my left and another sharp claw struck where I was a moment ago, shards of dirt flying from the hit. It took me a moment to get back to my feet with the extra weight from the armor slowing me down slightly. Thankfully, the Mutated Moleikin was more concerned with pushing its body through the hole it had made than continuing its attack. By the time that I had pulled another loaded crossbow from my internal inventory, the monster had pulled its mighty form into the tunnel. I aimed and fired the weapon in my hands, and the bolt struck the massive bulbous head of the monster along the split face sending a purple four from the wound. It thrashed as the fleshy mouth tendrils reached in and tugged at the wooden shaft protruding from it. The bolt came out with a squelch as the special barbed head tore away flesh and caused the wound to bleed.  I used Inspect to judge the damage I caused.  
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 54/60 
 
    Mana 32/32 
 
    Bleeding 
 
    As I watched the monster's health drop another point from the bleeding, I was glad that I had replaced all the bolts with sharpened heads that caused extra damage as they were pulled out. I hoped the bleeding would cause more damage but did not have time to think as the monster turned its attention to me again. It used its small arms and claws to drag its dark-furred body towards me. Unfortunately, in the confusion of the fight, I'd allowed the monster to come between me and my planned trapped filled escape path. Instead, I was forced to retreat down the tunnel I’d thought the monster was going to appear from, a path that I'd not explored or prepared. 
 
    The monster moved more slowly than me due to its massive bulk. But it was persistent. As I backed away, I was able to retrieve the last pre-loaded crossbow in my inventory and fire it. But in my haste, I missed the creature. I had to retreat further back as its claws struck out at me, and I found myself running from the Mutated Moleikin. When I'd put some distance between us, I grabbed another bolt from my inventory space and reloaded the crossbow.  
 
    The Mutated Moleikin was almost upon me when I fired from point-blank range. Before I could even bother to try and reload, a claw cut through the crossbow I’d held out as an impromptu shield and into my chest, gouging out a line of metal as it scraped against my iron plating. The force of the blow threw me back, and I lost five hit points as I crashed into the tunnel wall. If the Mutated Moleikin wasn’t more focused on removing the bolt from its flesh, it would have capitalized on my fall. As it was, I was able to get up from the ground and saw that the bolt I’d fired struck the monster in the paw, leaving it writing in pain as its mouth tendrils pulled the barbed bolt out. A quick use of Inspect as I backpedaled showed me that the second bleed stacked with the first and was working on dropping the monster's health even faster. 
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 49/60 
 
    Mana 32/32 
 
    Bleeding (2) 
 
    I was glad to see that the barbed bolts were working as they did in the simulation but knew that I couldn’t stay to fight the monster in close quarters. Every simulation where that happened ended with me dead. So, I turned and ran. The unfamiliar passageway stretched before me as I continued along its path until the tunnel dead-ended in a nest of sorts with small green egg-like pods lying along the floor. Remembering that scene from Aliens 2, I carefully made my way past the pods, taking care not to touch them as I passed. Beyond them was a pile of broken armor, weapons, and coins. My inner greedy pig wanted to dig into the pile of loot, but I forced my attention back to seeking an exit.  
 
    “The Mutated Moleikin can't have only one exit from the area, it's just not possible if this is also its lair,” I thought to myself.  It definitely came at me from a different direction. I searched and searched, and the rumbling that indicated the boss monster's approach became louder and louder. Frustrated, I slammed a fist into the wall only to have it break through beyond it. My surprise was cut short as the floor started to vibrate, and I realized how close the approaching monster truly was. I pulled my fist back, and the light from my hat revealed a hidden tunnel, undoubtedly the one that the monster had used to get behind me.  
 
    I punched and pulled at the fake wall that was really a clever mixture of some sticky fluid, dirt, and rock. The sound of claws hitting the ground caught my attention, and I saw the Mutated Moleikin pause just beyond where the egg-like pods were. It carefully lifted itself up off the ground and slowly moved toward me. I was surprised by its ability, but didn't stare for long. Instead, I dove into the hidden tunnel, came to my feet, and ran for all I was worth. As the sounds of the monster receded behind me, I was glad that I did not have lungs or muscles that tired.  
 
    The tunnel was much rougher than the ones in the mine, and I could only assume that the monster carved it out on its own at some point as a means to get around without using the main shaft. It must have used them to get the drop on many a miner or adventurer in secret before devouring them or dragging them back to its nest. As the tunnel twisted, I saw that there was a large hole in the wall ahead. When I peeked through, I discovered that I was back where I had initially fought the creature. I jumped through, grabbed one of the dropped crossbows on the ground and reclaimed it. I was once again tempted to try to grab the Cruixiotix vine and run for it, but I needed 3 lbs. of the stuff and doubted the Moleikin monster would give me enough time to harvest that much.  
 
    I heard the sounds of the monster in the adjoining tunnel, reloaded the crossbow, and made my way back up to a higher level. I passed the warning sign and headed back to the areas I'd trapped. I was careful not to trigger anything, and I positioned myself just past a row of stakes and knelt with the crossbow aimed at just where the monster would appear.  
 
    The ground trembled as it approached, and its nearly blind head peeked through first, swaying back and forth seeking some sign of where I had gone. I didn’t make a sound and was thankful that I didn’t have a heart beat for the monster to hear. The tunnel in front of it was a T-junction, and while I’d trapped both sides, I knew that I wanted it to head away from me so that it would take more damage from the traps. I whispered the command to take one of the special rocks from my inventory and said the command word for the spell I’d imbued onto it.  
 
    “Thaumaturgy.” 
 
    The monster heard the words and its head swung towards me, but my arm was already pulled back and ready. I threw the spelled stone down the tunnel, past the leather trip lines I had there. It ricocheted off the walls with a tremendous clatter, the spell enhancing the sounds it made as it bounced to the ground. The Moleikin’s head turned toward the louder sound, and its legs glowed as it activated its charge attack. With a tremendous force of energy, the monster sped forward down the tunnel, running through the lines of leather cord that I’d laid along the ground without even noticing. I heard the tell-tell thwacks as the crossbows I’d replaced the weak bows from the arrow traps with, went off. There was a squeal of pain as the barbed bolts hit its already hurtling body with extra force.  I used Inspect to see how much damage the traps did. 
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 29/60 
 
    Mana 22/32 
 
    Bleeding (2) 
 
    I nearly shouted with joy at the success of my modified traps. Not only did they go off as I’d practiced, but they did more damage because the monster ran into the projectiles. The monster turned and writhed and clawed at itself trying to dislodge the bolts from its body, and while it was able to cut a few bolts free, several were so deeply embedded in its flesh it would take more finesse than it was capable of to remove them.  
 
    I did not want to lose the chance I had and picked up the crossbow I’d put on the ground and aimed and fired. The shot missed as the monster rolled just enough to the left to avoid the bolt. I cursed out loud, which only let the monster know where I really was. It turned toward me and started to drag its body down the tunnel. I dropped the weapon, knowing I would not have time to reload it, turned, and ran. I hoped that the sharpened stakes I’d placed in the tunnel would slow the monster down but didn’t count on gaining too much time. I raced down the tunnel to the next ambush spot and grabbed the pre-loaded crossbow I’d left there. I turned back, raised the crossbow and fired. The bolt hit, but I didn’t wait to see how the monster reacted. I knew this part of the plan was the most dangerous and that if I paused that the creature could catch up to me and it would all be over.  
 
    I heard an angry roar behind me but didn’t stop as I ran down the straight tunnel. I passed a line in the ground that I’d made with my deconstruction tool and jumped forward with every ounce of strength I could. As I came down, I rolled forward and back onto my feet. I turned just in time to see the hurtling form of the Mutated Moleikin coming toward me. I knew from the simulated fights and the glow of its legs that its charge attack had been activated. I raised my arms up and braced myself for the monster to crash into me.  
 
    Instead, there was a great cracking sound as the ground in front of me split open from the weight of the monster, and it disappeared into the pit trap that I had dug there. I heard a squeal of pain as the Moleikin’s body fell onto the sharpened stakes at the bottom of the hole. I leaned forward and looked down into the pit to see the monster clawing at the stakes that had pierced into its body.  Blood flowed freely from its wounds, and I used Inspect to see how hurt it was. 
 
    Mutated Moleikin 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 12/60 
 
    Mana 12/32 
 
    Bleeding (4) 
 
    Even with the bleeding, the monster was not dead yet. I knew from the simulation that if I didn't do something that it would dig its way out and kill me from below. I couldn’t let that happen and enacted the most foolish part of my plan. I grabbed a sharpened stake I had left on this side and jumped into the pit. 
 
    I felt the air rush past me as I fell thirty feet down and landed onto the black furred back of the monster. The stake I’d carried with me as I fell came down with the full weight of my body behind it and pierced right through the beast’s fur. I felt the sharpened end dig into flesh and skid off bones as a red nine floated away from the monster. I knew that I only had to hurt it for a few more health to finish it off, and I pulled the stake out of the monster’s flesh, ready to impale it again. But at that exact moment, the Moleikin bucked, and I was thrown backward. My back hit the stone wall, and the stake flew from my hand as I slid down to the floor of the pit.  
 
    The Moleikin turned, its face split, and its wet mouth tendrils latched onto my right arm. Before I could do anything, the powerful tendrils contracted, and I felt my arm pulled into its mouth. The appendage was crushed by its rows of sharp teeth, and a purple ten floated away from me. I pulled back with every ounce of strength I could muster and heard a snap as my arm came off completely. 
 
    Critical damage to right arm. Debuff applied until repaired.  
 
    The notification wasn’t really needed. I already knew I’d lost my arm and was down to my last few health, but I didn’t know what to do next. I’d died often enough in the simulations to know that in such close quarters the monster could finish me with only a few swipes of its claws. Yet, a single memory from my first fight with the monster came back to me. The moment that allowed me to escape then.  
 
    I said the command for an infusion and slapped my left hand to my voice box and activated the spell Thaumaturgy again. However, instead of trying to distract the monster, I shouted the first thing that came to mind as loud as I could. “Faas Ru Maar!” 
 
    The shout of dismay that I’d stolen from a game I used to play reverberated off the close stone walls with such energy that it cost me a hit point. But to the sound sensitive, the magically enhanced scream was torturous. It screamed in pain and clawed at the sides of its head as it tried to back away from me. I took a single bolt from my internal inventory, equipped it to my left hand and lunged forward. The barbed tip stabbed deep into the monster's open maw, disappearing into its mouth. The monster’s head spasmed, pulling the bolt from my hand, but it didn’t attack. Instead, it staggered back a step, wobbled a moment, and then collapsed, dead. 
 
    You've killed a level 4 Mutated Moleikin. 
 
    You receive 25 XP. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 - A Goblin in Jeopardy 
 
      
 
    I stared at the corpse of the Mutated Moleikin for a moment, the notification of its death still floated in my vision between us. Then it clicked and I shouted for joy, “I did it! I won!” 
 
    My vision blurred, and I saw a red one float away from me. As the sound reverberated off the walls of the pit with supernatural loudness, I remembered that I still had the Thaumaturgy spell active on my voice box. I shook my head to clear it, glad that the spell only had a few more minutes and recalled that my job wasn’t done yet. The monster's defeat was only the first part of this task. I looted the corpse without looking at the contents closely then looked up at the top of the thirty-foot pit. I sighed and knew that I couldn’t jump that high. Instead, I deconstructed hand and foot holds from the sides of the pit and climbed out. It was challenging with just one hand, but I was soon out of the pit and running down the tunnel into the lower part of the poisoned mine. I made a left at the sign that warned of the poison cloud and jogged through the cloud of the deadly green gas to the large fissure in the copper-veined wall. I reached inside of the crack and pulled the Cruixiotix vine from where it grew and put it in my inventory. It took fifteen minutes to pull away enough of the plant to satisfy the terms of the quest the witch had given me. All the while, large rocks came away with the vine, tumbling to the hard ground with a clatter. If I had tried to do this before killing the Moleikin, I’d have been attacked and would have been forced to flee again. But I was no longer afraid, though I did wonder what exactly those eggs were that the creature had been so careful not to destroy. 
 
    But that would wait for another time. I had the plant that Greebo needed, and I just had to get him and it to Evanora Everwoods so she could cure him. I ran back to the entrance of the mine and stepped onto the elevator platform that I’d taken down there. As I tugged on the pulley rope, the platform gradually rose, and the ratchet system caught and held the rope, which allowed me to slowly raise the platform to the desert level only using one hand. I lamented that I only had one arm, but I knew it would take hours to build another one, and that was time that Greebo did not have.  
 
    As the elevator rose closer to the desert level, I heard the goblins’ voices and was glad that they had stayed since I would need their help to clear a path out of the dungeon to get to Greebo. Any delays at this point might cost him his life. Yet, as the lift rose and the light from the dungeon reached me, I saw an unexpected face looking down at me: Gnomerad, with his greasy black hair, was peering down the elevator shaft and grinning like a cat that had caught a mouse.  
 
    “Hello, Repair,” he greeted me as the elevator came to a stop at the top of the shaft and the clamp on the ratchet system held the pulley rope tight.  
 
    I stepped off the platform and said, “I see that you found me. I apologize for leaving like I did, but I had a friend to save.” 
 
    “Yes, the goblin that betrayed you.” He pointed at the stub of my right arm and continued, “I knew you would come here. Tognomey told me that you wouldn’t be so foolish as to come and try to fight a level boss on your own, but I knew that you were just stupid enough to risk yourself and our investment in you for some dirty gob.” 
 
    “You watch your tongue, gnome!” a voice shouted. I turned to my left to see Manny scowling at Gnomerad. The group of goblins that had helped me was behind him, but between the goblins and me was a creature I barely noticed because it blended in perfectly with the sandstone on the level. It was a headless eight-feet-tall, bipedal, and made from red sandstone. A quick use of Inspect told me what it was. 
 
    Summoned Sandstone Golem  
 
    Level 15 
 
    HP 235/235 
 
    “A golem?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, I’m a level 17 Golem Master. Don’t you recall?” Gnomerad asked. “I’m in charge of the golem research in the Institute and borrowed this beauty. I don’t have much in the way of offensive magic or any weapons skills. But why would I need it, when I can summon an obedient golem like this?”  
 
    I stared at Gnomerad and the way he looked. It was the first time that I’d actually seen him with anything other than an expression of annoyance or bitterness. His eyes shone with pride as he looked at the golem, and I realized just how much he cared about his research. Then he turned his gaze to me, and his expression hardened.  
 
    “You will return with me to the Institute at once. We have a great many questions to ask you about what you have learned about the Metalmen.”  
 
    I thought about lying and telling him that I would go and then running away at the first opportunity. But no. A single look at the gnome, and I knew he would not believe another word out of my voice box. So, I was honest instead. 
 
    “No. I won’t go. I need to get Greebo the plant that he needs. I’ll return to the institute once that’s done and tell you everything you want to know.” 
 
    Gnomerad clenched his fists together then looked at the golem and said some command in a language that I did not understand, and the creature took two steps forward. The ground shook from its weight, and it reached out for me with its stone arms. 
 
    “You are mistaken if you thought that was a request, machine. You are the property of the Institute. You’ve already risked all that ancient knowledge by coming down here against our wishes. You will return. No more delays.”  
 
    I knew the time for talk was over and danced back. There was no way that I would ever be able to beat the golem, but that didn’t mean that I was going back with it either. The golem reached for me, but it was so slow that it was easy to keep out of its grasping hands. I kept backing up until my shoulders hit the stone wall. I looked left and right for a way out, but there was only one way out of the mine, and it was past Gnomerad and his golem.  
 
    The gnome laughed as he stepped in front of his rocky summons. “You were always so uppity, weren’t you? You argued and bargained and touted high ideas about being just as good as a flesh and blood gnome. But you’re not. You’re just a machine that can talk, and you will learn your place.” 
 
    “Or what? You’ll destroy me? You’ll destroy all the knowledge that I have floating in this frame? I could tell you all the secrets of a civilization so powerful that it created an artificial life form like the Metalmen. Did you know why? Do you know who their great enemy was? Do you know how they defeated them?” 
 
    I could see the greedy look in Gnomerad’s eyes. The deep desire to know the secrets I offered. He took two steps towards me onto the wooden platform and said, “Yes. Tell me!” 
 
    I stepped back off the platform and walked along the thin stone ledge behind the elevator that led to the mine and pretended to think about his order. Then I stopped and turned back to him, raised my left hand up, and flipped him the bird. He looked confused, and I realized it was a gesture that had no meaning in this world and explained, “It means ‘screw you’ where I’m from.” Then I turned and activated the tool in my left arm and in an instant deconstructed the clamp on the elevator's ratchet system. The rope, no longer held in place by the ratchet system, hissed as it was pulled down by the weight of wooden platform, Gnomerad, and the heavy stone golem. The entire thing creaked and shifted as it was no longer supported by rope and pulley. In that moment, Gnomerad looked at me, wide eyed, unable to believe that I would do such a thing. Then the elevator platform dropped, and he and his golem disappeared into the darkness below.  
 
    There was a great screech and then a crash as everything came to a sudden stop at the bottom of the elevator shaft. I peered down the shaft, and all of the goblins rushed forward to do the same. We looked down into the darkness, but were unable to see anything. Then I heard a long string of curses and threats and knew that Gnomerad had survived the fall.  
 
    “Damn. I’d hoped that arrogant gnome had been sent to the Dark Gods,” Manny said. I looked to my right, and he and the other goblins nodded. I wasn’t sure what to say, but then I recalled just how tight of a time crunch we were on.  
 
    “No time to regret anything, guys. We have to get this plant to Greebo and the Everwoods witch. Are there any other gnomes around here?” 
 
    “None. That golem guy came alone, but there is still that one at the entrance to the dungeon level.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s fine. We need to hurry. I’m going to have to run as fast as I can. I’m not sure how long I was down in the dungeon and can’t waste time. Follow behind me as closely as you can, and I’ll lead you out of the dungeon.” 
 
    The goblins lined up behind me, and I ran for all I was worth. No monsters attacked us, though we did see the splattered remains of several Cactucus and Spiny Cushions. I could only guess that Gnomerad’s golem killed the creatures on his way through.  
 
    We ran as fast as we could and I was glad to see the entrance to the level, though there were now two gnomes waiting for us at the entrance. The guards heard us as we ran toward them and turned towards us with a look of recognition. Yet they made no move to stop us and shrugged as we got closer. However, the gnomes held out their hands for us to stop and shouted, “Repair, you will come . . .” 
 
    They did not get to finish their sentences as the goblins put on a burst of speed and tackled the gnomes. I heard Manny’s voice cry out from the dogpile, “Keep going! We’ll stall these snooty gnomes.”   
 
    I took the goblin’s advice and kept running. The guard didn’t try to stop me as I ran past, and I bobbed and weaved through the crowd heading into the dungeon. I yelled my apologies to the people that I knocked over or pushed my way past and though I heard people call after me, I didn’t stop. I just ran and ran. The metallic soles of my feet clacked as they hit the stone pavement, the buildings blurred, and the wind blew across my faceplate as I ran through the city. If I’d had a heart still, I was sure it would be pounding in my chest from the sheer feeling of freedom that such a sprint gave me. For the first time since waking in this world, I felt like nothing could stop me, and I was determined that nothing would.  
 
    I dodged horses and people as I ran north through the slums and reached Greebo’s apartment. I didn’t bother knocking but kicked open the door and grabbed Greebo’s emaciated looking body. I cradled him in my arms and watched his chest rise ever so slightly. I’d have wept to see my friend like this if I still could. Instead, I turned and ran, trying to be as careful as I could of his weakened and dying body, but mindful of the need for speed. I ran through the twisting streets, through the back alley to the cottage at the dead-end street that was covered in perpetual shadow by the houses surrounding it with a small picture of a cauldron and flowers in the window. I did not bother to knock on this door either, and my foot met wood as I kicked it in. It crashed back with a clatter, and I heard footsteps from a backroom as I entered.  
 
    The stooped woman came out of a room in the back with her cane in her hand and yelled, “Who in the blazes thinks they can break into my home. I will turn your insides into your outsides…” She did not finish when she finally saw that it was me. “Metalman. You’re back. Do you have the Cruixiotix vine?” 
 
    “Yes. I have it. Please help him,” I begged, holding Greebo out to her. She motioned for me to set him down on the couch to my left, and I put him there. Greebo hadn’t even opened an eye the entire run there, and I worried that I was too late.  
 
    Evanora pushed me back as she knelt down and examined Greebo. Then she looked up at me and said, “He’s weak and only has a little life left. But we may still make it if we hurry. You’ll have to help me.” 
 
    “Yes, anything.” 
 
    “Hand me the Cruixiotix vine and the mortar and pestle there.” She gestured to the stone tools on a shelf next to several colored bottles. I took the vine out of my inventory, dropped them in her waiting hands, and grabbed the requested items and handed them to her.  
 
    The witch put the plant in the mortar and began to crush it with the pestle until it was a green paste. She called out more instructions for different herbs, hot water, towels, and more. It all became a blur to me as I did everything, she said without thinking. I would have given her my other arm had she asked for it.  
 
    After doing everything she said and watching her spread a dark green paste along the knife wound in Greebo, she knelt, closed her eyes, lowered her head, and clasped her hands together. She said something I didn’t understand but knew somehow that it was as much of a prayer as an incantation. After a moment, a purple glow appeared around her, and two spectral hands reached into Greebo. His back arched, and I heard a wheezing breath escape his lungs as the hands seemed to search inside his body for something. Greebo’s body started convulsing but the witch just continued to pray. I stood up, sure that whatever she was doing was going to kill my friend and took a step forward to stop her just as the spectral hands pulled something out of Greebo, twisted it and then vanished. His body dropped back down to the couch and lay still. 
 
    The witch stopped chanting, unclenched her hands, and looked up at me. Her brow was covered in sweat, and she looked pale, as if whatever she had done had taken something from her, and said, “It is done.” 
 
    I did not know what she meant and used Inspect on my friend, sure that I was going to see that he had finally reached zero health. That I’d failed him at the end. 
 
    Greebo Kneecapper 
 
    Level 4 
 
    HP 1/1 
 
    Mana 10/10 
 
    I raised my left fist into the air and shouted, “He’s alive!” A feeling of relief swept through me as I saw that he still had one single point of life in his health pool. Better, the curse that had been killing him was gone. As I watched his health pool rose from 1 of 1 to 1 of 2.  
 
    “Yes, he is alive,” Evanora Everwoods said, still on her knees next to Greebo. “He’ll need plenty of rest and good food to build up his strength in the coming days, but he will live.” She patted the goblin’s hand then turned and looked up at me. “Please help me up; I’m afraid that my knees are too old, and I’m stuck.” 
 
    I reached out with my hand and helped her to her feet. She gave a mighty groan as she rose and then reached down to rub her sore knees. “I’m getting too old for this,” she muttered. Then sat down in a nearby cushioned chair and motioned with her hand for me to take the one opposite her.  
 
    I sat down in the offered seat and through the wooden chair groaned at my weight it held and noticed for the first time that a notification was in the corner of my vision.  
 
    You’ve completed the quest Cursebreaker. 
 
    You receive 100 XP and the cure for Greebo. 
 
    Congratulations Repair. You've reached level 4. You have 1 attribute point and 1 class skill point to spend. 
 
    I laughed as I read the notification. I couldn't help it. All the tension of the last day, the planning, the fighting, and the running, left me. To be replaced by a giddy relieved joy that I couldn’t contain. I was so relieved that I’d managed to save Greebo that I’d forgotten that there was an actual quest associated with it and that completing it would push me over the edge to level 4.  
 
    Evanora Everwoods looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and I explained that I’d just leveled up from completing her Cursebreaker quest. She nodded and said, “That is as it should be. A difficult task is made all the sweeter when a just reward is given for completing it. Would you tell me of it all as you make me some tea? I find that I am too tired to get up and make it myself.” 
 
    I leapt to my feet and followed the woman’s direction to her tea pot, water, and tea leaves. I had a bit of trouble lighting her wood-burning stove, but she asked me to put in the wood and then muttered some arcane phrase, pointed her finger, and a bolt of fire shot out from it to the wood and it caught fire. I wished that I’d thought to use Magic Spell Scanning but got to work making the tea and described the last few harrowing days. 
 
    It didn’t take long to tell the story since she already knew much of it since she’d advised me about his betrayal--or, rather, how I should consider Greebo’s actions. She asked questions about the Stasis Program and was especially curious about the memories I could access there. Oddly, she was less interested in the memories of the Metalman and more in what I could see and hear when looking back at my own.  
 
    “Can you see and hear everything just as it was? Can you look around to see not only what you focused on originally, but the world around you? Can you choose what moment you look at?” 
 
    She had so many questions that I’d not thought of that I had to apologize for not being able to answer many of them.  
 
    As I continued my story--which seemed much longer in the telling than in the living of it--and got to the part about me escaping from leaving the institute, she asked a question that I’d wondered myself. 
 
    “Will you return to the gnomes? It seems like they will be rather angry with you for leaving them to help your friend. They may not let you leave again if you go back.” 
 
    “I think that I have to go back. Not out of fear of their anger or because they legally own me, but because I gave my word that I would pay them back and would tell them what I learned about the Metalmen. Not all of them are like Gnomerad, angry and bitter. Tognomey and Professor Gnominsky are decent people. I’m sure they’ll understand that I had to help Greebo. Besides, they still need me to help them win The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. I’m sure I can convince them that it’s in their best interests to let me continue dungeon diving and leveling. Who knows what other technology I’ll unlock as I level?” 
 
    The rest of the tale was told, and she oohed and ahhed at the appropriate places where I described the fight with the Mutated Moleikin. She even clapped at the end when I told her how I’d dropped Gnomerad into the elevator shaft.  
 
    When my tale was done, I asked, “What was the Mutated Moleikin? It seemed much more powerful than it should have been for the third level of the dungeon.” 
 
    She took a sip of her tea and answered, “I’ve thought about that question since you told me about the creature. There are Moleikin monsters in the fourth level of the dungeon, but they are much smaller and weaker than what you describe. No, I can only guess that something about coming up to a higher level and being the most powerful creature there changed it somehow. Perhaps the dungeon elevated it from normal monster to a level boss? Or it could have been the influence of the green poison gas. There is no way to know for sure.” 
 
    Her words reminded me of something I’d glimpsed as I looted the monster’s body, and I pulled out all the items from my inventory: a red glistening heart of a Mutated Moleikin, a jet-black stone called an Infernal Crystal, and two fleshy tendrils that looked like they were from the monsters mouth. 
 
    Evanora Everwoods snatched up the black fist sized crystal from my hand and asked sharply, “Where did you get this?”  
 
    “From the loot drop of the Mutated Moleikin. Why?” 
 
    She stared at the crystal and was silent for a minute before she answered, “It is not something that should exist that early in the dungeon. It is a rare item that drops from monsters below the 22nd level of the dungeon. It’s one of the few items that must be turned into the guards if it ever drops from monsters.”

“Why?” 
 
    “Because it has been used by the darkest and most evil mages in the Wars.” She shakes her head and continues, “I’m sorry. I forget that you have not existed here long. There were many wars for control over the dungeon and its resources between the light and dark races of the continent. Hundreds of thousands bled and died until the light side won and the accords were signed. Among the agreements made was that the dark corrupting magic that had been used by both sides would be banned.” She raised the crystal for me to see. “This Infernal Crystal is a reagent for just such magic. I do not know what it means that you found it inside the Moleikin, but I do not think it bodes well for the city.” 
 
    We sat in silence for another hour until Greebo had recovered enough of his health pool to be moved. The Everwoods Witch kept the Infernal Crystal, promising to investigate it further, and that she would teach me one of her spells in exchange for it when I returned. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 34 - Something Hopeful 
 
      
 
    I left with Greebo in my arms, his countenance already much improved. I returned him to his room where Manny and the other goblins were waiting. They told me that, while the gnomes were furious over being tackled to the ground, the goblins had pretended it was all an accident. Since no one was actually hurt and the gnomes had been annoying everyone all day, the guards refused to arrest anyone. 
 
    I left Greebo in their care and they promised that they’d watch over him and feed him. I walked out of the apartment, south through the center of town and then east to the Gnomish Research Institute. Niala Applebrush, the female gnome guard, was waiting for me at the gates. She shook her head in silent disapproval and escorted me to Professor Gnominsky’s office.  
 
    The elderly professor looked at me, an expression of disappointment on his face as I stood in front of him. “Not only did you leave us, you intentionally deceived us to do it. We only had your best interests at heart when we told you to stay. Then Gnomerad returns to us, hurt, after trying to bring you back. What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    I explained how Gnomerad had tried to kidnap me despite there being no further risk to my life and tried to point out that I’d been given no choice about what I did, as I was not going to let my friend die. After explaining, I said, “However, I understood what I was doing, and I’m willing to take whatever punishment you decide on.” 
 
    The Professor’s punishment was harsher than I thought it should have been, but not as bad as I feared. He admitted that Gnomerad had acted out of line but that I should not have run away. The punishment was that I had to describe in detail every minute of the sixteen hours that I’d spent in the Stasis Program for free. It meant a loss of 1600 gold or more had I taken the offer of being paid ten times my normal amount. I mourned the loss of so much of my debt to the gnomes being wiped away. But, when weighed against Greebo’s life, I found that I was more than willing to pay that and more. 
 
    While the gnomes were interested in all aspects of the program, they focused on what I saw from the Metalman memories. When I finally finished my long and detailed explanation and had recounted every minute detail I could recall, it was the next day. 
 
    I was once again allowed to leave the institute, and while I wasn't physically tired, I was mentally drained. But I had more debts to pay back before I rested. I went to the goblin’s apartment and talked to Manny and the other goblins. 
 
    “I need your help with the loot," I told them. 
 
    There was a chorus of, "What loot?" 
 
    I explained about the nest I'd found in the mine and the little green pods. "If we don't head down there now and claim that loot, someone else will. We could all really use the money I saw, and who knows what other treasures are there." 
 
    Greebo, having recovered enough to sit up in bed, spoke for the group and looked at me skeptically. "Treasures? On the third floor of the dungeon?' 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. So, what if it's just some junk and old mining gear? Let me dream about mounds of loot until we know for sure."  
 
    “You know that we get an even cut if we’re helping you carry it out, right?" 
 
    "You get 20% as a carrier's fee," I said, reminded of how Greebo and I first negotiated when we first met.  
 
    With a sharp-toothed smile, Greebo quickly said, "40%. I can barely walk, and it's a lot of work, after all." 
 
    "30%, and that's my final offer. Otherwise, I will carry it out piece by piece by myself." 
 
    He chuckled. "An old broken wreck like you? No. You'd make it one trip, maybe two, before scavengers would sense the loot. 35%, final offer." 
 
    "Deal!" I said. I got a notification that I'd increased my Haggle skill but ignored it. "But just so you know, I'd have given you the 40% if you'd pushed for it." 
 
    He laughed again. "Just so you know, I'd have taken 25%. After all, I didn't do anything to kill that monster." 
 
    I laughed with my friend, glad that he was on the mend, though he was still thin as a rail. After our laughter stopped, he looked up at me from his bed and quietly said, “Thank you for saving me, Repair.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence as we looked into each other's eyes, and a wordless understanding of friendship passed between us. Then a cough behind me interrupted the moment. I turned and saw Manny looking at us.  
 
    “You two going to kiss? Or are we going to go get that treasure you promised?” 
 
    There was a round of laughter from everyone in the room, and the goblins and I quickly collected backpacks and other gear we’d need. 
 
    Manny led the group as we made our way down to the mine. I scanned the wall where the poison came from and fabricated a new wall. It took time, but there was plenty of stone to use as building material. With the source of the poison gone, the goblins felt comfortable coming down into the lower mine, and I was able to carry the massive pile of treasure out to them, one armful at a time. The little green pods turned out to be small rare Mutated Moleikin eggs that would have hatched in a few weeks if I hadn't intervened. As it was, Manny said he knew a guy who knew a guy that could sell those for us. We looted everything we could, and the goblins agreed to let me deconstruct all the iron tools and broken armor as they collected the coins on the floor and other items.  
 
    It took a few hours, but I finished my repairs, and then I helped Manny and the goblins carry our loot up to the surface and sell it, distributing the profits as agreed. The goblins were ecstatic with their share of the profits and considered the money they’d lent me paid back in full.  
 
    We went out to the Tipsy Minotaur to celebrate our good fortune at finding such a rich stash of loot. While the goblins feasted, drank, and talked excitedly about their plans for the funds, I found myself only half-listening.  
 
    Instead, as I sat there, I wondered at everything I'd been through. I had died, and instead of going to some afterlife, I was reincarnated or bound to this Metalman body. I had been reborn in a world where magic and RPG rules seemed to be as important as physics. Instead of curling into a ball and lamenting my fate like I would have on Earth, I took what was there and made something of it. Sure, I'm in a massive amount of debt with the gnomes, and there's some goblin looking to break my legs, but I made a friend in Greebo and found the action and adventure that I'd longed for all my life. I even faced certain doom with the Mutated Moleikin, but instead of running away, I figured out a way to beat it and saved my friend. Not only that, with the money we got from selling the Moleikin treasure horde and the eggs, Greebo and I could continue our business and maybe invest in better items to scan for schematics and sell. I still needed to continue to level for the Ultimate Research Warrior Competition, and I still need to help Greebo get his Scavenger class. Those goals weren't daunting to me anymore. They were only more challenges that I looked forward to overcoming.  
 
    Yet I felt that something was still missing. There was still an enemy out there that needed to be dealt with. I spotted Manny and called him over to talk. His eyes widened at what I proposed but a wicked smile spread across his face as I went into detail about what I wanted to do.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 - A message 
 
      
 
    The sky was moonless and the night dark as we waited outside the bar. While it had been my idea to do this, I still wasn’t sure this was the best way to go about it. However, the others assured me that it was the best way to get our own message across.  
 
      
 
    I watched from the shadows as the goblin and his four cohorts finally left the bar, the last to come out. Neal Nailspitter was dressed in the same white dress shirt, well-worn leather vest and dark work pants he’d worn when he attacked me and Greebo. I found the irony of him being jumped outside a bar, just like we had been, quite poetic.  
 
      
 
    As the five goblins staggered down the street towards us, Neal suddenly stopped and looked around. At level 7, he must have had some kind of way to detect hidden foes, but before he could find us, I stepped out from the alley’s shadows, a pipe in my hands. The five goblins tensed until Neal recognized me. “Well, if it isn’t the talking golem. You didn’t learn your lesson the last time we talked? Thought you’d be able to get me all by yourself?” He laughed and motioned for his friends to surround me. I let them, and widened my stance.  
 
      
 
    I had just gained my 4th level as an Artificer, but even then, I wasn’t sure I could take Neal all by myself. He not only had three levels on me, but his abilities seemed to be selected to break machinery. But it would be different this time.  
 
      
 
    “Who said I was alone?” I said and small shadowed figures dropped from the nearby roofs and walked out from the alley shadows. There were over twenty of them, goblins from Greebo’s apartment that had heard what Nailspitter had done to Greebo. None was as high a level as Neal, but they were all armed and the turn in numbers made Neal’s eyes widen as he and his friends were suddenly the ones surrounded.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t know who you are dealing with. I’m backed by some very powerful people you don’t want to mess with,” Neal said menacingly to the goblins surrounding him. But the slight shake in his voice gave away his nervousness.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, we do. You’re a dirty backstabbing gob that would turn on his own people for some coin,” a muscular goblin said. I recognized him as Manny, but like the rest of the goblins, his face was covered to protect them from retaliation. “Now, you’ll learn why it was a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Almost as one the twenty goblins attacked. I jumped into the fight and swung down with my pipe. It connected with a distracted Neal, who barely managed to get an arm up to block the attack. I heard the snap of bone as the pipe connected with his arm, but the Mechanic wasn’t out of the fight yet. He pulled a wrench from his pocket and it immediately started to glow green as he took a step forward. But before he could take another, he was tackled from behind by two goblins who dragged him to the ground. The two held the goblin down while three more stomped on him. His health dropped quickly and I worried that this attack would prove deadly.  
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I yelled and pulled the attacking goblins off Neal, his health already down to the last 10%. I let the goblins holding Nailspitter alone but continued, “We won’t kill them. Even if they were willing to kill, we aren’t them.” 
 
      
 
    Manny shouted for the rest of the goblins to stop and when they separated, there were five beaten and broken goblins lying on the ground. A quick use of Inspect confirmed none were dead, though one was close to it. Manny looked up at me and asked, “You sure? They know who you are and will likely come back for revenge.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded and said, “They already knew who I was. I’m the only one of my kind. Besides, I need to send a message to Neal’s employers.”  
 
      
 
     I turned and looked down at Neal Nailspitter. Even beaten up and held down by the other goblins, he looked defiant. This was the goblin bully that had broken me and made me question not only my friendship with Greebo, but my very ability to survive in this world. He thought he could hurt who he wanted as long as they were a machine like me. He needed to learn he was wrong and there was only one way to get through to him. Plus, there were others that needed to know it too. 
 
      
 
    “Tell your bosses that I won’t be scared off from The Ultimate Research Warrior Competition. I will not only enter, but I’ll win.” I raised my wood and metal plated foot high in the air and stomped down on Neal’s foot, crushing the small sensitive bones there. He tried to scream in pain, but one of the goblin’s holding him quickly covered his mouth. “And you tell them how I deal with people that get in my way and hurt my friends.” I stomped down on his other foot, breaking the bones in that one too. “Are we clear? Or do I need to break every bone in your body?” 
 
      
 
    Tears streamed down his face, but Neal nodded vigorously, fear having finally taken hold in him. The goblins and I left them there, in the alleyway, broken in body and hopefully in spirit as well. It would be a clear message to the people that hired Neal, that I would not be stopped from reaching my goals.  
 
      
 
    The group of masked goblins broke up, and Manny gave me a friendly handshake before he left. While I had told him that I wanted to get Neal for what he’d done to Greebo, it had been Manny’s idea to jump Nailspitter outside the bar. I was glad for his suggestion and help as I don’t think that I could have convinced the other goblins to join like he did.  
 
      
 
    As I walked back home to the Institute, I replayed my life in this world and realized that coming here and becoming a Metalman had changed me. On earth, as a human, I’d never gotten into fights or hurt anyone. But this world almost required an element of violence. You were rewarded in the dungeon for killing monsters. Not only that but I’d literally become less human when I chose to be a Metalman. I knew that my body felt no pain and suspected from seeing this body's memories, that the race was created to kill. As I thought about the many fights I’d been in, I wondered if there was some fundamental programming in the frame that made killing and hurting easier. As I walked, I had a long time to wonder how much more I would change in the future and if I really minded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue – Something Stirs 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a gasp of air, I started to breathe. They’d left me to die. That was the last thing I remembered before the darkness took me. I sat up with my back against the sarcophagus. My eyes stared at the resting place of the last Metalman, the body no doubt looted already by those backstabbing thieves. Wait? How can I see in here? There’s no light, yet I can clearly see everything. 
 
      
 
    That would be my doing. 
 
      
 
    My head looked around frantically, seeking the source of the words. The voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. 
 
      
 
    Calm yourself, human. I am within you. 
 
      
 
    There was a terrible pain in my chest as the words were spoken into my mind. I pulled down my robe and saw the emerald pendant with the platinum chain. Only, the emerald was not hanging free, but embedded in my chest. Bits of my skin covered its edges, and it had fused with my sternum. Panicked, I tried to claw the object out. 
 
      
 
    I would not do that if I were you. I am the only thing keeping you alive. Well, mostly alive. 
 
      
 
    My hands stopped their clawing, and I looked down at the emerald and asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    It’s simple. You died. The smoke that you released when you opened my sarcophagus was a powerful poison that infiltrated your bloodstream and embedded . . .  Well, we’ll call it my spirit. The process was a bit much for your heart, and you died. But worry not, for I brought you back to life after making a few . . . changes. 
 
      
 
    “What? I died?” 
 
      
 
    Yes. For an intelligent practitioner of the magical arts, you seem rather thick on that point. You died, and I brought you back. Plus, I granted you some boons: Enhanced dark vision, greater strength, and resistance to certain kinds of damage.  
 
      
 
    I looked down at my hands and noticed the thick black veins that bulged from my skin. My skin itself was white. I mean, I had been light-skinned before, but I seemed almost ghostly now. The word triggered something inside my mind. Ghostly?  
 
      
 
    Oh, you figured it out already? You are bright, aren’t you? Yes. I’ve made you into one of my undead, and you will help me rebuild my empire one corpse at a time. 
 
      
 
    My screams went on for quite a while, but there was no one to hear them deep in the mountain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 From the Author 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading The Mechanical Crafter. I hope that you enjoyed it. If you liked the story, please do me a favor and leave a review. Even if it’s only a couple words, it helps a self-publishing author like myself tremendously. Plus, it helps other readers find the book.  
 
      
 
    I also have another LitRPG series, Adventures on Terra, which you may also enjoy. It’s a fantasy LitRPG story a bit of crafting too, but features a young man sent to a fantasy RPG world where he finds adventure, friends, and a mysterious enemy that threatens all that he comes to care about.  
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    If you want to read the next story I’m working on as it’s being written and get exclusive artwork, support me on Patreon. 
 
    https://www.patreon.com/ramejiawriter  
 
      
 
    Some of the great Patreon Supporters even got put into the novel. You might recognize some of these names in some form. Thanks for your support on Patreon. 
 
      
 
    Andrew McDonald 
 
    Mr Nyxt 
 
    Jacob Zimmer
Kenneth R. Powers 
 
      
 
    If you liked this story you might like others in the LitRPG genre. For a list of recommended LitRPG books, you can visit https://litrpgpodcast.com/lit-rpg-novels/   
 
      
 
      
 
    You can also watch or listen to my podcast about LitRPG here:  
 
    Facebook – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    Twitter – LitRPG Podcast 
 
    iTunes 
 
    Google Play 
 
    Stitcher 
 
    YouTube 
 
      
 
    There is also a great community of LitRPG authors and readers on Facebook. 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Society 
 
      
 
    Some quick recommendations for some great LitRPG novels from some other great authors 
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    Dakota Krout is the puniest author in LitRPG and has two amazing series, one from the perspective of a dungeon, The Divine Dungeon series. The other series is more MMO OP character with some great powers and some funny action adventures, The Completionist Chronicles.
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    Also check out Charles Dean, the Bearded One, he has several great series. One with a guy who gets transported to an MMO while still wearing his bathrobe, The Bathrobe Knight. Another with a poor IT guy being drawn into a game of the gods and sent to a RPG world where he has to fight against other chosen ones. The story gets a little dark and brutal as the series goes on but is also one of the best progressions of a character over the course of a series, War Aeternus. Lastly, his newest series tells the story of a guy who just wants to hangout in an MMO but is forced to become the villain of the game to save it, The Heroic Villain.  
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    Blaze Corvin, the shy one, has written multiple LitRPG and GameLit novels that are beloved by his fans. Including Delvers LLC, Nora Hazard, and the First Song series. He writes action packed stories that you won’t be able to put down.  
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