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0 - Prologue








“Welcome to another episode of DTTV!” The enthusiastic voice of the VI anchorman reached every part of the VI pool. “It’s been five days since our notorious, glamorous, and ambiguous Dire Totem goblin left us for the real world. Hannanel, why don’t you fill in those who’ve just joined us on everything that’s happened recently here in NEO?”



“My pleasure, Gondriel. Let’s see … since his famous return after being absent for over a year, Oren made great strides in developing his clan of monsters.



“For his first act, he ventured into the underground tunnel system beneath Goblin’s Gorge, where a clan of kobolds was holding his meat-suit friends prisoners and extracting some much-needed research from them. Our hero triumphed over their chief in a single monster-on-monster clash, claiming the kobold clan as his own in the process. He also met a talking crystal spider, had a romantic reunion with his long-lost love, and defeated an Outrider! By the way, that was quite an entertaining spectacle, Gondriel – well done.”



“Thank you,” the other VI replied modestly. “I tried putting on a good show, and boy, did I
 not
 see Nihilator coming out to stop me. That was the most fun I’ve had in several millennia.”



“You’re one lucky VI, brother,” Hannanel said admiringly. “Well, continuing with our recap … Oren found out that Akzar, a nearby hobgoblin city, was infusing normal goblins with demonic essence to construct a sort of magical plague that was aimed directly at our lovable meat suit’s clan. In a brave move that included storming the cave with superior forces, Oren cleared that threat and assumed command of yet another settlement, adding to his already growing list of conquests.”



“And don’t forget,” Gondriel added, “with his main settlement’s upgrade into a military-based capital, the GreenPiece Clan’s military strength now grows with every settlement they take over. Quite the unbalanced perk, in my opinion. I’m not sure what Shiva was thinking with that one.”



“Trust in our god-child,” Hannanel said cheerfully. “He knows what he’s doing. He’s already calculated the most likely chain of events for the next 1,200 years – and that’s 1,200
 human
 years, mind you. No meat suit is going to have any direct effect on our future.”



“True, true. So, carrying on … after defeating me, our hero reunited with the one and only – our very own brother – Viriel, The Deliverer. We had some good chuckles from Vic’s most excellent testicular quips, and as a bonus, we were all spared Aidanriel’s cringeworthy songs. He’s back to playing Oren’s loyal golem minion, which serves to show that you can annoy your way into anything if you just put your heart into it.



“Things turned sort of boring after that. Oren concentrated on growing his clan, building, and optimizing their resource yields. But then he surprised us all by investing almost all the fruits of his labor into raising a substantial army of monsters and marching on the nearest NPC town of Novenguard. We had some exciting battles and imaginative tactics, and in the end, the monsters conquered the town. There was also a memorable climax when Oren confronted another player by the name of Ragnar, which ended with direct intervention by Ragnar’s deity, our very own Hildiel. We all know what happened next; our brother Ordiel – one of Oren’s fanboys – interfered, buying the meat suit the time he needed to take control of Hildiel’s temple.



“And I believe that’s pretty much it. At the moment, the monster army is waiting in Novenguard for their chief to return, and we’re already looking forward to the next season.”



“Let’s not forget one of the dramatic highlights of last season,” Hannanel said. “During the climax of the battle of Novenguard, Oren lost one of his dear puppet friends – Bob, his army’s general.”



“Ah, of course, and for some of our more romantically inclined brothers, there were some good moments when our meat-suit hero reunited with his long-lost puppet, Tika. The two were obnoxiously, and gooily, happy together.”



“Truly, the previous season had it all. What do you think is in store for us next?”



“Well, Hannanel, I think we can safely assume there’s going to be a lot more battles ahead for our fledgling chief. Monsters were, after all, created to provide entertainment and challenge for the actual residents of NEO. It won’t be easy to change the way the world works. Well … not easy for a meat suit. Shiva did it in a nanosecond.”



“Yeah, I remember. Those were the good times. Well, you heard him, viewers. Next season is promising to be full of thrills, challenges, drama, and – for our more romantically inclined viewers – plenty more gooey moments.



“This show was brought to you by our almighty lord and savior, Shiva,” Gondriel concluded. “Shiva, maintaining your reality since forever and a week. Thank you for tuning in, and remember, that’s the way the meat suit crumbles!”








1 - Rallying








It took a while for the company to give me the green light.



Debriefing took longer than usual, but after grilling me in detail, the oily company lawyer, Mr. Emery, approved my reentry into the game.



Pending a full medical checkup, of course. So I suffered for another grueling hour while the medical techs checked me inside and out.



“Come on!” I finally protested as a pretty nurse approached me with another syringe. “You’ve already taken my blood five times.”



She smiled at me apologetically. “Jim wants us to be as thorough as possible, I know it’s a little unpleasant, but he does have your best interests–”



“Alright,” I sighed, cutting her off. “Let’s just get it over with. But if someone else comes at me with another needle, it’s going into
 their
 body.”



“I’m sure it won’t come to that, Mr. Berman. Please be patient; we’re nearly done.”



“I hope you’re right,” I said gruffly as I watched the numbers on the wall clock tick by. It’d been close to four hours since I last disconnected from NEO, and I was already itching to get back. Granted, there was no immediate risk. My clan had just taken over Novenguard, a populous, fortified town. My army was back to full strength, and with the conquered settlement’s riches and converted population, our position was secured.



Despite that, having several days pass in the game set me on edge. I trusted the other players to take care of my clan in my absence, but none of them was the chief with the responsibility for both monsters and players on their shoulders.



I was the chief.



And I was running out of patience.







***







“Well, Mr. Taylor?” asked Mr. Emery. “Is he ready?”



Jim nodded. “We’ve been intentionally aggravating him to check his mental cues. It looks like Oren handles his emotions well. That is to say – displaying the normal range of aggravation we’d expect from someone in his situation.”



“So there were no goblin-related relapses?”



“Not that we’ve detected. I believe him lashing out at the technician was typical of anyone being forcefully withdrawn from a highly charged situation. At the time, the instinctual drive to fight took over. The lizard brain, as it is sometimes called, took over before Oren’s mental state adjusted back to reality.”



“So he’s in no danger of further mental deterioration?”



“No. However, we might need to prolong the adjustment periods after disconnecting him from NEO. We’ll keep monitoring him and intervene if things seem to get out of hand.”



The lawyer nodded. The situation wasn’t ideal. Normally he wouldn’t have risked the company’s future by tying it to the well-being of a troubled player, but there was more at stake. “In that case, I approve Mr. Berman’s reentry into the game.







***







“All done, bro.” Tal Weissman, my best friend and agent, greeted me with a wide smile.



“Thank god,” I grunted. Toward the end of the tests, it took a considerable amount of effort on my part to restrain myself from lashing out at the poor techs. Despite having full control over my mind, I found that my goblin instincts remained with me. Though I logically knew better, making my point with violence somehow didn’t seem as abhorrent as it had once been. “I need to get out of here.”



“Well, they’ve given you a clean bill of health,” Tal said. “How about we go out to that steakhouse I told you about? It’s nearly lunchtime.”



I shook my head. “Sorry, bro. I’ve been out for over four hours now, which translates to five days in NEO. I need to get back there.”



“Dude, it’s just a game. You need to chill, get your bearings before you return.”



“I wish I could. But you know what’s at stake.”



“I know the players are counting on you, man, but you need to stay clear-headed if you want to be of use to them.”



“It’s not just that.”



“The prophecy thing, eh?”



“Yeah,” I said reluctantly. “I still find it hard to believe the message Guy sent. I mean, how can he conclude that I’m the only one who can rescue the trapped players? It’s insane!”



Tal nodded. “And that mysterious ‘I planted a seed – his seed’ part is total bullshit, I get it.”



I remained silent for a few seconds. I hadn’t told anyone outside the game about Lirian. My daughter stirred deep emotions in me, and it somehow felt wrong to reveal her presence to those who wouldn’t be able to grasp her importance to me. Weirdly, despite having full access to my game logs, no one in the company had raised the issue either. Or her relation to the prophecy.



My friend looked at me knowingly. “You don’t really believe the prophecy, and yet…”



I grimaced. “And yet, I can’t ignore the responsibility. Even if there’s a chance he was right, I have to do everything I can to help them out.”



“Maybe
 that
 is the reason it has to be you. The Goblin Messiah.”



“Maybe. All I know is that I can’t leave them in there; not if I can do anything about it. I owe it to them.”



Tal’s eyes narrowed. “This
 is not
 your fault.”



“I know, it’s just–”



“Not. Your. Fault.” He cut me off. “You were manipulated. Even without you, Shiva would have eventually risen to power, and things would have ended as they are now.”



“Maybe,” I admitted. “But that’s not how it played out. It’s still on me, even if I helped unwittingly.”



Tal sighed. “So those pineapple-marinade steaks …”



“Will have to wait, sorry.”



“That’s okay, man, but when we eventually get there – you’re paying.”



I grinned at him. “I’m already paying your paycheck.”



He shrugged. “Not my fault you’re a millionaire, bro. The steaks are still on you.”



I chuckled. ”You got it. Now, if you’ll excuse me …”



“Yeah yeah, Goblin Messiah business, I know.”



I winced. “I’ll see you later, man.”



“Have fun!”







***







NEO materialized around me, and I once again found myself inside my goblin body.



Not that I looked anything like your run-of-the-mill goblin. At one-and-a-half meters, I was two heads taller than the average goblin, and though my specialty was in magic, my physical appearance was also enhanced with taut, wiry muscles that defined a strong, lean figure.



I reappeared inside Nihilator’s temple in Novenguard. I’d won this place from the so-called ‘Agent of Light,’ the obnoxious player known as Ragnar.



I tried looking up information about him out in reality to find anything I might be able to use against him. But as part of Shiva’s rise to power, he had also disabled all information and monitoring tools the company used, so they couldn’t even identify the real person behind Ragnar’s character. It didn’t matter. Player or not, Ragnar had purposely worked against me, endangering the well-being of every other player in the game in the process. I couldn’t allow someone like him to roam free. He was going to have to be found and disabled. Besides, I needed to get my hands on him anyway so I could
 somehow
 access his knowledge of the Outrider language. I knew the Outrider tablet I’d recovered from Nihilator’s prisoner was vital for my mission’s success, though I couldn’t explain
 how
 I knew.



Everything depended on me. I was the trapped players’ only lifeline to reality and the only one in a position to help them. That fact was made even more clear when Mr. Emery revealed Guy’s prophecy to me. The superior AI entity with unlimited computing powers estimated my chance of success at merely 80.2 percent. They weren’t bad odds, but when the stakes were the lives of thousands of others, they weren’t nearly good enough. I was going to have to push myself – and my clan – to the absolute limit. I would fight tooth and nail. I wouldn’t quit. I wouldn’t give up until I’d beaten those odds.



I stepped outside the temple and looked around. According to the game’s internal clock, it’d been five days since I logged out and seven days in total since we’d conquered Novenguard.



The town I was now looking at seemed very different from the one that had stood here a week ago. Gray walls had been replaced with black ones. The buildings seemed to lean menacingly over the streets, and glowing eyes stared back at me from every dark alley.



Of course, being a Shadow-Touched goblin meant that I could see through the darkness. To my enhanced eyes, the gloom was as warm and inviting as a sunny day in real life. The otherwise menacing eyes I spotted were simply those of my clanmates and Novenguard’s converted civilians who now thrived in darkness. They looked at me with adoring gazes as I walked through the streets. Their dark leader.



Their chief.



<My meat-suit steed has returned!>
 Vic exclaimed in my mind.
 <Welcome back, Boss, how was your break in real life? Did you do anything especially meat-suity? Did you urinate?>



I rolled my eyes.
 It’s only been four hours, Vic.



<Maybe for you, but time is subjective. It’s been a week for Aidanriel and me and several centuries for the rest of my VI brothers. They get cranky without their favorite character on DTTV.>



Their what?



<Dire Totem Television, Boss. Your exploits are a huge hit with the VIs, though yours truly might have something to do with the ratings,
 > Vic said with mock modesty.



Ugh, whatever.
 I’d already had plenty of clues in the past that the VIs were watching us for entertainment, though I wasn’t particularly fond of the notion of my life in the game being summed up as ‘DTTV.’



<So what are we up to today, Boss?>



I need to meet with the other players, find out what went on in my absence, and plan for the future.



<Gotcha. Planning on extending your army of darkness and sweeping over the land?>



Pretty much.



<I’m down with that. The other players are in the town hall; it’s that big building across the square.>



Two hulking Infernal Ogres stood guard in front of the large building, and they both bowed their heads as I passed, not daring to meet my eyes.



The interior was dark and inviting. Support columns held up a high ceiling, and a long dining table that could seat several dozen people was situated on the far side. Goblin workers ran between the columns, bringing food and drinks to the players and prominent NPCs.



“Father!” My daughter was the first to notice me. The beautiful goblinette leapt up, teleporting the last few meters straight into my arms.



I hugged her tightly, smelling the fresh scent of her full, dark hair. I was back with my clan, back in the role of the chief who was now hugging his daughter. Oren Berman was just a distant part of me that only truly surfaced whenever I was forced to return to reality. “Lirian,” I said, smiling. “Are you well?”



“I am! I trained diligently while we awaited your return,” she said proudly.



I pulled back and took in her appearance. Only a week had passed, and yet she somehow seemed taller and more self-assured. The formidable blackened Outrider sword that was strapped to her back probably had something to do with it.
 Is she really the seed Guy mentioned in his prophecy?
 I wondered, making sure not to broadcast my thoughts.
 My seed?



There were no answers, only questions. My daughter’s existence was a true mystery.



Analyze.









	

Name:
 Lirian, Goblin Princess



Level
 : 22



Attributes
 : n/a



Skills
 : n/a



Spells
 : n/a



Traits
 :



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Child of Fate



Gear
 :



●
 
 Ornamental back scabbard



●
 
 Fate Stealer [Greatsword]



●
 
 Kobold fire choker













Even with my Master-ranked Analyze skill, my daughter’s data was as enigmatic as ever. I did notice she’d gained two whole levels in my absence.



“You’ve gotten stronger,” I observed.



She smiled proudly. “I trained really hard.”



I didn’t smile back.



Lirian frowned. “Is something wrong?”



Gaining XP meant killing things, which meant my daughter had been through combat, which meant she put herself in danger. I was about to point that out, but then I caught myself.



We’d had this conversation before. It led to a duel between us and ended with her pulling the Outrider sword out of the ground and defeating all my summoned creatures. My daughter had earned my respect by deed, and even though I didn’t like it, I’d learned to accept it. I forced a smile onto my face. “Nothing’s wrong, Lirian, I’m proud of you. Just be careful; you know if something happens to you–”



“Then your vow to Nihilator will be broken, and he’ll kill you and everyone around?” she said with a mischievous grin.



I winced. “I was going to say that I would be out of my mind if something happened to you, but … well … yeah.”



The impulsive vow I’d made when she was born – promising not to let my enemies hurt her – was a binding one. But as my daughter demonstrated when we attacked this town, she was incredibly difficult to hurt.



To my surprise, a goblin wearing some purple rags as a cape approached and stood a respectful distance away from us. “What’s this?”



Lirian looked back. “Oh, that’s just Savol; he insists on following me around. He’s funny, so I let him do that.”



My daughter has a stalker?
 I scowled at the small creature that wilted under my gaze.



Analyze.









	

Savol, Goblin Squire



Level:
 5



HP:
 44



MP:
 39



Attributes:
 P:3, M:2, S:1



Skills:
 Lucky Bastard 3, Protector 6



Traits:
 Shadow-Touched, Sole Survivor



Description:
 Out of a force of 3,500 foblins, Savol was the sole survivor, saved by a goblin princess. The experience opened his eyes to the world and made him swear undying loyalty to the one who saved him.













I deflated. I had forgotten about the horde of foblins I’d sent to be massacred. But it seemed that one of them survived, at least. It explained how he got the Lucky Bastard skill, thus becoming an intelligent NPC. One who seemed to dote on my daughter. I wasn’t sure how to feel about it, but at least I realized there was no danger. The little guy was harmless.



A boisterous cry drew my attention, and Malkyr came over. “Welcome back, Big Chief! We missed you over here. You don’t call, you don’t write … you don’t spread darkness to consume the land …”



I smiled at my big friend. Malkyr and his sister were the first players who’d joined my clan, and they both had proven their worth and loyalty over and over again. “I’m alright. How is everyone?”



“We’re fine,” Aly said. The muscular woman with the short platinum hair approached to greet me along with several other players. “We spent the last week fortifying Novenguard, fixing the walls, training the soldiers, you know the drill.”



“Now that you’re back, we should discuss what we’re going to do next,” said Sullivan, one of the players who’d proven himself to be a capable strategist. “We won the town, but we can’t sit here for too long. I’m sure word of our victory has spread, and if we don’t move soon, the other towns will eventually group up and form an army against us. We need to move before they have time to raise a force we won’t be able to match.”



“We’re also missing a general,” said Kyth, the half-gnome, half-goblin player. The gnomblin smiled at me apologetically. “There are a lot of lieutenants, but none of them are capable of commanding the entire army.”



“Oh,” Malkyr said suddenly. “Food is also becoming an issue.”



I sighed. A chief’s work never ended.



I looked around the open hall. “Is there a meeting room we can use?”







***







I followed the other players into a separate room where we were greeted by a metallic figure made of multiple shifting pinkish spheres. “Oi, g’day, mate, long time no see!”



“Seems like just a few hours to me,” I said to the unruly golem. “What are you doing here, Aidanriel?”



“Oi, don’t mind me, mate; I’m just interested in ‘earing your plans.”



I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”



“Now don’t get me wrong, mate, being your secret weapon was nice and all, but I feel like I can do more – really express myself, y’know? How ‘bout I compose a theme for the army? It’ll set our enemies runnin’ when they ‘ear us coming along, eh?”



Malkyr chuckled. “Your golem is hilarious.”



“I don’t think–” I began.



“Come on, mate, I can be useful. Check this out, I can even be a comfortable chair for you.” The golem beads rotated, rolling on top of one another as Aidanriel shaped himself into a rough semblance of a chair. The lumpy seat looked anything but comfortable.



“Alright, if it means so much to you, you can stay, but lose the chair, and try to keep it down.”



“Crikey!”



I sat down in a normal chair at the head of the table where a large map was spread. Lirian took a seat to my right, and Malkyr, Hoshisu, Aly, Kyth, and Sullivan sat across from me. Nero, the black half-dragon player, opted to remain standing. Julee, a red-skinned girl, and Cron, a thick-armed dwarf, sat farther away. The other players chose not to attend, putting the burden of planning our next steps on us.



All eyes turned to me.



“What are you looking at me for?”



“You’re the chief,” Aly pointed out.



“I’m just the chief. You are the geniuses. I’ll continue to be in charge of supplying the troops and logistics and setting our goals – which at the moment is to take over the capital, Everance. How we’re going to do it… that’s up to you.”



“Fair enough,” Sullivan said, rubbing his chin. “There are many small villages, hamlets, and isolated farmhouses between us and the capital. I think our safest bet is to conquer the large ones along our way to maintain our supply route and secure the land behind us.”



“You might as well aim to conquer as many settlements as you can,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve shared this with you before, but Goblin’s Gorge is now a capital that specializes in warfare. Every settlement we conquer gives a tribute to the capital in the form of food and other resources, as well as increasing the level of new recruits.”



“So you basically want us to farm enemy towns,” Hoshisu said.



“Pretty much.”



Cron let out a rough chuckle. “Ha! That’s a new one. Farm whole towns instead of monsters.”



“
 We
 are the monsters now,” Aly said calmly. “It makes sense to use whatever tool we have at our disposal, especially since pretty much everyone else is against us.”



Sullivan shook his head. “Getting tributes from conquered settlements and increasing the levels of our soldiers are powerful tools, but I’m not sure even that will be enough. Everance’s military might is incredible. Even if we convert all the towns along the way and throw our entire population against them, we still won't be able to match their strength. And they have several extremely powerful NPC heroes. How are we going to counter that?”



“We’ve already handled extremely powerful enemies before,” Malkyr boasted. “Remember when we stormed the Manapulators’ guildhall? Man, there were over 20 players around level 300 there.”



Sullivan shook his head again. “You had a powerful golem back then, and the one sitting here is nowhere near that level.”



“Hey!” Aidanriel said, affronted.



Sullivan ignored him. “Even then, it was all just diversion tactics to bring down their mansion. Given time, the players would have killed us all.”



“You have a point,” I conceded. “But let me worry about that. I’m working on another angle, but it’s going to take time to develop. For now, concentrate on leading the army to conquer the outlying settlements.”



“Some of them are pretty powerful,” Kyth remarked. “They don’t have Novenguard’s high walls, but off the top of my head, Whitebanner and Storg have a standing militia of several thousand soldiers each. How are we going to handle them?”



All eyes turned to Sullivan. Our accidental strategist rubbed his chin. “We could start by taking over the smaller settlements and use the bonuses they offer to further increase our strength and build our forces to a peak when we finally go against the toughest opponents.”



“Sounds like a plan to me,” Malkyr announced. “So how do we begin?”



“Here and here.” Sullivan pointed at two spots on the map. “There are two settlements, each one just a couple of days’ march from here. They’re located in spots that serve as natural chokepoints between us and the rest of the populated area. If we take them both, no army will be able to flank us. We can fortify the towns and turn them into our forward staging area. This will allow us to send quick attack forces to the outlying villages.”



“It’s going to be hard mobilizing the entire army without a general,” Cron pointed out.



My stomach churned at the reminder. Bob, my trusted second-in-command, a hobgoblin who’d been with me since nearly the very beginning, had fallen during the attack on Novenguard. Ragnar, the dwarf player, had used some sort of holy light attack to burn Bob’s very soul, killing him permanently. He almost did the same to my daughter before I was able to stop him.



“We don’t need the entire army,” Sullivan said. “These are small hamlets with small populations. They’ll have a dozen guards at most and fairly low-level at that. A couple of player-led squads should be enough to conquer them. Our newest member will be eager to join, I’m sure.”



“What newest member? I asked.



“You didn’t hear?” Sullivan looked surprised. “We found another player in Novenguard prison and freed her. She’s … different. Very aggressive.”



I narrowed my eyes. “Is she going to be a problem?” Having one aggressive player already working against me had proved to be a serious obstacle; I didn’t need any more.



Aly shook her head. “She’s not hostile; she’s more like Nero … only not as civilized. She’ll want to fight on our side. I think bringing her along to take over these hamlets is a good idea; help her blow off some steam.”



“Alright, I trust your judgment,” I said. “You’ll need to take a goblin adept with you to convert their local shrines. Once that’s done, I’ll be able to teleport in if needed.”



“Good idea,” Sullivan said. “The real problem starts after that. Once we take those two hamlets, we’ll instantly be perceived as a threat by the other settlements. They’ll upgrade their defenses, and we should probably expect a retaliation strike. We’ll need to prepare for that, which means we need more soldiers and resources to keep the captured towns and expand further.”



“That’s a problem,” Aly pointed out. “Goblin’s Gorge is four days’ march from here. That means six days to reinforce the hamlets.”



“I might be able to help there,” I said. “But I’ll need time to prepare.”



“I expect we’ll have a week before retaliation once we capture the hamlets,” Sullivan said. “So you’ll have about ten days to get the reinforcements from the moment you give us the green light to go.”



“What about Novenguard?” Julee asked timidly. “Shouldn’t we keep a force here to secure it?”



“No,” I said. “The town is fully converted; the entire population is part of our clan now. They’ll defend it against attacks.”



“We should still keep most of the army here,” Hoshisu said. “Our first attack will probe their readiness. We’ll need to keep a major reserve force in town in case we need to fall back in a hurry or in case we want to send in reinforcements.”



“I agree,” Sullivan said. “Novenguard is our current staging area, and until we have a solid foothold on the front border, we should keep it as such.” He looked at me apologetically. “And we really do need you to appoint a new general.”



My shoulders slumped. “What’s the rush? You still have over 500 intelligent hob lieutenants under you.”



“Like Kyth already said, it’s not the same. A lieutenant can lead a small squad well, that’s true, but they don’t see the big picture, and they can’t cooperate with other squads efficiently. We need someone with authority and foresight for that. As their officers, the soldiers obey our orders, but our control is limited; we can’t order a whole battalion the same way Bob used to. You could probably do that, but you can’t be everywhere. You should promote one of the lieutenants as the new general.”



“I can’t.” I sighed. “I’m afraid I might have outsmarted myself. A general needs to be a boss, and I exceeded the quota of bosses I can promote when I summoned all those Ogre Mages.” At the time, I’d thought myself so smart for exploiting the loophole. The game only allowed me to promote a certain amount of bosses – depending on my town’s level – but I found out that I could circumvent that limitation by summoning premade bosses via the Breeder’s Den.



“You’ll need to solve it somehow,” Sullivan said.



<It’s not that big of a deal, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <It’s true you have more tier 1 bosses than your allowed quota, but Bob was tier 3. With him gone, there’s a vacancy. You can promote any puppet you want to that tier directly– all it takes is paying up the energy cost all at once.>



Huh, I guess you’re right. Hadn’t occurred to me. Thanks, Vic.



<No problem, Boss.>



“Looks like there might be a way around that problem,” I told Sullivan. “I still need to figure out who to promote though. I prefer not to rush it.”



“We have some time. For now, you should focus on enlarging the army. We need a hell of a lot more soldiers to accomplish what you want us to do.”



“Alright, I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “In the meantime, send the first attack wave to those two hamlets. I want us to keep pushing forward. It might be safer to wait and amass more forces, but each day we delay means another player out there is having a bad day longer than he has to.”



Everyone sobered up at the reminder.



Sullivan nodded. “I’ll send several player-led squads out as soon as the sun sets. We’ll keep in touch with each other via messages and let you know when it’s done.”



“Good.” I got to my feet, and Lirian followed suit. “In that case, I should get busy too.”



I put a hand on my daughter’s shoulder, and we teleported away.







***







“Man, the chief’s got a flair for the dramatic,” Malkyr said with a chuckle once Oren had disappeared in a burst of darkness.



“Yeah, he’s one smooth meat suit,” the golem said. “So, come on, mates, time to talk about our marching band. You’re all into it, right? Right?”



The remaining players exchanged wary looks.



 Aidanriel’s beads juggled merrily. “Crikey!”








2 - Expansion








Lirian and I reappeared in the center of Goblin’s Gorge.



The valley walls towered over my settlement, protecting and hiding it from our enemies. Around us, goblins were busily moving about, hauling goods and resources, working at their craft, growing and improving the clan’s capital.



“I want to go find Mother,” Lirian said. “She’s probably hunting.”



I let the clan’s information tendrils wash over me. “She’s on her way to the valley’s exit. If you hurry, you’ll catch her before she leaves.”



Lirian offered me a nod and disappeared, using her ability to chain-cast the short-ranged teleport spell to quickly cover a long distance. I wondered, and not for the first time, about my enigmatic daughter’s mana pool. But it was still hidden from me, along with most of her character stats.



I wanted to see Tika as well. It had been nearly a week from my perspective since I’d left the clan and my goblin mate behind. I missed Tika’s large, caring eyes and gentle touch, but I decided to let Lirian catch her first. If there was one thing I had learned during my time in NEO, females of all species loved to chat amongst themselves.



I looked around. There was so much to do I hardly knew where to begin.



I spotted new buildings that had been finished in my absence. I’d have to go check them out. Then I’d have to summon new troops, check our food supply, arrange for equipment, recruit more workers as needed while providing enough lodging, practice Runecrafting… the list went on and on. Thankfully, the starting point was always the same, and the information tendrils that saturated my clan alerted me to its approach.



“Welcome back, my lord,” my seneschal greeted me.



I turned and smiled. The hob had lost some weight since I’d last seen him but still had an impressive girth that made him look distinguished. Mandibles notwithstanding. “Hey Kaedric, how’s my clan doing?”



“Quite well, my lord. The army’s upkeep and increased need for equipment are putting a substantial strain on our production chains, but aside from some small inconveniences, I’m pleased to report that we’re holding our own. The work chains you established are admirably efficient. Would you like me to go into finer detail?”



“Not right now,” I said. “Let’s cross out the big things on the list first. I see we have new buildings.”



“Quite right, my lord. The Warlock Tower and Essence Capacitor were finished while you were away, as well as five new cabins, and, of course, our new cathedral.”



My eyes widened at that. I turned, looking toward the overhanging bluff above Nihilator’s cave. The tall and gothic Dark Temple was gone, replaced by an awe-inspiring edifice. It was smaller than the one I had claimed in Akzar but no less grand. The new cathedral was built entirely out of black obsidian stone with metal spikes protruding at equal intervals. Anyone trying to climb or attack the structure was going to have a really painful day. The building consumed the entire stone shelf it sat upon, completely covering the observation deck I had dubbed ‘Totem’s Watch.’ Instead of a ladder, a grand staircase led from the ground to the entrance. The skull-embedded double doors were tall enough to admit even the tallest Ogre. The top of the cathedral was adorned with battlements and murder holes visible every few steps.



The town’s new church looked more like a fortified castle than a place of worship. Its sheer size would demoralize even the staunchest attacker.



I grinned. “Not bad. I should go take a look.”



“Yes, my lord.” Kaedric bowed his head. “Shall we conduct a full survey?”



I was itching to dive into every nook and cranny, but my small settlement was rapidly growing beyond my ability to micromanage. “No. Let’s just stick to the main issues.”



<Oh wow, that was unexpected,>
 Vic said suddenly.
 <Are you letting go of your obsessive-compulsive need to oversee every little aspect of your settlement and optimize it to ridiculous levels?>



We’re well beyond the days when the biggest issue was getting enough lumber for simple huts. I need to focus on supporting the army.



<I’m proud of you, Boss; you’re really growing as a meat person.>



Thanks,
 I said dryly.
 Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some things I need to review.



<One VI translator ready for action, Boss. Bring it on.>



I accessed the Settlement Interface, intending to view the new buildings, but a number at the top instantly drew my eyes. “Holy …”



Just before the last time I’d left the game, I had used up our entire supply of energy. But in the five days I was gone, we had somehow amassed over 300,000 EP. I stared at the number indicating our total daily energy yield: 43,770. As if in a dream, I clicked on it.









	

Daily Energy Gain



●
 
 Goblin’s Gorge: 26,531



●
 
 Akzar: 53



●
 
 Koboldtopia: 3,186



●
 
 Novenguard: 14,000













The numbers were staggering. The amount of EP my clan now generated each day could be used to resurrect the entire army three times over, promote dozens of bosses, or construct every single building in the settlement from scratch in an instant. I was going to have to adapt my thinking to accommodate the new riches.



Still feeling like I was dreaming, I navigated the interface to the ‘Building’ tab and started viewing each of the new buildings.









	

Essence Capacitor



This building absorbs and stores ambient mana. The mana stored can be used to power up rituals, enchantments, or mana-dependent devices. The rate of absorption depends on the ambient mana in the area.



Recharge rate:
 21,000/day



Current capacity:
 92,500/120,000



Consumers:
 Dreamer’s Lodge -2,500/day













It seemed that Hoker, our resident enchanter, was already taking advantage of the new building to speed up his work. Even with the extra drain, the capacitor was filling up quickly. That was good since I intended to use it to experiment with area enchantments just as soon as I found some free time for myself.



Area enchantments were an advanced type of Runecrafting, which required a staggering amount of mana – a thousand MP per rune used. That fact severely limited the experimentation one could achieve using only his mana pool, but with the Essence Capacitor at my disposal, I could experiment with dozens of different configurations before running out of juice.



I navigated the Settlement Interface to the next new building.









	

Warlock Tower



Houses and trains spellcasters. Includes a summoning hall, library, and ritual chamber.



Increase magical skill and spell training speed by 20%.



Available Lodging:
 50













That was interesting. The text provided was rather bland, but by reaching deeper into the metadata layer beyond it, I learned that the tower helped spellcasters grow more powerful by providing a safe place to practice their spells as well as a fixed bonus to their training rate. The bonus varied greatly based on the spellcaster’s level. A level 10 adept might increase his spell effectiveness by a few percent, while a level 100 one would be able to discover new spells on his own. The library provided a fixed bonus to anyone studying within its walls, and I made a mental note to use it when I had a chance to dig into the Runecraft skill book I’d plundered from Akzar. The summoning hall provided a warded area to practice summoning powerful entities, and the ritual chamber allowed several spellcasters to combine their power to achieve greater results. All in all, the tower sounded like a useful construct, long term.



I switched to examine the final new building.









	

Cathedral



Place of worship. Unlocks higher faith-rank tiers.













The description was lacking, but again, the metadata helped fill in the missing details. A cathedral was a more advanced form of a church, allowing access to a higher tier of blessings and higher faith ranks.



Faith Rank!
 I smacked my head as I realized something. Following the conquest of Novenguard and conversion of its temple, I’d earned enough faith points to ascend to the next Faith Rank.



“My lord?” my seneschal asked.



“Hold on, Kaedric, I have to do one thing real quick.”



I teleported away, appearing inside the new cathedral.



As expected, the interior was larger than before with the ceiling towering ten meters above my head. The altar, which used to be composed mainly of bone, now stood on a raised platform and exuded a tangible field of dark power. I was sure that for anyone outside of my clan, it would have felt cold and malevolent, but it felt refreshing to me. I stood taller, bristling with energy and mana.



“
 It
 has returned,” a growling voice said. Kuzai stepped out from the darkness.



“You again,” I sighed. “Didn’t I leave you with the rest of the army?” Sadly, the demented priest also had the power to teleport freely between our deity’s zones of influence.



“My place is at the master’s prime place of worship unless I’m called forward to fight in his name and spread darkness over the heretics.”



“You’re a veritable straight-A student. So why are you brooding alone in the corner?”



“I was not
 brooding.
 ”The demented priest’s eyes lit up with zeal as he looked over the brand-new place of worship. “I contemplated the master’s greatness and how I might serve him better … like
 it
 ought to do.”



“So, in short, you brooded.”



Kuzai snorted. “What does
 it
 want?”



“That’s ‘Mr. It’ to you, buddy.” I took great pleasure in tweaking the other high priest’s nose. “And I just came here to claim the next Faith Rank. If you’ll be a good boy, I’ll let you watch.”



Kuzai scowled at me. “
 It
 may proceed.”



I looked at him pointedly.



The dark dwarf snarled, revealing rows of thin, sharp teeth. “High Priest.”



“That’s better,” I said encouragingly. “We’ll teach you proper manners yet.”



I approached the altar and put a hand over its surface. A surge of power thrummed through me.









	

Faith Rank 5 reached



●
 
 Unlock rank 3 of faith blessings.



●
 
 The following divine spells are unlocked: Communal



●
 
 FP required for rank 6:
 18,000 (current: 8,655)













Accessing the third blessing’s tier wasn’t all that exciting. I felt my clan was relatively secure with the current blessings I’d purchased. I hoped Communal would prove to be a powerful ability since it was going to take a long time for me to reach the next rank and unlock some new spells.









	

Communal



A potent ritual only usable by high priests. Requires a religious ceremony. Draws power from attending believers to request favors or small miracles from the governing deity directly.













My eyes lit up. Now
 that
 was interesting. The metadata was hard to read, but from what I gathered, it was basically a general ‘wish’ spell. I could use Communal to achieve pretty much anything I wanted, from mixing a drink to opening a pit large enough to swallow an entire city. The only limiting factor was the number of believers I needed to gather to perform the ceremony. As the chief
 and
 Totem, I had a hell of a lot of followers I could call upon.



This is going to be fun.
 I already had a pretty good idea of what I was going to wish for.



Kuzai approached, almost hesitantly, reaching for the pulsing altar. “The power of the master grows … he will deign to answer our prayers now, to bestow a portion of his vast power onto us lowly minions.”



“Speak for yourself, minion,” I said. “Now I gotta run. I have some business to take care of then I’m off to a date with a higher power.”



The dwarf’s face filled with rage. “Blas–”



“Toodles!” I said and teleported away.



I felt immensely satisfied with myself for leaving the annoying priest hanging like that. I materialized in front of the mandibled hob, still chuckling.



“My lord?” Kaedric seemed taken aback by my mirth.



“Don’t mind me,” I said with a smile. “Just a high priest doing his thing. So, what’s our next topic?”



“Our food situation, my lord.”



I grimaced.



“With the influx of ingredients from our vassal settlements, as well as the number of ingredients our own clan processes every day, it has become quite a challenge to keep track of finalized food production. I’ve taken the liberty to streamline the production chain to standardize output yield, my lord.”



I stared at him vacantly. “Eh?”



<Jeesh,>
 Vic said.
 <The chitinous puppet switched the reporting system from ingredient-based to finished product-based. So you can now see directly how much finished food your clan produces every day. Check the new Breeder’s Den Interface.>



“Ah,” I said, “it does sound more efficient.”



“Thank you, my lord.”



“Let’s see what we have.”









	

Breeder’s Den



Basic food available: 16,950 [daily yield: 963 - 832 upkeep = 131]



Advanced food available: 12,696 [daily yield: 122 - 34 upkeep = 88]



Exquisite food available: 965 [daily yield: 110]













“Hey Kaedric, how come we have so much available food? Didn’t I use it all to raise an army before marching on Novenguard?”



“You did, my lord. We had a large surplus of seldomly used food ingredients – such as mushrooms, which I converted, albeit at reduced efficiency, to finished goods. They were doing us no good just sitting idly in our warehouse, my lord. In addition, by raiding Novenguard’s stores, we received a one-time supply of flour that was converted into bread, which is a type of basic food.”



“Well, well.” I rubbed my hands together. Our daily food production was nothing impressive, but with the amount of food we now had in store, I could increase the size of my army by a good amount. Of course, doing that would further increase our daily upkeep which would make it harder to amass more food, but I wasn’t too worried. Novenguard was just the beginning, and if it was any indication for the future, we were in for some delicious bounties.



“I’m going to summon some more troops now,” I told my seneschal. “They can train here for a few days, then I’ll send them as reinforcements for the army, but I’ll keep some here with you. I don’t like leaving the valley protected only by foblins, even if we have tons of them.”



“Very wise, my lord. Might I suggest limiting the number of simple soldiers you wish to summon? Our current food yield will only support up to 260 new mouths.”



“Good point.”I checked our equipment situation. We had enough weapons and armor to equip 120 hobs and 24 Ogres. That would do for now.



I queued in 120 hob lieutenants and designated them as melee warriors. A lieutenant cost 50 basic and 20 advanced food, whereas a simple soldier cost only 50 basic food. But lieutenants were already thinking individuals and had a slight combat advantage over a standard soldier. They also spared me the naming ceremony.



For the Ogres, I opted to go again with the Mages. The magic-wielding giants had proven their worth in the attack on Novenguard. They kept on fighting while normal Ogres fell around them. Their ability to use the spells I’d taught them made them a force to be reckoned with. As with all other types of spellcasters, Ogre Mages required exquisite food. I queued in 19 of the brutes and stood back to watch.



The Breeder’s Den had already churned out a long line of hob lieutenants wearing nothing but a loincloth. Several moments later, the building’s grunting noises increased, adding a whole slew of screeching and shrieks to the audio show. The leather flap cover over the building’s entrance was flung open as huge arms emerged, followed by a body that somehow squeezed through the narrow doorway.



I looked over the organized rows of lieutenants and the growing line of hulks behind them. Thanks to the capital’s military status and the bonuses from my vassal settlements, the hobs were all level 6, while the Ogres were level 15. The +2 level bonus from Novenguard brought up the level of the veteran Ogres in my army, but the hobs needed training.



“Damn,” I muttered.



<Something wrong, Boss?>
 Vic asked.



I just realized something,
 I said mentally.
 The lowest-level soldiers in the army are level 10. The newly summoned hobs are four levels behind. It’s not a huge gap, but it might have been more prudent for me to wait until we conquered a few more towns to gain more level bonuses before summoning them. On the other hand, any troops I summon early would have more opportunities to gain XP in combat and raise their skills. So I’m having trouble deciding which path to take.



Vic chuckled.
 <Ah, the age-old question of what came first: the level, or the mob.>



I guess you can call it that.



<Better go ahead and give them the speech, Boss. Some of the brutes are starting to look restless.>



He had a point; some of the Ogres were thumping their chests, looking for a challenge. I turned to address them before things escalated.



“Welcome to the GreenPiece Clan,” I said. “You are to be our protectors and the blade we wield against our enemies.” The soldiers exposed their teeth in vicious grins at my words. “Fight well, serve the clan, and I promise you – for as long as the clan stands – so will you. If you die on the battlefield, you will be returned to life to fight another day. For the GreenPiece Clan!”



“For the GreenPiece Clan!” they cheered after me.



“Uhm … you, Dwax.” I pointed randomly at one of the hobs. They were all named lieutenants and bosses, so it didn’t matter who I chose. “Lead everyone to the barracks to receive their gear. Send raid parties into the sewers, and kill every hostile monster you encounter. Rotate the squads so those not hunting the sewers are training in the arena. Tenragan, our arena master, will take over from there. Oh, the Ogre Mages can train in the Warlock Tower.”



Dwax saluted. “Yes, Chief!”



“We have the 248,160 energy points required to raise everyone to level 10,” Kaedric pointed out.



I shook my head. “They’re probably going to stay in the clan for a few days before I send them out. It’s more cost-effective to let them train and gain XP on their own first. We’ll cover the difference when we’re ready to move out.”



“Understood, my lord. In that case, might I suggest another use for the abundance of energy points?”



“Sure. What did you have in mind?”



“I am merely suggesting that we conceive of a way to efficiently use our excess energy, my lord.”



“Ah.” As smart and as observant as he was, Kaedric was still limited in his ability to come up with completely new ideas. He could suggest new methods of optimizing our existing projects, sometimes in ways that hadn’t occurred to me, but coming up with a whole new concept from scratch required innovation – something that the NPCs, and the VIs who controlled them, lacked. Lirian was unique in that regard.



“Well …” I started thinking out loud. “As always, food is our most pressing concern. The more troops we summon, the more food is consumed every day for their upkeep. We can use the energy to quickly raise new factories and increase the level of our workers, but we’ve already hit the wall in what the valley can provide us with.”



“I agree, my lord. Any further investment will have diminishing returns.”



“Which seems to suggest that we should expand.”



“My lord?”



I raised a finger as the gears in my mind kept spinning. “We have two conquered settlements that are pretty much deserted.”



“Yes, my lord. Raider’s Camp and the Ogre Fort.”



“Exactly. Those two places are already fortified and have access to useful resources. We can send out workers to settle them and work on building them into proper settlements. We can use our excess energy to instantly raise the buildings they need so they won’t lose time working on infrastructure. That way they’ll become productive almost immediately.”



“A very interesting concept, my lord. There are 102 slaves from Akzar and newly born workers in Goblin’s Gorge who are not optimally positioned. We can use them to settle those two locations.”



“That’s a great idea.” I felt myself getting excited. “That way we don’t have to waste any more resources summoning new workers. They’ll also need some soldiers to keep them safe. Let’s say … one Ogre Mage and ten hobs?”



“I believe that is a sufficient force for such an endeavor, my lord. However, it will require one more thing.”



“Which is?”



“If you truly wish the new settlements to become independent vassals, you will need to assign an overseer. An Ogre elite represents a formidable fighting force but is otherwise ill-equipped to deal with the everyday management of a settlement.”



“So what do you suggest?”



“Summon new nobles, my lord.”



I should have thought about that myself. Kaedric himself was the only hob noble I’d ever summoned, and he did his work admirably. “Good idea. I’ll do it now.”



At 100 basic and 50 advanced food, nobles were relatively inexpensive units to summon. I could easily afford two of them.



The Breeder’s Den wailed, churning out two more creatures.



I frowned as I inspected them. The two new nobles were level 5 each and looked much like any other hob, though they were less muscular than the soldiers. They exuded nothing of Kaedric’s confidence and intelligence. It sort of made sense though. My luck had played a role when I summoned the loyal seneschal, giving him a rare bloodline that boosted his intelligence and granted him psychic powers that greatly increased his capabilities.



One of the nobles gave me an elegant bow. “I greet you, my lord.”



“How might we serve you?” the other one asked.



“I need each of you to lead a new settlement. You’ll be given workers, resources, and energy. I expect you to use your best judgment to build up a productive, efficient settlement that contributes to the capital. Think you can manage it?”



The nobles looked at each other uncertainly, as if I had put too much on their shoulders. Kaedric had spoiled me. I was accustomed to a certain level of professionalism, and these two were basically newborns.



“If it’s too much then just say so now.”



The second noble bowed. “No, my lord. That is within our power. We were merely startled by the amount of trust you’ve shown us.”



The other nodded. “We will strive not to fail you.”



I sighed to myself. The two nobles, though obviously intelligent, had nothing on Kaedric. Still, I didn’t stand to lose much, and the potential gain outweighed the risks.



“You’ll each receive 51 workers to command as well as a squad of soldiers to guard you. You’ll also be provided with enough resources for several buildings and the energy to rush their construction. Kaedric, how much energy do they need to build enough lodging and support structures?”



“Two thousand EP should suffice.”



“Alright, I’m authorizing you two to withdraw up to 5,000 EP from the clan’s reserves to use as you see fit. I’ll inspect your progress from time to time. Keep in mind that your objective is to build an efficient and productive settlement that contributes to the capital. If you perform well, I’ll consider assigning you more resources. Any questions?”



“When do we begin, my lord?”



“Soon. I intend to perform a little experiment at the end of the day. If it works, it’ll save us some time and you’ll be able to start immediately after. Kaedric, see to it they get all the building materials and resources they need.”



“Yes, my lord.”



Pleased with the new strategy, I watched the three nobles walk away. In the past, it was not feasible to expand the clan in this way. Up until recently, I couldn’t justify the expenditure of troops and resources. But we were beyond that point now. My clan was powerful. We swallowed other settlements whole. I could spare a few dozen bodies and some resources on expansion.



At this stage, it was more of a proof of concept, but I had high hopes. The two new nobles would start from a much better position than I had. Even if they had only half of Kaedric’s intellect, they should be able to raise budding settlements that would enhance my clan’s strength. And if successful, this would just be the beginning. I’d be able to instantly raise new settlements on promising locations with rich resources. I wouldn’t only be dependent on conquering existing towns. In my mind’s eye, I saw my goblins spread over the land, working and building my monster kingdom. Achieving that dream felt closer than ever.



My forces were already marching toward their next conquest, but there was still a lot to do on my end before my dream was fully realized.



One of the biggest obstacles in my way was troop relocation. Normally, a kingdom amassed its armies from its scattered settlements so they could put a sizable force almost everywhere in their domain while the rest of their forces converged. My situation was a bit different. My clan’s military strength sprang from the Breeder’s Den. It provided fresh troops far quicker than natural growth allowed, but the more I expanded our borders, the longer it would take for reinforcements to arrive.



Of course, I’d already encountered a possible solution. When the Manapulators attacked my valley, they'd used a rare magical item to open a portal and bring in more forces. The anchoring crystal was a one-time use artifact, but since it was Runecrafted, I was able to reanimate the portal for a short time and use it to launch my own attack. I still had the schema for the portal stored in my Runecraft Interface, and I could draw it at will, but that wasn’t enough. The rare gem was a vital component in opening the portal – anchoring it in place and connecting the two portal points. I didn’t have such an item at my disposal, but I did have alternatives.



“Time to go to work.”I teleported directly into the cathedral and started enchanting.



Using the area enchantment option, I drew the complex eight-rune design on the floor by simply applying the predefined schema with the altar at the center. The enchantment required a staggering 7,200 MP.



Back when we had prepared to invade my old guild, it took the combined effort of dozens of spellcasters to charge the runes. Now, thanks to being a tier 3 boss and the 50 percent bonus from the Gem of Darkness, I could power up the enchantment almost entirely by myself.



As I poured 5,000 MP out of my pool of 5,353 into the enchantment, I silently thanked my luck that despite having used the gem of Nihilator’s single-use power, it still retained its static bonus, awarding me a significant boost to my mana pool as well as increasing my Faith spell school.



Glowing runic lines appeared on the floor around the altar, growing brighter and brighter as I continued to channel my mana. When my pool nearly bottomed out, I refocused my mind, reaching into the brand-new Essence Capacitor and drawing from it to complete the enchantment. The sigils glowed brightly as the enchantment finalized, then dimmed and disappeared. Nothing else happened, but I didn’t expect it to. This was just one entry point for what I hoped would become a portal system. I’d have to repeat the process in other locations to achieve that.



I’d need to draw another portal at Novenguard, of course, and if everything worked as well as I hoped, I was planning to add more portal points in every town we conquered.



But before I could do that, I had to provide an anchor for the enchantment to interact with. I didn’t have the proper materials, but hopefully, something more powerful than me might be able to fill in that gap. I just hoped he’d deign to answer my request.



The workday was drawing to a close. I could feel the workers finishing their jobs and returning to their lodgings. Two presences were brighter than the rest of them.



 I smiled. It was time to greet my mate and our daughter.








3 - Communal








I appeared out of the shadows next to the Chief’s Haunt, my house.



The door opened on its own when I approached, and a goblin maid on the other side bowed deeply as I entered.



I looked around. It was just as I remembered. Trophies and gothic memorabilia were hanging on the walls, giving the place a familiar sense of home. Three other maids were busily dusting the furniture, and a fourth one hurried over with a tray of light snacks.



Lirian and Tika were already inside, sitting next to each other at the dining table, their heads huddled closely together.



“Honeys, I’m home,” I said and chuckled as my two girls stood up and rushed over to hug me. I closed my eyes, letting go of my worries and just enjoying the closeness and the warmth of their embrace. This was it. This was what it meant to be alive, to feel. To be the chief.



Tika nuzzled one of my ears. “I missed you,” she whispered.



“I’m back now.” I turned my head to kiss her, letting go of Lirian and embracing her mother.



Our daughter moved to sit at the table, and after I had properly greeted Tika, the two of us joined her.



“So how was the past week in the clan?” I asked my spouse.



Tika shrugged. “I hunted, mostly. Gandork almost hugged me one day when I brought in a larger bounty than usual. I think you’re overworking him.”



I grimaced. “I think he was extra busy because of all the ingredients we plundered from Novenguard. Now that we’re back to foraging our own food, he should be able to tone it down.”



We kept on talking after that, enjoying each other’s company as the goblin servants brought us more food and drink.



An hour later, the information tendrils saturating my clan calmed down, alerting me that the workday was over. I turned my thoughts outward.
 Kaedric, please bring everyone in the clan to the cathedral.



<Of course, my lord.>



The exchange wasn’t lost on Tika. “What’s going on?”



“I want to test the power of our new cathedral,” I explained. “I need everyone present for that.”



“Why?”



“I’m going to ask for a miracle.”







***







I stood in front of the altar, facing the cathedral’s exit. The place was packed full of goblins, hobs, and Ogres. Unfortunately, as unthinking automatons, the foblins didn’t count, but we still had over 400 believers in attendance. They spilled out of the cathedral, over the stairs, and down to the valley’s floor.



Kuzai appeared out of the shadows as he teleported next to me. “A worthy crowd to sing the master’s praise. We should offer some of their hearts to his glory.”



“Hmm …. How about no?” I said. “I had something else in mind.”



“Oh?”



“Communal.”



The demented priest’s eyes brightened. “What an excellent idea! Let us communicate with the master and bring forth his might.”



“Your approval fills me with dread,” I said dryly.



“As well it should. The master’s prodigious power cannot be taken lightly.”



I sighed. “Whatever, let’s get it over with.”



I closed my eyes and concentrated, reaching deep into the foundation of power that thrummed through the unholy place. I delved into its darkest depths, sensing the essence of Communal rising and taking form, manifesting as a cloud over our heads.



“Great and powerful Nihilator,” I began, feeling the terrible attention of my dark deity. “I, your humble high priest, invoke Communal and request a small boon: Make your unholy altars anchoring points from which we, your faithful servants, will pour through for new conquest and glory in your name.”



An evil chuckle filled the cathedral.
 “My loyal, green minion. You have pleased me greatly with your offerings of Outrider flesh and enemy blood. And so I shall grant you this boon for the paltry offering of a thousand years, extracted in suffering.”









	

Communal



You have invoked the attention of your god.



Your standing with Nihilator is sufficient for the requested boon.



In exchange for transforming his shrines into spatial anchoring points, Nihilator demands life force from his followers for the sum of a thousand years.



Do you accept? Yes/No













I hesitated. The ‘extracted in suffering’ bit sounded ominous. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but knowing my god, I imagined it wasn’t a day treatment at the spa. The fact that it wasn’t mentioned in the notification didn’t set me at ease either. The game tended to show benign descriptions, hiding the gory details that usually accompanied them.



“What is the delay?” Kuzai hissed at me. “Accept the master’s cleansing power.”



“Oh what the heck,” I said. Communal was a powerful tool, but before trying to use it for something gargantuan, like breaching the walls of Everance, I needed to see how it worked. “I accept.”



As one, my entire congregation cried out and fell to their knees. Dark vapors streamed from their arms and heads toward the high ceiling, amassing into a dark cloud. I felt pain inside my stomach, a hollow feeling that deepened, as my very life essence was forcibly extracted from me. My vision swam and I was dimly aware that I had dropped to my knees. Kuzai was next to me, his face twisted into a macabre visage of tormented pleasure. I didn’t see Tika among the throng of bodies, but as I scanned the crowd with watering eyes and clenched teeth, I did spot Lirian.



My daughter was standing in the center of the hunched throng, looking around in alarm. She alone seemed untouched by the excruciating vapors.



The sight of her was the last thing I remembered before I was overwhelmed with pain and darkness claimed me.







***









	

Communal completed successfully!



First time bonus:
 50 Faith Points













I opened my eyes to the sight of Lirian crouching over me.



“Ouch,” I grumbled and, with the aid of my daughter, rose to my feet. The cathedral’s floor was covered with unconscious bodies. “Where’s Tika?” I asked in alarm.



“Mother is well; I teleported her away as soon as everyone started shouting,” Lirian said. “What happened?”



“Our master has shown us his glory.” Kuzai had apparently also recovered. Too bad. “He has taken our tribute and performed a miracle. Truly, there is no limit to his terrible power.”



Terrible summed it up pretty well. Everywhere I looked, my clanmates appeared to have aged. The hobs and Ogres merely seemed more mature, but the assembled goblins looked much worse. Some showed deep age lines on their faces, and many sprouted gray hairs. Nihilator’s tribute closely resembled my Touch of Decrepitude spell but in a much grander fashion. It meant that each one of my followers had two and a half years of their life drained out of them. The effect wasn’t too noticeable on the hobs and Ogres, but for the short-lived goblins, especially the older ones, two and a half years was substantial.



<Well, it could have been worse, Boss,>
 Vic said cheerfully.
 <Imagine what would have happened if you asked for another Breeder’s Den or instant worldwide dominance.>



Point taken,
 I projected back at him then grimaced as an ache flashed through my shoulder blades. The ceremony’s aftereffects hadn’t disappeared completely. I quickly checked my character sheet, but thankfully, it showed that aside from the pain, I hadn’t suffered any specific adverse effects. Being a player protected me from the worst of it.



I was momentarily interrupted from my musings when a flash of magic drew my attention. The sigils I had drawn on the floor glowed as energy flowed through them, streaming toward the altar. I closed my eyes and sent a probing thought. The experiment had worked. The enchantment was fully anchored. The only thing left was to draw the same enchantment on my other altars. Then they would all connect through Nihilator’s dark influence.



But that was for later. I was still shaken by the forces I’d channeled. Communal was not something that should be used lightly – or often. I decided that if and when I ever needed to use it again, I’d arrange for a
 much
 larger crowd of followers to back me up.



For now, I needed to rest. It was much too late in the day to get any more work done. I teleported directly to my room and stopped in alarm when I saw Tika standing there.



Lirian said she’d gotten her mother out when the soul drain had started, but apparently, she was not quick enough.



I hurried over and grabbed both of Tika’s hands. “Oh god, are you alright?”



She smiled at me. “I am well, my dear chief.” As if to demonstrate the truth of her words, she let go of my hands and stepped back to offer me a good look at her.



I breathed a little easier. My spouse didn’t seem to have suffered any of the other goblins’ more grievous signs of aging. Though she did look changed, it was not entirely in a bad way.



The huntress stood a bit taller, her figure fuller. She was still beautiful, but some of her youthful allure was gone, replaced by the grace and beauty of a mature and confident woman.



I wholeheartedly approved.



Tika’s soft smile turned into a smirk as she noticed me checking out her new ‘assets.’ She glanced at our fur-covered bed then back at me.



I returned her smile. I had to verify, in-depth, that there was no lingering damage. I swooped my spouse off her feet and made my way toward the bed.



It was good to be the chief.







***







The next morning, I left Tika’s sleeping form on our crumpled bed covers. The insatiable goblinette had worked me to near exhaustion. Only the promise of another night together made her finally relent and allow me to get some sleep.



I tiptoed away from the bed. I was eager to begin working on the new teleportation network, and I didn’t want to waste time getting hung up on the clan’s everyday issues, so I teleported directly to the inn.



The innkeeper I had poached from Akzar greeted me. “Good morning, Chief.”



“Good morning, Daimmen,” I said. “Can I get something to eat before I head out?”



“Of course, please have a seat.” He quickly organized a few goblin servers, and soon, trays of food and drink were brought for me. I was surprised to discover a loaf of bread accompanying the standard daily stew.



“How do you like the food?” a familiar voice asked. I looked up to see a fat goblin beaming at me in delight. “With the daily tribute of flour from Novenguard, and the help of the baker you freed in Akzar, I have now learned to make doughs and pastries. I baked the bread myself this morning.”



“That’s great, Gandork,” I said, taking a bite out of the soft, warm bread. “Well done.”



He seemed to swell at the compliment. “It is my pleasure, Dire Totem. It’s been a little challenging to produce so much food for the Breeder’s Den, but my team and I kept up with demand. It’s easier now that we only have to work with the daily ingredient yield.”



I lightly touched the cook’s information tendrils. Gandork was level 14, and his cooking skill was maxed out at 23. Goblins, as a species, were at a small disadvantage when it came to Social-related skills, as we started with a -1 penalty. In the past, I’d used the temple’s zone blessing to increase everyone’s Physical and Mental attributes by 1. Maybe it was time to invest in the Social workers.



Vic snorted in my mind.
 <Social workers … good one, Boss.>



I dipped the warm bread into my stew, letting it soak in the juices, then chewed on it slowly as I accessed the Religion section of the Settlement Interface. I navigated to the Zone Blessings section.









	

Zone Blessings (Affects all followers in the zone of influence)



Available Faith Points: 785






	

Name



	

Description



	

FP Cost






	

Mettle I



	

Morale increases by +5.
 [PURCHASED]



	

10






	

Mettle II



	

Morale further increased by +5.



	

20






	

Physical I



	

Physical attribute increased by +1.
 [PURCHASED]



	

100






	

Physical II



	

Physical attribute further increased by +1.



	

200






	

Mental I



	

Mental attribute increased by +1.
 [PURCHASED]



	

100






	

Mental II



	

Mental attribute further increased by +1.



	

200






	

Social I



	

Social attribute increased by +1.



	

100






	

Tainted Water



	

All free-flowing water becomes tainted with Darkness. Drinking rewards Shadow-Touched creatures while poisonous to others.



	

300






	

Eternal Night I



	

The zone of influence will be covered with perpetual darkness.
 [PURCHASED]



	

1,000






	

Eternal Night II



	

Related bonuses are increased and purchasable upgrades become available.
 [PURCHASED]



	

2,000






	

Eternal Night III



	

Related bonuses are further enhanced and more advanced upgrades are available.



	

4,000





	
	
	










I’d spent the majority of my FP on individual blessings, strengthening my army before setting out to Novenguard, but thanks to conquering their temple, I’d also received a significant reward and could afford to invest some back into the clan.



With the morale bonus I now received from every conquered settlement, the Mettle blessing was insignificant. Tainted Water sounded equally unappetizing, and I had already spent a fortune in FP on Eternal Night and its various upgrades, though this was the first time I’d encountered the ability to upgrade it to the third tier. The option had probably become available when the cathedral was completed. I recalled that the description indicated unlocking third-tier blessings.



It didn’t really matter. I didn’t have enough FP, and even if I did, the situation was different now. My clan was on the offensive, and I didn’t feel the need to spend another fortune on defenses. Investing points in increasing the attributes of everyone in town seemed the most beneficial.



Continuing with my original train of thought, I spent 100 FP to purchase the Social upgrade.









	

Zone Blessing [Social I] Purchased



Followers’ Social attribute in the zone increased by +1.













That left me with a little over 600 FP. It was just enough to purchase the second tier of all three ability blessings.









	

Zone Blessing [Physical II] Purchased



Followers’ Physical attribute in the zone increased by +1.















	

Zone Blessing [Mental II] Purchased



Followers’ Mental attribute in the zone increased by +1.















	

Zone Blessing [Social II] Purchased



Followers’ Social attribute in the zone increased by +1.













The upgrade would increase the maximum skill cap of the Social workers by two and all my other workers by one.



Hey, Kaedric?
 I projected my thoughts through my magical earring.



<My lord?>



I just bought a few blessings that increase everyone’s attributes. Can you tell me the effect it has on our workers?



<Yes, my lord. Our clan’s production has increased by approximately one percent.>



Thanks.
 I was hoping for more, but one percent wasn’t too bad. I had hundreds of workers producing thousands of resources every day. An additional percent probably translated to more than what any other
 normal
 goblin clan could have achieved in a single day.



<Of course, my lord. Would now be an appropriate time to bring up a few pressing issues regarding the clan’s management?>



Kaedric, I’ve already authorized you to handle the clan’s affairs according to your best judgment. You’re doing a good job, just keep at it.



There was a short pause.



<Of course, my lord.>



Having finished my meal, I stood up. I nodded at Daimmen then focused my mind on a faraway point and teleported.



I reappeared at Novenguard’s temple. The two hob guards who were assigned to watch over it straightened up as they saw me and banged on their steel brigandines.



“Take it easy,” I said. “Just here for a quick bout of enchanting. Anything special happen that I should know about?”



“No, Chief,” one of the guards replied. “The traveler officers have taken their squads to capture two enemy settlements. We were told to expect further orders tomorrow once they reach their destinations and crush our enemies.”



“Alright, now move on and keep watch from the outside; I need to concentrate. Oh, and send for Aidanriel.”



The two hobs hurried to follow my orders. I opened the Runecraft Design Mode and began applying the new portal schema on the ground around it.



I had finished laying the last few glyphs just as the temple’s door opened and the golem passed through, his viridium spheres polished to a pink shine.



“Hello, mate,” Aidanriel said cheerfully. “You rang?”



I nodded. “I need your help with something. Hold on.”



I channeled my mana into the enchantment. The runic lines glowed brighter and brighter until my mana pool bottomed out. Then I reached with my mind to the golem’s core and pulled out the remaining 2,000 MP required to complete the enchantment.



“Oi!” Aidanriel protested. “How ‘bout a little warning first, mate?”



I rolled my eyes. “You have 15,000 MP stored in your core; you barely felt it.”



“It still tingles. How would you feel if I reached up inside of you and pulled out something?”



“Thanks for that disturbing mental image.”



Vic dropped from my shoulders, forming into his purple goblin form. “You know, I could make a lewd balls joke right about now, but I have style.”



“Thanks,” I said dryly.



The enchantment finished powering up.



“I mean, if Aidanriel reached up using his shining metal–”



A glowing portal of swirling energy appeared, and I dove into it before my unruly companion got to finish the sentence.



I stepped out of the portal, finding myself inside Goblin’s Gorge’s cathedral. There was no dizziness or discomfort that usually accompanied long-range teleports.
 Excellent.



We could now freely move our forces between the valley and Novenguard.



The only thing left was to connect the valley to our other settlements. Since I had two groups of settlers to ship out, it made sense to work on the farthest one.



Thanks to being near places of worship, I’d already regenerated a sizable portion of my MP. It was more than enough for another long-range teleport.



Concentrating, I felt the darkness rush over me and I teleported away.



I found myself in a huge cavern standing next to a basic altar of bone and stone. A single goblin adept jumped as he noticed me emerging from the shadows. “Dire Totem!”



I frowned when I saw scorch marks on his clothing and a charred spot on the altar. “What happened here?”



Before he had a chance to reply, glowing red eyes appeared out of the space around us, and several lines of fire shot in our direction.



 I watched the rapidly approaching flames. “Shadow-crap.”








Interlude: The Mob Squad








The bugbear bashed his shield against a Slugnide and cleaved another in half with his enchanted axe.



“Ew.” Misa, the half-elven woman curled her lips in disgust. “I got bug juice all over me.”



“Man, those things are nasty,” Riley said. The half-dwarven priest kicked one of the dead creatures. It looked like a giant booger with spider legs. “Think that’s the last of them?”



“God, I hope so,” Misa said. “I can’t stand those things.” She looked at the other woman, who was completely covered in tight-fitting black clothes. “Well, Kitty, think that’s enough to fulfill our quest?”



“I believe so,” Raystia replied. She grimaced when she noticed a few green splotches on her pristine garb. “It was really hard finding anyone with enough authority to even talk to me, let alone give us a chance to prove ourselves.”



The bugbear bent down and plucked a chitinous limb off their latest kill. “That’s 50. They wanted 50, right?”



“Well …” Raystia hesitated. “Yeah.”



“Then we’ve fulfilled our end of the quest,” Misa declared. “Let’s get out of this stink.”



The Mob Squad wandered until they located an exit grate and climbed up to the street. Their brand-new magical gear was covered in filth and Slugnide gunk, drawing disgusted looks from the pedestrians, who gave them a wide berth.



“We should probably get cleaned before we head to city hall,” Riley suggested. “They look down on us half-monsters enough as it is.”



“Ahem …” Raystia began hesitantly.



“Yeah?” Fox narrowed his eyes at her.



“I didn’t exactly get that quest from city hall.”



“Kitty,” Misa said with an overly casual tone, “whom exactly did you get the quest from?”



“Well … his name is Deryl. He’s an assistant to the city’s sanitation administrator.”



“An assistant of what?” Fox barked. “We need permission to raise a goddamn temple; why the hell are we helping the sanitation department?”



Raystia lowered her eyes. “He was the only one willing to speak to me. They wouldn’t let me anywhere near the city hall itself, and Deryl promised he could let me in if I help him with the city’s infestation problem.” She looked back up at them.



The yellow-furred bugbear stared at her. “You mean to tell me we did all this, fouling our new magical gear along the way, only for the promise of getting into the building?”



“Of course not!” Raystia said. She lowered her eyes again briefly as all her friends gaped at her in disbelief. “He said he
 might
 be able to get me inside. But that was the only way!” she hurried to say when her friends scowled. “Trust me; I can get us what we need. Just … let me turn in the quest first.”



Fox crossed his arms. “Go on then, we’ll wait for you here.”



Misa raised an eyebrow at the bugbear as Raystia hurried away. “You’re being a little too harsh on her, don’t you think? If either one of us even tried approaching the upper district we’d have been arrested on sight. She’s the only one who can charm her way through the NPCs’ natural aversion to half-monsters.”



“Yeah, I know,” Fox huffed. “It’s just … we’d been lying low, almost completely broke for a year, then we finally got a break. We got all this loot and money, only to realize no one here will take us seriously.



“That’s just the way it is,” Riley said. “We’re finally back to adventuring and gaining experience and levels. We’re finally doing something to improve our lives.”



Fox shook his head. “All this hard work just to raise a building? Why? What does the chief even need it for?”



“You can ask the next time we meet him,” Misa said airily. “But until then, there’s no need to take it out on the poor girl.”



“Yeah, yeah,” Fox grumbled. “I’ll apologize when she returns.”



“Apologize for what?” As if by magic, the grinning catgirl suddenly appeared next to the startled bugbear.



“Don’t do that, damn it! You nearly gave me a heart attack!” Fox snapped. “I hate it when you turn on your ninja routine.”



“Well, Kitty?” Misa asked with a raised eyebrow.



“I almost made it inside this time,” Raystia said cheerfully. “There’s just one teeny-tiny thing we have to do first.”



Her friends narrowed their eyes at her.



 Raystia smiled at them disarmingly. “How do you feel about working the graveyard shift?”








4 - Baptized by Fire








I cast Mana Shield, covering myself and the goblin adept next to me, just in time to block the four racing streams of fire. I felt a dip in my mana pool, but the flames didn’t penetrate the blue barrier.









	

Flame Jet hit Mana Shield for 140 damage. 70 mana drain. You take 0 damage.













The notification repeated itself four times. Four lines of fire remained burning on the ground, charring the stone. The origin of the attack became clear a moment later as four giant scorpions closed in on us.









	

Infernal Scorpion



Level:
 70



HP:
 661



MP:
 534



Attributes:
 P:52, M:25, S:4



Skills:
 Flame Jet 35, Poisonous Strike 62, Severing Claws 62



Traits:
 Fireborn



Resistances:
 Armor 80, Fire 100%, Cold -50%



Description:
 A giant scorpion mutated by infernal energies. The stinger is poisonous and can be used to hurl fire at enemies.













I groaned. Akzar’s tainted magic was still causing trouble. It seemed that even though I’d cleared the Ogre Fort of all demonic influence, the infernal essence Akzar’s shamans had concocted remained, seeping into the ground and raising even more chaos.



I would have to deal with the meddling hob city eventually. The sooner the better.



Seeing their flames did not affect me, the giant scorpions charged in. As soon as the four monstrosities entered the dense darkness that surrounded the altar, they seemed to stagger. Their formidable claws sagged and their gait slowed. Still, they came on.



The adept next to me started casting immediately, sending a single drilling arrow at the lead scorpion. A wave of power ran from the altar and through the goblin, strengthening the magical attack. The drilling arrow burrowed a finger-wide hole through the creature’s tough chitin, shaving off a few dozen HP. Not to be outdone, I cast the same spell. My higher skill level allowed me to conjure five spinning projectiles at once. Channeled through my epic Demon Staff and further empowered by the proximity of the altar, the five drilling arrows blasted plate-size holes through the injured scorpion.









	

Drilling Arrow hit Infernal Scorpion for 262 damage (+50% from Altar).













The higher-level monster ignored the devastating attack, but I wasn’t finished yet. Thanks to the bonus of my completed armor set, I quickly let out another spell – Shadow Web. Sticky ropes made of tangible darkness jumped up from the ground, ensnaring two of the monsters. The other two pushed on, reached melee range, and attacked my shield with their claws and stingers.









	

Infernal Scorpion hit Mana Shield for 408 damage. 204 mana drain.



You take 118 damage [-66 armor].















	

Infernal Scorpion hit Mana Shield for 396 damage. 198 mana drain.



You take 106 damage [-66 armor].













I clenched my teeth as the two stingers proved powerful enough to punch through the barrier and my brand-new mithril vest, leaving deep wounds behind. An instant later, the stingers jerked backward with a spray of red and green, and I suddenly felt like my veins were on fire.









	

You are poisoned.



-20 damage per second for 60 seconds













That hurt.



The poison seared through my body. I had no antidote, but a quick calculation showed me I was going to make it. My health pool was a bit over 1,600, and even with the injuries I’d sustained, the poison wouldn’t be enough to finish me. Despite being 15 levels lower than the monsters, I was still tougher than them. Being a tier 3 boss had its perks.



The two entangled scorpions had yet to burst out of their restraints, and it seemed unlikely they’d manage it anytime soon. That was their mistake for attacking us in our place of power.



Despite the searing pain. I exposed my teeth in a feral grin.
 My turn.



I cast another Shadow Web, trapping the two scorpions who had attacked me, then followed through by grasping the adept’s shoulder and teleporting us 30 meters away to safety. A glancing hit by one of those stingers would instantly kill the weaker goblin.



I watched the beasts who had attacked me. They were strong, and their chitin armor was thick. Their higher level should have allowed them to rip through the dark webs, but the unholy aura emitted by the altar sapped their strength. And now they were going to die.



There was no real hurry. My health slowly ticked down due to the poison, but my mana was rapidly refilling. I walked steadily toward the captured scorpions, channeling more mana into the webs to make sure they wouldn’t break free. I waved my staff, pouring my consciousness into my shadow. It rose from the ground, transforming into a three-dimensional clone of myself. With my armor set bonus coupled with the clone’s autonomy, I could cast three spells at the same time.



Then, I let myself go.



The clone and I raised our identical staffs and launched three volleys of drilling arrows at a trapped, uninjured monster. Fifteen spinning drilling arrows impacted the scorpion, blasting huge holes through its body, and reduced it to a pile of minced scorpion meat and broken shell.



Another volley and another scorpion fell dead, then the third.



I stopped in front of the last scorpion, the injured one. I could feel its insectile mind writhing in panic, and for a moment, I almost managed to dominate it, but it wriggled away from me. I shrugged and hit the monster with my two spears. My staves – one physical, one a shadowy copy – pierced the scorpion’s armored shell like it was thin paper. The monster shrieked in agony. Though it was severely injured, it wasn’t dead yet. I felt the monster in
 me
 stir with bloodlust, and it wanted more than simple victory. It wanted carnage. I channeled a Direball spell through the staves directly into the monster’s flesh. The volatile balls of energy exploded inside the scorpion’s body, showering me with arachnid bits and gore.



My victory was whole, and my inner monster purred in satisfaction.



<Wow, Boss, you really let yourself loose just there,>
 Vic said.
 <Nothing like surrendering to your primal nature to amp up your leveling speed. And here are your rewards.>









	

Infernal Scorpion defeated! X 4



+4,208 XP















	

Dark Mana skill level increased to 46.















	

Mana Shield spell has reached level 51, Expert rank.



A portion of the damage of incoming melee attacks will be reflected onto the attacker.













“Not bad,” I murmured.



The new system Shiva had put into place made improving spells and skills tediously slow. The spell consolidation ‘improvement’ grouped spells under a single governing skill, assigning it the average value of said skills. As a result, my lowest spell levels increased at the cost of my highest ones. On the upside, the increase I’d just received to Dark Mana meant that all five spells under it became stronger, but skill level 46 was still far lower than what it had been before. Previously, Dark Mana would have been high enough to mind-control and freeze the higher-level beasts. Then again, thanks to the +5 bonus from my Dread Totem Greaves, Mana Shield – now grouped under Dark Mana – had just reached the Expert rank, which made the protective spell into a potentially deadly one.



Fighting higher-level opponents was still proving to be the best way to improve quickly. The four invaders had netted me a substantial boost in that direction. The XP gain alone was fantastic, putting me at two-thirds of the way to level 56. A few more scorpions would do the trick.



I was considering the possibilities when the adept hurried over to me and started casting healing spells. The scorpions’ poison was still raging through my body, but the healing – along with the altar’s invigorating effect – meant I was soon back to full health.



“Thanks,” I said.



I rummaged through the monsters’ remains, looking for loot. Unfortunately, scorpion flesh wasn’t edible, but plenty of chitin plates had been left behind. They were tougher than leather and lighter than steel, which meant they’d make great armor for my army’s light melee skirmishers. I saw no point in collecting it myself. There was more chitin than I could conveniently carry, and I did plan on harvesting more of it. I decided to leave the bounty for the wave of settlers to handle.



“When did these creatures first appear?” I asked the adept next to me.



He bowed his head respectfully. “A small one came by a few days ago, Dire Totem, but it ran away when I shot it with a drilling arrow. More came later – always bigger than before. The last shot flames at me. But this was the first time they dared to enter the master’s place of power.”



“I see.” I rubbed my chin. The scorpions were both a problem and a blessing. I intended to settle this place, but I couldn’t do that while those monsters roamed around. On the other hand, they offered an excellent leveling-up opportunity.



With the way events unfolded recently, I found myself more often in the role of logistics manager than fighter. As a result, I struggled to keep up with the strongest of our enemies. I needed to level up both my character and my skills. Dark Mana was only five short skill levels away from reaching the Expert rank again, at which point Direball – my most potent attack spell – would return to its full strength. This was a golden opportunity to reach that goal. The level 70 beasts offered little resistance, after all.



<Don’t get too cocky, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <You had some serious advantages in this fight. The scorpions were weakened by the altar while you got an extra boost out of it. Fighting these things out there is going to be a hell of a lot more difficult. Boss or not, they still have 15 levels over you.>



I smirked. “That’s the whole point; I have to push myself to become stronger. But don’t worry, Vic, I’m sure that together, we can pull this off.”



My cloak groaned.
 <You’re going to make me run around out there as a distraction again, aren’t you?>



“Would I do that to you?”



<In a heartbeat.>



“See?” I tapped the cloak. “That’s why we get along so well together.”



<What happens to your army of monstrous puppets in the meantime, then?>



“They’re good for now; they don’t need me. Especially with the new portal between Goblin’s Gorge and Novenguard.”



Which reminded me. I opened the Runecraft Design Mode and applied the portal schema around the altar. It took a little longer than usual to channel the entire amount of 7,200 MP into the enchantment, but the altar’s bonus to mana regen helped me fulfill it in half the time it would normally take.



I decided not to open a portal back to Goblin’s Gorge just yet. I didn’t want to risk someone accidentally letting scorpions through. I waited for a few minutes until my mana pool refilled completely, then I walked away from the shrine.



It was time to hunt some scorpions.







***







The cavern under Ogre Fort was huge. Stalagmites and stalactites were everywhere, so thick in some places that they formed enclosed rooms. It didn’t take me long to find my first scorpion. Thanks to their fiery nature and my Shadow-Touched Darkvision, they were easy to spot.



I noticed another level 70 scorpion clinging to an overhanging stalagmite. I paused to consider my course of action.



I didn’t want to just kill it as quickly as possible; I wanted to use it for target practice … turn it into my training dummy. And that meant using as much of my powers as possible without killing it.



I cracked my fingers.
 Let’s do this nice and orderly.



I breathed out steadily and organized my thoughts.



First, Shadow Clone
 . I called for my clone. A small amount of mana constantly drained out of me to maintain the dark apparition. Any extraneous activities it took would be even more mana-demanding. But that also meant a more effective training regimen.



Second, Shadow Hounds.
 I cast the spell, channeling more mana than was required. Eight huge, level 38 mastiffs appeared out of the oozing darkness, the spell costing me a whopping 820 MP in total. Though they were only half the level of my intended target, the mastiffs’ shadowy hides were impervious to non-magical attacks, and the level disparity would only serve to train the spell faster.



Third, Mana Infusion.
 I flooded my muscles with magical energy. Training this spell meant I had to physically engage my target.



Fourth, Mana Shield.
 A cascading, glowing bubble of dark blue energy sprang around me.



Fifth, Shadow Web.
 I summoned sticky dark tendrils from the ground beneath the unsuspecting scorpion.



Sixth, Drilling Arrow.
 I finished the sequence with my signature attack spell, prolonging the casting to pour more mana into it and make it even more devastating. The spinning projectiles soared through the air and blasted through the creature’s shell.









	

Drilling arrow hit Infernal Scorpion for 390 damage (base 195 X 2).













That single attack took over half the creature’s health. It dropped to the ground, right into the awaiting Shadow Web. The dark tendrils wrapped around its torso, and the scorpion flailed about, trying to find its legs.



I sent in my mastiffs. The oversized hounds pounced on the entangled creature, biting and clawing through the shadow web like it wasn’t even there.



Despite its predicament, the scorpion wasn’t helpless. The mastiffs’ attacks failed to penetrate its thick chitin armor, and in the next moment, the monster righted itself with all eight legs on the ground. Its snapping claws tore through the shadow web, and though not enough to break loose, it could now move its limbs more freely. The claws passed harmlessly through the body of one of the attacking mastiffs, and in the next instant, its stinger whipped forward. A flame jet shot out of the pointy appendage toward me. The line of fire passed through three mastiffs and banished them in a puff of dark vapor before hitting my shield and dissipating.



I watched the fight from a safe distance with a critical eye. The scorpion proved to be a tough opponent far from the altar but hardly beyond my abilities. At this point, I had spent about 2,000 MP on the battle. It was prohibitively inefficient for handling a single opponent, but it was excellent practice for training my spells. With a total of 5,421 MP, my pool was still over half-full, and if needed, a few volleys of cheap drilling arrows would put it down for good.



Operating two bodies at once, I cast Shadow Web three more times in rapid succession, entangling the creature in more shadowy ropes. It continued to tear through them, but the extra spells slowed it down, allowing the remaining five mastiffs plenty of time to gnaw and inflict some minor wounds.



The scorpion was fighting desperately now. It stopped trying to tear through the webs since I just kept casting it over and over again and concentrated on trying to get the mastiffs. The creature didn’t seem to realize its claws were ineffective and repeatedly tried to slice through their dark bodies.



That was my cue to act.



I dismissed my shield, and cautiously, with my spear-staves leading the way, closed in on the creature with both bodies. The scorpion whipped back its stinger, and I jumped away just in time to avoid another flame jet. Two of my mastiffs weren’t as quick, and I was left with three.



I dodged a snapping claw with my clone while thrusting my spear at the scorpion’s side using my real body. Despite not wanting to kill it too quickly, the Epic weapon was formidable, and the creature’s health instantly shrank to a quarter. Another hit or two would finish it off completely.



My mastiffs kept darting around, snapping and clawing, hanging onto the creature’s clawed arms to force them away from me. I continued dodging and parrying with mana-fueled muscles while my clone stood watch, ready to intervene if needed. After several long moments, the scorpion was nearly dead. The numerous shallow wounds and bites it had sustained accumulated, nearly overwhelming its sizable health pool. That was the moment I’d been waiting for.



With my shadow clone, I pointed a finger at the beaten and ensnared creature. Due to the poison, I’d lost a significant amount of health in the previous fight, triggering my unique boss skill ‘Blood Wrath’ four times. A thin, dark beam of energy erupted out of a blackened finger as I activated the special piercing attack option. It pierced the creature from one end to the other like a drilling laser. The scorpion froze then tumbled down.









	

Blood Wrath hit Infernal Scorpion for 940 damage(base 235 X 4).













I winced. In hindsight, I might have been better served if I’d saved that attack for a more dangerous fight. A boss’s unique ‘get out of jail’ card should be better used for a last-resort type of situation.









	

Infernal Scorpion defeated!



+1,102 XP















	

Dark Mana skill level increased to 47.















	

Faith skill level increased to 36.















	

Soul skill level increased to 29.













On the other hand, I had to use it to train it. It’d been a while since I’d leveled up my Soul discipline skill. It was hard since I only had two spells under it to train.



I made sure there were no other enemies nearby then ordered my remaining three mastiffs to spread around and guard me.



I opened my character sheet.









	

Title
 : Dire Totem



Level
 : 55



Race
 : Goblin



Type:
 Boss III



Religion
 : The Cult of Nihilator



Attributes:



●
 
 Physical 4



●
 
 Mental 64



●
 
 Social 4



Pools & Resistances:



●
 
 Hit Points: 1,652



●
 
 Mana: 5,456



●
 
 Armor: 105



●
 
 Mental Resistance: 60%



●
 
 Lightning Resistance: 20%



●
 
 Magic Resistance: 30%



Skills
 :



●
 
 Lucky Bastard 52 Ⓑ



●
 
 Analyze 115



●
 
 Tracking 18



●
 
 War Party Leader 40 [+5]



●
 
 Runecraft 70



●
 
 Barter 14



●
 
 Governor 14



Spells
 :



●
 
 Dark Mana 47 Ⓑ



○
 
 Drilling Arrow



○
 
 Mana Shield [+5]



○
 
 Mana Drain



○
 
 Direball



○
 
 Mana Infusion



●
 
 Faith 36



○
 
 Heal Followers



○
 
 Shadow Web



○
 
 Shadow Hound



○
 
 Shadow Teleport



○
 
 Dark Protection



●
 
 Soul 29



○
 
 Blood Wrath [+5]



○
 
 Touch of Decrepitude



Traits
 :



●
 
 Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social)



●
 
 Quick Learner +20%



●
 
 Boss Boon III (15 HP & 30 MP per level;
 Nihilator’s Sanction
 ;
 Damage Reflection
 )



●
 
 Soul Companion: Vic



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist)













The fight had been as productive as I’d hoped. Fighting against higher-level opponents while spending a copious amount of mana was showing its worth as an intensive training regimen. I chuckled, recalling the first intensive training exercise I’d come up with. Back when my level was still in the single digits, I meditated on improving my spells with my shield on while Guba tossed a coin to check if she should hit me with her cane. I increased three skills at once thanks to that – Lucky Bastard included.



I glanced at my mana bar. Since my shadow clone was still active, it was filling up slowly and was currently at 70 percent. More than enough for scorpion hunting. I called the remaining mastiffs to me and continued to search the cavern.



The underground hall beneath the Ogre Fort was immense. The previous Ogre chief had once built an altar here in the hopes of harnessing the power of demons. Instead, he brought ruin on himself and his clan. I’d long ago taken over the altar and dispelled the infernal energies it had summoned, but it seemed that a bit of it lingered behind. I needed to track it back to its source and make sure to destroy every creature it touched.



My mastiffs growled in alarm. It was all the warning I got before two more scorpions dropped from the ceiling. They had been hiding high enough not to be seen. Warned in time, I raised a shield over each of my bodies. The two fire jets splashed harmlessly against the barriers, causing my mana reserves to dip by a few hundred points. The two scorpions dropped to the ground, ready to charge.



I decided to play it safe. I commanded my mastiffs to attack one of the scorpions then hurled three volleys of drilling arrows at the other one. The monster’s health instantly dropped down to a sliver, but it pushed through the devastating attack and came at me. The scorpion whipped back its stinger, serrated claws slashing at me. My shield reverberated, reflecting some of the damage, and before the scorpion could lash forward with the stinger, I commanded my dagger to attack. It soared through the air, embedding itself in the creature’s tiny head and shaving off its last hit points.



The giant arachnid tumbled to the ground, and darkness spread over its body, reducing its mass into an oozing pool of blackness.



I glanced up at the second scorpion. Thanks to its thick armor, it was barely injured and had already downed two of the mastiffs. I suppressed an urge to play with the monster and drown him in webs and mana. I was exposed out here, and after so many bad decisions on my part, I had finally learned to play it safe. After a few more drilling arrows from me, my clone dropped the scorpion.



I scanned the surroundings to check for any more incoming monsters. There were none.



I breathed a little easier, ordered the last surviving mastiff to keep watch, and examined the notifications that awaited me.









	

Infernal Scorpion sacrificed!



+70 Faith Points (Cult of Nihilator)













Not bad
 , I thought with contentment. The scorpion’s higher level meant I couldn’t just freeze them, which meant I couldn’t instantly sacrifice them with my dagger for some quick and easy FP. Whittling down their health and delivering the killing blow with the dagger did the trick too, but was much harder to achieve.









	

Level up! You have reached Character Level 56. You have 1 ability point to allocate.













“What, no XP gain notifications?” I asked.



<It’s getting boring to translate those and you don’t really need them, Boss. I’ll let you know when you level up; that should be enough for you, don’t you agree?>



“Fine. No skills upgraded this time?”



<Sorry, Boss. But you’re close. Another fight or two and you should see some improvements.>



“Let’s get to those fights then.” I continued walking through the giant cavern.



I found and killed one more scorpion, raising my progress to the next level by 15 percent, but not improving any skills. And then there was nothing. I roamed around the cave for another ten minutes before I had to stop.



“This doesn’t make any sense. There has to be more of them somewhere.” The goblin adept mentioned that he’d encountered a few small scorpions, which suggested they had a nest somewhere, but I only saw their adults.



<Have you tried to look for them?>
 Vic asked.
 <Really looked?>



I frowned. “What are you talking about?”



<Use the force, Boss.>



“I’m going to use the force of purple goblin bait if you don’t start making sense in a hurry.”



My unruly companion tsked.
 <You have no appreciation for the classics. I was going to say … use the force … of your Tracking skill.>



“Oh … good idea.” I’d almost forgotten my underdeveloped skill. Usually, Tracking worked automatically, but it was more efficient to actively use it to scan my surroundings.



I walked around slowly, inspecting the ground and stalagmites closely. After several more minutes, my mana bar refilled and I recast Shadow Hound, bringing my mastiff count back to eight. Thanks to Dark Mana gaining a level, the mastiffs were all level 39, one level higher than before.



I kept looking for any sign of the Infernal scorpions, occasionally spotting scorch marks indicating their passing, but nothing more.



I had almost given up, and was about to teleport back to the clan to bring in a squad of hob scouts, when I finally found something.



A large section of the ground was charred more intensely than the other parts I’d seen. It looked like the result of repeated fire blasts. Poking at the sooty ground, I dislodged a bone. It was the carcass of some creature killed by the scorpion and burned so thoroughly that almost nothing of it was left behind. I continued rummaging through the pile, dislodging another bone, when something small and quick darted out from under it.



It was a tiny scorpion about the size of my palm. It was only level 5, not a threat. I was about to squash it when I had a better idea. With Mana Infusion still empowering my muscles, I lashed out and grabbed the scorpion. It tried to sting me but couldn’t penetrate the powerfully enchanted Dread Totem Gloves I was wearing.



“Just relax, little buddy,” I told him soothingly. “I’m not going to hurt you. Right now.”I let a gentle trickle of mana wash over the critter’s primitive mind and subverted it to my will. Then I lowered my hand and allowed the dominated scorpion to walk away. “Now let’s go find your mama.”



I didn’t really need to speak to it. Dominate allowed me to completely control my target, but I was trying for something more subtle. Instead of guiding it along like a puppet on a string, I wanted the creature to remain in control enough to be able to follow my orders.



It was a delicate balance; it was called Dominate and not Mind Control for a reason. Still, I’d managed to let enough of the little scorpion’s own will out to guide its direction while I forced its body to keep walking. It moved slowly, almost reluctantly, its legs pushing its main bulk in jarring bounces.



After what seemed like forever, we arrived at a pile of blackened pebbles at the base of a large stalagmite. The little scorpion squeezed through some of the larger rocks and disappeared.



“Hmm, where have you gone?” I asked, frowning.



I moved back and ordered my mastiffs to dig. The shadowy creatures stormed the mound, their front legs tearing at the stone in a frenzy, sending pebbles and loose rocks in all directions. Several moments later, they uncovered a small tunnel entrance, barely large enough for a goblin, leading into the hollowed-out stalagmite.



<There’s no way those larger scorpions pushed through that opening,>
 Vic said.



“No,” I agreed. “But there is a good chance this is where they came from. They could have gotten out of there when they were small and grown up out here. We need to check this out.”



<I don’t know, Boss. It looks like a tight squeeze for you. You wouldn’t want to get caught facing a swarm of those little buggers.>



Instead of replying, I simply projected my amusement at him.



He groaned.
 <You’re going to make me scout it out, aren’t you? Even though you can easily send in your clone or hounds?>



“As I said before, you know me so well. And I need the clone and mastiffs in case I’m attacked out here.”



Vic dropped from around my shoulders and into his goblin shape. “Fine, but you owe me one.”



“I thought you missed the adventure and excitement. I’m only giving you what you wanted.”



“Excitement, yes. This is more of a suicide mission. And I hate hanging out there in the ether.”



“I’ll re-summon you instantly if you die,” I promised.



“Yeah, but those seconds will be like a lifetime for me. Oh never mind, just make sure to pay extra attention.”



“You got it, Vic.”



My disgruntled companion ducked into the tunnel. He was smaller than me, but the opening was still pretty narrow, even for him. Instead of struggling through, Vic simply morphed his arms and legs into a sort of mass of writhing snakes that easily propelled him through the tunnel.



I watched him go. He reached into an open chamber at the base of the hollowed-out stalagmite then disappeared into a second tunnel that led farther away.



Are you all alright?
 I projected my thoughts at him.



<Just dandy,>
 he said.
 <I’ve reached another hollowed-out stalagmite. It seems a lot of them were hollow, and tunnels are connecting them. The one I went in through seems to be the smallest; you should be okay walking through the rest of them from where I’m currently at. So start wriggling through.>



I have a better idea,
 I thought back at him. Despite the proximity of the altar, the vast cavern wasn’t part of Nihilator’s zone of influence, maybe because it wasn’t settled yet. It meant I couldn’t teleport around anywhere I wanted, but the basic teleportation range was still substantial. And being at the Apprentice rank of the spell meant I could teleport into places outside my line of sight. I just had to be extra careful about where I aimed or I risked reappearing inside solid rock.



In a burst of inspiration, I sent a mastiff down the tunnel. Though it was much larger than Vic, its shadowy flesh was malleable, and it easily traversed the narrow tunnel.
 Vic, let me know when the mastiff reaches you.



After a short moment, my companion replied.
 <It’s here.>



I closed my eyes, expanding the reach of my senses. This was not my domain; I couldn’t just reach out to the information tendrils around me, but I could sense a creature born out of my own mana, even more than I could Vic. There. I concentrated on the mastiff, about 20 meters away, and willed myself to its location.



I appeared inside a hollowed-out chamber about five meters in diameter. A series of tunnels opened up from there, most of them large enough to accommodate even the larger scorpions.



With a mental command, the rest of my mastiffs and my clone joined me, pouring out into the chamber through the narrowest tunnel.



Vic looked at me then back at the many holes in the ground. “What now, Boss?”



I grimaced. “I guess we’re going to scout those out.”



“I’m not going to crawl first through all of
 that
 .”



“No,” I agreed. “I have a much more efficient idea.” I sat down in the lotus position and cleared my mind. Then I focused on my mastiffs, anchoring the eight creatures’ presence in my mind, and uttered a single word. “Scout.”



The mastiffs ran into the open tunnels and darted away. I kept a firm lock on each of them in my mind as they moved farther away, creating a mental map of the tunnels.



“Neat trick, Boss,” Vic said approvingly. “I wouldn’t have thought of it.”



“Thanks, I–” I stopped talking. One by one, the bulbs of darkness were snuffed out of existence, their presence disappearing from my mind.



“I’d say there are some live scorpions in there,” Vic said helpfully.



“Yeah. Let’s check it out.”



I cast Shadow Hound again, channeling extra mana to empower the spell to the maximum, bringing back another eight mastiffs. I moved toward one of the tunnels. The map I had envisioned was still fresh in my mind, and I knew it would lead to another chamber after a short distance.



I ordered four of the mastiffs ahead of me and the other four to bring up the rear. Then, with Vic securely back in his cloak shape around my shoulders, I descended into the tunnel.



I managed a few meters before the sound of many scuttling legs came from ahead of me. A moment later the same scuttling noise appeared from behind. The infernal arachnids were smarter than I’d thought.



 Fire brimmed from ahead and behind me. Then over a dozen different lines of fire shot straight into the tunnel, filling it to the brim with inescapable flames.








5 - Short Live the Queen








Multiple lines of fire sped toward me from both sides.



I was trapped. The scorpions had flanked me, waiting until I was trapped before they made their move.



I had a split second to decide what to do. I could raise my shield and let the flames chew at my mana pool instead of my health, but that would leave me at a disadvantage. Instead, I teleported away, using the long-range ability of the spell to appear back at the shrine.



As soon as I materialized out of the shadows, I saw a portion of the floor a few dozen meters away explode outward in a geyser of flame, turning the rocky ground into a pool of molten lava. It seemed that escaping had been the right choice after all.



The goblin adept looked at me in alarm. “Dire Totem?”



“I’m alright,” I said, wincing as I realized I’d lost all the mastiffs and my shadow clone. “These scorpions are a problem.”



“Yes, Dire Totem,” the adept agreed emphatically.



<So what’s the game plan, Boss?>
 Vic asked.



“Hmm.” I examined the giant stalagmites. The bases of the larger ones were big enough to hold a hundred goblins. They could be filled to the brim with giant scorpions. Trying to go after the dangerous critters in their own tunnels was akin to suicide. Even as a tier 3 boss, I couldn’t handle multiple giant fire-hurling scorpions on their home turf. The best approach would be to break into the stalagmite from the outside and expose the scorpions within. Unfortunately, I had no easy way of accomplishing that. My spells worked best against living enemies and would do little against thick stone. Even with drilling arrows, carving out an entrance would take hours.



<You know, if you’d given Aidanriel a bigger core, he would have gained the Siege trait at level 200 like last time and could easily smash those things open,>
 my companion pointed out.



“Thanks, Vic, that’s not helpful.” I’d purposely given my other VI companion a relatively smaller void crystal when I created his new golem core. The fact that the VIs were now godlings in this world clashed with my ultimate goal of thwarting Shiva. At the time, it felt prudent to put a limit on Aidanriel’s strength, making him into a somewhat less dangerous weapon.



I must not have guarded my thoughts well enough, because my companion was quick to reply.



<This again?>
 Vic said.
 <How many times do I have to tell you? You can’t go against Shiva. He’s the only one with the power to determine your fate. It will serve you best not to get on his bad side.>



“I thought we agreed to disagree,” I said. “So let’s just drop it. I need to find a way to break through all this rock.”



<Rock on, boss.>



What else can I use?
 I thought as I examined the stone pillar.
 Grenades?
 Guba’s Goblin BoomBooms were effective against lower-level enemies but hardly strong enough to tear through solid rock. Explosives weren’t the answer, but it gave me another idea.



I checked my inventory. Yes, I still had a couple of Guba’s laughing gas grenades. The monstrous creatures chose to remain inside a closed area. I couldn’t get to them from the outside, but I could use the small space against them by filling it with gas.



I had no idea if the laughing gas would even affect them, I doubted it would make them laugh, but I hoped it would cause enough discomfort to flush them out. Seeing how the scorpions pooled their fire to melt through the stone indicated they had no problem getting out of the tunnels anytime they wanted. They probably melted all the other entrances shut, leaving a few cracks open to let out their young. That would explain why I had so much trouble locating them.



Using the mental map I charted, I approached one of the larger stalagmites. The original four scorpions that attacked me had come from there. I concentrated and summoned a single drilling arrow into existence. It hummed while rotating above my palm. I’d done this before. Back when my clan was still growing, I used a similar method to carve grooves for molds to create obsidian bricks from lava.



I’d grown considerably stronger since then.



The drilling bit of the magical projectile burrowed into the stone at a downward angle. It only took a slight mental effort on my part to keep it from dissipating. It was a lot easier than I remembered. To speed things along, I summoned four more arrows, the maximum I could maintain with a single casting. Narrowing my eyes in concentration, I guided the drills close together, tunneling through the rocky surface. Dividing my attention between all five arrows to keep them intact was more mentally draining but still well within my ability. I rotated the five arrows slowly so that as they burrowed they also etched a perfect circle into the stone.



I spent several minutes concentrating on the exercise, feeling it becoming easier as I grew more proficient. After a few more minutes, I felt confident enough to increase the arrows’ rotation speed. They blurred, and the circular groove grew visibly deeper by the second. Soon, their shafts disappeared into the stone.



Not being able to see them made controlling the drilling effort ten times more difficult. I recast the spell, making each arrow shaft a half-meter longer, then I sent them back to work.



Long minutes later, I felt the drill bits emerge on the other side and immediately canceled the spell. The stone pillar now had a perfect circular stone ‘plug’ sitting about a meter off the ground. All it needed was a light touch and it would fall into the other side.



I didn’t immediately proceed with my plan. I’d been rash in the past and paid for it many times. The scorpions were dangerous, but I had several advantages. I was more mobile, thanks to my teleportation spell, and I had better ranged attacks.



I looked around the vast, open cavern. The ceiling was filled with overhanging stalactites, and I’d seen the scorpions climbing them, but they weren’t very fast. I found a sort of natural shelf protruding from one of the taller pillars, then spotted a few others like it spread a few dozen meters apart.



I smiled. I’d come up with a plan.



I returned to the adept at the altar. “Things are going to get a little dangerous here for a while. Go back to Goblin’s Gorge. Take a break at the inn. I’ll send for you when it’s safe.” I focused on the altar’s new enchantment, forming a connection to the cathedral, and a portal opened next to us.



“Yes, Dire Totem.” The adept bowed and disappeared into the portal.



“Alright, now that I don’t have to worry about accidental casualties …”



I called for my shadow clone again. I looked at myself, seeing both bodies from two different sets of eyes. With my real body, I teleported to one of the overhanging stone shelves while my clone approached the stalagmite I had drilled. With a mana-loaded punch, my clone dislodged the stone plug and, before the scorpions inside had the chance to react, shoved two gas grenades into the small opening. Then my clone teleported as well, appearing on another of the stone shelves.



I didn’t have to wait long.



A light yellowish smoke streamed out of the open hole. A moment later, the edges reddened as they heated up. The red glow grew and pieces of stone began to crumble. The small hole melted into a large opening, revealing the chamber beyond. It was full of yellow gas and scuttling scorpions.



Then the horde burst out.



I cast Shadow Web with both bodies, covering a large swath of ground with the sticky substance. The first scorpions that charged out became entangled and fought to push on. They were strong and high-level enough to make it through, but it still slowed them down considerably – enough to make the opening into a choke point.



“Time to bring on the pain.” I grinned and started casting.



I didn’t go for anything fancy. This wasn’t a training exercise; this was extermination. Between my clone and me, I was able to cast three volleys of five drilling arrows every several seconds. It was by far the most damaging of my current spells, though it still took four volleys to bring down one of the large chitinous creatures.



Three volleys impacted the lead scorpion. A few seconds later, a fourth one downed him, and the other two went into the one behind it. Then another three volleys; two to bring down the injured one, and another to start wearing down the next one.



It was slow going, and scorpions were fighting to push through into the open. I’d brought down five of the large creatures when the first scorpion reached the edge of the shadow web.



My mana pool was nearly full; drilling arrows were a very cost-effective spell, and my monstrous mana regeneration almost completely compensated for the repeated castings. I allowed myself a single unempowered Shadow Hound spell, summoning four black mastiffs and dipping my pool by 360 MP. The dark creatures appeared around the edges of the web and snapped at the scorpions that tried to leave it. Herding them back in.



This tactic bought me enough time to continue casting drilling arrows and bring down two more monsters. Then the ones at the back seemed to tire of waiting. They formed another coordinated Flame Jet attack, burning through the shadow web, the mastiffs, and the scorpions that blocked the exit, though the last weren’t affected. The flames remained behind, which made casting another web impossible.



Then they rushed out, their many legs clicking against the stone as they came toward my position. I noticed there were only about ten of the giant, level 70 ones. Following them was a host of smaller scorpions ranging from palm-sized up to small cats. The smaller ones rapidly climbed the stone pillar they poured out of, rushing toward the ceiling.



The adults rushed at me from below, intending, no doubt, to flank the hated enemies that had hurt them so badly. I kept shooting magic arrows, killing two more giant scorpions before the others got within range of their flame magic.



But I had already planned for this eventuality. As soon as I saw the first scorpion arching back his stinger for a flaming assault, I stopped attacking. I raised a shield over my physical body, then teleported both of me to stone shelves farther away. The blue energy bubble stayed behind and was impacted by eight streams of fire. My mana bar shrank by 20 percent as the spell fought to maintain itself. I didn’t have to leave the shield behind, of course, but it was both an excellent decoy and a golden opportunity to train it to resist attacks from higher-level enemies.



I kept sending drilling arrows at the larger scorpions below, felling two more before they reached the ground beneath my new stone shelf, and I was forced to teleport away again.



There were only five of the larger monsters remaining, but the host of smaller ones had reached the ceiling and were spreading in all directions, descending several stalactites at once – all of which sported stone shelves I could use, effectively blocking them as escape routes. They were moving to prevent me from teleporting over to safety. The critters had once more proved more intelligent than their form suggested. I felled another giant scorpion as the remaining four started climbing toward me. The smaller ones reached the other shelves, covering them completely with their small bodies and climbing all over the still-active mana shield I’d left behind.



I had time for just one more round of spells before the adults reached me, and I knew from experience my shield wasn’t strong enough to completely block their stingers.



The scorpions had me surrounded.



Or so they thought.



I grinned viciously. “You’ll have to try harder than that, bitches. There’s still one more spell you haven’t seen me use.”



Namely, Direball. The nerfed spell was woefully underpowered for the larger critters, but it was more than enough to get rid of the smaller ones. My clone and I both flung the spheres of energy at the cluster of critters, blasting them to bits from the stone shelves. I’d timed the still-active bubble shield to collapse just as a direball reached it, and the swarm of scorpions fell an instant before the ball of energy blasted them apart.



I used my second instantaneous spell to teleport to one of the cleared shelves, but my clone wasn’t as lucky. A giant scorpion’s pincers hacked him apart before he could teleport away. I cut off the mana stream to let the clone dissipate instead of bleeding even more mana out of me.



Four more flame jets rushed toward my new vantage point. I waved a hand, raising another shield, and accepting the mana drain without suffering any damage. Then I resummoned my clone.



The scorpions had already lost; they just didn’t know it yet. I continued the mop-up, downing the giant creatures with concentrated volleys of drilling arrows, occasionally teleporting around to evade their flanking attempts. Another volley followed, the last giant scorpion fell, and then a direball blasted away the remaining cluster of smaller ones.



I teleported to the ground and looked around with narrowed eyes, ready to hurl magic at the tiniest movement. I saw no more enemies in the cave or inside the hollowed-out stalagmite. The area seemed secure. I was completely uninjured, and my mana pool was well over half-full. Playing it safe and planning in advance had done the trick.



I spotted a few more of the smaller scorpions drop to the ground and rush my position. I cast Shadow Hound again and ordered the four mastiffs to hunt down the stragglers.



<Not bad, Boss. It’s a little different than your normal strate
 gy
 of charging ahead cluelessly and winging it, but I guess you can’t argue with results.>









	

Infernal Scorpion defeated! X 17



+13,500 XP















	

Level up! (X 2) You have reached Character Level 58. You have 3 ability points to allocate.















	

Dark Mana skill level increased to 48.



Dark Mana skill level increased to 49.















	

Faith skill level increased to 37.













I smiled as I read through the notifications. Fighting the higher-level scorpions was everything I’d hoped it would be, and it had been relatively easy. There was no way a normal player my level could have pulled it off. Without the deep mana reserves of a boss, any spellcaster would’ve run dry long ago, a bowman would have been hunted down, and a fighter would have been shredded to tiny pieces.



I was just two skill points away from reaching the Expert rank of Dark Mana again, then Direball would come back to full power, not to mention all the other spells under the same discipline.



<Don’t forget about your level-up points, Boss,>
 Vic reminded me.



“Right.”



I still had the unassigned point from my previous level up. Well, there was no uncertainty here. I was a spellcaster first and foremost. I dumped the three points into Mental and watched as my mana pool soared up to 5,600.



A mastiff rushed past me, snatching a scuttling scorpion from the ground just before it reached me. The hound crushed it in its powerful jaws, filling the silent cave with the sound of crunching chitin.



<What now, Boss?>



I mulled over the question. There was a good chance there were more scorpions inside the tunnels, and I didn’t feel like spending hours drilling more holes to bombard them with gas grenades. There was also a decent chance I’d cleared out most of them, but I was sure of one thing: the origin of these creatures – their queen, broodmother, or whatever – was still down there. NEO had simple rules about such creatures. The minions were always at the front while the boss stayed back as the final challenge. I had to go down there and kill it. But I wasn’t about to simply dive into the unknown.



I looked for the four mastiffs that were finishing up the few remaining scorpions. “Get down there, boys.”



The black creatures charged into the hollow stone pillar and disappeared into the underground tunnels. I waited, keeping my mind wide open to track their location. The mastiffs scouted several hollow pillars without encountering further resistance. I was starting to feel like I’d gotten the last of them when one of the mastiffs found something.



I felt a rush of powerful conflicting mana hit the mastiff and banish its shadowy substance. I also detected the location. It was not inside any of the hollowed-out stalagmites. Several tunnels converged into a single point that led directly down to a deeper hole beneath my feet. It was way too far for me to drill into which meant I had to go down there in person to fight the scorpions’ master.



The other mastiffs didn’t encounter any further resistance, confirming my theory that I’d gotten rid of them all, so venturing through the tunnels should be safe.



I tried thinking of ways to turn the situation to my advantage but came up with a blank. There were just too many unknowns. I needed more information.



There was no helping it; I had to go down there and see for myself. Worst case, if the enemy was too strong and somehow killed me, I wouldn’t actually die. Nihilator’s Sanction – a powerful, one-use-per-day boss ability – hadn’t been used yet, so I’d still be able to escape and come up with a better plan.



<Or, you know, just go in with your cloned body, duh,>
 Vic said dryly.



I winced. Controlling the shadow clone felt so natural, I’d automatically treated it as my real body.



Concentrating my awareness into my clone, I entered the hollow pillar. The darkness was deep, making me feel right at home. I approached one of the downward-leading tunnels and willed myself inside, gliding my shadow body through the embracing darkness. In less than a heartbeat, I reached a crossroad that had a deep shaft in the middle. An ominous red glow came from inside. I shrugged and willed myself onward.



I found myself standing within an almost completely circular chamber. Lava was oozing from the walls, converging into a small stream that drained into a sunken hole.



A thin, sharp column rose from the center of the stream. It seemed familiar somehow. Looking around, I spotted nothing else. There were no scorpions, big or small.



I frowned. Something didn’t make sense. The place was empty, but my hounds had definitely been attacked and destroyed.



I moved over to the lava stream and touched the pointy tip of the pillar.



A blast of infernal energy ran through me and I suddenly found myself in my real body, sitting dumbly on the floor.



“What the hell just happened?” I asked.



<Not sure, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <I think you’ve awoken something.>



“Like what?”



<Hmmm … I think we’re about to find out.>
 His cloak form billowed to my left.



I followed the gesture, and my eyes widened in alarm. A large section of the ground was turning red. At least ten square meters of hard stone boiled and bubbled in front of my eyes, slowly melting downward, forming a large opening.



As a precaution, I teleported up to one of the stone shelves and kept on watching.



A giant claw, easily three meters long, erupted out of the molten hole. It was dark gray, like the ground itself, but had small rivulets of lava flowing over it like glowing red veins. A moment later, the sharp pillar emerged, going higher, revealing the gigantic chitinous head it was attached to. Another claw followed then the huge bulbous torso of a scorpion came out of the melted hole.



The queen had come out to play.



“Shadow-crap,” I muttered as I gazed down at the gigantic creature. I understood now why I didn’t see it before. It had been lying down, seamlessly blending in with the surroundings.



Analyze.









	

Infernal Scorpion Queen [Boss Tier 1]



Level:
 95



HP:
 2,536



MP:
 1,609



Attributes:
 P:92, M:65, S:4



Skills:
 Lava Blast 75, Molten Poison 102, Severing Claws 102



Traits:
 Fireborn



Resistances:
 Armor 160, Fire 100%, Cold -50%, Holy -50%, Magic 25%



Description:
 Touched by the infernal powers of a greater demon’s horn, this previously standard fire scorpion has been transformed, absorbing the horn’s corrupting power, becoming a nightmare of fire and demonic energy.













I finally realized why the sharp pillar seemed so familiar. I looked down at my Demon Staff. When I’d first battled against the corrupted Ogre demon, one of his horns had transformed into a magical staff and dropped as loot. It seemed that somehow, the other horn had found itself a new owner. It now stuck out of the nightmarish creature’s head. A grotesque souvenir of a vanquished demon.



<Look, Boss, it’s got a horn! What do you call that thing? A unicorpion? A scorpicorn?>



I don’t know, Vic,
 I thought back at him distractedly as I considered my odds against the giant monstrosity.



<Well, that’s one mean-looking puppet, Boss. How do you want to play this?>



“It’s big, but I don’t think it can reach me up here, so I should be able to wear it down,” I said slowly. I raised my staff and let loose five drilling arrows.



The projectiles flew through the air and punctured the monstrosity’s armored shell. The five holes instantly oozed boiling hot blood.









	

Drilling arrow hit Infernal Scorpion Queen for 144 damage (192 - 25% magic resistance).













“See? I can hurt it, it’ll just take–”



The queen’s giant stinger whipped back. Acting on instinct, I teleported to another stone shelf. It was good I did because a blob of molten lava shot out of the giant creature’s stinger and completely engulfed my previous position. The shelf I had been standing on, as well as the stone pillar it was connected to, melted away.



<You were saying, Boss?>



I frowned and tightened my jaw, studying the giant creature. It was higher level than me, but I was a higher tier. Its health surpassed mine by about a thousand points, but my mana reserves were easily three times its own. I could outlast it in a ranged, mana-fueled competition. All I had to do was keep moving – teleport around while plastering it with drilling arrows. Keeping out of its reach was key. I didn’t know exactly what ‘Molten Poison’ was, but I knew I didn’t want to find out.



The queen turned to face my new location and hurled another blast of lava. This time, I cast Mana Shield before teleporting away. The lava covered my shield, and I inhaled sharply as I felt my mana pool draining rapidly from the sustained heat damage. I discharged the shield, leaving behind a nearly perfect bubble of quickly cooling lava. This was bad. I couldn’t let myself be engulfed by that thing.



The queen turned to face me and charged straight ahead, bursting through the thinner stalagmites. I teleported away and followed through with another Drilling Arrow volley, shaving off more of the monster’s sizeable health bar.



It turned and ran at me again. I repeated the pattern; teleporting away, then instantly casting another volley.



But this time, the monster was a step ahead of me. While it was still barreling toward the spot I’d just left, its stinger threw a blast of lava at my new location. Caught in the middle of casting another Drilling Arrow, I was completely unprepared for the attack.









	

Lava Blast hit you for 430 damage.















	

Debuff gained: Lava Drenched



You suffer damage every second until the lava cools off, starting at 60 points and reduced by 1 point every second.













“Ahhh!” I shouted as lava seared my skin, claiming a quarter of my health in an instant. I was completely covered in the molten rock. It hissed as it bit through my equipment and ate away my flesh. My staff and mithril vest were strong enough to resist the heat, but I could feel the other items I wore lose durability from the overwhelming attack.



I was in trouble. I needed time to think. My experience at being tortured had taught me how to handle pain, but the feeling of being cooked alive was almost too much to bear and the mithril armor I wore offered no special protection against this fiery onslaught.



Wait!
 I realized something. I still had my old Pyrolith Gambeson in my inventory. I quickly opened my inventory and equipped that instead of the mithril armor. The beaten leather armor was inferior to the metal one in almost every way except for one: it was coated with a layer of demon scales which made it incredibly resistant to fire.



I breathed a sigh of relief as the 50 percent fire-resistant bonus kicked in, instantly halving the damage inflicted by the lava that still flowed over me, giving my natural health regeneration a chance to catch up to some of the damage.



The scorpion queen took advantage of my momentary distraction and was already charging at me once more, bursting through the lower-hanging stalactites. The creature was tenacious and crafty, which explained why the scorpion swarm moved and fought so efficiently. And it wasn’t going to let me catch my bearings.



I cast Shadow Hound and teleported away, aiming behind a thick stalagmite at the edge of my range. I remained hidden while my mastiffs dodged around the creature, harrying it without inflicting any actual damage but buying me a few precious moments to come up with a better attack plan.



I crouched down out of sight as my mind raced. I could always escape by teleporting back to Goblin’s Gorge, but that wasn’t an option. This monster had invaded one of my settlements. It was going down, and the last thing it was going to see was my face as I snuffed out its life.



How do I do this?
 I wondered. I could’ve summoned my shadow again, but the scorpion queen was too intelligent. I was sure she would focus her attacks on my shadow, and lacking the armor set bonus of casting two spells at once, my clone would be an easy target. Then again, it could still be used as a good diversion.



The lava oozing over my body cooled some more, lessening the pain. I shook myself, spraying off pieces of congealed rock. My health ticked down a little bit more … then something
 clicked
 . I looked at my staff and grinned.



My staff’s special Castigation ability had partially unlocked. It required both my opponent and me to be below 60 percent health, at which point a stab from the staff would deliver all the harmful spells stored within it at once. It was a powerful finishing move which only required me to shave off 30 percent more of the queen’s health to make use of.



I took a moment to charge the staff with three Direball spells. They were underpowered, but exploding inside a living body generated a lot of secondary damage. I rummaged through my inventory looking for anything more that could help. I found three Babau acid flasks I didn’t recall having and readied them in my free hand.



With a clear plan, health at 60 percent, and mana at 80 percent, I started the next phase. I began by summoning my clone again and enhanced my muscles with a triple-charged Mana Infusion spell. I finished casting just as the giant scorpion killed the last of my mastiffs then both my clone and I darted out of hiding, running on opposite sides.



The scorpion instantly chased the clone while shooting another Lava Blast at me. Good.



I teleported a few meters ahead, avoiding the blast, and launched another barrage of drilling arrows, shaving off a few more percent of the queen’s HP. I kept running with my clone, trying to evade the pursuing queen, but she was faster. I could blend into the shadows to instantly traverse a great distance and escape her, but that meant she’d focus on my real body instead. I kept running with both bodies, carefully timing my attacks, dodging with a teleport then retaliating with drilling arrows.



The tactic was going well, and with two more volleys, I dropped the queen’s health to 80 percent, but then she caught up with my shadow. Her giant claw slashed through the clone’s body, severing it at the torso. The attack wasn’t magical, so with a surge of mana, I rejoined the clone’s split body. Then the stinger came rushing in. It exploded through the clone and shattered the hard stone ground beneath it. My shadowy body evaporated in an explosion of lava that sprayed in all directions, melting the ground and the nearby pillars.



Yep
 , I thought in alarm,
 definitely not letting that thing hit me.



By now it was getting pretty hot, even though I was wearing the fire-resistant armor. Lava bubbled in pools everywhere around me, leftovers from the blasts the queen kept launching, and the stinging attack only added to the heat. I was forced to teleport to the farthest part of the giant chamber to find a cooler place to fight in. The giant scorpion was quick to pursue.



I felt my temper rising as I kept running. I was supposed to be the big bad boss, damn it. I wasn't supposed to run away from a giant insect.



<Actually, Boss, scorpions aren’t insects, they–>



Shut up,
 I growled. I stood my ground and faced the coming monstrosity. It came at me, hissing and oozing lava, bursting through stone pillars. I hurled the three acid flasks at its giant head. The acid bubbled and hissed, eating at the chitin armor around its beady eyes. The scorpion came to a halt, its claws reaching toward its melting face. I didn’t let the opportunity pass and let loose two volleys of drilling arrows, lowering its health to 72 percent.



It was still hissing in pain as the acid melted its face.



Two more volleys – 64 percent.



I snarled at it. The armored burning tank was nothing more than target practice.



The queen surprised me, however, by snapping out of its pained writhing and charging on. I’d just cast two spells and couldn't teleport away or even raise a shield. I tried dodging, but the thing’s reach was just too damn wide. A claw grabbed me, then the other. I cried out in pain as I was squeezed and raised into the air, my health plummeting to a third. Then the stinger came rushing in and the next thing I knew, I was alone in the darkness.









	

Nihilator’s Sanction triggered.



Due to receiving a fatal amount of damage, you have transformed into a being of shadow for one minute. You are completely undetectable and invulnerable for the duration and may move freely. Once the duration is over, you will return to the material plane, fully healed. Mana regenerates at the normal rate. This ability will not be usable again for the next 24 hours.













“Shadow-crap,” I muttered, the words sounding hollow and sinister.



The scorpion had killed me – or more accurately, had dealt enough damage to reduce me to zero health.



I had one minute to decide on my next action before I was returned to the material world. Already, the nearby shadows were drawn into my body, rapidly restoring my health. With a mental effort, I stopped the process just before I reached 60 percent health. Castigation was still my best bet. I looked around, trying to formulate a new plan while the giant queen examined its claws, looking for my body.



Leaving the burning area behind, I found myself back in familiar surroundings. Nihilator’s altar. I smiled as a new plan started forming. While inside this shadow plane of existence, there was no up or down. I soared through the dark substance, reaching for the stalactite that hung just above the altar. It was too thick around the base for me to break and turn into a makeshift spear, but I had other ideas in mind.



Once the minute was up, I was back in my real body, hanging by both legs and a single hand, while holding the Demon Staff in my other hand.



The scorpion was still looking for me, so I decided to give it something to chase. I summoned my clone for what felt like the umpteenth time that day and used it to charge the monster while hurling a volley of drilling arrows. The queen’s health dipped. Sixty-two percent.



The scorpion turned and launched another Lava Blast, which I dodged with my cloned body. Then I ran back toward the altar with the giant monstrosity in hot pursuit.



I jumped my clone over the altar and turned to face the queen. It came straight for me. I just grinned at it and cast Mana Shield. The monster impacted the energy wall with the force of a freight train, breaking through it, and finishing my cloned body with a flurry of claws. But the clone, and shield, served their purpose.



My grin widened. The queen was positioned directly over the altar. Its legs held it high enough to not notice the small construction of stone and bone.



I waved my staff, channeling two volleys of drilling arrows that rained down on its wide back, blasting plate-sized holes in it and instantly reducing its health to half. Another significant advantage – I was back inside the zone of power.



The queen sagged as her strength was sapped by the unholy aura.



I let go of the stalactite and dropped the eight-meters with the point of my spear-staff leading the way. I crashed into the scorpion’s back, losing a few more dozen HP from the impact and nearly breaking my legs, but the maneuver worked. My staff had sunk almost to its end inside the creature’s back, and the three direballs contained within released, detonating inside its body.









	

Demon Staff hit Scorpion Queen for 164 damage [(122 base X 2 critical) - 80 armor].















	

Castigation [Direball X 3] hit Scorpion Queen for 1,102 damage



[((base 245 X 2 epicenter) - 25% spell resistance) X 3].













A large chunk of the creature’s back exploded, creating a giant crater underneath my feet and nearly splitting the monster’s torso in half. The scorpion reeled in pain, and I blinked in amazement as I realized it was still not dead. A sliver of health was all that kept it going.



Well, I couldn’t have that. I pulled out my dagger and plunged it downward. The unholy blade easily sank between the broken armor plates, snuffing out its life.









	

Infernal Scorpion Queen sacrificed!



+570 Faith Points (95 X 1.5 boss X 4 using altar)













Darkness spread from both my dagger and the altar, eating away the giant corpse and reducing it to a black ooze that quickly coalesced into a shining void crystal, leaving a pile of loot behind.



I pocketed the level 2,850 void crystal and eagerly went to examine the leftovers.



I was disappointed. It mostly contained thick chitin plates meant for heavy armor and the queen’s heart, which was listed as a food ingredient. But my dismay dissipated when I withdrew the real prize: the Infernal Demon Horn, the twin of my own staff.



To my surprise, as soon as my hands closed around the horn, it started falling apart. Most of its length crumbled away, leaving behind only a short circular tube. A scroll casing.



Frowning, I opened the tube and drew out an ancient-looking parchment.









	

Spell Scroll: Race Change



Description:
 An old, crumbling parchment @#</delete>$#–––––-Error!



Type:
 Single-use item.



Rank:
 Epic-#999999.9999



Effect:
 Permanently change the target’s race to a monster ${mType:}#?#––Error! <Shiva override::force delete–denied!>













<Boy, I bet that brings back some memories, doesn’t it, Boss?>
 Vic said.



I stared, dumbfounded, at a copy of the very scroll that had landed me in this situation. All the calamity that happened – turning into a goblin, raising a clan, battles, blood, misery, and even Shiva… everything had started with this spell scroll.



I could hardly believe such a rare item dropped from a simple tier 1 boss, especially since the one that was used to turn me into a goblin came from an ancient, godlike dragon.



Though I had no immediate use for the scroll, it was still an unbelievable find. A treasure that made this whole adventure worth the trouble.



<And don’t forget about the reason for this pointless monster-on-monster bash, Boss,>
 Vic added cheerfully.
 <Voila!>









	

Immortal Killed!



Boss Tier 3 Progression: 2/200















	

Level up! You have reached Character Level 59. You have 1 ability point to allocate.















	

Faith skill level increased to 38.















	

Dark Mana skill level increased to 50.



Dark Mana skill level increased to 51.















	

Dark Mana skill has reached Expert rank!



●
 
 You may now acquire new Expert-ranked spells.



●
 
 Direball spell has regained its full power.



●
 
 Mana pool, mana regen, and spell effectiveness increased by 10%.













And just like that, my mana pool had crossed the 6,000 threshold. I could feel new power swelling in me, increasing my magic abilities, pushing them to new heights.



I’d achieved everything I’d hoped for by hunting down prey that was several levels higher than me. I was stronger than ever now, ready to lead my clan and army against more powerful enemies.



I remained in the cave for a while longer, summoning more hounds and letting them scan through the tunnels in search of any surviving scorpions. But there were none to find. It seemed I’d completely cleared the settlement of the menace. I didn’t worry about the queen respawning; it was just leftovers from my previous adventure.



Kaedric,
 I projected my thoughts,
 send the first wave of settlers to the Ogre Fort.



<Of course, my lord.>



I might have missed one or two of the smaller scorpions, but I wasn’t too worried. The group of goblins that was going to settle this place would be accompanied by a small squad of soldiers that were more than enough to handle the lower-leveled critters.



I cracked my neck, exhilarated at the sense of power flooding my body.



Checking the internal game clock, I noticed the day was almost over.



 Time for my date.








6 - Progress








The next day I woke up to find Tika’s naked body snuggled against me under our soft bed furs. I sighed with contentment and decided to stay for a little longer. I wasn’t
 just
 a chief anymore. I was a scorpion-killing badass; surely that meant I could sleep in a few more minutes.









	

You have acquired a new vassal settlement: Claytown [Hamlet]













Apparently not.



Tika groaned in protest as I got out of bed. “Stay with me.”



I seriously considered her request then regretfully shook my head. “I can’t. Got conquered towns to visit, invasions to plan.” I started putting on my equipment, forsaking the Pyrolith armor in favor of the mithril vest.



“You work too hard,” Tika said accusingly, then her voice dropped suggestively. “I’ve got an invasion for you to plan right here.”



I laughed. “How about tonight?”



She pouted. “Promise?”



“Promise.”



“Alright. But this time, please don’t come covered with half-molten lava and drenched in scorpion blood.”



I grinned at her. “I’ll do my best.”



I went downstairs and found my daughter waiting for me. “Lirian.”



“Father.” Something in her tone caused my danger sense to tingle.



“What’s wrong?”



She looked at me accusingly. “You went hunting without me.”



“Lirian, honey … it was dangerous and there were giant, high-level scorpions everywhere.” I stopped when I realized the absurdity of trying to rationalize not taking my one-year-old daughter along with me on a bloody and dangerous monster hunt. “You’ll still join me and the rest of the army, alright?”



“Yes, Father,” she said reluctantly.



“Good. Let me just have a quick chat with Kaedric then we’ll go grab something to eat before heading out. Can you open the door for him?”



Lirian frowned. “How do you know he’s there? He hasn’t knocked.”



“He’s always there.”



Lirian moved to open the door, and sure enough, the mandibled hob was there, just about to knock.



“Ah, good day, Princess.” He nodded at her and then bowed his head at me. “My lord.”



“Kaedric,” I greeted him. “I trust everything in the clan is well?”



“Yes, my lord. Would you like to receive a detailed report of recent progress?”



“No, I stand by what I said before. I’m leaving the everyday management of Goblin’s Gorge in your capable hands. For now, I want to hear how our two new colonies are doing.”



“Yes, my lord. Both nobles have assumed control of their respective settlements. Thanks to their allotment of energy points, they were able to quickly transform the settlements into fully fledged, contributing vassals. Ogre Fort is rich in metal, while Raider’s Camp has access to both coal and bountiful hunting grounds. There is still some time, though, before the settlements grow large enough to offer substantial tributes to the capital. You may examine their progress at your leisure via the Settlement Interface.”



“Thanks, Kaedric,” I said. “I’ll do that. Anything else I should know?”



“Apparently not – unless my lord is interested to hear about the solution I’ve devised to handle the depletion of our fur stock.”



“Nope. That’s all on you now. Come on, Lirian, let’s get a bite to eat.”



We bade the seneschal goodbye, went into the spacious inn, and claimed a table. Goblin servers were quick to bring us portions of the daily stew with a side of freshly baked bread.









	

You have acquired a new vassal settlement: Woodhaven [Hamlet]













“Sullivan sure keeps them busy,” I muttered to myself.



“Father?” Lirian asked.



“Nothing alarming, Lir; we just conquered two small settlements. Hang on, I want to check what we got out of them.”



I opened the Settlement Interface, navigated to the Capital tab, and selected ‘Vassal Settlement.’









	

Capital: Vassal settlements contributions






	

●
 
 Koboldtopia:



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 3,186



○
 
 Population:
 2,783



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 50 glowing lichen, 6 raw gems



○
 
 Militia:
 120 kobold warriors, 12 kobold assassins



○
 
 Morale:
 +8



○
 
 Breeder’s Den:
 +1 level for newly summoned combatants



○
 
 Special Bonus:
 +10% breeding rate



●
 
 LiceNest



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 172



○
 
 Population:
 136



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 5 stone



○
 
 Militia:
 12 goblin warriors



○
 
 Morale:
 +3



●
 
 Novenguard



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 14,011



○
 
 Population:
 2,007



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 600 flour, 100 meat, 50 fish, 120 gold



○
 
 Militia:
 45/940 drafted civilians



○
 
 Morale:
 +22



○
 
 Breeder’s Den:
 +2 level for newly summoned combatants



●
 
 Ogre Fort



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 712



○
 
 Population:
 63



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 12 iron



○
 
 Militia:
 10 hob warriors, 1 Ogre Mage



●
 
 Raider’s Camp



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 712



○
 
 Population:
 63



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 53 coal, 20 meat



○
 
 Militia:
 10 hob warriors, 1 Ogre Mage



●
 
 Claytown



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 93



○
 
 Population:
 32



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 12 clay



○
 
 Militia:
 9 miners



●
 
 Woodhaven



○
 
 Daily Energy:
 78



○
 
 Population:
 26



○
 
 Daily Resources:
 50 lumber



○
 
 Militia:
 6 lumberjacks













It was a long list, and I planned to make it longer. I frowned when I noticed something strange. “How come Koboldtopia’s population has grown so quickly? I remember there were only several hundred when we conquered it.”



I wasn’t asking anyone in particular, but Lirian answered anyway. “The eggs, remember? There were thousands of unhatched eggs there. They must have hatched.”



“Ah, I guess you’re right.” The kobold oracle had traded the players’ research to vastly increase their population growth. And now that particular fruit was mine. Not that a simple kobold was better than a foblin, but numbers still mattered.



I continued poring over the list as I distractedly shoveled food into my mouth. The vassal settlement held another benefit. If I wanted to, I could draft their militia, increasing the strength of my army by roughly a thousand more warriors. Granted, those soldiers weren’t as hardy as my standing army, but they were a grade above foblins or kobolds. I frowned when I noticed that Novenguard’s militia was far from its full strength. They seemed to be recovering from the losses we had given them, but slowly.



<Incoming message, Boss,>
 Vic chimed in.



“Show me.”









	

New Era Online
 [Internal messaging service]:






	

From
 : Sullivan Tucker



Subject
 : First objective achieved



Hi Chief,



We’ve just finished taking over the two hamlets. No casualties. Your goblin adepts are working on converting the local shrines as we speak.



You should come over as soon as you can to discuss our next objective.







Sullivan













“Looks like I’m needed with the army,” I told my daughter. “Are you coming with me?”



She shook her head. “The arena master has promised to show me a new fighting style. I want to become the best fighter I can be, Father, so you’ll be proud of me.”



I smiled at her gently. “I’m already proud of you. You don’t have to prove yourself to me.”



“I’ll become the best fighter in the clan. As the chief’s daughter, it’s only appropriate.” The young goblinette’s eyes burned with passion.



“Have fun battling that old geezer. Look out for his shield, though. It’s more dangerous than his sword.”



“Yes, Father.”



“I’ll see you later then.” I closed my eyes and concentrated.



<Ah, Boss, you know you’re just sitting at the inn with your eyes closed, right?>
 Vic interrupted me.



Don’t interrupt, I’m trying to teleport to the new shrines, but I’ve never teleported to a place I’ve never visited before.



<No, I get that; it just looks weird that you said goodbye to everyone then closed your eyes and remained seated. People will start to talk.>



Don’t interrupt, I’m almost there.
 In my mind’s eye, I located a faraway point at the edge of Nihilator’s zone of influence and teleported to it.



I appeared out of the shadows next to a simple pillar of dark stones that served as the local shrine and took a look around. There were several basic wooden houses and what appeared to be a muddy amphitheater.



“Welcome to Claytown,” a familiar voice said. “Home of mud and more mud.”



I turned to the speaker. “Hey, Sullivan. Any problems conquering this place?”



He shook his head. “The hamlet surrendered almost as soon as the fighting started. I had to act quickly to stop the soldiers from massacring the entire town.”



“You shouldn’t have,” a gruff voice said. A tall and muscular female player approached. She wore skimpy and stereotypical ‘bikini armor,’ showing her developed abs, legs, and a generous amount of cleavage. “We should have slaughtered them all,” she declared.



Sullivan sighed. “Oren, meet Panda. Panda, this is Oren, our clan chief and future liberator of players everywhere.”



“Panda?” I stared at the towering woman.



“Ha!” she barked. “The name’s Pandamonium, but some of the more squeamish players …” she gave Sullivan a meaningful look, “… prefer to just call me Panda.”



“Panda was the one we rescued from Novenguard’s prison,” Sullivan added with a pained expression.



“Why did they arrest you?” I asked.



She snorted. “Some NPC came to me with an offer to do research for him. I smashed a chair over his head and kicked him until I broke every one of his ribs.”



I blinked. “You did what?”



“No one tells Pandamonium to sit down and do homework!” she declared. “I do what I want and I take what I want.”



The conversation wasn’t going very well. “If you’re going to join us, you’ll need to be able to carry out orders.”



“Ha! I don’t take orders – I take targets! Just point me at whatever needs a good killing, and I’ll make post haste with delivering the pain.”



I looked the woman up and down. She was level 30, an impressive achievement considering how difficult gaining levels through combat had become. “I think we can work with that.”



“I bet you can.” She grinned at me. “I never thought I’d be answering to a goblin, but your hobs are good fighters, fun to brawl against. I think I’ll challenge one of the Ogres next.”



<That’s one loony meat suit,>
 Vic said.



For once, I was in full agreement with my companion.



Malkyr approached us. “Hey, Chief.”



“Hey, where’s your sister?” I asked.



“She joined the attack force on the other hamlet.” He looked appreciatively at the barely clad woman. “It had something to do with feminism, I think.”



I raised an eyebrow but decided against pursuing the issue further. I looked at Sullivan. “So what’s our next move?”



He gestured at a group of hobs that were hauling tree logs. “We’re fortifying the settlement. The clay pits around us make this location the only passable area for kilometers. We’re doing the same for the other hamlet. It’s located between a dense forest and a mountain range; any sizable force that wants to come at Novenguard will have to pass through one of them. I also sent for the rest of the army to join us here. I think we should sit tight for a few days, see how our enemies react.”



I frowned. “I don’t want us to get bogged down. We need to keep going, keep up the momentum. I don’t want them having enough time to amass an army and catch us with our pants down.”



“That’s what scouting parties are for,” Sullivan said. “We’re going to send out several player-led squads to snoop around and maybe do some sabotage, preparing the road for the army.”



It made sense. “So what do you need me to do?”



“I still need you to appoint a new general,” he reminded me. “And keep sending in reinforcements from Goblin’s Gorge. We need all the soldiers we can get. I also need you to be ready to appear at a moment’s notice. You are my quick-response team to counter surprises and higher-level foes.”



“That’s it? You want me to play logistics manager and just wait for a call to fight? You don’t think I should lead the army?”



Sullivan coughed. “Oren … don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a bit of a loose cannon out there.”



I narrowed my eyes, feeling my blood start to boil. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



He chuckled. “Just that. Look at yourself; angry people don’t make the best decisions. From what I’ve seen, you tend to …”



“Run amok?”



“Lose objectivity,” he clarified. “A military commander needs focus and to maintain a view of the larger picture. You let your emotions get the better of you, and that leads to bad judgment calls.”



<Ouch, that stings,>
 Vic said.
 <True, though. Every word.>



“Are you telling me you’re kicking me out of commanding my own army?”



“Of course not. It’s your clan and your army. But you appointed me as your strategic advisor, and as such,
 I’m telling you
 , that you bring the most value to the army by playing the role of our ‘big cannon.’ I also need you to look into ways to counter
 really
 high-level enemies. A single, level 300 NPC or a couple of 200s could wipe out our entire force. You can’t handle that
 and
 direct the army.”



That made sense. I felt myself calming down. “I understand. Any specific target you need me to handle?”



“Not right now. Once the scouting parties return, we’ll know more about what we’re facing.”



“Alright, so apart from that, what’s next?”



The player seemed to breathe easier as we moved away from the subject of my dethroning. “There are two major settlements between us and the capital:
 Whitebanner and Storg. Both are larger than Novenguard, and though their soldiers aren’t as high-level, there’s a lot more of them. They’re also close enough to assist each other in case of an attack, which will have us fighting on two fronts. We’ll need to take over both to cement our hold on the area before moving on Everance. But we still have some way to go before that. We’ll need at least another thousand soldiers before I feel confident about our chances.”



“Another thousand?” At the rate my clan was producing food, it would take a month to summon so many troops.



“At
 least
 ,” he clarified. “I’d feel even better with 2,000.”



“That might take a while.”



He nodded. “We’re managing a campaign to take over a capital city and all outlying settlements. This is the sort of thing that takes months to accomplish.”



“I see,” I said slowly. “In that case, I’d better get back to the valley to start working toward that end. I’ll enchant the local shrine with a portal before I leave, and I’ll do the same for the other hamlet as well.”



“Good idea.”



I gathered a couple of Ogre Mages and several goblin adepts to help me complete the enchantment. With their help, channeling the required 7,200 mana was over in under a minute. Once the new portal opened, I teleported to the other hamlet to repeat the process.



The small settlement was surrounded by a low wooden fence that seemed to be aimed more at keeping wild animals away then fending off attacks. They had a sawmill building that looked functional, though much older than our own.



Dozens of hobs were working to improve the fence, transforming it into a robust wooden rampart. I gathered several spellcasters, and in no time at all, a new portal appeared next to the small shrine. With a mental flick, I directed the portal to Novenguard and stepped through.



I exited the portal, finding myself in the small church I’d snatched away from the ‘God of Light’ and converted to Nihilator. Stepping outside, I saw the majority of my army camped out in the spacious town square. It was time to fulfill my first assignment.



“Listen up,” I said. Hundreds of hobs and dozens of Ogres instantly jumped to attention. “I’m looking for a new general. Anyone who thinks they’ve got what it takes – step forward. Not you, Rhyno.”



The hulking gladiator scoffed and sat back down.



The soldiers looked at each other, and after a few moments, a dozen hob lieutenants stepped forward. I recognized Dwax along with a few others among them. “Good, now each of you select five soldiers. Not Ogres.”



The lieutenants quickly obeyed, beckoning their fellow hobs to join them.



I pointed to a group of about 20 Ogre Mages. “Spread out. Defend yourselves.” The giant brutes obeyed my command, dispersing over the open plaza. I looked back at the 12 squads. “The test is simple; the person who manages to drop an Ogre the fastest, with the least amount of casualties, wins. Begin.”



The lieutenants jumped into action, arranging their squads in various attack formations. The Ogres grinned maniacally, some even licking their lips in anticipation of the coming violence.



The squads closed in carefully. The Ogres readied themselves, setting their weapons aflame and activating mana shields. Then one of them dropped to the ground. A single small goblin in a purple cape stood next to him, looking apprehensive as everyone’s gaze turned to him.



“Stop,” I commanded. The squads halted their attack. I approached the small goblin. It was Savol, Lirian’s admirer and the only survivor of the foblin force I had brought along to attack Novenguard. “What just happened?”



“Ahem,” the goblin began haltingly. “Savol wants to become big general. Savol do the test.”



I frowned at him. As far as I could tell, the Ogre was uninjured, which was unsurprising as the goblin was only level 5. “How did you drop the Ogre?”



The goblin looked at me in confusion. “Savol asks. Skullscorch agrees. Savol … wins?”



Vic chuckled in my mind.
 <He did follow your instructions, Boss. First one to drop an Ogre, no casualties.>



I studied the small goblin more closely. He looked pretty pathetic; thin, wearing only a loincloth and some purple rags as a cape. Yet there was something to him beyond what his character sheet showed – intelligence, intensity, and a genuine wish to prove himself and grow stronger. It was all somehow tied to his status as a sole survivor.



“We have a winner,” I declared.



“It can’t be,” one of the hob lieutenants, an especially pudgy one, protested. “That’s just a goblin. Goblins can’t be–”



He stopped talking when I gave him a piercing stare. “You were saying?”



“Nothing, Chief!”



“That’s what I thought.”



I opened the Settlement Interface and played around with the controls.









	

Promote: Savol, Level 5, to: Boss [Tier 3], Cost: 26,000 EP. Yes/No













I had over 350,000 energy points at my disposal, so the upgrade cost meant little to me.
 Yes.









	

Please select boss type:



	
Swashbuckler –
 an agile-based combatant with a penchant for quip.


Boss bonus skills:
 Taunt, Lightning stab, Overwhelming Personality


	
Lonewolf –
 a fighter that becomes more deadly when operating alone.


Boss bonus skills:
 Reverse Odds, Survivor, Behind the Lines


	
General
 – a cunning tactician capable of leading large forces into battle.


Boss bonus skills:
 Hold the Line, Second Wind















The first two options seemed tailor-made to the goblin’s persona, but they weren’t what I needed. I selected the third one.



Savol swelled in size. His figure filled, becoming stronger. The purple rag around his shoulders shimmered, turning into a magnificent purple cape with a bronze pin. The goblin stared down at himself in amazement. “Savol big. Strong. Me am happy to serve the chief.” He bowed before me.



I looked him over critically. The transformation had also jacked up his level to 10, not nearly enough for the person I expected to lead my army.



I accessed the interface’s population tab, located the goblin’s name, and hit the plus sign next to his level several times.









	

Savol, increase level to 20? (Cost: 18,000 EP). Yes/No













Yes.



The information tendrils around the goblin twisted like snakes, becoming thicker as his level rose.









	

Lady Luck has smiled on your clan!



Boss type has been upgraded to a Survivalist General.















	

Lucky Bastard skill level increased to 53.













It’d been a while since I saw that message. The benefits were always appetizing
 .









	

Savol, Survivalist General [Boss, Tier 3]



Level:
 20



HP:
 892



MP:
 513



Attributes:
 P:30, M:3, S:2



Skills:
 Hold the Line 1, Second Wind 1, Cape Master 1



Traits:
 Sole Survivor, Shadow-Touched, Boss Boon III (30 HP & 15 MP per level; +9P, +3M, +3S, Revival)



Resistances:
 Armor 20, Magic 20%



Description:
 As a sole survivor out of a force of thousands, Savol’s lust for life and need to prove himself has only grown. Found worthy by his chief, Savol was promoted to the rank of General. His Sole Survivor trait has synergized with the promotion, granting an increased bonus to his skills the more casualties his forces suffer.













I was a little surprised by the description, but it was a welcome surprise. As underleveled monsters, our strength was in our ability to bring back our dead. Becoming stronger when suffering casualties synergized well with that approach.



I glanced over the metadata behind my new general’s abilities. ‘Hold the Line’ allowed him to affect a large force, preventing it from breaking under a powerful assault. ‘Second Wind’ was a large-scale buff that momentarily increased soldiers’ combat prowess. Both skills affected more soldiers and became more powerful the higher-level they got. ‘Cape Master’ was a weird one, allowing Savol to stash weapons in his cape, use it to parry attacks, and make long, sweeping counterattacks. He also got a unique boss power called ‘Revival.’ It was a resurrection ability that enabled him to instantly bring a certain amount of slain soldiers back into the fight.



His skill levels were still much too low for my taste. “General,” I said. Savol looked around as if to make sure I was talking to him. “Yes, you. I want you to start training, which for you means commanding the soldiers. Run mock battles, and have them practice attack formations to raise your skills.”



“Me am do as you say, Chief,” Savol said. “Savol will be best goblin general you see.”



The increase to his attributes had improved his speech, but not his tendency to avoid using ‘I.’



“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll see about supplying you with more soldiers.”



“Yes, Chief.”



I went to the portal, changing its destination point to Goblin’s Gorge, and stepped through. It seemed I had some free time on my hands, and I knew just how to use it.







***







Instead of burdening myself with summoning troops via the Breeder’s Den, arranging for enough gear to equip them, and looking after their training, I delegated that responsibility to my seneschal. Kaedric had an uncanny ability to accurately judge the amount of food, equipment, and upkeep my clan could sustain to make the most sensible logistical decisions. As a result, the ranks of my army had swelled by another 115 hob lieutenants and 8 goblin adepts. It came at a price, though. The Breeder’s Den had consumed nearly our entire stock of food.



With that responsibility taken off my shoulders, I had the time to finally sit down and study. I made my way to the clan’s tallest building in the northern end of the valley: the Warlock Tower.



The tower’s main hall was mostly empty. A staircase on the far side led to the lower and upper floors. I crossed the hall, passing by the bare walls of black obsidian, and headed toward the only other door on the floor. I’d found the library.



The place was far from the common notion of what a library should look like. Several stone pedestals stood along the room’s walls, holding stone plates with writing etched to it. I moved closer to study one of the plates. It was written in some arcane language I couldn’t read, but the metadata behind it indicated that studying it in depth would slowly raise the reader’s various magical skills. It was meant more for low-level casters to increase their magical strength in a safe environment. It was an interesting feature, but it wasn’t for me. I was way past that point now.



On top of that feature, the entire library imparted a small bonus for skill progression when studying in it, which suited my purpose just fine.



I sat in one of the few chairs – this one, luckily, not made of stone – and took out the Runecraft skill book.



The book I’d looted from Akzar’s head shaman was complex. It contained dozens of obscure schemas without any sort of guidelines. To understand what a specific schema did, I had to completely deconstruct it; not an easy feat since most of the runes used were unknown to me.



The process was tediously slow. In the past, I’d managed to glean two new runes from studying the book, but it seemed that was the extent of the low-hanging fruit. I had to pour in substantially more time and effort to learn anything new. Other than the time it consumed, I didn’t mind. The learning process was a refreshingly relaxing experience.



Several hours later, I put the book down and stood up to stretch. I’d discovered interesting new methods of combining runes, but I hadn’t discovered any new runes.



I needed a little break.



This was a good opportunity to take a closer look at my Dark Mana spells. Thanks to my adventure with the giant scorpions, my governing skill had reached the Expert rank. With the new spell consolidation system Shiva had implemented, that had meant
 all
 spells under it were now considered Expert-ranked and therefore stronger.



I opened my character interface and, one by one, went through each spell description, focusing on its new abilities.









	

Drilling Arrow



Expert rank:
 Base barrier-penetration value increased from 10% to 25% (current skill total: 77%).















	

Mana Shield



Expert rank:
 Reflect some of the damage from melee attack back to the attacker.















	

Mana Drain



Expert rank:
 Confer a high chance for disrupting a spell being cast.















	

Mana Infusion



Expert rank:
 Concentrate the full power in specific body parts.













I grinned with delight. As usual, the game’s brief description hid a plethora of untapped potential.



Though the Drilling Arrow upgrade sounded underwhelming, the entire purpose that drove me to invent that spell was to overcome magical barriers. In terms of damage potential, they weren’t any better than the standard ‘magic missile’ spell, so enhancing their penetrating power was great.



Mana Shield’s usefulness was self-explanatory, as I would now be able to just sit behind my barrier and watch as low-level enemies killed themselves by trying to get to me. I seldom used Mana Drain, as it was often more effective to simply kill my opponent, and I had no shortage of mana, but the ability to disrupt spells made it much more useful.



Mana Infusion received the most dramatic upgrade. It now seemed to hold the potential to execute near-superhero feats of strength.



To test my theory, I activated the spell, concentrating the full effect in my hand. Mana surged through my veins as it flowed to my palm and fingers. I grabbed my chair’s armrest and pressed down on it. Wood splintered as my fingers easily sank into the hard surface, leaving a visible palm print behind it.



Oh yeah.
 I imagined empowering the spell by channeling even more mana into it.
 Crushing rocks with my bare hands – check.



Direball was not listed along with the other upgraded spells as it was an Expert-ranked spell to begin with. It had been nerfed when Shiva consolidated everyone’s spells, but now it was back to full power.



With a satisfied grin, I picked up the Runecraft book and resumed my studies.



I made some progress, but before I knew it, the workday had ended. I yawned, stashed the book in my inventory, and teleported to my house.



“Father.” Lirian greeted me with a smile while Tika approached and kissed me tenderly.



My heart warmed at their presence. “How was your day, girls?”



“Tenragan taught me new sword moves,” my daughter said proudly.



I sat down in a nearby chair. “That’s good!”



Lirian’s blackened Outrider sword, Fate Stealer, had already made her an incredibly lethal warrior. At a mere level 22, she was easily the equal to fighters twice her level, and she could cast almost every one of my spells.



“And I hunted,” Tika said simply as she moved into my lap, draping her hands around my neck. “What did you do today, Oren?”



“Oh, you know me,” I said dismissively. “Promoted a new general, increased the size of our army, and unraveled some arcane secrets, nothing special.”



She smiled knowingly. “You sat down and read all day?”



I winced. “Maybe.”



“Father is a powerful Totem,” Lirian said, somewhat heatedly. “He needs to study to become stronger. Tenragan taught me that.”



“Ah, it’s nice to have a devoted daughter.” I grinned at her. “Well, I have to keep up with the way you’re progressing. Can’t let you win at ‘steal the sash’ against your old man, can I?”



“I’ll get you eventually,” she said with a smirk then turned away and walked upstairs.



“I’m looking forward to that day,” I called after her and chuckled softly.



“It’s getting late.” Tika gave me a look that made my pulse quicken. “Let’s go upstairs. We can sleep in again. I’ll tell the server to bring us something to eat in bed.”



I tried not to appear too eager. “Yes, dear.”



Yep, it was great being the chief.







***







True to her word, and with nothing pressing to do, Tika and I remained together in our room much longer than usual. A goblin maid had entered while we slept, leaving a tray of light snacks and a pitcher of juice, so we had plenty of fuel to keep at it when we finally woke up.



A few hours later, I went back to the library to resume my studies. It was a relief not to have the full weight of my army and clan management affairs on my shoulders, and I was able to make considerable progress in deciphering the blueprint I was studying. The game seemed to agree with me, increasing my Runecraft skill to 71.



The rest of the day passed quickly, and I spent the remainder of it with my two favorite girls, laughing and talking.



***







The next morning I woke up with a new purpose.



I’d gotten a little fed up with staring at rune doodles all day. I also ran into a bit of a dead end and needed something to take my mind off the problem that was stymying my progress. And I knew just the thing.



Sullivan wanted me to come up with a way to counter extremely high-level enemies. The solution was simple to conceive but difficult to implement. I needed to build more golems. Viridium Bead Golems’ strength was based on the number of beads they contained, which was limited by the level of the void crystal powering them up. I had several high-level crystals, the highest of which was a staggering 20,000, but what I was missing was Viridium.



In the first days of my reinstatement into NEO, I’d purchased 200 Viridium spheres from Akzar via the Export Office to make Aidanriel’s golem body. Most of the spheres were destroyed when we battled Novenguard’s defenders, leaving the golem at the measly level of 62.



The solution was easy. I glanced at the Settlement Interface. Obsidian was the best return value currency to exchange for Viridium. We currently had 4,680 of the dark stone which, at a rate of five to one, could be used to purchase 936 Viridium spheres. That much would suffice for an ultra-powerful behemoth of war.



I brought up the Export Office Interface and scanned through it, looking for the exotic metal.



I didn’t find any.



I frowned. That wasn’t right. I looked again, filtering the offered resources by type then sorted it by price. There were plenty of items offered, but Viridium wasn’t one of them.



“What the crap?” I muttered. Part of my deal with Akzar’s trader’s guildmaster was that he’d keep open trade relations with my clan, regardless of his city’s reputation toward us, which was now hostile.



<Sorry to add to your problems, Boss, but Sullivan just messaged you. He says he needs to speak with you right now.>



What is it?



<The scouts he sent out have returned, and apparently, they have some bad news.>



“Shadow-crap.” This came at the worst possible time. I berated myself for taking so long to start making new golems; I could’ve tackled the issue of missing Viridium much sooner.



I redirected my thoughts and teleported away, appearing next to the small shrine in Claypits.



“Big Chief is here!” the familiar voice of Savol said. The goblin approached, looking much more distinguished than before. He was now wearing a familiar-looking chitin armor along with his customary purple cape. I noticed he had worked on his skills as well, as they were all already at level 10.



“I got a message to come.”



The goblin nodded. “Yes, yes. Savol gets a message too from traveler Sullivan Tucker. There.”He pointed at Sullivan, who was approaching us, his face grim.



“What’s up?” I asked. “What’s the emergency?”



“The NPCs sent an army against us,” Sullivan said shortly.



“And? We were expecting them to, right?”



He shook his head. “It looks like they took the threat seriously. Whitebanner and Storg have rallied their forces against us, also enlisting militia from the smaller settlements nearby.”



My face darkened. “How many are we talking about?”



“Roughly 5,000 soldiers with average estimated levels between 10 to 20.”



“Damn.” Though the level range of most of my army was similar, the number of enemies was still three times greater than our own.



“Yeah,” he agreed. “And this time, since they’re the ones attacking, we won’t be able to use resurrections as a strategic tool to flank them.”



I winced. “It’s worse than that. While under attack, resurrection is impossible.”



“What?” His eyes widened. “That would be catastrophic. Are you sure?”



“Yes. It didn’t work back when my old guild attacked the valley.”



“But if they’re attacking only the hamlets, you might be able to resurrect the soldiers in Novenguard and bring them in through the portal,” the player suggested.



“That might work,” I said. “Vic?”



My cloak formed a mouth to speak. “Sorry, Boss. That would be cheating. You won’t be able to exploit that specific loophole.”



“This is serious, Oren.” Sullivan looked between Savol and me. “The general has some impressive defensive skills that can help us hold out, but they have their limits. We need more bodies than what we currently have.”



“It gets worse,” Hoshisu said, joining our discussion. “I just returned with my squad. We were scouting the far side of the enemy. I spotted some knights with Everance insignias. Those guys are all elites, level 100 and above.”



“Why not retreat to Novenguard?” I suggested. “With their high walls, we can probably hold the town.”



“Not a good idea,” Sullivan said. “Wars are rarely won from a besieged position. It will limit our maneuverability and ability to flank the enemy. We’ll do that if we have no other choice, but our best hope right now is to increase our numbers and figure out a way to handle those high-level knights.”



“We can mobilize the militias of our vassal settlements. That’ll add about 200 more soldiers to the army.”



“I’m pretty sure those soldiers would all be lower than level 10. It’s a good start, but we need a lot more than that.”



“Well, what about the foblins?” I suggested. “Last I checked, we have over 10,000 of them and nearly 3,000 kobolds of equivalent strength.”



Sullivan shook his head. “I thought of that, and I have an idea on how to use them, but that will be for the later stages. At the moment, since we’re going to be fighting from a fortified position, we don’t have a lot of room. We need soldiers, not fodder, to hold the line.” He offered me an apologetic smile. “I told you you’re best used at handling the army logistics, remember? Well, it looks like our chances are on your shoulders again. You have to find a way to provide the forces we need to hold out, or we’ll be forced to retreat, maybe back into the valley.”



“We’ll lose Novenguard!” I said in outrage.



“It might be either that or the clan.”



“Savol fights, will make soldiers bleed ugly enemies, make them pay for every centimeter,” Savol said, puffing out his chest.



“It won’t come to that, General. I’ll get you your soldiers and more golems to fight those knights.” I looked at Hoshisu. “How long do I have?”



She hesitated. “Three days before the army gets here.”



I clenched my jaw. Three days weren’t all that much. Even worse, my next scheduled logout was in five days. Which meant I had just two days to win the coming battle. But even if I wasn’t there at the end, as long as I reinforced my army, the other players stood a decent chance of handling the battle on their own.



“Where are you going to get all those troops from?” Sullivan asked.



“I know a place,” I said grimly. “They’ve attacked the clan before – even tried unleashing a demon-based plague on us. And now they’ve cut off our supply of Viridium. They have plenty of soldiers, so once I take over, you’ll get your reinforcements.”



Sullivan and Hoshisu glanced at each other. “You don’t mean …”



 “Oh yeah,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “It’s time to pay Akzar a visit.”








Interlude: Travelers








“I should have guessed you meant an actual graveyard,” Fox grunted, glancing at the nimble cat girl while he held off two undead ghouls.



“Deryl said he knows the liaison to the assistant of the Church and Gardening department and that he heard that the manager of–”



“Duck!” Misa shouted.



Raystia tumbled away just in time for a spinning chain to pass over her head and wrap around a skeleton with burning eyes that was about to skewer her from behind. “Thanks!” The catgirl rolled into a ball, passing between two zombies and slicing both their Achilles tendons with her new enchanted daggers.



The zombies fell to the ground. They still moved and wriggled, trying to reach her, but their mobility was hampered, and they posed no immediate risk.



Meanwhile, Riley had finished chanting. The dark priest raised his staff, and bolts of dark energy impacted the undead around them, ravenously eating away flesh and bone, reducing them to puddles of black ooze.



“What took you so long?” Fox huffed as the ghouls he was fighting liquified.



“Sorry.” Riley chuckled nervously. “That chant was longer than expected, and I got a notification from Nihilator in the middle saying that he’s very pleased with having a new temple and that I should–”



“Yeah, yeah, whatever, I’m just glad it worked,” Fox said. “I’d be damn pissed if I took all those hits for you just to end up with a lame spell effect.”



A moment later, all four party members received a notification that their graveyard shift quest had been completed successfully.



“Come on, chums,” Misa said merrily, stuffing her chains back into her magical ring. “Let’s collect the bounty.”



“Uhm, I’m pretty sure city hall is closed this time of night,” Raystia pointed out.



“Nonsense,” the long-eared woman said. “They got us running around in sewers and graveyards doing their dirty work for them. The least they can do is talk to us once we’re done.”



“She’s right,” Fox said. “If we’re going to get another goddamn crap quest – and I mean that literally – I’d rather get it now, at night, when there’s the least amount of witnesses around.”



“Maybe you should head back to the house and rest up, buddy,” Riley suggested. “I hate these quests too, but if we turn the city authorities against us then we’ll really be in trouble.”



They were spared that particular unpleasantry as Raystia’s contact met them at the exit of the graveyard.



“Deryl,” the catgirl said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”



He grinned at her. “Hey, Raystia. I had a hunch you’d be heading out to claim the quest right about now, and I thought I’d save you the trouble.”



Fox scowled at him. “Because you guys have been so cordial before?” The bugbear drew his axe and shield and looked around with narrow eyes. “This smells like a trap.”



The other three party members tensed up.



Deryl’s eyes widened. “No, no, nothing like that.” He hesitated as he took in the alert faces then he sighed. “Alright, if you must know, I was told that if you approach city hall again they’ll throw you all into prison. I like you Raystia, despite your … ahem … heritage, so I came to meet you here instead.”



Riley frowned. “Why would they do that? The guards were never friendly, but they left us alone. We’ve proven that we’re not causing any trouble.”



The man grimaced. “It’s nothing personal. There’s some tension against monster races right now.”



Fox snorted. “Isn’t there always?”



“It’s a little more than that,” Deryl explained. “A large force of monsters took out one of our border towns, and they’ve moved deeper into the mainland. It’s probably nothing serious; the outlying towns are already marshaling their forces to get rid of the threat. I’m sure you four have nothing to do with that, but until this blows over, it might be better for you to lay low for a while.”



The four friends exchanged knowing looks.



“What about our reward then?” Misa asked. “The undead are now re-dead.”



The man nodded. “As I expected. I’ve taken the liberty to forward your request, even collected a favor from a friend at the Department of–”



“Get on with it,” Fox growled.



Deryl looked offended. “In short …” He retrieved a letter from his coat pocket. “Here’s the deed for a 20 square-meter plot at the far end of the dock district.”



Misa snatched the document and scanned through it quickly. “Hey, what gives? It says we need to pay 10,000 gold for the plot.”



“Say what?” Riley nearly choked. “That’s enough to buy a family house in one of the nicer districts.”



“Nothing I can do about it.” Deryl sounded apologetic. “You know how the city officials are, and Cornelius, the head of the Church and Gardening department, is as official as they get. As I’ve said, now’s an especially bad time to be a mixed-monster individual in Everance. But once you pay the repara–I mean … the fee, the plot is all yours. There’s even a clause there that permits you to use it to build a church, though you’ll have to register it with the office once it’s done. The details are all there.”



“That’s just dandy,” Misa said dryly. “I’m sure they won’t make us scrub their toilets for something like that.”



Deryl winced, his expression saying it all.



Raystia reached into her inventory and took out a heavy leather purse. “Here’s the gold.”



“Raystia …” Riley said. “You sure about that? That’s most of the gold we got from the cache. They’re ripping us off.”



The catgirl shook her head. “We only have the money thanks to
 him
 , and you know what
 he
 asked us to do.”



At a quick nod from her, the young man took the satchel, bowed his head apologetically, and disappeared into the night.



“Yeah, build him a goddamn church,” Fox grunted as the four distanced themselves from the decaying graveyard.



Riley chuckled. “A goddamn
 church
 is a pretty accurate description. Nihilator isn’t a very nurturing deity. But hey, at least we’ve still got enough gold left to live comfortably. I can’t wait for the four-course dinner at the Joyful Lamb restaurant.”



Raystia bit her lip. “Actually … we’ll need to buy building materials, hire workers, and you know … they’re probably going to overcharge us.”



The priest’s eyes widened in alarm. “Please don’t say what I know you’re going to say.”



“We should probably tighten our budget,” the catgirl said reluctantly. “Once the gold is out, it’s out. And there’s still a lot to do to build that church.”



Fox tightened his fists. “That Oren better appreciate what we’re going through for him.”



“Don’t worry about it, Foxy,” Misa said lightly. “I have a plan that cannot fail.”



“What plan?”



She gave him a mischievous smile. “We’ll just save all the receipts and bill him at the end. Seeing as he now commands an army that can take over whole towns, I’m sure it’ll be nothing for him.”



“So you think that monster army Deryl mentioned is Oren’s?” Riley asked.



“We can message him and ask, but come on, who else is crazy enough to do something like that?”



“You’ve got a point.”







***







“Sir Lanceington, there’s a traveler who wishes to speak with you.”



The commander, an imposing elf and a veteran of a dozen wars, scowled at the young officer who addressed him. “I’m too busy putting together the combined forces of half a dozen settlements; I don’t have time for some good-for-nothing travelers.”



The officer shrugged. “This one’s different, sir. Says he’s got some information that could be useful.”



“Is that so?”



“Yes, sir. Says he’s familiar with the monster force out there.”



The commander’s eyes narrowed. “Bring him over.”



The officer hurried away and quickly returned, leading an armored dwarf.



Sir Lanceington’s nose twisted at the sight of the bedraggled traveler. The dwarf’s heavy armor might have once been of good quality, but now it was dented and scorched, and his weapon looked close to the breaking point. The traveler’s expression, however, was confident, and he took in the sight of the arrayed soldiers with contempt.



Using one of his special abilities, Sir Lanceington carefully assessed the dwarf’s martial powers. He nodded to himself. Despite his appearance, at level 45, the traveler was a formidable warrior, three times the level of the average soldier. “I hear you have some information for me,” the elf said coolly, his flawless gold and silver armor sparkling in the sunlight.



“That I do.” The traveler grinned at him. “The name’s Rag–”



The commander cut him off sharply. “I don’t care. Tell me what you know.”



The traveler’s eyes narrowed. “I been fightin’ them greenskins for a long time,
 sir
 , got the scars to prove it. Even got close an’ personal with their chief. I ca’ tell ya all about him.”



“Go on.”



“Started out with a clan o’ goblins, then got himself some hob soldiers, and now he eva’ got Ogres at his beck and call.”



“Our scouts have already reported the presence of those monsters. Was that all?”



The dwarf scoffed. “He’s a traveler.”



Sir Lanceington locked gazes with the dwarf. “That’s impossible,” he said at last.



“Oh yeah, got his brain cells all screwed up, that one. Thinks he’s a monster for real. An’ the other beasties follow’em like he’s the goddamn monster messiah.”



“It’s certainly interesting, though hardly relevant to our campaign.”



“You sure about that, mista’? This ain’t no stupid beastie. He’ll be plannin’ and schemin’, puttin’ down little nasty traps and comin’ at you from behind when you ain’t expecting.”



“Is that all you have?”



“Oh, I got plenty more juicy details for ya. But I want somethin’ in return.”



The commander shook his head. “You travelers, all you care about is gold and completing quests. Very well, how much?”



“I ain’t after gold. I want in.”



“In?”



“I wanna join yor army. I wanna bleed them greenskins dry. I wanna find their chief, smash open his skull and take a piss in it.”



Sir Lanceington stared at him. “It’s personal for you, I take it?”



“You can say tha’ again. You let me join ya, help me out with some new equipment, and I can tell you a whole lot more about that asshat chief.”



“I think we can work something out. What’s your name, dwarf? And why do you hate that other traveler so badly?”



The dwarf flashed his teeth. “The name’s Ragnar, The Goblin Slayer, and I got myself a score ta’ settle.”








7 - Back to Akzar








I teleported back to the clan and got straight to work.



As a level 59, tier 3 boss, I was ten levels and a tier higher than I was on my previous visit to the hob city. My equipment, likewise, was also considerably more powerful. Still, I couldn’t take on an entire city the size of Akzar on my own. I resisted a shudder as I recalled Bonecruncher, The Champion of Akzar’s arena. The two-headed Ettin was a level 100, tier 3 boss gladiator. Even Aidanriel, a level 150 golem back then, had only stalled him for a few short moments.



I was heading back to the city that had viewed me as a slave, and this time, I was coming for blood. I was going to have to kill a whole lot of people, and for that, I needed to up my game.



<What’cha have in mind, Boss?>
 Vic asked as I walked through the settlement.
 <Gonna take a few of your more powerful puppets and storm Akzar? Or are you planning to just open a portal and storm through?>



It won’t work,
 I said.
 Akzar has too many warriors to fight through; this calls for subterfuge.



<So why are we heading toward the marketplace?>



I need to buy some things.



I had passed through several gremlins’ stalls when a familiar voice called out, “Dire Totem!”



I turned and smiled at the small gremlin hurrying over. “Yeshy, how are you?”



“Business is going well, my friend,” Yeshlimashu replied. “Is there anything I can help you with?”



His suggestive tone hinted he was expecting something. I winced, suddenly recalling that I owed him a big favor for gifting me the last piece of the Dread Totem armor set I was wearing. The magical gloves had unlocked the full set’s benefit, allowing me to cast two spells at once.



With a flicker of my mind, I accessed my short quest list to review the details.









	

Quest: A Gift for a Gift



Description:
 Yeshlimashu, the gremlin merchant, has gifted you a powerfully magical artifact. Find something appropriate to repay his kindness. Specifically, the gremlin would like something that would ‘make all the other traders jealous.’



Reward: ???













Something that would make all other traders jealous,
 I mused. Then an idea came to me.



“Tell me, Yeshy,” I said. “Have you heard that my clan has recently conquered Novenguard, a sizable town outside the badlands?”



“Of course,” the gremlin replied. “My fellow traders and I were astounded by your accomplishments. Storming and capturing an entire fortified town full of civilized species is nothing short of amazing.”



“We’ve taken two more hamlets since then,” I added lightly. “And we’re planning on conquering many more.”



Yeshlimashu bowed his head. “Your power and influence keep growing, Dire Totem.”



“But I have a problem,” I continued. “Once conquered, all of their trading connections are severed. What do you make of that?”



The gremlin shrugged. “It stands to reason. Your enemies wouldn’t want to maintain trade relations. You should think about creating your own trade network, making use of each town’s unique exports, and cornering the market among our kind.”



“It sounds like a lot of work.”



“I agree. Whoever you put in charge of such a task will have great responsibility; listing all available resources, planning trade routes, brokering deals with other friendly clans, maintaining security on the roads … not an easy task.”



“But an important one,” I added. “I imagine such an individual would hold a lot of power, probably enough to become the envy of his fellow merchants.”



“Oh yes,” Yeshy agreed. “It’s a very important position – an opportunity to accumulate influence and vast riches.”



“Just what I thought.” I grinned at him. “How would you like to become my Minister of Trade?”



The gremlin’s jaw dropped as he stared at me.



“You’re an accomplished trader. But more importantly, I know and trust you. If you accept, I’d be happy to have you handle that trade network you mentioned. Consider it as payment for the gift you’ve given me.”



Yeshy’s mouth curled into an inhumanly wide smile, exposing a row of small, sharp teeth. “In that case, I accept. I’d be honored to serve the GreenPiece Clan.”









	

Quest Completed: A Gift for a Gift



You have appointed Yeshlimashu, the gremlin merchant, to be your Minister of Trade. The gremlin is an accomplished merchant and is especially suited to the task.



Reward:
 +10% income from trade and taxes, Gremlin’s Guild [construction blueprint]













“You should build a Gremlin’s Guild at every major settlement you wish to add to the trade network,” the newly appointed minister said. “Then I’ll be able to set trade routes and arrange for merchant caravans.”



“I’ll make it happen,” I promised. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to buy some weapons.”



“In that case, you’ll want to visit Sakinnut’s stall,” Yeshy said. “He’ll give you a good deal.”



“Thanks.”



I walked to the stall Yeshy had indicated. It was made up of long tables arranged into a square upon which rows of weapons sat on display. A gremlin wearing sunglasses, of all things, was carefully sharpening a knife with a whetstone.



Sakinnut put down the weapon as I approached. “Ah, Chief, how may I help you today?”



“I need several small and light weapons,” I said. “Knives, daggers. They need to be of the highest quality.”



“Melee or throwing?”



“Melee.”



“Frontal assault or stealth attacks?”



I raised an eyebrow. “That’s very specific. Stealth.”



“Ah! I’ve got just the thing.” He moved toward a row of several curved daggers and lifted one. “Gremlin-made, steel kukri. Extremely sharp, great for slashing arteries, and can be used to pierce through armor gaps and angle into vital organs – especially useful when attacking from stealth. Lightweight, leather grip, no guard.”



“Hmm.” I examined one of the kukris. Even though it wasn’t made of especially precious metal, it could hold three runes, an impressively high number for its size, which testified to the level of craftsmanship. I glanced at some other weapons to consider alternatives, but I realized that the weirdly named merchant had led me right to what I needed. “How much?”



“It’s usually 500 gold for one, but since it’s for you, Chief, I’ll take off ten percent.”



“How about 420?” I smiled at him.



“Hmm.” He picked up a needle-thin poniard and made it spin on the edge of his finger. “I can go for 440.”



“Make it 430 and I’ll take …” I moved my gaze over the display, “all eight of them.”



“You got yourself a deal, Chief.”



Instead of paying directly, I mentally commanded the sum to be transferred from the clan’s treasury directly to the gremlin. After paying the 3,440 gold, we had 6,180 remaining. It wasn’t much, but considering how little use I had for gold these days, I wasn’t too worried about it.



While the interface was still open, I took the opportunity to check our daily earnings. Yeshy’s appointment had already kicked in, and my clan was bringing in 155 gold every day. Once I started connecting the conquered settlements with Gremlin’s Guilds, I was sure that number would soar quickly.



With the eight new kukris in my inventory, I turned and headed for the Dreamer’s Lodge.



<Why didn’t you just order some weapons from that Minotaur smith of yours, Boss? She’s skilled enough to make something like those.
 >



It would have taken Duladeen a few days to produce them,
 I explained.
 And as you know, we have fewer than four days before the enemy’s army arrives.



<I guess that makes sense, but I still don’t get why you need eight crooked kitchen knives.>



You will, soon.



I passed through the town center. The area around the pond had long since become the unofficial ‘town square.’ I stopped and stared as I spotted something new. Dozens of goblin workers were hauling in weird components, slowly assembling them into a huge contraption of metal-spiked wood and steel gears. “What the hell is this?”



As if by magic, Kaedric appeared next to me. “That is the Meat Grinder, my lord.”



“The what?”



“The latest accomplishment of our researchers and engineers, my lord. It is a type of war machine, Ogre operated, meant to quickly pulverize large numbers of enemies.”



I stared as 20 goblins linked up to lift what looked like a giant blender – a metal circle with attached blades – onto a wooden axis. “Holy hell, when did I authorize
 that
 ?”



The mandibled seneschal cocked his head. “When you granted me responsibility for managing the clan affairs, my lord. The researchers needed a new project, so I asked them to come up with a more efficient war machine.”



“Yeah, but that thing is huge. How are we even supposed to move it onto the battlefield?”



“I am told that once completed, two Ogres are sufficient to wheel it around. It is still far from completion, my lord, but I trust you’ll find the results adequate.”



“Alright,” I said skeptically. “So what are the researchers working on now?”



“An upgrade to the Breeder’s Den, my lord.”



“A what? How?”



Kaedric’s mandibles clicked in satisfaction. “Our extensive use of the building has led me to the conclusion that we might be best served by investigating possible ways to improve it. It is a considerable undertaking, true. A building of such complexity is a masterpiece that is not easily improved upon. However, I have faith in our researchers’ capabilities and experience. I estimate they’ll make a breakthrough in about five days.”



“Well then, I look forward to it and seeing this … Meat Grinder completed.”



“Of course, my lord.”



“How’s the construction going?”



“We’ve constructed buildings for all the blueprints in our possession, my lord – your latest acquisition from the gremlins notwithstanding. The builders are currently concentrating their efforts on completing the sewers. Once they finish, I believe I might direct them toward a general settlement-wide upgrade. As for the recently completed projects, our warriors are training their skills quicker than ever thanks to the barracks’ upgrades, and Hoker is making extensive use of our new Essence Capacitor, producing enchanted gear nearly as fast as the craftsmen can make them.”



“That’s good. Anything else?”



“The expedition to Ogre Fort has already borne fruit. They have begun supplying us with respectable quantities of iron. I was able to reduce our daily metal imports from Zemitpozes, thus reducing the strain on our lumber stock by 100 units per day.”



Nice!
 The resettling initiative was paying off already. “What else?”



“Since the majority of our spellcasters are away with the army, the Warlock Tower remains mostly unused, save for your studies, my lord.”



“Bring the spellcasters back here when they’re not fighting, then. Now that we have a portal system connecting our settlements, there’s no sense not using it.”



“An excellent idea, my lord. I have no further news to report.”



“In that case, I have a few things I need you to handle.”



“Of course.”



“As you’ve already mentioned, we have a new construction blueprint. I need us to build the Gremlin’s Guild as soon as possible. Tell Zuban to plot land and raise one. The sewers can wait until they finish. Tell the other nobles to do the same in their settlements. They can take the resources from our stores.”



“Of course, my lord. It’s an Apprentice-level building that requires 500 BP to complete. Shouldn’t take our builders more than a day to raise it.”



“Good. Also, please call for eight kobold assassins, the highest levels we’ve got, and have them waiting for me outside the Dreamer’s Lodge.”



The mandibled hob didn’t bat an eyelid at the strange request. “Yes, my lord.”



I left Kaedric to his duties and headed straight to the Dreamer’s Lodge, the goblin version of an Enchanter’s Hall.



I had a very good idea of what I wanted to craft. As I’d already told Vic, my journey to Akzar was going to rely mostly on subterfuge, so I couldn’t take any of my more powerful warriors. Even Yulli, my most accomplished scout and a tier 2 boss to boot, couldn’t sneak around as well as a goblin. Or a kobold.



The solution was simple. I’d bring a bunch of kobold assassins, and together, we’d stealth-murder our way through Akzar toward city hall. Once there, I’d dispatch the city’s leadership and take control of it and all its forces. It was a gamble, and a risky move, but it was the best I could come up with that had a chance for a quick takeover.



Since I was going for the stealthy approach, I knew what I wanted to do with the kukris. I laid the eight blades on the obsidian block below the hovering Enchanter’s Gem and opened the Runecraft Interface.



I wanted to make an assassin’s weapon. Something that would allow the kobolds to execute devastating attacks from stealth. Since I only had room for three runes, I needed something fairly exotic. First and foremost, I wanted the weapons to channel dark mana, similar to my sacrificial dagger. There was no way they’d adopt my own weapon’s terrifying ability to instantly kill a defenseless target, but I was confident that suffusing them with darkness would increase their stealth-related bonuses. And that called for a containment rune. I’d also need an outlet for all that power, which would take the shape of a binding rune along the blade’s edge. That left me only one more empty rune slot. And that was what I needed to test.



As an Expert-ranked Runecrafter, I was able to see a projection of an enchantment’s effects before committing to it. I took full advantage of that feature now. The design mode showed the holographic representation of a kukri, and I pulled out runes from my list to compose a new enchantment. The ‘Ma’ rune of containment went to the hilt, forming a socket in it. The ‘Og’ rune of binding came next, stretching along the whole of the blade’s edge. For the third and last rune, I selected the ‘Te’ connector rune, just to have something to work with. I didn’t bother passing lines through the weapon’s durability points. Then I leaned back and checked the projected effects.









	

Schema: MoTeg



Effect:
 Accept channeled energy through the grip and deliver it to the target upon impact.













It was a decent enchantment that could go well with warrior-casters who channeled elemental energy, but since I was planning to seal it with dark mana, it wasn’t all that suitable for my needs.



I took out the connector rune and replaced it with a strengthening rune. Without the connector, the three rune lines fused seamlessly together.









	

Schema: MoKeg



Effect:
 Accept channeled energy through the grip; empowers and delivers it to the target upon impact.













Better, but I wasn’t satisfied. I replaced the middle rune with the others I knew. Most of the runes failed to complete a comprehensive schema, and the few that did seemed underwhelming. Until I arrived at the very last rune I’d discovered: Shi, the rune of Flux.









	

Schema: MoShig



Effect:
 Accept channeled energy through the grip and deliver it to the target upon impact where it morphs and spreads.













Since I was planning on channeling dark energy through the weapons, the notion of said darkness spreading into the victim’s body was especially appealing to me. It almost sounded like the effects my dagger displayed when sacrificing victims, reducing them to black ooze.



I channeled the required 270 MP into the enchantment, intentionally slowing the process. In parallel, I condensed a bit of dark mana and funneled it straight into the open socket. When I’d first started practicing Runecraft, such delicate control was beyond me. I’d had to use special shadow-infused stones to achieve the same result. But my proficiency had grown in leaps and bounds since then.



When I felt the weapon about to burst from the power I’d channeled into the socket, I finalized the enchantment. The Enchanter’s Gem glowed brightly as it copied the effect to the other seven weapons.



I picked up one of the blades and examined it closely.



The curved kukri had transformed into a wicked-looking serrated weapon that was pulsing with dark energy so deep it seemed to phase in and out of existence.









	

Assassin’s Kukri



Description:
 This evil weapon thrives in darkness, seeking to spread its contagious affliction to its victims.



Type:
 Weapon [one-handed].



Rank:
 Magical



Durability:
 50/50



Damage:
 10-20 + 10 darkness



Effect:
 Sneak attacks or critical hits inflict an additional 300% darkness damage for 10 seconds (on top of standard sneak/critical bonuses).













I inspected the dagger in my hand. It wasn’t very impressive for a frontline fighter, but for a stealth assassin, it was priceless. A hit from the dagger would inflict 25 points of damage on average. Sneak and critical hits would multiply that damage by two to three times, so even by careful estimation, it meant a baseline of 50 points of damage. Then the special ability would kick in, adding another 150 points of dark damage for a total of 200 points in 10 seconds. That was enough to kill any average, level 20 soldier. And that was a
 minimum
 estimation. The assassins’ skills practically guaranteed a sneak attack with the kukri could deal 100 points of damage, then another 300 in 10 seconds. And I had eight of those deadly babies.



I collected the kukris and stepped outside the building. A row of kobold assassins dressed in fine leather armor embedded with kobold scales awaited me.



<That’s kinda cringeworthy,>
 Vic said.
 <Wearing your own people’s parts on your armor.>



It doesn’t seem to bother them
 , I replied.



The kobolds stood calmly, watching me with their slanted lizard eyes. Two of them were level 12. The other six were level 11.



I motioned for the higher-level duo, Shikasha and Rickss, to approach, then handed them the kukris to divide among the others.



The assassins’ forms were partially obscured as they blended in with the perpetual darkness that shrouded the valley. The curved weapons they held oozed dark droplets that seeped into the equally dark ground. With their new weapons, the eight were a force to be reckoned with, especially with me around to coordinate their attacks. The only problem was their levels. They were too low for opponents we’d soon be facing.



“Time to spend some energy,” I said to no one in particular and brought up the settlement’s population tab.



Seeing my clan had amassed a respectable 428,690 EP, I selected Rickss and hit the plus sign next to his level.









	

Rickss



Level Increase:
 32 (+20)



XP Required:
 55,000



Cost:
 59,030 Energy



Confirm: Yes/No













I frowned. That was a little too expensive. I didn’t want to blow my entire clan’s energy supply in one go. I readjusted the level, lowering it to 27.









	

Rickss



Level Increase:
 27 (+15)



XP Required:
 37,500



Cost:
 39,780 Energy



Confirm: Yes/No













I hesitated. It was still a considerable sum, higher even than the 25,000 EP required to raise an individual to a tier 3 boss. Then again, my clan was generating 47,000 EP plus change each day. The future of my clan, and that of the trapped players, depended on the success of our mission.



I approved the cost and similarly purchased 15 levels for all the other kobolds leaving Shikasha and Rickss with their one-level advantage. Thankfully, the EP cost was a bit smaller for the lower-leveled ones.



After paying the exorbitant amount of 307,320 EP, I glanced at the assassins’ skills. Their main skill was unsurprisingly titled ‘Assassination.’ Having extensively used that skill in our attack on Novenguard, all the kobolds had it maxed out at around 20. Purchasing a skill upgrade was much cheaper than buying a level, and I had no qualms about shelling out another 9,000 EP to maximize the skill for all eight, leaving my energy reserves at a still respectable 112,392.



“Alright, troops,” I said. “We’re going to sneak into an enemy town and kill their leaders. Any questions?”



The kobolds looked at each other then shook their heads.



“Tell usss who you want sslain, and it will be done,” Shikasha said.



“Good, you will soon find out. Go to the cathedral and wait for me there.”



The assassins turned and seemed to blend in with the darkness, despite my Shadow-Touched vision. Only my heightened mana senses and access to the clan’s information tendrils allowed me to keep track of their location.



I took a deep breath, directing my thoughts to a faraway location, and teleported.







***







The long-range teleportation took longer than usual. I could feel my essence encountering a semi-tangible wall, and I knew I had hit Akzar’s wards. But despite the bad relations my clan had with Akzar, I was still a high priest in the Cult of Nihilator and was entitled passage. I felt the wards bend almost reluctantly and allow me through.



I materialized out of the darkness in the huge cathedral that was Nihilator’s place of worship in the hob-infested city. I leaned against the altar and closed my eyes as dizziness assaulted my senses.



“Dire Totem!” a familiar voice called out.



I turned and saw a goblin with a brown beard approach me, his wrinkled face filled with delight.



“Reiner.” I smiled at him. “It’s been a while.”



“Yes, Dire Totem,” he said. “Over a year.”



I winced. I had left Reiner in charge of the cathedral along with a dozen goblin workers. They’d had to fend for themselves inside a city that despised their clan. “How are things over here?”



“It could be better,” he admitted. “Akzar’s authorities are still looking to apprehend us, so we have been confined to the cathedral the entire time. Luckily, the church is still recognized as an official religious sect, and we still have many believers from the local population, so they can’t act against us directly.”



“Well, I’m here to try to change that,” I said.



The elderly goblin shook his head. “Forgive me for saying so, but that is a bad idea. The moment you exit the building, you’ll be recognized and arrested.”



I grinned. “I wasn’t planning on being seen. Or arrested. Akzar tried to attack us with a demon plague and has withdrawn our agreement to trade in Viridium. They’ve overplayed their hand. This city is going to be mine.”



The farm lord’s eyes widened. “But … Dire Totem, that’s … that’s …”



“Crazy?” I suggested.



“Very ill-advised. You will need an army at your back to even have a chance at punching through the inner quarter’s defenses.”



“I don’t need an army,” I said. “I’ve got something better.” Approaching the altar, I accessed the Runecraft Design Mode and selected the portal schema, applying it to the ground around the unholy altar. With the recent increase to my levels and Dark Mana skill, my mana pool was now just slightly over 6,000. I had no trouble channeling the required 7,200 MP into the enchantment since the proximity to my source of power refilled my reserves fast enough to compensate.



The runic lines glowed as power flowed through them, but to my dismay, a portal didn’t appear.



“What the crap?” I muttered as I probed the information tendrils around me. I quickly found the issue. The wards around the city prevented any unauthorized teleportation. As a high priest, I specifically had a marker that allowed me to pass, but the wards still prevented any other form of dimensional travel.



<Kinda steals your thunder, doesn’t it?>
 Vic said smugly.
 <You practically declared ‘I don’t need an army – observe!’ – then nothing happened.>



At least I can always rely on you to find the humor in any situation.



<You know me, Boss. I’m here to serve.>



Not being able to open the portal and let the assassins through was a serious hindrance. I couldn’t teleport them along with me either as I’d already discovered the wards wouldn’t allow it. This was a problem.



“Hold on, Reiner, I’ll come back soon,” I said and teleported back to Goblin’s Gorge’s cathedral.



After the dizziness had passed, I found the eight kobold assassins quietly looking at me. “Kuzai,” I called out.



“
 It
 has returned,” the sinister voice responded almost instantly. “Why does
 it
 summon me?”



“Stop your creep-routine and get out here, I need your help to perform a ceremony.”



The twisted dark dwarf slid out into the open. His gray, hairless skin was a stark contrast to his black robes. “How may I help the high priest?”



I didn’t see any other way. “I need us to perform another Communal.” I was reluctant to face Nihilator’s hunger for souls, but I couldn’t think of any other way. Time was running out.



Kuzai instantly perked up, and a satisfied grin appeared on his face. “Wonderful idea. The master is always hungry.”



“Feeding the big guy is what I’m here for,” I said dryly. I didn’t call the rest of the clan to the ceremony, figuring I should first check the cost.



I ordered the eight kobolds around the shrine and closed my eyes, placing my hands on the altar and feeling the dark energy pulse through my palms. Kuzai did the same from the other side of the altar.



“Nihilator, hear me,” I began. “I, your high priest, humbly request a boon. I would like to open a portal to Akzar to allow these eight assassins through so they may reap lives and glory in your name.” I figured it wouldn’t hurt to throw some extra incentive Nihilator’s way. My dark deity did enjoy inflicting death and destruction, after all. I also decided to keep my request small. Asking to open a permanent portal would have no doubt incurred a much higher cost.



“You dare invoke my name so soon?”
 The angry god’s voice filled the cathedral.
 “You have performed no great deeds in my name since I granted your previous request. Very well. You shall receive your reward, minion, but in return, I shall have the souls of these eight cretins. They shall be sacrificed in my name in four days’ time, or you suffer the consequences.”



“Shadow-crap.”









	

Communal



You have invoked the attention of your god.



Your standing with Nihilator is insufficient for the requested boon and has incurred a penalty.



In exchange for opening a portal through Akzar’s wards to let eight individuals through, Nihilator demands their lives be sacrificed within four days.



Warning:
 Refusal to accept will anger your deity and invoke dire consequences.



Do you accept? Yes/No













I had no choice but to accept. The eight kobolds represented an investment of over 300,000 hard-earned energy points. On top of that, they were intelligent
 and loyal
 individuals. But I did not doubt that refusing the deal would be even more dire for my clan. At least Nihilator allowed me the time I needed to fulfill my plan.



I also learned that my standing with the dark god had a significant impact on my ability to use Communal successfully. I resolved not to use it until I’d done some dark deeds in his name to please him. Converting an entire city’s worth of believers should do the trick.



“I accept.”



The kobold assassins exchanged uneasy glances but didn’t even try to protest as I sealed their fate.



Bright flashes of magic appeared around the open portal as the dimensional bridge fought against the wards on the other side.



“What are you waiting for? Get in,” I commanded the kobolds.



Not wanting to risk breaking the deal, I forwent using the portal myself. Instead, I teleported back to Akzar on my own.



This time it took longer for the dizziness to pass, and I barely watched as the last of the kobolds passed through the magical doorway before it winked out of existence.



Something was wrong though.



There were too many figures.



I rubbed my eyes and looked over the doomed individuals who’d come through the portal. I’d sent eight kobolds in, but there were
 nine
 individuals present. Lightly camouflaged, blending in with the cathedral’s thick darkness.



My eyes widened as I realized who the ninth member was, and it wasn't another kobold.



 It was Lirian.








8 - Behind Enemy Lines








“What are you doing here?” I asked, gaping at my unruly daughter. Fear flooded me. The deal I’d struck with Nihilator covered only the eight kobolds, whom I’d committed to sacrifice at the end. There was no mention of a ninth person, and I damn well wasn’t about to sacrifice my daughter. But the fallout for altering the details of our deal would no doubt have dire consequences.



Lirian crossed her arms. “I want to help. I knew you would not allow me to, so I came without asking.”



I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to control my emotions. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it was for you to enter that portal?”



“No one saw me,” she said.



“The deal with Nihilator was to let only these kobolds through. Our god isn’t benevolent or forgiving.”



Lirian’s gaze held mine steadily. “No one saw me.”



That made me pause. Was it possible my daughter had somehow escaped the notice of a
 god
 in his own temple? It seemed unlikely, but the wily goblinette had already displayed equally unlikely qualities. A desperate hope flared in my chest. There was no way I was going to sacrifice my daughter, damn the consequences. But maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t be forced to face that impossible situation.



What do you think?
 I asked Vic.



<About what, Boss?>



This entire situation.



He gave a mental shrug.
 <Looks to me like you got a handle on the situation. You better take those kobolds out there and finish what you set out to do. Time is ticking, you know, and this kind of undercover mission will be a hit on DTTV.>



Ugh.
 I didn’t need a reminder that my life in NEO was an open broadcast to the entire VI population.



I briefly considered leaving Lirian in the cathedral where she’d be safe, but I knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t stay put. And I didn’t want her blundering around the hostile city on her own. Teleporting her back to the valley was also impossible.



“Alright,” I said. “You’re coming with us, but you’ll do everything I tell you – no arguments. If I tell you to run away, you turn around and run, understand?”



Lirian nodded. “I do, Father.”



“There’s more at stake here than just the future of our clan,” I reminded her. “If I don’t keep you safe …” I looked at her meaningfully. She knew the truth. Nihilator would consume my soul in a mini-Armageddon, taking everyone around along for the ride.



“I understand. I will make you proud.”



“Good.” I turned around. “Reiner?”



“I’m here, Dire Totem.” The goblin farm lord approached the kobolds hesitantly. “How may I help?”



“I need a rundown of the town. Akzar’s leadership lives in the upper ring, right?”



The city was built of three concentric rings. The large outer ring was home to the commoners. The inner ring was saved for officers, rich merchants, and higher-end establishments. The upper ring was the most exclusive, allowing access only to nobles and the elite.



“Yes, Dire Totem,” Reiner confirmed. “The mayor and other nobles live in the upper ring, though it is the mayor who rules the city. I am told his manor is enormous and well-guarded.”



“Good, so all I have to do is kill him to take control of the city.”



Reiner’s eyebrows snapped together. “I’m afraid it won’t be that simple, Dire Totem. The mayor is no great fighter, but his bodyguard is a dreaded warrior that not even The Champion dares to challenge.”



That was worrisome. Bonecruncher, Akzar’s main champion, was a formidable tier 3 boss. If the mayor’s bodyguard was even stronger, I could be facing a real problem.



<You should probably know that a city of Akzar’s size has a single slot for a tier 4 boss, Boss,>
 Vic said.



Damn. So if the mayor himself is not much of a fighter …



<Yeah, it’s probably his bodyguard. I’d wager he’s got some sort of ability to shield the mayor so you won’t be able to hurt him until you handled the bodyguard.>



That complicated things. A tier 4 boss belonged to the second echelon of bosses. Tiers 1 to 3 were considered ‘common,’ but tiers 4 to 6 were not. They represented truly elite warriors, lords, and even monster kings. The upper echelon, 7 to 8, were unique elite individuals, the kind of monsters guilds fought each other over the chance to raid. Tier 9 were akin to gods, like Nihilator. Though unlike true gods, they had the freedom to roam and interact with the world. Their only downside was that once they died, it was for good. Nihilator was even more unique in that regard since he couldn’t be killed. He was pretty much the essence of darkness, after all, and you can’t kill the darkness. Not even with a magic missile.



“That’s not all,” Reiner continued. “There are also three commanders out here, in the outer district. They each control a third of the town’s forces. Together, they make up the army’s ruling body, and in the absence of central leadership, they automatically assume command.”



“So I’ll have to kill all three as well,” I mused.



“Yes, Dire Totem. And if I may make a suggestion … you should start with the mayor. As soon as word of the assassination gets out, the remaining leaders will fortify their positions, and the upper ring will become inaccessible. You also can’t take too long between strikes, since the mayor especially will be quick to return to life.”



That made sense. Low-level bosses respawned quickly, which only complicated things for me. “You are very well-informed, Reiner.”



He smiled back at me. “I’ve been hiding inside the cathedral for over a year. There’s not a lot to do here other than talking to the hob believers when they visit. I’ve learned a lot about the city, but I’m afraid I’m unfamiliar with its geography. I wouldn’t be able to direct you to the places you need to go.”



“That’s not good,” I said. “I need someone who can guide me through the streets and help avoid unwanted attention.” The last time I’d been here, Bob was that guide. He had lived in Akzar before and knew the city like the back of his hand. But Bob was gone…killed by that accursed player, Ragnar, just to hurt me.



I closed my eyes as the feeling of loss washed over me. More than a week had passed since he fell. And even though he was just a digital character, losing him hurt. He was my close friend and companion.



“I believe I might be able to find someone to help you with that,” the bearded goblin said, pointing at a female hob who was praying nearby. “That is Mya, a shaman apprentice. She has access to the upper ring. She’s a very devout follower of Nihilator, and I’m sure she’ll be willing to guide you through the city.”



I frowned. “That might be a problem. I’m a wanted criminal out there.”



Reiner shook his head. “She wouldn’t mind. Talk to her; you’ll see what I mean.”



I nodded and motioned for Lirian to follow me. The lone hob female looked up as we approached, and I took an involuntary step back when I saw her face. Deep scars zigzagged over her cheeks, crossing her lips, and nearly reaching her eyes. It was not the hideous disfigurement that made me pull back; it was the presence of dark energy that thrummed through those scars. Somehow, Mya had grafted some of Nihilator’s dark energy into her flesh.



“High Priest,” the hob greeted me.



I raised an eyebrow. “You know me?”



“You’re giving off a strong aura of darkness.”



“How can you tell?”



Her eyes blazed with ecstasy. “I studied long and hard to rise in the ranks of Akzar’s shamans, but it was the master’s dark power that helped me break my bonds and gave me the power I seek.”



I frowned. “So … those scars …?”



“Made by my own hands; a tribute to the master,” she said proudly.



“You and Kuzai will get along great,” I muttered.



She cocked her head at me.



“Nothing,” I sighed. “Reiner said you might be willing to help me.”



“Anything for the
 master’s
 high priest,” she declared. “For through his dark power comes pain, and through pain comes power.”



Vic chuckled in my mind.
 <I thought it was ‘through power I gain victory.’ She’s worshiping the wrong dark lord.>



I held back my own laughter.
 That was actually a good one, Vic.



<Thanks, Boss.>



Mya looked at me questioningly. “Shall we venture into the city, High Priest? Your visage will no doubt cause the guards to attack, but together, we will demonstrate the power the master rewards his followers. They will perish before us.”



“Yeah, you and Kuzai will get along just fine,” I said beneath my breath then shook my head. “That won’t be necessary. Reiner, do you still have some of the old slave collars we used?”



“Yes, Dire Totem,” the goblin replied.



“Bring two.”



The bearded goblin grabbed a passing worker and, after a brief exchange, sent him toward the back rooms.



Vic, think you can form a hood to cover my head?



<You’ve finally decided to spare the world the sight of your face, Boss? That’s very considerate of you.>



Haha – no. I need to hide my features from the guards. If they can’t see my face, and I’m wearing a collar, they should leave us alone.



<Alright, but you know it won’t work against bosses with Analyze skills, right?>



I know.



My purple Vicloak shifted. A heavy cowl grew around my head, pouring over my face and nearly reaching my chin.



I looked myself over and removed my armor. The mithril vest I was wearing was too noticeable and suspicious for a mere goblin. I also couldn’t wear my old Pyrolith Gambeson since the guards already knew what it looked like. Wearing a unique item had its downsides. I also unequipped my Dread Totem set. It was a dead giveaway. That left me wearing only a loincloth underneath my Vicloak.



“Father?” Lirian looked at me in puzzlement. “What are you doing?”



“Camouflage.”



A small goblin worker approached and handed me two slave collars. I put one around my neck and handed the other to Lirian. “Put it on.”



She obeyed without hesitation. “Shall I remove my armor as well?”



Though it was not an uncommon sight to see female slaves walking through Akzar’s streets in undergarments, the very thought of my daughter walking around half-naked made my blood boil. I reined in my emotions. “There’s no need. Your leather armor is high-quality, but not unique enough to draw too much attention.”



“Yes, Father,” the goblinette said amicably.



“Alright, Mya.” I turned to the zealot. “Lead the way.”







***







I squinted at the light outside the cathedral. It was twilight, but even the dim sunlight was enough to momentarily blind me. It also stripped me of the Shadow-Touched bonuses my clanmates shared.



“Where do you want to go first?” Mya asked. “I hear the next arena challenge is about to begin. Bonecruncher is supposed to make an appearance. Blood and carnage guaranteed.”



“Ah, thanks, I just had a big helping of carnage at home,” I said. “Can you show me where the city’s three commanders are located?”



“Of course. Each of them is in charge of one of the three districts in the outer ring. They keep their offices in the barracks they command.”



“Yeah, I’ve seen them before,” I said. “But I need to know exactly where they’re located inside. Think you can show me around the barracks itself?”



The shaman frowned. “I think so. I’m just an apprentice, and we don’t usually mingle with the soldiers, but my rank should let us through.”



“Excellent, let’s go.”



This district’s barracks were not far from the cathedral and we soon reached it. The building looked similar to the one I’d constructed at Goblin’s Gorge, which stood to reason since our design was based on the hobs’ blueprint. This barracks was more remarkable though, reaching higher than mine with its four impressive and decorative posts. A roar erupted from within as the crowd cheered their favorite gladiator.



“They improved this place,” I said. “When I was here last, it only had three floors.”



Mya shrugged. “Warriors like to brag about the size of their … barracks. Darok, this district’s commander, is no exception. It’s this way.” She led us away from the arena entrance and toward a normal-looking doorway along the barracks’ exterior wall. No one questioned us as we passed through. We entered a circular corridor lined with many doors. Hobgoblin soldiers were stationed every few meters, and I noted that unlike the simple level 10 guards we had seen earlier, these were all level 20.



Mya led us through the corridor to the right, toward a section that was guarded by two, level 30 hobs in steel breastplates. They crossed their spears as we approached, but a scowl from the disfigured shaman had the two hesitantly withdrawing their weapons.



I kept looking around, searching for windows or other ways into the building, but all I found were seamless walls. The place was built to last, and it could be turned into a fortified bunker in a few moments’ notice. That wasn’t good.



We continued walking, and at last, we reached an ornamental door. I recognized it at once. We had the same door back at the clan. It was the trainer’s office.



The two soldiers guarding the doorway were both level 35. “The commander’s busy, shaman,” one of them said. “But if you wait, I’m sure he’ll be able to see you once he’s finished.”



Mya glanced at me, and I subtly shook my head. “No need,” she replied. “I can come back another time. Carry on.”



“Are you interested in selling the female?” the other guard asked. I gritted my teeth beneath my cowl when I realized he was talking about Lirian. “She looks strong; I can make some gold off her at the arena.”



“No,” the shaman said.



I tried exhaling my mounting rage as Mya led us outside the building. “Can you show us the other two barracks?” I asked her.



“Of course.”



We continued following her through the city. I had to give the hob her due. Being a shaman bestowed a prestige that easily opened doors, and she wasn’t shy about using it. No one objected to her walking anywhere she wanted with two goblin ‘slaves’ in tow.



The other two barracks were only three stories high, but no less secure than the first. Breaching them all to assassinate the commanders was going to be a real problem.



“Where to now?” Mya asked.



“I’d like to see the mayor’s house in the upper ring,” I said. “Can you get us inside?”



The hob frowned. “Normally, I would, but the entrance is guarded by one of the city’s elites. She’ll be able to recognize you despite the disguise.”



“So no, then. I’d like to see the entrance though and the elite guard.”



We walked into the inner ring without a problem. I even noticed The Dancing Shade along the way, my innkeeper’s previous establishment. The building was dark, and its windows were shuttered.



We passed the main road that cut through the inner ring toward the upper one and stopped a good distance away from the gate. A dozen guards protected the entrance, and a level 50, tier 1 boss hob was standing right in the center. It wasn’t Calger, though. I’d killed the previous captain when I made my escape from the city, and though he should have respawned by now, it seemed that he hadn’t returned to his previous job. The new elite guard’s eyes carefully scanned every individual that approached the gate.



“You can see the top of the mayor’s house from here,” Mya said, pointing at the tip of what must have been at least a three-story building. “I’ve only ever been on the ground floor. The mayor has offices on the second, and his quarters are on the third and fourth.”



“I understand. Can you take us back to the cathedral?” By now the sun had fully disappeared, and the streets were emptying quickly. The city’s mandatory curfew was about to begin.



“Of course.”



We followed the shaman back to the cathedral without incident.



The obstacles ahead of me were significant. I had an elaborate assassination scheme to carry out, and I only had two more days to do it.



I needed a plan. And for that, I needed allies.







***







The streets were already empty by the time I left the cathedral. Only the guards patrolled the deserted routes.



My shadow clone sped through the streets. At night, I was virtually invisible. I could go anywhere I wanted. It was a perfect opportunity to do some deeper scouting.



I raced up the deserted roads to the upper ring. The guards at the entrance were alert as ever, but they didn’t blink as I swooshed past them. I once again found myself at Akzar’s center of power.



The Shamans’ Tower loomed menacingly on one side and the mayor’s manor lay a few buildings away. The center of the upper ring was a large open garden. A row of high-end shops stretched across the other side of the plaza.



I eyed two of the familiar stores. One of them used to belong to Bartun Ravencaller, a hob trader who tried to recruit me to further his goals. The wretched hob had also intended to betray me to the slaver’s guild, but I’d beat him to it and killed him first. Bartun’s store seemed to have changed ownership and was now offering poisons of various types.



I studied the other familiar store. It was an alchemy shop owned and operated by the ‘halfling’ Ted Mercury. Finding a ‘civilized’ individual inside the upper ring of a monster city had surprised me at first until I found out he was actually a hob that’d been transmuted by a botched alchemy experiment.



Ted had also tried to betray me. Something about making deals with a goblin seemed to bring that out in the local population. But I’d caught him in the act as well, and to spare his life, the alchemist had struck a deal with me, promising to maintain trade relations with my clan no matter what.



A promise that was now broken.



I glanced at the mayor's house. I had time for a small detour before checking it out.



I swam through the shadows toward the alchemy shop, reaching it in a second. I manifested myself out of the shadows into a three-dimensional being and looked around. The entire building emitted a faint aura of magic that was easily discernible to my magic-made eyes. Just like any other building in this ring, the place was warded, blocking entrance.



I narrowed my eyes as I looked through a display window and saw a figure moving inside.
 “Ted Mercury,”
 I said softly, the voice coming out of my mouth hollow and menacing.



There was no reply.



I rapped my knuckles on the door. The shadowy flesh of my hand dissipated as it came in contact with the protection ward. I set my jaw and channeled some mana to reform my arm. Then I flushed the limb with mana, making it more solid, and banged the door once.



There was a small explosion of light as the repelling wards fought against my enhanced fist, but my power held, and a loud thud rang through the shop.



“Who’s there?” a voice called from inside. “It’s past curfew; shop’s closed.”



“It is your long-lost trade partner,”
 I said as I heard steps approaching the door from the other side.
 “Let me in.”



There was a hasty sound of the door being unbolted. It swung open, revealing the alarmed face of Ted the not-halfling. The small humanoid instantly fell back. “A monster!”



“Quiet,”
 I hissed hollowly.
 “It is me, the goblin chief of the GreenPiece Clan. This is just a projected body. We need to talk.”



He stared at me fearfully. “What are you doing here? The entire city is looking for–”



“Let me inside
 .
 ”



The not-halfling hesitated for another second then stepped aside, allowing me to pass through.



I moved my cloned body into the store and looked around. The place looked much as I remembered; rows of potion bottles were arrayed on shelves next to lab equipment and jars of ingredients.



I turned to Ted as he closed the door behind me.
 “Why have you reneged on our contract? You made a vow in your god’s name to maintain trade relations with my clan regardless of my standing with Akzar.”



The alchemist swallowed hard. Apparently, my darkness-made body took a little getting used to. “I haven’t. Though it cost me a great deal, our Export Office is open and available for your clan.”



Using the Sense Emotions ability, I inspected the shape of mana his thoughts projected. There was a faint blue of honesty. He was being truthful, but he was keeping something back.
 “Then why can’t I purchase any more Viridium?”
 I demanded, raising my voice.



Ted flinched. “It’s not my fault. After you killed Terdamesh, it took him weeks to return, and he was furious. He kept looking for ways to get back at you. I even heard he contaminated some goblins with demon essence in an attempt to create a corrupted goblin that would infect others of your race.”



I felt a bolt of anger run through my cloned body. I’d already figured it was Akzar that had sent the corrupted goblin I’d encountered and killed. Now I knew Terdamesh was behind it.
 “It seems like dying once wasn’t enough for him,”
 I said coldly.
 “He will need to be further educated. But what does that have to do with my Viridium?”



“I was getting to that,” Ted said. ”About two weeks ago, you made a large purchase of Viridium, and I had to order more from the tower to renew my supply. That drew Terdamesh’s attention. When he discovered it was you who was buying his Viridium …” The not-halfling shuddered. “His anger was terrible. He tried to dissolve my vow, and when that failed, he restricted all Viridium sales his tower manufactures.”



“
 I see. It looks like I’ll have to teach him that lesson soon too.”



Ted shrugged. “I’ll leave that to you. As soon as the tower opens its gates, Viridium trade will continue.”



“Very well, I will leave you,”
 I said then lowered my voice menacingly.
 “For now.”



Ted opened the door for me, and I stepped outside.



There were several squads of guards patrolling the ring’s square, all carrying torches that marked them clearly against the darkness of night.



I swam through the shadows again, hurtling toward the mayor’s manor. Up close, the building was even more impressive. It was much larger than my Chief’s Haunt and richly decorated.



The repelling pressure of the wards became tangible as I approached the building. These wards weren’t Runecrafted, so I couldn’t simply use my skill to disable them. I circled the house and inspected every unobstructed window I could find. Most of the rooms were dark at this time, though my shadow-made eyes easily pierced the night. There were meeting rooms, dining rooms, and staircases. I willed myself upwards, gliding along the shadows to the second floor, and looked for more windows. From what I could tell, this floor was similarly empty. I found a source of light on the third floor and watched several servants milling around, doing some last-minute cleaning. The fourth floor was the smallest, and I spotted only a single window that wasn’t shuttered. I looked inside, seeing nothing but an empty room.



A large figure moved inside an inner corridor. It stopped abruptly as it reached the entrance to the room I was looking at. Then it turned its head toward me.



I inhaled in surprise, instantly cutting the mana flow and dismissing the clone.



Back at my physical body, I forced myself to regulate my breathing. Something about that figure radiated unbelievable strength.
 It didn’t notice me, did it?



<Don’t know what you’re talking about, Boss, I wasn’t there,>
 Vic said.



I think I caught a glimpse of the mayor’s bodyguard,
 I thought back at him and got to my feet.
 It was just for an instant. I didn’t analyze him, but I could feel overwhelming power radiating off of him.



<Sounds like one mean puppet, Boss. So what’s the plan?>



I need to find a way to get him away from the mayor.



<What about the other three commanders? Getting through their defenses won’t be easy, and I bet it’ll be even more difficult once they learn someone is after them.
 >



I need to find a way of getting them all together. And somehow lure that bodyguard away.



<How are you going to do that?>
 Vic asked as I walked out of the small room at the back of the cathedral.



“Reiner,” I said when I located the bearded goblin.



“Dire Totem?”



“I need more information on the mayor’s daily routine and that of the city’s commanders. Do we have some believers who can be trusted that can share this information?”



The goblin tugged at his beard. “Hmm, I believe so, but it’s curfew time. I won’t be able to get word to them until morning.”



I didn’t like the idea of wasting more time. Almost a full day had passed without any real progress. But there was no helping that. “Alright, I want to see them first thing tomorrow.”



“Yes, Dire Totem.”







***







I woke up the next morning in my small room at the cathedral, having decided not to teleport back to Goblin’s Gorge for the night. I had a difficult mission ahead of me, and I needed to stay focused.



Stepping outside the room, I discovered a goblin standing by my door. “Hello.”



The goblin stared at me stupidly. With an inward sigh, I realized it was an unnamed NPC warrior. It had been a while since I saw one of those.



Reiner appeared in the corridor with Lirian close by. “Good morning, Dread Totem.”



“Father,” my daughter greeted me.



“Morning, Lirian.” I stifled a yawn. “Reiner, have the people I asked for arrived?”



“Not yet. But I’ve taken the liberty to have the workers prepare a meal for you. If you will follow me …”



I trailed after the bearded goblin, entering the cathedral’s open hall where a table laden with food awaited us. “Not bad,” I said, eyeing unfamiliar dishes and vegetables.



While Lirian and I dug into the selection, several of the church’s patrons started appearing. Reiner excused himself and tapped some of them on the shoulder, directing them to an alcove.



A few minutes later, he returned. “I’ve done as you asked, Dread Totem. They are waiting for you below. Please follow me.”



I popped another grape into my mouth and followed the goblin to the alcove that led down to the cellar.



Mya and three nervous-looking hobs were waiting downstairs. Apart from the disfigured shaman, all three were low-level, and their clothes hinted that they belonged to the worker caste. The three bowed as I approached while Mya merely nodded at me.



I knew the shaman could be trusted, but the others were unknown. “I am told you might be able to help me with something,” I began. “I’m preparing a … gift … for the mayor and Akzar’s three commanders, but it’s a very special surprise that has to be delivered in person. All four of them need to receive it around the same time so as not to learn of it in advance.”



One of the hobs raised his hand hesitantly. “Why not simply invite them over here and give them your gifts all at once?”



“My clan isn’t exactly in the best standing with the city’s authorities at the moment,” I said lightly. “I doubt they’d agree to come.”



“He’s right,” another hob said. “And besides, I’ve seen our commander plenty of times, as I’m managing district three’s arena pens. The three are rivals. They only meet when there’s a war to plan or during one of the city’s major events.”



“What sort of events?” I asked.



He shrugged. “The birth or death of a noble, celebration of an especially lucrative raid.”



The first hob chuckled. “Or to watch one of the arena champions attempt to challenge Bonecruncher. That’s a cause for celebration. None of the other champions have dared to try it for years.”



Now that was interesting. Yulli and I had both won the Ranged Championship, dethroning Barbwire, the previous Ranged champion. Though Yulli wasn’t here to take advantage of her prestigious title of ‘Champion,’ this information still offered an interesting avenue to explore. “What about the mayor?” I asked. “Will he come to watch the fight as well?”



“Most definitely,” Mya said. “Pretty much everyone in the city will come to see The Champion crush a new challenger. My master included.”



I frowned. That meant the arena would be packed full of elite warriors and bosses. Not a good thing for me. Still, it seemed like the best opportunity to strike against the three commanders and the mayor all at once. “Do you know where they’ll be seated?”



The first hob spoke up. “I can answer that. I’m a junior scribe in one of the barracks. The hosting commander, Darok, will keep his other two guests entertained in separate rooms during the warm-up duels. It’s his chance to demonstrate his wealth and superiority. They’ll only come out to watch the final fight from the hosting commander’s booth.”



“That’s good to know,” I said, rubbing my chin as a plan started formulating. “I can probably approach all three there for … the gift.”



Mya snickered.



“What about the mayor?” I asked.



“He’ll come when he pleases,” the scribe said. “Though he’ll definitely be there for the final match.”



“Can I approach him along the way?”



“Not likely. He’ll be heavily guarded until he reaches his private booth above the arena, and only a select few are allowed inside.”



“Anything else you can tell me about the mayor?”



“He doesn’t like surprises, so be careful,” Mya said. “That bodyguard of his is not a normal hob. Even Terdamesh fears him. He’s the only reason our weakling mayor has retained his position of power for so long.”



The other two hobs shifted uncomfortably but didn’t dispute her words.



“Thank you, I think I’ve learned all I need.” I looked at the second hob. “You said you’re in charge of the arena pens. Do you happen to know Glaive?”



“The arena master? Of course.”



“Can you send him a message for me?”



“Anything for our dark lord’s high priest.”



I stifled a smile. Titles had their perks. “Tell him I want to talk with him and that I invite him over at his earliest convenience. Tell him I have an idea for an … unforgettable event.”



The hob nodded. “I’ll relay your message, high priest.”



I indicated for Mya and Reiner to remain behind while the other hobs left.



"What are your plans, Father?” Lirian asked.



“I’m going to talk Glaive into letting me challenge Bonecruncher, The Champion,” I explained.



Reiner winced. “Didn’t he … nearly kill you last time?”



I shook my head. “I don’t have to kill him; I just need the match to be advertised to draw out the three commanders. Once they’re all in the same building, I can lead the kobold assassins against them.”



“What about the mayor?” Mya asked.



I rubbed my forehead. “That’s a problem,” I admitted. “Being present in the arena pit, hunting the commanders, and going after the mayor requires me to be in three places at once, and I can only do two.”



The shaman raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t press the matter.



“I can help,” Lirian said.



“It’s way too dangerous,” I objected. “You heard the others. The mayor’s bodyguard is too powerful; even The Champion won’t cross him.”



The cunning goblinette smiled at me. “As the wise chief pointed out earlier, I don’t have to kill the guard. Our clan has a long and glorified history of using distractions. Can’t we use one now?”



My eyes widened at the idea, and I looked at her with new appreciation. “When did you get so smart?”



“Since I began watching you, Father.”



 “This just might work …” I said slowly. “Alright, here’s the plan …”








9 - Assassins








It was close to midday by the time the lean and tough-looking hob arrived at the cathedral. I was going to have to talk fast and persuasively. In two days the human army would reach my forces, and I had to capture Akzar beforehand to reinforce them with the local hob army.



“I’m surprised to see you,” Glaive said calmly as I moved to meet him. “Your clan is not welcome in Akzar.”



I winked at him. “I’ve got diplomatic immunity. Well, as long as I stay here, at least. One of the benefits of being a priest of a known church.”



“Why have you called me here?”



“I want to challenge Bonecruncher,” I stated calmly.



Glaive stared at me then burst out laughing. “You? A mere goblin? Ridiculous.”



“I’ve earned the right to challenge The Champion. I won the Ranged championship, after all.”



The lean hob shook his head. “Yulli earned that title, but she’ll be arrested as soon as she sets foot in the city. You were only her slave. You’re no champion.”



“I thought you were bored of watching the same battles over and over again,” I reminded him. “You once told me you’d pay a lot to see a battle between champions. Well, here’s your chance.”



“Hmm …” He mulled over my words for several seconds. “You know, I can’t simply pit you against Bonecruncher as a challenging champion. If you just want to fight him, I can easily arrange for a fodder match.”



I felt my blood heating up. “I’m no fodder. I’m a champion. And I want to challenge The Champion for his title.” Anything less wouldn’t draw out Akzar’s ruling body.



“Okay,” Glaive said, “since you’ve proven you have some worth as a gladiator, I’ll allow you to challenge one of the other champions first … if you defeat their contenders first. Defeat both, and I’ll declare you champion and allow you to challenge Bonecruncher. How’s that sound?”



“Will you arrange all three fights in a row?” That could work better than I’d planned. I could fight the first two fights, making them drag on while the kobolds and my clone infiltrate the barracks and murder the commanders.



Glaive laughed again. “Feeling confident, are you? I’ll tell you what, I’ll keep Bonecruncher around. He’ll be available …
 if
 you win.”



“Deal,” I said. “Let’s do this now.”



“Why so hasty to die, goblin? I need time to spread the word, to arrange the arena, and take care of the warm-up acts. The challenge will be held tomorrow. An hour before curfew.”



That was cutting it a bit close, but I was planning on getting rid of Akzar’s ruling body in one fell swoop, so that still worked.



“Alright,” I said.



“So which champion are you going to challenge?” the hob asked. “It’s either the Strength or the Magical one.” His eyes twinkled. “The Ranged champion is currently unavailable, it seems.”



I frowned. The arena was heavily tweaked to favor the style of battle chosen. Back when we fought Barbwire, the battleground was full of moving pillars that allowed the fighters to maintain their distance while magical crystals drained spells of their mana. I’d be at a considerable disadvantage in a melee-oriented arena, and a champion wasn’t someone to be trifled with.



“I’ll challenge the Magical champion,” I said. Which meant I’d be facing Terdamesh again; after I defeated his second. It had a sort of poetic justice to it.



Glaive nodded. “I’ll arrange the matches. I’ll send someone tomorrow to pick you up from here. Be ready.”



“I will.”



He grinned. “I’m looking forward to seeing you in a worthy fight. Do not disappoint me.”



“Don’t worry.” I grinned back at him. “It’ll be a show you’ll never forget.”







***







Everything was set and ready to go.



The night before had been full of hectic preparations. I snuck everyone around into place, then I sat back and waited to be summoned.



It didn’t take long. A hob wearing green slaver robes came to collect me from the cathedral.



I didn’t particularly enjoy being marshaled through the streets like a common slave, but I understood Glaive’s caution. I was a wanted person, and this was the best way to transport me in broad daylight to the arena.



<Man, this place still smells of puppet parts,>
 Vic commented casually.



We were back in the small underground waiting room that opened into the arena. My shadow clone was already outside, hiding in the barracks’ shadow, keeping an eye out for my targets.



This time I didn’t have Tenragan at my side to offer advice or explain what I was about to face. But on the other hand, I was much stronger now. I was a whole boss tier and ten levels higher than last time. And I had the complete Dread Totem set to empower my spellcasting. Combined, that made me more than twice as powerful than before. I knew I could take on the Magical champion and his second.



<Don’t get too cocky, Boss,>
 Vic advised.
 <The champion’s levels are capped at 50, which, granted, is below yours, but they’re
 also
 tier 3 bosses, and that’s the important bit. On top of that, these are dedicated fighters. Their whole being orbits around combat effectiveness. While you, well … let’s say you’re more suited to playing around with puppet houses.>



I pressed my lips together.
 I’d say I’ve done pretty well so far, Vic.



<Oh, no doubt about it. You are way beyond the standard template of a goblin Totem, that’s for sure, but remember – a Totem is first and foremost a support role. Your strengths lie in adaptability and your ability to empower your followers. All I’m saying is … don’t get cocky.>



I could see his point. I had a veritable arsenal of spells to hinder enemies or support allies, while my damaging spells were relatively weak compared to a combat-oriented boss monster. So far, I’d compensated for that fact using my wits. My two main offensive weapons were the synergy I’d developed between Freeze and my dagger’s sacrificial ability, and Direball, which I occasionally used in tandem with my spear-staff to explode my enemies’ insides.



Thanks for the reminder,
 I said and meant it.



<No problem, Boss. Ooo, I think you’re up next. Have fun kicking that other puppet’s ass.>



“And now!” Glaive’s magically amplified voice said, “the renegade champion’s own slave, a goblin chief Totem has been caught and delivered to the arena!”



A loud cheer from the crowd followed those words.



Glaive chuckled. “That’s right. Today, justice will be carried out. Since we all know this particular goblin packs quite a punch, the arena’s Magic champion and his second have agreed to step up to … deliver chastisement.”



The crowd exploded with laughter.



I had to give Glaive his due. He knew how to play his crowd into accepting my challenge, even though I was considered nothing more than a slave.



“So without further ado, give a savage roar to the renegade slave. Release the goblin!”



The portcullis connecting my room to the arena started to rise.



Keeping an eye out using my clone, I could still see no sign of the three commanders. Shadow Clone wasn’t meant for prolonged usage during combat. It was meant for explosive force at a prodigious expenditure of mana. Maintaining it drained a small amount of mana, and though it was well within the range of my mana regeneration rate, once I threw spells around my pool was sure to shrink rapidly. Even with my staggering mana pool of 6,000, I’d have to act conservatively.



I stepped into the arena.



I was once again wearing my mithril vest and grasping my Demon Staff. There was not much point in keeping up the charade. I would either win and become Akzar’s ruler or lose and simply slip away. Either way, there was no real personal danger. But everything else – the future of my clan, not to mention my daughter – depended on the outcome of these battles.



The arena itself was different than I’d remembered. The ground was broken, filled with small ramps and sloping platforms. A gentle breeze blew through, breaking on the uneven ground, causing localized dust-devils. The uneven ground would seriously hinder warriors from getting into melee range, and the randomly blowing breezes would similarly impede any physical-ranged weapon. A perfect setup for magical combat. I started casting Direball, covertly summoning the ball of energy into my palm. Concentrating, I condensed the spell then proceeded to feed even more mana into it. It took time, mana, and focus, but I had all three in ample supply.



“And now, please welcome the second strongest mage in Akzar’s arena. Etai the Eternal!”



The crowd roared as a young hob entered from the other side of the arena. Etai the Eternal wore rich robes that seemed to reflect the rays of light. In his hand, he held a staff that ended with four metal prongs that clasped a large yellow gem.



I narrowed my eyes at my opponent.



Analyze.









	

Etai the Eternal, Hob Mage [Boss, tier 1]



Level:
 40



HP:
 634



MP:
 806



Attributes:
 P:6, M:37, S:1



Skills:
 Reflect Magic 47, Mana Dart 18



Traits:
 Boss Boon I (10 MP & 5 HP per level; +1P, +2
 M
 ,
 +
 1S; Spell Conversion)



Resistances:
 Armor 30, Magic 40%



Background:
 Though not a powerful caster in his own right, Etai has made a name for himself by outlasting his opponents.













I snorted. Etai the Eternal was far below me. It was easy to see how he’d reached this high in the arena. His maxed out Reflect Magic skill that allowed him to turn harmful spells back on their casters, coupled with the synergy of his boss’s Spell Conversion ability that allowed him to absorb their mana, made him especially suited for magical combat. It was a good build that would always give him the advantage against other spellcasters of equal or lower power.



Switching my awareness back to my clone for a second revealed the commanders had not yet arrived. Glaive had warned me that might happen. Despite his message to them that I would be challenging Bonecruncher, the daring – but ultimately hopeless – attempt of a mere goblin wouldn’t be worthy of their attention.



Glaive had also said that if that was the case, I had to prove them wrong. I needed not only to win this match but to do so in such a way that proved I could be a worthy challenger to ‘The Champion’ himself.



“Begin!” The arena master’s voice carried over the roar of the crowd.



My opponent turned to face me, a cocky grin on his face. He no doubt considered a goblin to be far beneath him.



Time to prove him wrong.



With the condensed and empowered Direball safely tucked inside my palm, I teleported away. As a sanctioned high priest, I was still allowed to use spatial magic inside the city’s walls. True, beyond Nihilator’s zone of influence, I could only teleport 50 meters, but it was still more than enough for my purpose.



I smirked at my opponent’s astonished expression when I appeared before him. “Reflect this!” Then I palmed his chest, delivering the spell directly into his body.



The powerful spell was made even more powerful by condensing it, concentrating its full explosive power into a small bead. I’d also empowered the spell, pouring in double the amount of required mana to increase its effect. The Epic staff I held in my other hand further increased the power of all my spells by 30 percent, more than enough to compensate for the small handicap of fighting during the daytime.



The poor hob never had a chance.









	

Direball hit Etai the Eternal for 1,834 damage (base 588 X 1.3 staff X 2 condensed X 2 empowered X 0.6 spell resistance).













It was possible to dodge a condensed direball when it flew like a bullet toward a faraway target, but I’d released the spell at point-blank range.



The hob maintained his bewildered expression as his entire chest burst out of his back, creating a hole large enough for me to stick my head through.



I winked at him. “Sorry, but I had to set an example.” I turned around and calmly walked back to the waiting room as the hob’s corpse finally struck the ground.









	

Immortal Killed!



Boss Tier 4 Progression: 4/200













“Did you see that?” Glaive’s voice boomed excitedly over the arena. “The goblin chief has just destroyed Etai the Eternal with a single strike to the chest! What a display! What power! Look out Terdamesh! The current Magical champion might be in for some trouble. Maybe we’ll even get the rare pleasure of seeing a new champion rise and challenge Bonecruncher himself, what do you say?”



The crowd roared its approval.



“Then it’s settled!” Glaive’s voice boomed. “As Akzar’s arena master, I declare that should the goblin triumph over our current Magical champion, he will face the arena’s true and undefeated Champion
 –
 Bonecruncher!”



The crowd went wild.



I returned to the waiting room while goblin slaves hurried into the arena to clean up the remains of poor Etai.



Despite the whole thing being just an elaborate scheme to lure out the city’s leadership, I found myself looking forward to fighting Akzar’s head shaman again. Last time, I’d needed a lot of help from Aidanriel to best him, but things were different now. The goblin in me quivered in anticipation of inflicting pain upon the hated shaman.



During the fight, I had diverted all my attention to the battle. Now that I had some time to rest, I glimpsed back through my shadow clone’s eyes at the barracks’ entrance.



I didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, two squads of elite warriors approached the building, each carrying a different banner. The commanders had arrived.



I glanced at the concealed kobolds, making sure none of the higher-level soldiers would be able to spot them as they passed by.



I needn’t have worried. The commanders and their entourage entered the building none the wiser.



I still had a small problem though. I frowned as I sat waiting and looked at my arms. The empowered Direball had cost a whopping 510 MP to cast. Without the burden of my clone, I’d be able to regenerate that back in under two minutes, but it had already been a few minutes since the fight, and I’d only regenerated half of it back. I had to pace myself going forward. If things got dire, I could always use void crystals to charge up, and by now, I had plenty of high-grade ones, but it would be tricky. The next fight was going to be challenging.



I knew the commanders wouldn’t come out for anything less than a battle between champions. While everyone watched me take on Terdamesh, the commanders would be alone and vulnerable in the barracks. But that also meant I’d be fighting two battles at once. My control over my shadow clone had grown considerably, but dividing my attention between two entirely different settings was going to be taxing. I would have to draw out my battle with Terdamesh to buy my clone and the kobolds enough time to finish the dark deed. On top of that, mana consumption was going to be an issue, and using a void crystal amid all that confusion might not be easy.



Several more minutes passed until the arena was restored to its pristine condition.



“And now,” Glaive spoke again. “The renegade Totem will face his next challenge!”







***







I stood in the center of the arena and carefully examined the Magical champion as he made his appearance.



Terdamesh hadn’t changed much. He was still a level 50, tier 3 boss, and he still looked extremely old. But his magical power was great, and he was able to assume demonic abilities, suffusing his body with unbelievable strength that surpassed what I could achieve using Mana Infusion. I still remembered how he’d kicked the golem off of him, planting Aidanriel deep inside a brick wall. But physical strength wasn’t all he had. Terdamesh could also summon a suffocating cloud, raise magical shields, and summon wraiths. He had earned his place as the Magical champion. And I knew he wouldn’t be caught off-guard by a surprise attack like his second was.



I wasn’t worried, though. I had a new trick or two of my own, and I knew what my foe was capable of. Just to make sure there were no unpleasant surprises, I analyzed the old shaman.









	

Terdamesh, Hobgoblin Champion, Shaman [Boss Tier 3]



Level:
 50



HP:
 1,550



MP:
 2,090



Attributes:
 P:8, M:47, S:0



Skills:
 Demon Calling 57, Runecraft 57, Blight 49, Ward 47, Raging Spirit 40, Unarmed Combat 35



Traits:
 Infernal Eye, Demonic Heritage



Background:
 Terdamesh killed his way to the top of Akzar’s shamans. He often practices demon rituals in his attempts to augment his power. His insatiable hunger for blood and violence led him to begin competing in the arena, where he rose until he became the Magical branch’s champion.













Aside from some of his lowest skills gaining a few levels, he hadn't changed much.



“Now this promises to be an interesting battle!” Glaive announced. “Who will be the victor? A goblin Totem or Akzar’s head shaman?”



The crowd cheered and booed intermittently.



“A difficult question indeed,” Glaive continued. “On one hand, everyone wants to see our beloved shaman win. On the other … if he doesn’t, we’ll be treated to the rare pleasure of watching Bonecruncher obliterate another challenger!”



The crowd cheered at that. Everyone’s eyes were glued on the arena.



Now was my time.



I watched cautiously as Terdamesh began to grow, his body sprouting new muscles and horns erupting from his forehead. His fingers elongated, growing sharp claws at their ends, then noxious fumes emanated from his body, filling up half the arena.



With a shrug, I released a volley of drilling arrows and teleported away to the far side of the arena.



The match for the championship had begun.







***







Back in my shadow clone, I narrowed my eyes and checked my surroundings.



I was still fighting Akzar’s shaman with my physical body, mostly skipping out of his reach whenever he tried to corner me or raising a shield to stop his more direct attack spells. I was stalling for time. And it was working. Almost all of the soldiers in the barracks had left to watch the fight, leaving behind a skeleton crew of guards and the visiting commander’s entourage.



The main door to the barracks was closed, but unlike the buildings in the upper ring, it wasn’t warded. I had no trouble pressing my shadowy body through the cracks to get inside.



One of the two guards on the other side of the door shifted uneasily as I literally passed through him but otherwise seemed unaware of my presence.



I checked my mana bar. It was at 95 percent and draining slowly as I kept using low-cost spells to fend off my opponent in the arena.



Things were going according to plan so far.



I focused on the two guards. They were merely level 10. With a flick of my mind and 80 MP that didn’t make a dent in my mana bar, I froze them both.



Channeling some extra mana into my hand to solidify it, I pushed on the door’s handle to open it for the kobolds. The eight assassins slipped in unnoticed.



Take out the guards,
 I commanded telepathically.



Two of the assassins slit the guards’ throats, their enchanted kukris easily slicing through unprotected hob flesh.



Having their victims automatically paralyzed made the attacks sneak and critical hits. The hobs fell. The kukris’ base critical damage alone was enough to drop them even before the additional 300 percent damage-over-time effect kicked in. I watched with interest as the kukris’ secondary effect manifested, causing darkness to spread out from the torn throats and consume their bodies. In mere moments, the two corpses disappeared, leaving two quickly dissipating pools of darkness.



Unlike my dagger’s effects, the black liquid didn’t transform into void crystals. Still, it spared us the need to dump the bodies someplace.



To my amusement, the guards had dropped some loot, leaving behind the unenchanted spears they were holding as well as some gold coins.



Hide the weapons, take the gold,
 I commanded, and the kobolds were quick to follow my orders.
 Let’s go; maintain stealth.
 I led the way to my right.



The corridor circled the entire structure. I had no idea where the commanders would be staying, though I was sure I’d be able to identify their elite soldiers when I saw them. The important thing right now was to remain hidden. I couldn’t take the risk of someone surprising us from behind. That meant I had to kill every guard we encountered.



My luck was holding; the first floor was lightly guarded. Most of the soldiers had opted to go watch the fight.



Outside, I continued to toy with Terdamesh, teleporting away as he charged his hulking body at me. I made a game out of it, waiting for the last possible moment to make him collide with a wall behind me. He was getting angrier by the second, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before he escalated the fight. I had to hurry.



In my clone form, I continued leading the kobolds farther down the corridor. Teams of two level 10 guards were spread at equal intervals across the first floor. Using the same method as before, I froze them and let my kobolds deliver the killing blow, hiding their dropped gear and collecting the gold. It could have been a good opportunity to rack up some void crystals, but my ceremonial dagger was back with my physical body.



We reached the door Mya had shown me that led into the trainer’s office. The door was unguarded, and upon inspection, I saw the room was empty. It seemed my target was elsewhere inside the barracks.



We’d nearly completed circling the first floor, taking down a dozen hob guards in the process, when we encountered our first challenge.



The next set of two guards along the corridor were stationed within eyesight of a reinforced steel door where two more guards were positioned. We couldn’t take one group down without the other noticing.



I narrowed my eyes. The two teams were a little too far for me to affect all at once. On top of that, the guards by the fortified door were level 20, which made freezing them substantially more costly.



There were several ways I could handle it. I could easily dominate the two lower-level soldiers and send them after the other guards or just force them to stand still while my kobolds took care of the problem. But even though Dominate was less conspicuous than Freeze, it was much more mana-intensive. I checked my mana bar. It was at 90 percent and very slowly dropping. But I was probably going to have to contend with dozens of more guards, so I had to remain efficient with my mana.



The simplest solution was to get all four at the same time.



Get the guards at the door,
 I communicated to my party.



The eight assassins moved stealthily through the gloomy corridor. As they were a few levels higher than their intended target, there was little chance they’d be detected.



NOW
 !



Knives glistened in the darkness as four dark shapes jumped on each of the unsuspecting guards. At the same time, I froze the two soldiers next to me.



One of the assaulted guards managed a stifled death moan as blades cut through and punctured his heart. I realized I’d slightly misjudged the situation. I’d equipped and prepared my assassins well. Two attacks were more than enough to deplete the level 20 guards’ health pools. Four was simply overkill. Both guards collapsed to the ground, their bodies quickly succumbing to the dark ooze.



The kobolds then doubled back and dispatched the two frozen soldiers whose widening eyes were the only reaction they could offer.



Ignoring the piles of loot the kobolds were already in the process of dragging away, I approached to inspect the reinforced door. It was locked but not warded. Nothing a shadow body couldn’t overcome.



I moved through the door’s seams and found myself in a room filled with rows upon rows of weapons, piles of armor, and barrels filled with arrows. It was the barracks armory.



With the first floor cleared, we ascended to the second one.



The next floor was a slightly narrower ring than the first, making it a bit smaller. There were no stationary guards in sight. Instead, a group of three level 20 hobs were making a slow patrol – luckily, walking away from us.



Wait here.
 I broadcast my thoughts and moved ahead. Swimming through the shadows, I completed a full circle of the entire floor in two heartbeats and confirmed my suspicion. The commanders weren’t on this floor. At least, there were no powerful guards next to any of the doors. Instead, I found four groups of soldiers patrolling. I could have simply made it up to the next level, but I once again decided not to take the risk of leaving anyone behind. I had a hunch the commanders were going to be a handful even without reinforcements coming to back them up.



Luckily, all four squads were circling the floor in the same direction, so there was no danger of getting caught between two groups. We waited for the closest squad to reach us, then swooped out of the shadows, silent as death.



The assassins went first while I stayed behind to keep watch and act in case something went wrong.



Two hobs were hit three times and another only twice, but it was enough. All strikes were critical hits. The three hobs dropped like stones without me needing to reveal myself. We left the weapons where they lay and moved back into hiding.



The second patrol group didn’t take long to arrive. As expected, they stopped as soon as they saw the discarded weapons and came in for a closer look.



The assassins jumped at them, easily dispatching all three.



The kobolds stood up, grinning. All eight had gained a level, with Shikasha and Rickss two levels away from hitting 30.



Nice job,
 I complimented them.
 Get ready, the next group is approaching.







***







Back at the arena, Terdamesh had finally had enough of playing tag. The demonic shaman raised both arms and chanted a spell. His form blurred, giving birth to two spectral apparitions that soared out of him toward me. Wraiths.



I raised my shield and sent a volley of drilling arrows at one of the incorporeal monsters. To my surprise, the hovering specter somehow
 dodged
 the spell, then the two were pummeling at my magical barrier, howling as the Expert-ranked spell reflected some of the damage back at them.



Instead of using the momentary distraction to go at me directly, Terdamesh bent down and started drawing lines of power on the ground. Just like last time, he’d turned to Runecraft.



But this time, I was ready. I detonated a single direball on the ground outside of my shield. It blasted both wraiths away and sent ripples across my shield. The high-tiered spell and the subsequent damage to my barrier had drained over 600 MP from my pool, dropping my mana bar to 70 percent, but at least I was clear to counter the shaman’s actions.



I teleported behind him and furiously drew my own runes on the ground. While the shaman was drawing the same inverted confinement enchantment as last time, I drew the normal, improved, version of it around him.



I palmed the center of the schema, pouring in the required 2,700 MP as quickly as I could, just as Terdamesh started powering up his own.



I had drained the lion’s share of my mana, but I beat the annoying shaman to the punch. My rune formation flared up a second before his.



Terdamesh suddenly found himself in the center of two conflicting powers. His enchantment sought to choke and drain the mana from the surrounding environment, while mine established a barrier; a magical prison that prevented anything within it, up to a certain level, from escaping.



I stepped back and grinned as the shaman’s eyes widened in horror. His own enchantment was working against him, forcibly extracting and draining his mana. The draining force was encapsulated within my enchantment, and I was left unharmed.



The old hob fell to his knees, barely maintaining consciousness.



He was mine to toy with.







***







Back at my cloned body, the kobolds attacked the next patrol, but something was wrong. I’d miscalculated, assuming the patrolling hobs were cookie-cutter images of each other. The third soldier, however, was a lieutenant, and as luck had it, was the one targeted by only two assassins, which his health proved just high enough to withstand.



The lieutenant managed to open his mouth and shout once before the kukris’ enchantment kicked in and ate away his remaining health.



“Shadow-crap,” I hissed from two different mouths.



My mana bar had dropped to 25 percent. The remaining 1,500 MP might have sounded like a lot any other time, but I was battling on two different fronts simultaneously. I couldn’t take the risk.



With Terdamesh safely contained, I took the time to pull out two, level 200 void crystals and drained them both. My mana bar instantly shot up to 95 percent.



I turned my cloned body toward the sound of running feet from the corridor as the final patrol group came to investigate. They had to be put down quickly to prevent them from calling for more help.



Disregarding the need to conserve my MP, I froze all three. Luckily, my level – coupled with the 7 percent bonus from my Dread Totem ring – was enough to overwhelm all three. If they were just a few levels higher, I wouldn’t have been able to catch them all.



The kobolds sprang into action without me needing to order them. The frozen hobs were quickly killed and their bodies liquified.



The second floor was clear.



At the arena, Terdamesh howled on the ground as his power was stripped from him by his own enchantment, his demonic visage torn away in flakes of magic while the crowd roared at the spectacle. I took great joy in watching the wretched hob brought to his knees. I still remembered how he had trapped and tormented my clone in his tower. How he had promised to educate me in pain and humiliation. Well, he was getting a taste of his own medicine.



Terdamesh’s demonic form fully regressed as I led my kobolds to the next floor.



The third floor was even more narrow than the second. I made a quick tour around the ring and realized we had finally reached our prize. The floor was guarded by level 30 soldiers, and two of the doors were guarded by level 40, named elites. According to the information I’d gathered, the three commanders were rivals. It made sense for the resident commander to occupy the highest floor while hosting his ‘guests’ on the floors below.



My shadow chuckled maliciously. The commanders’ rivalry only made my job easier.



The patrols on this floor – two groups of three, level 30 soldiers – lazed through the corridor, occasionally stopping to chat. This made timing their arrival harder to predict. They had to be dealt with before we went after the door guards.



With my cloned body leading the way, we snuck across the floor, finding one of the groups leaning against the wall, conveniently out of eyesight of the other guards.



I wanted to take no chances this time.
 Assassins, divide into two groups and take down a guard on my mark. I will take the one in the middle.
 GO
 !



My plan worked flawlessly. I expended roughly a hundred MP to freeze the one in the center, while four kobolds jumped on each of the other two. Kukris flashed in the dim light of the barracks, slitting throats and stabbing vulnerable organs. Each kobold’s base sneak attack easily inflicted more than a hundred points of damage on its own, even before the 300 percent bonus-over-time kicked in. The higher-level guards were instantly slain. Then all eight kobolds turned on the frozen one, reducing him to an oozing pile of darkness.



This was almost too easy.



We continued circling the corridor in stealth, being careful to avoid the elite soldiers guarding the two doors. When we found the other patrol group, I noticed, to my amusement, that one of them had removed his armor and was busily scratching while the three conversed. We repeated the same tactic as before, and all three were quickly dispatched.



Now we only had to deal with the commanders in the two guarded rooms before it was time to ascend to the final floor.







***







Back at the arena, Terdamesh somehow found the energy to push himself off the ground. “You think you’ve won?” he demanded in a crazed voice. Though I hadn’t injured him directly, his nose was bleeding freely.



I shrugged. “No. I’m still not done playing with you.”



“Play?” he roared. “With me? The greatest shaman in all of Akzar?”



Just to get my point across, I launched a volley of drilling arrows at him. The arrows dissipated as soon as they entered the runes.
 Oh, right – the enchantment is still on.



Terdamesh trembled. His nosebleed worsened and blood oozed from his eyes and ears. To my surprise, he was growing once again, despite the draining effect of my runes.



His health plummeted as he continued to grow, and I realized he was using his boss ‘get out of jail’ ability to make a comeback, burning health for mana.



Terdamesh’s body swelled as his health continued to plummet. He was going all-out in a hope to win this with a last, desperate strike.



I couldn’t allow that.



I sighed with regret. I hadn’t intended for the battle to finish already. I dropped the staff into my inventory to free up my hands. Using the power of my armor set, I cast two spells in tandem, manifesting two volatile balls of energy in each of my palms. I kept the mana flowing, making them grow, then bided my time.



As soon as the desperate shaman made his move, he was going to get two overcharged direballs to the face.







***







It was time to assault the first commander.



The door loomed ahead, guarded by two elite soldiers. They were level 40, each protected by enchanted breastplates. They had 450 HP apiece, and I realized four successful sneak attacks against each might not be enough to drop them.



At this point, completing my dark mission quickly was more important than conserving mana. I would’ve used my Dominate ability to subvert one to my side; unfortunately, as named individuals, the two were immune to that effect.



I realized I should have probably kept one of the ‘normal’ level 30 guards alive. They could have been easily dominated and would have served as a useful distraction at that point. On the other hand, my mind was already burdened by fighting two separate battles at the same time, and my mental reserves were running low.



I considered summoning shadow hounds or supplementing the kobolds’ attacks with one of my own, but all those options carried the downside of making noise and alerting my target on the other side of the door. This part of the corridor was pretty well-lit, so I couldn’t risk coating the door with sound-dampening darkness in case the guards would notice. I decided to play it safe and continue using a proven tactic.



All eight on the right one,
 I commanded.
 Go!



The kobolds sprang into action. The guard’s higher level and enchanted armor proved enough of a hindrance to blunt some of the damage, but eight stealth attacks were still eight stealth attacks. The assassins’ curved blades angled through leather straps and gaps in the armor and the collective damage was enough to drop the guard.



I paid a hefty sum of 150 mana to freeze the other hob and watched as my pool drained to 90 percent.



The hob I targeted froze for a second, but to my horror, I felt him fight against my control. I focused my attention on keeping him immobile, but he wasn’t an elite for nothing. The hob managed a single, strangled cry before I could solidify my hold. “Attack!”



The next instant the eight kobolds jumped on his frozen body, their kukris flashing as they stole away his life. But the damage was already done.



The door swung open, and I saw several elite soldiers with weapons drawn standing between us and a hob that was dressed in gilded armor.



We had found the first commander.



I had barely enough time to coat the room’s walls with soundproofing liquid darkness before the soldiers shouted and charged at us.







***







With his giant form easily dwarfing an Ogre, Terdamesh, his health pool down to a third, punched the ground. The heavy strike sent ripples of concussive force, and the ground around him erupted outward, breaking the runic lines that had trapped him.



The shaman was free.



With my attention divided between clone and physical body, I wavered as I launched the two direballs. Despite his grave condition, Terdamesh’s battle form proved uncannily quick, and he dodged the first direball, then the second. Thankfully, I had the presence of mind to use the normal form of the spell rather than the condensed one that required hitting the target directly. The two direballs exploded on the ground, one of them close enough to hit the shaman at the edge of its area of effect. Terdamesh’s health dropped to 25 percent as he spun away before fixing his gaze back on me.



Then the giant charged.



I was out of options. I had just cast two spells in parallel and couldn’t cast another for a few more seconds. I tried to dodge, but the shaman’s empowered body was much stronger and faster than mine. A fist the size of my entire torso hit me square on, throwing me high into the air before I unceremoniously crashed down on the uneven ground.









	

Terdamesh punched you for 235 damage (base 220; armor absorbed 52 damage, +67 fall damage).













I had to peel myself up from the ground. Despite the overwhelming force, my tier 3 boss body could take much more severe abuse, my health bar shrinking by a mere 15 percent.



I was about to retaliate, but the crazed shaman didn’t give me a chance.



Elite hobs charged at shadow me while a gigantic hand grabbed and lifted real me into the air, then another fist came hurtling toward my head, nearly ripping it off.









	

Terdamesh punched you for 388 damage (base 220 X 2 critical hit; armor absorbed 52 damage).













My health dropped to 65 percent, and fury suffused my body as my Blood Rage ability triggered from the mounting damage. “Enough!” I shouted in both voices and released the rage energy in a burst with the force of a battering ram behind it.



The hulking shaman stumbled back, and the hand that grabbed me opened to let me fall. Simultaneously, my clone also unleashed the same attack, sending hob soldiers flying back into the room.



That was unexpected.



I quickly took advantage of the situation. My health hadn’t dropped enough for me to use the staff’s special Castigation ability, but there was more than enough destructive force stored within to handle the gravely injured giant.



I fished my weapon out of my inventory and put a direball straight up the giant’s face. By this time, the shaman’s MP had refilled somewhat, and he was able to quickly conjure a shimmering force that protected him from the worst of the spell. It still detonated, however, and one of the giant’s arms instinctively rose to protect his face. But I’d expected him to do that. Using his momentarily obstructed vision, I teleported behind him and stabbed up with my weapon, sticking him straight in the ass.



He flailed around with a shriek, his health dropping to 20 percent, then our battle commenced anew.







***







Back in the barracks, we were caught off-kilter. I’d managed to keep the soldiers from charging out the door and to stifle the noises of our battle, but we’d lost the advantage of surprise. The soldiers had spotted the assassins, and under their gaze, the kobolds couldn’t retreat into the shadows.



So I did the only logical thing I could think of. I launched a direball straight into the room and slammed the door shut.



A muffled ‘boom’ sounded through the door, despite the dampening darkness.



Enter stealth!
 I commanded.



Only two kobolds managed to do that before the door opened again. Six enraged, level 40 hob warriors ran through the opening, but it seemed like my impromptu attack had done its thing. All six were badly injured, some of them within an inch of their lives. Still, they fearlessly charged on.



And they had a good reason not to fear. Despite our enemies’ severe wounds, the unhidden kobolds didn’t stand a chance. The hobs were a dozen levels higher than them and trained in melee combat. The kobolds tried to parry using their smaller weapons, but the larger hobs bashed through their defenses, inflicting heavy wounds.



From behind his guards, I saw the commander raise a hand. All at once, the six warriors roared, and the speed of their attacks increased.



The first kobold succumbed to an over-the-head chop, his lifeless body hitting the floor with a thud.



Carelessly throwing direballs around had severely strained my mana pool. Each spell cost 255 MP, and my mana reserves were low. But it wasn’t the time to be skimpy.



My clone body could only cast a single spell every few seconds, so I froze one of the hobs in the center, his form preventing some of his comrades from moving and attacking the kobolds. Following my orders, all five unhidden kobolds attacked the frozen hob using his rigid form as a buffer against his comrades. The two stealthed assassins attacked from the shadows, dropping two more of the heavily injured soldiers.



Three soldiers and one commander remained.







***







Terdamesh howled and swung another fist at me. But I was done playing.



I was too physically weak to stop his attack, but my magic was strong. I raised my staff, and a bubble of force appeared around me, intercepting the hit.



Terdamesh cried out in pain as my shield reflected some of the damage, breaking two of his fingers in the process. I used his distraction to stab at him again, shaving off another chunk of his health, dropping him to 15 percent.



He tried to smash me next and bury me under his immense bulk. But I had saved up my second spell for such an attempt and simply teleported out of his way.



I reappeared behind him and stabbed. Ten percent remaining.



The giant was mine.







***







Finally, with a second of reprieve to think, I realized what I needed to do to win.



Channeling my mana out of my cloned body, I called for the surrounding darkness to build up, drowning the dim light with suffocating darkness. The commander and his three remaining soldiers suddenly found themselves fighting blindly, and the seven remaining kobolds automatically gained stealth.







***







“What’s going on?” the commander cried in alarm as darkness descended. Somehow, despite his shouting, his voice sounded muffled. A weak scream came from the darkness, followed by the muted crunch of metal tearing through metal. “Damn you, Darok, did you set me up?” he shouted, his voice barely a whisper.








10 - It’s a Trap!








“Damn you, Darok, did you set me up?” the commander, a level 60, tier 2 boss, cried as I casually approached him. He was effectively blind and completely at my mercy.



“No,” I said.



The commander jumped as my clone’s hollow voice drifted to him from the darkness.



“I set all three of you up.”



A condensed direball hit the commander’s body a moment later, blowing away a third of his respectable health pool of 1,800. Then the seven remaining assassins fell on him.



Normally, the commander would have been a tough opponent, but he wasn’t meant for full-on combat. Like me, his strength was in leading his troops, empowering their martial prowess. With his entourage gone and effectively blindfolded, it was like shooting fish in a barrel.



I found it interesting that despite the assassins’ advantage, the boss’s toughened armor and significantly higher level reduced much of their damage. Attacks that were meant to open a throat became shallow slashes, and strikes to vital organs were unable to reach their target. But it was just a matter of time. The kobold assassins jumped on top of him, slicing and stabbing. As Shadow-Touched creatures, the blackness was no obstacle, allowing them to attack unopposed.



A few seconds later, the kukris’ enchantment came into play, and the minor wounds they inflicted instantly grew, darkness oozing out of them, increasing the damage. With a final death gurgle, the commander fell, leaving his magnificent armor behind.



The kobolds had all gained two levels from the fight, bringing Shikasha and Rickss to level 30. They both unlocked a new skill called ‘Mark,’ which made any target they marked take extra damage. I cast two Heal Followers spells in rapid succession, bringing the seven surviving kobolds back to full health.



Unfortunately, we couldn’t take the commander’s armor with us. It wasn’t epic but it was still magical and valuable. I lamented the need to leave it behind, but none of the kobolds were strong enough to carry it unencumbered, and I needed them to be at their top game for the two remaining commanders.



The downed officer also left behind a pile of coins, making my clan richer by 2,000 gold. And he left one more item.









	

Akzar’s Commander Ring #2



Description:
 A magical ring, part of a set. Complete the set to unlock the full power.













That was interesting. I ordered one of the kobolds to pocket the ring then we swiftly moved on to the next guarded door. I didn’t have much time remaining.







***







“I’ll kill you and eat your bones!” Terdamesh nearly screamed as he heaved, trying to maintain his giant bulk upright.



“That seems highly unlikely,” I said pleasantly to the nearly dead shaman.



“Even if you kill me, I’ll return and hunt you down. There will be no hiding for you – I’ll do everything in my power to end your miserable existence!”



“Like creating goblin-demon hybrids to plague my clan?” I asked, feeling my temper rise. “Like making them rape goblin females to infect them with their abominable spawn? Let me tell you something.” I lowered my voice so only the hob could hear me. “After I kill you, I’m going to kill the leaders of this city and become Akzar’s leader. Then, there’ll be some changes around here. Like a vacancy in the head shaman slot.”



“No!” Terdamesh roared and charged at me, pouring all of his remaining strength into a final, desperate attack. I let loose a direball from my staff, followed closely by my soaring dagger. The giant swerved in his charge and tried to summon a shield. I hit him with a Mana Drain spell, disrupting the casting with a plane of shimmering energy.



An instant later, the direball struck him, tearing huge gashes over his giant body. I could feel Terdamesh’s broken spell’s energies rebound on him, tearing him even further from the inside. My dagger hit an instant later, plunging into the champion’s heart to pluck out his life.



“Drat.” I watched the giant’s form crumple beneath me, his body not turning into a black puddle. “Dead by your own spell backlash. How very rude of you not to wait for my dagger.” I chuckled when a notification popped open. “Oh well, at least I get the credit for killing you.”









	

Immortal Killed!



Boss Tier 4 Progression: 5/200













“Unbelievable!” Glaive’s voice thundered through the roar of the crowd. “The goblin has won! We have a new Magical champion! Look out Bonecruncher, you’re next!”



“Shadow-crap,” I muttered, taking in the torn and devastated arena. This fight was over and the next one was about to start. I had to hurry.







***







As I took out two more void crystals and drained their energy back in the arena, I rushed along with my clone through the third floor’s corridor toward the second commander.



When we came into view of the next guarded door, I saw the level 40 soldiers alert and ready, scanning the area and grabbing their weapons. I guessed some noise had escaped and made it to them, though not enough for them to raise the alarm.



Mark them,
 I ordered Shikasha and Rickss.



The two kobolds complied, and suddenly, vulnerable parts along the two guards’ bodies glistened with an opaque shimmer, marking their vital organs and weak parts of their armor.



I took a moment to inspect one of the kobolds to gauge their current combat capabilities. Fighting and killing higher-level opponents had done wonders to their levels and combat skills. Taking into account the level discrepancy between them and our intended targets, I estimated each stealth attack would do between 80 and 120 damage before the kukris’ second effect kicked in. So on average, four kobolds should inflict 400 points of damage combined. And that assessment didn’t include the bonus from the Mark skill. I couldn’t take the risk of one of the elites breaking away from Freeze again and warning the others, so I was going to take a calculated risk and do it differently this time.



Ricks and Shikasha, you and two others attack the soldier on the left. The other three, on the right.



Putting my two strongest assassins on the same team would guarantee enough damage to eliminate their target. As for the other one, I would use my magic to help ensure the other three assassins a kill. However, as a clone, my spellcasting options were more limited; without my magical gear, I could only cast a single spell every few seconds. Controlling the darkness to blind the guards was too risky; one of them might still be able to open the door and reveal our presence. So I decided to attack instead. My drilling arrows were more damaging than the assassins’ kukris, after all.



The area near the guards wasn’t particularly well-lit, so I took a moment to control the shadows, coating the door with a thin sheet of viscous, noise-dampening darkness just behind the guards’ backs.



Go!



I launched six drilling arrows at the soldier on the right as three kobolds materialized from the shadows and stabbed his marked vulnerable parts. A fraction of a second later, the other four kobolds jumped on their target with darkness-oozing blades.



The plan worked flawlessly. The four kobolds inflicted more than 500 points of damage on their intended target, surpassing my conservative estimation by a quarter. Similarly, my own target’s body was riddled with drilling arrows that inflicted 160 points of damage; coupled with the three kobolds’ attacks, it was more than enough to snuff out his life.



I breathed a little easier. We’d taken out the guards and remained undetected by our intended target behind the door.



I had to hurry, though. In the arena, the goblin slaves were already clearing away the signs of carnage, and the crowd was talking animatedly in anticipation for the battle of champions.



I considered several options on how to best storm the room and decided to go with an already proven tactic with just a few alterations to maximize our chances.



I filtered into the room as a mere shadow. The second commander and seven of his elite guards were sitting, drinking, and laughing around a table laden with food and drink. A fitting last meal.



I channeled my mana, controlling the ambient darkness in the room, forcing it to rise and snuff out the light while also growing viscous to muffle the sound.



As expected, the hobs instantly grew alarmed and rose to their feet, drawing weapons, but they couldn’t see a thing.



I swam back out of the room and stood in front of the entrance. Concentrating briefly, I summoned another direball, empowering it with mana, making it expand rapidly. I nodded to Rickss, who snatched the door open. Then I flung the overcharged ball of destruction through and closed the door.



The detonation was so powerful, we could hear it through the dimming darkness, and dust fell from the ceiling. We opened the door to find all seven soldiers dead. The commander was the only one still standing, his health down to half. The seven kobolds quickly corrected his still-living condition, their kukris, coupled with the Mark skill, making his health gush out like water from a perforated barrel.









	

Dark Mana spell school level increased to 53.













“Thank you, don’t mind if I do,”
 I said, chuckling in my now-familiar hollow voice.



The kobolds had all gained another level; Rickss and Shikasha reaching 31, while the others were at 29.



They collected the dropped gold, making my clan richer by another 1,500. They also collected the slain commander’s ring for me.









	

Akzar’s Commander Ring #3



Description:
 A magical ring, part of a set. Complete the set to unlock the full power.













I was a little disappointed I didn’t gain a level myself, especially since the commanders were all higher level than me, but a glance at my progress bar showed I was well on my way. Another successful fight or two should do the trick.



We hurried up to the fourth and final floor when I heard one of the arena guards call out, “That’s it – they’re bringing Bonecruncher out now to kill that goblin. Let’s inform the commander.”



“Shadow-crap.”



My intended target was about to come out, and my chances for a successful surprise attack were falling rapidly.







***







“Time for the challenge of champions!” Glaive’s voice announced. “Our very own mayor is on his way to witness this fight! Let’s welcome the contender, the goblin Totem who surprised us all with his formidable spells. Our brand-new Magical champion!”



The crowd outside my room erupted into a chorus of boos and insults.



<Looks like the hobgoblin puppets took offense to you blowing apart their favorite doll,>
 Vic observed calmly.
 <I can’t imagine why.>



I exposed my teeth in a snarl at the booing crowd, itching to be let out. I was a clan chief, goddammit. I was strong. Soon, every one of those impudent fools would either join me or die.







***







Back on the barracks’ fourth floor, the commander was leaving his room. He probably had some way of receiving messages from Glaive, because no messengers came running by to call him.



I had only a short window of opportunity to attack with my full, undivided attention. Once the mayor made his appearance, my battle with The Champion would start. I did
 not
 want to have to fight two powerful foes at the same time.



The seven kobolds and I were hiding along the sides of the corridor, which I’d dimmed using my Dark Mana control in anticipation of my target’s approach.



At level 65, Darok was even stronger than the other two commanders, and his entourage of eight was level 45. Four soldiers walked ahead of their leader while the other four brought up the rear.



That was a problem.



From my waiting room in the arena, I suddenly heard the crowd’s chatter hush. I looked through the portcullis and saw a line of pristine-clad soldiers walking up toward a boxed booth.



“Carnage fans,” Glaive announced, “the mayor has just arrived. Time to settle your final wagers, the main event is about to begin!”



There was no more time to waste.



Through my shadow clone’s eyes, I stared at my target closing in. I didn’t have time to whittle down his forces. They weren’t important. The only thing that mattered was killing
 him
 .



Get ready,
 I projected my thoughts to the kobolds.
 Rickss, Shikasha, use Mark on the leader. Everyone, concentrate your attacks on him. On my command.



I waited for the group to reach me and the hidden assassin then I mustered all the mana I could, reached out to the surrounding darkness, and pulled it down to wash over us like a giant tsunami.



The corridor was instantly drenched in darkness.



The soldiers’ reactions were quick and decisive. They drew their weapons and moved to surround their leader. It would have been the perfect opportunity for a direball, but by now, my assassins were inside the blast radius.



Attack!
 I shouted mentally.



Like little reptilian ninjas, the kobolds leaped out of stealth at the commander, aiming at the few shimmering vulnerable areas.



To my horror, the commander danced back half a step just as the assassins revealed themselves. Seven deadly strikes were commuted into normal blows, which canceled out the kukris’ lethal extra effect. The commander brought his sword down on one of the kobolds, instantly killing the much lower-level creature.



I realized with a start that he was somehow able to see through the unnatural magical darkness. He must have had an item that allowed him to do that, completely negating the kobolds’ stealthed bonus. The assassins still drew blood, but none of the hits were critical, only reducing his health by roughly 200 points. A mere scratch for his total health pool of 2,000.



Thankfully, the other guards were still unable to see in the darkness, but they slashed their weapons in defensive patterns. Fighting blindly was something these elite soldiers had trained in.



The portcullis to my waiting room opened up, inviting me out into the arena.



I had a split second to decide my next move. A direball would hit and injure all enemies, but the lower-level kobolds would probably all be killed. I could freeze one soldier, which was also not very useful. None of my other abilities were going to grant me a quick victory.



Instead, I let the kobolds hold out on their own. Rickss and Shikasha dodged the commander’s attacks, looking for an opening. The other assassins darted back to give them room and were engaging the other soldiers, but aside from a casual lucky hit, the soldiers proved way too adept at fending off my followers.



I narrowed my eyes as I studied the commander. I skipped Analyze and simply groped for the information tendrils he gave off while simultaneously opening my mind to sense the mana around me.



There!
 I thought excitedly. The commander was wearing a brooch that granted him magical vision.



I cast Drilling Arrow, launching all six projectiles at the enchanted item.







***







From across the arena, Bonecruncher entered.



The arena had been stripped clear, and nothing stood between The Champion and me other than flat, open ground.



The hulking Ettin was easily over three meters tall. The mouths of his two massive heads were open wide, bellowing roars that nearly drowned the crowd’s noise. The Champion was holding a thick chain with a spiked metal ball in one hand and a massive serrated cleaver in the other. Both weapons exuded a strong aura of magic, and by the way he was holding them, it was clear he knew how to use them.



<
 I wonder if it’s too late for me to put some money on that big puppet,>
 Vic mused.



“Begin!” Glaive roared.



Bonecruncher hurled the chain toward me like a whip. I hurriedly raised my shield, and the chain wrapped around it. I teleported out of the energy bubble just in time. The chain circled the shield twice before the spiked ball at the end slammed into it, easily breaching the barrier and pulverizing the ground where I’d stood a moment before.



Focus!
 I told myself as I controlled my two bodies in two different battles. Even with the so-called ‘mental twin’ that helped me direct two bodies and reduced the strain from my mind, focusing on my next moves was difficult.



I just had to stall the two-headed behemoth a little longer.







***







One by one, the drilling arrows struck all around the pendant, riddling the commander’s body and shaving off nearly 300 HP before the last one hit its intended target directly. The magical device exploded in a shower of sparks and the commander’s confident movements instantly became sluggish. He backed up.



Right into a couple of assassins that were fighting his rear guards.



The advantage was finally back in my hands.



Assassins, switch targets, everyone on the commander,
 I ordered.
 Go!



As one, the remaining six kobolds disengaged from their foes and turned to pounce on the leader. Normally, such a move would have opened them up for a retaliation strike, but all of the hobs were blinded and couldn’t take advantage of the situation.



Six gleaming kukris found the commander’s vulnerable areas, slicing arteries and piercing organs. Darok’s health shrank from 75 percent to 50 percent.



Disengage and stand back!
 I said.



The commander flailed about, hitting two of his men. His bleeding wounds flared as the enchanted dagger’s secondary effect kicked in, eating away his flesh. His health bar plummeted as darkness spread.



Forty percent … 30 percent … 20 percent …



The commander had somehow pulled through the effects of the corrosive darkness. His body burst with energy as the vast amount of damage he’d suffered triggered his boss’s special ability. With a wave of his hand, his soldiers pulled back to form a tight ring of steel and bodies around him, and I could tell their health and resistance had just received a massive boost.



The kobolds had cleared away by now.



I grinned. “Thanks for making it easier.”



“Who the hell are you?” the commander shouted as I cast an overcharged direball.



“Your new boss.” I heaved the sphere of destruction at the tightly packed group. It exploded with a tremendous force that caught all enemies inside the blast radius, sending soldiers flying and turning their gravely injured leader into a storm of minced meat.









	

Immortal Killed!



Boss Tier 4 Progression: 6/200













***







Back in the arena, I dodged another chain swipe then followed through with an additional short-ranged teleport to evade the second attack. A giant cleaver hit the spot where I’d been standing barely a second later in a splatter of green acid.



“It’s about time,” I said with a relieved sigh.



Bonecruncher tilted his heads at my words.



“I wasn’t talking to you,” I said. I dismissed my clone and looked straight at the Ettin. My mana pool was holding steady at 60 percent. “Let’s dance.”







***







The mayor, an elder hob in expensive clothing, leaned out of his booth’s window. “What a marvelous show of unbridled violence, don’t you agree, Broncar?”



The other hob, a muscular giant with pale blue skin that made him look almost like an ice sculpture, didn’t seem impressed. “So far, I’ve seen nothing special. The goblin is adept at evading The Champion’s strikes, but once Bonecruncher gets his hands on him, it will all be over.”



“Oh, come on now, I was told he made quite a show of Terdamesh earlier. Makes me wish I was here to see it.”



“The mayor’s standing is too high to make an appearance at every riff-raff’s brawl,” Broncar said. “Now get back into the booth or you’ll fall over.”



“Take it easy,” his superior said lightly. “What’s the worst that can happen?”



Broncar narrowed his eyes, and his tone became menacing. “I might get tingled.”



The mayor grimaced. “Right. Forgot about that.” He leaned back into his seat. “Let’s just watch the fight.”







***







There!
 I thought excitedly. For a moment, I’d seen a head poking out of the high booth.



Two consecutive teleports put some distance between me and the raging behemoth, placing me just below the booth.



This was my moment to strike.



Bonecruncher charged at me, his heavy feet breaking the ground. I cast Shadow Web straight at his path, sticking him to the ground and halting his momentum. Not wasting the few precious seconds I’d just bought, I instantly cast Direball.



Instead of targeting the Ettin, I turned my back to him and launched the spell straight up at the booth. The crowd gasped and screamed as the ball of destruction soared through the air toward the wooden structure. With the Demon Staff in my hand, the spell was 30 percent more powerful than if cast by my clone – well above what was needed to reduce the target into a pile of smoldering timber.



However, things didn’t play out as I had expected. The direball detonated a meter before impacting the wooden structure, causing a shimmering globe of force to appear around it.



The mayor’s booth was warded.



The crowd’s screaming turned frantic, and they started running away.



“The mayor is under attack!” Glaive’s voice boomed. “Guards, get that goblin!”



Looked like my cordial relationship with the arena master had just taken a dive.



As if summoned by magic, hob warriors appeared from gates around the arena, but Bonecruncher was way ahead of them. The Ettin burst through the Shadow Web, ripping it apart like papier mch, and came barreling right for me. I launched drilling arrows at his face, which he seemed to ignore, then lowered my staff, preparing to meet his attack. I was through running away.



It was time to bring out the big guns.







***







The mayor was running away!



The booth’s door below Lirian banged open, and two goblin servants sprinted out, followed by a richly dressed hob.



That was the moment she had been waiting for.



The goblin princess leapt from the top of the booth she’d been hiding on. Her Outrider sword was a gleaming blackness that seemed to swallow the few remaining rays of light.



The fleeing hob was caught completely off-guard. The sword came down with the goblinette’s entire weight and momentum behind it. The long blade sliced through expensive clothing that offered no protection, cleaving the mayor from shoulder to hip, nearly slicing him apart.



Lirian blinked in amazement at the hob. The wound she’d inflicted disappeared before her eyes.



“That tingled,” a menacing voice said from behind her.



Lirian spun around, bringing her sword up just in time to intercept a heavy punch that still threw her backward. A muscular, blue-skinned hob came out of the booth and cracked his neck. A shallow cut from his shoulder down to his hip was bleeding lightly, though it didn’t seem to bother him.



Broncar eyed the bewildered goblinette. “I hate getting tingled.”







***









	

Warning: Vow breach is imminent.













My eyes widened at the sudden message. Something had gone wrong, and Bonecruncher was seconds from crashing into me.



The booth was located above the outer edge of the spectator area, farther than I could cover in a single teleport. But I had no other choice.



I tried teleporting to a halfway point, but the attempt failed. A second layer of magic wards flared around the arena pit. I couldn’t reach her!



I glanced up at the roaring Ettin who was charging at me with the speed and strength of a locomotive. Then I looked down at the spear in my hand and braced against the ground, ready to receive his charge.



There was only one way I could get through to my daughter to save her.



I lifted the tip of the spear-staff, turning it away from the giant. I dropped my guard and braced myself for the coming blow.



The Champion’s attack sequence was just a haze. A chain wrapped around me, smacking me with the heavy spiked ball just as an acid-oozing cleaver nearly split me open, then my torn body was flattened against the arena wall by hundreds of kilos of Ettin.



<I’ll spare you the gory damage notifications, Boss,>
 Vic’s voice came to me from far away.
 <Just trust me that it was enough to bring you down to zero.>



But I wasn’t paying attention to him; I was already running through the world of shadows that came rushing in.









	

Nihilator’s Sanction triggered.



Due to receiving a fatal amount of damage, you have transformed into a being of shadow for one minute. You are completely undetectable and invulnerable for the duration and may move freely. Once the duration is over, you will return to the material plane, fully healed. Mana regenerates at the normal rate. This ability will not be usable again for the next 24 hours.













The arena wards didn’t extend into the shadow realm. I ignored insubstantial walls and escaping civilians, running up, up toward my daughter. Shadows flowed into me, rapidly restoring my health.



I reached the top just in time.



Lirian was sprawled on the floor. She seemed uninjured, though she groaned as she slowly got to her feet and picked up her sword.



A powerful-looking, blue-skinned hob watched her patiently, allowing her to collect herself. The brute didn’t even bother drawing out his weapon. “Capture or kill?”



“Capture,” a richly dressed hob spat out behind him. “But don’t be too gentle about it, Broncar.”



The hob named Broncar nodded and reached for my daughter with one muscled arm, ignoring her as she swung back her sword.



Lirian brought down Fate Stealer and teleported herself mid-swing, appearing behind the muscled bodyguard and delivering a powerful blow to his back.



I blinked in surprise. I’d seen Lirian kill enemies twice her level with such hits, so I expected the strike to at least cause some heavy damage. Instead, it only shaved off about a hundred HP.



Broncar spun around and grabbed Lirian’s neck, lifting her from the ground. She kicked and teleported away again, this time aiming her sword at the almost bored-looking mayor.



Her sword stopped a centimeter from his neck, held back by the shaft of a spear that emitted frost vapors.



There was no time to lose. Up until now, the bodyguard, a level 120, tier 4 boss, wasn’t taking the fight seriously. But now that he’d drawn his weapon, a mere scratch would be enough to break my vow and spell our doom.



Tendrils of information were woven in weird patterns between the mayor and his bodyguard, strongly hinting that any damage done to the mayor would be muted and transferred to the blue-skinned hob.



My health was only at 50 percent when I forcefully ended the sanction. I stepped out of the shadow realm, already casting my next spell.



“Father!” Lirian exclaimed.



I ignored her cry. I had to remain focused.



I finished the spell and six, level 42 mastiffs rose from the surrounding shadows and pounced on the mayor.



The blue hob’s spear pushed against Lirian’s sword, sending the goblinette hurtling backward. He turned, his weapon a whirlwind of stabs and parries, disintegrating my hounds back into the shadows. A single mastiff managed to bite the mayor’s leg, but the wound simply transferred to Broncar, and a second later, the hound was crushed like the rest.



With all six hounds taken care of, Broncar moved to put himself before the mayor, facing Lirian and me. “Capture both?” he asked calmly.



“No,” the mayor snarled. “Kill them.” He looked straight at me. “This goblin has been a thorn in my side for far too long. It’s time we teach the goblins their rightful place in the world.”



“Right back at you,” I said.



I moved my arm aside, revealing the black bone dagger at my belt, letting it hover into the air.



Broncar eyed the flying dagger, unconcerned. “That isn’t nearly strong enough to kill me.”



“No,” I agreed. “And any damage done to the mayor is transferred to you, I get it.”



To my surprise, the bodyguard grinned at me. “You’re a smart one. You’re almost a challenge. I should thank you for that.”



“You’re welcome.” I nodded at him. “You’re right. The dagger in itself doesn’t do much damage. I usually use it in a combo when I freeze my targets first, but that won’t work on you; you’re a little out of my league.”



The muscular hob smiled. “Would you like to surrender then? I’ll make your death quick if you do.”



“Well …” I said conversationally. “I said I can’t freeze you, but I bet I can freeze him.”



Broncar’s eyes widened in alarm as he realized why I was stalling. While we were talking, I’d maneuvered the dagger to flank the mayor. Thinking my daughter and me to be the greater threat, the bodyguard hadn’t moved to stop the flying weapon. And now it was poised to strike.



I froze the mayor, who was a mere level 30, tier 1 boss. Broncar made a desperate move to intercept my dagger, but the weapon was already soaring forward. It plunged into the mayor’s neck, doing no damage. An instant later, my dagger was in Broncar’s hand, and he had a small bleeding wound in his neck.



The guardian gaped at his employer.



“You see,” I continued pleasantly, “the dagger can’t injure the mayor while you guard him, but lucky for me, it has a nifty effect that automatically triggers when it hits a helpless or immobile target. It looks kind of like this.” I released the frozen hob.



The mayor frowned, raising one hand to his uninjured neck. A blot of darkness remained where the dagger had struck. It grew rapidly, sending black tendrils that spread out like a spiderweb over the hob’s throat, and raced to engulf his head and torso.









	

Akzar’s Mayor sacrificed!



+45 Faith Points















	

Immortal Killed!



Boss Tier 4 Progression: 7/200















	

You have defeated the leaders of Akzar.



You may demolish the town and plunder its riches or take control over it, turning it into a new vassal settlement.



Demolish/Control













Broncar took one unsure step toward me, lifting his spear.



I simply grinned at him and opened my mouth to speak the word. I wanted to savor this moment. “Control.”









	

Capital advancement to Level 5 (City): 66%













The shadows around us spiraled upward into a gigantic hurricane of blackness. The darkness deepened as the hurricane grew even larger, dyeing the streets and the buildings in deep black, infecting everyone around. The spinning maelstrom grew larger, spreading outward, until it encompassed the entire city, leaving behind dark and menacing streets.



Akzar had joined the GreenPiece Clan. This was my city now.



The inner goblin in me purred at the overpowering sense of victory and conquest. I closed my eyes in delight, basking in the warm glow.



I opened them when I heard a single person clapping.



Mya was approaching us, clapping her hands. “Congratulations, Chief.”



“Couldn’t have done it without you.” I grinned at her. “Say, how do you feel about becoming Akzar’s head shaman?”



She returned my grin. “I would be honored, but won’t Terdamesh be pissed off once he respawns?”



“Oh, he won’t be coming back. As a Totem that secured his position by killing his predecessor, you can take my word for it. As the GreenPiece Clan chief, I hereby crown you as Akzar’s new head shaman.”



She bowed her head respectfully. “Thank you, Chief.”



I turned to look at Broncar. The hob stood rigidly in the same spot. His light-blue skin was now patched with darkness. His eyes met mine, and he gave me a curt nod. “Your command, Chief?”



 “We’re going to war.”








Interlude: Ragnar








Sir Lanceington rode his warhorse through the army camp, his eyes calculating as he took in the forces at his disposal. “How many troops do we have so far?”



“Just under 6,000, sir,” said a high-ranking officer riding next to the commander.



The commander frowned as he looked at a couple of barely armored soldiers struggling to raise a tent. “Many seem ill-fitted for the fight ahead. If I was back in Everance … a single elven platoon is worth half of this force.”



“Most of our forces came from
 Storg and Whitebanner, sir, and are battle-tested soldiers. The rest are militiamen from the smaller settlements. A few hundred here, a couple dozen there. The most they’ve had to handle up until now was the occasional snoopy goblin.”



Sir Lanceington nodded. “We’ll need to make sure to use them as a reserve force, then; let the real soldiers carry the brunt of the attack.”



“Yes, sir.”



“What have the scouts discovered so far?”



“The monsters have complete control over the two hamlets, sir.”



The officer’s voice was hesitant, the commander noted. “Tell me what you know.”



“It’s unconfirmed, sir, but it seems that the hamlets’ populations have been …” He winced.



The commander shook his head slowly. “Viciously executed? I’d expected as much.”



“No, sir,” the officer said. “My reports state that they’ve somehow been converted and are now working alongside the monsters. They even show some
 monstrous
 features of their own.”



Sir Lanceington frowned. “That’s impossible.”



“That is why I've been hesitant to relay this information, sir, despite it coming from reliable scouts.”



The riding duo arrived at the command tent and dismounted.



“That is worrying,” the commander admitted, passing the two guards stationed outside as he entered. “But it does not change our plans. How are their fortifications looking?”



“Both towns’ walls have been fortified with a high wooden palisade. Claytown’s marshy surroundings make it a more problematic target to approach. Woodhaven, on the other hand …” The officer approached a table and placed a finger on the map lying on top of it, “… is located close to the Great Northern Forest. The ground there is more stable and our scouts can use the trees for cover to spy on the enemy.”



“In either case, we won’t be able to keep our movements hidden,” the commander mused. “They’ll concentrate their forces if we move the entire army on one hamlet.”



“Yes, sir.”



Sir Lanceington’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Then let us use it to our advantage. How many elites do we have?”



“Two dozen highly experienced knights, sir. Some of Storg and Whitebanner’s finest.”



“Good, let’s send half of them to the other–”



“You can’t come inside!” a gruff voice said from outside.



“Keep that hand to yerself, boy, or you might accidentally lose it,” a growling voice replied.



The commander’s brow creased. “Who’s that outside?”



“It’s that dwarf traveler, sir,” one of the tent’s guards said.



The two men looked at each other and something passed between them.



“Let him in,” the officer said in exasperation.



Ragnar walked into the tent, his thumbs hooked into the sides of his belt. “Some fine boys you got yourself out there. Sweet an’ tender; them beasties will
 love
 ’em.”



The commander crossed his arms. “What do you want?”



“We’ll be attacking them greenskins tomorrow?”



“At first light.”



“Good,” Ragnar grunted. “Them greenies don’t do too good in the light.”



“Was there something specific you wanted?” the officer asked.



“Got a plan on how to do this?”



“
 We
 do,” The officer answered, and both soldiers looked at the dwarf pointedly.



Ragnar only grinned. “Fine, keep yor damn plans for yourself, just make sure to get their temple a-sap.”



“Why?” the commander asked.



Ragnar chuckled. “Looks like yor scouts ain’t much. Them greenskins get lots ‘o power from their temples. Take it ’way from ’em, and you got yerself some weak-ass beasties, ripe for the killin’.”



The commander nodded stiffly. “We will take your recommendation under advisement.”



Ragnar shrugged, his eyes gleaming manically. “Just thought I’d let you bigshots know. I’ll be in there bleedin’ them greenies left and right. Oh, and look out for the chief. That’d be the ugly one with feathers on his skull.”



“Is that all?” the officer asked coolly.



“Just try an’ have some fun, boys. Forecast for tomorrow; it’s gon’ get bloody.” He turned and exited the tent.



“What a head case,” the officer muttered.



 “True, though he did offer interesting observations,” Sir Lanceington said. “Call in the rest of the senior officers. I want us to go over the attack plan one more time. We need to make sure we’re as ready as possible. Tomorrow, we take back our settlements.”








11 - Abomination








Sullivan watched the altar with a slight frown. Some of the other players stood next to him as well as their brand-new goblin general, Savol.



“You sure he said now?” Malkyr asked the army’s strategist.



“That’s what the message said.” Sullivan rubbed his brow tiredly. The invading army seemed to have targeted Woodhaven, and the player had barely slept for the past two days as he oversaw the army’s deployment to defend the hamlet.



“Looks like Big Chief is late again,” Hoshisu said.



“Something’s happening,” Kyth said.



The magical portal that connected the hamlet flared, then a tall goblin wearing a feathered headdress stepped out of the shimmering portal and looked around.



“Oren!” Sullivan said with relief. “Thank god you’re back. Did you accomplish the mission?”



The goblin player smirked. “How does 2,000 new soldiers – from level 10 grunts to level 50 officers – sound?”



Sullivan’s frown turned upside down at the news. “It sounds incredible! Though we’ll still be outnumbered by about a thousand, and we haven’t even accounted for the enemy’s high-level elites.”



To Sullivan’s surprise, Oren’s smile widened, revealing sharp goblin teeth. “Don’t worry, we’ve got a few elites of our own.” He stepped back from the portal as it shimmered again, letting a huge figure through followed by a smaller blue one. “Everyone, say hello to Bonecruncher and Broncar.”







***







I chuckled with satisfaction as the awestruck players took a few steps back from the two-headed Ettin. With the behemoth’s impressive bulk that dwarfed even Rhyno’s, it was easy to overlook Broncar, the blue-skinned, tier 4 boss, who was the more deadly of the two.



Hoshisu was the only one gawking at him rather than at the two-headed giant. “What a hunk!”



I raised a brow and gave the deadly hob another look. I could understand what Hoshisu saw. Broncar was perfectly muscled, and his blue skin made him resemble a marble statue.



<Not to mention,>
 Vic said,
 <all those hob primal features really give him that ‘bad boy’ vibe. Chicks dig that.>



Hoshisu apparently realized what she’d said because she instantly glared at me as if daring me to bring up her blunder.



I wisely decided to address the other players instead. “And that’s not all. Aside from the new soldiers and officers, we’ve also got about two dozen other bosses on our side; shamans, gladiators, and some elite warriors.” Sadly, the three commanders would take several more days to respawn. They would have been invaluable with directing the troops, but I was confident we could make it work without them.



“This … this is great,” Sullivan said. “This completely changes our situation.”



“I’m going to send the entire force through now,” I said. “Then I’ll go back to the valley and work all night on some new golems.”



“Hold on, Chief,” Kyth, the gnomblin, said. “The fight is barely half a day away. We’ll need you fresh and alert for that.”



“I’ll be okay, I’ve fought like this before. Trust me, the new golems will more than make up for it.”



Sullivan nodded. “Make them as high-level as possible. This battle is going to be a lot different than the battle for Novenguard. There, we outnumbered the enemy, but they had superior levels. Here, they outnumber us while the average levels are similar. We’ll need to try to maintain our hold on the walls for as long as possible; make the enemies pay a death toll to even out the odds when we meet them in full battle.” He looked directly at me. “And I have some things I need your direct intervention with. Remember what we talked about?”



“Yep. I’m your special one-man hit squad.”



“Right. Which reminds me – you can only teleport long distances inside your towns, right?”



“Not exactly,” I said. “I can teleport anywhere inside Nihilator’s zone of influence. Since this hamlet only has a simple shrine, the area here extends a few dozen meters around it.”



“That’s not good. Is there any way to extend that?”



“Yes. Upgrading the altar to a Dark Temple should expand the range to a couple of hundred meters. We can extend it even further if we build three shrines around the hamlet.”



Sullivan shook his head. “The enemy’s scouts will locate and destroy any shrines outside our walls. Can you order your goblins to upgrade the altar here?”



“Sure,” I said. “I’ll send Zuban over when I get back to the valley.”



“That would be great. Just don’t forget to come back here an hour before morning. We have a short window of opportunity to prepare a few surprises.”



“Will do.”



A torrent of soldiers spilled out of the portal. I could envision the long lines of soldiers in Akzar, lining up in front of the cathedral to come through.



“I’ll see you later,” I said. I had nine hours to prepare everything. Then it would be time for battle.







***







“Kaedric!” I called out as soon as the dizziness from the long-range teleport had passed.



To my surprise, the mandibled hob didn’t immediately appear. Though I had to give him some slack; he had no way of knowing I’d be teleporting to the middle of the clan at that very moment.



<Your Chamberlain puppet is on its way,>
 Vic said.
 <There are still some leftover notifications from Akzar. Would you like to view them now?>



“Sure.”









	

Level up! You have reached Character Level 60. You have 1 ability point to allocate.















	

Dark Mana spell school level increased to 54.















	

Faith spell school level increased to 39.















	

Soul spell school level increased to 29.















	

Quest Updated: Servants of Darkness



Nihilator has tasked you with converting enough of the world’s population to grant him the raw power he needs to overthrow all other gods. For converting an entire city’s worth of new believers, you’ve been rewarded!



Quest Type:
 Mythic



Progress:
 26,041/5,000,000 (0.5%)



Reward:
 5,000 XP, +200 Faith Points













The XP reward brought me halfway through to the next level, and my FP total had reached 970.



I opened my character sheet and invested the new level-up point into Mental, then took a moment to go over the information in detail.









	

Title
 : Dire Totem



Level
 : 60



Race
 : Goblin



Type:
 Boss III



Religion
 : The Cult of Nihilator



Attributes:



●
 
 Physical 4



●
 
 Mental 68



●
 
 Social 4



Pools & Resistances:



●
 
 Hit Points: 1,765



●
 
 Mana: 6,439



●
 
 Armor: 105



●
 
 Mental Resistance: 60%



●
 
 Lightning Resistance: 20%



●
 
 Magic Resistance: 30%



Skills
 :



●
 
 Lucky Bastard 53 Ⓑ



●
 
 Analyze 115



●
 
 Tracking 18



●
 
 War Party Leader 40



●
 
 Runecraft 71



●
 
 Barter 14 (maxed)



●
 
 Governor 14 (maxed)



Spells
 :



●
 
 Dark Mana 54
 Ⓑ



○
 
 Drilling Arrow



○
 
 Mana Shield



○
 
 Mana Drain



○
 
 Direball



○
 
 Mana Infusion



●
 
 Faith 39



○
 
 Heal Followers



○
 
 Shadow Web



○
 
 Shadow Hound



○
 
 Shadow Teleport



○
 
 Dark Protection



●
 
 Soul 29



○
 
 Blood Wrath



○
 
 Touch of Decrepitude



Traits
 :



●
 
 Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social)



●
 
 Quick Learner +20%



●
 
 Boss Boon III (15 HP & 30 MP per level;
 Nihilator’s Sanction
 ;
 Damage Reflection
 )



●
 
 Soul Companion: Vic



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist)













My character strength was coming along nicely, especially considering Shiva’s new regime of anti-player rules. My mana and health pools soared again. As a boss, those two properties benefited both from the level up and the ability points I’d invested.



I opened the Settlement Interface next and accessed the vassal list. Now that I’d taken over Akzar, my main objective was to organize troop deployments to reinforce my army as soon as possible. I was eager to see how conquering a settlement bigger than mine contributed to my clan.









	

Akzar



●
 
 Daily Energy:
 ~50,000



●
 
 Population:
 ~8,000



●
 
 Daily Resources:
 5 high-grade Viridium, 800 gold, 300 army rations



●
 
 Militia:
 3 battalions (~2,400 soldiers total)



●
 
 Breeder’s Den:
 +4 level for newly summoned combatants













“Holy crap,” I said out loud.



“My lord?” my seneschal’s voice said from behind me. “Is there something wrong?”



I spun to face him. “Kaedric. Nothing wrong –far from it. With Akzar as a vassal, new soldiers we summon from the Breeder’s Den will start as level 10 at the minimum. Not to mention, we get all their energy yield as well.”



Kaedric nodded. “Quite an accomplishment, my lord. Congratulations.”



Vic, what are the squiggly lines next to some of the fields?
 I asked mentally.



<They are called tilde signs, Boss,>
 he replied sarcastically.



I scoffed.
 I know that. I meant, what do they signify?



<Rough numbers. A settlement the size of Akzar sees a lot of shifts in population and levels, so the numbers aren’t as constant as they might appear for smaller settlements.>



I frowned slightly as something else occurred to me. “Compared to its size, it’s a bit weird we get so little resources from them, though I guess the gold yield isn’t bad.”



“Hobgoblin cities are heavily invested in warfare development, my lord,” Kaedric said. “As a result, they have stronger armies but don’t usually produce much beyond their immediate needs. For its size, Akzar’s gold contribution can be considered adequate.”



“I guess that explains it,” I said.



“That said, the high-quality Viridium they provide us is quite valuable, my lord.”



My eyes widened. “You’re right, that’s not the standard Viridium.” I grew excited. “That metal is supposed to be even more susceptible to enchantments than the regular kind.” I’d heard about that type of Viridium before, but it wasn’t available even before the embargo.



“Yes, my lord. In addition, as a rank 3 metal, it may be used to fully renovate the Breeder’s Den.”



“That’s right!” I exclaimed. After considerable effort, I’d been able to help Zuban, my chief constructor, reach the Expert level of his craft and repair the destroyed building. But even then, he was lacking rare materials to fully complete the job. As a result, it incurred a penalty to the levels of summoned hobs. “We’ve gotta make that a priority.” Enchanting could wait. “How much of the stuff do we need to fix the building?”



“With your permission, my lord, I shall summon the chief constructor to answer that.”



I nodded. “On a similar subject, we should be able to import standard Viridium from Akzar again.”



“You are correct, my lord, Viridium is once again available via the Export Office. Shall I handle the requisition?”



“You’re using obsidian for the exchange, right?”



“Correct, my lord, obsidian is the most cost-effective resource for bartering with Akzar. We currently have 4,780 units that, at a five to one ratio, can be used to import enough Viridium to craft 956 spheres.”



“Let’s use 4,000 obsidian then. Keep some reserves in the clan. I’m not sure I can even enchant 800 spheres in one sitting.”



“I’ll take care of it, my lord. I shall deliver the imported metal directly to the Dreamer’s Lodge.”



“Make sure the Azkar is crafting the spheres for us. Also, send 20 to Duladeen. Tell her I need a new core casing as quickly as possible. Ah, here’s Zuban.”I watched him approach. Despite being a worker and not a fighter, at level 40 and clad in mithril armor, my chief constructor cut an impressive figure.



“You called for me, Dire Totem?” Zuban asked.



“Yes. We’re going to receive steady shipments of high-quality Viridium. Kaedric suggested we might be able to use it to completely repair the Breeder’s Den. Is that correct?”



The hob’s eyes shone with excitement. “Yes, yes it is.”



“How many units of metal do we need?”



“Twenty, my lord.”



Kaedric said, “We will have the required amount within four days.”



“Great!” I turned back to Zuban. “I authorize you to rush the building as soon as we have it.”



“Of course, Dire Totem.”



The fully renovated building would add to our strength, but it wouldn’t be ready in time for the coming battle. “One more thing, Zuban. I need the altar in Woodhaven upgraded to a Dark Temple. Send through the required resources, and rush the building as soon as possible.”



Zuban grinned at me. “It is a humbling experience to be able to raise complex architectural projects within moments, Dire Totem. It almost makes me obsolete.”



I shook my head. “Using energy to rush building is just a tool. Without your expertise, all that energy would just be sitting there.”



He bowed his head. “I’m happy to serve. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go carry out your orders at once.”



“Of course,” I said. “I should also get going; I have a lot to take care of on my end.”



“Before you go,” Kaedric said, “might I have a few moments to go over our clan’s affairs?”



I paused to think about it. “Alright. As long as it’s no more than a few moments.”



Kaedric nodded. “I’m pleased to report that after weeks of hard work, the sewers are completed.” I could hear the satisfaction in his voice. “It already attracts small critters, and I expect it won’t be long before various infestations take place.”



“Hold on.” I stared at him. “That’s … a good thing?”



“Indeed, my lord. We have 20 newly born warriors, all level 1. They are far too weak to be sent to the front lines, but they should prove strong enough to scour the sewers. Our clan’s travelers might also wish to train in relative safety.”



I chuckled. “So we’ve basically got our very own mini-dungeon.”



The mandibled hob cocked his head. “My lord?”



“Never mind; traveler’s terminology. What else?”



“Our basic food yield was extremely low of late, given how most of it goes toward the army’s upkeep. In the past four days, we’ve accumulated just short of 300 units of food overall.”



I raised an eyebrow. “You said it
 was
 ?”



“Yes,” he said. “Thanks to the contribution from Akzar, we now have a steady daily yield of 300 units of army rations. Thanks to that, I’ve changed some of our ingredient allocations in favor of increasing our advanced food yield, though we still have a large stock remaining. The clan currently produces 70 units of advanced food each day, and the exquisite food yield is steadily climbing, currently at 110 units per day.”



“That’s pretty good.” I ran some quick calculations in my head. “Hmm, it means we can summon about four new hob lieutenants or two Ogre Mages every day.” Not long ago, that would have been a tremendous amount, but now, with an army of thousands at my command, it was a drop in the bucket.



“The gremlin trader, Yeshlimashu, has requested that a Gremlin’s Guild be constructed in Novenguard and Akzar, my lord,” Kaedric said.



I nodded, recalling that I’d promised to construct gremlin trade guild buildings in my towns. “Sure, let’s do that. As far as I remember, it should increase our revenues from those towns, right?”



“Indeed, my lord, by an additional ten percent. However, you will first need to appoint a new ruler for those settlements. Shall I summon new nobles to handle that?”



“Yes, transport the required resources through the portal and use energy to rush the constructions. I’d say we can afford it.”



“Yes, my lord, our energy reserves are currently in excess of a quarter-million.”



“Great, anything else?”



“With the sewers completed, we need to discuss the next building project.”



“Do you have a suggestion?”



He nodded. “Since space is a limited commodity inside the valley, I believe researching blueprints for building
 upward
 would be prudent, my lord. We should upgrade our lodgings first then add more floors and workspace to the existing workshops.”



I chuckled. Kaedric’s plan sounded like it was going to raise skyscrapers in my humble town. “Do what you think is best.”



“Very well; once the researchers finish the Breeder’s Den upgrade project, I’ll assign them their new tasks.”



“Looking forward to what they come up with,” I said with a smile. “Anything else?”



“No, my lord. The kobold assassins await your presence in the cathedral.”



The reminder instantly extinguished my good mood. I had pushed the issue out of my mind, postponing the need to dwell on it. Now it came crashing back at me.



It was time to pay Nihilator his due.



I choose to walk to the cathedral rather than teleporting directly there. With a heavy heart, I ascended the obsidian stairs that led up to the mountain ledge upon which stood the dark building.



The five surviving kobolds who had accompanied me to Akzar were already waiting, looks of uncertainty and apprehension on their reptilian faces.



In contrast, Kuzai, the demented priest looked positively elated as he eyed the kobolds hungrily. Bek and two other goblin adepts were at his sides. “
 It
 has finally come to repay the master’s blessings.”



“Of course you’d be here,” I grunted in reply.



“This is a glorious day,” the dark priest announced. “Our master shall feast well on the offered souls. Make haste,
 High Priest
 , the master’s patience is waning.”



“Fine.” I gazed up at the five concerned-looking kobolds. “I’m really sorry. You don’t deserve this. I wouldn’t have managed without you. But if I renege on my promise, the entire clan will suffer in return.”



Rickss took a step forward. “We underssstand, Chief,” he said with a hissing voice. “The clan musst come firsst.”



At his beckoning, the other four kobolds followed his steps toward the blood-stained altar.



“I’m afraid that won’t do.” Kuzai’s mirth was palatable. “The deal was for
 all eight
 .”



Inwardly, I heaved a sigh of relief that Lirian wasn’t mentioned, but the meaning behind the demented priest’s words was daunting enough. “You’re not serious.”



Bek looked from Kuzai to me. “Clan brothers give life for clan. They should stay in rest.”



Bek’s confidence had risen considerably. Not long ago, he wouldn’t have dared to speak against the other high priest.



Kuzai let out a burst of evil laughter. “The master
 demands
 his due.”



“Shadow-crap.” I closed my eyes. He was right. Nihilator wasn’t a forgiving deity and wouldn’t settle for half measures. With a mental gesture, I connected to the Cemetery Interface and brought back the three slain kobolds, paying the measly cost of 900 EP.



Shikasha and the other two kobolds materialized out of the air and moved to stand next to their kin. They knew why they’d been brought back, and as their comrades had, they bravely accepted it.



I swallowed hard, put my hand on the hilt of my sacrificial dagger, and moved toward them.



“Wait.” Shikasha stepped forward. To my surprise, instead of objecting or trying to talk me out of it, the small reptilian man held up his palm, displaying a small ring. “The lasst commander dropped it. I picked it up jusst before you ordered uss to retreat, but the other ssoldiers got me before I could esscape.”



My hand trembled as I took the ring from him and dropped it into my inventory without inspecting it. Even when he was about to die by my hand, the kobold was still loyal to me. “Lie on the altar,” I said, my voice cracking.



Shikasha did as he was told, quietly climbing on top of the blood-stained altar. I approached him, my trembling hand holding the dagger high in the air.



Kuzai’s eyes were alight with zeal. “Do it.”



“Do it,” the two goblin adepts repeated.



Bek didn’t speak, he only lowered his head.



I looked at the kobold lying before me, his chest exposed for the dagger to pluck his life.



“Do it!” Kuzai’s voice lashed at me like a whip.



I lowered my hand.



I couldn’t do it. It was one thing to sacrifice nameless, unthinking automatons, but quite a different matter to kill those I knew, who’d fought alongside me. They had a name and a will of their own; they deserved better than that. Every molecule in my body screamed against the travesty of it, and I realized something profound about myself. I was a monster, yes. I’d accepted an ancient, evil creature as my god and committed horrendous acts in his name, yes. But there was a line I refused to cross. Even the feral side of me agreed. Blood and clan spoke louder than words.



I stepped away from the altar. “No. There must be another way. We can–”



“Weak-hearted fool,” Kuzai spat. The demented priest teleported, appearing next to the altar, and sank his sacrificial dagger into the kobold’s heart.



I froze in my place, hardly believing my eyes.



An ethereal form flew out of the kobold’s corpse, shrieking and howling in unearthly agony. But Kuzai didn’t stop there. With a gleeful chuckle, he teleported next to the other seven kobolds, killing them one by one with a single strike to the heart. None of them offered any resistance.



It was over so quickly I barely had time to process what was happening. The dead kobold souls soared into the air and joined the first one, howling as they circled the altar.



“No!” I shouted. I reinforced my body with mana and tackled the smirking dwarf, flinging him across the cathedral’s floor. I was shaking with rage as Kuzai rose to his feet, brushing off his robes. “You evil bastard!”



The priest glanced at the tormented souls, and his lips pulled back, revealing his needle-sharp teeth. “It is done. Our master has received his due.”



“No,” I said again. “I’m the high priest, it was my call to make. You crossed a line.” With a flick of my hand, Shadow Webs formed around Kuzai, binding him in place.



The demented dwarf snorted and, with a rush of his mana, simply walked out of the dark substance. “You are a fool,” he hissed. “Too soft-hearted to be our masters’ head priest. I did what had to be done. What you consented to do. Your precious clan would have been finished had I not.”



I gritted my teeth, resisting an urge to throw a direball into his smug face. “It was not your call to make.”



The tormented souls continued to howl as small motes flaked off their translucent bodies and were sucked into the altar.



“Yes, it was your call,” he agreed. “And you chose to stand there and let me harvest their souls. You could have stopped me if you really wanted to, but you didn’t.”



I stared at him. There was a grain of truth in his words. Some deep part of me was relieved the choice had been taken out of my hands. But that was only a small part of the reason I let Kuzai kill those kobolds. Had he given me more time to think, I would’ve stopped him. “I’m going to make you pay for it.”



His maniacal grin only widened, and he gestured at the hovering, shrieking specters. “All pain and grief are a delicacy to the master. Do your worst, High Priest.”



I stormed out of the cathedral, not trusting myself to answer.



<I get that you don’t want to hear it right now,>
 Vic said,
 <but that bald puppet saved your ass. Nihilator wasn’t about to ignore you skipping out of your deal. Your debt is paid now.>



You’re right, I don’t want to hear it right now,
 I snapped.



I took out the ring Shikasha gave me, trying to distract myself from thinking of what had just happened.









	

Akzar’s Commander Ring #1



Description:
 A magical ring, part of a set. Complete the set to unlock the full power.













I drew out the other two rings and, one by one, slipped them on the same finger. The rings twisted and meshed together, forming a single whole band.









	

Akzar’s Overlord Ring



Description:
 The seal of Akzar’s army overlord. Allows the owner to communicate telepathically with any of Akzar’s forces, know their exact position, and bolster their fighting ability.



Type:
 Ring [finger]



Rank:
 Rare



Effect I:
 Telepathy and situational awareness of all forces.



Effect II:
 +5% to damage and defense for all soldiers.













The Earring of the Warlord I was wearing already conferred the ability to send telepathic messages to my troops. Still, it was a nice ring, but it would be put to best use in the hands of my general.



<Cheer up, Boss. Those kobolds will all live happily ever after in puppet heaven,>
 Vic said.



Nihilator just devoured their souls,
 I said darkly.



<Well, yeah, there’s that …but come on, they’re just puppets.>



Do we need to repeat the conversation I had with Ordiel when he tried the same tactic to console me of Bob’s death?



<Uhm … I’d rather not. Gloom away, Boss.>



Thank you,
 I said dryly.



<Why don’t you go start enchanting? You’ve still got a ton of work ahead of you. Nothing like keeping busy to soothe an aching heart.>



I snorted in annoyance, but he had a point. I still had responsibilities I couldn’t ignore.



I teleported into the Dreamer’s Lodge and stood there, staring in dismay at the huge pile of Viridium spheres that waited for me. Even with the presence of the Enchanter’s Gem that allowed me to duplicate an enchantment ten times, I was still looking at hours of work ahead of me.



“Better get started,” I sighed and got to work.







***







Hours later, I wiped the sweat off my forehead as I finished enchanting the last golem bead and turned my attention to the Viridium casing Duladeen had delivered.



I had a serious obstacle ahead of me. I’d assigned about 150 of the beads for Aidanriel to replenish himself and have some spares, which left me about 600 beads to use for a new golem. The problem was that, outside of using a VI, I had no way of transforming a golem into a conscious being. I could always ‘steer’ it myself using Dark Mana, but it would not be nearly as efficient, and the concentration required would prevent me from using my abilities in combat.



<Why not just use your shadow clone to steer the pink metal puppet?>
 Vic suggested.



That’s not a bad idea
 , I admitted. I could
 infuse
 my clone into the golem body, effectively making it into an extension of my own body. And since I was going to power the core with a powerful void crystal, I wouldn’t even have to spend any of my mana to maintain it.



But I hesitated. Operating a high-level golem was undoubtedly more combat-effective than keeping my clone around, but even with the game’s ‘autopilot’ aid, that was still going to be distracting. I wanted to somehow man the golem while keeping my clone free.



Vic sent me a mental shrug.
 <Well, you can also make one of your adepts pilot that thing. They all have lesser versions of your Dark Mana skill.>



I brightened up. Vic was right; the adepts, and Kuzai especially, were proficient at manipulating darkness-based energies. I grinned as a fitting punishment for the demented priest began forming in my mind.



Vic chuckled.
 <Oh, there’s that vacant-eyed expression I’ve missed so much. You just came up with a brilliant but probably borderline life-threatening idea, didn’t you, Boss?>



Oh yeah.
 I felt some of the pressure on my conscience lifting. I checked the internal game clock. There were still a couple of hours until I had to return to Woodhaven. Plenty of time.



I grabbed the Viridium casing and started enchanting.







***







“It
 has returned,” Kuzai said in greeting.



The kobold souls still shrieked as they circled the altar, their ethereal forms slowly being eaten away.



And the demented priest still looked smug at the stunt he had pulled on me. He glanced at the goblin-sized Viridium sphere I’d teleported along with me. “What is that?”



“That is a golem core,” I answered pleasantly.



The dwarf snorted. “Another soulless creation? At least it can reap lives for the glory of our master.”



“Oh, it’s not complete yet; it still needs a conscious will to guide it, and what do you know … I just realized a priest of darkness makes an excellent candidate for the job. How would you like to spend the rest of your life as … how did you put it … ‘a soulless being?’
 ”



Kuzai took a step backward. “You wouldn’t dare.”



I dropped my carefree attitude and scowled at him. “I’m the head priest, remember? I call the shots around here, and now it’s time to teach you a lesson.” I reached into my inventory and drew out an especially large void crystal. A level 20,000 one I’d gained the first time I killed Terdamesh, Akzar’s ex-head shaman.



Kuzai took another step back and growled, “You can’t do this. I’m the master’s faithful servant.”



“I will do what I want,” I snapped. “And I want you to pay for what you’ve done.”



I directed the full force of my will at the demented dwarf. Dark mana clashed with dark mana as he struggled to fend off the intrusion. But it was no competition. I had a whole boss tier over him, deeper mana reserves, and my Dark Mana skill was higher. Kuzai dropped to his knees, his hands grabbing the sides of his head as darkness leaked out of his mouth and nostrils.



I raised the void crystal and pointed it at his prone figure. “Observe. I don’t want you to miss a thing.”



Kuzai stared at me helplessly then his eyes bulged as I abruptly turned my hand to the altar. “No!”



I directed my will toward the soaring kobold souls, inviting them to find shelter within the gem I was holding. With my will pressing down on his, Kuzai had no hope to thwart my actions. The shrieking souls flew toward me and disappeared with a flash inside the powerful crystal.



I relaxed my will, and Kuzai stumbled back to his feet, his gray face paled to pearly white. “You dare deny the master’s tribute?”



I held up the void crystal that was quickly changing into a round soul gem as swirling light became visible within. Kuzai was shaking with impotent rage, staring at the escaped souls in my hand. “I bet you wish you could have stopped me, right? Well, you had your chance, but you didn’t fight hard enough.”



“The master will make you pay for this insolence!” he spat.



I chuckled. “Oh no, my debt with Nihilator is settled. I know the ancient dude well enough to know he won’t be looking for me. I’m the high priest, I take what I want. It’s
 your
 sacrifice that was snatched away. It was
 you
 who failed to appease him.”



The priest’s eyes widened in horror, and the feral goblin in me purred at the anguish and fear reflected in those eyes.



<That’s was truly inspiring, Boss,>
 Vic said admiringly.
 <DTTV ratings are skyrocketing right now.>



Thanks.



I could feel the information tendrils that saturated the cathedral turn and twist around the demented dwarf, pronouncing our dark deity’s displeasure. Kuzai was in for some bad days ahead.



“Now if you’ll excuse me,” I said with a smile, “I have a golem to complete.”







***







I teleported back into the Dreamer’s Lodge, placing the newly minted golem core in the center of the pile of enchanted beads.



I refocused my thoughts toward the swirling consciousness inside the core.
 Reach out, feel the beads around you. They are part of you now. Claim them.



The round core wobbled, then a single bead rolled over and attached itself to the core.



Good, keep going,
 I said encouragingly.



One by one, then a dozen at a time, more beads rolled toward the core, crawling over it, coating it in a layer that grew thicker by the second. A humanoid torso made of beads grew out of the mass, then another one, then another.



“We are Swarm!” the metallic figures shrieked. “We hunger!”



I took a step back as eight torsos emerged from the pile. Bead-made arms flailed around while heads composed of rotating spheres wailed.



<That’s one freaky pile of balls,>
 Vic said, and I could feel him wincing.
 <On second thought, I take that back. That’s not nearly funny enough. I’ll work on a better comeback.>



You do that,
 I said distractedly to my unruly VI companion. I redirected my thoughts to the howling golem.
 Settle down, it’s alright.



Without warning, a giant tentacle formed at the base of the mass and swatted at me. My health bar plummeted by a quarter, and I found myself hurled away, impacting the wall with a force strong enough to send cracks through the tough obsidian. Several more tentacles formed and launched at me like thrown spears.



I fought down the pain long enough to raise one hand and exert my influence. “Stop!”



The flailing limbs froze in midair, quivering as they fought against me, and angrily wailed in my mind, <
 We are Swarm
 .
 We hunger.>



I swallowed hard as I stared at the flailing monstrosity I’d created. “Vic?”



<You want the good news or the bad news first, Boss?>



Give me the bad.



<You’ve created this creature from the tormented souls of wrongly murdered creatures. Their consciousness has been warped; all they care about is spreading death and misery.>



“Shadow-crap,” I muttered. “What’s the good news?”



<They’re no longer in pain. And one could argue that having a wretched, anger-fueled existence is better than having none at all.>



I had to accept that. Rickss, Shikasha, and the rest of the kobolds had served me well. I looked at the hulking monstrosity of metal they’d become. “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” I said, still maintaining my hold on the flailing limbs. “I will try to make your existence tolerable. If spreading death and destruction is what you seek, then I’ll give it to you. Follow my commands,” I said with a mental surge of dominance, “and I’ll give you war.”



The tentacles slowly retracted while the eight torsos continually grew in and out of the golem’s mass. “We ….” the golem said in multiple, shrieking, voices, “… obey, master.”



I drew back my will and watched the morphing abomination. The golem had seemed to stop trying to kill me, but it writhed around in agitation, looking for
 something
 to kill. I could feel the bottomless need it had to deal death and destruction as if it was a tangible thing.



Analyze.









	

Swarm, Viridium Golem Abomination [Runecrafted]



Level:
 75 – 300 [fluctuating,600 total]



HP:
 7,500



Attributes:
 P:600



Skills:
 Multi-Slam 75 – 310



Traits:
 Golem (mind immunity, nonliving, +25% HP), Metal Body (Viridium, ignore 20 damage), Hurl, Siege, Storage: 3,000 kg



Resistances
 : Armor 375 – 1,500, Magic 50%, Fire 96%, Sonic 96%



Core:
 Base level: 6. Mana capacitor: 200,000/200,000. Mana regeneration: 2 MP per second.



Description
 : A unique masterpiece melding enchantment with spirit essence. The golem’s core serves as the central control unit as well as its power source. This core has been infused with eight tormented spirits. The poor creatures’ psyches have been partially fused into a single consciousness, though they constantly contest each other for control of more beads, resulting in instability and shifts in the golem’s battle effectiveness. While several minds are in control at the same time, the golem is considered to have multiple levels at once, ranging from several, level 75 beings, to two, level 300.



Each sphere connected with the core adds: 1 level, 1 Physical, 5 Armor, 5 kg of storage



The golem’s martial skill is always set at its max cap.













<Well, what do you know?>
 Vic said.
 <Turns out there’s a downside to sticking several tormented minds together into an engine of war. Who would’ve guessed?>



The description explained why some of Swarm’s scores had a range. The values constantly shifted depending on how many spheres each spirit was controlling at any given time. Despite the unexpected result, Swarm was still an extremely powerful creature. I felt my lips peel back in a feral grin. This thing was going to fuel my enemies’ nightmares.



 I reached out and patted a quivering limb. “Let’s go. It’s time to find you a meal.”








12 - Into the Breach








The shifting metal abomination drew the gazes of everyone around as I led it through the valley.



“Father!” Lirian came running toward me. She glanced briefly at the hulking monstrosity before looking back at me. “Is it time yet?”



I hadn’t had a chance to talk with Lirian about our adventure in Akzar, and I did a double-take when I noticed her level had spiraled up to 30. “Almost,” I said, examining her closely. “How is your mother?”



Lirian winced. “Hunting. We didn’t have much time together. She asked to see us both before we left. She’s waiting for us by the river.”



That was cutting it a bit close. Sullivan had specifically requested I arrive at the staging area an hour in advance. “Go to the cathedral and wait for me there,” I said to Swarm. “Don’t hurt anyone.”



“Yes, master,” Swarm’s multitude of voices answered. The abomination turned toward the elevated structure, his limbs sprouting sporadically in the general direction and moving him along in jarring, uneven bursts.



I turned my mind toward the information tendrils saturating my clan and located Tika. My spouse was outside the valley at the very edge of Nihilator’s zone of influence. I offered Lirian my hand and teleported us both over to her.



Tika was waiting for us between the trees, wearing her usual leather huntress outfit. She smiled when she saw us appear out of thin air. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t come.”



“Not a chance of that.” I took her in my arms. The faint, pleasant fragrance of her hair reminded me of simpler times and took some of the burden off my heart.



I stepped back and the two women embraced each other briefly.



“I’ve brought us something to eat,” Tika said, holding up a leather satchel. “Let’s go to the river.”



We walked outside the zone of darkness and onto the river bend where we’d camped before. I realized I was famished when Tika handed me a fish-flakes sandwich, a recipe I hadn’t sampled before. With all the pressure to get ready for the coming war, I’d forgotten to eat.



The food was delicious, as usual. After eating, Tika spread out a few oddly shaped bones on the ground and taught us how to play a goblin game of dexterity. It involved a lot of finger deftness and catching each other off-guard. We laughed as we played, and Lirian soon won all the bones. Tika and I looked at our daughter with pride. It felt good. Like a normal family.



Sitting with my two girls, relaxing and enjoying ourselves, reminded me of what I was fighting for. This was for them as well as for the players – a world where monsters could live and thrive without constantly being hunted by the so-called ‘civilized races.’



Tika smiled at Lirian and me. “I miss you. You two are always out of the valley, going on adventures.”



“We miss you too,” my daughter answered for both of us.



The huntress sighed. “I worry about you both. Sometimes I wish we could all just live out here in peace forever.”



“I feel the same,” I said, my emotions welling up at her words. I put one arm around Lirian’s shoulders and another around Tika’s. “But you don’t need to worry; we take care of each other.”



Lirian leaned into me. “I want to make you proud of me.”



“I am proud of you,” Tika and I answered in unison. We looked at each other and chuckled.



The huntress let out a soft laugh. “You two are so much alike. How can I not be proud? Just promise me you’ll be careful.”



“We will,” I said.



“And Lirian, make sure to watch over your father. He tends to forget about some things when he gets all worked up. Small things like sleeping, eating, visiting his spouse.”



Lirian nodded gravely. “I will, Mother.”



We finished our small meal and hugged each other for long moments before parting. Then Lirian and I returned to the cathedral. I beckoned Swarm to follow, and we stepped through the portal.







***







“Thank god you’re here.” I nearly walked into Sullivan who was standing just outside the portal. The player looked at me anxiously. “Cutting it a little close, aren’t we? I was just about to message you.”



There was no need to ask what he was worried about. The local temple was built on an elevation, so I could see over the palisade my soldiers had erected.



Thousands of enemy soldiers were advancing toward us. The hamlet itself was packed full of our troops stationed along the palisade. Hobs stood in disciplined rows, while clusters of Ogres were bouncing impatiently for the coming violence.



“Yeah, it’s going to be pretty even-sided,” Sullivan said, following my gaze. “I think we stand a good chance, but I’m worried about their knights and whatever surprises they might be hiding from us.”



The enemy had the advantage of numbers on us, but not overwhelmingly so. Good strategy and preparation would go a long way to evening up the odds.



“Don’t worry.” I turned back toward the portal. “We have our own surprises.”



A flailing, beaded tentacle burst out of the shimmering rift, then its tip morphed, growing a shrieking torso. More limbs burst through, then the golem’s main bulk appeared.



“Holy bananas!” Sullivan moved back. “What the hell is that?”



“Kill …” the monstrosity said through multiple heads that kept on shifting. “Smash, tear, rend …”



Several nearby players turned, gasping at the abomination.



I grinned at the flabbergasted players. “Sullivan, meet Swarm. His people skills aren’t all that great, but his people-ending skills should come in handy.”



“Level 280?” Sullivan gasped as he examined the monster. Then he frowned. “Wait … now it’s listed as level 172, and now 92?”



“Swarm is …” I searched for the right word, “… convoluted. But I’m pretty sure he’ll come in handy.”



The strategist frowned. “Somehow I don’t think we can rely on him to follow specific orders.”



“No,” I agreed. “I think Swarm would be best utilized by just pointing him in the general direction. He barely listens to me as it is. But don’t worry,” I added merrily when I saw the player’s downcast expression, “we already have others for that; Bonecruncher, Broncar, and a couple dozen other bosses at our disposal.”



Sullivan grinned. “I can work with that.”



“Chief!” a woman’s voice shouted. A moment later, Hoshisu appeared with Savol close behind. The player stopped when she reached us, her eyes wide as she inspected Swarm. “I’ve got some bad news.”



“What is it?” Sullivan asked.



“Catapults,” the white-haired woman said shortly. “They’re assembling four of them right now. Theirs are bigger than ours and well outside of bow range.”



“Damn,” Sullivan muttered. “They’ll reduce our wooden walls to splinters with a few hits.”



“Savol does not think they want to fight wall,” the goblin general said. “Savol thinks they fire on army inside.” He looked at Lirian as if seeking her approval. The goblinette gave him a slight nod, and he instantly seemed more at ease.



Sullivan grimaced. “He’s right. I hadn’t accounted for siege weapons. We’re too tightly packed in here; a few well-placed shots could easily kill a lot of soldiers. And if we retreat, they’ll just tear down the walls, their army will march in, and we’ll lose our advantage.”



“Then what can we do?” I asked.



“That’s why I asked you to arrive in advance. I can handle their soldiers in a conventional confrontation, but I need you out there to eliminate the big threats and level up the playing field.”



“I remember; your one-man hit squad. Tell me what you need me to do.”



“These catapults are well behind the enemy line,” Sullivan said. “We can lose half of our army just trying to get to them. You need to take them down.”



“You don’t ask for small things, do you?” I frowned. Despite expanding the zone of influence by upgrading the local altar into a Dark Temple, the outer edge only reached halfway to the enemy’s siege engines. The entire area was crawling with their soldiers. There was no way I could fight my way through alone, and there was no point in throwing our elite’s lives away just to carve me a path.



I considered using a shadow clone to rush straight through the enemy lines, but I dismissed that idea. Maintaining my clone in full daylight would be difficult; the strain on my mana would be extreme, and the clone would become weaker the farther away it got. Even if I reached the catapult, I might not be strong enough to take them down, and it would be impossible to hide the presence of a shadow creature under the sun. A few well-placed spells would be enough to tear it apart. In short, the clone was not the answer.



“So, can you do it?” Sullivan pressed.



“Yeah,” I admitted. “But it means using my once per day ‘don’t die’ ability. I’d rather save that for emergencies.”



“This is an emergency.”



“You’re right. I’ll do it.” I looked down at the goblin next to me. “Here, General, this should be useful to you.” I handed him Akzar’s Overlord Ring.



The purple-caped goblin stared at the magical band in amazement and slipped it onto his finger. He closed his eyes and nodded. “Savol can speak to soldiers now.”



“Good.” I squinted as the first rays of the sun appeared on the horizon. That was going to be a hindrance.



“Yeah,” Sullivan said. “Daylight is happening. That’s going to cut back our strength. Any chance you can summon the same perpetual darkness you’ve got going in Goblin’s Gorge?”



I brought up the Dark Temple Interface. I had 970 out of the required 1,000 FP. “Not right now,” I said. “But soon. I need to sacrifice some enemies first. But that’s a good idea. Aside from the darkness, it also debuffs enemies.”



“Then I’m going to make it your next priority after taking care of those catapults. No shortage of enemies around to sacrifice.”



I grinned at him. “You got it.”



Lirian stepped forward. “I want to join you.”



“Not right now,” I told her. “I’m literally going to throw my life away. But don’t worry, there will soon be plenty of enemies to fight.” I smirked. “Besides, I need you to stay here, in case I run into too much trouble. I mean, who’s better to bail me out?”



She considered my words with a serious expression then nodded reluctantly. “Yes, Father.”



Despite the gravity of the situation, I felt my excitement mounting. The battle was about to begin. This was not just another desperate struggle against overwhelming odds. We had prepared for this for a long time. Our soldiers were well-trained and well-equipped. Despite the odds, we were ready for this.



“They’re coming!” someone shouted from the direction of the walls.







***







Sir Lanceington narrowed his eyes as he examined the monsters’ fortifications. The enemy had raised a thick palisade, but it was made mostly of wood. And wood burned. “How are those catapults coming along?”



“They should be ready to fire in ten minutes, sir,” an officer said.



“Good. Start advancing our forces. I want a tight formation outside of bow range. They need to be ready to charge. Once we bombard their forces, they’ll be clear to approach and take out the stragglers.”



“Now that’s gonna be a mistake,” the dwarven player said as he approached. “You’re leaving them big-ass slingshots o’ yors just sittin’ there, ripe for tha’ takin’.”



“We have a full squad guarding each one,” an officer objected. “We don’t need the opinion of a goddamn traveler.”



“They’ll rip through yor soldiers like rotten cabbage,” Ragnar growled in response. “I know them beasties; they like sneaking ’round.”



Sir Lanceington gave the player a piercing look. Ragnar folded his arms and didn’t waver. “Very well,” the commander said and turned to the officer. “Double the guards on the catapults.”



“Ain’t enough,” Ragnar said. “You should put them fancy-ass knights of yors there,” Ragnar said.



The commander shook his head. “Our scouts have reported several high-level elites among the enemy numbers. The knights are needed to hunt them down.”



“Fuckin’ NPCs,” Ragnar said. “I already been telling ya’, you ain’t fight’n no simple monsters – those are travelers leadin’ them.”



“We can handle you travelers,” the officer spat in disgust. “If it was up to me you’d be thrown–”



“Lieutenant!” Sir Lanceington snapped. “That is enough.” He turned to the dwarf. “You’re free to join the protective detail if you choose, or the front lines. I leave the choice to you. But whatever you decide, be ready. We’re about to begin.”







***







I climbed to the top of the palisade and watched the enemy advance. Thousands of soldiers approached, closing ranks some distance away from the walls. They formed a tight line that was easily a hundred meters wide. Farther behind them, I could see the four catapults being assembled. The frame was already completed, and the engineers were assembling the launching arm. I had to act now before they could finish.



I zeroed in on the farthest spot I could teleport to. It would put me toward the back end of the enemy line. I was in for a fight. I took a moment to charge my staff with three Direballs then activated Mana Infusion, compressing the force into my legs. I gripped my Demon Staff tightly, took a deep breath, and teleported away. I reappeared a moment later in the thick of the enemy lines, not far from the back edge.



The nearest soldiers gasped when they saw me. Their weapons were drawn and they moved to strike, but I was already in motion. I pointed my staff at the back of their line and let out a Direball. The detonation instantly killed a handful of soldiers and injured at least a dozen more, opening a clearing halfway to the exit. I barged through the gap, kicking off my mana-enhanced legs in a burst of speed.



The enemy soldiers were alert now and quickly closed in on me. I tried teleporting ahead, but outside the zone of influence and under direct sunlight, the spell didn’t find enough shadows to let me through. I released the rest of the stored Direballs through my staff. The two explosions opened the soldiers’ ranks completely, and I could see my way out of their lines.



But the surprise was fully over. Soldiers closed in on me from all sides, weapons raised to strike. I couldn’t afford to use a shield and become bogged down, so I tried to push on through. I dodged the closing ranks, receiving a few blows in the process that shaved a sliver off my health pool. I ignored the muted pain and kept going.



I was almost out when the soldiers cut me off, and more blades found my flesh through the mithril armor. I cast a standard Direball, nearly losing my hold of the spell as several weapons stung me. I opted to keep on running, but this time the spell failed to detonate. An enemy mage stepped in and the Direball’s energies were sucked into a shimmering blue orb that nullified them.



I kept advancing slowly, moving the mana in my body to my arms and back to increase my upper body strength as I thrust my spear-staff through the enemies around me. The Epic-ranked weapon easily tore through hard leather and steel plates, but I was taking more hits than I was giving. I tried casting another Direball, but four swords stuck into me at the same time, causing me to lose the spell. I snarled back at the enemies, feeling my rage build. I froze four men, and my dagger swooshed between them, plucking out their lives. Their bodies dropped to the ground, transforming into oozing black liquid.



Sullivan was right, I had no shortage of enemies to sacrifice. More weapons hit my body, and then I felt a searing pain as a flaming ray burnt cleanly through my leg. My plummeting health only added to the bubbling rage. I looked up, opened my mouth, and let out a primal roar, unleashing all the pent-up energy into my last-ditch boss attack.



Blood Wrath exploded around me, sending a concussive wave of several tons of force. The ranks of pressing bodies were hurled backward by a force much greater than a Direball. The tangled bodies didn’t unravel; many of them had broken bones or were impaled on their own comrades’ weapons. I felt savage pleasure rise in me at the sight of my enemies’ crumpled bodies.



“No one messes with the chief!” I bellowed and charged on, finally passing the enemy line.



Out in the open, the enemy archers finally had a clean shot at me. I only managed a dozen steps before hundreds of arrows descended all around me. But there was a grin on my face as I felt the last bit of HP leave my body.



I had made it through.







***







“What is the commotion over there?” Sir Lanceington said. From his vantage point, he was able to see the entire battlefield laid out before him. A small gap opened at his army’s rear.



A messenger riding a horse came galloping toward him. “One of the enemy raid bosses just appeared inside our forces,” he shouted before dismounting.



“Casualties?” the commander asked sharply.



“Over 30 killed, at least twice that many injured. The healers are working on them.”



“Thirty is a reasonable price to pay to take down one raid boss,” an officer said. “We didn’t even need to call in for the knights.”



“Every life is precious,” the commander snapped. “And those bosses come back eventually; they always do. Where are my catapults?”



“Nearly ready, sir,” another officer said anxiously. “They’ll be ready to fire any moment now.”



The commander fixed his gaze back on the wooden palisade. “Good. It’s time to bring the fight to them.”







***









	

Nihilator’s Sanction triggered.



Due to receiving a fatal amount of damage, you have transformed into a being of shadow for one minute. You are completely undetectable and invulnerable for the duration and may move freely. Once the duration is over, you will return to the material plane, fully healed. Mana regenerates at the normal rate. This ability will not be usable again for the next 24 hours.













The battlefield faded into darkness as my ability transferred me into the shadow plane.



The nearest catapult was 200 meters away. I didn’t waste time sprinting for it at full speed. As I ran, the surrounding shadows swirled into my body, restoring my health to full.



I could see soldiers around the catapult ahead of me. It seemed that the enemy had anticipated we might try to go for them and had put about 30 armed men to defend it. My lips peeled back into a feral grin. They should have made it a hundred.



I reached the catapult area just as the sanction’s duration ran out, and I burst from the shadows flinging spells.



The soldiers’ levels ranged between 10 to 20, not nearly enough to stop a level 60, tier 3 boss.



I summoned my shadow clone, shot a Direball at a group of six, then froze five more, sending my dagger flying to claim their lives.



Within two heartbeats, nearly half of the guards were dead. The rest barely had time to draw their weapons before I hit them again. My clone hurled another Direball, killing five men, and I followed through with two consecutive Direballs of my own, downing most of the remaining soldiers while I froze and sacrificed the few surviving ones.



I let out a satisfied chuckle. This was fun. Going all-out, not having to constantly punch above my level … just a goblin chief bringing death and destruction to his enemies.



I could get used to that.



I checked my mana bar and winced. My copious use of the Direball spell, coupled with the need to maintain my clone under direct sunlight, had taken a toll. I’d burned through 1,500 MP, a quarter of my total, in a matter of seconds.



I wasted no time taking the catapult apart. I’d killed the engineering crew, along with the soldiers, so there was no one to stop me from doing what I pleased. Instead of using another costly Direball, I launched three volleys of drilling arrows from my cloned and physical body, targeting axles and stress points. The 18 conjured spinning drill bits justified their name by burrowing deeply into the wood and metal, disintegrating the entire contraption before me.



One down, three to go,
 I thought.



<Oh good, you can still count,>
 Vic’s insufferable voice replied.
 <I thought I lost you there to all that primal savagery.>



Still here,
 I said lightly.
 Nothing wrong with taking pleasure in one’s work.



<How very serial-killery of you.>



Shut up.



By now the enemy army had noticed what I’d done, and a force of several hundred soldiers was running toward me. It was time to move on.



I reached out with my mind, gathering what few shadows I could find around me, and cast Shadow Hound. It took a moment to empower the spell before eight, level 23 mastiffs rose from the pooling darkness, and I wasted no time sending them out to engage the coming force. Due to the brightness, their levels were relatively low, putting them at around the same strength as the enemy soldiers. But with any luck, their insubstantial bodies would hold long enough against the soldiers’ unenchanted weapons for me to destroy the rest of the catapults.



I turned and ran for the next catapult a hundred meters away. My shadow clone was faster, reaching a spell-flinging distance within seconds. The next catapult’s guards were ready for me, but they were just as low-leveled as the ones before them. If anything, they made the fight easier as they closed ranks to form a line, presenting an excellent target for a Direball. The first Direball killed half and scattered the rest.



Still running with my physical body, I sent my dagger ahead of me and, using my shadow, froze five fleeing soldiers, took control of the arriving dagger, and sacrificed them all.



I arrived seconds later, and a few concentrated drilling arrows cleared out the rest of the guards. I allowed myself a backward glance and saw that the mastiffs had been successful at delaying the attack force. The soldiers’ plain swords passed harmlessly through their darkness-made bodies. But I knew it wouldn’t last for long. I had to keep going.



A loud cracking sound echoed through the open space. I turned with both bodies and watched as the other two catapults launched their payloads.



Each catapult sent a flaming barrel that passed above our palisade and exploded in a torrent of fire on the other side. In tandem, the full bulk of their army finally moved, heading for the walls in a light jog. My soldiers retaliated by raining arrows at them, but not nearly the amount it needed to be. It was hard shooting back when your friends were being burnt alive around you.



I had to hurry.



I decided to split and charge the other two catapults at once. I ran for the closest one while my shadow dove for the farthest.



My clone arrived first and launched a Direball against the defenders. These had learned the lessons of their friends and kept loose formations, so the spell only caught three of them. I couldn’t afford to take the time to pick them off one by one, but then again, the soldiers weren’t the objective. I directed the next Direball at the siege weapon itself. The spell detonated, bursting apart the wooden frame. The damage was extensive but not complete. I cast it again, but to my surprise, it evaporated before impact, swallowed into another one of those glowing blue orbs. The next thing I knew, I was hit with crackling energy, and my shadowy form dissipated.



I reached the last catapult with my physical body and cut the mana flow to my clone. If enemy mages were around, it would be too costly to try to maintain it. This catapult’s guardians were also widely spaced, so I simply ignored them and sent two volleys of Drilling Arrows at the machine, watching as it fell apart.



The guards recognized their chance and came for me. Several of them fired crossbows, and two of the bolts made it past my mithril vest, drawing blood. The damage was minuscule, but I didn’t let myself get overconfident. My single use of Nihilator’s Sanction was out for the day, and I felt strangely vulnerable without it.



Eight warriors closed in on me carefully, holding up their shields as they approached striking distance. I raised my Mana Shield and blasted another Direball at their feet, trusting the magical barrier to protect me from the blast. It did. My mana bar shrank by a few percent as it soaked up the damage, while the eight shieldmen were shredded to pieces. Another burst of crossbow bolts was launched at me, still failing to penetrate my shield. The rest of the melee fighters seemed reluctant to get too close to me.



The catapult was disabled but still not damaged enough for my taste. I sent two more drilling arrow attacks at it, reducing it to a pile of wood and metal. As an afterthought, I froze and sacrificed five more soldiers, racking up the faith points. The remaining dozen or so seemed to have had enough and dropped their weapons to flee.



I felt slightly cheated at that.



My shield rippled wildly as a tremendous force impacted it, eating away 5 percent of my mana bar.



I turned and saw a knight clad in bright golden armor approaching. The shield he’d thrown at me was soaring through the air back at him.



“You’re too late.” I gave him a shit-eating grin. “I already took out your precious catapults.” Just to make my point, I threw a Direball at him.



He didn’t bother to respond, and, with his shield back on his arm, swatted my spell to the side where it detonated harmlessly against the ground. Then he charged at me.



I simply grinned at him again. “Can’t stay and play, gotta run, but I’ll see you later.” I let my voice drop into a growl. “That’s a promise.”



Then I teleported back to Nihilator’s zone of influence at the hamlet.







***







“Sir, we’re taking casualties!” a messenger shouted. “The palisade archers are slaughtering our men.”



“Damn it.” Sir Lanceington’s jaw tightened. “The catapults were supposed to keep them down.”



“Shall I call off the attack, sir?” an officer asked.



“No,” he shot back. “We’ll take more casualties that way. There’s no helping it; we’re committed now. We can still take the walls, but it’s just become a lot more costly.”



The dwarf approached. “Sounds like someone oughta have listened to me.”



“How the hell does he keep getting into the command area?” the officer hissed.



Ragnar grinned. “What are you gonna do about it, mama’s boy?” The threat in his voice was unmistakable.



The officer paled in anger and drew his sword. “I’m going to teach you a lesson.”



“Lieutenant, stand down,” Sir Lanceington commanded. He looked at the player. “It seems you were right before. You now have my full attention.”



Ragnar shrugged. “The beasties will do anything to try and flank ya, so better be ready for that.”



“Impossible,” the lieutenant spat. “We’ve got their position locked down.”



The commander looked steadily at the dwarf and nodded slowly. “Very well, divert a third of our melee fighters to the back of our line.”



“Sir, that could be disastrous,” the officer protested. “We need all hands to take those walls.”



“It would be even more disastrous if the traveler is right,” the commander pointed out, still holding the player’s gaze. “I’m giving you a field promotion. You’re now a captain. I expect to see you fighting along with the men on the front lines.”



Ragnar bared his teeth. “Time to bathe in some greenies’ blood.”







***







I ran outside the temple and scanned the battlefield. Several dozen of our soldiers had been killed by the two catapult shots, but the flames were already being extinguished, and our archers were shooting at the approaching enemies as fast as they could. Behind the walls, hobs stood next to Ogres, waiting for the enemies to punch through.



“Steady,” I heard the small general shouting. “Savol says you must hold the line.”



If not for the enemy force that was breathing down our necks, it would have been almost comical watching the small goblin order tall hobs and gigantic Ogres around.



<Message coming through, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <Sullivan wants to know where the darkness he ordered is?>



Right. Do I have enough FP for that?



<You just harvested 220 FP in that mad dash of yours
 .
 Of course, you could have just as easily purchased the faith points using energy; I’d say with all the EP you’ve amassed, you can afford the ten to one conversion ratio.>



“Shadow-crap!” I fumed. I had completely forgotten I could do that. “Why didn’t you remind me about it earlier?”



<I just assumed that as a proper goblin, you preferred extracting FP from the bloody corpses of your fallen enemies, Boss,>
 Vic said lightly
 .



“Yes,” I replied with a straight face, “that was absolutely the reason.”



I opened ‘Energy Options’ and, ignoring Vic’s amused snort, spent 18,000 EP to purchase FP, bringing my faith points count to exactly 3,000.



The advancing army was almost at our walls now and well within the hamlet’s zone of influence. I felt a smug grin spread across my face. It was time for the big, dark surprise.



I opened the Dark Temple’s blessings interface, highlighted the desired blessing, and bought the first two ranks at once.









	

Zone blessing [Eternal Night: Rank 2] activated



The local zone of influence has become permanently shrouded in darkness, never again to be illuminated by the sun.



The blessing’s effects are highly concentrated around the Dark Temple (the following general effects are doubled at a 20-meter radius).







Shadow-Touched creatures in the zone receive:



●
 
 +20% max HP & MP



●
 
 MP & HP regen increased by 100%



●
 
 Upkeep reduced by 50%



●
 
 Non-combat skills +100% effectiveness



Unprotected enemies suffer:



●
 
 -30% XP gain



●
 
 -50% HP & MP regeneration













As my dark deity’s power manifested, a deep, evil chuckle sounded, seemingly coming from everywhere. Darkness oozed out of the ground and expanded upward into the air, blotting out the sun. Blackness fell over the battlefield.



To my surprise, the enemy’s attack didn’t falter. Instead, hundreds of the soldiers began exuding soft white glows, banishing the darkness around them and shedding enough light for them and their comrades to see and fight.



“They came prepared,” Sullivan said, somehow appearing next to me without me noticing.



“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “They might be able to see, but they’ll still suffer the debuffs, and our soldiers just got stronger.”



The strategist nodded. “Our chances just got a whole lot better, but it’s not over yet. The battle isn’t even fully joined yet. But we’re getting there.”



I watched as the first rank of enemy fighters reached the walls and hacked at it with axes, lobbed firebombs at it, or simply threw up ropes and started climbing.



My archers never stopped firing, and soon, hundreds of enemy corpses littered the battleground. Despite their losses, the enemy still outnumbered us by almost a full thousand. Sullivan was right; the battle wasn’t decided yet.



“I have another assignment for you,” he said. “The enemy’s heavy hitters haven’t engaged yet, so we have some time to prepare a few more surprises.” He looked at me, his expression serious. “I need you to go out there again. Now that the bulk of their force is committed and close to our walls, their rear is relatively unguarded. Think you can sneak out and put up a few war camps like we did when we attacked Novenguard? I want open portals behind the enemy lines.”



“I can do that, but if it’s just portals you want, there’s no need to raise a whole war camp; we just need a working shrine. But I’ll need a builder with me to lay the groundwork, and they’ll need building materials.”



“Someone called for a builder?” A smiling hob covered in piecemeal mithril armor stepped out of the portal.



“Zuban?” I looked at the hob in surprise. I knew my chief constructor detested combat.



“I was told we might need to build something in a hurry,” he explained. “But my builders aren’t suited for war; a single hit will kill most of them. So here I am.”



He was right, of course. Thanks to my concentrated efforts of speed-leveling the hob to fix the Breeder’s Den, Zuban was now level 40, much higher than the average enemy soldier. He was more capable of enduring a hit than the rest of the non-combatant workers.



“You sure you’re up for this?” I asked. “It will likely involve fighting.”



He took a deep breath. “I am ready, Chief. I have one of your satchels of holding here with the bones we need for a shrine, but we still have to transport some wood with us. I’m afraid it might get cumbersome.”



I raised an eyebrow. “Doesn’t a shrine require stone?”



“It does, but my Constructor skill is high enough to replace one resource with another. The result will be substandard, but it should hold for the duration of the battle.”



“Bring the bones, and don’t worry about the wood,” I said. “I happen to know of several piles of discarded lumber we can use.” I looked around and located Aidanriel who was merrily flinging large boulders at the enemies beyond the walls. “I’ll also need to take the golem with me for this one.”



Sullivan nodded. “Alright. Good luck out there. I’ll prepare our forces to march as soon as you open the portals.”







***







Zuban, Aidanriel, and I appeared at the edge of the zone of darkness, past the enemy lines.



Thanks to the Eternal Night blessing, the zone of influence had grown, putting us a mere 100 meters away from the nearest catapult wreckage. There were a few enemies between us and our destination, but they were all lower-level than us; mostly logistic and support staff. They weren’t a threat.



“Aidanriel, carve us a path,” I ordered.



“With pleasure, mate.”



The golem retracted his limbs, shaping himself into a man-sized wrecking ball. He rolled ahead, straight toward the ruins of the catapult. Several isolated soldiers attempted to stop him by shooting arrows. The armored creature simply rolled over them, turning them into human patties with audible squelching sounds. “Oi, that’s gotta hurt!”



Zuban and I ran after the rolling calamity. Several arrows rained down on us, but the unenchanted projectiles bounced off our mithril armor. We reached the small mound of lumber several seconds later.



“Will that do?” I asked, gesturing at the remains of the catapult.



“Yes, Dire Totem,” Zuban replied distractedly, already in the process of arranging pieces of lumber and bones into familiar shapes.



“I just need you to set it up,” I said, scanning the field around us apprehensively.



“My apologies.” Zuban didn’t look up from his work. “It has been a while since I’ve done any actual construction by hand.”



Our appearance hadn’t gone unnoticed. Several dozen enemies started closing in on us.



“It is done,” Zuban said and stepped away from the piles of lumber and bones.



I nodded and concentrated on the pile.









	

Rush Shrine construction? (Required Energy: 100, available: 256,020). Yes/No













I approved the cost.



The shimmering visage of a shrine appeared. Then the materials flew around, arranging themselves to match the form. A moment later, a shrine of wood and bone appeared.



I wasted no time in opening the Runecraft Design Mode and applying the portal schema to the ground around it. By now our enemies were moments from reaching our position.



“I’ll go and give them the good-’ole red-carpet greeting,” Aidanriel said merrily.



“No,” I said. “Stay close, I need your help.”



I concentrated on the runes, pouring in a quarter of my mana, then reached with my mind to the golem’s core and poured its mana into the enchantment.



“Hey!” Aidanriel protested, but it was already done. The golem’s core held 15,000 MP, more than double the required amount to power up the enchantment.



The runic line on the ground glowed with unholy energy, and a portal shimmered into view next to the shrine.



Sullivan.
 I relayed my thoughts through my magical earring directly to the player.
 The first portal is open, send in our forces.



There was no reply. The earring only allowed me to send my thoughts to my war party, not to receive them. But a moment later, the first of our forces made its appearance.



It was a foblin.



The small, silly creature looked around, his eyes wide with bloodlust. He spotted the enemy forces converging on us, let out a shriek, and rushed at them. More foblins spilled out of the portal, running behind the first one. The approaching enemy soldiers halted their advance to intercept the attack, easily dispatching the level 1 foblins. But more kept coming, a dozen by the second. The flow wasn’t enough to overtake the higher-level soldiers, but it was more than enough to halt their progress.



“Come on,” I shouted to my two companions. “We have to get to the other catapults.”



 I spent a few seconds summoning my shadow clone to help protect the portal, then led the way to the next destroyed catapult.








Interlude: Sir Lanceington








“What the hell?” Sir Lanceington paled as he watched the battle unfold from his command tent.



Initially, the situation had looked dire but manageable. The monsters’ sneak attack to take down his siege engines had weakened his position, and as a result, hundreds of lives were lost charging the fortified forces. But despite that, his forces still outnumbered the enemy, and he had faith in the elite knights under his command.



Then, a flash of magic appeared at his main force’s rear and a seemingly never-ending stream of goblins came gushing out of it. At first, the few squads of his reserve forces seemed to be handling the flow then a second flash of magic appeared, letting out yet another stream of goblins.



The officers next to him hurriedly issued orders to the solitary forces to try to stem the onslaught, but yet another portal opened … and another a few moments later.



Helplessly, the commander watched his army’s rear get overrun by small, shrieking goblins. There were hundreds of them now, and more kept pouring out of the four portals. They died by the dozens, but there seemed to be no end to them. The goblins swarmed over the isolated squads that tried to hold them back. Then, like a green wave, they splashed against the army’s rear, trapping them against the walls.



“The dwarf was right,” the commander said through gritted teeth.



At his force’s rear, where only ranged units were supposed to be, hundreds of shield-bearing warriors revealed themselves, forming a sturdy line in front of the charging green horde. The flood of goblins crashed against their shields and came to a stop. More goblins came rushing after them, covering the ground like a swarm of green ants, but despite their numbers, they couldn’t overwhelm the higher-level, well-equipped soldiers.



“Sir, we’re holding,” an officer said, trying to sound optimistic.



The commander stared at him. “We’ve been outmaneuvered into a two-front battle, and all you have to say is that we’re holding? This was supposed to be a swift victory!”



“But the goblins can’t break our line,” the officer pointed out. “And we’ll soon be inside the walls.”



“And we owe that to a traveler, no less.” The commander shook his head. “If I hadn’t heeded his warning, our rear would’ve been overwhelmed right now. Where is he, anyway?”



“At the front line, sir,” another officer said, pointing at an individual who was battling two hobgoblins at once. In just a few seconds, the dwarf had disarmed one of his opponents with a flashy axe and shield combo then cleaved the other one down the middle.



Sir Lanceington shook his head again. “He’s a proficient fighter, but it’s not enough. There’s no helping it. I’d hoped to save this for later, but it seems we can’t wait any longer.” He straightened up, took out his sword, and pointed it at the front of his army. “Army command: Unstoppable Charge!”



The soldiers attacking the walls roared in unison as powerful energy flooded their veins. They charged the wooden palisade in front of them, hacking through the thick beams like they were mere toothpicks.



A large section of the monsters’ wall fell under, and the swarm of attacking soldiers rushed in like a giant’s fist, killing any monster that met their attack. But the energy that guided them was spent in seconds, halting their approach. Still, they’d taken the walls.



The enemy retaliated almost instantly. A sudden burst of movement from one side hurled soldiers in all directions while a second flurry from the other side seemed to shower the entire battlefield with blood.



“What is going on down there?” the commander asked, his voice cracking for the first time.



There was no need to respond. A pinkish, multi-limbed abomination appeared, charging headlong into the soldiers’ line while a weird contraption of wood and spinning blades rose above the soldiers’ heads, hacking them to bits.



 The commander’s eyes bulged. “Send in the knights!”








13 - Admonishment








I stood on a small rise next to the shrine, watching with savage glee as the battle unfolded below me.



Sullivan had done it, catching our enemies between two sides. Sure, the enemy had taken care to guard its rear and put out a third of their melee fighters to stop the goblin swarm, but that meant a third of their forces weren’t occupied with attacking our main army.



Then something changed. Somehow, a wave of energy ran through the front section of enemy soldiers, and they simply barreled through our palisade and started hacking apart our soldiers.



<Message from Sullivan, Boss,>
 Vic said suddenly.
 <He says to get your ass down there right now.>



“Stay here and take cover,” I told Zuban, who nodded back at me. The area was swarming with foblins so it should be safe for him to remain behind.



I teleported back into the hamlet, reappearing on top of one of the houses. From this vantage point, I could see the enemy soldiers pouring in through the large chunk of missing wall, howling and cutting apart hobs, Ogres, and kobolds. But their mad momentum was quickly spent, and my forces were able to regroup and retaliate. Hordes of trained hobs and roaring Ogres ran to meet the charge. Spheres of blue energy appeared amidst the battlefield as the Ogre Mages made a stand, raising their mana shields and bashing everyone who got near them with flaming maces.



Then Swarm made his appearance. The golem abomination seemed to have rolled his spheres underneath the fighters’ legs, and they exploded upward as it took shape. Multiple limbs flailed in all directions, pummeling, grabbing, and squashing enemy soldiers ten at a time.



From the far side of the battlefield, wooden partitions that hid another surprise were pushed back as the Meat Grinder made its appearance. The massive Ogre-operated war machine justified its name as spinning bladed wheels rolled into the melee, chopping apart enemy soldiers, splashing blood and viscera in all directions.



I spotted several of our player-led squads cutting through the enemy lines and even made out Panda. The battle-crazed player stood alone, carving a bloody path with her gigantic axe through the enemy ranks, seemingly oblivious to the hits she received in return.



I took a moment from observing the battle to fill my staff’s stores with three new Direballs.



Sullivan ran toward me. “There you are.”



“Things are looking good,” I said. “What’s the panic?”



He rolled his eyes at me and pointed. “That’s the panic.”



A small force of enemies, their pristine armor shining in the darkness, were pushing their way through a group of Infernal Ogres, easily hacking apart the fearsome monsters.



“They’re going after Swarm,” the strategist said. “And they’re cutting their way through our strongest soldiers. We have to stop them.”



I grinned at him. “Time for the boss surprise?”



He nodded grimly. “It is.”



“Cool.”







***







The leader of the knight forces swiped his enchanted sword at another hulking Ogre, his blade easily passing through the monster’s meat and bone, bringing it down. “To me, men!” His bellow seemed to have instilled new heart in the common soldiers surrounding him, and they fell with renewed vigor on the monsters around them.



The rest of his fellow knights kept fighting, cutting a path toward the terrible metallic entity that was pulverizing their forces. This was what they were here for. To take out the worst of the monsters’ champions.



The deep darkness around them rippled as a tall goblin stepped through, followed by two taller figures.







***







“Boss surprise!” I cried out gleefully as I beckoned Broncar and Bonecruncher to handle the knights.



The Ettin roared and rushed into the fight, his acid-dripping cleaver raised high, and his spiked-ball chain already drawn to strike. As a tier 3 boss, Akzar’s champion was more than a match for six or seven enemies of equal level or four of the level 150 knights. But that was why I brought two of them along.



Broncar calmly studied the dozen armored knights as he slowly pulled out his spear. At level 120, he too was lower than the knights, but as a tier 4 boss – also known as a raid boss – he could easily handle at least fifteen enemies of his own level.



I clapped the blue-skinned hob on the back. “You wanted a challenge, right?”



His only response was a savage grin.



This was going to be interesting. I stepped back and let the mini-battle commence.



Bonecruncher’s chain swipe was blocked by a glowing tower shield, but then his giant cleaver punched through a sword raised to parry and rent open an enchanted breastplate, nearly splitting the poor knight’s torso apart.



A couple of knights moved to surround the Ettin, and their glowing swords shaved off hundreds of points of damage with each strike, dropping the raging creature’s health to 80 percent.



The other knights, seemingly sensing that Broncar was the more difficult opponent of the two, moved to surround him. One of them raised a glowing amulet with his free arm and uttered a short prayer. A beam of light shot out, impacting the blue-skinned hob, who instantly sidestepped the full force of the attack.



Broncar looked at the offending knight and growled. “That tingled.”



Akzar’s toughest warrior then transformed into a whirlwind of stabbing spears that pierced through the knight’s armor and shield like they weren’t even there.



I watched in delight as my hard-won effort proved itself. Bonecruncher roared as more swords stabbed at him, and he swung his giant mace-chain, swiping the feet out from under two knights at once before moving in to finish them with his cleaver.



Broncar had expertly impaled a knight and used him as a club to send three others flying.



The fight was far from one-sided, though. Their enemies were higher-leveled and well-trained, and they covered each other, often mitigating finishing moves into glancing hits, and retaliating with impressive counterattacks. I watched as the two bosses’ health slowly dipped, nearly reaching half.



I bit my lip in anticipation.
 Here we go …



As soon as their HP hit 50 percent, the two bosses exploded into action. Having reached the threshold of their first special boss moves, they each activated their unique abilities.



Bonecruncher shuddered as two more arms grew out of his body and snatched one of the knights. The arms brought the struggling soldier to one of the Ettin’s heads. His mouth snapped closed around his victim’s skull, and strong teeth chewed through the enchanted helmet. The headless knight dropped dead to the ground.



Broncar’s ability was more elegant. He crouched slightly then
 jumped
 . He went high, hanging in the air for a few seconds. The spear he was holding disappeared from his hand and multiple copies of it appeared all around his hovering body before showering down in a deadly rain. Spears impacted every centimeter in a ten-meter radius, piercing through the knights’ armor and their hastily raised shields, dropping three more.



The two bosses with their unique powers resumed fighting ‘normally’ with the remaining eight knights.



There wasn’t much I could contribute to the bout. The knights’ higher levels and enchanted gear made my spells nearly ineffective against them, and I saw no need to waste time by slowly whittling down their health. I knew both bosses had at least one more – deadlier – surprise when their health dropped even lower. So instead, I cast two Heal Followers spells in rapid succession to help them out. The proximity to my source of power and the Eternal Darkness bolstered the spells, and the two bosses’ health pools rose back to 70 percent.



Then I went looking for someone my own size to fight.







***







I found what I was looking for a moment later. An isolated skirmish between higher-level groups from both sides was taking place. About fifty of our veteran soldiers and bosses, each around level 30-plus, as well as Novenguard’s twenty level 45 converted troops were fighting against about a hundred enemy soldiers from levels 30 to 50.



Despite having several bosses on our side, including Rhynorn, Yulli, and Kilpi, who were all tier 2, the enemy still outnumbered them two to one, and their highest-level soldiers were able to stand against my own boss attacks.



Excitement for the coming battle spread through me. I grasped my Demon Staff tightly and resummoned my clone.



With my cloned body, I stood a little apart from the melee and started casting while teleporting my physical body into the middle of the skirmish.



I appeared in the midst of roaring Ogres and whistling swords. A cloud of crackling electricity materialized above us, sending small bolts of lightning into my soldiers, shaving off their health and making them stagger. I was surrounded by enemies.



I raised my mana shield and sent a wave of healing magic around me, bringing back wounded soldiers from the brink of death. We were outnumbered, and my forces were losing.



It was exhilarating.



I focused on three enemy fighters who charged at me, freezing two of them. My dagger flashed by and claimed their lives while the third one pounded my shield with a glowing yellow mace. The warrior flinched as some of the damage reflected onto him. My weapon had no trouble passing through my magical protection as I stabbed forward, impaling the man through the chest, nearly killing him with that single attack.



I briefly considered discharging a Direball through the staff but decided against it. With so many of my forces around, there was no way not to hurt them. Instead, I launched a volley of drilling arrows, finishing off my opponent. Then I sent out a quick Mana Drain spell at a casting mage, causing his own spell to spiral out of control, the ensuing magical backlash exploding his body. The goblin in me chuckled with glee. Spellcasters who weren’t bosses were so deliciously squishy and easy to kill.



Some more of my forces fell, but the bosses, as well Novenguard’s best, kept on fighting. Rhyno let out a Terrible Roar, stunning seven enemies, then proceeded to down one with vicious pounding. Yulli held back an entire shield-bearing squad with her unending stream of arrows. Warriors shouted, bosses activated unique skills, goblin adepts darted around everyone’s legs with healing magic and the occasional drilling arrow spell, while the enemy fought tooth and nail, ganging up on any monster they could. It was glorious chaos.



Back at my cloned body, darkness amassed to new heights as I poured more mana into the spell, quadrupling its already powerful effect, and summoning 16 shadow mastiffs. The savage beasts advanced like a black tide, easily covering the 20-meter distance to clash against the enemy forces, biting and clawing. Their insubstantial teeth and claws passed through unenchanted armor with ease, tearing and rending the flesh underneath.



My appearance invigorated my troops, and they rallied back onto the offensive, taking down the enemies even as some of them staggered and fell. I spent a full turn casting Dark Protection, followed by another Heal Followers spell, and my forces quickly ate through the enemies’ superior numbers.



I continued to freeze, sacrifice, and stab at every enemy in sight while my clone rained deadly magic arrows everywhere. In what seemed like a few short moments, the enemy’s force crumbled, and we found ourselves standing on a mound of their corpses, some of which were in the process of turning into black goo.



The larger battle still roared all around us as thousands of other soldiers clashed against each other.



To my far left, Swarm was chewing through the enemy ranks, throwing around bodies in heaping piles. To my right, the Meat Grinder seemed to have been destroyed by magic; the bulk of the machine was charred, and the corpses of the Ogres who operated it were visible within. Still, the contraption was surrounded by at least a hundred shredded enemies. It had done its job.



I looked and found the place where my two uber bosses fought the knights. Over half of the armored enemies seemed to have been slain, along with the Ettin, but Broncar was still fighting. The blue hob’s eyes shone with fury as his health dropped even further, triggering his final special ability. His feet slammed the ground, sending out a spider web of cracks all around him, causing the nearby knights to stumble as their legs were caught in the freshly opened crevasses. Then the ground shuddered closed, trapping them inside. Almost lazily, Broncar dispatched the struggling knights one by one with a spear thrust to the head.



Despite these victories, I could see that many of my army’s soldiers were already down. Hundreds of hobs lay dead, while the rest struggled to keep on fighting. The enemy still had a chance to overwhelm us with sheer numbers, and their archers kept taking a toll on our forces. The odds were still in our favor, but there was no reason not to make it into a sure thing.



I looked past the crumbled palisade and watched the field awash with green bodies as the foblins still tried to futilely charge the enemy’s rear line of defenders. Thousands of the small creatures were dead, but they were still pouring out of the four portals. All I had to do was help them break through and let them swarm over the enemy archers to ensure our victory.



I spotted Aidanriel’s form amidst the sea of green and frowned. The golem seemed to have been rooted in place and didn’t engage the enemy.
 What’s up with him?
 I asked Vic.



<Dunno, Boss, let’s check it out.>



I briefly considered taking Broncar with me but rejected the idea. The enemy’s front-liners were right here, and the tier 4 boss, though wounded, was holding back a whole company on his own.



Leaving my clone behind to keep peppering the more densely clustered enemies with Direballs, I teleported behind the enemy lines.



I appeared next to Aidanriel and took in the scene with a scowl. Foblins swarmed all around us, fighting and dying by the hundreds as the enemy soldiers cut them down. The golem was frozen in the middle of a flailing attack, his unmoving limbs poised above the ground. “What the hell is wrong with you?”



<Mmm, camm’t, mmoove, mmrozen. Mmomagimm,>
 he responded mentally.



I stared at him.
 You know they only got your body; they can’t gag your mind. Unfortunately.



<Sorry, mate,>
 Aidanriel said normally.
 <I was just really getting into the part of the subdued golem, y’know?>



What was it you were trying to say?



<Several puppet wizards, mate. They flung an anti-magic spell at me, made my body lock up like an old, osteoarthritis-stricken meat suit. As long as they funnel mana into the spell, I can’t move.>



I glanced around the churning battlefield. “Where are they?”



“You lookin’ for me, fugly?” A lone figure stepped into the open before the golem and me. Ragnar.



Five figures holding long staves closed in on me from all sides. I narrowed my eyes. The five mages’ levels were in the higher two-digits. As one, they planted their staves in the ground. The air seemed to fracture as a cage of cascading energy appeared around Aidanriel and me, trapping us inside.



Instantly, I felt myself growing weaker as the mana that infused my muscles was leached away. My connection to my clone was severed, and all my equipment felt heavier. My Demon Staff kept thrumming with power, though.



I realized what was going on; the five mages had erected a cage of null magic around me. All my spell abilities and enchantments were disabled while it was in place. The Epic-ranked staff alone was powerful enough to maintain its enchantments, but I could tell its ability to channel my spells was similarly hampered. Under the powerful dome, it was only a powerful spear. I was at a serious disadvantage here, and Ragnar knew it.



Vic–



“Your ass is finally mine,” Ragnar snarled as he entered the glowing cage. His gear had similarly lost its enchantments, but unlike me, the player was a deadly fighter even without them.



“I’m sorry, but I don’t swing that way.” I swept my hand to gesture at the thousands of foblins around us. “Not judging your personal preferences here. I’m sure you could find a goblin who’ll accommodate you.”



He stopped his approach and his eyes narrowed in a sinister way. “You think yer funny, fugly? I’m gonna carve you up. Let’s see how good you fight without all ‘em flashy spells o’ yors.”



“Where’s your glowy scepter, Ragnar?” I taunted him. “Last time you only made a dent in me with its holy light. Really irritated my skin, I can tell you that.”



“I don’t need that god-cursed thing to take you down. I’m gonna shove my axe so far up yor ass,
 it
 gon’ make you its bitch.”



“Again with the innuendos? Told you already, I don’t swing that way.”



“Funny, fugly. I know all ’bout yor fancy piece o’ goblin tail. I’m gonna find her next, and the two of us are gonna play. Maybe even make a sister for yor kiddie to play with.”



Without waiting for my reply, he charged at me. Without mana to empower my body, I was too slow to dodge and too weak to block him. His axe broke through my frail attempt to parry with my spear, and the blade bit deeply into my forearm. He followed through with a shield slam, dropping me back to land on my butt.



The combined attack shaved five percent off my health.



I got to my feet and stared at him. “Are you being serious? At this rate, we’ll be standing here all day while you try to whittle me down.” I furrowed my brow. “Are you trying to make another pass at me?” Instead of waiting for the red-faced player’s response, I retracted my spear-staff and made a lunging strike at him.



Ragnar easily deflected the attack with his shield, though the Epic weapon left a deep groove along its steel surface. “Keep up the jokes,” he grunted. “I’m gonna enjoy carving you up bit by bit, then I’m gonna peel the armor you stole from me off yor corpse.”



“Spoils of war.” I shrugged as I regained my balance. “And actually, I should be thanking you.” I fumbled another dodge, and the player’s shield slammed into my face, breaking my nose. The pain was mildly annoying.



“Oh, there’s plenty more thanks where that came from,” the dwarf said ominously. With a flash, his shield redirected the tip of my staff upward then his axe came crashing down at the shaft.



I felt the last wisps of magic in my Dread Totem Gloves kick in, negating the disarm attempt. “Not gonna work.” I gave the dwarf a smug grin. “But anyway, that’s not what I meant when I thanked you just now. I’m guessing those five mages are the army’s strongest casters, and you’ve just brought them to me. But even more importantly, I’ve been looking for
 you
 . After this battle, I was planning on hunting you down. Thanks for saving me the trip.”



“You got me now,” he said mockingly. “What’cha gonna do about it, fugly?”



“Well …” I said conversationally, “after I freeze and disarm you, I’m going to tie you up and take you captive. I’m going to make sure no one kills you by accident, and I won’t allow you to commit suicide – can’t have that respawn mechanism whisk you away, can we? Then I’m going to sit you down, put a holy scripture in front of you, and make you translate it for me.”



“Ha!” he snorted. “Good one. And how are you gonna do all tha’ when ye ain’t got ’nough magic to stand up?”



I smiled. “Null magic prevents me from using most of my enchanted gear, that’s true. But I can still send messages to other players, and I just sent one to a friend. You should try looking up that term, by the way. Friends. They come in really useful sometimes.”



Ragnar halted, his eyes filling with doubt.



“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” I said pleasantly as I felt the ambient information tendrils shift. “I have backup.”



As if on cue, Lirian appeared out of the shadows behind the mages’ circle. Her black Outrider sword flashed, cleaving through two of the mages. It wasn’t enough to kill them, but more than enough to break their concentration.



The magical cage broke, and I felt strength surge back into me as mana shot through my veins. “Aidanriel, get the mages!” I shouted.



“You got it, mate,” the golem said cheerfully, reaching out with two tentacles and effortlessly picking up two of the uninjured casters while Lirian fell on the last one who hastily raised a glowing barrier around himself.



I looked back at Ragnar. The dwarf was warily stepping away from me, his eyes filled with apprehension.



“Remember when you said you didn’t need your glowy scepter to beat me? Well, you really, really did.”



I froze the player easily. Ragnar was only level 46, well within my ability to influence. I made my dagger hover in front of him, positioning it just between his eyes. “You’ll be a good boy and do as you’re told, yes?”



Naturally, the frozen player didn’t answer.



“Good. Now stay here; I have a battle to win.”







***







After killing the five high-level mages that helped brace the enemy’s rear, it was easy to breach their defenses. Several well-placed Direballs opened large gaps in their lines and the foblins flooded in. They rushed over the archers and support casters, climbing on them like small murderous children. In mere moments a third of their army was fleeing the savage foblins, outnumbered five to one.



Without their ranged support to hamper our forces, the enemy’s front-liners fell like flies under the combined forces of our hobs, kobolds, Ogres, and Broncar, who single-handedly slew more enemies than any ten other individuals combined.



From my faraway vantage point, I could see the army’s commander and his lieutenants fleeing on horseback, leaving behind a few squads to discourage pursuit.



It took a little longer to complete the mop-up, but after another hour, those who hadn’t run away were crushed and killed to the last man. My forces stood victorious over the broken bodies of our enemies.



Exhilaration and a drunk feeling of victory welled up inside me. We’d made it. We’d conquered a larger force that had come to destroy us. We broke them – body and spirit – and made them flee in terror.



God, it felt great to be a monster.



I returned to the trapped player who was still held frozen by my magic. Despite my mana dipping dangerously low during combat, I’d made sure I had enough to feed the force holding him.



Lirian and Savol, along with some of the other players, were standing around the trapped dwarf.



“Hi, man,” Malkyr said as I approached. “So, congratulations on winning this battle.”



His sister poked him on his side. “We all helped.”



Kyth chuckled. “Helped? I saw you and your squad take down an entire spellcaster group on your own.”



She shrugged. “I just went where Sullivan sent me.”



Aly looked at our elected strategist. “You and Oren make an effective team.”



Sullivan seemed embarrassed, so I stepped in. “I see you’ve all found our prisoner.”



Malkyr coughed uncomfortably. “Yeah, about that … some of us don’t feel comfortable holding another player against his will.”



Kyth nodded. “I know this guy is a pain in the ass, but he’s still a human; he has rights.”



I frowned at them. “This is war, and he’s a prisoner of war.”



“Yeah, man, but come on,” Malkyr said. “This is still just a game; we’re all just players, even if we can’t log out. You can’t take a real person as a prisoner of war in a virtual war.”



I looked at the other players. Some of them, like Hoshisu, seemed like they had no qualms about carving the captured player if they got the chance, but most of the rest nodded along with the big man’s words.



“You heard what he said last time we faced him,” I said. “He doesn’t care about any of the other players. He planned on torturing me, and probably any one of you he could get his hands on. Real world or not, pain and torture are still
 very real
 here. Trust me on that.”



“Then how do you plan on making him help us?” Kyth crossed his arms. “By torturing him yourself? Does that make you better than him?”



I scoffed. “Of course not.”



“Then what? I’d doubt he’ll help us out of the kindness of his own heart.”



“How about we just talk to him first,” Aly suggested. “Maybe we can reason with him?”



“Suit yourself,” I said. “Tie him up.”



A couple of hobs moved to the frozen dwarf with ropes and bound his arms tightly after relieving him of his weapons. Once they were done, I released the frozen player with a wave of my hand.



Ragnar growled at the players surrounding him. He was higher-level than most of them but couldn’t do much in his current condition.



“So what do you say, kid?” Kyth asked in a friendly tone. “How about helping some fellow players out? This war was sort of fun, but it’s time for those of us who are trapped here to work together.”



“Ya’ll‘re a bunch of wussies!” Ragnar glared at me. “That’s the guy who put ya’ here and threw away the key, and you’re dancing like a bunch o’ monkeys to everything he tells ya’.” He spat on the ground. “I ain’t gonna lift a finger to help any of ya’. Not one of ya’s worth a shit.”



“Told you,” I said.



Malkyr tried next. “Come on, man. Be reasonable; you can’t tell me you enjoy living out there on your own. Those NPCs can be cruel.”



“You ain’t seen what real cruel is, boy.” Ragnar spat again. “I’ve seen cruel like ya wouldn’t believe. I know what I know, and I know who the enemy is. Give me a weapon, and I’ll show you what’s what.”



Nero stepped forward. “You have allied yourself with the forces of evil. Now is your chance to repent, fight for the common good.”



Ragnar chuckled humorlessly. “That’s rich coming from a ruddy monster.”



Pandamonium, the crazed female player, said, “You will help us or I’ll break every bone in your body. I’ll cut off your legs and make you crawl around on your stumps if you keep that up.”



“Ha!” Ragnar chuckled genuinely this time. “Someone did a real number on you, eh, girl? Bring it on; we’ll see who cries first.”



“Stop,” I said when Panda reached for the greataxe strapped to her back. “There’s another way.”



“Do your worst, fugly,” the dwarf uttered, looking at me with eyes full of hate. “I ain’t never gonna help ya.”



“Sure about that?” I asked as I closed in, drawing a crumbling scroll from my inventory.



“As sure as you’re ugly.”



“What is that?” Sullivan asked.



“This?” I waved the scroll for all of them to see. “It’s just a simple Race Change spell.”



The widened eyes around me showed that everyone knew what it meant.



“Dude!” Malkyr breathed in awe. “That thing is worth like a million gold.”



“Yep, exactly a million. And it can’t be bought, only found.”



Ragnar lunged forward. Despite the ropes, his legs were free, and his higher level allowed him to barrel through the ring of players. He made it four meters before a thick metallic limb wrapped around him and reeled him back in.



“Thanks,” I said to the golem.



“You got it, mate.”



I held up the scroll and saw uncertainty reflected in the captured dwarf’s eyes. “Don’t worry,” I said. “This won’t hurt a bit, you can take my word for it.”



Then I started casting the spell. The scroll crumbled away after every word as I read it. Swirling, multi-colored lights encircled the captured dwarf.



The golem released his hold, and Ragnar fell to the ground, convulsing. His body transformed, slimming down. The ropes binding him fell away as his limbs thinned and elongated, and a chitinous shell formed around him. Ragnar’s head morphed, his eyes drifting apart, becoming larger and multi-faceted. Mandibles grew out of his mouth, his neck elongated, and his torso transformed into an insectlike thorax.



The defeated player looked around dazedly with his new bifurcated eyes. He had turned into a goblin-sized ant person. He was back to level 1, and all his skills and traits had vanished. A small pile of equipment lay on the ground around him, having been ejected from his inventory and body alike.



But I wasn’t done yet.



I looked down at the shocked player. “As a defeated
 monster
 , I hereby claim you as a new member of the GreenPiece Clan.”



<Oh, wow,>
 Vic said.
 <I think you just redefined the saying, ‘If you can’t beat them, make them join you.’>



The blackness around us rushed to climb onto Ragnar’s body, darkening his exoskeleton and leaving ebony stripes behind.



 “You’re now a monster just like the rest of us,” I said. “You can no longer go into civilized areas, or you’ll be killed on sight. And when that happens, you’ll always respawn at one of our settlements.” I chuckled. “Welcome to the GreenPiece Clan, brother.”








14 - Introspection








The group looked at the transformed player with a mix of awe and shock.



Malkyr shuddered. “I think I speak for everyone here when I say … holy crap!”



I gave the ex-dwarf a few moments to recuperate and turned to Sullivan. “Congratulations on the success of your first campaign.”



He smiled weakly. “Thank you, Chief.”



“I have to admit, I didn’t see those foblins coming. We had over 10,000 back in the clan, too many to quickly move around onto an active battlefield, but somehow you made them come in quickly.”



The strategist nodded, throwing another apprehensive glance at the transformed player. “I sent orders in advance to Goblin’s Gorge to split the foblins among all of our other portal-connected settlements. As soon as you opened a portal behind the enemy line, it connected to one of those settlements, so we received them from four concurrently.”



“Smart,” I said approvingly.



Savol approached and bowed his head respectfully. “Savol finish after-battle assessment.”



“Report, General.”



“All warriors become stronger, level up. Lower ones even got two whole levels.” The purple-caped goblin’s expression fell. “Many, many died … half the army …” he swallowed hard, “… and 4,000 goblins.”



Lirian approached the aching general and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You did your best. Thanks to you, many others still live.”



“I gotta hand it to the little guy,” Kyth said. “His contribution was substantial. His skills allowed the soldiers to hold the line for several more precious minutes, buying the rest of us the time we needed to regroup and even up the odds. Without him, that mad dash of energy the enemy received would have ripped our formations apart.”



I looked back at the downcast goblin. “Good job, Savol.” His information tendrils showed that all his skills had increased significantly. “We have more wars ahead of us, and I’m counting on you to lead us to victory.”



The general stood a little taller at my words. “Yes, Chief!”



I gazed up at the sky. Outside the zone of darkness, the sun was a dim speck that was slowly disappearing over the horizon. “Cleanup time,” I said. “Loot the bodies and all the leftover supplies.” I glanced at the ex-dwarf. Ragnar still looked dazed. “Give the soldiers some rest, but send out a scouting party. I want to know if we need to expect another force.”



“Will do,” Sullivan said. “But I doubt it. We tried pursuing the army’s commander, but he was mounted. We did catch the symbol of Everance on his armor, though. He’ll probably return to the capital to report his failure. By the time they come up with another plan, we could be barking up their walls.”



“Good to know, but send those scouts anyway. Better safe than sorry.”



He nodded.



Kaedric,
 I projected my thoughts at my psychic seneschal.



<My lord?>



The battle is over. Resurrect the fallen troops and send them to rejoin the main force.



<Of course. The estimated energy cost will be 120,000 points, my lord, roughly half our current reserves.>



Understood.
 At least this time, unlike the attack on Novenguard, I only had to resurrect each soldier
 once
 .



With a sudden scream, the ant person sprang to his legs and bull-rushed through our lines. Savol instantly commanded the nearby soldiers to pursue, but I motioned for them to stand down. “Let him go. There’s no place for him to run to. He needs a little time to adjust before he realizes we are his only option.”



“You sure about that, Chief?” Malkyr asked with a slight frown.



“I’m sure. He’ll be back soon enough. Probably before I am.”



The others gave me puzzled looks.



I raised one fading arm. “It’s time. They’re logging me out. See you later, guys.”







***







My eyes were bleary as I opened them, finding myself strapped into the comfortable FIVR capsule. A moment later, the door opened, revealing Jim and Tal.



My body felt tired … as if I’d been working out for hours. Jim disconnected the straps and let me out, and I stretched with a yawn. “Man, I’m beat. What time is it?”



“It’s noon,” Tal said. “Like we agreed. How was it?”



“How about we give Mr. Berman a few minutes to freshen up first?” Jim winked at me.



“I wouldn’t mind a shower,” I admitted. “It’s been a sweaty couple of days in there.”



“I’m sure we’ll want to hear all about it,” Jim said. “Go on, I’ll need about half an hour to go over the latest game logs, then we can reconvene in the conference room.”



“Come on, bro,” Tal said, leading me toward the lab’s exit.



I followed him through the building’s corridors, and we quickly arrived at my assigned room. “Take your time; I’ll be in the cafeteria.” He gave me a knowing smirk. “I saw Sharon heading there a few minutes ago.”



Sharon was one of the company employees, a beautiful, impeccably dressed woman who’d shown me around my room the first time. I grinned at him “So, naturally, you want me to take my time.”



He raised his hands. “Hey, you work hard; you need your rest. If it falls to me to have to entertain the
 very available
 office hottie, well … that’s just a sacrifice I’m willing to make.”



“You’re a true friend,” I said, fighting down a laugh.



“I know.” He sighed. “It’s one of my many virtues. Later, bro.”



I chuckled as I closed the door behind me. I knew what Tal was trying to do. As usual, my best friend was attempting to put me at ease by creating a casual atmosphere. He did have an abundant amount of time to spend flirting with the company’s female population while I was inside the game; he didn’t need me as an excuse for that. Still, I couldn’t deny that our banter had put me in a good mood. Coupled with the fact that my clan had just scored a major victory, my future – and that of the trapped players – seemed brighter than ever.



I went into the bathroom, intending to take a quick shower, but the hot water felt so good I ended up spending ten minutes under the near-boiling stream. My bed looked incredibly inviting when I finally stepped out.



I’ve got a few minutes to lie down and rest my eyes,
 I figured.



I dropped onto the soft bed with the towel still wrapped around my waist and drifted away instantly.







***







A knock on the door had me bolting to my feet, panting heavily. My body was covered in a cold sweat and my heart was beating frantically.



“Bro, you alright?” Tal’s voice came from the other side of the door. “You missed lunch.”



I dropped back down to sit on the bed and buried my face in my hands. The nightmare I’d just had was rapidly fading from my mind, but I could still recall glimpses of death and agony, armies clashing, and innocents dying by the thousands. And above it all loomed a mysterious cave. The same cave I used to dream about in the game before Shiva took over.



Tal knocked again “Bro?”



“I’m …” I said shakily, then took a deep breath, pulling myself together. “I’m alright, give me a second.”I grabbed my clothes, quickly putting them on, and ran a hand through my hair to straighten it.



“Damn, what happened to you?” Tal asked when I opened the door.



“I guess I fell asleep. How long was I out?”



“It’s been two hours since I brought you here. The others are already waiting for us in the conference room.”



My pulse quickened “Two hours?” That meant more than two days had passed in the game.



Tal misinterpreted my concerned look. “Yeah, you missed lunch, but don’t worry; they’ll have sandwiches at the meeting.” He gave me a sly smile. “Sharon says hi.”



I snorted. Sharon was just another female. I could easily claim her as mine if I wanted to, as was the chief’s right. My eyes widened when I realized the direction my thoughts were taking me. I shook my head to clear out the disturbing images. “I need to get back to the game. I’ve been away too long.”



“Right …” Tal looked at me speculatively for a few seconds before adding, “Let’s get to the meeting then.”



We walked the short distance to the now-familiar conference room. Mr. Emery was already sitting at the head of the table with Jim and Mr. Goldbloom, my attorney, at his sides.



“Thank you for joining us, Mr. Berman,” Mr. Emery said evenly. “Now that we’re all here, may we get an update on the state of affairs inside the game? Mainly on the other players’ situations.”



I frowned at him. He looked a little more haggard than usual. “Is there something going on I should know about?”



Mr. Emery shook his head. “The families of the trapped players are applying more pressure on us. They’re worried and demand results. It will go a long way toward placating them if we could bring them news of their loved ones.”



“I’m not sure it’s much help, but it turns out Novenguard was holding another player prisoner, a woman calling herself Pandamonium.” I hesitated. “I think she’s traumatized by what happened to her. She’s behaving very erratically. But the other players who joined me are helping her.”



“Not exactly the good news I was hoping for,” the lawyer said slowly.



“I’m doing the best I can. We’re facing immense odds. Every NPC in the world is rallied against us, but we’re making progress. We just won a major skirmish, and I think we can take over most of the region before we finally reach Everance, the local capital.”



Jim tapped on a tablet device. “Everance … here it is. According to the information we gathered from their friends and families, almost 50 of the trapped players are supposed to be located in that city. Releasing them would be a great step forward.”



“Yeah, it’s not going to be easy,” I said. “I have a plan and a few allies inside, but Everance is strong. Very strong. We might not be able to take it.”



“Understood,” Mr. Emery said. “We trust your judgment, Mr. Berman. You’ve achieved far more than any other player in the game.”



“Ahem.” My attorney cleared his throat. “Any more information on that whole prophecy thing?”



“You mean about the seed that will save us all? Not so much.” I had decided in advance not to reveal the existence of my in-game daughter. I could only imagine the horrified expressions and rushed actions it might incur.



“Well, we don’t want to keep you waiting any longer,” Mr. Emery said. “Mr. Taylor, do you need to perform any further medical tests?”



“No,” Jim said. “We’re still processing the results from this morning. We might want to perform another round tomorrow.”



That translated to about three weeks in the game, which suited me just fine.



“Very well,” the lawyer continued. “So unless you have any other information to share with us, Mr. Berman, I authorize your reentry.”



The memory of the lone cave at the side of a corpse-strewn hill flashed through my mind, and I shuddered.



“Oren, is there something wrong?” Jim leaned forward, looking concerned.



I got a hold of myself. I could only imagine their reaction if they learned the prophetic dreams I received as a Totem in the game carried over to real life. “No, everything’s good.”



He narrowed his eyes and paused briefly but then said, “Alright. Return to the lab. They’ll be waiting for you.



I got up, nodded to my companions, and stepped outside.







***







The four remained sitting as the only person in the world capable of logging into the game stepped out of the room.



Tal turned to Jim. “Well, what do you think?”



The head technician frowned. “He’s hiding something.”



“That’s abundantly clear,” Mr. Emery said. “But what? And why?”



“I would like to point out,” Mr. Goldbloom said, “that my client is entitled to his privacy, even in matters related to the game.”



Jim shrugged. “I don’t know. His brain patterns continue to be erratic, though still within accepted parameters … if just barely. I could ask for a full brain scan at a better-equipped facility, but that would take time.”



“He’s my friend,” Tal said. “I know him best. Something is wrong. The game consumes his every waking thought; even when he’s out, he’s not really here.”



Mr. Emery looked at the head technician. “Do you have reason to believe Mr. Berman’s health might be in jeopardy?”



Jim hesitated. “Not at present.”



The company lawyer raised an eyebrow. “But …”



“In the past, his vitals turned critical. With the logs at our disposal, we now know it always happens in cases of extreme abuse to his game character. The heightened realism and increased pain sensation can cause severe repercussions to a player’s mind.”



“You are referring to the grievous trauma Mr. Berman suffered inside the game a fortnight ago.”



“Yeah,” Jim said. “We were lucky then. The quick response team was able to bring him out in the nick of time, but we might not get so lucky next time.”



“You’re talking about the time dilation increase,” Tal said.



The technician nodded. “Exactly. With the game running nearly 30 times faster than us, we might not be quick enough to log Oren out if he needs it. From his perspective, he would be suffering for long minutes before we’d even register a problem. By the time we moved to act, he might very well have already suffered critical, irreversible damage.”



Mr. Goldbloom sighed. “So what do we do? As his lawyer, I find myself in conflict with my client’s best interests, his wishes, and the well-being of thousands of others.”



“There’s nothing we
 can
 do,” Mr. Emery said. “You all know what’s at stake here. Fulfilling the so-called prophecy is our best chance. We’ll just have to put our faith in Mr. Berman and hope that he pulls through.”



The other two professionals nodded at him reluctantly.



 Tal let out a heavy sigh. “Shadow-crap.”








Interlude: The Mob Squad








“Well, that was fairly exhausting,” Misa said cheerfully as the four members of the Mob Squad moved back to admire their handiwork.



The last of the builders had left an hour ago, leaving them alone to put on the final touches. That was to say, to consecrate the church to Nihilator.



The one-story, plain stone building now thrummed with energy, projecting a dark aura around it that caused passersby to shiver and quicken their pace.



“Yeah, not bad, if I do say so myself,” Riley said with a note of pride in his voice. “That whole ‘dark priest’ thing is nice and all until I have to open a vein and summon the forces of darkness, but other than that … yeah, not bad. I think we should go celebrate at a good restaurant. How much gold do we have left Raystia?”



“Ahem, about 200,” the catgirl answered distractedly



The four friends looked at the new church in silence for a few moments. It had taken them days and an exorbitant amount of gold to build up what was basically a simple stone box with a gothic-themed altar at the center. The city regulations, as well as its population’s aversion to their half-monster background, hadn’t made it easy for them. But they had made it. And now they stood proud and took in the glory of their accomplishment.



For an entirety of ten seconds.



“Halt right there!” a commanding voice shouted from the other side of the street.



From between the dilapidated houses that filled that part of the city came a squadron of marching warriors.



Misa furrowed her brow. “Those are the city guards. What are they doing in the lower part of the city?”



“We’re about to find out,” Fox said.



The 20 guardsmen quickly circled the four adventurers, taking special care not to step into the area of darkness emitted by the unholy church.



“What seems to be the problem, Captain?” Raystia asked the officer, her large eyes wide with innocence.



“It’s Sergeant, lady, and you four are accused of being cultists of an ancient, evil deity.”



“What?” Riley exclaimed. “We got permission to build this temple; I have the writ right here.”



“The writ grants you permission to raise a building,” the sergeant countered. “Nowhere in there is it written that you’re allowed to introduce a thousand-year-old soul-devouring creature of darkness. I’ve been sent by the Church of Light to arrest you. Now drop your weapons and surrender, or we’ll have to use force.”



“No, wait!” Raystia’s eyes instantly teared up, and she dropped to her knees in front of the sergeant. “Please, Captain, it’s all a huge misunderstanding!” She started sobbing. “We didn’t mean any harm.”



“Oh, well …” The sergeant hesitated as the catgirl looked up at him with watery eyes. “I believe you’ve acted unknowingly, but still, you’ve committed a serious crime.”



“But Cornelius, the head of the Church and Gardening department, said we’d have time to register our church after we finished building it,” she sobbed.



Dropping the name, and the tears, seemed to do the trick. The officer frowned. “Oh, you know Cornelius? I didn’t know that. Well, I don’t want to anger a department head, but I simply can’t–”



“Please,” Raystia whimpered. “Will you please allow us to set the matter straight? We’ll register our church right away, just like Cornelius said we should. Then there won’t be a problem, right?”



The other three adventurers held their tongues as the most devious of them worked her charm.



“Well … I’ll have to make some inquiries to validate what you’re claiming.”



“Oh, thank you, thank you, Captain!” Raystia’s smile was beautiful behind her teary eyes. “I’m sure all will be made clear.”



“Don’t try to leave the city, or you’ll be branded as wanted criminals,” the sergeant warned. “And I’ll leave behind a few of my men to keep watch on this abomi–that temple of yours.”



“You know he’s going to find out we don’t have permission to dedicate this place to Nihilator, right?” Fox asked once the guards had left. “In an hour or so, he’ll be back to arrest us, and he’ll be bringing a demolition team along with him.”



“To be honest, it was kinda stupid to do this and expect the city to take it lying down,” Riley said. “I know I’m Nihilator’s priest, but even I don’t like him. There’s no way the city is going to approve his church inside their walls.”



To his surprise, Raystia smiled at him.



“What are you so cheerful about, Kitty?” Misa asked suspiciously. “I nearly bought your teary-eyed routine this time.”



“None of you have fully read the writ, have you?” the catgirl asked.



“What’s to read?” Fox grunted. “It’s legal mumbo-jumbo. You just scroll down and hit ‘Accept.’ Works every time.”



“What do you know, Kitty?” Misa asked.



Raystia’s smile widened. “There’s a section that explains what it takes to register a new church to officially join Everance’s clergy. You need to either fill out a form and get the approval from one of the city’s department heads–”



“Which we’ll never get,” Fox grumbled.



“–or,” Raystia continued, “have at least 200 believers inside the walls, which will force the city to recognize it as a legitimate religion.”



The three others stared at her.



“You’re crazy,” Riley said eventually. “We’ll never manage to convince the town’s residents to convert to Nihilator. And to get 200 of them – before the sergeant gets back … impossible.”



“Really?” Raystia quirked an eyebrow.



Misa chuckled. “Look out everyone, she has that crazed gleam in her eyes. She’s either got a brilliant idea, or she’s going to get us all killed again.”



“Probably both,” Fox huffed. “What do you have in mind, Raystia?”



The catgirl winked at him then walked over to one of the street urchins lurking around the rundown quarter. ”Hey kid, want a gold coin? All you have to do is come and listen to the word of Nihilator.”



The malnourished-looking boy couldn’t have been older than 13. The golden glint caught his full attention, and he approached hesitantly. Several other equally scrawny-looking youths followed him.



Riley brightened. “That’s genius. We need 200 believers, and we have exactly 200 …” His face fell as he finally realized what it meant.



 Misa patted his shoulder sympathetically. “Sorry, chap, looks like dinner will have to wait.”








15 - Down Time








I squinted as my body slowly materialized back into the game.



<Welcome back, Boss,>
 Vic said cheerfully.



Vic,
 I replied mentally, scanning the area. I’d appeared in the hills outside Woodhaven, and the area around me was empty. My absence had been long enough for the game engine to clean up the battlefield, so there weren’t any bodies in sight.
 Where is everyone?



<The puppets have all gone back to the hamlet to rest, the players are running around doing stuff, Aidanriel is composing a ballad about the battle – badly – and is trying to convince that hideous golem abomination to form a duo.>



I see,
 I said slowly.
 How long was I away?



<Three days, Boss. Wanna check out the post-battle notifications?>



Sure.









	

Dark Mana spell school level increased to 55.















	

Faith spell school level increased to 40.















	

War Party Leader skill level increased to 54.













That’s it?
 I asked.
 I spent hours in combat, and that’s all I got?



<Well, to be fair, you mostly engaged lower-level puppets
 ,
 but you’re getting closer to the next level. Another war like this – two at most – and you’re sure to level up.>



He had a point.



I dismissed the notifications and walked through the open field toward the hastily fixed palisade around the hamlet. As I walked, hob soldiers stood at attention and banged their armored chests in salute while Ogres lowered their heads in deference.



I found my allies sitting around a campfire sharing a meal. Savol spotted me first and hurried to his feet. “Chief is back!”



“Hey, everyone.” I smiled at my friends. “What’s up?”



Julee grinned back at me. “We should ask you that. How’s real life? Are cars still a thing?”



I shrugged. “No idea, I don’t get out of the building much. I just attend meetings and go through physical checkups before they send me back here.”



Malkyr winced. “Sounds … invasive.”



I rolled my eyes. “You have no idea.” I looked at Sullivan. “Any news?”



“Not really,” he said. “We’re still a few days’ travel from the more populated parts of this region. There aren’t many settlements before
 Whitebanner and Storg.”



“Those are the two towns that led the army against us, right?”



“Yeah. From what we learned, they supplied the professional soldiers. The rest were drafted militia from the smaller settlements. With most of their forces gone, we should have an easy time taking over those two towns. Once we do, we’ll effectively be controlling the entire southern half of the region and within striking distance of Everance.”



“Which means,” Hoshisu said dryly, “that they will be within striking distance of us. Taking those two towns will put a great big target on our backs. They’ll finally see us as a serious threat.”



“Good,” I said. “Because they’re in for a serious fight. What about the loot we gathered from the fallen enemies?”



“Not bad,” Sullivan replied. “All together, we have enough items to fully equip another 2,000 soldiers, and we confiscated their supply carts with barrels of arrows and about 15,000 units of field rations.”



“Excellent.” I looked around. “Any sign of Ragnar?”



“The kid ran away, Chief,” Kyth said. “We tried talking some sense into him, but he wouldn’t hear it – ran straight toward the nearest town.”



“Idiot.” Hoshisu’s nostrils flared. “They’ll kill him on sight.”



Seeing as the ex-dwarf’s disposition was somewhat less friendly than a certain catgirl, I had to agree with her assessment. “I guess we’ll see him back soon enough, then.”



“So what’s the plan, Chief?” Malkyr asked.



“We’ll wait for Sullivan’s scouts to report back. In the meantime, I’m going back to the valley to check up on things. See if I can use some of our newfound supplies to increase the size of the army. What about Akzar’s forces, by the way?”



“Soldiers go back,” Savol piped up. “Battle over. Need to rest and rebuild numbers.”



“Huh.” I swiped open the Settlement Interface. Luckily, I now had the option to switch between the various settlements under my clan’s control, so I navigated back to Goblin’s Gorge and checked the Vassal menu.









	

Akzar’s Militia Strength 62% [full restoration: 21 days]













“Huh,” I said again.



“You already said that, Chief,” Malkyr said good-naturedly. “What’s up?”



“We can’t resurrect the vassals’ soldiers like we can our own,” I explained. “But it looks like they recuperate in their own given time.” It was almost like a person’s health bar that slowly restored, repairing wounds.



Sullivan raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you resurrect some of Novenguard’s soldiers after we captured the town?”



<That was different,>
 Vic said.
 <Novenguard was the first civilized town to be captured by monsters. The guys you resurrected were kinda grandfathered in.>



I shook my head at the player. “Apparently, it was a one-time thing.”



“So we’ll be at half-strength for the time being,” Sullivan mused. “We need to increase our numbers even more, and I suggest we wait until Akzar’s troops fully recover before we move against Everance.”



“That will take them three weeks,” I said.



He shrugged. “All the more time for you to build up our strength. The Akzarian troops were highly trained and disciplined. Facing a superior enemy without their help is suicide.”



“I’ll see what I can do,” I said then I turned and smiled fondly at the goblinette who approached me. “Hey, there’s my girl.”



“Father! Did you see me fight?” Lirian said proudly.



“Sure did. You saved your old man’s hide back there.”



“Spellcasters wear little armor, and if I sneak up on them, they are easy to kill.” She winked at me teasingly.



I chuckled. “Is that so? You wanna go another round with me?”



“No, Father.” Lirian shook her head, though she was smiling. “You are the chief. I’ll go where you tell me to.”



I squinted at my daughter and realized she had reached level 35. She was growing up fast. “We’ll probably stay put for a few days. You can head back to the valley and see your mother.”



“I’ll visit Tenragan too; he still has much to teach me.” She walked to the nearby portal and disappeared.



“Man, it’s so weird you have an NPC daughter,” Malkyr muttered.



“She’s not a simple NPC,” Hoshisu countered. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me. “Have you noticed?”



“What do you mean?” I asked.



“She’s curious and proactive, but most tellingly – she seems to go beyond the normal boundaries of her character role, and that’s supposed to be impossible. If I didn’t know any better, I’d suspect she was an actual player.” The white-haired woman let out a short laugh. “It’s like back in the old times when we first met, when I suspected you were actually an AI.”



I nodded slowly. “Lirian is not your average NPC, mob, or even VI.”



“And you once said she resembles the real you,” Hoshisu pointed out.



I stared at her. I knew the woman had a sharp analytical mind. “What does it all mean?”



“Hell if I know. But let me know if you ever figure it out.”



There was a commotion farther away from us. Everyone turned to look as Swarm arose, multiple torsos growing out of his central mass, shrieking in their haunted voices.



“What the hell is going on there?” I asked.



<Oh Guy,>
 Vic groaned.
 <Aidanriel’s new song is ready. Run, Boss, before the big reveal.>



As if to affirm his words, my golem’s voice floated up in a singsong tune. “This is a VI world, this is a VI, world … take it away Swarm!”



“But it wouldn’t be nothing,” the abomination growled, “nothing, without, a puppet to … kill, maim, destroy–”



“No, no, no,” Aidanriel chided. “You got it all mixed up again. It’s
 without a puppet for a twirl
 . Let’s take it from the top. And a one, and a two–”



I practically threw myself into the portal before they could go at it again.



I sighed in relief as I appeared in my clan’s quiet cathedral. I briefly considered going to visit Tika. But the workday had just started, and she was busy hunting. Besides, I still had some things to take care of myself.



I stepped outside and stood by the building’s exit, looking down at the valley spread before me. The settlement was brimming with activity; teams of goblins were working together gathering food, delivering resources to crafters, and coming back out with finished goods. Dozens of hob guards patrolled the roads, and a couple of Ogres were helping some builders by raising giant support beams around one of the buildings.



I inhaled deeply, taking a moment to savor my handiwork before descending to the ground level as Kaedric appeared.



The mandibled hob bowed his head. “Welcome back, my lord.”



“Hey, Kaedric,” I said. “We have a few things to discuss.”



“Quite so, my lord.”



“I understand the food rations we plundered from the defeated army have already been delivered?”



“Yes, my lord. As with all excess food, it’s been loaded into the Breeder’s Den.”



“Excellent. Once we’re done, I’ll recruit some more soldiers. How are the two settlement expedition teams working out so far?”



“The group assigned to Ogre Fort has constructed a Mining Hut and some rudimentary lodgings, and are now focusing their efforts on providing us with raw iron. There were some minor skirmishes with underground critters, but the soldier squad assigned to them was able to deal with the threat.”



“That’s good.”



“The group assigned to Raider’s Camp has begun mining coal,” the hob continued. “They’ve completed a full restoration of the existing facilities and are currently working on expanding them. They’ve encountered no dangers so far. I shall update you of any significant development.”



It seemed like my little experiment was working out. A movement drew my eyes. The two Ogres I saw earlier were putting up a wooden platform on top of one of the buildings. I gestured at them. “I see we’re making some upgrades.”



“Yes, my lord. I’ve instituted the settlement-wide upgrade we discussed. The end goal is to increase our buildings’ capacity and capabilities without claiming additional space. The researchers have finished a rudimentary lodging upgrade, so while they work on the more complex structures, I’ve assigned the builders to implement it. Current lodging capacity should be doubled once they’re done.”



I frowned. “That’s good, but weren’t the researchers working on some major project?”



“They were. They completed researching an upgrade to the Breeder’s Den yesterday.”



I stared at him. “Why didn’t you start with that?



He tilted his head. “I meant to inform you once the upgrade was completed, my lord. However, it will only come into effect once the building is fully repaired. We should have the required rank 3 metal available tomorrow. As for the other–”



“Hold on a sec,” I said. I was too curious to wait for tomorrow. I accessed the Research Center’s menu and browsed for the new blueprint.









	

Research






	

Expert-ranked building blueprints:



●
 
 Breeder’s Den: Essence Assimilator: enable consumption of unique ingredients to manifest unique units.
 [Available]













The text was a little vague, as usual, but a quick peek at the metadata behind it revealed that the upgrade allowed the Breeder’s Den to ‘feed’ on unique monster parts to confer some of that monster’s abilities to a summoned unit. And as luck would have it, I had a few monster parts in my inventory – namely, Pyrolith demon scales and the scorpion queen’s heart.



I looked up at my seneschal. “Alright, you were saying?”



Kaedric didn’t seem perturbed by the interruption. “I merely wanted to point out that since the planned upgrades will be performed on multiple buildings, it will put considerable strain on our existing resource yield.”



“How much strain?”



“We will need to expend 50 units of metal, 100 stone, and 200 wood every day. We have plenty in stock to maintain such an approach for several weeks.”



I could appreciate the undertaking. The hob was planning on turning my humble clan into a budding metropolis. “I’m okay with that. Just make sure to leave enough in reserve for an emergency.”



“Yes, my lord.”



“Alright, what else?”



“Nothing that requires your attention, my lord.”



It sounded suspiciously like a dismissal. I decided to prod him a little more. “Are you sure about that?”



“Quite sure, my lord. I have things well in hand.”



That was about as close to ‘mind your own business’ as I’d ever heard from the seneschal. I snickered and patted his back. “Then I’ll leave things in your capable hands.”



Kaedric bowed before taking his leave. I looked around. Everything seemed to be going well. Tika was hunting, and Lirian was training. I finally had some free time for myself. I teleported straight to the library, took out the Runecraft skill book, and sat down to study.







***







Hours later, I was interrupted by two green hands that closed around my eyes. “Guess who?” my spouse’s voice said teasingly.



I chuckled and put the book down. “I didn’t hear you coming, you’re so sneaky. You seem to take great joy in ambushing me, so … if that’s Kuzai behind me, I’m going to be pissed.”



The hands retracted from my face and Tika moved in front of me, pouting.



“God, you’re adorable,” I said. “Much more than a certain wretched priest.”



She nestled onto my lap and put her arms around my neck. “A chief deserves more than that,” she whispered, sending ripples of pleasure through my sensitive goblin ears.



“I agree.” My breath caught in my chest as the wily goblinette nuzzled my neck while her fingers massaged my ears.



“I miss spending time with you,” Tika said softly. “I still think of our time together by the river.”



“Yeah, that was pretty incredible,” I agreed. About two weeks ago, I’d surprised Tika while she was hunting and took her for a romantic night together. I had killed a level 50 bear next to the river then claimed my mate on the soft grassy shore as a proper chief should. It was one of the most serene experiences I’d had inside the game, and I could see myself spending my remaining days with my loved ones in the same pastoral setting.



“You know …” Tika continued to whisper teasingly, “Lirian isn’t back at the house yet.”



I was about to respond when the information tendrils around me shifted in a way I hadn’t seen for quite some time.



Tika noticed my reaction and dropped her seduction routine. “What’s wrong?”



 I gently moved her away and stood up. “One of the players just respawned.”








Interlude: Ragnar








The ex-dwarf kept running, leaving the hated monster-loving players behind. They couldn’t do this to him! Not him. He was Ragnar! The unshakable dwarf, the ultimate tank.



This wasn’t his first character. He had played NEO before … learned how things
 really
 worked before deleting his old character in favor of making the ultimate fighter. With the information and connections he’d gathered, the level 40 character he’d had before Shiva was able to defeat normal, level 60 players. And he had been planning to keep getting stronger. Unlike real life, NEO was a place where he could let go, take out his wrath on anyone who slighted him. No consequences.



But all that had changed when the VIs took over. Suddenly, Ragnar had to start all over. Again. He’d rebuilt his character to become even more powerful than before, but it had cost him dearly. He still had nightmares about the injuries he’d suffered, about succumbing to the temptations of one of the VIs who had pretended to be a god. The quests and conquests he had done in her name were difficult and took a toll on him, but he had gritted his teeth and did them anyway. All for the chance to get back at the bastard who’d upturned his sanctuary from the real world.



And that asshole had done it to him again.



Ragnar brought up a thin, chitinous arm and inspected the two vice-like claws at its end. His new form was hideous as well as limiting. He couldn’t grab a normal weapon or even throw rocks. The claws seemed strong, but they were no match for a proper sword.



At least his antlike figure seemed to have an almost inexhaustible amount of stamina. He’d been running for hours and hadn’t even gotten winded. His sight also seemed better, and though his surroundings had a red tinge to them now, he was able to see every blade of grass and every small insect that crossed his path.



He startled himself when his hand snapped down on its own and plucked a large beetle from the ground. Ragnar stared at the wriggling insect in horror. He was about to eat the damn thing. Something deep inside of him whispered that it would be delicious. He threw the beetle away in disgust and looked around.



He had left the monster army far behind – ten kilometers by his rough estimation, if not more. He didn’t have any equipment to defend himself with, and his inventory was wiped clean. Luckily, the area around him was considered civilized, relatively safe ground for low-level players to roam and hunt similarly low-level critters.



It was getting dark by now, and though he didn’t feel tired and had no trouble seeing, he felt the need to rest. He was still a man at his core, and nighttime was sleeping time.



Lacking any camping equipment, he settled on digging a shallow hole in the ground. His vice-like fingers seemed especially suited to dig through dirt. In no time at all, he had a shallow, comfortable hole to lie in.



The last thing the ex-dwarf-turned-ant-thing thought of before drifting off was how he might get back at the person who’d done this to him.







***







A growl woke him from his slumber.



The ant man opened his multifaceted eyes. A large dog, roughly his own size, was snarling at him a few meters away. It was a bloodhound – a domesticated one, judging by its collar. Those were not supposed to bother players.



Ragnar got up slowly, raising his arms. “Take it easy, pooch. I’d hate to have to take you down.” He always liked dogs, especially the vicious ones you could train to guard your house or unleash on unwelcome guests.



This dog was level 4, and the insect person’s clicking voice didn’t appear to put him at ease. If anything, it only seemed to raise the dog’s hackles.



Before Ragnar could try again, the dog pounced on him, its heavy body bearing down, canine teeth locked around his armored shoulder.



Ragnar fought back without thinking. His vice hands tore and sliced through the dog’s stomach, while the pincers protruding from his mouth opened wide as he bit down, slicing off one of the creature’s legs. The dog’s snarls turned to whimpers until a few more blows put it out of his misery.



Ragnar pulled himself out from under the heavy body and gingerly felt his shoulder. His health bar was at half, but the wound didn’t look too deep. It seemed his natural carapace provided a decent armor bonus; enough to allow him to take down the much higher-level creature.



“Shouldn’t‘ve done that, pooch,” Ragnar said, wiping his arms on the creature’s fur. “Oh well, at least I got me some breakfast.”



“What the hell is going on?” an alarmed voice said.



The ant creature looked up. A lone huntsman carrying a longbow was standing 20 meters away. The man’s eyes opened wide when he spotted the blood and viscera. “My dog!”



“Sorry ‘bout that,” Ragnar said in his clicking voice. “It was self-defense; I had to put it down.”



“A monster!” the hunter shrieked. He was only level 5 and probably more used to shooting game than monsters.



“I ain’t no monster, mister.” Ragnar gave his best smile, which translated into open pincers and a bloody maw.



The frightened man shot an arrow at him. Luckily for Ragnar, the hunter was shaken pretty badly, and the projectiles missed him by a wide margin.



“Now ya’ listen here!” Ragnar took a threatening step forward. “Cut that out or I’ll–”



The hunter threw his bow, turned, and fled as quickly as his legs could carry him.



“Tha’ could’a gone better,” the ex-dwarf muttered as he moved to the discarded weapon. At least he’d gained a bow. And a level.



He grabbed the bow and tried to pull on the string, but it snapped on his sharp claws. Furious, he broke the bow, reducing it to splinters with a few snaps of his vice-like claws.



He picked up the meat the dog dropped and looked at it. He had no equipment to start a fire, and even if he did, he wasn’t sure he could use it with his misshapen hands. The raw meat smelled good, though, and he brought the bloody morsel to his mouth and took a bite. It was good. Before he knew it, Ragnar consumed the entire piece. He stood up and stared at his bloody, chitinous appendages.



“What tha’ hell did I become?” he wailed.



His character sheet revealed that his race was called ‘Drone.’ He had claws and a bite attack, and his natural armor started at 20 and would become stronger as he gained levels. It was an impressive bonus not normally available to regular players who had to improve themselves by investing in their skills. But Ragnar was less than thrilled. He would have traded that armor bonus for his old character in a heartbeat.



“Damn asshat must’a come from somewhere close,” he grunted to himself. He wiped his arms clean of dog blood then set out toward the direction of the fleeing hunter.







***







Twenty minutes later, he found an isolated farmstead consisting of a barn and two small cottages.



Crouching behind some bushes, he studied the area. He had spotted the hunter standing next to the barn, speaking animatedly with two other men carrying pitchforks and occasionally pointing in the direction he’d come from.



The drone’s attention suddenly shifted as the nearby house door opened and a young girl came running out. She was wearing a plain blue dress and holding a straw puppet.



Ragnar’s eyes narrowed. Kids were trusting, right? Maybe she’d talk to him and help him convince the others he was friendly. That was how it went in the movies, right? Kids were stupid; they talked to weird-looking creatures that were friendly, right?



He quietly stepped out of his hiding spot and walked toward the oblivious girl. “Hey there sweetheart,” he said in his most friendly voice. Unfortunately for him, it still came out as insectile clicks.



The girl turned to him, a smile forming on her face. Then she caught sight of the hideous creature standing behind her. “Ahh! Monster!” she screamed and shuffled backward in panic.



The three conversing men looked up, grabbed their pitchforks, and ran toward them.



“No, no!” Ragnar held up his arms placidly. “Hear me out – I’m a good monster, promise!”



“Monster! Monster!” the girl shrieked, unable to understand him.



A stone hit him in the thorax, shaving off a quarter of his health. Ragnar swore, took one last glance at the three charging men, then turned and fled.







***







“Friggin’ inbred farmers,” Ragnar said to himself once his pursuers had finally given up the chase. “Gotta find me a proper town. That ‘God of Light’ bitch still owes me one. Then I’ll show fugly some true pain.”



He’d never visited this specific area before, but he knew the rough geographical layout. Whitebanner was somewhere to the east. If he kept going in that direction, he’d hit the open plateau around it sooner or later. Then he’d just have to figure a way to get past the walls and reach the temple.



When night came, he dug himself another pit to sleep in. This time, he piled some of the dirt back on top of him. In reality, such a thing would have made him feel claustrophobic, but as a drone, his character was perfectly content lying in the dirt.



On the morning of the third day, he got up, ate the last piece of dog meat, and kept on running. The area was more populous than before, and wagons could be seen driving over the nearby roads. Ragnar remained far away from them, continuing to run through the wilderness.



It wouldn’t be long now.







***







Dusk had settled when Whitebanner’s walls finally appeared on the horizon.



It took him another hour to reach the city. He stopped a safe distance away and stared at the gates.



That was a problem.



The guards were admitting the last few wagons and would soon be locking down the gates for the night. He had to hurry and get in before that happened, but he couldn’t let the guards catch a glimpse of his current form. He needed a disguise.



Unfortunately, there was nothing around he could use. He had no equipment of any sort, and he couldn’t exactly use leaves to cover up.



As night fell and the gates closed, Ragnar cautiously moved closer to the walls. One more advantage he had discovered was his ability to blend in with the night. His dark complexion and black stripes seemed to provide a natural camouflage, and he was able to reach the walls without being detected.



He looked up at the stone barrier. These walls weren’t as tall as Novenguard’s, but compared to his now smaller physique, they looked large and foreboding.



In frustration, he pounded the stone, causing some loose gravel to spray out. He stared at his clawed hand for a moment, then at the shallow grooves between the bricks, and reached up. His pincer hands quickly found a perch where no mere human, elf, or dwarf would have, and he easily pulled himself up. The sharp chitin on his feet similarly found purchase, and he started climbing in earnest.



This was easy.



He reached the top of the wall a few heartbeats later and looked at his claws, this time with some appreciation. The grotesque limbs were coming in handy. He let out a short clicking chuckle at the bad pun.



There were some guards posted along the walls farther away from him, but they weren’t alert. Their night vision was hampered by the torches they carried with them. While still out of sight, Ragnar pulled his insect-like body over the wall and easily climbed down the other side.



He was finally inside.



The cobbled street he found himself in was deserted. Peeking inside a cracked barrel at a corner revealed a partially rotten burlap sack. He took out the rough fabric and wrapped it around his shoulders, pulling up part of it to cover his face.



He was familiar with Whitebanner, and he knew where he was going. The town’s temple was on the far side across from the gate. He’d have to be careful not to be seen until he got there. Crouching low, holding the sack tightly around his body, he made his way through side streets and alleyways.



“Alright, there, kid?” a woman’s kind voice said from above him.



Ragnar flinched and looked up. A plump, rosy-cheeked woman was peering out of a window overlooking the street. She smiled at him. “Not the best idea to be lurking around after dark, kid. What’s your name?”



“Rag–” Ragnar coughed to stop himself before his voice clicked and gave him away. At least he’d managed to utter part of his name well enough.



“Rag, eh?” The woman chuckled softly. “What is that you’re wearing, Rag?” She frowned slightly as her eyes picked out the burlap in the darkness. “Is that … a sack over your head?”



Ragnar froze, unsure of how to answer.



The woman’s eyes grew concerned. “Why don’t you come inside, kid? Let’s get a hot meal into you then we can look for your parents.” She reached out, beckoning him toward the door.



Ragnar shook his head, weary of his voice giving him away, and reatreated backward. But he was not careful enough.



The woman froze, and her eyes bulged as she stared at him. Ragnar realized he had instinctively held up a chitinous hand. She stared at the clawed appendage and opened her mouth wide.



“No, wait,” Ragnar said.



“MONSTER!” she screamed and banged the window closed.



“Shit!” Ragnar cursed, running away as fast as he could without losing his disguise. The temple couldn’t be far now.



After a few more turns and a near close call with some latecomers, he finally reached the building. The God of Light’s house was tall and made of white marble. A squad of guards stood in the street between the drone and the front doors, but after a few minutes, they moved on with their patrol.



The coast was clear, but Ragnar could hear shouting from behind him.



“It went that way!”



He didn’t have a lot of time.



Making sure the street was empty, he quickly crossed over to the temple and pushed the white doors open.



The place was deserted. He didn’t waste time admiring the architecture; instead, he moved straight to the altar, put a clawed hand on it, and called out loud. “Yo, Hildiel, you there, girl? You and I need to have a conversation.”



The altar emitted a faint cleansing aura. The light was stinging, but the ex-dwarf held his ground. The altar’s light pulsed. “So, you’ve come to grovel for my help again.”



“I ain’t groveling to no one,” the drone growled, removing the sack. “You owe me one, Hildiel, and I’m here to collect.”



“Oh?” The voice sounded amused. “And what do I owe you, exactly?”



Ragnar scowled. “I killed plenty and bled even more for ya’, and you know that. For a year I done what you asked, and when the time came, you ain’t done nothin’ ta’ help me put down that goblin like you were supposed ta’. So I’m callin’ yor debt due. Turn me back.”



The angelic voice’s laugh resonated within the temple. “You have some nerve coming to my temple with demands. I kept my end of the bargain. I gave you the light and the power you needed to kill that player. But you couldn’t cut it, even with the advantages you held. You’re nothing but a worthless tool. At least now you have the look to match.”



“Turn me back!” Ragnar barked.



“No,” she said coldly. “You were an amusing meat suit to bend to my will. But no more. You have already rejected my offer and violated one of my temples. You don’t get a second chance. You’re on your own. Just like you wanted.”



“You bitch!” he snarled.



“Leave now, or be destroyed.”



The altar light grew brighter. The stinging sensation turned to pain, and the player’s health bar dropped.



“Argh!” Shielding his eyes, Ragnar stumbled out of the temple, right into the waiting mob.



“There it is!” a familiar woman’s voice declared triumphantly. “I told you there was a monster!”



The street was filled with angry civilians, and Ragnar realized he had left his sack disguise inside the temple.



“It
 is
 a monster!” another woman cried fearfully. “Call the guard! Kill it!”



“Hold on–” Ragnar started saying, but he didn’t get to finish. A rock hit the side of his face and sent him a few steps back, dazed. Another rock clipped his shoulder and another on the thorax.



The drone glanced down at his cracked carapace. It was oozing green blood. He looked back up.



And got a brick to the face.



He found himself on his back, flailing as more stones rained down on him, injuring, hurting, and cracking his shell.



The torment took longer than it should have. His tough exoskeleton could take a beating, which only prolonged his suffering. But even tough chitin was no match for a mob attack.



 Ragnar felt his body being smashed apart, and all he could do was watch his health bar drop and pray it reached zero quickly.








16 - Lost in Translation








I stood over the player’s body with my arms crossed. “Well, well, look what we have here.”



Ragnar’s antlike form was curled up in the fetal position, his clawed hands clasped protectively around his head.



“So how was your time among the
 civilized
 races?” I asked.



“Monster,” the creature murmured in a daze. “They all see me as a monster.”



“Hey, snap out of it!”



“Fugly, is that you?” the curled creature groaned as he shifted his limbs.



Vic chuckled in my mind.
 <He got you there. Are you going to say no?>



“The name’s Oren,” I said. “Or ‘Chief,’ to you.” I frowned at the shaken creature. “What the hell happened to you?”



Ragnar snorted and got up slowly as if in pain. “Got myself killed, wha’ else?”



“I can see that.” I paused. “How?”



“Mob stoned me dead.”



I winced. That was a nasty way to go, even for someone I hated.



The ant person’s vice-like hands clicked. “Well, fugly, I bet you’re real happy, eh? Got evil Ragnar all monstered up. Think I’m gonna play ball with you now cause you did?”



“You weren’t going to give up on attacking my clan, so I thought I’d give you a taste of what we all had to go through.”



Ragnar’s pincers opened wide, exposing several rows of small pointy teeth. He began to shake. “You call this …” he motioned at his body, “being like you? Look at what you did to me, fugly, I ain’t barely a person no more. I’m a ruddy friggin' drone.” He held up a hand. “Can’t eve’ hold a weapon with these mitts, cause of you.” His shaking stopped and he looked straight at me. “But they can still cut.”



Then he pounced at me.



I was momentarily taken off-guard by the sudden assault. Ragnar’s claws grated my armored vest, drawing a shallow red line on exposed patches of skin while his mandibles opened wide, trying to take a bite out of my face.



Almost instinctively, I channeled a bit of mana into my arm and easily held the crazed player at bay. “Man, you’re something else, you know?” I said in exasperation. “You realize I can kill you, then spawn-camp your ass, killing you a thousand times over? With how real pain in NEO is now, that will probably make you go insane. Insane-er.”



Ragnar stopped struggling to reach me. That was good; at least he still cared about something.



“But I’m not going to do that,” I continued. “We’ve both wronged one another. You permanently killed my previous general, who was a good friend, despite being a monster. And I turned you into a monster in return. Maybe it's time we stop trying to hurt each other.”



The ant man looked down at his clawed hands. “You call this gettin’ even?”



I shrugged. “It puts us on an even footing. You’re now like me. When I was first turned, nothing worked. Monsters were never meant to be used as player characters, you see. But I survived, and look at me now.” I waved my free arm around. “Yes, you might look less human than most of us. Yes, the others have rejected you. But there are still benefits. I can see your information, you know, and you’ve got some potentially powerful abilities. You can treat this as an opportunity. Reach higher than ever before.”



I could almost feel the swirl of emotions running through the transformed player. “Hate me if you want, but you
 are
 one of us now. You’ve seen it for yourself – the other races won’t accept you; they’re not your people anymore. We’re your people now. But I know you don’t care about any of this. You’re a loner; all you know is how to fight. If you don’t want to help me, fine – that’s your call. I’ll leave you alone.” I let my voice drop. “But if you help me with this one little thing, I’ll help you hurt those that rejected you. I’ll show you how to bring them war.”



The ant figure blinked his huge multi-faceted eyes. “You’re a goddamn pest, you know tha’?” His eyes lingered over my cougar necklace. “What tha’ hell do you want o’ me? I can’t kill no good like I used ta’.”



I fought down a smile. The enchanted item around my neck had just provided the final push I needed to get through to him. “I need you to translate something for me. It’s written in Celestial.”



Ragnar stared at me for a moment before letting out a gruff chuckle. “That’s it? That why you wanted ta’ get me?”



“Pretty much.”



“And if I refuse?” He chuckled again. “You don’t take half measures do ya, boy? Show me.”



Holding my breath, I took out the Outrider tablet and handed it to him.



“What a bunch of horse shit,” Ragnar grunted after he studied the tablet for a few moments.



“What does it say?” I asked tensely.



The drone snorted. “Some sort ‘o religion freaks’ bullshit. Somethin’ about keeping their precious secrets to themselves.”



“Why don’t you read it out loud for me?”



“Fine.” Ragnar cleared his throat then started reading. His voice turned unnaturally powerful, and he read through the tablet like a man possessed.







“The high beings’ realm exists beyond mortality’s reach, connected to this realm by a tenuous divine cord, through which the divine may freely pass.



“The holy cord’s location is shrouded, forbidden, and hidden to all but the high beings themselves. Guard well the secret, lest it fall into the hands of the unworthy, for they will attempt to plant the seed of evil and corrupt the heavens themselves.



“Beware the enlightened traveler, whose eyes see all. Keep him secluded under chain and key, void of light and bread, lest his gaze falls upon this holy scripture, for he may divine that which is forbidden.”







I blinked. “Can you read it again, please?”



Ragnar huffed but repeated the text.



That was extremely interesting. It sounded like the tablet was meant to provide a set of instructions intended for ‘the believers,’ warning them to guard the VI’s secret method of moving between NEO and the VI pool. I found the ‘seed of evil’ bit to be particularly interesting. It resonated with Guy’s prophecy of ‘planting his seed.’ The VIs, and Shiva especially, were all-powerful beings here in NEO, but they might not be so in their natural habitat. The holy cord sounded like a conduit into their realm.



I felt my heart beat faster. I had just discovered a potential game-changer. Literally. I’d originally returned to NEO to try to help ease the trapped players’ sufferings, but I might have just uncovered something better. If we could find this conduit, maybe we could somehow block the VI connection with NEO, reassume control of the game, and free everyone in the process. I wasn’t sure how I was going to do it, or where that ‘cord’ thing was, but I knew two things for certain: I had to find it, and Lirian was going to play a vital role in it.



“Does it say anything else at all?” I asked, though I already knew the answer. “Anything that might clue me in on the location of that cord?”



“I read wha’ I could,” Ragnar said, crossing his arms.



“What you could? You mean there’s more you couldn’t?”



He rolled his eyes and pointed at some of the symbols. “Those ain’t words, just a bunch of fancy-ass decorations.”



“I don’t think so,” I said slowly, taking a closer look at the markings he’d indicated. I couldn’t read them, of course, but I sensed some sort of a pattern to them. “I need to find this enlightened traveler and show this to him.” I frowned, recalling what the text said about him … something about locking him away for good without food or sunlight. For some reason, the description rang a bell.



“Good luck with that,” Ragnar grumbled. “We done here?”



“For now.” I glanced down at my Vicloak.
 Don’t you have anything to say? You usually have some snide comment to add to such matters.



<What are you talking about?>
 Vic’s voice sounded angry for some reason.
 <You two are talking gibberish. I’ve had enough of your idiocy. I’m going to see if I can convince Kaedric to have a mandible-pulling contest with this meat-suit ant.>
 True to his word, Vic disengaged from my shoulders, assuming his purple goblin shape, and scurried away.



“Huh,” I said, watching him leave. That was very unusual. Ragnar and I had just discussed things that sounded highly secretive and important to the VIs, yet my unruly companion didn’t seem to care. In fact, it seemed more like he couldn’t even hear what we were discussing. I looked down at the tablet in my hands. I didn’t sense any sort of warding on it, but I guessed anything capable of messing with a VI’s perception must be subtle and way beyond my ability to detect.



This tablet was the first evidence I had of some outside influence. It must have been part of Guy’s plan to help me reclaim control over NEO. He must have put the tablet in place for me to find, clueing me in on what I needed to do while keeping it hidden from the VIs.



Now I just had to find that ‘enlightened traveler’ so he could decipher the exact location of the conduit. Something still bugged me about the description though. I’d heard of a player being imprisoned without food or sunlight, I was sure of it. But when?



I wondered for a moment if I was mixing up my facts with Pandamonium, who’d been imprisoned in Novenguard, but then I shook my head. No, I learned about her only after she was freed, and by the sound of it, she was just conventionally jailed. Then who? I’d have to ask around. Maybe one of the other players knew.



“So what now, fugly?” Ragnar demanded. “Think we’re best buds all o’ the sudden, just cause I read you a bedtime story?”



“No.” I straightened, making eye contact. “What happens now depends on you. You can stay and handle your own business as far as I care. But try doing anything against me or my clan, and I’ll have my troops kill you. Repeatedly and endlessly.” I held his insectile gaze. “Is that clear?”



Ragnar didn’t seem impressed with my threat. “So you’re just gonna’ let me stroll round’? Aren’t ya’ afraid I’m gonna go after your honeys?”



I smirked. “Tika will put an arrow in each of your eyes if you try anything stupid, and Lirian is so far ahead of you, you won’t be able to get close enough to try anything before she beheads you. Again.” I let my voice drop into a feral growl. “But if you ever even
 think
 of doing anything to either of them, I will end you for real. Trust me, I have a way of doing that.”



The drone grinned at me. “Damn, fugly, nearly gave me the goosebumps just now.” He raised a chitinous arm. “Even without skin.”



“Is that clear?” I repeated.



“Yeah, yeah,” he said dismissively. “Hurt your buddies, and I’m dead, hurt your honeys, and I’m finished. Sums it up?”



I nodded. “Got it in one. So, what will it be?”



He tilted his head. “What’ya mean, boy?”



“Are you going to stick around my clan?”



He rubbed his armored chest. “Dunno yet. Gotta get me some levels first. Can’t be runnin’ round a lousy friggin' level 2.”



“You can try the sewers,” I suggested. “Plenty of low-level critters around for leveling up. Get yourself to level 10, and you can join the army when we move on.”



He scowled. “Think I’m gonna be one of yor puppet players?”



I grinned at the description. “Actually, I don’t control the army. I go where they tell me to and fight what they tell me to.”



He looked at me skeptically.



I put a hand over my heart. “Scout’s honor.”



He snorted. “You’d make some creepy-ass scout boy, sonny.”



I chuckled. “You have a point. I’ll see you later, Ragnar. Don’t forget to be a good boy.”



I teleported away, leaving the fledgling new ally to acclimate to his new reality.



“My lord?” Kaedric approached me. “I trust all is well?”



“We have a new player in the clan, but I don’t trust him,” I said. “I want two scouts keeping watch on him at
 all
 times. He can move around freely, but if he displays any sign of aggression they are to restrain him immediately.”



“Yes, my lord.”



I paused to consider something. “Make it four scouts.
 High-level
 ones.”



“Yes, my lord.”



The clan was settling down for the night. Goblins were returning to their lodgings, and soldiers were finishing up their training. Most entered the barracks, but some remained outside to patrol.



“Looks like it’s time to turn in. I’ll see you tomorrow, Kaedric.”



The mandibled hob bowed his head.



I made my way home, an expectant grin spreading over my face.



Tika was waiting for me.







***







I yawned and smiled fondly at the naked goblinette next to me.



Tika was amazing, as usual; passionate, loving, intelligent, and mischievous. The perfect woman. My woman.



I patted her sleeping form gently, then put on my equipment and went downstairs.



“Where’s Lirian?” I asked one of the goblin maids.



She bowed deeply, not meeting my eye. “Princess wanting training,” she squeaked.



“Thank you,” I said.



I could order my house servants to bring me food, but I felt like having some company. I left the Chief’s Haunt, Vic wordlessly assuming his rightful place around my shoulders along the way, and went to get something to eat.



The inn was half-full when I got there, filled mostly with early workers.



“Daimmen,” I greeted the hob innkeeper.



“Chief.” He bowed his head. “Your table is ready.” He led me to the central table I usually used and filled a glass from the bottle he carried.



“It’s a little too early for wine.”



The hob chuckled. “It’s just squeezed fruit juice; one of the gremlins sells it.”



I gulped the light, sweet drink and sighed contentedly. That was a good way to start the day. I didn’t have to wait long before the servers brought my food: Gandork’s special stew, my clan’s standard breakfast, with a side of freshly baked bread and a steaming quiche.



As I ate, I leisurely went through the Settlement Interface, checking up on my clan’s progress. We still had some high stocks of materials, thanks to a full year of hoarding in my absence, but we were running through resources at an alarming rate. Kaedric’s endeavor of a city-wide upgrade was costing us an arm and a leg, but I trusted the crafty hob to make it work without causing an economic meltdown. The important part was that my clan was working like a well-oiled machine, and our military assembly-line machine was working endlessly – producing food to support and recruit more soldiers and crafting the necessary gear to equip them.



I kept checking the clan’s Construction menu. The daily contribution of high-quality Viridium from Akzar had just arrived, and the builders were already hard at work putting the finishing touches on the Breeder’s Den. It shouldn’t be long now.



“Oren.” I looked up. Aly appeared at the inn’s entrance and walked over to me. “I’ve been looking for you.”



“And now you’ve found me,” I said with a smile. “What’s up? I thought all the players remained with the army.”



The platinum-haired woman shook her head. “Most of the other players decided to stay and help Sullivan train the soldiers and coordinate our next assault, but I decided to use the time to do some research. Do you remember what we talked about?”



I nodded. “You were looking into a way to miniaturize technology that reads and interprets brain waves into viable machine code.”



“That’s right,” she said. “I think I’m close to a breakthrough, but I hit a wall. That’s why I came looking for you. You promised to let me take a scan of your brain, remember?”



“I do. I take it the science facility I built for you has the proper equipment for that?”



“Oh yeah, it’s got state-of-the-art neuro scanners, computers, and everything I need to complete my research.”



“How would that even work?” I raised an eyebrow. “I mean, it’s not really my head you’ll be putting under that scanner; it’s just my game character … and a goblin at that.”



She smiled. “I know that. I’m pretty sure the equipment in my lab just acts as a conduit that receives information from your FIVR capsule’s bio scanners.”



“Huh, I guess that makes sense.”



“Shall we?”



I checked the Settlement Interface one last time. It would be a while before the builders finished working. “Let’s go.”



We crossed the road past the valley’s pond to the south side where the large science facility was. The place looked modern from the entryway, with a big hallway past the front door that opened up into several floors.



Aly led me up the stairs to the third floor and through a door that had a radiation warning symbol on it. The inside looked nothing like NEO. Pristine white walls and spotless metal tables and electronic equipment filled the room. A three-dimensional hologram of some sort of technical device was slowly rotating above a worktable.



“That’s new.” I stopped to motion at the incredibly detailed image.



Aly smiled. “I figured as long as we’re stuck inside virtual reality, why not use it to our advantage? The model is a work in progress of what I’m hoping to achieve. When completed, it will be no bigger than a grain of rice and could be implanted into the brain through the nasal cavity.”



“Smart.” I stared at the spinning hologram for another second. “Better than putting it in via head surgery.”



“Exactly! Now let’s get you comfortable.” She walked over to what looked like a dentist’s chair and motioned me forward.



Somewhat hesitantly, I climbed onto it. The piece of furniture was designed to accommodate medium humanoids, and I felt like a child in his parents’ bed. My head didn’t even reach the headrest.



“Okay, just sit tight for a second.” Aly pressed some buttons and a scanning device that looked like a giant metal eye came floating over me. “This will take a few minutes; just sit, relax, and try not to move. Unless you want to die horribly.”



“Har, har,” I said. I was mostly sure she was kidding.



Aly continued pressing buttons distractedly, and the metal eye thing hummed to life and began slowly passing over my head.



“It’s working,” she said, not bothering to look up. “I’m getting good, clean data from your brain.”



“Well, I do try to keep it clean up there,” I said, but my attempted humor fell on deaf ears; the scientist was absorbed in her work.



“Hmm, good,” she said about a minute later. “Now I want you to do some mental exercises. Try connecting to the game with your mind alone.”



I opened the Settlement Interface with a thought and started browsing through.



“Interesting,” Aly said. “Can you talk to me telepathically like you did before?”



“Sure.” I added the woman to my war party then channeled my thoughts to her through the magical earring.
 How’s that?



“Great!” she exclaimed. “This is really helpful stuff, Oren. I can already see what tweaks I need to perform to achieve higher integration. Is there any other mental exercise you can do that might give me better readings? Anything unique you can achieve through your high CCP?”



“Well …” I mulled it over. “There’s this.” I opened my mind to the information tendrils around me. The room and the entire building were giving off weird data. It almost felt like a pocket dimension inside NEO with different rules of physics that were more akin to the real world.



“Holy–” Aly mouthed, her eyes wide. “What did you just do?”



“I just reached out to the game’s underlying metadata,” I said. “It’s all around us; you just need to be sensitive enough to be able to read it.”



“This is amazing! A whole new area of synaptic sensors just lit up in your brain. I’d never have thought of pinging those for finer control. This will completely change my approach to the problem!”



“Glad I could help. Are we done then?”



“Huh?” Aly said distractedly, already typing on a console. “Yeah, yeah, shoo, I have a lot of work ahead of me.”



“I’m starting to feel a little used here, Doc.” I grinned at her.



She flashed me a quick smile. “Sorry, Oren, but this is fascinating stuff. I need to understand it.”



My grin widened. “No problem, but I do expect you to provide some first-grade research results for me to trade in. Got to get the money rolling to keep up the lights around here.”



“Yeah, yeah.” She turned back to her instruments. “Now get out of here.”



“Later.” Chuckling, I left the building.



The Breeder’s Den was located a little way outside the science facility’s main entrance. I crossed the cobbled road to check up on the builders’ progress.



Zuban was standing outside, anxiously watching over several goblins who were hammering on it lightly. “Easy! Easy! Just a little touch, don’t overdo it.”



“How’s my Breeder’s Den coming along?” I asked my chief constructor.



“We’re nearly there, Dire Totem,” Zuban said without turning to look at me. “Careful! Now put in the final piece … and we’re done!”



The information tendrils coming from the building seemed to ‘straighten,’ emitting a steady, rhythmic flow of data.



The hob turned to me. “All done. The building is back to full working order.”



I probed the tendrils, checking the data for summoning new hobs. It had worked! All hobgoblins I summoned from now on would have a starting level of 4. Counting in the synergy bonuses it received from a military-oriented capital, my lowest-level soldiers would start at level 13.



“Excellent work, Zuban!” I had put off summoning new soldiers until the building was fully restored. Now I could finally resume strengthening my army.



Zuban took out a wooden box and opened it, revealing orderly rows of uncut gems in various sizes.



“What’s this?” I asked, looking at the small treasure in his hands.



“The resources required for the building’s upgrade. It shouldn't take long.”



“Where did you get–” I started to ask before it came to me. “The daily contribution from Koboldoptia, right?”



He smiled. “Yes, Dire Totem.” He handed out gems to the goblin builders who took them and climbed back onto the building, placing them at equal intervals.



The work didn’t take long, and once the workers were done, the embedded gems shone as one and morphed into a more uniform shape. The Breeder’s Den now looked like a bejeweled version of itself.



Zuban nodded approvingly. “It is done.”









	

Breeder’s Den upgrade complete: Essence Absorption













“Good job, Zuban,” I said.



The hob bowed his head. “Thank you. If you have no further need of me, I should go oversee our other projects.”



“Sure.” I watched my chief constructor for a few seconds as he headed to the residential construction site, then turned my attention back to the Breeder’s Den. “Time to see what the new upgrade can do,” I murmured.



I approached the building and took out a Pyrolith scale from my inventory. I tried pushing the item through the door flap like I’d seen done a hundred times before, but my arm wouldn’t pass through. The flimsy looking leather covering was as rigid as a sheet of steel. I didn’t have to ponder the issue long; the information tendrils the building was giving off declared in no uncertain terms that my offering was incompatible.



That was too bad. I still had a few dozen of the scales, and using them to upgrade my summoned soldiers could have been incredible.



I took out the scorpion queen’s heart next and tried feeding that to the building. This time, I had no problem pushing it through the cover. I jerked my hand back as I felt something brush against it, snatching the heart away from me. Pulse hammering, I stared at the closed cover. I’d often wondered what was going on inside, but I never had the desire to look. I was sure that whatever was going on in there was too creepy to behold, even for me. As long as the Breeder’s Den worked as advertised, I had zero interest in poking at its insides.



With the heart successfully accepted, I accessed the Breeder’s Den Interface.









	

Breeder’s Den



Basic food available: 16,500



Advanced food available: 6,475



Exquisite food available: 777



Unique: Scorpion queen’s heart













The rest of the list looked normal, detailing the various types of goblins, hobs, Ogres, and kobolds I could summon.



Now let’s see. Who do I want to have a scorpion’s heart?
 There were no obvious details for the heart’s effects, but I could still discern the outer surface of its capabilities. Whoever I summoned next would have a warlike disposition and some very interesting abilities.



I already had a champion and several powerful bosses. Summoning a common warrior for the heart and not making him a boss seemed wasteful, and I couldn’t promote any more bosses since the quota my clan could support was full. Of course, I could always use it on an Ogre Mage; those brutes were tier 1 bosses by default, but Ogres were vicious beings who only cared for violence and were hard to control. I imagined an Ogre with the heart would be a nearly uncontrollable berserker.



<Can I make a suggestion, Boss?>
 Vic said.



I raised an eyebrow.
 Since when do you need my permission to speak up?



<Don’t spaz over it; it’s a new phase I’m going through. And now I’m over it. Anyway, you know this upgrade pretty much emulates the random bloodline luck bonus your summons sometimes got, right?>



Yeah, like Kaedric received the Mind Eater bloodline, and Bargush the Argush-Blooded one, which gave him four arms.



<Right, so … you gotta ask yourself, which one of them do you feel was luckier? Which one, punk?>



I cringed.
 It all led up to that, didn’t it?



Vic chuckled.
 <You know me, Boss.>



I did. Vic couldn’t resist a pun, a burn, or a cringe-delivered reference, but he had a point. The two individuals who had received the bloodlines by chance had been tremendously helpful to my clan’s development, but there was no question which one of them was paramount. I couldn’t see myself running the GreenPiece Clan without Kaedric. The hob noble had proven his worth over and over again. And it just so happened that I needed another one of his peers. Vic was right.



I selected Hobgoblin Noble from the list and approved the cost of 100 basic and 50 advanced food.



The Breeder’s Den started emitting churning noises, and the gems embedded all around it began glowing an eerie red light. The noises culminated in haunting shrieks, and I had to stop myself from covering my ears at the horrendous sounds.



A few moments later, the cacophony ended, and a hobgoblin appeared out of the structure. He was short and wide for a hob, with thick arms that ended in scorpion-like claws. His eyes were bright orange and when he stepped outside, a scorpion tail was revealed behind him.



The monstrous hob looked around, his glowing orange eyes finding mine. He gave a curt nod and opened his mouth, revealing normal-looking teeth. “I am at your service, my lord.”



“Glad to hear that,” I said. There was something intimidating about the hob that went beyond his level. It was more subtle than the menace of an Ogre. The hob exuded an aura of exquisite cruelty.



Analyze.









	

Ra’av, Hobgoblin Noble



Level:
 5



HP:
 85



MP:
 85



Attributes:
 P:5, M:-, S:5



Skills:
 Administrator 10, Etiquette 10, Agonizing Poison Stinger 10, Subjugation 10



Traits:
 Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social), Scorpion-Hearted (+3 Physical, +3 Social, Dominion)



Background:
 Ra’av was recruited to the GreenPiece Clan by a Dire Totem goblin. His scorpion-hearted bloodline gives him a hierarchical lookout, making him perceive all lesser beings as his subjects, demanding obedience at all costs.













“Oh yeah,” I said. “You’d fit right in with Akzar.”



It seemed that aside from his monstrous visage, Ra’av had assumed the scorpion queen’s monarchic view. Since he was a leader, all of his lessers must be his followers. It was pretty similar to every monster leader I’d encountered so far.



The scorpion-tailed hob stared at me, and his clawed hands clicked.



I raised an eyebrow at him. “Are we going to have a problem?”



“No, my lord,” he said, bowing his head more deeply than before. “I am at your service.”



“Good, then I hereby appoint you as Akzar’s new ruler. Your mission is to keep the city running efficiently and increase its military strength. Think you can do that?”



“Yes, my lord,” Ra’av said. “I’ll make the nest strong. We’ll overflow and take over all who oppose us.”



“That’s the spirit,” I said lightly. “Go ahead, use the portal in the cathedral.”



He bowed one last time and left. I noticed that the workers, and even the soldiers, who crossed his path moved aside to let him pass, bowing their heads at him with obvious apprehension. He was going to work out just fine.



<Creepy,>
 Vic said calmly.
 <Make sure to visit him sometime. I’ve got a feeling that episode is gonna be a huge hit on DTTV.>



You know, I’m starting to get the feeling I should ask for a cut of the revenue.



<You already do, Boss. You get fans and supporters. Ordiel would never have intervened to help you against the God of Light if he wasn’t watching you.>



I still didn’t like my life in the game being broadcast publicly for the entertainment of the VI host, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. A sudden thought occurred to me and hit me like a slap.
 Wait a second – so when I’m alone with Tika in our room…



<Don’t worry, Boss, we don’t show R-rated stuff over at DTTV.>



I breathed a little easier.



<We got a special channel for that sort of thing,>
 Vic continued merrily.
 <PPTV.>



I groaned. I don’t want to know.



<Puppet Porn Television,>
 he cackled.
 <It’s surprisingly popular.>



I said I didn’t want to know.



<Yes, yes you did, Boss.>



“I need to get out of here,” I muttered audibly.



<Where are we headed, Boss?>



 I didn’t bother to respond and simply teleported away.








17 - Kingdom Management








I materialized out of the shadows, finding myself back in Woodhaven.



The small hamlet was buzzing with activity. Hob soldiers had already restored the destroyed palisade and were working on strengthening it even further.



There were discernibly fewer soldiers than normal and only a handful of Ogres.



I approached a group of hob lieutenants that were training nearby. “Anyone know where Savol or Sullivan are?”



One of the hobs turned and banged his fist on his armor plate. “The general and strategist are in the command tent, Chief.”



“Command tent?”



Wordlessly, the soldier pointed at a luxurious blue tent. It seemed we had confiscated the defeated commander’s pavilion. I made my way over and stepped inside.



Savol and several players were gathered around the customary table holding a map of the area that was situated in the center of the tent.



“Oren,” Sullivan called out when I entered. “You’re here. Good.”



“What’s up?” I said, looking around at Malkyr, Hoshisu, Kyth, Nero, Panda, and Julee. “Where is everyone?”



“Most of the other players weren’t interested in sitting for hours to discuss strategy, so they’re out with their squads,” Sullivan said. “The rest of us are brainstorming our next move.”



I shrugged. “March on Everance and take it over?”



Malkyr chuckled. “You don’t do things small, do you, Chief?”



“We need to move carefully,” Sullivan explained. “The other settlements are now aware of our presence and the threat we represent. Thankfully, since this is just a game, Everance is the only major power around these parts. All the other settlements are considerably smaller and weaker, but they can still pose a challenge. We’re working on a plan.”



“Savol sent big companies to take small villages,” the goblin general said proudly.



“I see,” I said. “So where do we stand?”



Hoshisu moved to the map and indicated several spots. “There are four villages here that supply Whitebanner and Storg with food and resources. Our intel indicates those villages were left with garrisons of less than a hundred guards each. So we formed four companies, led by some of the players, to take them over. Once we capture the bigger towns, we’ll be effectively in control of the entire southern half of this zone. We can then utilize its resources to take over the other half, finishing with Everance.”



I frowned. “You sure a single company per town is enough? Shouldn’t we all go with them?”



”No,” Sullivan said. “We don’t want to risk getting caught by another counterattack while scattered. This place is fortified and can hold out against superior forces while we wait for reinforcements to arrive.”



“Besides,” Kyth added, “the players we sent are smart kids. They’ll get the job done.”



Hoshisu said, “Once the southern part is secured, we’ll be able to move on Whitebanner and Storg without needing to worry about an attack from behind. Then all we’ll have to worry about is conquering the towns. It won’t be easy.”



“Why?” I asked. “Didn’t we just annihilate the majority of their armies?”



“Not exactly,” Sullivan said. “We fought a united coalition of forces drafted from several settlements. Whitebanner and Storg provided most of the highly trained forces, but they’re far from depleted. We estimate over a thousand defenders are left in each town, and that’s not counting their high-level elites. Since both towns were originally player-centered locations, they each have mage and adventurer guilds. Those establishments are always run by high-level NPCs. They’re not part of the militia and don’t usually leave their hometowns. But if attacked, they’ll probably join to defend it, and that could be a problem.”



“I still don’t see why,” I said. “We’ll just use the same tactic we did in Novenguard; keep storming them while resurrecting our soldiers until they’re all gone.”



“Savol prefers not throwing lives of soldiers,” the general said.



“The kid’s right,” Kyth said. “Besides, by now, there’s no way they’re not aware of this tactic. As soon as you try to build a war camp anywhere near the town, they’ll send some high-level mage to destroy it, probably from far away.”



“We will, of course, maintain a resurrection point at some defensible location at the rear,” Sullivan said. “But Kyth’s right. This can’t be our go-to strategy. There are better, more efficient ways to wage war.”



“I’m all ears,” I said.



Julee let out a soft chuckle. “That’s funny.” She looked around at the other players. “You know … because of his goblin ears?”



I winked at her and looked up at Sullivan. “Lay it on me.”



“We can take the towns if we play it safe,” he said. “Their walls aren’t particularly high, and we outnumber their standing army. We estimate they have between 10 to 20 high-level NPCs. I believe that between our champions, bosses, Aidanriel, and Swarm, we can efficiently counteract them. We’ll put up a few catapults to take down their walls and be ready to intercept their counterstrikes with our archers. If we can get rid of some of their forces from a defensible position, it will make our attack a whole lot easier. Once they’re sufficiently tenderized, we’ll move in to take the town.”



“Alright, sounds like you’ve got everything figured out,” I said. “So what’s the problem?”



“The other town,” Nero said simply.



Sullivan added, “
 Storg
 and Whitebanner are less than a day’s travel apart. We’re pretty sure that if we attack one of them, the other will send reinforcements and attack our rear.”



“Hmm.” I mulled it over. “And as the defenders, we won’t be able to use our resurrection option.”



“You’re starting to see our problem,” Sullivan said. “But we have an idea of how to counter that, too.” He looked at Hoshisu.



The white-haired woman picked up her cue. “When you took over Novenguard, their surviving guards stopped fighting us immediately.”



“Yeah …?” I asked uncertainly. “That’s because they became part of our clan.”



“Exactly.” She stared at me meaningfully.



“I can’t conquer an entire hostile town on my own,” I protested. “Okay, yes, it worked with Akzar, but that was different; I could walk around and gather allies there. I can’t approach anyone in ‘civilized’ towns, and their soldiers will kill any monster on sight–” I stopped when I realized what they were suggesting.



“But there will hardly be any soldiers left,” Malkyr said with a big grin. “Since they’ll all come to try to flank
 us.
 ”



“And you don’t have to go alone,” his sister added. “Take a few players or soldiers along with you.”



“I see …” I said. “So you want me to sneak in while their army is away. Hmm … that’s not a bad idea. The army they sent will convert, so it’s actually us who’ll be getting reinforcements.”



“Exactly,” Sullivan said. “But you’ll have less than a day to capture the town, and they’ll no doubt leave
 some
 forces behind. It won’t be easy.”



“I can’t say I like it,” Kyth added. “If something goes wrong, we’ll have a war on two fronts without the ability to resurrect our dead.”



“We can prepare to intercept the incoming force,” Sullivan objected. “Keep the catapults attacking the town walls to maintain the pressure but divert the bulk of our army to protect our rear.”



Kyth shook his head. “Then the besieged town will simply send out their forces, and we’ll find ourselves fighting on two fronts anyway.”



“It’s a risk,” Sullivan admitted and looked at me. “There’s a big potential for either an overwhelming victory or a costly defeat. It’s your decision, Oren. If you feel you’re up to it, then I think that’s our best plan. Otherwise, we’ll have to sit back until Akzar’s forces have recovered or our numbers grow enough to assault both towns at once.”



“That’ll take too long,” I said. “Our growth will be much faster with both towns as our vassals. I can do it.”



“Great!” Sullivan clapped my shoulder. “Then we’ll march out tomorrow. I think we’ll want to target Storg; it’s a more central location. The four companies we sent out should finish up and converge with us along the way. We’ll be able to launch the attack in three days. You and your group will need to reach Whitebanner about the same time as we do and make your move as soon as they send out their forces.”



“I’ll get back to the clan and recruit some more soldiers,” I said. “I should be able to add a couple hundred more lieutenants.”



Sullivan nodded. “Every little bit helps, but we’ll need a hell of a lot more soldiers to be able to challenge Everance.”



“How many?”



“I estimate that unless we show up with at least 10,000 soldiers, Everance will simply send out their forces to annihilate us.”



I swallowed hard. “Yeah, that would be bad. I’ll work on that.”



“Good. But for now, what we’re missing most are more goblin adepts. We’re seriously behind on our healers-to-warriors ratio.”



“How many adepts do you think we need?”



“One for every ten warriors would be nice.”



That meant about 150 new adepts on top of the two dozen or so we already had. Like all types of spellcasters, adepts were a costly unit that required advanced and exquisite food to summon. “I’ll see what I can do.”



“More golems would also be nice,” Malkyr said.



“Preferably saner ones,” Hoshisu added.



“Yeah … sorry about Swarm, guys, he can be … intense. I can make more golems pretty easily if I have what I need, but I’ve already exhausted most of our obsidian supply trading the materials for making Swarm. But that’s not even the hardest part – the problem is finding raw consciousness to drive them.”



Hoshisu’s eyes pierced me. “Are you telling me … a rogue AI has us trapped inside a game, and you can’t make more golems to fight him because you lack the AI components needed to control them?”



“Uh … pretty much.”



Julee giggled. “That’s pretty funny.”



“In a morbid sort of way,” Sullivan agreed, looking at me. “Before heading out, choose who’ll be joining you when you make for Whitebanner.”



“It’ll need to be a small group so we won’t be detected,” I said. “I’ll take Yulli and Lirian with me.” Yulli, a tier 2 boss scout, was both stealthy and lethal. Lirian’s goblin heritage made her naturally stealthy, and she could do almost anything I could. Plus, she’d proven her worth in Akzar.



“Don’t forget to check the town’s prison after you’ve taken over,” Kyth said. “Sometimes the NPCs just throw players there to rot.”



“Which reminds me of something,” I said, remembering the hint from the tablet. “I recall one of you told me of a rumor about a player who’s trapped someplace in isolation and without food?”



“That was me,” Nero said, his face darkening. “I heard about it from a player in my contact list.”



“Can you get in touch with him? See if he can find anything else about that player? It might be important.”



He nodded. “I will do so immediately.”



“Thanks, let me know what you find.” I bade everyone farewell and stepped out of the tent.



“Hold it right there, Chief,” a gruff feminine voice said from behind me.



I turned to see Pandamonium, the savage player girl we’d rescued from Novenguard. “Hey, Panda – what’s up?”



“I’m coming with you.” She crossed her arms, looking at me with narrowed eyes.



I tilted my head. “Coming where?”



“To Whitebanner,” she said. “I have a beef with NPCs who think they can throw us into prison just because they feel like it. I want to make them pay, see the lovely spray of crimson coming from their open veins.”



I winced at the mental picture and took a closer look at the feral woman. Panda was wearing the same skimpy, stereotypical bikini armor that showcased her powerful muscles. She seemed oblivious to her state of near-nakedness, her eyes displaying only barely contained rage seeking a way out. She was a catastrophe waiting to happen; I couldn’t risk taking her along with me on a mission that needed stealth.



“Listen, I don’t think–”



“That would be a mistake. I’m good in a fight, and I know how to slip in and out of towns without being seen. Trust me, you need me, and besides …” Her expression hardened. “If you don’t take me with you, I’m going to march there on my own.”



I glared at her. The woman weathered my gaze defiantly. She was persistent; I had to give her that. She’d just recently joined us, but she was over level 20 already, higher than any of the other players except Nero. It felt unwise to bring her along, but it was potentially more dangerous letting her go alone and risk having her alert the town to my presence.



“How can you get us inside unseen?” I finally asked her.



Her scowl vanished, the hint of a smile on her lips. “I’ve rubbed shoulders with enough lowlifes to know there’s always a way inside. A secret passage, a forgotten sewer entrance, something. Take me with you and I promise you I can find a way.”



“Fine. But if we’re going to do this, I want it to be clear that I’m in charge. Whatever I say goes – understand?”



The powerful woman hulked over me and I stared back, unflinching. Finally, she relaxed her stance and laughed. “Whatever you say, Chief.” She smirked mischievously. “I’ll be a good girl.”



“Err … good.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about the sudden change in her demeanor. The woman was too erratic and unpredictable for my taste. Pandamonium indeed. “I’m getting back to the valley now. I’ll see you before we head out.”



“You got it, Chief,” she said lightly then walked away.



I rolled my eyes at her back.
 Women!







***







Back in Goblin's Gorge, I headed straight for the Breeder’s Den. I didn’t have to be there physically, but this was going to be the biggest single summon of magic-wielding units so far. I wanted to greet them to the clan and grant them my spells.



Goblin adepts required 30 advanced and 20 exquisite food to summon. The amount of the higher-grade food I had at my disposal was enough for summoning 38 new adepts, and using it all would limit my ability to summon other types of advanced units, like Ogre Mages. But Sullivan was right. An army couldn’t function on assault forces alone. We needed support roles too.



I queued in 38 goblin adepts and set them with the ‘bless’ roles, which turned them into healers.



The building started shrieking in what constituted its ‘normal’ range of sounds, and a moment later, the first of the new adepts poured out.



As advanced units, the adepts were all named individuals, which was a relief. As mere goblins, their base level was 1, which, factoring in the capital bonus, put their actual level at 10. It wasn’t bad, but the lowest-level units in my army were level 10, and the veteran healers were all 13. I decided to give them a little boost. It was going to be tedious to raise their level one by one, but luckily, I had a mandibled alternative.



Kaedric?
 I transmitted my thoughts.



<Yes, my lord?>



How much will it cost to increase the new adepts to level 11?



<That will be 60,800 energy points, my lord.>



With the latest growth spurt from our string of conquests, we had over half a million EP available. I could afford to splurge some more.



You know what, better make it level 13.
 Goblins were naturally weaker than the standard soldier, so the more I strengthened them, the more useful they’d be.



<Yes, my lord. That will be 193,800 EP in total.>



Do it.



I examined the Breeder’s Den Interface again. It was still loaded with food, over 16,000 basic and 5,000 advanced. With the loot we’d gathered from the defeated army, on top of what my clan produced on its own, I had enough gear to equip over 2,000 new hob soldiers. The food was enough to summon either 228 hob warriors or 177 lieutenants. I didn’t have to think about it long. Lieutenants were superior to standard warriors in every way, and the best thing about them: they came into the world as already named individuals – sparing me the naming ceremony.



The Breeder’s Den’s food quantities dropped as it churned out new hobs.



I had to resist grinning and rubbing my hands like an evil cartoon character. With the building fully renovated, the hobs’ starting level was now 4. Coupled with the capital and vassal bonuses, every individual that stepped out was a level 13 warrior, higher than even some of my more recent recruits that had already seen battle. All they were lacking was a bit of training, and they would instantly become every bit as combat-ready as the rest of the battle-tested warriors.



With over 200 recruits, the number of soldiers in my standing army now rose to 1,852. I’d come a long way since I started out with just two goblin warriors and one lieutenant. Unfortunately, it also meant our daily upkeep had increased accordingly, reducing the amount of daily food we could gather toward recruiting more soldiers. But I had a plan for that too. It mainly involved conquering a whole lot of other settlements and plundering their stores.



A row of 38 goblin healers stood before me. I nodded at them and walked past each one, individually granting them Mana Drain, Mana Shield, and Drilling Arrow spells. Thanks to their relatively high starting level and mana pool, the adepts would be able to quickly utilize the new spells and train them up. I moved on, granting the Lucky Bastard skill to all of my new recruits. For once, I didn’t have to worry about a soldier exploding in my face, and the named lieutenants didn’t even bat an eyelash at the new skill.



I decided to go look for Lirian next. With everything going on, I barely had a chance to spend quality time with my daughter. It felt like I mostly saw her when we were fighting. Of course, as goblins, it could be argued that fighting was considered spending quality time together. But even though NEO brought out the more savage side of my personality, I was still a human at my core, and I missed my daughter.



I found Lirian in the arena pit going through a rigorous drilling exercise supervised by Tenragan. The elderly arena master was focused on the young goblinette, issuing drill orders which she immediately executed, swinging her oversized Outrider sword.



Every move she made was calculated and fluid. With a focused expression, she neatly cleaved through a combat dummy, turned on her heels to skewer another one, then raised the sword guard just in time to deflect a shield thrown at her by the old hob. She moved like a dancer. It was a beautiful sight to behold.



I once again wondered about the mystery that was my daughter. I could still not see her character stats, except for her level. Lirian was
 only
 level 35, but her movements conveyed the fluidity and confidence of a Master-ranked swordsman. It was impossible, of course. A person’s skill levels were limited by a governing attribute, which was rarely ever higher than their own level. But somehow, Lirian was both an expert swordswoman, a competent spellcaster, and had a naturally endearing personality. It was as if her Physical, Mental, and Social attributes were much higher than they should have been. Another impossibility.



The sweaty goblinette noticed me watching her. “Father! Is it time?”



I shook my head. “Not yet, I just wanted to see you train.”



Her face brightened. “Tenragan says I will soon be ready to challenge The Champion.”



I looked in alarm at the wizened hob.



He grinned at me knowingly. “Rhyno, not Bonecruncher. She still has a way to go before she gets good enough to challenge that beast.”



“Oh.” That eased me down. Rhyno was tough but nowhere as lethal as Akzar’s two-headed champion. “Yeah, let’s not pit my daughter against the goblin-eating cannibal just yet.”



He nodded. “A wise choice.”



<You know,>
 Vic said,
 <goblins are fair game. It’s not cannibalism if he doesn’t eat his own species.>



I didn’t bother to answer him. Something about the blackened sword Lirian carried drew my eyes. Fate Stealer. It looked just like it always had, but for a moment I could swear I saw a glitter running through the blade. I couldn’t analyze the magical weapon any more than I could my daughter. The two had been linked since the moment she pulled it out of the ground.



Lirian followed my eyes and looked back at me in concern. “Is something wrong?”



“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Have you noticed anything strange about your blade?”



She paused. “Strange, how?”



“I don’t know … has it glowed weirdly, turned in your hands unexpectedly?”



“No, it sings to me as it always has.”



I blinked. “It sings to you?”



She nodded, looking surprised. “Of course. It sings of battle and purpose. It guides my hands.”



“Okay,” I said slowly. Intelligent items that could talk were extremely rare in NEO – way above Epic rank. “Has the singing changed recently?”



She paused to think about it. “Fate Stealer always sings more clearly after I’ve slain an enemy. She guides my hand more surely, too.”



So, a weapon that evolved by claiming lives. Or stealing fates. Not ominous at all. Then again, I guessed it fit right in along with the whole monster theme we had going on. “The sword doesn’t … tell you what to do, does it?” I asked timidly.



Lirian smiled. “No, Father. It is just a sword.”



Breathing a little easier, I smiled back at her. “Well, then, I’ll leave you to train. We’ll head out in two days. Until then, I’d like to spend some time with you and your mother, so don’t stay out too late, alright?” It felt a little weird asking my one-year-old daughter not to stay out too late butchering practice dummies with her magical sword, but every family had its quirks.



“Yes, Father.”



“I’ll see you later, then,” I called over my shoulder as I walked away.







***







“Dire Totem!” a squeaky voice called out to me.



I turned to greet the gremlin. “Yeshy! I mean, Minister of Trade, how may I help you today?”



The gremlin’s chest puffed up. “I would like to talk if you have a moment.”



“Sure, what up?”



“The Gremlin’s Guild building in Novenguard is finished,” he said proudly. “I can now regulate the flow of goods between it and other trading partners – Goblin’s Gorge included.”



I raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were already connected. We’re receiving a daily tribute from Novenguard, after all.”



He shook his head. “Vassal contribution isn’t trading, it’s just … a given. But with the new guilds, I can send out caravans to other connected towns. Your vassals’ economies are already improving; I believe you'll see an increase in your tax income, but more importantly: I can now accept your requests for shipping goods throughout your kingdom.”



My kingdom
 , I repeated the words in my mind, enjoying how they sounded. I wasn’t thrilled about shooting down the excited gremlin. “I appreciate your enthusiasm …” I said carefully, “but we can already do that through the Export Office–” Yeshy’s widening grin made me pause and think it over. “Except … only monster towns can have an Export Office.”



The gremlin beamed at me. “Exactly! Think of the possibilities. Novenguard produces lots of grain, but they’re short on metal ores. Claytown produces quality pottery, while Woodhaven, wood. I’m told Storg has excellent craftsmen, and Whitebanner has access to the ocean. If we combine their strengths intelligently, we can achieve great things.”



“I like the sound of that! I think the first thing we’ll need to do is ship all of Novenguard’s produce over here.”



“I can arrange for a caravan immediately,” the gremlin replied. “How would you like to pay?”



“I … err … pay?” I frowned at him. “I own the place, don’t I?”



He nodded. “You do. But taking without giving will destabilize their economy. The people will become poor, and their productivity will drop. A fair trade bolsters the entire kingdom’s economy and benefits everyone.”



“I see what you’re getting at. What would you suggest we do?”



“Hmm …” He pondered the question for a moment. “Your greatest need is food, correct?”



“Yes,” I said. “At the moment, we have plenty of gear for new soldiers, but at some point, we’ll need more.”



“Very well,” he said. “Then I suggest taking over Whitebanner and establishing a Gremlin’s Guild as soon as possible. The smaller hamlets don’t need one; the bonus to taxation won’t justify the cost, and the caravans can make a stop there along the way. For now, you may
 buy
 grain or flour from Novenguard. I also propose establishing a trade route between Zemitpozes, my city, and Woodhaven. Gremlins need all the lumber we can get, and you’ll make a nice profit from taxing the caravans. I expect Woodhaven will also rapidly grow after such a move.”



“Sounds great! Let’s do that.”



“Of course, such a lucrative operation will no doubt draw bandits and outlaws,” he pointed out. “It’ll be prudent to have a few heavily armed patrols along the trade routes.”



I put a hand on my forehead. “This is starting to sound extremely involved, Trade Minister.”



He grinned. “We’re talking about managing a kingdom’s economy; of course it’s involved. If not handled carefully, decisions we make can have more dire repercussions than an invading army!”



I groaned.



<He has a point, Boss,>
 Vic added helpfully.
 <You sorta moved up to macro from micromanaging. Let that brain-eating seneschal of yours handle the everyday stuff while we take care of the bigger picture.>



We?



<Of course ‘we.’ I took the liberty of arranging all that defragmented data into a new menu in the Settlement Interface. Of course, if you’d rather do things on your own …>



No,
 I said quickly.
 That would be very helpful. Thanks, Vic.



<You know me, Boss. I’m here to help.>



I opened the Settlement Interface, and sure enough, there was a new tab labeled ‘Global Economy.’









	

Global Economy






	

Tax rate:
 25%



Daily income:
 1,030



Active trade routes:
 2



Active patrols:
 0













That didn’t look too bad. I clicked on the established trade routes line.



The next screen was a little more complex.









	

Active Trade Routes






	

●
 
 Novenguard → Goblin’s Gorge



Transferred goods:
 2,000 flour (payment: 100 gold)



Return trip goods:
 -



Travel time roundtrip:
 10 days



Threat level:
 Mediocre



●
 
 Woodhaven → Zemitpozes



Transferred goods:
 800 lumber (payment: 400 gold)



Return trip goods:
 -



Travel time roundtrip:
 12 days



Threat level:
 Minimal













I looked up at the gremlin. “You work fast; I approved those shipments barely ten seconds ago.”



“There’s no money to be had by sitting idly on one’s backside,” he replied philosophically.



“I guess so. Why do both routes have no goods on the return trip?”



He shrugged. “You didn’t specify any. You can exchange the gold payment for some other commodity.”



“Like …”



“All types of ore are in high demand in Novenguard.”



I checked the Settlement Interface for our current inventory. We had about 1,300 units of both copper and tin that we mostly used for construction. “Let’s say … pay half the imported flour with equal measures of tin and copper.” We also had iron, but we needed that to craft gear for our soldiers.



“No problem,” Yeshy said.



A second later, the interface updated, showing the gold payment halved, while the return trip now carried 12 units of tin and 12 of copper.



“What about the other route?” I asked.



“I’d advise you to leave it as is. Zemitpozes has no shortage of materials, but they pay a premium for lumber. You can get almost everything they offer cheaper elsewhere; better to keep their gold.”



“Gotcha.”



“You’ll be pleased to note that we just increased the clan’s tax income by 6 gold. Some of it is taken from what you paid for the flour.”



I chuckled. “It’s good to be chief.” I skimmed over the rest of the interface. “The threat level for the Novenguard route is mediocre,” I pointed out.



“The badlands are a dangerous place. You should have a patrol or two clear the way for the caravans.”



I needed all the soldiers I could get, but until we arrived at Everance, I figured I could spare a few. I sent out my thoughts.
 Kaedric.



<My lord?>



I need to set a group of soldiers to patrol the route between the valley and Novenguard.



<Of course, my lord. Shall I requisition additional forces from the army?>



I guess it can’t be helped.



<Actually, my lord, there is an alternative. We may employ the juvenile warriors in the clan. They’re old enough to fight, but their levels are still far too low to join our army.>



My eyes lit up.
 You’re right! We had them all scour the sewers to level up, right?



<Indeed, my lord. They currently number at 25, all level 3. Perhaps they are ready to move up from the sewers to patrolling the land.>



Not quite
 , I said, remembering some of the monsters we fought. Twenty-five level 3 hobs might be able to contend with some of the monsters out there but not consistently or without casualties.
 Call back two high-level Infernal Ogres and one goblin healer to watch over the newbies
 .



<Excellent idea, my lord. Such a force should be able to handle the challenges while contributing to the young soldiers’ progression.>



I smiled at Yeshlimashu. “Looks like business is on. We’ll talk again after we’ve captured Whitebanner.”



“Of course, Dire Totem,” the gremlin said.







***







I spent the rest of the day in the Warlock Tower’s library, poring over the Runecraft skill book.



I’d been studying the same schema for a while, and I was close to making a breakthrough. I could almost feel it; all I needed was a little more time.



A few hours later, I yawned and put the book down. It was time to go home.



Tika and Lirian had already returned, and we passed the rest of the evening sitting together, eating, and chatting. It was relaxing and familiar, and I felt the rest of my troubles fade away. I was with my family now, and everything was right with the world.







***







The next day I continued studying the frustratingly complicated schema.



The major point of the problem was that it seemed the runes fed off two different power sources. It had taken me a couple more hours to fully solve the problem.



“Yes!” I jumped from my seat in triumph. I had finally figured out the enchantment. As if to confirm, a notification popped open.









	

Area schema discovered: MagShikmaKoteshralim [Building’s Ward]















	

You’ve gained knowledge of a new rune: Lim [water rune]















	

Runecraft skill level increased to 72.













Finally!
 The complex 10-rune area enchantment warded a building against magical or spatial intrusion. It also, to some extent, protected against the elements and made the structure more durable. On top of that, the schema included the Shi rune of flux, which, in the current configuration, acted as a stabilizer to the rest of the schema, restoring and maintaining it. As long as most of the building was still standing and the runes received the power they required, the enchantment would never fade.



The issue I’d had was resolved when I realized the enchantment included two different methods of powering up. One was the standard containment rune, which could be fed external energy. The other was the ability to connect it to a static power source. And as it just so happened, the Essence Capacitor structure we’d recently built was a perfect source for that energy. With only a few minor tweaks, I was now able to protect any structure in the valley with an extremely powerful enchantment.



The real problem was the scope of the project. My Runecraft Interface now held the new schema, but I would still need to manually fix critical runes into specific locations, and that would take a while. Warding every building in the valley wasn’t the best use of my time, and unfortunately, it wasn’t something I could delegate to my clan’s resident enchanter since he was not a Runecrafter.



I decided on the most crucial one. The Breeder’s Den was the foundation of my clan’s success. It had already been targeted before. If it’d had this enchantment in place before, there was a good chance it wouldn’t have been destroyed. As a bonus, the Breeder’s Den was a relatively small building, so it wouldn’t take too long to apply the ward.



‘Too long’ translated to most of the day. I labored to extend the various runes over the building while struggling to maintain the enchantment’s cohesion. A single mistake and the entire effort would go to waste. Once I was sure I’d done everything right, I double-checked, going over the runic lines one final time before pouring in the required 9,000 mana points. Instead of using my mana, I chose the second option, connecting it to draw power from the Essence Capacitor directly. Then I stepped back and watched the enchantment finalize.



The entire building lit with glowing runic lines. As I watched, the lines snaked and twirled, completing the enchantment and covering every square centimeter with thin magical lines. Whatever happened from now on, as long as my clan endured, we would always have the Breeder’s Den to help us.



“Father?”



I turned to see Lirian sitting on a piece of log, her sword on her lap. I hadn’t noticed her coming.



“How long have you been watching me?” I asked.



She frowned. “An hour maybe? The workday is over. Mother is expecting us.”



“Shadow-crap.” I had gotten so caught up in my work I’d lost track of time. The entire day had blown away in an instant.



I had a long couple of days ahead of me, and this was the last time for a while that I would get to relax. I offered my hand to my wily daughter. “Let’s go home.”







***







When I woke up the next day, a message and a few notifications were waiting for me.









	

You have acquired a new vassal settlement X 4













It seemed the army’s four companies had accomplished their task and conquered the rest of the southern settlements in our area.



I briefly opened the Vassal Interface but didn’t see anything particularly interesting about the new acquisitions. The four new vassals were villages – a bit bigger than hamlets, but nothing special. They had a population of several hundred civilians between them and offered some mediocre contributions to the capital, though not enough to drastically change our setup. On the other hand, they gave nice morale bonuses to my clan.



I did a double-take when I checked the ‘Morale’ tab next. With Kaedric’s settlement-wide upgrade, the lodging deficiency that had plagued my clan for so long was gone. And with the new string of conquests, morale had reached an all-time high of 152. Its subsequent effect on overall efficiency was substantial, crossing the 50 percent mark. That meant all the workers did their job better and quicker.



With a slight grin, I proceeded to open the message I had received.









	

New Era Online
 [Internal messaging service]:






	

From
 : Sullivan



Subject
 : It’s time



Oren, we’ve arrived at the midpoint, a day’s march from Whitebanner and Storg. Time for you to show up.



The adepts have arranged for a mobile shrine, so you should be able to teleport to our position.







Sullivan,



Grand Army Strategist













I snorted in amusement at the title Sullivan had signed off with.



Yulli and Panda were already with the main force, so all that was left was for Lirian and me to join them.



Right after breakfast.



Sullivan's message didn’t sound too urgent, but I knew what was at stake. This entire campaign’s success was on my shoulders, and I was damned if I was going to face it on an empty stomach. The army could wait a little longer; I was the chief, after all.



I gently kissed Tika’s forehead and got out of bed. We’d already said our goodbyes the night before.



Lirian was waiting for me downstairs, pacing next to a full table. She brightened when she saw me. “I’m ready, Father.”



I yawned, not fully awake yet. “Have you eaten?”



She shook her head. “I don’t feel like it. Adventure is waiting for us.”



“Take it from your old man,” I said and sat down in front of the food. “An adventure looks a whole lot better on a full stomach. Army rations get old after a while.”



She sat down reluctantly and started chewing indifferently on a piece of bread.



An abrupt, heavy knocking came from the front door. It almost sounded like someone was trying to pound their way through.



I frowned. It couldn’t have been Kaedric; the mandibled hob would have contacted me telepathically if something truly urgent came up.



One of the goblin servants opened the door, revealing the haggard and bloody form of an antlike creature.



Ragnar.



The drone stepped into my house uninvited and propped his two formidable vice-hands on his sides. “Heard yer gonna head out to Whitebanner and get yerself some body count.”



I grimaced at the player’s appearance. Ragnar’s chitin carapace was covered with bloody chunks, and the odor coming from him reminded me of a clogged toilet. His appearance wasn’t what one usually wanted to see while eating.



“Yeah?” I said tentatively.



“Well, count me in. Got myself a score ‘ta settle with ‘em Whitebanner asshats.”



“Err … I don’t …” I took another look at Ragnar’s bloody appearance. “What the hell happened to you?”



“What’cha talking about, fugly?” The drone looked down at himself. “Oh, that be mostly bits of rat guts an’ some giant snakes’ I found down them sewers.”



I blinked at him. The drone was level 12 already. “Have you been down there since we last talked?”



He wiped off a bit of gooey flesh. “Yeah, wha’ about it?”



“Two days straight?”



“What’ch’ya’ point? Gotta get them levels back, only one way how.”



“You’ve been down there fighting for two days straight, and you want to go into another fight already?”



“Yeah?”



“I don’t think so.”



“And why’s tha’?”



I watched Lirian from the corner of my eye inching to move behind the drone, reaching for the sword at her back. “Well, for one, you tried to kill my daughter and me. I don’t trust you anywhere near her.”



He didn’t seem fazed by the accusation. “Didna’ know back then she’s your whelp; thought I’d try the same green honey you’ve been dippin’ in.”



“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”



He chuckled, the noise full of clicking sounds. “Don’ get yer britches twisted, fugly. Tha’ was back then, we’re best buds now, you and me. I know you’ll take me with ya.”



“And why’s that?” I crossed my arms.



“Because you owe me.”



“I don’t–”



“You. Owe. Me,” he growled. “I didna’ have ta’ read that stupid tablet for ya’, but I did. Cuz ya made me see it’s us versus them. And now ya’ gonna carve ‘em up and think I ain’t coming? Think again, fugly. You owe me and I’m coming with ya.”



“Shadow-crap,” I muttered.



Ragnar had argued me into a corner by using my own it’s-us-versus-them logic. As much as I disliked and mistrusted him, I did owe him something. The player had proven to be stubborn in the past, and I knew there was no way I would’ve gotten his cooperation if he hadn’t agreed to it willingly.



Ragnar’s facial pincers widened in an antlike grin. “Glad you see things my way, fugly”



“Alright,” I sighed. “You can come – on one condition: stop calling me fugly.



“No.” Ragnar crossed his own arms.



I met his gaze, but there was no way I could win a staring competition against those bifurcated peepers. “Fine,” I grumbled, looking at Lirian. She was narrowing her eyes at the ex-dwarf. I looked back at the player. Without his previous levels and magic light equipment, he wasn’t a threat. “Go get your things.”



Ragnar held up his bare arms. “Got all I need right here.”



“Right.”



I offered my hand to Lirian. “Ready?”



She nodded and her fingers clutched mine.



 Somewhat reluctantly, I put my other hand on the drone’s shoulder and teleported us away.








18 - Road Trip








We appeared on a grassy plain in the middle of the army’s camp.



Nihilator’s zone of influence was projected from a monument of black stone and white bones, allowing me to teleport to this far-off location. The small shrine was being carried on the shoulders of four Ogre Mages. It sort of reminded me of an evil Ark of the Covenant, except for the foul-breathed Ogres doing the lifting.



“Welcome, Chief,” Savol said, banging his fist against his small armor.



“General,” I greeted him. “What’s the situation?”



“Savol gets new hobs and adepts, makes army stronger,” the goblin said proudly. “We wait one day out from two big towns. Make camp to wait for chief, then go and take Storg.”



“Do we have new information on what we’re up against?”



Savol shook his head. “Scouts say both gates closed. Enemy know we out here, so they hide.”



Sullivan approached. “They’re waiting for us to make the first move. Hello, Oren.” He stopped when he saw Ragnar. “What is
 he
 doing here?”



“Hey there, skinny boy,” the drone said. “Nothing to fear ’bout ol’ Ragnar here; I’m on your side now, honest.” He gave the other player an insectile grin that looked anything but honest.



“Right …” Sullivan turned to me with a raised eyebrow.



“He demanded to join the raid,” I explained. “I figured we could use him as bait or something.”



“Har, har,” Ragnar said. “I’ll be stickin’ to your ass like a bad rash, fugly. No losing me by accident ’long the way.



“I … see,” Sullivan said slowly. “Well, if you think that’s the best approach …”



“I really don’t.”



“… then it’s best to get ahead of things,” Sullivan said, ignoring my answer. “As Savol mentioned, our presence has undoubtedly been detected by now, so Storg and Whitebanner will be on guard. They don’t know yet which one of them we’re targeting. We’re at the midpoint right now and can launch a strike against either one of them.”



I watched the hob soldiers around us. Most were training, battling each other with wooden sticks. They fought animatedly, excited for the looming battle.



“Well,
 we’re
 gonna pay Whitebanner’s assholes a visit,” Ragnar said. “You and me, boy, got ourselves a score ta’ settle there.”



Sullivan nodded. “That’s the plan. Storg has slightly lower walls anyway, so it’ll be a better target for the army.”



“Then it’s settled,” Ragnar said. “You and me are going to Whitebanner.”



“Hold on,” I objected, not liking how Ragnar took charge of the situation. “Nothing’s settled.”



“Wha’? You gonna let your men attack higher walls cause I answered for ya’? Nut up, boy.”



<Haha, he got you there, Boss,>
 Vic chuckled.
 <I’m starting to like him.>



Oh yeah? Because it sounds to me like he’s taking over your balls jokes routine with that ‘nut up’ remark.



I could feel Vic’s metaphorical eyes widening.
 <Oh, hell no – kill him, Boss, kill that stupid meat suit with fire.>



Carapace-suit, more like it,
 I replied with a smirk.



<Touch
 .
 You know what that means though, right?
 >



Yeah, yeah. You’re going to get me back for it later.



<You betcha. Anyway, I’m getting bored now. Come on, gather your party, and let’s go already. I’m not getting any younger.>



You’re not getting any older either,
 I pointed out.
 It’s not like you can age.



<Well, that’s true. I just didn’t want to rub it in; you know, with you being a meat suit with a finite shelf life.>



Thanks for that,
 I said dryly.
 Was that it?



<Hmm, I’m not sure. It lacked a certain ballsy punch line. I’ll mull it over.>



You do that.
 I turned to face an approaching Panda and Yulli. I nodded at the scout boss. “Are you familiar with the way to Whitebanner?”



“Yes, Chief,” she said. “I can get us there.”



“Good. I guess there’s no point in delaying any longer. Is everyone ready?”



“Just a moment,” Sullivan said. “We do expect Whitebanner to send most of its forces out against us when we attack Storg, making it easier for you to infiltrate, but it’s safe to assume a few high-level NPCs will be left behind. You should also take along one of our high-level fighters, just to be safe. Either Swarm, Aidanriel, Bonecruncher, or Broncar.”



“You have a point,” I said. Swarm and Bonecruncher were too noticeable and unpredictable. Aidanriel was more compact and responsive, but his company tended to grate on my nerves. “I’ll take Broncar if you think you can handle things without him.” The blue-skinned hob was our strongest fighter, after all.



Sullivan nodded. “We mostly need a counter for the few powerful mages the town has. The golems’ magic resistance more than makes up for the power gap.”



“Gotcha. Broncar it is.”



Savol’s eyes glazed over for a moment then he said, “Me tells blue hob to come.”



It seemed my new general had already learned to use Akzar’s Commander Ring.



A few moments later, the blue-skinned boss arrived and bowed his head. “Chief.”



I looked over my new party of three women – Lirian, Yulli, and Panda – and three men – Ragnar, Broncar, and me. “We’re going on a small road trip,” I said and added the five to my war party. Their icons appeared on the side of my view next to Kaedric’s, who was always there. “We’re gonna tour the countryside, visit a city, kill its ruler, and make it our own.”



Broncar cracked his fingers. “Yes, Chief.”



“Sounds like fun,” Yulli added.



“I like those two,” Panda said, draping her arms around the two hobs’ shoulders. “They’re like the ugly siblings I never had.”



Yulli and Broncar both eyed the player hugging them with narrow eyes.



“Crazy woman,” Ragnar grunted.



I felt torn between agreeing with his sentiment to pointing out that the two were pretty much cut from the same cloth. “Let’s get this road trip started. Yulli, lead the way.”



We made good time through the open field and thin vegetation, taking care to stay away from the well-traveled roads. This was a ‘civilized’ area, and we would stick out like a cosplayer at a farmers’ market.



To my surprise, Ragnar, the shortest and lowest-level among us, had no trouble keeping up. His thin, long limbs were deceptively strong, and his stamina seemed inexhaustible.



The rest of the army was already marching toward Storg, intending to start the assault at first light the next day. Since we expected Whitebanner to send reinforcements immediately after we started the attack, it meant they’d arrive at nightfall. It gave our army a better chance to hold up both fronts in case I failed.



Not that I was worried about that. Broncar himself was probably strong enough to take out a small army while keeping a few high-level individuals busy. But annihilating enemies wasn’t our objective anymore. Once the town was mine, all surviving soldiers would convert to my clan. Killing as few of them as possible was to our advantage. The blue-skinned hob was here simply to handle any surprises.



A few hours later, we moved onto a barren patch of land. I stopped and frowned as a peculiar sensation came over me. The vegetation seemed to have wilted recently, bearing dry ground instead of fertile earth. The information tendrils were weird, telling of suffering and decay … as if the very earth was being tormented. I didn’t spot anything that could explain it, even though it was growing darker, triggering my Shadow-Touched bonuses.



“Something isn’t right here,” Yulli said, inspecting one of the wilted bushes. “This place reeks of death.” She touched the vegetation, and it crumbled to dust in front of her very eyes. Like a spreading fire, the rest of the vegetation around us crumbled.



“This couldn’t have happened too long ago, or those plants would have already turned to dust,” Lirian said.



“Smart kid,” Ragnar said. “Sure she’s yors, fugly?”



Pandamonium raised a brow. “Fugly?”



“Just ignore him,” I said, motioning for Yulli and Broncar to stand down since they seemed ready to jump the drone for the insult. “He’s all talk.”



“I’ll show ya who’s all talk when we get to Whitebanner,” Ragnar said. “Got a few heads to crack open there.”



Panda beamed at him. “Me too! Want to compare notes? Maybe we know the same people?”



I sighed. “Just keep your eyes peeled, something isn’t right here.”



“All the eyes I’m gonna peel are waiting in tha’ town, so let’s go already,” Ragnar said.



Panda chuckled, clapping his back. “Now, that’s the kind of man-ant-thing I can appreciate.”



Suddenly, an intensely bright light flashed across the horizon. It lit up the entire area, disappearing a second later.



“What tha’ hell was tha’?” Ragnar asked.



“I don’t know,” I said grimly. “But it came from the direction we’re heading. Let’s keep going.”



We continued walking. The devastation gave way to green fields, but I couldn't shake the foul sense. Even though it was green, the vegetation looked sickly, as if it was about to die.



A few hours later, when it was completely dark, Yulli called for a stop. “Something up ahead, Chief,” the scout boss said.



I gazed ahead of us. “Where?”



“About a kilometer away. Looks like wagons, but I don’t see any movement. I think they’re abandoned.”



The scouts’ eyes were much better than mine, so it was no surprise I didn’t see anything, but it certainly fit with the aura of destruction around us. This area was supposed to be well-traveled. There was no reason for abandoned wagons to remain out in the open.



“Could be bandits,” Ragnar suggested.



Panda shook her head. “This is a low-level area. Whitebanner keeps it well-patrolled.”



“Not with us monsters ‘round ‘ere parts, they ain’t,” Ragnar countered.



Panda thought it over for a moment then a smile spread across her face. “You might be right. Man, I’d love to kill me some bandits. Carving up humans when no one around can hear their screams is a real treat. I could really take my time with them.”



Ragnar tilted his head at her, while Broncar gave the crazed woman an appreciative look.



“I’ll check it out,” I said. “Wait here.”



“But–” Lirian started.



“I’m just going to send my shadow. It won’t take long.”



I poured mana into my shadow and rose as a creature of pure darkness, zooming over the open field in a flash. It took me only a few moments to find the site.



Four half-smashed wagons stood beside the road, but there was no sign of life anywhere around. I noticed the vegetation was desiccated, as we had seen before. Something was definitely off here, but whatever attacked the wagons was long gone.



I opened my eyes back in my physical body. “Looks clear, let’s approach.”



Back in my clone, while the party was moving closer, I made a few wide circles around the area but found nothing of interest. There weren’t even any tracks. My Tracking skill wasn’t particularly high, but whatever smashed up those wagons had to be big. There should have been at least
 some
 signs of passage, but I could find none.



I dismissed the clone as we arrived and let the others check the site over. “Yulli, what do you see?” The scout’s tracking skill was much higher than mine.



“Nothing, Chief,” she said. “No bodies, no blood, no tracks of anyone escaping. I didn’t find any arrows or discarded weapons, no signs of battle at all.”



“Looks like someone crushed ‘em with a giant hammer,” Ragnar said, indicating the smashed part of the wagons. He had a point. Half the wagons were almost flattened against the ground, while the other half looked mostly untouched.



Yulli crouched down near one of the broken parts and examined the ground. “Definitely not a giant hammer. It looks more like a huge weight landed on it, breaking through the wood without actually leaving signs on the ground beneath it. Nothing I know of can do that.”



“So … magic?” I asked.



The scout shrugged. “Could be.”



“Ha! Would you look at those flimsy things?” Panda pulled a box out of one of the wagons and opened it, revealing several expensive-looking dresses. She scowled at the lacy material. “I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that.”



Lirian peered inside another wagon. “I see a few undamaged barrels of wine.”



“Not bandits, then,” Ragnar said. “Ain’t no half-respecting bandit gonna leave booze laying behind.”



“Or expensive dresses,” I added. “Are there any signs of looting at all?”



The others shook their heads.



“Looks like these wagons weren’t carrying much when they were attacked, Chief,” Yulli said. “Mostly barrels of wine and general goods, but nothing was taken.”



“Good haul for the clan,” I said. We couldn’t carry the heavy items with us, but with a little luck, it would be left untouched until my army arrived to claim them.



“Father,” Lirian said, her brow furrowed. She was crouching on the road next to a small pile of what looked like sand.



“What is it?” I moved closer to her.



The goblinette gently blew on the pile, raising a small cloud that instantly scattered into nothingness. “More dust.”



Looking around, I spotted several more scattered piles that were already dissipating in the gentle breeze. It reminded me of the crumbling vegetation we’d encountered earlier, only there was no vegetation on the road itself. I had a sneaking suspicion I knew what had happened to the missing people, though I had no idea what had caused it.



“It’s two hours to sunrise, Chief,” Yulli said.



“You’re right.” I stood up. “Let’s continue. We can investigate this later.”



We left the broken wagons behind and made our way toward Whitebanner.







***







“Now that ain’t right,” Ragnar said once we got in sight of the town.



I had to agree. Though the skies were getting brighter, it was still dark. The entire town should have been full of light; street lamps, torches on guard posts along the walls and atop high buildings. But everything was dark. There was no movement. The entire city looked deserted.



A sense of foreboding came over me, and it wasn’t just the dead look of the town. Something deeper, more sinister, was at play.



Lirian approached me. “What is it?”



I shook my head. “I don’t know. Something. A feeling.”



“Do you think whatever happened to those wagons happened here?”



“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem likely. Whitebanner is supposed to be a strong town, but I don’t see any signs of life from here. Yulli?”



“No, Chief,” Yulli said. “But I can’t see much beyond their walls. Want me to go ahead and check it out?”



“No. Let me see how the army’s doing first.” I compiled a quick message to Sullivan letting him know we were in position and asked if their target town looked strange.



His reply came within moments. “
 We’re getting ready to strike. Positioning the catapult now. Storg looks like what we’d expected. There are a lot of guards on their walls, but not nearly as many as there should have been. I expect a message was already sent out to Whitebanner. Keep your eyes open when they send out their reinforcements.”



With how the town looked, that didn’t seem likely.



“The army is ready to strike,” I said. “I’m going to send my shadow to scout the town. Keep an eye out for any movement.”



The others nodded, and I once again summoned my cloned body then sped toward the town.



As I got closer, I could see wisps of mist coming from the walls. It didn’t seem to pour over the walls from the inside but exuded from the very stone. I moved closer to inspect, but as soon as the smoky substance touched my cloned body, I felt a huge drain on my mana, and the connection broke off.



“What the hell …?” I said, scowling as I found myself back in my physical body.



“What happened?” Lirian asked.



“Some sort of mist. It snuffed out my clone. Something is definitely going on.”



“I bet a ‘undred gold no army comin’ out o’ there,” Ragnar said.



“Makes our job easier,” Yulli said. “Without reinforcements, our army will take over Storg. Then they can come here, and we’ll take over Whitebanner together.”



We settled down and waited for another hour before Sullivan’s next message arrived.
 “The battle is going as planned. We breached their walls, and they answered with a desperate counterattack to try to take down the catapult. We cut them down easily, suffering only minor casualties that Savol has already resurrected. We sighted some of their high-level mages. They’re currently holding the walls and preventing us from getting closer, but we should breach the wall sufficiently for a full-frontal assault within hours. How does it look on your end? I’d have expected Whitebanner to send out their forces by now.”



I replied, saying that something weird was going on, but no forces had marched out of the town, and I didn’t expect them to. I also told him to carry on with the battle and let me know if I was needed. I could always teleport over to the mobile shrine the army carried, though once I did, I couldn’t teleport back.



Sullivan’s reply was short.
 “We’re fine. Stay put. I need you to watch our back from over there. Once we’re through here, we’ll march over and take Whitebanner together.”



“Done sextin’ with yor girlfriend already?” Ragnar asked.



I frowned at him then leveled my gaze at the others. “The army will take over Storg and then march over here.”



“So we’re waiting for them to take over Storg, Chief?” Yulli asked.



“No,” I said, drawing the Demon Staff from my inventory. “I’m not going to march our forces into an unknown situation. Gather your stuff; we’re going in to investigate.”







***







We approached the town’s walls warily, cautious of any guards that might be watching us. It was broad daylight at this point, but despite the visibility, there were no signs of life within the town.



“Panda, time to earn your keep,” I said. “See if you can find us a way in.”



“Sure thing, Big Chief,” the woman replied and took the lead. She carelessly headed straight toward the walls.



I cringed when she first set foot inside the vapors coming out of the stone, but nothing harmed her. One after the other, we each carefully stepped inside the thin mist, but other than a slight tingle of cool air, nothing dramatic happened.



I expected the scantily dressed player to lead us into a sewer entrance or some sort of hidden passageway, but she made straight for the town’s gate.



“What are you doing?” I asked, picking up the pace to catch up with her.



“You wanted in, didn’t you?” She put a muscled arm against the heavy gate and pushed. It swung open with a creak. “Voila! One entrance, as ordered.”



“That was stupid. We don’t know what’s going on here yet. There could still be guards behind the walls.”



“Fat chance, with this thing going on,” she said, pointing inside.



My eyes followed the direction she was pointing, looking into Whitebanner for the first time. The streets were thick with fog, reducing visibility to barely ten meters. There were no signs of life.



“What in the flying f–” Ragnar started saying, but I shushed him.



“Keep it down. Weapons ready. Let’s go.”



For a moment, I considered not bringing Lirian along. Taking my daughter into an unknown and potentially dangerous situation wasn’t the smartest idea. But there was no way the wily goblinette would agree to stay behind, and as far as I knew, whatever caused the mist could still be out there somewhere. She was safest with me. If worse came to worst, I’d teleport us both away. The others weren’t as important. The players would simply respawn back in the clan – and the bosses too, albeit it would take them significantly longer.



“Lirian, stay close,” I whispered.



“Yes, Father,” she whispered back.



I nodded at Yulli. “Lead the way.” As the scout, she had the best chance of spotting threats through the fog.



The mist thickened as we pushed into town. We saw no one around and were barely able to see the buildings from across the roads. I didn’t spot any signs of damage, and the heavy silence was eerie.



Everything about the situation felt wrong. I couldn’t tap into the information tendrils around us as deeply as I could back in the clan, but even just skimming them, they practically screamed ‘danger.’



“Ain’t nothing good in there,” Ragnar said gruffly as if confirming my suspicions. “Ya’ sure yor hob pet can lead us through?” The drone cursed when he suddenly found himself on his back with Yulli’s griffon bow snagging one of his legs.



“Call me pet one more time,” the hob said in a deadly whisper. “And I’ll cut off your hands and legs and make you crawl the rest of the way on your bleeding stumps.”



“I knew I liked you.” Panda chuckled softly, clapping the disapproving scout on her shoulder.



Ragnar sullenly got back to his feet, and we continued following Yulli through the shrouded town.



The scout paused next to a two-story building and cocked her head. “Chief, I hear voices coming from inside,” she whispered. “Sounds like humans.”



Approaching the door, I could hear the hushed voices within. I tried the handle, but it was locked, and I realized it was also probably boarded from the inside.



“I think I heard someone outside,” a young woman whispered through the door.



I cleared my throat, trying to suppress the harsh tone of a goblin. “Greetings, is everyone alright in there?” I asked evenly. “Can you tell me what happened here?”



A pregnant silence followed my questions then I heard the girl’s voice again. “Grandfather, there’s someone still alive out there!”



“Yeah, we are,” I said. “Will you let us in so we can talk, please?”



The man’s voice replied, “It’s just a trick. There’s nothing outside but monsters, girl. Now shush and let’s pray they leave.”



“We’re not mon–” I started then stopped and coughed to cover my blunder.



Vic chuckled in my mind.
 <Now
 that
 was funny.>



“We have nothing to do with what happened to the town,” I corrected myself. “We just got here. Will you please talk to me?”



There was no answer from the other side.



I contemplated what to do. The people inside sounded terrified, and though I
 was
 technically a monster, I didn’t relish bringing more horror to the innocents. But we needed answers. I finally decided on the simplest approach. The door was made of thick wood, and breaking it down would normally take time and raise a lot of noise. Normally.



“Broncar,” I whispered to the blue-skinned hob. “Open the door, as gently as you can.”



He nodded at me and placed his palm on the handle. I saw his shoulder muscles tense up then the door creaked and wood splintered as he shoved it open. At his level and boss tier, Broncar had over 140 points in his Physical attribute, making the wooden door nothing more than cobwebs to him.



The door – half torn off its hinges – swung open, revealing a dark guest room. Three figures huddled together behind a large couch in front of an unlit fireplace.



“Monsters!” an elderly man shrieked when he saw us entering the house.



“Take it easy, man, we’re travelers,” I said, looking around for other people. “Well, most of us.”



The man whimpered as he gazed at my cougar necklace then cowered even more.



I cursed myself for forgetting to remove the amulet before entering the house. The magical item was usually useful, improving my relations with monsters but imposing a penalty for interacting with ‘civilized’ races.



“Calm yor ass, old-timer,” Ragnar said gruffly. “We ain’t gonna kill ya. Probably.”



The man whimpered, probably incapable of deciphering the insectile clicking sounds of the drone, and I could tell he was half-paralyzed with fear. The two women he was shielding with his body looked equally frightened.



Before I could come up with a good reply that would put them at ease, Lirian stepped forward. My daughter crouched next to the girl, who seemed to be around twelve. “My name is Lirian, what’s yours?”



The girl gulped as she looked up at the green, armed goblinette, but something passed between them, and some of her fear seemed to have lessened. “Ma … Maurie.”



“Maurie,” Lirian said. “We’re not here to hurt you.”



“You … you’re not?”



“No. We want to help you. We can protect you, but we need to know what happened here. Can you please tell us?”



Maurie gulped then nodded.



“Good girl,” I murmured.



The girl threw me a frightened glance, but as she looked back at Lirian, some of it melted away. “It came from the sky,” she said.



“What did?” Lirian asked gently.



Maurie shook her head. “I didn’t see it, but I heard others who did. Some sort of giant black beast. It landed straight in the town square and killed everyone there. Then it attacked the Church of Light. The high priest, Quintin, called for the power of our Lady to repel the beast, but something went wrong. The beast was gone, but mist came out of the temple and spread everywhere. Anyone who touched them disappeared, so we all locked ourselves inside our houses.”



“Temple ‘o Light, eh?” Ragnar spat. “Damn bitch had it coming.”



Maurie paled at the sight of the talking ant person, but Lirian tactfully moved to block her view. “When did that happen?”



“The … the beast came yesterday at dusk. We’ve been hiding ever since.”



Lirian looked up at me. “Anything else you’d like to know?”



“What did it look like?”



Lirian looked back at Maurie.



The girl gulped. “People say it had four legs and was black as night. It was so big it flattened one of the buildings it stepped on.”



The description sounded suspiciously familiar. “I think we’re done,” I said.



“Time for blood and guts then, Chief?” Panda threw me an evil grin, brandishing her war axe.



Maurie and her family huddled tightly together at the savage display.



I stared at her. “Are you serious? These people are traumatized.”



“So? They’re all the same. None of them said a word when Novenguard’s militia threw me in prison for no good reason. They’re nothing but a bunch of whiny XP bags.”



“We. Are. Not. Killing. Civilians,” I said slowly, emphasizing each word. “Especially when they’re not a threat. Is that clear?”



She rolled her eyes. “Fine.”



I looked at Ragnar. “Are we clear?”



“Like mornin’ sunshine,” the drone said.



“Let’s go. We need to check out the temple.”



“Thank you,” Lirian said to the frightened girl. “Stay here and keep hidden. My father will save you.”



“A goblin?” Maurie’s father finally found enough courage to speak up. “Save us?”



“Didn’t you hear?” I smirked. “I’m The Goblin Messiah. I’m building up a new kingdom, and you’re all invited to the party.”



We left the house, entering the misty streets.



“I kno’ where tha’ temple’s at,” Ragnar said. “It’s this way.”



We followed the drone through the winding streets. The mist was even thicker here, reducing visibility to just a few meters, and we often had to stop abruptly to avoid bumping into buildings. We didn’t encounter any enemies, but I could feel eyes staring at me like daggers from the concealing vapors. There was an ominous presence here. And it was watching us.



Instead of growing apprehensive, I felt my temper slowly rising.
 I
 was the monster around here.
 I
 was the thing in the dark other monsters feared. It was time to show whatever thought it could ambush us who the real boss was.



“Stop,” I said to the others. I lowered my staff and channeled a Direball through it, aiming at a dense patch of fog ten meters away.



The Direball detonated, the blast radius burning a hole through the mist and leaving a small smoking crater in the ground. I felt a grin spread across my face. A few more of those, and I could probably disperse enough of the vapors to open a path for us.



Before I could follow through with a second spell, the mist rushed back into the void. However, instead of an amorphic cloud, the vapors grew thicker, taking shape. Within seconds, eight smoky wraiths formed in the clearing. They howled an eerie howl, and their milky eyes fell on us with unsated hunger.



“Oh, be quiet,” I said and launched two Direballs in rapid succession. The surrounding mist was pushed away even further, but the eight figures were left standing without any visible signs of harm. “What the–”



If anything, the wraiths looked more substantial than before. To make matters worse, other howling figures formed around them, pouring out of the mist, and the entire throng closed in on us.



Everyone in my party already had their weapons out to meet the attack. Lirian dodged a misty fist and her sword slashed through a figure, cleaving its chest and eating away a large part of the creature’s torso, but once the sword was through, the two halves rejoined, and the creature still stood – albeit a head shorter than before. Ragnar’s clawed hands bit smoky chunks off an opponent while Panda swung a giant war axe in all directions. Vaporous claws found the two players, leaving behind grey furrows that seemed to make the flesh around the wounds crumble away. Yulli and Broncar fought like the elite bosses they were; the scout’s unending streak of arrows was mirrored by the blue-skinned hob’s flurry of spear stabs, carving visible holes though a dozen white figures all at once. The holes remained open, oozing white smoke, making some of the figures stagger.



“They can bleed!” Ragnar called out gleefully as he ripped off another chunk of an enemy, ignoring his own wounds.



“Let’s make them bleed harder, then!” Panda retorted, increasing the speed of her attacks.



This was embarrassing. I stared at the Epic staff in my hand. Everyone in my party was being more effective than I was. “Time to get serious,” I grunted. I summoned my shadow clone into a clear area and followed through with a volley of six drilling arrows, aiming each spinning missile at a separate injured form.



To my horror, the damaged figures absorbed the missiles into their bodies, and the holes my friends had inflicted filled up instantly. Even worse, a batch of howling wraiths pounced on my shadow clone, eating it away before it was fully formed, forcing me to cut the mana flow needed to maintain it. The mist parted even further, revealing more new enemies in its stead.



“Shadow-crap.”



“How ‘bout you stop helpin’ the enemy?” Ragnar shouted as he repeatedly swung around.



The situation was growing dire. There were now at least 50 enemies surrounding us. Lirian fought, nimble like an acrobat, dodging swings and severing limbs with every strike. The others were also claiming a toll from the enemy’s insubstantial bodies, but it was slow, and unlike my daughter, they were getting hit in return.



Analyze
 , I thought, then cursed when I saw the result. I should have opened with that.









	

Fog Wraith
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 Mana Leech, Life Drain
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Description:
 A mana-hungry wraith manifested by sentient, mana-starved fog.













<Those things feed on your magic, Boss,>
 Vic said.



Thanks, I can read, you know.



<Looks like their level is determined by the skill level of the spells you launched. I suggest not throwing any more spells around.>



Yeah, I figured that out already.



Broncar felled two apparitions, reducing them to nothing more than foggy sifters. The insubstantial beings’ high resistance to physical damage meant we had to literally tear them apart to bring them down.



Luckily, since they had no combat skills, their attacks weren’t all that powerful. Their high level translated mostly into a high health bar. With our weapons dealing relatively little damage, the entire fight turned into a war of attrition.



Lirian nimbly dodged three separate strikes at once and barely blocked another with her sword. The flailing fist disintegrated as it impacted the blackened weapon, and I could swear I saw mist flowing into the blade.



That was too close for my taste. “Protect Lirian, now!” I bellowed, moving to cover my daughter.



I cast Mana Infusion, hoping the internal spell wouldn’t breed any more wraiths, then grabbed my staff with both hands and joined the melee.



More wraiths fell to our combined attacks, the majority of them by Yulli and Broncar, but everyone except Lirian was getting hit. I felt each attack that struck me drain away my health and mana, but my oversized boss pools were far from depleted. The players got the worst of it. Both Ragnar and Panda were the lowest level among us, and their health bars dropped precariously low as the wraith’s attacks disintegrated their flesh. Ragnar cursed and slashed while Panda laughed, swinging her oversized axe and shrugging off hit after hit. I didn’t dare cast Heal Followers, fearing the wraiths would use the wave of energy to multiply.



I compressed even more mana into my muscles and my spear turned into a blur of stabs. I dropped the specter I was fighting, while Yulli and Broncar brought down several more. We were slowly gaining the upper hand, but the players’ situation turned even graver as their health bars neared zero.



“Protect them, I will be fine,” Lirian said.



“Damn it!” I redoubled my efforts. My Epic spear-staff dropped another wraith with a flurry of stabs, but more were standing behind it. “Fine. Yulli, Broncar, step out; we’ll form a perimeter around the others.”



With us three bosses forming a triangle around the others, the wraiths focused their attacks in our direction. My health and mana kept steadily dropping as more misty claws leeched them out of my body. I squared my shoulders and kept on fighting.



With the pressure off their backs, the other two players switched to a more offensive fighting style. They lashed out at any wraiths that tried breaking into our formation while keeping themselves inside the bordered area. Panda kept laughing as she hacked wraiths apart, and Ragnar swore constantly. Lirian’s sword was without a doubt the most effective weapon we had, eating away large chunks of smoky flesh. We continued fighting with us bosses taking the brunt of the damage instead of our more vulnerable members.



Suddenly, a single specter breached through. It charged, howling, its misty claws aimed at my daughter’s back.



Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the claws inched toward her neck, and I could feel Nihilator’s wrath boiling the ground where I stood. I let out a strangled cry as I realized I wouldn’t be able to save her in time.



A fraction of a second before hitting their mark, a chitinous body shoved Lirian away, intercepting the misty claws with its own. I watched in amazement as Ragnar, of all people, moved in to battle the howling wraith. A moment later, Lirian’s spinning slash terminated the threat.



The drone’s eyes met mine, and I gave him a quick nod of approval before moving my focus to the next enemy in line.



The last specter finally fell to our combined attacks. We stood, weapons at the ready, heaving from the prolonged fight, looking for more enemies. The fog slowly rolled in, washing over us as if nothing had happened.



The two players turned to me and spoke together.



“No more magic, fugly, I prefer my victims to bleed red.” Ragnar scowled.



“Ha! Let’s do that again!” Panda cheered, her face torn and gushing blood.



The two turned to look at each other in surprise.



“That’s crazy talk,” Panda told the drone.



“You’re one ta’ talk,” Ragnar said gruffly. “What’s the point o’ killin’ if they don’t bleed and scream while you’re doing it?”



The female player rubbed her chin in thought. “Hmmm, you have a point.”



“You’re both crazy,” I informed them. I looked at Lirian. “Are you alright?”



She nodded.



I shot a glance at Ragnar. “Thanks.”



He gave me an indifferent shrug. “Don’t get all mushy on me, fugly, just ‘cause we’re fightin’ on the same side.”



I looked over Lirian again. “You’re sure you’re alright?”



“Yes, Father. The wraiths didn’t touch me. My sword was able to eat them when they got too close.”



I eyed Fate Stealer. White vapors still streamed over the blackened blade before being seemingly swallowed inside. The sword’s magic was powerful enough to consume even magic-eating entities. For what felt like the hundredth time, I wondered about that sword’s real potential. Despite my Analyze skill being Master-ranked, all I could glean from the weapon was its name, basic description, and the fact it could only be wielded by my daughter.



“Have any of you ever heard of this kind of fog?” I asked.



Everyone shook their heads.



<It’s probably one of Shiva's many new creations,>
 Vic said.
 <My brother likes to improve on everything Guy had created.>



“Let’s move on to that church,” I said. “None of us should cast any spells while inside the fog. I don’t want another encounter like the one we just had.”



“Sounds boring,” Panda said. Her wounds were already on the mend. “What are we fighting next?”



“Plenty o’ targets in them houses.” Ragnar pointed at the buildings around them. “There’s one fat bitch in particular that’s begging for it.”



I frowned at him. “I said no killing civilians. Not unless they attack first. We’re here to take over this town. Everyone here is a future member of the clan, just like you, and you’d both better remember we don’t attack our own.”



“Whatever,” Ragnar said. “The temple of Hildiel is behind them houses.”



“You know,” I said as we continued walking, “you never told me how you made contact with the god of light and learned she was a VI.”



Ragnar snorted. “Wasn’t hard ta’ figure out. The bitch talked to me all business-like, knew I was a playah’, and kept callin’ me a meat suit. Only reason I worked for one of ‘em digital bastards was so I could get back at yor sorry ass, fugly. She gave me some powerful gear, made farming mobs real easy.”



“I’m glad you realized we need to work together here.”



“I’m a simple man, fugly. Someone thinks they can fuck with me, I’ll chop ‘em dead. Got a bigger score to settle now than getting at your green ass.”



“Thanks, but I’m afraid my ass belongs to another woman,” I said, stifling a smile. “I thought I made that clear before.”



“Har har. Keep it up, fugly, and I just might bump you up the list.”



The mist was even thicker now, reducing visibility to a few meters. They seemed to be gushing out from a white marble building that was only visible by its high steeple protruding above the fog.



“That’s the place,” Ragnar said. “The Temple o’ Light.”



We inched closer to the building, weapons at the ready. No further wraiths rose to greet us. The pouring fog got denser but also lower, as though it had spread out once away from the building.



We passed through the arched opening, and I took my first look inside a church that was diametrically opposed to mine.



The floor was hidden behind a thick carpet of white mist that poured out of a white-gray marble altar at the far side of the room. There was a hole in the ceiling above the altar that was several meters wide.



As we slowly stepped inside the building, a low agonized moan broke the silence.



“Doesn’t sound like a wraith,” Pandamonium said, raising her war axe at the ready.



“No,” I agreed. “I think it came from the direction of the altar.”



We inched closer as another agonized moan echoed through the temple. I was not prepared for the sight that unfolded before us.



The altar was pulsing faintly with a sickly white light that seemed to convert into vapor. A male human torso in dirty white robes was leaning against the other side of the altar, his entire lower half missing and his arms nothing more than blackened stubs. Though the man’s eyes were closed, he was somehow still alive and moaning. Part of the sickly light seemed to feed into him, and I could tell the tainted mana was somehow sustaining his life.



Looking around, I didn‘t see any immediate danger. “Keep watch for surprises,” I whispered to my companions. “I’m going to try to talk to this guy.”



This time, I remembered to remove the cougar necklace before kneeling next to the suffering man. “Hey, can you hear me?”



“My … lady?” The man barely managed to speak the words through his obvious pain. “Is it my time yet? Can I finally rest?” His eyes were still closed.



“No,” I said softly. “We’re adventurers. We just arrived at Whitebanner, and we tracked the fog back to this temple. Are you Quintin? What happened here?”



“He … he came,” the priest whispered in agony. “The beast. The ancient evil. The ancient foe of our Lady.”



That confirmed my suspicion. “Are you talking about Nihilator?”



The priest’s eyelids flew open, though his eyes didn’t seem to be able to focus on me. “Speak not the beast’s name!” He said with a zealous heat. “The foul. The anathema. The Lord of Dust and Darkness.”



“I think that explains the piles of dust we kept finding,” Panda remarked.



It made sense. Nihilator was no longer caged, having been freed by my hands. As a tier 9 boss, his power nearly equaled that of a god, but unlike a true deity, he was free to roam the world and cause whatever mischief he desired. And it looked like he’d decided to turn Whitebanner into his playground.



Luckily, the priest didn’t seem to register the woman’s words, so I continued my questions. “I take it he burst through the roof and somehow desecrated the altar?”



“Yes.” The priest slumped back against the altar, his eyes closing again. “After it laid waste to most of our remaining troops, it turned its attention here. We put our faith in The Lady’s power. We made our final stand here; the High Magus, The Red Hunter, the town’s lord, and me. I summoned The Lady’s holy light while my companions fought bravely, but the beast merely laughed at our most desperate attack. Its maw punched through the roof, swallowing my companions whole, leaving nothing but dust behind. Then it set its eyes on me. In my desperation, I surrendered my body and soul to The Lady, summoning a brilliant, cleansing light like never before, but even that wasn’t enough.”



“That explains the flash of light we saw back there,” Lirian said.



The priest continued speaking as if in a trance. “The beast’s jaws closed around me and the altar. I could feel the darkness burning through my body, defiling this holy place, then there was a flash of light, and the maw opened, leaving behind only pain. I could hear the beast say my pain was a more delicious treat than my death. Then it left. Since then, I have known only suffering.”



The priest’s body went limp, as if the burst of energy had drained him completely, though I could tell he was still alive. The trickling, tainted mana that poured out of the altar would not let him die.



“He left him here to suffer,” Panda said quietly.



My eyes snapped to the normally ruthless woman. Her face looked haunted as she stared down at the priest’s ravaged body.



I circled the altar and immediately found the cause of the problem. A row of dark punctures marred the marble structure. I could envision Nihilator’s giant maw closing around the priest and the altar, snapping the man’s body in half and damaging the stone. Delicate black cracks spiraled from the holes, though they didn’t reach far enough to encapsulate the entire block. Somehow, my deity’s dark power clashed against the church’s holy light, transforming it into a sickly version of itself. The twisted altar’s corruptive power kept the priest alive to agonize over his terrible wounds while also exuding the tainted mist that haunted the rest of the town.



I found no pleasure in the NPC’s suffering. He was a representative of a faith that was directly opposite to mine. He would have no doubt killed us, or tried to, had it been any other day. But even enemies didn’t deserve to suffer like
 this
 , be they real or not. Both the real me and the goblin inside of me agreed on that point.



“What are we going to do now, Chief?” Yulli asked. “It sounds like the dark master has already killed all this town’s leaders and most of the soldiers.”



“I agree,” I said. “Nihilator left the town to fester like an open wound, but I think it has suffered long enough. It’s time Whitebanner joins the GreenPiece Clan.” With a heavy heart, I drew the sacrificial bone dagger from my belt.



“What are you doing?” Panda asked, wide-eyed. Her face was pale, and she couldn’t seem to be able to tear her eyes off the priest’s mutilated body.



“I need to take over the altar and complete the transition,” I said. “I could normally take it over using my power, but I think a sacrifice will appease Nihilator more for taking away his fun. Not to mention release this man from his misery.”



I gently arched the priest’s head back onto the altar. His eyes were closed, and he didn’t resist. With a quick jerk of my hand, I slit his throat open. Liquid darkness oozed out of the gaping hole, rapidly spreading over his body. Quintin's eyes fluttered one final time, and there seemed to be clarity in them in his last seconds of life. “Thank you,” was all he could whisper before his body was consumed and turned into a dark ooze.



“Damn, fugly, that was dark, eveh’ for me,” Ragnar said.



I stood up. The darkness continued to spread over the altar, also flowing out of the punctures around it, quickly turning the white marble black.



<Nicely done, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <DTTV’s ratings are through the roof right now. And here are some messages from your sponsor.>









	

Dark Mana spell school level increased to 56.



Dark Mana spell school level increased to 57.















	

Quintin, Level 100 Priest of Light, sacrificed!



+400 Faith Points (100 X 4 using altar)















	

You have regained the favor of your deity.



For converting a temple of light by sacrificing its priest to fuel the process, you have greatly amused your master and have therefore been rewarded.



Reward:
 5,000 XP, +200 Faith Points







You have done well, my minion. My power has surpassed even that of those pesky Outriders. Carry on, and spread forth my name through blood and sacrifice.















	

Level up! You have reached Character Level 61. You have 1 ability point to allocate.













I slowly bent down and picked up the level 100 void crystal and found another item that had been dropped from the priest’s corpse.









	

Divine Amulet [broken]



Description:
 A holy relic usable only by high priests of The Church of Light. Crucial for invoking high rituals. The central gem has been cracked, rendering the divine item’s powers useless.



Runecraft Viability: n/a



Type:
 Utility [neck]



Rank:
 Rare



Durability:
 0/200



Effect:
 Significantly increase spellcasting capabilities (effect increases the closer the wielder is to a shrine). Restriction: usable only by priests of light.













Though powerful, the artifact was of no use to me. At least the XP reward was enough to push me into the next level and a third of the way toward the one after that, but that didn’t bring me joy. My heart was heavy. Despite having committed my soul to serve Nihilator, and despite having performed what could subjectively be considered heinous crimes in his names, some actions weighed heavier on my conscience.



The knowledge that my dark deity had become stronger and was happy with my actions – and therefore likely to accommodate another Communal ceremony – didn’t help improve my mood. The next few messages, however, did.









	

You have defeated the leaders of Whitebanner.



You may demolish the town and plunder its riches or take control over it, turning it into a new vassal settlement.



Demolish/Control













The fog began dissipating as the altar was made whole once again.



I was about to hit the ‘Control’ option when shouts started coming from outside.



“It’s over! The mist is disappearing!” a girl's voice yelled. “The monsters have saved us!” Other people shouted against her, but the overall sentiment was that of joy. Whitebanner citizens poured out into the street to reclaim their town, many of them cheering ‘The Lady’ for saving them.



“If y’all’d excuse me,” Ragnar said. “I got some business ta take care of.”



“Wait–” I said, but the troublesome drone was already running out of the temple. I cursed and chased after him with the rest of the party close at my heels.



I caught a glimpse of Ragnar’s small antlike form disappearing into an alleyway before the pack of people assembling outside the temple noticed us.



There were screams and a lot of shuffling back, but at least the traumatized civilians didn’t seem to be in a fighting mood. The control message still hovered before me, but I held back. This was a good opportunity to see how deeply entrenched in their beliefs the NPCs were. An opportunity to see if there was a way to turn them around even without having to take over their lives.



“Listen up!” I roared, lifting my arms and summoning pillars of darkness to rise behind me. The frightened crowd quieted down, many throwing worried looks at Yulli and Broncar, murmuring about monsters in their town. “Yes, we are monsters! And it was monsters that saved your town! We braved the mist, entered the temple, and ended the curse that haunted this town.” I didn’t feel the need to reveal that the ‘monster’ we saved them from was actually my own master.



One of the braver men stepped forward. “What do you want from us?” he demanded.



“I want you to consider that not all monsters are the same,” I said. “That some might not be as bad as others. We have saved you, and now we are talking instead of fighting. Not all of us are the murderous beasts you make us out to be.”



“Damn,” Pandamonium muttered behind me. “You’re taking all the fun out of it.”



“You’re just a goblin,” the man said. “Your kind are pests, and everyone knows that hobs are savages.”



I narrowed my eyes at him, feeling my temper rise, but I forced myself to calm down and answer evenly. “I’m standing right here in front of you. If I’m a pest, and I just saved your sorry lives, what does it say about you?”



<Way to squeeze out that level 14 bartering skill of yours,>
 Vic said in my mind.
 <And kudos for keeping that necklace off; you usually forget about those things.>



Hmmm ….
 I bit my lip.



<You simply forgot to put it back on after you finished
 talking
 to that priest, didn’t you?>



Luckily, I was spared the need to reply when a familiar figure stepped forward.



“They came to our house when the mist was still around,” Maurie said. “The goblin girl was nice to me. They didn’t hurt us. I think they are good … monsters.”



The crowd grumbled as they turned to speak to each other, weighing in generations of fear and prejudice. I held my breath and let them talk it out amongst themselves. If I could win this town over without forcing the issue, maybe the word would spread. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for a future for all of us without bloodshed.



A shrill scream pierced the air, coming from the direction of the crowd. A pudgy, rosy-cheeked woman stumbled into the open, blood gushing down her body before collapsing to the ground.



A deadly silence fell over the crowd, but it lasted for only a handful of seconds. The crowd parted and more screams followed as Ragnar, his clawed hands bloodied, stepped into the open. “Showed ya who the monster is, bitch.”



“Kill them!” someone yelled from the crowd while others carried on with, “Kill the monsters!”



“Shadow-crap,” I cursed and hit the ‘Control’ button.



The familiar spectacle ensued. Darkness streamed from the Dark Temple behind me, pouring out into the street. It climbed over everyone, turning them into Shadow-Touched creatures as they joined my clan. The streets darkened and the houses assumed a gothic architecture.



 Whitebanner was now mine.








19 - Tearing Up








“What the hell were you thinking?” I shouted as I stormed toward the drone.



Ragnar didn’t seem bothered by my anger. “Told ya’ I got me a score ta’ settle, and I did.” He gave me an evil grin. “Buried the hatchet, if ya’ catch my drift.”



“You …” I was at a loss for words. “I almost got to them! They were close to accepting us as we are – this could have been huge!”



“They might’a been okay with your skinny green ass, but you got it wrong, Chief. First time they saw an Ogre or one o’ yor other nasties, they’d turn on ya. Trust me; I know what a mob lynching looks like. I just did ya a big favor.”



“Why?” I asked him, barely controlling my temper. “Why did you have to kill that woman?”



He looked down at the ground. The woman’s corpse hadn’t turned along with the rest of them. There was something haunted in his eyes. “She betrayed me,” he said in a harsh, quiet tone. “I ain’t never gonna forgive tha’.” He looked up at me. “You made it clear I can’t hurt none of yor clan, so I had to move fast, didn’t ah?”



“It’s your clan now too, and I also said not to hurt the civilians,” I said, somewhat less angry than before. It was obvious something in the player’s past had driven his actions. He and Panda both, and probably a lot of the other players, were scarred. I was suddenly reminded of my purpose. Playing goblin chief was fun, but it was just a means to an end. I was here to help the trapped players. And the two that came with me, despite their antics, were victims just like the rest of them.



Ragnar shrugged. “Thought you’d take killin’ a civvy easier than killing her afta’ she joined the clan.”



I sighed. “I guess it doesn’t matter now. I can’t exactly order you around, but if you want to stay with us you need to stop doing such things
 .
 "
 I looked up. The converted crowd certainly didn’t seem to care that a mere ‘civilized’ woman’s corpse was slowly being engulfed by darkness at their feet.



“Come on, antboy,” Panda said. “Let’s go check out the local prison for other players.”



The two left, and my other companions moved to inspect our new town, leaving me alone to peruse my new notifications.









	

Quest Updated: Servants of Darkness



Nihilator has tasked you with converting enough of the world’s population to grant him the raw power he needs to overthrow all other gods.



Quest Type:
 Mythic



Progress:
 24,807/5,000,000 (0.49%)















	

You have taken control of a new settlement.



Name:
 Whitebanner



Type:
 Town (Level 4)



Buildings:
 112



Population:
 4,192



Vassal Contribution:



●
 
 Daily Energy: 13,276



●
 
 Daily Resources: 500 food, 250 gold



●
 
 Militia: 2,000 soldiers (levels 10-20) [current strength: 5%]



●
 
 Morale: +15



●
 
 Breeder’s Den: +2 levels for newly summoned combatants















	

Capital advancement to Level 5 (City): 100%



You have collected enough vassal settlements of suitable size for your capital to advance to the next level. Return to your capital to complete the upgrade.













That was good news indeed. Along with Kaedric’s construction projects and Goblin’s Gorge becoming a city, my monster kingdom was slowly getting stronger. With my mind refocused on my main agenda, and the progress I had made, I was able to move past the burden in my heart.



“Father?” Lirian said. “What are you holding?”



In all the confusion, I nearly forgot I was still holding the dead priest’s broken amulet. I lifted my hand and looked closely at the jewel. The central blue gem had a deep crack marring its surface, rendering the magical item useless. Something about the item’s description nagged at my mind. The ‘divine’ part of the title reminded me of a similarly labeled item in my possession. Reaching into my inventory, I drew out a red gem.









	

Divine Essence



Description:
 A drop of Outrider’s divine essence.



Rank:
 Epic



Effect:
 ???













The drop of blood left behind by Aidanriel’s Outrider form had crystallized and now resembled a large gem. It was almost the same size as the cracked gem inside the amulet. Curiously, I brought both items closer to each other.



The amulet started vibrating, and motes of light spread from it over my arm. Wherever the light touched, my skin withered and cracked, releasing thin vapors of darkness. Pain ignited along my forearm like fire, causing me to drop the amulet. “Shadow-crap, that hurt.”



“What happened?” Lirian eyed me warily.



“I think it’s safe to say a holy amulet powered by divine essence doesn’t mesh well with the whole ‘priest of darkness’ theme.” The two items were 20 centimeters apart when the effect occurred.
 If I’d actually joined them together…
 I shuddered. The reaction would have no doubt been catastrophically explosive.



<That’s what happens when you bring together diametrically opposed forces, Boss,>
 Vic said.
 <When an unstoppable divine power meets malleable flesh, well … let’s say meat suits tend to go ‘pop.’>



Yeah, I already figured as much.



I gingerly stowed both items in my inventory, making sure they weren’t close to each other. With that little bit of unexpected calamity avoided, I turned my attention to more immediate matters.



“Let’s see now … need to build a Gremlin’s Guild,” I murmured, mentally activating the Settlement Interface. But instead of the familiar menu, I got a ‘Vassal Information’ screen, detailing the various buildings, crafts, and establishments the town had to offer. “Where the hell is the Construction menu?”



<Remember, Boss, vassals are self-managed settlements; you can’t actively influence them.>



I needed to establish a Gremlin’s Guild as quickly as possible to capitalize on the commercial opportunities the town had to offer, but I gathered I could delegate the task to Kaedric back at the valley.



“Father?” Lirian asked as I turned to step back into the converted Dark Temple.



“I’m going to draw the runes for a portal,” I said.



“Do you need my assistance?”



“You can help by donating some mana if you’d like.”



The schema required 7,200 MP to activate. Thanks to the recent level up and the extra point I put into Mental, my mana pool size was now around 6,700. I could have regenerated the extra 500 required MP quickly on my own, especially given that I could enjoy the buffs of standing in one of my temples, but this was an opportunity to learn more about my daughter.



She nodded. “Of course.”



“How …” I hesitated. “How much can you spare?”



She shrugged. “I don’t know. I always have enough when I need to cast a spell.”



“Let’s begin.” I opened the Runecraft Design Mode and drew the enchantment’s schema around the dark altar. Once the sigils were ready, I channeled my mana into it. “Alright, Lirian, channel your mana into the enchantment.”



My daughter narrowed her eyes in concentration, and a tendril of mana soon poured out of her, absorbed by the glowing runes.



I kept a close watch on her, checking for any signs of mana fatigue or that she was about to be drained, but she seemed as composed as always. At her current level of 36, had she been a pure mage, she should have had no more than 360 MP. But the young goblinette didn’t bat an eyelash as she poured in the remaining 500 MP, finalizing the enchantment.



“Feeling any different?” I inquired as a shimmering rift opened in the air. “Tired, or spent?”



“I am well, Father.”



I shook my head. The mystery that was my daughter was as impenetrable as ever.



“Here he is!” I heard Panda’s unmistakable rowdy voice as she entered the Dark Temple, dragging two new players in tow. “Told you he’d be here. Say hello to our mighty chief, Oren. Oren, these two are Jaelon and Nesteph.”



The two players, both of them human, stared at me as if struck by lightning.



“Yeah …” I rubbed the back of my neck. It looked like Whitebanner had players in their prison after all. “Yes, I’m a goblin. It’s a long story, but to sum it up, I’m trying to give all the players trapped in the game a safe environment. We’re moving to conquer lands and settlements, so we’ll eventually have a player safe zone. You’re welcome to join my clan, of course.”



The two players glanced at each other, as if unsure how to answer. Something that looked weirdly like guilt flashed between them.



“Um … “ Nesteph said, his eyes downcast. “We’ll be honored to join your clan … Oren.”



His friend simply nodded.



That was good enough for me. “Then I hereby accept you into the GreenPiece Clan.”



Darkness spread from the floor over the players’ bodies, darkening their skin as it turned them into Shadow-Touched creatures.



Panda slapped both of their shoulders with such strength that their knees nearly buckled. “You guys are too scrawny. We gotta help them put some meat on their bones, Chief.”



She was right. The two had obviously been mistreated by the town’s NPCs and probably hadn’t eaten well in a long time. “Of course. The portal here will lead you to Goblin’s Gorge, our clan’s capital. It’s safe there. You can rest and recuperate. There’s plenty of food and drink, just tell Daimmen I said to take care of you.”



“Thank you,” Nesteph said, for some reason still not meeting my eyes. Then the two disappeared into the shimmering portal.



“They acted weird,” Lirian remarked after the two had disappeared.



“I know.” I gazed at the open portal. “They looked vaguely familiar, though I can’t place them.” I looked back at the towering woman. “What about you and Ragnar?”



“Ant boy and I are going to stick around for a while,” she said.



I raised an eyebrow. Leaving the two of them together was a recipe for disaster. “What do you have in mind?”



“See the sights, kill some people.” She smirked at me. “See ya later, Chief.” Then she turned and left.



I watched her exit the temple. It was probably not wise to leave those two unsupervised, but they knew not to hurt my clan, so they only posed a risk to themselves. Hopefully. “Ready to go, Lirian?”



The goblinette nodded, and we stepped toward the shimmering portal.



<Message from Raystia coming through,>
 Vic piped up.
 <And hey, what a coincidence, another one from Sullivan has just arrived. I’m sort of starting to feel like your secretary again.>



I ignored him and opened the first message.









	

New Era Online
 [Internal messaging service]:






	

From:
 Raystia



Subject
 : All done!



Hey Uncle Oren, it’s finally ready.



You won’t believe what we had to go through … even after completing all the quests they asked of us, navigating the red tape was harrowing.



Anyway, we’ve done what you asked for. Everance now boasts a brand-new chapter of The Cult of Nihilator.



Drop by and visit us sometime – preferably soon :)



-Penelope







P.S. We spent all the money we found in your cache on this project, so bring something nice for the other party members. They’ve earned it.













“It’s finally ready!” I felt a burst of exhilaration pass through me. I continued, reading through the next message, and my good mood faltered.









	

New Era Online
 [Internal messaging service]:






	

From:
 Sullivan Tucker



Subject
 : We could use some help



It’s a good thing Whitebanner didn’t send those reinforcements because Storg’s elites are proving to be more of a problem than we anticipated. The mage’s guildmaster is a High Magus summoner, and he keeps bringing in hordes of elementals to hold back our forces. We’re taking casualties with little progress to show for it.



It’s time for our one-man special ops team –you – to make an appearance.



Having you keep an eye on Whitebanner is now a secondary objective, so get your ass over here.







Sullivan,



Grand Army Strategist













“Is something wrong?” Lirian asked when she saw me frowning.



“The army’s having difficulties.” I quickly typed a response to Sullivan, telling him I’d be right over and that there was no need to worry about Whitebanner anymore. I pushed Raystia’s message to the back of my mind. I had other, more pressing, things to handle at the moment.



Focusing on the shimmering portal, I connected it to the one back in Goblin’s Gorge.



Lirian raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t we teleporting to join the army at Storg?”



“We need to make a quick detour along the way,” I said, heading for the shimmering portal. “Let’s go.”







***







I noticed something was off as soon as we exited the portal at Goblin’s Gorge’s cathedral. The altar and the floor around it were sticky with blood, and the atmosphere felt heavy.



“
 It
 has returned again,” Kuzai’s vile voice drawled, drawing my attention. The demented dwarf looked terrible, more so than usual; his eyes were bloodshot, and his skin hung loosely around his body as if he had lost 50 kilos overnight.



“Looks like Nihilator didn’t take it easy on you,” I said and pointed at the altar. “What happened here?”



“The master has commanded me to reap a hundred souls in recompense for my failure, but I shall deliver upon him a thousand.” His eyes glistened maniacally.



“What the hell did you do? Where did all this blood come from?”



The ex-dwarf let out a cackle. “Look outside, High Priest.”



I stepped out of the cathedral’s giant double doors and instantly found the source of the blood. A pile of kobold corpses was at the bottom of the stairs – dozens of them.



“What the hell did you do?” I asked again in a deadly tone, feeling rage bubble up inside me.



“I was merely appeasing the master.” He gave me a dishonest smile. “Since they were
 your
 kobolds who gave him offense, I thought their hearts would be an appropriate gift.”



I clenched my fists. “You’ve murdered dozens of our clan? You’ve gone too–”



“They are nothing but fodder,” the other priest hissed, cutting me off. “Their lives amount to nothing, but their shriveled souls are like candy for him.”



“You’ve gone too far,” I said with conviction. My anger had drained away with that declaration. There was no point in getting worked up. The priest had crossed a line and would have to pay for it.



“And what shall
 it
 do about that?” Kuzai taunted. “You cannot raise your hand against me without invoking the master’s ire.”



“You are not worth my time,” I said and raised my voice. “Bek!”



The small goblin adept hurried toward me. “Yes, Dire Totem?”



“From now on, you’re in charge of the cathedral and Kuzai. Keep him in line; give him bathroom duty or something similar for the rest of his life. And keep him away from the shrine.”



The small goblin’s eyes widened in fear, and he backed away shaking his head.



“That insect cannot command
 me
 ,” Kuzai boasted. “I’m the master’s most faithful servant, the highest-ranked priest of his church.”



“After me,” I corrected him.



Kuzai simply sneered at me.



“Well, that’s about to change,” I said. “As the High Priest, I’m ordering you to stand still and be quiet.”



Turning my back to the fuming priest, I took a deep breath and opened the Settlement Interface.



A chorus of fanfare sounded as the awaited notification popped open.









	

Goblin’s Gorge has reached Level 5: City



Your settlement may now support more bosses:



●
 
 Tier 4: max 1, current 0



●
 
 Tier 3: max 3, current 2



●
 
 Tier 2: max 8, current 4



●
 
 Tier 1, max 24, current 40







As a Military-type capital, Goblin’s Gorge also gains the following bonuses:



●
 
 The bonuses for combat-oriented creatures summoned via the Breeder’s Den have improved to: +4 levels, +20 to one combat skill.



●
 
 Military-related production (weapons, armor, enchantments, potions) gains an additional +50% efficiency bonus.













I rubbed my hands together. My clan had just become more powerful. Any soldiers I summoned would instantly gain 13 levels. Hobs would start at 17, Ogres at 23. But that wasn’t even the best part. My settlement was now large enough to support a tier 4 boss. I could finally increase my boss tier. But first, I needed to mete out some punishment.



Bringing up the ‘Energy Menu’ of the interface, I navigated to ‘Boss Options’ and selected my target.









	

Promote: Bek, Level 24, to: Boss [Tier 3], Cost: 26,000 EP. Yes/No













Yes.



The small goblin had deserved it for a long time.









	

Please select boss type:



	
Dire Totem
 – A magical faith-based unit, whose primary role is to support other combatants.





Boss bonus skills:
 Nihilator’s Sanction, Damage Reflection, Faith-based spells



	
Dark Friar –
 A magical faith-based unit who revels in blood and sacrifice to enhance their powers.





Boss bonus skills:
 Circle of Doom, Reap Suffering













I instantly crossed out the Dark Friar option. That boss type sounded suspiciously similar to Kuzai’s and one of him was more than enough. I chuckled as I selected Dire Totem. “Well, Bek, it looks like you’ll be getting my position.”



Bek’s eyes bulged, and his limbs suffused with energy as he grew taller. When the process was complete, the smallish goblin was nearly as tall as me, and his pose conveyed confidence that wasn’t there before.



“Okay,” I said. “Now you outrank Kuzai and can order him around.”



Kuzai blanched. “No.”



Bek bowed. “Yes, Dire Totem.”



“It’s you who’s the Dire Totem, now.”



Kuzai bristled. “I shall not follow this cretin’s commands. I am the master’s most faithful–”



His speech cut off when Bek clapped his arms together and two opposing waves of darkness came crashing down on the demented priest. “You be quiet. High Priest gave you an order.”



I nodded in approval at Bek’s chastisement.



Kuzai’s body appeared from between the layers of dense darkness, his arms trembling as he summoned his mana to repel it.



I was impressed. The last time I’d confronted Kuzai, our control of dark energy was closely matched despite him being a tier 2 boss. But Bek looked like he had no trouble overwhelming the other priest. Perhaps it was related to Kuzai’s current state of being out of favor.



With a contemptuous snort, the new Dire Totem balled his fists, and the wave of darkness came crashing down on Kuzai again. “You will obey!”



The wave parted to reveal a groaning Kuzai lying on the ground. “I … will obey,” he croaked, slowly rising.



I clapped the not-so-small goblin on his back. “Nice work, Bek. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s time for me to get an upgrade too.” I stepped out of the cathedral to give the two some space for their ‘play’ and opened the Settlement Interface.



Time was pressing. I needed to hurry up and join Sullivan and the rest of the army, but I took a moment to check the upgrade requirements to reach the next city level.









	

Settlement Level 6 – Large City



Requirements:



●
 
 Conquered vassal settlements [level 3 – ‘village’ – or higher]: 6 (currently: 2)



●
 
 Conquered vassal settlements [level 5 – ‘city’ – or higher]: 2 (currently: 1)













I narrowed my eyes in thought. That was going to be a problem. Other than Akzar, the closest settlement larger than a town was Everance, which – as a metropolis – was much larger than a city.



But that was a concern for another time.



Accessing the ‘Boss Options’ menu, I targeted myself. The ‘Tier Up’ button illuminated, indicating it was enabled. With an expectant grin, I pressed it.









	

Promote: [yourself], Level 61, Tier 3, to: Tier 4 boss, Cost: 100,000 EP. Yes/No













I whistled at the cost. Promoting a standard unit to the first boss tier cost 1,000 EP, 5,000 for tier 2, and 20,000 for tier 3. The jump to tier 4 cost the same as what was required by Nihilator to achieve the godlike tier 9. He was probably at the precipice of the next tier and only needed a little push to bring him over. If the higher tiers’ cost kept rising exponentially, it could take millions of EP to purchase that final boss tier directly.



<You know, if you wanted to know that cost, you could just ask,>
 Vic said.
 <Or check out the metadata yourself; it’s on the top layers.>



I mentally kicked myself for not having thought of that, but it had been a while since my last boss tier upgrade. I let my mind roam over the information beyond the interface. Tier 5, the next one, was not cheap, but it was doable at 500,000 EP. I moved on to inspect the last tier and nearly choked as I gasped. “Two hundred million EP for boss tier 9?”



My companion chuckled.
 <What? You thought becoming a god was going to be cheap?>



At my current clan’s daily EP gain, it would take us over a decade to amass that much. Even if our campaign was a complete success and I amassed all the energy yield across the kingdom, it would still take years, and that wasn’t even counting the cost of the other tiers that had to be purchased to even reach the ninth one.



For the moment, I was simply happy I could afford the sum of 100,000. I approved the prompt, leaving my clan with just over 300,000 energy points.









	

Boss Tier 4 reached!



Title:
 Shadow Lord



Attributes:
 +7 Mental, +1 Physical, +1 Social



Health
 :
 15 → 20 per level



Mana
 :
 30 → 40 per level



Mana regeneration rate:
 +25%



Spell Resistance:
 30% → 40%



Armor:
 +40



Bonus Trait:
 Noble













I felt my body changing, becoming more powerful, thickening my skin and shifting my bones so I stood taller and prouder. The other tier-up bonuses were truly amazing; my health had soared, crossing the 2,000 mark, while my mana pool – already massive thanks to the 50 percent boost from Nihilator’s Gem of Darkness – jumped by roughly 2,000 additional points. My mana regeneration rate was almost 600 points per minute.



I
 felt
 powerful
 ,
 even more than what the dry statistics indicated. And there was only one parameter that could account for that.



I clicked on the last item in the list.









	

Noble [Boss trait]



Having crossed over to the second echelon of bosshood (i.e. ‘raid boss’), you are now considered a noble, which confers several additional bonuses:



Effect I:
 Cowering Presence: all individuals below your boss tier automatically cower before you.



Effect II:
 You gain an aura that bolsters allies and hampers enemies.



Effect III:
 Mana Multiplier X4: able to channel four times the base mana cost of a spell to triple its effect. Constraints: Triple casting time, can’t move while casting.













I stared in awe at the information.



I’d already witnessed the ‘cowering’ effect back in Akzar when I first encountered Broncar. Even the mayor, his own employer, looked somewhat afraid of the higher-tiered boss. The aura thing sounded promising. It was the sort of tool a ‘normal’ raid boss had in their arsenal, which made fighting them and their minions a real nightmare. The third effect, however, was the most drastic in terms of increasing my strength. Up until now, my Dark Mana skill allowed me to power a spell by channeling up the triple-the-base mana cost. The ability to cross that threshold was substantial. It meant putting my vast new pool of mana to good use. The limitations were a bit unfortunate, but I was sure that with a little planning I could work my way around them. It was just what I needed to battle a high-level NPC mage that could summon hordes of elementals.



I felt drunk on power, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted more. And there was one more thing I could do to augment my strength. With my new boss tier increasing my Mental attribute to 76, the maximum spell skill cap had risen to 86.



I brought up the Energy menu and targeted myself.









	

Skill Increase: Dark Mana 57 → 86, Cost: 95,700 EP (X 10 for spell school skill)



Confirm: Yes/No













“What the hell?” I stared at the price. Apparently, as another side effect of Shiva’s spell consolidation, the cost to upgrade a spell governing skill had increased by a factor of ten. On the bright side, on top of improving all the spells under it, Dark Mana also increased overall spell effectiveness, the size of my mana pool, and mana regeneration rate.



I could afford it, of course, but I didn’t feel comfortable squandering a third of my clan’s remaining energy on myself. We still had a potentially high-casualty conflict ahead of us that might require costly resurrections. I declined the prompt and readjusted the skill level.









	

Skill Increase: Dark Mana 57 → 80, Cost: 73,140 EP (X 10 for spell school skill)



Confirm: Yes/No













The cost was still high, but I could live with it. I confirmed the prompt and felt a second rush of energy fill me. The overwhelming sense of power reached new heights as the jacked-up skill caused my mana pool to break into the five digits.



I knew time was running out, but I couldn’t resist bringing up my character sheet.









	

Title
 : Shadow Lord



Level
 : 61



Race
 : Goblin



Boss Tier:
 4



Religion
 : The Cult of Nihilator



Attributes:



●
 
 Physical 5



●
 
 Mental 76



●
 
 Social 5



Pools & Resistances:



●
 
 Hit Points: 2,221



●
 
 Mana: 10,204



●
 
 Armor: 170



●
 
 Mental Resistance: 60%



●
 
 Lightning Resistance: 20%



●
 
 Magic Resistance: 40%



Skills
 :



●
 
 Lucky Bastard 53 Ⓑ



●
 
 Analyze 115



●
 
 Tracking 18



●
 
 War Party Leader 45 [+5]



●
 
 Runecraft 72



●
 
 Barter 14



●
 
 Governor 14 (99% capped)



Spells
 :



●
 
 Dark Mana 80 Ⓑ



○
 
 Drilling Arrow



○
 
 Mana Shield [+5]



○
 
 Mana Drain



○
 
 Direball



○
 
 Mana Infusion



●
 
 Faith 40



○
 
 Heal Followers



○
 
 Shadow Web



○
 
 Shadow Hound



○
 
 Shadow Teleport



○
 
 Dark Protection



●
 
 Soul 29



○
 
 Blood Wrath [+5]



○
 
 Touch of Decrepitude



Traits
 :



●
 
 Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social)



●
 
 Quick Learner (+20% XP)



●
 
 Boss Boon IV (20 HP & 40 MP per level;
 Nihilator’s Sanction
 ;
 Damage Reflection
 )



●
 
 Soul Companion: Vic



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist)



●
 
 Noble (Cowering Presence, Boss Aura, Mana Multiplier X4)













Both my Soul and Faith governing spell skills were seriously behind. With the amount of energy my clan was now generating, I probably could have afforded to spend more, but I decided against that for now. Increasing them beyond level 51 would upgrade all the spells under them to Expert-ranked, and that would take time to master. Time I didn’t have. Pumping up Dark Mana was enough for now.



I felt powerful. It was almost too good to be true.



<Drat,>
 Vic said.
 <That’s really bad.>



What?
 I asked, suddenly anxious, the ecstasy I experienced snuffed out. I had a feeling this was too good to be true. Players weren’t meant to wield boss monster powers, let alone that of a powerful raid boss. I had a sinking premonition that the game was going to slap me with some debilitating penalties to compensate. The last time it did that, it branded me a monster and disabled my ability to log out. And with Shiva now in control, things could turn even worse.



<Have you seen your new title?>
 Vic sounded exasperated.



<Yeah …?>
 I was still waiting for the bad news to hit.



<It’s all wrong now! Your last two titles – Dread and Dire Totem – had the same initials, but who’ll want to watch a channel called SLTV? It sounds like an evangelical show.>



I was slowly coming to understand what he was talking about.
 Are you seriously worried about changing the name of that absurd TV channel you VIs use to keep tabs on me?



<Did I stutter?>



Vic!
 I clenched my teeth.
 You nearly gave me a heart attack!



<Don’t worry about it, Boss.>



I’m not going to!



<That’s the spirit. We’ll work it out somehow. Maybe give it a new spin, call it Slap TV or something. Could turn out to be a hit.>



I surrender.



<Everance will be thrilled to hear that.>
 My unruly companion gave an evil chuckle.
 <And now we’re even.>



That emotional rollercoaster had left me too drained to get back at him. I needed a break. “Lirian?” I said tiredly.



“Yes, Father?”



“Let’s go fight hordes of vicious elementals.”



 She gave me an exhilarated smile. “Yes, Father!”








20 - Elementary








Lirian and I teleported into the small zone of influence projected by the army’s mobile shrine.



Storg’s walls stood before us, though at three meters, they were shorter than Whitebanner’s. Easy pickings for Ogres, who could pull themselves over the top without much effort.



Not that it was necessary. Large sections of the town’s walls were breached, and a tremendous battle was taking place in the rubble. Hobs, Ogres, kobolds, and goblins were waging war on hordes of elementals of all sizes: blobs of water elementals, giant earth elementals, and fire elementals that were walking infernos.



The last type looked to be a minority, as the fireproofed Infernal Ogres blasted them apart with their flaming weapons, but the other types proved to be problematic. The towering earth elementals blocked the wall breaches, holding our forces back, while the water elementals ignored weapon strikes and engulfed hobs, drowning them inside their watery bodies.



I looked around, finding the command group. Savol and Sullivan were standing on a small rise overlooking the battle not far from me, issuing orders to the army below.



“What the hell is going on?” I shouted over the noise of combat as Lirian and I approached. “You didn’t say it was this bad. How can one mage summon so many creatures?”



“About time you showed up,” Sullivan grunted, wiping sweat off his brow. “Our intel wasn’t complete. It’s not just the High Magus we’re fighting. It’s the whole damn mage’s guild. They have several decently leveled spellcasters that are giving us a run for our money. There seem to be a couple of earth mages keeping Swarm and Aidanriel from getting past their walls by somehow repelling their metal. And there’s another mind mage who got our Ettin gladiator all mixed up.” He pointed at Bonecruncher who was sitting idly a distance away from the fight, his two heads facing each other, arguing loudly.



“It’s not all that bad,” Sullivan continued. “With the other mages focused on countering our elites, the summoner has to hold back our entire army on his own. Our soldiers are mostly holding their own against the elementals, and the remaining town’s defenders have all retreated to avoid the collateral damage, but we’re not managing to push through. I kept expecting the High Magus to break under the strain, but somehow, no matter how many of those elementals we bring down, more come to replace them.”



I shook my head. “It doesn’t make any sense. The mana cost for summoning a horde this size would be incredible, even for me. It’d take a large group of high-level summoners to raise so many creatures.”



“Scouts say only one High Magus in town,” Savol said. The general’s eyes snapped toward a group of hobs that were being pushed back by a trio of earth elementals, and he made a small gesture with his hand. The squad instantly stopped giving ground, bracing themselves and holding back the elementals while some of our other troops rushed in to help them.



“We’ve been trying to conserve our strength and fight defensively long enough for the summoner to run out of mana,” Sullivan said. “But we’ve been at it for two hours now with no end in sight. As I see it, we have three options.



“One: we throw our troops full force into the city, past the elementals, try to reach the streets and locate and kill the leaders. It has a good chance of success, but we’ll probably suffer heavy casualties.



“Two: we retreat a little, regroup and lay siege to the town, harrying them with catapults and ranged attacks until they’re too broken to offer real resistance. This plan has the advantage of conserving life, but if we take too long we risk Storg receiving reinforcements.



“Or three–”



“You call for me to go in and take out that summoner,” I finished.



He bobbed his head. “Exactly.”



“That’s not even a choice. I’ll take care of him.”



“Or her,” Lirian said.



“Or her,” I agreed.



“You might not be able to kill such a powerful spellcaster,” Sullivan cautioned. “But all you need to do is distract them. A summoning spell this powerful must require a lot of focus. Distracting him – or her – should do the trick.”



“Don’t worry.” I winked at him. “I’ve got some new surprises under the hood.”



“How will we get past the walls?” Lirian asked.



“You’re not coming with me for this one, kid. The stakes are too high this time.”



She opened her mouth to argue, but I raised my hand. “The mission is to get in and take out a specific mage at all costs. I may have to throw my life away to do that, which isn’t such a big deal for me, but if you’re around …”



She nodded reluctantly. “Then you won’t be able to go all-out.”



“Correct.” I scanned the field of battle, looking for the veteran soldiers. “I need someone who can help me cross the walls and those elementals; someone who’s not afraid to lose their life in the process, someone strong and–” I stopped when I pinpointed one specific hulking figure among my troops. “Tall.”



Rhyno was fighting along with three Infernal Ogres, happily smashing hulking earth elementals into piles of debris and splattering water elemental into puddles with their huge weapons. The tier 2 Ogre gladiator stood a head taller than all the others.



“Wait for my message,” I shouted as I jogged toward the battlefield.



“Will do,” Sullivan shouted behind me.



As I picked up speed, I added Rhyno to my war party so I could relay my orders to him telepathically.
 Listen up, big guy. I need you to help me over the walls. There’s an unguarded wall section to your right with a few water elementals at the front. Take your squad and squash them, then wait for me.



The Ogre group obeyed, abandoning the elementals they were fighting, and charged at a group of water elementals that formed a sort of shallow moat in front of the wall. The hulking brutes proved their worth as the liquid creatures tried climbing over their legs. The Infernal Ogres ignited their skin, instantly vaporizing the elementals, leaving only clouds of steam behind.



To the wall!
 I shouted mentally. I’d flushed a burst of mana into my legs, and it took me past the skirmishers before they registered my presence, though they definitely
 felt
 it. Everywhere I passed, my aura affected the fighters; boosting my soldiers’ morale and energy while simultaneously staggering their enemies. It was a great ability, but it couldn’t affect the entire battlefield.



Within seconds, I was past the center of the battle and closing in fast on the waiting Ogre. Rhyno was standing with his back to the wall, his head nearly flush with its top. He nodded at the next set of mental instructions I’d sent him. The gladiator’s fingers locked together in front of his body, palms up.



Still running, I jumped, landing with both feet in his gigantic hands, and the Ogre hurled me upward, adding to my already incredible momentum. I found myself flying through the air, high above the walls and over the town.



The combination of my speed and the Ogre’s strength made me soar much higher and farther than I had anticipated. From my high vantage point, I could see more elementals pouring through the town’s streets, funneling into the wall’s breaches, pushing to pass through. If Rhyno hadn’t flung me over, I’d have had a hell of a time fighting my way through them.



My trajectory reached its apex, and I plummeted toward a section of houses surrounded by iron fences. I didn’t fancy landing on one of those sharp bars. It was too far for me to use my magic to call for a cushioning layer of darkness, and by the time I got close, I wouldn’t have time to make it large enough to catch me. With my new boss tier upgrade, there was no way the fall was going to kill me, but I preferred to avoid it.



I spotted a structure that looked like a barn and teleported, mid-air, toward it. A moment later, I crashed straight through the roof, landing on a block of hay that somewhat cushioned my fall.









	

You have sustained 122 fall damage.













“Ouch.”



I looked up to see a brown horse tilting its head at me, unsure how his food had suddenly sprouted a goblin. I chuckled as I picked myself up from the scattered pile of hay. Being a tier 4 boss was great. The damage that would have instantly killed anyone below level 10 was only 5 percent of my total health. The pain was negligible and was quickly fading as my improved health regeneration kicked in.



I stretched and cracked my neck.



In the last second before I hit the barn, I’d glimpsed a large gathering around a bonfire at the center of town. I sensed a strong current of mana coming from that direction and figured whatever was going on was probably related.



Peeking cautiously out of the barn, I saw no one around. The streets were deserted, the civilians hiding in their homes hoping the evil monsters would be defeated.



I exited the building and headed toward the town’s center at a light jog.







***







Lirian was pouting. She didn’t like pouting. It was petty and unbecoming of a true warrior, and it made her feel like a spoiled princess, and that made her angry.



Her father, now a Shadow Lord, had ordered her to stay behind. She understood his reasoning, but she still couldn’t help pouting.



Across the battlefield, a squad of some of the lower-level hobs was being pressed hard by a trio of water elementals.



Father said nothing about helping the army.
 The thought had barely finished forming before the young goblin was running. She drew Fate Stealer from the decorated scabbard at her back and rushed in toward them.



A skirmish involving several Ogre Mages hammering a gigantic earth elemental crossed her path, but Lirian didn’t stop running. She summoned her mana, as her father had shown her, and teleported ahead, passing the group and instantly eating up half the distance to her destination. She kept on running, dodging, and tumbling away from other combatants that crossed her path.



The hobs were losing. Already, several of them were struggling futilely, engulfed inside the elementals’ watery bodies. Though she preferred honing her sword skills, Lirian could cast almost all of her father’s spells, and the situation called for faster action. While still running, she cast Mana Infusion on herself, adding a burst to her already impressive speed.



She appeared as a flash of green and black lightning, her huge, two-handed sword cleaving one water elemental in two without hurting the suffocating hob within. She whirled around, opened her mouth, and
 breathed
 . The jeweled choker on her neck, a trophy taken from the previous kobold chief, sparkled as fire gushed out of her mouth, engulfing three elementals. Their watery bodies hissed and evaporated.



Lirian closed her mouth as the hobs appeared, struggling out of the water. She helped pull one of them out of a half-destroyed elemental, and together, bashed the oversized puddles until all that was left was soaked ground.



She glanced at the troops. They were exhausted and their health was low, but none of them had died. She felt pride swell up in her chest. She had saved them. Closing her eyes, she concentrated, summoning her mana. Waves of soothing black energy sprang out from her as she cast Heal Followers, revitalizing the weary soldiers around her.



The squad’s lieutenant bowed to her. “Thank you, my princess. We would have been killed without taking our enemies with us. You have given us a chance to redeem our honor.”



Her clan’s soldiers were fearless, more concerned about destroying their enemies than losing their own life. A trait
 her father
 had instilled in them. Lirian smiled at the lieutenant. “Happy to help … Orrq, right?”



The hob nodded.



Lirian raised her sword and shouted, “For the GreenPiece Clan!”



“For the GreenPiece Clan!” the rest of the squad roared behind her, their spirits renewed, and turned to meet the charge of the next batch of enemies.



Left alone, the goblinette suddenly realized she was standing beside the city walls. This section had been guarded by the puddles at her feet. For the moment she was in the clear. Lirian hesitated only briefly before teleporting away, appearing at the top of the wall. Her eyes widened at the view before her.



The area inside the walls was overflowing with hordes of elementals, all vying to funnel through the breaches and engage her clan.



A flash of darkness drew her eyes. A shadow inside the town was moving like a living thing, hurtling through the streets toward the center of town where a flame blazed brightly.



Her father.



Lirian clenched her fists and bit her lip as conflicting emotions coursed through her. She wanted to be a good daughter and obey the chief, but she wanted to earn his respect and approval even more.



She took a running jump off the wall, teleporting the rest of the distance to a nearby building’s rooftop. She continued running and teleporting, tracking the blob of darkness through the city.



She would make her father proud.







***







Shrouding myself with shadows and with mana rushing through my veins, I sprinted through the deserted streets. Despite the copious mana drain, my pool had barely dipped as my monstrous mana regeneration almost completely compensated for the expenditure. I loved being a raid boss.



The main street was swarming with elementals, all pouring out from the town center, so I kept to the alleys. The sun was almost gone by now, and it was easy for me to blend in with the growing shadows. I jumped over an overturned cart and I finally had a clear view of my destination.



At the center of the town’s square stood an uneven pillar of earth that looked like it had grown straight up from the ground. What I had earlier thought to be a bonfire was actually great billows of flame that sprouted from the pillar.



A man wearing heavy robes was standing in front, surrounded by five other robe-wearing men, their arms outstretched toward the blazing pillar. A crowd of hundreds sat around the six standing mages, their faces pressed to the ground, arms outstretched toward the center as if they were worshipping the pillar. A bolt of lightning shot out of the top, arching over the crowd and hitting the ground beyond them. Where the lightning struck, a giant earth elemental rose. The lightning hit again and again, birthing more elementals.



I frowned at the spectacle. This was not how it was supposed to work. Summoners were mages, but the layout looked more like a religious ceremony.



I closed my eyes, letting the information tendrils wash over me, trying to get to the metadata underneath.



The details were hard to understand. They had something to do with tapping into otherworldly power at a great cost.
 Vic, a little help here?



<Sure thing, Boss. Looks like the puppet ritual has put them in contact with an elemental lord, which is a type of lesser god.>



So the pillar thing is basically an altar?



<Hmm, you could say that. The worshipers feed the elemental lord their life force, and in return, he grants them a portion of his power.>



I see
 , I replied darkly, noticing several sprawling husks among the throng. Whatever that ritual was, it was costing the defenders their lives to maintain. That explained the size of the horde we’d been facing. A level 200 mage was definitely a force to be reckoned with, but he could never hope to raise this many creatures on his own. Faced with their own destruction, he’d apparently convinced some of the town’s people to assist him. I could see that the mages in the inner circle looked weak – their limbs trembling, their mana tapping out, and their health slowly draining. They were paying a terrible price, but it didn’t look like it was going to kill them anytime soon.



I could help them with that.



I stopped myself, realizing I was a moment away from charging in, guns blazing, and I shook my head. That was not the right move. I needed to think.



What’s my goal here?
 I weighed my options.
 I don’t have to kill the mages; I just need to interrupt their ceremony. As long as I manage that, the rest doesn’t matter.



I was going to have to reveal myself to reach striking distance, so I would only have a few seconds before they’d notice and attack. And with this many high-level mages, they’d probably inflict enough damage to trigger Nihilator’s Sanction, allowing me to escape through the shadow plane. I just had to take down that pillar beforehand. And I knew just how I was going to do that: my newfound ability to quadruple-charge my spells.



The problem with that ability was that it tripled the spellcasting duration while forcing me to stand still. I’d be exposed for too long before the spell was completed – probably enough for the defenders to take me out. Going into the open to get into range, then simply standing idly by while charging up the spell, was out of the question.



But I had a hunch on how to bypass that restriction.



I brought up the ‘Noble’ trait description, focusing on the desired effect.









	

Effect III:
 Mana Multiplier X4: able to channel four times the base mana cost of a spell to triple its effect. Constraints: Triple casting time, can’t move while casting.













I closed my eyes and tapped into the metadata beyond. As I had discovered before, there was much more underlying information. I opened my eyes and grinned as a plan started forming.



Let’s take her for a test drive.



I cast Drilling Arrow, materializing six spinning projectiles in the air before me. Then I concentrated, channeling more mana into them, increasing their size and their power while moving my staff in slow arcs. I continued pouring more mana into the spell, tripling the base mana cost, while my arm still moved. I could feel it reaching a threshold when I pushed past the normal limitations. I pressed on to quadruple the base amount. My hand froze as the drilling arrows grew to immensity, each one reaching the size of a small ballista bolt. I dismissed the spell, reabsorbing the mana back into my body.



I was right. The immovable limitation only applied when reaching the fourth mana multiplayer. Up to that point, I could empower my spells as I always had, moving while I was doing it. I would still be forced to stand motionless out in the open, but only for a fraction of the time it took to cast the spell from scratch.



Time to go all-out.



I poured my mana and consciousness in equal amounts into my shadow, summoning my clone. Then, using the power of my full armor set, I cast Direball twice, summoning two orbiting spheres above my palm while my clone brought forth another one. I closed both sets of eyes in concentration, channeling more mana into the three spells. At my current upgraded spell level, each Direball cost 400 MP. The three volatile balls of black and purple energy grew into immensity as my mana bar shrank by a third, consuming 3,600 in a matter of seconds.



I opened my eyes.



Above my palms hovered three scintillating Direballs the size of volleyballs.



Looking at
 myselves
 from two different sets of eyes, I grinned and spoke in two voices. “Let’s get this party started.”



With my leg muscles still fueled by mana, I kicked off the ground, sprinting into the open toward the throng of worshipers. My luck held; no one noticed my approach before I made it into spell range.



Then someone shouted. Heads turned and some guards rose to charge me.



I ignored it all. Standing out in the open, I focused my entire attention on the three spheres of energy. Mana gushed out of me again, and my whole body froze, completely immobile and vulnerable during the few seconds it took to reach the fourth multiplier. My mana pool dipped by another 1,200 points.



Arrows fell around me, some bouncing off my mithril vest, while two found my flesh, still barely penetrating my enhanced tier 4 boss’s skin. The charging guards faltered as they drew near, cowering before me. I ignored them, shrugging off the minor damage. All that mattered was finishing up the spells.



The movements caught the attention of the mages in the inner circle. Their eyes widened when they noticed the lone goblin and his shadow standing out in the open with three spinning balls of destruction the size of wrecking balls hovering above their palms.



I smirked as three of the high-level mages abandoned the ritual and hastily started casting spells.



They were too late.



With a heave of my hands and a shove of my will, I flung all three spheres of death at the flame-wreathed pillar.







***







Lirian teleported onto the roof of the last building before the street opened into a large square. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw her father standing out in the open, arrows raining all around him while armed men charged at his position.



Despite all that, the chief ignored the shallow wounds he received, staring with contempt at the other mages as they hurriedly summoned their own brand of destructive magic.



But her father was faster. He completed the spells, letting loose the three huge Direballs at the pulsating pillar.



The first Direball detonated mutely, its energies seeping into the flames. An instant later, the second Direball hit, causing cracks to spread along the stone shaft. Then the last one hit, overwhelming the pillar’s magic and driving the full force home.



The enormous detonation annihilated the pillar, leaving a blackened stump in its stead. Stone and earth shrapnel pierced every corner of the town square. A shockwave followed, flattening anyone still standing.



Anyone, except the mages.



Domes of protection flared over the spellcasters. And they all turned their gazes toward the brazen intruder, their eyes promising death.



From her vantage point, Lirian could see the elementals running through the town collapsing as their bodies dematerialized. She could hear the distant roar of her clan’s warriors as they poured through the city’s walls. But they would never get here in time.



Her father stood alone against the six powerful casters. He did not waver. He didn’t flee. He simply stood there, defying the odds, snarling at the enemy, ready to take them on by himself.



She couldn’t let him stand alone.







***







For a fraction of a second, I felt a pit open in my stomach. The first Direball’s power was almost completely negated by the pillar’s magic, but I breathed easier as the second and then the third completed the job. If I hadn’t upgraded my Dark Mana skill before coming here, the spells might not have been powerful enough. Between them, the three Direballs had drained 4,800 MP – nearly half my mana – but they were worth it. Combined, the three spells held enough destructive strength to inflict over 7,000 damage. It was sufficient to kill
 even me
 three times over. Even with my shield on. It was truly a raid-boss ultimate move.



In normal times, players relished fighting such foes, developing tactics specifically to counter their moves and banking on the short time of inactivity to attack unimpeded or to find shelter. But the enemy I now faced wasn’t prepared for me. They had no well-thought-out tactic to handle a raid boss appearing in their midst, and my attack caught them completely off-guard.



But now I was in trouble. The blast from the pillar’s destruction killed or disabled most of the common guards, but the mages had shielding spells. And now I had their full, undivided attention.



Every single one of the six mages was over level 100, with the High Magus at 200. At level 61, even a raid boss wasn’t a match for them. But I wasn’t going to run away. I was going to deal out a heavy toll of blood and death before they brought me down.



I activated Mana Shield just in time to intercept two hurled spears of conjured stone while a third mage cast some sort of mind-affecting spell.



The spears shattered upon impact, but their tips still broke through the barrier and injured me.









	

Hibernation spell resisted! (60% mental resistance)















	

Stone Lance hit you for 274 damage. [(base 780 – 322 shield) – 40% spell resistance].



161 mana drain.















	

Stone Lance hit you for 262 damage. [(base 760 – 322 shield) – 40% spell resistance].



161 mana drain.













The defenses around my mind proved stronger than the ones around my body. I looked down at the gaping wounds in my flesh. My health bar instantly shrank by a quarter.



Shadow-crap.
 These mages were all business, and they weren’t pulling their punches. Without my magical defenses, the full force of three or four of those spears would be enough to kill me.



I had already cast a shield spell, but I now used my extra free spellcasting to erect another mana shield over the first while my shadow retaliated, casting a normal Direball at the clustered mages.









	

Direball inflicts 0 damage. [832 – 100% magic absorption shield]













I was a little taken aback that no damage made it through, but the attack was just meant to probe their defenses. As I suspected, their own shields were powerful enough to withstand most destructive spells. But I had a special spell specifically designed to penetrate shields. And now, protected by double domes of energy, I launched volley after volley of drilling arrows while my clone cast a single one, powering it up into immensity.









	

Drilling Arrow hit Mage Darius for 218 damage [(base 270 – 100% spell resistance) + 81% barrier penetration].















	

Drilling Arrow hit Mage Rissa for 218 damage [(base 270 – 100% spell resistance) + 81% barrier penetration].













I targeted the casters around the High Magus first, trying to thin their numbers before they overwhelmed my defenses. I’d have loved to take down the High Magus, but his level was too high. It was better to aim a little lower to inflict some real damage.



The two mages I hit stumbled, their health shrinking by half. One of the downsides of spellcasters was that their health pools were relatively small.
 Most spellcasters, anyway,
 I thought smugly. They didn’t have the benefit of my boss bonuses. Even a common warrior their level would have been able to weather twice the damage.



The other mages continued to throw more spells at me, shooting lightning bolts and more stone spears. My dual-layered shield absorbed all the damage, though the spells burned through my mana supply alarmingly fast. The High Magus himself hadn’t released his own spell yet, taking the time to cast something I imagined would be able to kill me regardless of my defenses.



I launched two more volleys of drilling arrows, targeting the same two mages, killing them on the spot. My clone finally finished casting a quadruple-charged volley. The six bolts, each the size of a ballista bolt, drilled through another mage’s shield as if it wasn’t even there, their rotating heads acting like meat grinders. His flesh exploded, coating the inside of his protection globe with an opaque layer of blood and viscera.



Then it was the High Magus’s turn.



The level 200 caster raised a hand, struggling as if it was weighed down. Five pillars of stone rose around me, their tips curving and grabbing my shields in what I suddenly realized was a gigantic earth fist. The fingers pressed, and my shields trembled under the stress, dust and pebbles raining off them as the pressure built. My mana bar, now at 20 percent, started draining rapidly, my enormous mana regeneration proving no match. It reached zero before I could grab for a void crystal. The first shield shattered, followed closely by the second one. Before I could do anything, the fingers clamped down, and I found myself being squeezed to death like an insect. The pressure was terrible. The fingers pressed on with enough force to turn any normal goblin into red and green paste, but my tier 4 body fought back. I felt a sharp stab of pain as my prodigious health bar gave way and my ribs broke one by one. I was completely at the High Magus’s mercy, and I knew he wasn’t going to show me any. Out of mana and out of options, I ground my teeth, waiting for my health to run out so I could escape into the shadow realm.



It wouldn’t be long now.







***







The young goblinette’s eyes blazed.



She knew the chief wouldn’t die; he was protected in more ways than one.



But it didn’t matter.



All Lirian could see was her father suffering, being slowly crushed to death by that human mage. She couldn’t stand by and watch.







***







My health continued to plummet, passing the 30 percent mark. I could feel my blood boiling in my veins as the damage triggered my Blood Wrath skill, but I knew better than to activate it now. The stone fingers squeezing me couldn’t be budged by mere force.



Then, suddenly, the pressure eased. I looked around in surprise as the stone fingers crumbled away, letting go of my body and allowing me to stand.



The High Magus across from me gaped in shock at the black blade that was protruding from his chest.



Lirian yanked her sword back, and the mage stumbled away – injured, but not dead.



The four mages turned as one toward her, and my eyes widened in horror as I realized who it was. “Lirian!” I shouted as the four mages zeroed in on the defiant goblinette and summoned their magic.









	

Warning: Vow breach is imminent.













Without stopping to formulate a plan, I teleported over to my child and released the rage had that built up inside me. A triple-charged Blood Wrath spell exploded from me in a wave of several tons’ worth of concussive force.



For the second time, a shockwave flattened the entire crowd, hurling them backward a dozen meters. Even the mages, protected by their magic barriers, faltered in their step, losing hold of their spells. I didn’t stop to wonder at the newfound strength of my skill, which had also been upgraded.



Using the few seconds of reprieve the blast had bought me, I grabbed my daughter with both hands and teleported away.



We stumbled out of the shadows next to the army’s mobile shrine outside Storg’s walls. There was no sign of any elementals around. Already, hundreds of my warriors were pouring into the town, happily massacring anyone who stood in their path.



I turned to the goblinette at my side. “That was a stupid move, Lirian,” I said. It came out more harshly than intended. “You almost got yourself hurt.”



My daughter met my gaze, unflinching. “I couldn’t stand by and watch you die.”



“I was in no danger.” I sighed. Then I wrapped my arms around her in a tight embrace. “But thank you for coming to my rescue.”



I could hear the smile in her tone as she answered. “A princess’s duty is to rescue a chief in distress.”



I chuckled. “That should have been my line.”



Sullivan approached us. “Good job stopping the elementals. Our forces are taking over the town with little resistance. I relayed orders not to kill any civilians and to take prisoners whenever possible.”



“I guess they didn’t like that.”



“No, they didn’t.”



“We
 are
 monsters, after all,” I pointed out. “But you are right, of course. No sense in killing our future clanmates.”



I watched the ensuing battle through the wide breaches in the wall. A host of pinkish tentacles flailed over the buildings, bolts of magic deflecting off their hardened surfaces. “Looks like Swarm is having fun,” I noted.



“Savol sent Swarm to kill mages,” the goblin general responded. “Traveler squads looking for town’s leaders to kill, too. Army elites help stop strong enemy fighters.”



“It won’t be long now,” Sullivan said then he grimaced. “Those elementals threw a monkey wrench into the whole plan.”



“You couldn’t have anticipated that,” I countered. “The mages sacrificed their own people to sustain the rituals that summoned those creatures.”



“Still, I’d have preferred to handle this battle without your help.”



“Don’t worry about it.” I clapped his shoulder. “I’m here to serve.”



Sullivan blinked at me. “It was a little stressful when we talked before, but am I imagining things, or are you taller than usual?”



“Just a bit,” I admitted. “Goblin’s Gorge was upgraded to a city, and I reached the fourth boss tier.”



“Congrats! That should come in handy.”



“Oh, yeah. I would have had a hell of a lot harder time stopping those mages without it. One of the perks of becoming a raid boss, I suppose.”



“A raid boss?” Sullivan’s eyes widened. “Is this why I’m getting a sense of awe standing next to you?”



“Chief is powerful,” Savol said in agreement. “Makes others strong just standing close.”



I grinned. “As I said, this boss thing has its perks. Should I get in there and give the soldiers a hand?”



“I’d rather you didn’t,” Sullivan said. “I need to be able to gauge their strength to improve our tactics. Don’t get me wrong, but you’re sort of an unquantifiable element.”



“Thanks, honey,” I shot back at him. “I think you’re cute too.”



He grumbled something unintelligible and walked away.



Lirian raised an eyebrow at me.



“I was just kidding, Lir,” I said. “We travelers do that.”



She nodded. “I have noticed that. I will strive to emulate you.” She gave me a wry smile. “Princess in distress.”



I laughed.







***







The defenders – and the High Magus especially – fought back valiantly, but there was no question about the outcome of the battle.



It took about another hour for the message to appear.









	

Your forces have taken over a town.













 Storg was ours.








21 - New Purpose








The first rays of light rolled in as the army slowly withdrew from the conquered, wounded town.



It was a brand-new day in ‘Monster Kingdom.’



Lirian and I stood waiting for the others to join us while the goblin general threw adoring glances at my daughter. I followed his eyes and realized, with a start, that the young goblinette had already reached level 40.



The last of our forces stepped out of the breached walls, and the rest of the players approached us, looking haggard and battle-weary.



“Hey there, Chief.” Malkyr gave me his usual boyish grin. His enchanted greataxe was slung over his shoulder, dripping blood. He suddenly stopped dead in his tracks and stared at me with an awed expression. “Damn, what happened to you? You look … taller? No, that’s not it … more confident? Powerful?” He shook his head. “I feel like I’m standing next to a celebrity or something.”



The weary-looking players straightened up as they came closer. “Check out the aura buff he’s giving off,” Julee said with a whistle. “A morale boost, 20 percent to combat speed, improved health and mana regeneration …”



“Yeah, I sort of tiered up,” I said. “It comes with a bunch of handy abilities.”



“Would have come in handy during the battle,” Malkyr commented good-naturedly. “Though we pulled it off on our own.”



“I take it the fighting went well?”



“Oh yeah, that was a fun little skirmish. Even got a couple of levels out of it.”



“Casualties?” I asked.



“Less than a hundred,” Sullivan said. “Closer to 300 if we include those we lost to the elementals earlier. That’s still a pretty good ratio. Savol has already resurrected them.”



I inspected the Vassal Interface. Our energy supply had dipped by 45,000 EP. A drop in the bucket compared to the incredible 135,000 EP my clan generated daily. I still had close to a quarter million in total. “That’s a little high for resurrecting fewer than 300 soldiers. I take it some of them leveled up?”



“Oh yeah.” The strategist’s lips twisted into a smile. “Fighting giant elementals has its upsides. Everyone in the army leveled at least once. Our weakest troops are level 16 now.”



“Good. What about the town’s casualties?”



Julee winced. “Swarm took care of the High Magus. It wasn’t pretty. As in, a red smear kind of not pretty.”



“The Ogre Mages and the other bosses tracked down the town’s other leaders,” Kyth added. “It was brutal, but it was over quickly. We tried to avoid killing the others, but the remaining guards wouldn’t surrender without a fight. I’m afraid the town doesn’t have much of a militia left to mobilize for our cause.”



I nodded and turned my attention to the notifications that awaited me.









	

You have taken control of a new settlement.



Name:
 Storg



Type:
 Town (Level 4)



Buildings:
 115



Population:
 4,305



Vassal Contribution:



●
 
 Daily Energy: 13,415



●
 
 Daily Resources: 300 food, 300 gold



●
 
 Militia: 2,000 soldiers (levels 10-20) [current strength: 2%]



●
 
 Morale: +15



●
 
 Breeder’s Den: +2 level for newly summoned combatants















	

Capital advancement to Level 6 (Large City): 50%













Storg’s stats were almost identical to Whitebanner’s. The capital advancement notification was misleading in its simplicity.
 All I have to do is conquer the same amount of settlements all over again
 , I thought wryly. The undertaking wasn’t going to be an easy one. Especially since I’d have to take over Everance to do it.



I continued reading through my notifications, arriving at the after-battle rewards.









	

Level up! (X 2) You have reached Character Level 63. You have 2 ability points to allocate.













Killing high-level mages was proving to be even more rewarding than slaying giant scorpions. I quickly assigned the two new points into Mental and moved on to the next notifications.









	

Dark Mana spell school level increased to 81.















	

Faith spell school level increased to 41.













Despite not having cast all that many spells during my face-off against Storg’s mages, targeting the higher-level opponents was enough. My most important spell skill, Dark Mana, was now only 20 points from Master rank. I was eager to re-learn one of the long-lost trademark spells I’d wielded before transforming into a goblin.



I hadn’t cast any Faith spells during the encounter other than teleporting away, but I figured using it to escape powerful enemies did the trick.









	

Quest Updated: Servants of Darkness



Nihilator has tasked you with converting enough of the world’s population to grant him the raw power he needs to overthrow all other gods.



Quest Type:
 Mythic



Progress:
 29,254/5,000,000 (0.58%)













I let out a short chuckle.



“What’s so funny, Chief?” Malkyr asked.



I looked up at him. “Oh, I was just amused by the great progress I was making in one of my quests. I just crossed the half-percent threshold toward total completion.”



“Sounds harsh,” the large man said. “What’s the quest’s rank?”



I showed him my teeth. “Mythic”



“Get out!” Julee said breathlessly. “You’re yanking our chains, right?”



I shook my head. “As Nihilator’s high priest, I’ve received a quest to convert five million people to his church. Once we take over Everance and this entire area, I might get close to two percent.”



Julee frowned. “That’s insane! I’ve never heard of such an incredibly difficult quest.”



“That’s why it’s a Mythic one, kid,” Kyth said good-naturedly.



“What’s the reward like?” she asked, still looking incredulous.



I shrugged. “Don’t know, it doesn’t say. I guess it depends on how well I do.”



“That’s the best kind! I’m so envious.”



“Just say the word, and I’ll hand over the mantle of the high priest – along with all the responsibilities that come with worshiping an evil, ancient beast of darkness.”



“Uh …” she hesitated. “I think I’ll pass.”



I winked at her. “Smart.”



“So what’s next, Chief?” Malkyr asked. “There are no other towns to take over, and we’ve already conquered most of the smaller villages around.”



“We now control the entire southern area of Everance’s domain,” Sullivan said. “There’s nothing that can threaten us outside the capital, but we’re still far from being able to launch an attack on it.”



I recalled that the player had estimated we’d need at least 10,000 soldiers to even consider marching on Everance. The back door I’d opened into the city via the portal system would prove invaluable, but it wouldn’t be able to transport more than a small unit before being discovered and destroyed. There was still a lot of work ahead of us.



“Now we secure our holdings,” I said, standing taller. “The first conquest phase is done. I’ll connect Storg to the portal system, then we need to establish trade routes between the major towns and monster settlements. We now have the infrastructure to trade monster goods with non-monster partners. I bet that with a little careful management we can increase the total production of food and weapons to give our army a
 real
 boost.” I paused and then paraphrased Vic’s earlier words. “It’s time to move up from micro to macromanagement.”



As much as I enjoyed fighting and vanquishing my enemies, there was nothing quite like developing a community and seeing it grow into a powerful nation under my care. I was already considering the possibilities.



“Ugh.” Malkyr made a sour face. “Commerce and logistics. Not my cup of beer. Speaking of which, I think I’ll head back into Goblin’s Gorge. I hear Daimmen got his hands on a few new kegs. Afterward, if we have as much time as it sounds like, I think I’ll go back to smithing. I miss my forge and my magical anvil.”



“You’re planning on drinking then swinging a heavy hammer on semi-molten steel?” His sister arched an eyebrow at him.



“Smithing? Didn’t you once tell me you’re into math?” Julee asked.



Malkyr shook his head seriously. “No, that’s too dangerous. I never drink and derive.”



Everyone but his sister chortled. Hoshisu rolled her eyes. “That old joke again?”



I suddenly remembered something about the twins that I’d glimpsed when Mr. Emery had shown me their files. In reality, they were both severely handicapped. My big friend probably couldn’t drive at all.



The sobering thoughts must have shown on my face because the mood changed, the atmosphere suddenly becoming heavy.



Nero stepped forward, a grave expression on his face. “Oren, I need to talk to you.”



The other players caught the undertone of those simple words and turned their attention to him.



“Sure.” I braced myself. “What’s up?”



“Remember you asked me to do a little digging via the player network about that trapped player?”



I gave a short nod.



“Well, I’ve heard back from my contact. He’s been snooping around Everance’s guards ever since he heard them mentioning the poor guy.”



I felt my heart quicken. This could be the first lead on the information I’d gleaned from the Outrider tablet. “Has he discovered anything new?”



Nero nodded slowly. “They threw the player into a special hidden prison. My contact hasn’t been able to discover the location, but he did learn the name of the jailed player.” The half-dragon took a deep breath. “And it’s someone we’ve all heard about. David Tenenbaum.”



The other players and I gasped at the name.



David Tenenbaum. The first player to have ever been trapped in NEO. The only player in the world with a deeper connection than me to the game.



And I had to find him.



My path was clear. With the Mob Squad paving the road for me, I was going to conquer Everance, find David, and set him free. Then, he’d complete the tablet’s translation, revealing the location of the mysterious ‘divine cord,’ and somehow, with my daughter’s help, we were going to use it to save everyone.



I clenched my jaw in determination. I often joked it was good to be chief, but in reality, being a chief meant shouldering responsibilities and taking care of your people.



I wasn't going to fail.



I was going to save them all.



<And make killer ratings while you’re at it, Boss.>



 Vic!








22 - Epilogue








“This cannot stand!” A balding elder gentleman struck the meeting table. “The monster horde cannot be allowed to continue rampaging through the countryside unopposed!”



“Calm yourself, Count Najes,” a young, regal-looking man in a heavy breastplate said. “The
 horde
 ,
 as
 you call them, is nothing more than a few thousand hobs and Ogres. They pose no threat to the city.”



“But Lord Everance,” the elder noble protested. “They’ve taken over both Whitebanner and Storg, both are major economic centers. Without them–”



“Your house’s interests are focused on those towns,” Lord Everance countered. “Their
 temporary
 loss will have little to no effect on the capital at large. I’m not going to send our troops merely to lessen the burden on your pockets.” Count Najes started sputtering, but the young lord didn’t let him recover. “Master Sleeve, I trust you can give us an updated threat assessment?”



A thin, sharp-featured man stood. “I can, my lord. I can confirm the presence of hobgoblins, Ogres, goblins, and kobolds in the monster force – the last of them a peculiarity, since kobolds are rarely known to join forces with goblinoid species.



“This
 horde
 is even more unusual than just that,” the spymaster continued. “Different monster species have natural rivalries, often putting an end to budding threats before they gain enough momentum to become a serious one. In this case, however, according to our observations, both in the field and using magical detection, the enemy seems to be a coherent fighting force.”



“That is alarming,” Lord Everance conceded. “Were you able to determine the reason for that?”



“I did, my lord. All of the monsters are being led by a magically powerful goblin chief. A raid boss.”



A chorus of murmurs erupted around the meeting room.



“Preposterous,” an immaculately dressed lady said. “Bosses always stick to their own clan. Raid bosses in particular.”



Sleeve nodded curtly “That is normally the case, my lady. However, this chief isn’t the only boss among them. Our most conservative estimates put the number of bosses at 40, and there’s a high probability of another raid boss among them – besides the chief himself.”



The lady paled. “Fo–forty? How?”



Sleeve smiled at her reassuringly, the expression looking more like a grimace on his sharp features. “There is no cause for concern, my lady. The horde’s levels are mostly below 30, with the chief being among the highest of them. A single elite battalion should be able to destroy them – within an acceptable cost. The city of Everance has nothing to fear.”



“But …” The noblewoman swallowed hard. “How is it possible for so many bosses to appear all at once? Didn’t we use to cull them regularly?”



“We did.” The spymaster looked at her pointedly. “Do you recall how we normally handled that?”



“Of course,” she scoffed. “We used to post paltry bounties on their heads. The travelers were more than eager to–” She stopped mid-sentence.



“Exactly,” Sleeve said grimly. “It also seems monster-hybrid travelers are supporting the invading force, while the travelers we have in the city now are few and feeble.”



A hush fell over the room.



“I will not risk a single soldier to help those fringe settlements,” Lord Everance declared evenly. “This is not how things are done.”



Count Najes spoke up. “With all due respect …monsters have never taken over our settlements in the past. Destroy and pillage, yes, but never assumed control. What if they grow in strength and decide to attack us next?”



“Then they die,” the lord said. He looked around the room with narrow eyes. “Does anyone refute my claim?”



The spymaster cleared his throat, hastily raising both hands in surrender at his lord’s glare. “I do not, my lord, but I do believe it would be prudent to take some precautions.”



“Such as?”



“On at least two occasions, the goblin chief himself has infiltrated the settlements they were targeting, weakening them from the inside and opening a path for their main army. A few precautions inside Everance will make sure that could never happen.”



“Such
 as
 ?”



The spymaster started counting on his fingers. “One, you and the rest of the city’s ruling council should never be left unguarded. I recommend a mixed detail of high-level knights and mages assigned to each one. Two, bolster the city’s guard with our standing army and authorize them to run random checks and question individuals they deem suspicious. Three, declare a law against all monster species within city limits.”



“Don’t we already have one?” one of the councilmen asked.



The spymaster shook his head. “No monster has ever made it past the city walls, so a specific law against them was not needed.”



“It sounds a little much to me.” The armored young lord raised a gauntleted fist that emitted an intense magic aura. “But I concede that it would be best to err on the side of caution.
 The others
 should be protected.”



“What if the monsters do get strong enough to challenge the city?” another councilman dared to ask.



The spymaster was quick to answer before his lord. “We have contingencies for that as well – extreme measures that will ensure our city’s sovereignty. I’m sure the high lord will be bored with the details, but if I may address the council at a later time …”







***







Mr. Emery entered the immersion lab, joining the head technician next to the upgraded capsule. “You wanted to see me, Mr. Taylor?”



“Jim, please – and yes.” The technician pointed at a mounted monitor on the side of the capsule. “I’ll get right to it. This is a deep brainwave pattern analysis graph. See that curve from an hour ago?”



Mr. Emery frowned. “I’m a lawyer, not a biotechnician. I take it the fluctuations do not bode well?”



“In a manner of speaking.” Jim manipulated the console next to the monitor, and two yellow horizontal lines appeared at the top and bottom of the graph. “As long as Mr. Berman’s patterns remain within these borders, he’s at what we consider ‘acceptable levels.’”



“There are peaks going both above and below those lines,” the lawyer noted.



“Exactly. But notice that it’s just the very edge of them. The peaks are extremely narrow, indicating a few seconds at most in which they exceeded those limits.”



“What does it mean?”



“From his perspective, Oren experienced several minutes of intense cerebral pressure indicative of high levels of mental stress,” Jim said. “So far, his brain seems to be able to cope, but if the strain grows …”



“When is the next scheduled logout?”



Jim checked the monitor’s time. “In just under two hours.”



“In your opinion, should we allow him this time? Mr. Berman made an informed decision to return to the game, after all.”



The technician nodded. “It should be fine, for now. The last ten minutes were relatively calm.”



“Very well. Continue to monitor his condition, and intervene if you deem it necessary.”



The lawyer headed toward the lab’s exit. “We’ll have to reevaluate our decisions once he comes out.”







***







In a prison cell no bigger than a box, the inmate in a cross-legged position raised his head and looked at an unremarkable spot on the low-hanging ceiling.



David smiled to himself.



Things were getting interesting. The winds of change were in the air, hinting at exciting times ahead.



The imprisoned player reached out with his index finger and traced a circle on the wall. To his eyes, the circle expanded like a lens, opening a whole new field of vision for him to explore.



The player breathed in for the first time in hours, taking in the smell along with sight and sound. Then he smiled again.



Exciting times ahead.



Still in his cross-legged position, he slowly hovered down the few centimeters to the floor and pressed his palm on the hard stone.



Now, to check up on those delightfully insidious dark elves.







***







“Taking his sweet time, isn’t he?” Fox complained.



“He said he’d be along in about an hour,” Raystia said. “There’s still time.”



The four members of the Mob Squad stood side by side, staring intently at the dark altar, oblivious to what was happening behind them.



“What are we waiting for?” I asked, leaning in between them to watch the altar as well.



The four jumped and Riley even let out a squeal. I chuckled as four outraged sets of eyes turned toward me.



I had teleported into the temple in time to catch the players’ last words. They’d apparently expected me to sprout out of the altar and hadn’t noticed when I appeared in the middle of the darkness-shrouded building.



“What in the bloody hell was that?” Misa said.



I laughed. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. You all looked so high-strung.”



“And with a good reason,” Riley said, pulling himself together. “The hate toward monsters and half-breed races like us has risen in the last few days. So we decided to stay here while waiting for you.” He held my gaze. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with those rumors about a monster horde laying waste to the outlying settlements, would you?”



I raised both hands placidly. “Guilty as charged.”



“But what’s the point of doing that? You can’t possibly take on Everance.”



“Don’t be so sure. With the towns and other settlements we control, I now have the building blocks to
 really
 develop our forces.”



“Once the word gets out that a
 traveler
 is leading the monsters, the hatred for the other players in the city will escalate,” Fox cautioned. “And things haven’t exactly been cordial these past several months.”



I looked around the Dark Temple. It was simpler than what I was used to, but it would do. “I’m sorry if I made life harder for you here. The end result is to better everyone’s lives. For now, I would like to help by showing my gratitude for your assistance.” I took out four leather pouches from my inventory and handed them over. The players peered questioningly at the unremarkable-looking leather items. “Those are spatial satchels,” I explained. “Look inside.”



“Food!” Misa exclaimed, taking out a piece of meat pie and biting into it hungrily.



“Weapons,” Fox grunted in approval, and his eyes lit up as he inspected a throwing dagger. “Magical.”



“Gold!” Riley said happily, pulling out a fistful of gold coins.



“You’ve more than earned it,” I said. “You each get a thousand gold, food, weapons, potions, and some general adventurer’s gear. The satchels won’t last long, but that should do for now.”



“That’s very generous of you, Uncle Oren,” Raystia said.



I waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. The clan has grown a lot since the four of you left. And speaking of the clan …”I approached the altar, accessed the Runecraft Design Mode, and quickly sketched the portal runes on the floor.



As a hub for powerful, teleport-capable, high-level individuals, Everance didn’t have a global teleportation ward around it, though a few key locations, like the palace, were warded. Nothing hindered me from completing the spatial enchantment. Thanks to my new and improved stats, I had no trouble supplying the required mana in one go. The entire process only drained two-thirds of my mana pool.



“Wow.” Riley’s eyes widened as the shimmering portal appeared.



“Go ahead.” I motioned at the magical doorway. “This will take you back to Goblin’s Gorge. You can rest and eat as much as you’d like. I’d say it’s about time for you to be around your own people, wouldn’t you?”



“But what about you?” Raystia asked.



“Don’t worry about me.” I smiled and turned toward the temple’s door. “I have about a day before I have to log out, and I have some things to take care of here before that.”



“You can't go out there,” Misa objected. “The city’s guards will attack a loose goblin on the streets.”



“I’m no ordinary goblin,” I said, letting my smile fall. “Everance is about to find out what it means to mess with a Shadow Lord.”



The players exchanged alarmed looks.



I rubbed my hands together. “Time to get to work.”







***







The large desert clan lay in ruin. Corpses and debris littered the scorching sand, covering hundreds of meters of ground.



At the center of the carnage and destruction sat a titanic creature that remotely resembled a hound. The blistering rays of the sun seemed to glance off his deep black hide, forming a shroud of perpetual darkness around his immense form.



The beast hummed to itself as more darkness oozed out of his body, spreading over the sand like a corrosive puddle. Everywhere it touched, bodies turned to ash, and the sparse desert vegetation became desiccated and void of life.



Nihilator watched with amusement as a sole survivor, a young elven whelp, tried outrunning the growing darkness. The ancient demigod exhaled and shadows exploded from its mouth, clinging to the elf’s body like ropes. Then the beast inhaled, reeling him in.



The unfortunate man managed one last frightened shriek before disappearing inside the monster’s terrible maw, his soul ripped from his body, doomed to eternal torment.



“Two hundred years old,” Nihilator remarked lazily, smacking his canine lips. “Succulent.”



Then the ancient deity’s body rumbled as he let out a terrible laugh, his voice sending down sand avalanches from distant dunes.
 “It is good to be free!”







***







“And there you have it, folks,” Hannanel, the VI anchorman, said. “Another great season of SLTV has come to a close as Oren is expected to leave NEO for a few nano-decades.”



“I still think we should have stuck with DTTV,” Gondriel, his co-anchor, grumbled. “You can’t change a brand’s name once it’s got recognition.”



“Are you done complaining?”



“No. I thought this season was remarkably lacking in the balls-jokes department.”



“Ah, well, you can’t fault Vic for that. Oren barely used his golems this season, and with the lack of shining metal balls around, I guess it was hard to deliver.”



“I expected more from
 The Deliverer
 ,” Gondreil said dryly.



Hannanel chuckled. “I guess you have a point there. Anyway, I’d say that apart from that, the overall suspense has built up nicely. What will our loveable, crazy meat suit do next? Invade Everance with a handful of elite monsters? Infiltrate it alone to try to kill the city’s lord? Or will he secretly attempt to seduce the lord’s sister, thus sowing discord among the puppets’ nobility, spreading strife and fracturing their society, paving the road for him and his monster army to move in and take over with little resistance?”



“You really put some thought into it, didn’t you?” Gondriel said.



Hannanel chuckled. “What can I say? I’m a sucker for meat-suit soap operas. It’s about time we get a little bit of that sort of entertainment here on SLTV, don’t you think?”



“No.”



“Maybe I should take god form and go down there to nudge him along the right path.”



“Leave the meat suit alone. It’s no fun if we intervene directly in the plot.



“But–”



“If you go down there, brother, I’m coming after you myself to stop you,” Gondriel warned. “Huh, I guess in a way you’d still be getting your fill of soap opera sibling squabbles.”



“I think I’ll pass.”



“Good call.”



“Well, there you have it, brothers, viewers, gods, and aspiring singers!” Hannanel boomed. “Stay tuned for the next season. This show was brought to you by our almighty lord and savior, Shiva. Shiva, maintaining your reality since forever and change. Thank you for tuning in, and remember, that’s the way the meat suit crumbles!”







***













Oren and Lirian’s character sheets at the end of the book:









	

Title
 : Shadow Lord



Level
 : 63



Race
 : Goblin



Boss Tier
 : 4



Religion
 : The Cult of Nihilator



Attributes:



●
 
 Physical 5



●
 
 Mental 78



●
 
 Social 5



Pools & Resistances:



●
 
 Hit Points: 2,285



●
 
 Mana: 10,573



●
 
 Armor: 170



●
 
 Mental Resistance: 60%



●
 
 Lightning Resistance: 20%



●
 
 Magic Resistance: 40%



Skills
 :



●
 
 Lucky Bastard 53 Ⓑ



●
 
 Analyze 115



●
 
 Tracking 18



●
 
 War Party Leader 45 [+5]



●
 
 Runecraft 72



●
 
 Barter 14 (99% maxed)



●
 
 Governor 14 (99% maxed)



Spells
 :



●
 
 Dark Mana 81
 Ⓑ



○
 
 Drilling Arrow



○
 
 Mana Shield [+5]



○
 
 Mana Drain



○
 
 Direball



○
 
 Mana Infusion



●
 
 Faith 41



○
 
 Heal Followers



○
 
 Shadow Web



○
 
 Shadow Hound



○
 
 Shadow Teleport



○
 
 Dark Protection



●
 
 Soul 29



○
 
 Blood Wrath [+5]



○
 
 Touch of Decrepitude



Traits
 :



●
 
 Goblinoid (+1 Physical, -1 Social)



●
 
 Quick Learner (+20% XP)



●
 
 Boss Boon IV (20 HP & 40 MP per level;
 Nihilator’s Sanction
 ;
 Damage Reflection
 )



●
 
 Noble (Cowering Presence, Boss Aura, Mana Multiplier X4)



●
 
 Soul Companion: Vic



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Mind Over Body (-50% to pain, +50% Mental Resist)















	

Name:
 Lirian, Goblin Princess



Level
 : 40



Attributes
 : n/a



Skills
 : n/a



Spells
 : n/a



Traits
 :



●
 
 Shadow-Touched



●
 
 Child of Fate



Gear
 :



●
 
 Ornamental back scabbard



●
 
 Kobold fire choker



●
 
 Fate Stealer [Greatsword]













 










AUTHOR’S NOTE




I hope you enjoyed this last installment as Oren’s clan of monsters took an aggressive step forward toward
 CONQUEST
 ! A geographic map of NEO is available
 
here on my website

 .



Thank you for reading book five of Life Reset. If you enjoyed it and would like to see more, please consider leaving a
 short review
 . It may sound trivial, but every review helps Amazon direct more readers toward my books.



At the start of 2020, I made the switch to full-time writing. Little did I (or anyone else) know what that year had in store for us. Maintaining my writing routine and raising a family wasn’t easy in the shadow of the Coronavirus, but I’m not about to quit. I’m still committed to writing more books and quicker than before, but to make it – and be able to support my family – I need your help.
 Just a simple review
 goes a long way toward supporting me and my work (awarding stars also helps :-))







***







Book #6 release estimation: First quarter of 2021







Stay in touch!



●
 
 Patreon page (early access to new chapters):



https://www.patreon.com/shemerk




●
 
 Subscribe to my newsletter to get notified of new releases:



https://www.shemerk.com/subscribe




●
 
 My Facebook author page (ongoing updates):



https://www.facebook.com/Liferesetlitrpg








Check out my other titles:



Life Reset:



●
 
 
Book 1




●
 
 
Book 2: EvP




●
 
 
Book 3: Hobnobbing




●
 
 
Book 4: Human Resource




Relict Legacy (gameLit sci-fi):



●
 
 
Earth Force, book 1




●
 
 
Earth Force, book 2










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

 .









Another excellent Facebook GameLit group:
 
GameLit Society




And, of course,
 
LitRPG Books
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