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Afterword from the Author




A Word from the Author
The following work contains mature themes, including but not limited to detailed representations of violent combat, death, and occasional profanity that are intended for a mature audience and may not be suitable for children under the age of unknown.
In truth, there are many other mature themes throughout the entire novel that cover a wide range of topics, many of which are quite personal. Though the original intent was to produce an adventure fantasy with a mixture of personal struggle, character development, and plenty of action� somehow some romance slipped in.
The story is mostly a fictional one with real life experiences strewn about for added realism, but all names or places contained within are purely fictitious with no relation to any real-life entity.
As far as the contents and the relatively short chapters are concerned, the original design of the work was as a weekly web-novel and was written as such. The general premise for those unfamiliar with that format is self-contained short chapters that can be read individually and within ten to thirty minutes on the go.
Of specific note to the style contained within, if it would help readers visualize the narrative, think of a diary that's done in real-time or shortly thereafter with the ability to edit.
In the end though, I sincerely hope that you enjoy the book and find something positive to take away from it. Having personally struggled far more than anything detailed in this book, I can only say that sometimes, a little dream can take you quite far.




Chapter 00: The Preamble
(Thursday, December 31st Real Day)
I must confess; I am a man of many faces. What appears on the surface belies a complicated, tormented interior.
In public I'm a well-spoken and social man with a confident but passive disposition often considered optimistic and positive. A man who most consider genuinely kind and who will always be there to support or help one in need.
In private, I'm a conflicted person who often struggles with doubt and apprehension, motivational issues stemming from a lack of self-confidence, and a myriad of health issues that have plagued me for nearly half my life.
I'm a quiet person that prefers isolation and solitude as I run from my constant failure. I've failed myself, failed my family, failed my friends, and failed all of those who have tried to help me over the years.
But then there's also the virtual side of me� the best side of me. The side that showcases everything I'm too afraid to do in real life, everything I failed to achieve personally, where my confidence knows no bounds.
I found redemption online. I found success. Within that virtual world I found myself. Within that game were all of the answers I sought, where my dreams could come true. All of it was inside The Dragon's Wrath.



Chapter 0: The Preamble, Ext.
(Thursday, December 31st Real Day)
Strapped into the chair at the center of the perfectly square room, I slowly closed my eyes while trying to clear my mind. The lights had already begun to dim in the silence until I found myself in complete darkness.
Though one could hear the faint whirring of the computer's fans running in the background, the droll hum was soon forgotten. The eerie feeling washed over as my mind relaxed and received the first of many electrical signals to come; The Cube had entered the login phase.
Lights began to flash inside my mind, first of a dim golden white and then soon after brighter colors began to appear as they mixed and became fluid. In but a moment, the fluid colors became one and in a slow fade started to morph into something recognizable. An image of something I had seen before, an image of the world of The Dragon's Wrath.
The bold letters of the game's title soon materialized in front of the world while the image behind started to flutter like leaflets in the wind. Before I knew it, hundreds of picturesque locations had flashed before me, showcasing the entirety of the world contained within.
And then, there I was.
Naked and alone in some dark place; staring at a mirror in an illuminated circle, staring at myself. Turning to the side, I viewed myself in the virtual space and could find no flaw. I was represented exactly how I was, it was a perfect recreation.
Accepting the character as it stood, I skipped past the submenus to the side of my visual field that allowed for customization and confirmed my decision. A prompt then appeared asking for my name.
My character's name� my name would be Roth Sigurd.
Upon confirmation, the mirror tipped back and fell off into the darkness below, taking with it the darkness as well. Before I could even register the change, I was floating amongst the imagery of seven distinct geographical regions.
These were the starter zones.
Looking down to the Southwest was the land of the Dark Elves in the heart of the swamplands, while to the Southeast were the Orcs in the plains.
Neither of those regions held any interest for me, they simply were not what I wanted.
Looking up I saw the Central-western region that contained the majority of the Human population, with its near perfect weather and lush forests it was considered the prime destination in the game.
One of the top two regions by a large margin; still not quite what I was looking for.
Turning my head to the right, I gazed upon the Central-eastern region that was split into a northern Wood Elf dominated area and a southern range occupied by the mixed Animal Races.
Both were areas that would undoubtedly prove popular with many; too popular for me.
Then I lifted my gaze slightly higher to the North-central region of the Dwarves, located in the mountainous forest range of the North. A cold place, but not too far removed from civilization.
I had no desire to live under a mountain.
Second to last of the starter zones was the North-eastern region of the High Elves, a place rich with massive forests and numerous rivers that somehow escaped the cold of the North.
It was an anomaly, but again an area I thought lacking.
With only one region left, I quickly selected it without hesitation.
The North-western region that was regarded as the true North was where I would call home. A desolate snow-covered wasteland inhabited sparsely by Humans too far removed from civilization.
That was where I wanted to be.
That was where I would start.
That was the land that would soon become mine.
And all was rendered black once more.
In the darkness I stood motionless as I waited for what was to come, but it was what I heard that reassured me.
In that very darkness where nothing could be seen, a low hum soon became a low chant and then followed the sounds of drums and horns as the chanting became increasingly loud.
And at that very moment, where I had thought the noise could get no louder, I was engulfed in the warming light.
Golden rays had descended and with it, so too had I.
As the warmth of the light dissipated, I found myself shivering in the snow. The golden rays quickly shrinking into oblivion with only the light of the moon left to illuminate me. Behind, the slight warmth of a fire could be felt while the distinct smell of ash permeated the air. In front, the village elder waited silently, kneeling down with gift in hand.
With a deep breathe I inhaled the cold crisp air of the North and let out a large exhale. The road I chose would be a hard one, a lonely one.
But it didn't matter, for I had finally arrived.
I had finally begun my journey in the VR-MMORPG known as The Dragon's Wrath.



Chapter 1: The Beginning
(Friday, January 1st Game Day / Friday, January 1st Real Day)
The rising sun greets me as the snow starts to glisten far out in front of the forest line. As if tipping its hat, the sun's rays cast a long and low angular shadow off the trees surrounding me, shrouding me in the darkness of the early morning while illuminating the world directly in front. The shadows only offered a temporary concealment, but I still gladly welcomed it.
I paused for but a moment to give my thanks, it would seem the sun has given me its blessing.
The future looked bright.
Without any further hesitation I took a knee and removed the bow that was hanging off my shoulder. It was a crude bow, made of some inferior quality wood, wood that was unbeknownst to me. But it mattered not, the target was sitting idly by unaware of my presence, masked by the shadow of the elm and pine trees both above and behind. As darkness slowly turned to light I made no effort to rush, for patience was essential.
No, it was crucial.
Holding the crude wooden bow in my left hand, I picked a suitable arrow with my right. Squaring the hips and shoulders first, ensuring proper posture, I then nocked an arrow with my right hand and extended my left arm straight-out.
I loosely grasped the rough bow with my thumb and index finger pointing outwards and simultaneously drew the bowstring back with my right hand. When the side of my hand brushed against my cheek I knew I was ready to proceed.
Keeping my chest in parallel with the nocked arrow and my elbow straight back, I shifted the weight of the draw from shoulder and arm to back. The muscles in my back tightened, with general relief spreading through the body as the burden had been lifted off the weaker intrinsic muscles in the shoulder.
I was now ready.
I took a second to line up my sight, keeping the sinew-string centerline with the bow and a fixed gaze on the [Northern White Fox] just beyond the forest line. The same [Northern White Fox] that seemed to be perfectly illuminated in the transition between night and day.
As I steadily inhaled I let the bowstring slip cleanly off my finger-tips and followed the arrow's trajectory with my eyes.
It flew true.
The thwack of the bowstring releasing its tension brought a strange satisfying feeling, in essence, it was soothing.
To some, Archery is considered an Art form.
I don't believe they are wrong.
But a moment later I see the fox twitch and jerk upwards, the thud of the arrow masked by the yelp of the fox. Momentary indiscretions in the serenity of the forest, but all things pass.
At the end of my exhale I proclaim to no one in particular, "Alright, clean kill." But before I could utter another syllable I was interrupted by the system message:
[Northern White Fox, Level 6 has been slain!]
[You have gained +78 Experience!]
My first hunt and first successful kill had gone without a hitch; I would be lying if I said I wasn't excited and grinning ear to ear. Though I would also be lying if I said it was my first kill ever in the game, having played in the unreleased version during the Alpha and Beta testing phase of the game's development.
Yeah, I wasn't exactly a first-timer here.
Getting back to my feet, I looked on at the [Northern White Fox] as it lay forever still, thinking to myself how much easier that had gone than the first time I ever tried to kill a creature in-game.
Doing one better, I decided to think out-loud.
After all, in the middle of the deserted northern forests on a bright winter day I had to stave off the boredom between hunts somehow, even if it was entirely crazy to do so.
"Mission accomplished!"
"And I'm almost level 1 whistle~."
Brushing the snow off my knees first, I then placed my [Old Hunting Bow] on my shoulder as if it were a bag of sorts and picked up my remaining [Crude Wooden Arrow x9] to hold in my left hand. Beginners like me without a backpack have to deal with carrying everything by hand.
An unfortunate set of circumstances for the time being.
Walking towards the body of the fox I decided to continue my game of thinking out-loud, "What will you provide me with today, my little [Northern Fox]!" �of course I already knew the answer to that, as a fox didn't drop weapons, armor, or items.
That would be� silly.
"Simply silly should something so satisfying show," oh alliteration how I love thee. If only I were a more talented being, that wouldn't have been so lame. Oh well, the things one comes up with when bored and alone. It's like singing in the shower even though you're tone deaf and monotone.
Can't care when no one is there! Hah ha! As I continued to laugh at myself a sudden chill caused my body to shiver, "Ah damn, its cold, I need to hurry this up."
Speeding up my pace, I retrieved the arrow lodged just below and behind the shoulder of the fox. The arrow had landed cleanly, delivering a near instant death with little pain. After adding the arrow to my collection, I then nonchalantly grabbed the fox's leg and let it dangle from my right hand as I continued on with the hunt. Recycling arrows was economical, and recycling was good for everyone after all.
Well, maybe not for the producers and sellers, but it wasn't like I could afford new arrows.
Losing myself to thought once again as I traveled, I found myself unsure of what the developers were thinking when they designed the starter village that I had selected in the very far "Northern Wastelands."
With my beginner's clothing amounting to an [Old Tattered Short Pants] and [Old Tattered Tight Tunic], I was literally freezing out in the snow. I took no pleasure in masquerading as a male stripper lost in the snow-filled forests of the North.
Was that really the design goal of the developers for players who started in the North? And did I mention that I had no shoes or boots?
My feet were already numb.
An hour out in the cold without any clothing would typically lead to some problems, but thanks to my high Endurance stat I had an abundance of stamina and could endure the temperatures a bit longer than normal. This left me at least another hour before I would succumb to the cold.
Of course, that also meant I would be wasting at least an hour of the critical daylight period as I warmed up by a fire� but that's how the system worked. Life was tough in the North, especially with an eight-hour calendar day cycle. Four hours of sunlight followed by four hours of darkness� it almost forced you to log out of the game, really.
Making my way through the forest in search of more prey, I couldn't help but admire the desolate beauty of the North before me.
The Northern Triangle where I had started was the northern most group of villages on the continent. The Triangle Villages were poor with very few inhabitants and limited development, with each spread roughly ten miles apart while the surrounding areas were considered barren as they provided little if any hunting at all. Those were all negatives for a beginning player.
Out of the entire list of over a hundred starter villages in the game it was rated a terrible 0.5/10� the lowest by far.
Yet in the end I still chose it.
There were certain charms not readily apparent to those looking to simply power level through content. The winter wonderland with its abundance of space and lush trees that decidedly marked the landscape, the rolling mountains to the east that cut through the background opposing the beautiful and open ocean to the west. The peace and serenity one can only find in the solitude of nature, free from all the noise and bustle of the crowded cities, free from people in general.
Yeah, out of a population of nearly 500,000 players on release day I was the first and only player to grace the Northern Triangle with my presence.
I was the only human, the only player character in at least fifty miles if not a hundred.
I really, truly was alone.
Snap.
Freezing in place I quickly scanned my surroundings but could not see anything. I held my breath as I struggled to listen, keeping my eyes wide and at attention, searching for any sign of disturbance, any sign of movement.
Snap.
The noise was getting closer and was to my right, but as I looked at the area in front of me, the area away from me, and the area far off in the distance I could not see a thing.
Snap.
At this point, I set the fox that had been dangling loosely by my side onto the ground and slid my bow off my shoulder. Setting down nine of the ten arrows, I slowly and quietly nocked the arrow and drew my bow.
Standing silently in the snow, my mind began to run through various scenarios before it occurred to me that predators were often far more quiet than prey, but that was no guarantee. Just because I could hear it, didn't make it a rabbit.
Silence had filled the air as the tension grew.
I stood still waiting, waiting with my bow drawn and at the ready. This close to the village I could only expect a rabbit or a fox, but the atmosphere was strange.
Snap.
Again with the noise, but this time it was even closer and to my left. A memory flashed through my mind of a poor game warden and a pair of dinosaurs and I wanted to laugh at the silliness of it all, until it appeared in front me.
Peering around a tree was a small mangy looking wolf that had met my gaze. The white wolf was undersized and looked malnourished as it meekly locked eyes with me, but I knew not to underestimate it.
It was still a vicious predator.
Turning my bow slowly towards the wolf while it stood cautiously behind a tree, I was forced to hold as the tree obscured my vision and shot. The situation was an awkward one as both wolf and I stood still waiting for the other to make a move.
Perhaps the wolf smelled the dead fox at my feet and came looking for a meal.
It was a novel idea, or so I thought.
Snap.
A shiver immediately went down my spine as goose bumps rose on my skin at the sound of the branch breaking directly behind me, completely out of sight.
I blinked as I relaxed, I was caught.
Still holding my drawn bow steady as my arm started to fatigue, I began to count to three. One, two� on three I kicked my leg out and leaped to the side hoping to gain some distance and a vantage point on one of the wolves, but soon found myself under attack.
As I jumped so too did the wolves, and as the wolf that had been behind me leaped up and snapped its jaws at my arm, I released my bow.
The arrow flew directly into the neck of the wolf as it closed its mouth, but it wasn't fatal.
A half second later the wolf that was originally in front of me was now bearing down on my left and launched an attack of its own, baring its fangs as it clamped down on my wrist.
Pain immediately shot through my body as I registered the wolf gnawing on my arm but had no time to care. The wolf that had been shot launched its second attack, biting down hard on my right calf and knocking me to the ground.
Dropping my bow as the wolf continued to gnaw on my wrist, I then jammed my free hand into the snout of the wolf, grabbing the nose and ripping on it as hard as I could. The attack startled the wolf just enough to yank my torn left arm free.
As blood poured from the open wound I looked to see the wolf to the right still gnawing at my leg while attempting to drag me in the opposite direction.
Twisting my body and gathering what strength I could in my left leg, I kicked violently at the wolf. Kicking once, twice, thrice before the wolf released its grip.
Without time to think I quickly tried to pull my knife but found both wolves on top of me, biting and clawing at anything they could. In the frantic fight for my life I paid no attention to my health bar as I was being viciously torn apart before my very eyes.
I struggled to stop their attacks but as long as I could shield my neck I knew I could survive.
The wolf to my left soon backed off as it looked for a better opening while the right wolf continued to gnaw and bite me where ever it could.
Clutching the knife in my hand, I immediately rolled into the attacking wolf, grabbing it around the neck and plunging the knife into the body of the wolf.
Shrieking in pain the wolf tried to break free but I tightened my grip around the wolf's neck as I continued to stab it over and over and over.
With blood splattering all around me, the wolf finally stopped resisting and slumped back into my arms. Letting go of the deceased, I tried to quickly turn my attention to the wolf that had backed off only to be bitten on the neck from behind.
Frantically trying to hold the wolf's mouth to stop what was about to happen, I reached and grabbed, desperately trying in vain as the wolf started to shake its head violently and rapidly from side to side.
My vision had turned black for but a moment before the world in front of me started to turn various shades of gray and blue. The outlines of the trees surrounding me were blurry and waved from side to side, inducing an eerie and uncomfortable feeling deep in the pit of my stomach.
Looking up towards the sky, I could only see various dark shades of gray and blue flowing like intersecting currents. To my sides in the distance there was nothing more than a light gray haze with a slight light blue underlying hue.
I could only see so far.
Looking down at the floor, there was a solid black and gray mass in the shape of a body, where it laid motionless in the winter snow.
I had died.
A system message had popped up in the middle of my visual field:
[Do you wish to Release?]
[Yes / No]
I quickly selected [Yes].
Once I had selected my answer, I soon felt as if I was getting crushed but without the pain, condensing into a small ball as I was covered with swirling gray smoke and then just as suddenly the air cleared and I had found myself at the center of the town square.
Still in the death state, I could not see or interact with the living.
Even though I was unsure of where my corpse was, I at least was given some sort of spiritual compass that wasn't actually obvious at first.
The intersecting rivers of dark grays and dark blues that seemed to be flowing randomly had actually been flowing in one specific direction. When I ran in the wrong direction the river in the sky bent and curved while flowing in the correct direction.
All one had to do was follow the flow.
Arriving at the black and gray mass that was my body, I was prompted with another system message:
[Do you wish to Resurrect?]
[Yes / No]
And I again selected the obvious.
With a slight pause I was soon getting sucked into my body as the gray haze that had surrounded me soon blurred into straight lines. I felt as if I was traveling at an incredible speed as I flew through some sort of indescribable space until my vision went black once again.
Light slowly started to fill my vision as the images in front of me became clear.
I was laying on my back, staring up at the canopy of the trees that surrounded me, snow falling once again on my face.
Letting out a sigh, I stood up and looked around at the scene before me.
My bow, knife and arrows had returned to my inventory when I died, which simply meant they appeared on the floor in front of me since I had no bag. That was something I would have to remedy sooner rather than later.
To the right, lying in a small puddle of blood was the wolf I had recently killed, but the fox that I had killed earlier was nowhere to be seen.
I couldn't help but laugh as I shook my head and said out loud, "Clever girl."
The wolf that had met my gaze behind the tree got what it wanted at the expense of the other wolf that had crept up behind me.
Their plan worked for one of them.
That wolf would live to fight another day.
Picking up all of my items and tucking them away, I then grabbed the dead wolf and slung it over my shoulders.
A wolf was worth way more than a fox anyway.
I wasn't going to complain.



Chapter 2: First Quest
(Friday, January 1st Game Day / Friday, January 1st Real Day)
After a fifteen minute trek through the thick snow I had finally arrived back at the northernmost village of all the villages in Dragon's Wrath.
It was a tiny place, with only twenty-five or so non-player characters inhabiting the village at any given time. In fact, it was so tiny that it didn't have its own name, simply being the northernmost of the Triangle Villages.
A poor desolate place, with small huts and cabins made entirely of wood littered around in a loose circle of sorts. Thatch roofing seemed to be the popular choice, but they seemed shoddily put together.
I couldn't help but wonder if they were even warm.
Walking over to the village center where a large bonfire was burning, I plopped myself down and dropped the wolf in front of me. Setting down the [Old Hunting Bow] and the [Crude Wooden Arrow x10] that was provided to me by the village elder, I then took out the [Crude Stone Knife] that was also a gift.
These were my prized possessions, my proud weapons of war from my senior and benefactor in the North.
They were also utter trash.
But, beggars can't be choosers, so I was grateful I was even given a weapon seeing as I was basically naked already. It could be worse� as unfathomable as that idea was.
Taking the [Crude Stone Knife] in hand, I slowly started to carve away at the wolf in front of me, using what rudimentary knowledge I had of skinning to separate the hide from the meat below.
The process took some time as I was quite inexperienced but it eventually started to come together. It wasn't quite the same as cutting up meat or poultry for cooking, but if you've worked with a knife long enough it wasn't that hard.
While in the middle of my work one of the NPCs came up to start a conversation, it was the village elder. He nodded his head towards me as he relaxed by the fire, watching the work being carried out before him.
A few minutes had gone by in silence and I had just about forgotten his existence when he finally decided to speak, "Young adventurer, I see you are a capable hunter. We expected this much from The First of the North."
Ah, yeah.
One of those benefits of starting in the North was a title that I received, [First of the North] for literally being the first player to spawn in the Northwestern human territory. There was also a Northeast elven territory but they weren't quite as far north, so generally speaking The North referenced the area I now inhabited by my lonesome.
That title was worth a rather sizeable +250 bonus Reputation points.
Typically, if you helped or earned favor with Non-Player Characters and their opinion of you became favorable, reaching a suitable level of Loyalty towards you, you would gain +1 Reputation from that NPC. If the NPC was a noble or someone special, you could gain more as well.
Needless to say, having 250 starting Reputation points was a big deal. The higher your reputation, the better quests you could get, the better rewards you could receive, and the better prices you could get from the NPCs when trading or doing other forms of business.
It was an essential stat to have, and I had plenty of it.
The old man had taken a few minutes to gather his thoughts before speaking up once more, "I have a task for you, young one. I would like you to bring back ten rabbits for the village, as the winter is proving quite harsh this year and we are short on food. Will you accept this quest?"
Without hesitation I nodded my head, "Yes, of course."
I didn't know what the reward would be, but navigating the Menu and opening my [Quest Log] I could see that it was considered an easy quest and had a simple tracker: [Rabbits collected: 0/10].
It was a basic quest that I would have done on my own anyhow, even if he hadn't asked.
Having finished separating the pelt from the meat, I quickly sold the meat to the local trader for a lousy sum of twelve copper coins. The pelt was worth thirty-six copper coins despite the multiple puncture wounds since it was of a decent enough quality. From what I could gather, unless it was way below standard or way above, it was a flat rate of thirty-six copper.
Not much, but certainly better than nothing.
A rabbit pelt was only worth two copper, with the meat worth one.
On the other hand, a fox pelt was worth nine copper, with the meat worth three.
Walking back out into the cold winter air, I found the tanner and the blacksmith next door as he was pulling double duty in this unpopulated village by working both jobs. With smoke billowing from his outdoor workplace and a multitude of furs and hides stretched out on a rack, he was hard to miss.
After a brief discussion, I walked away three tanned fox pelts richer and one wolf pelt lighter. I lost nine copper on the deal but I wouldn�t have to wait two days to tan nor another day for the leatherworker to finish what I wanted.
It was a good trade for me.
Time was money.
Making my way over to the leatherworker and tailor of the village, another person who was pulling double duty, I soon found myself at the small hut of a middle-aged widow and her two children. As I was invited into the small hut I couldn't help but feel bad for the conditions of squalor she and her children were living in.
She may have been an NPC but the game designers had given every Non-Player Character their own limited Artificial Intelligence. They were supposedly quite realistic, but no one really had much experience with them yet to quantify those statements.
After a short discussion she agreed to fashion a pair of boots out of the fox furs and a light cap as well. She would need at least two days to finish the boots but could have the cap ready tomorrow, and all in all it would cost me twenty-four copper for the work.
I, of course, only had twelve copper on hand.
Working out a second deal, she took the twelve copper as down payment and would require the rest on pick-up. A fair deal, yet again �so far, I liked these AIs quite a bit.
They were quite reasonable.
Looking up at the night sky above me, free from the light pollution of modern cities, the vast array of countless stars and planets littered my view. The moon was shining with a bright blue hue while its own little satellite shined a bright white.
I didn't understand the science behind it, but you didn't need science to appreciate beauty.
Even if it was an artificial nature, it was still a beautiful nature.
Soon, this virtual world would become quite popular and I wondered how long I would be able to enjoy this scenery by my lonesome. This was only the first day of the game's release after all. Actually, it was only the first four hours and twenty-three minutes of the game's release, as it was now just ticking over to 4:24 AM local time.
Thankfully for me, local time was also server time as the headquarters and main servers were all located in California. That little bonus allowed me the ability to be amongst the first players to log into the game immediately upon release.
But now it was time for bed.
With a little less than three hours before the sun would rise in the real world, and a little less than four for the game world's sun to show up� I figured now was a good time to call it quits.
I had no plans to be an addict who skipped meals and sleep just to play. Well, I would at least try my best not to be one.
I made no promises.
I don't make promises I can't keep.
Logging out of the game, I quickly made my way to the restroom to relieve my bladder before heading to bed. I had a bad habit of drinking a lot of water before going to bed and often found myself waking up at least once or twice a night.
It was a good way to ruin a night's sleep.



Chapter 3: Level Up
(Saturday, January 2nd Game Day / January 1st Real Day)

The clock had just ticked over to 7:45 AM as I woke up without an alarm or assistance. I had an excellent internal clock that I somehow developed as a child to watch cartoons in the early mornings without a clock in my room. I often found myself nearly jumping out of bed from how immediately I would wake up, at exactly 6:59 on certain days. Giving me the necessary minute it took to run out of my room and into the living room to catch the cartoons that were shown at 7:00.
On other days I would wake up between 5:55 and 5:59 to catch the 6:00 AM cartoons. I couldn't explain it. My internal clock was never off by more than a few minutes, and it was never late. The best part was I eventually learned how to more or less set it mentally days before.
All I had to do was think about the time I wanted to wake up and then go to sleep, the rest was automatic. The only caveat was how exhausted I was, if I was too tired and got to bed at an extremely late time, I was bound to oversleep a little.
Dragging myself out of bed, slightly groggy from the short amount of sleep I had just received; I made my way to the bathroom to take a quick shower.
Once clean, I drank a glass of water and logged right back into the game.
I wasn't an addict yet� I had just slept late the day before so my sleep schedule more closely matched the game's 8-hour day cycle.
Yeah, not addicted at all; I had some restraint left after all.
Awaking to the sunrise in-game wasn't such a bad thing really.
In some ways the sun in-game was more interesting than the one in real life. You could look at this one slightly without burning your eyes out and it was a slightly different hue, a more reddish orange than the one I was familiar with.
Subtle differences to remind you that you weren't in the real world, I suppose.
Before continuing any further, I noticed a small exclamation point flashing in the corner of my vision. The apprehensive part of me feared that there might be some bad news coming my way but I clicked on it anyways. I didn't have the time to waste as daylight was already burning away.
Opening up the system message, I was suddenly relieved: [You have Attribute Points to Distribute].
It took a few seconds to click, but once I opened my Character Window I saw that I was already level two.
Thinking to myself, it finally occurred to me: "Ah, the wolf."
I had managed to kill a wolf before dying and must have missed the system message while preoccupied with the fight. I was almost level 1 from killing the [Northern White Fox], so once I killed the [Young Northern Tundra Wolf] it gave me enough experience to hit level 1 and level 2. Looking at the Experience Bar I was already 74% into level 2.
That wolf gave a lot of experience.
As happenstance, in Dragon's Wrath a player starts at level 0 with base attributes starting at +10 across the board. All of the basic attribute stats were reflected in the character window: Strength, Vitality, Endurance, Dexterity, Agility, Intelligence, Wisdom, Willpower, and Luck. But there are exceptions, as there always are.
For there were users like me who had considerable attribute bonuses beyond the normal scope. Those of us who opted for the Ultra-Realism option could have up to +100 in every category, at level 0 no less. All we had to do was go through thorough physical and mental examinations to the tune of $750 USD, thankfully broken up into installments.
A costly endeavor, really.
Those bonuses were worth it though, as they provided one with an uncanny ability to hunt creatures and monsters of a much higher level than normal, and at a much faster rate as well. At this point in the game most players would be chasing around rabbits and squirrels but I had already moved on to foxes� no, I started on foxes and would soon move on to wolves.
Though it did seem a little broken when you thought about it but, I like to think of it as separating the casuals from the hardcore. Some might call this pay-to-win but in truth nothing was guaranteed and the possibility of ending up with zeros in multiple categories existed.
After spending all that money and time, to end up with worse stats or barely above par compared to the standard character, well� it's not a risk everyone is willing to take. But it was one I felt confident enough to take and was rewarded handsomely for it.
It was a worthy investment.
Not everything was really so rosy though.
Every positive had its negative here.
Those of us who opted into the Ultra-Realism program would also face a much harder game as well. Simply put, our character needed to eat more often, required more rest, had an increase in sensations-explicitly pain-which meant we would suffer more realistically, especially from adverse weather conditions as well, and to top it all off we received little to no system-assistance in combat.
That last one is probably the real catch for the majority of the population that lacked hand-eye coordination. Hell, it's even hard to deal with for me, even though I'm a decent hunter and versed in many weapons, it's not like I'm some expert MMA fighter or entirely familiar with real sword fights.
I would think most people aren't.
Being good with a gun doesn't really help when there are no guns.
Speaking honestly, by opting into the UR program we essentially skipped the Beginner, Normal, and Advanced level of difficulty for the game and went straight into the Extreme mode. And we were stuck in Extreme so long as we kept the character, the one that just cost you a few weeks of the average player's salary.
So, yeah, pay-to-win does not really apply here.
That and the increase in pain alone nearly had me back out of the program as well, but maybe I'm a bit of a masochist.
Looking at my Stat distribution, I was somewhat overpowered for my level:
Roth Sigurd
Level: 2 (129)
Health: 1060
Mana: 1030
Strength: 100
Intelligence: 98
Vitality: 100
Wisdom: 100
Endurance: 100
Willpower: 100
Agility: 0
Luck: 0
Dexterity: 50

Yeah, I was pretty confident with my scores.
Though there was one glaring weakness, and that was my Agility.
Truth of the matter is� I have a poor record of physical health.
When I went through the Ultra-Realism Program, I had just gotten back on my feet and my legs were essentially shot. I couldn't run or squat or do anything leg-related so I automatically failed every Agility examination that was taken.
I couldn't help that.
Regardless, I was still quite competent with the rest of my body as I had never truly given up on maintaining my fitness level. Where I surprised myself was in the mental examinations.
There were multiple categories that were unfamiliar to me, but I was happy to discover that the tests weren't simply a measure of who could compute the most difficult of mathematical problems. Through the extensive testing I was able to actually showcase my talents and knowledge as a bit of Renaissance man.
A jack of all trades, a Red Mage in gaming terms, or simply put a guy with a lot of varied interests. That was me in a nutshell. That guy who reads too much, watches too many documentaries, and has too many hobbies to be good for him.
I loved knowledge. I craved knowledge. I picked up five different languages even though I completely sucked at foreign languages simply because I wanted to be somewhat familiar with them. I doubt I will ever be fluent in Spanish, German, Japanese, Chinese, or Thai but I at least knew enough in passing conversations.
The game also seemed to be catered to my playstyle as there were no conventional classes. There wasn't a class, period. Players were free to pick up anything they wanted and everything was based around proficiency.
Gone were the days where a player would be forced to spend his entire gaming career as a Warrior or an Archer or a Priest. Now, if you had the time and talent you could be an Axe-wielding Archer that backed as a Healer.
Anything was possible.
Dropping the 10 Attribute Points that I had into my Agility Stat, I was now ready to continue on with my day. The sun was up and was calling my name to that little forest to the east. Fluffy bunnies were prostrating in the distance waiting for me to collect their furs.
I could just feel it.
Heading out of the village and walking barefoot in the cold snow, I couldn't help but reminisce about the past.



Chapter 4: Why I Game
(Saturday, January 2nd Game Day / January 1st Real Day)
Thinking back on how I got to where I am now was sometimes a little depressing, but for the most part I tried to find encouragement from it. I was blessed with a lot of good physical and mental gifts but it seems I was also cursed with fragility.
I was around the average height of 5'11"-6'0", weighed in anywhere between 195-205lbs while being fairly in-shape, and was considered quite strong and fairly intelligent by most. But those characteristics, if you could call them that, weren't static for me.
They weren't standard.
They always fluctuated.
In high school I was off to a good start, out-lifting most of the serious body builders and power lifters at the local gyms, but that didn't last too long as I was soon injured through sports.
Concussions, a torn ligament in my elbow, and a back injury basically derailed my young high school life.
After drifting in and out of school, missing nearly half of my freshman and sophomore year due to health issues, I dropped out the beginning of my junior year.
That never really got me down though, I was young and optimistic.
So, I entered junior college after just turning seventeen and plugged away, only to find that the lingering issues from my concussions hadn't really gone away. I had been living with daily headaches throughout the entire day that were quite painful for about two-years.
That started my first year in high school. By the third year they had gone down to once-a-week headaches but my ability to learn was still impacted.
It was a sad state of affairs really.
I had placed in the 99th percentile in my favorite categories without even trying. I also placed in the 92nd percentile up through 95th percentile for the subjects I disliked and never studied. For all intents and purposes, I was a bit too smart for my years.
Concussions took care of that for me though.
They leveled the playing field.
Maybe it was punishment for squandering my talents� I often find myself wondering why things happened the way they did.
Going forward, I struggled at the junior college level for a semester until I was forced to take a year off to recuperate. I figured that some time off to let my mind heal was in my best interest in the long-term.
So I moved on, doing nothing but playing the most popular MMORPGs of the day to waste time. Through that I discovered I was actually quite good at gaming. I had never played RPGs online before and didn't really know what to expect, but soon found myself addicted to the Player versus Player aspect of the games.
I was addicted to the competition.
Eventually, I made it all the way to the top of the leaderboards with my ranking placing me in the top 3 for those of the Warrior class and top 5 in the Paladin class on my server of 40,000. I wasn't half bad at PvE either, as I ended up being a Main Tank for multiple high-end raiding guilds on my Warrior and was considered at least in the top 10 for Paladin healers in Player versus Environment.
My reputation preceded me and there weren't any decent PvP or PvE players that didn't know my name. I was famous through action and not words� it was something I had long craved.
Something I had been lacking in my real life.
Not long after, I had realized that through video games my mind seemed to have recovered to a respectable level.
All of the small amounts of memorizing game data, learning every class and every classes' skills and cool downs and the strategies behind them amounted to a lot of information. Because it was interesting and I enjoyed it, it was a lot easier learning compared to reading a textbook.
The days where I could read a 300-page textbook front to back and recall everything were long behind me anyways.
I don't expect to ever be at that level again.
So, with my mind no longer feeling sub-standard I went back to school. I got good enough grades to get me into a highly ranked university and things were looking up.
Then I found myself with another health issue: severe food poisoning, on New Year's Day no less. I didn't understand what was happening at first, thinking my stomach ache was just from bad food and all I would need to do was flush my system. But, then I looked down and saw that instead of stool there was just blood.
For a week, there was just blood.
As a male, going to the toilet and finding a large pool of blood is not normal.
After two-week's time, I had lost nearly forty pounds. At that age I was only 165lbs but my height was the same. I turned into a 125lbs, 6'0" guy in just barely under seventeen days. I was bed ridden for about two months; too weak to move or do anything but eventually I started to get healthy enough to return to work.
Returning to my physical nature of work, I ended up severely straining all of my upper body muscles as I was simply too weak to do anything but thought I could push through the pain.
Fast forward nearly two-years of physical therapy later and I was a healthy 195lbs with fairly little body fat thanks to my rapid weight loss turning me into skin and bones.
The world was mine for the taking.
I transferred over to a highly ranked university and continued my education, only to somehow tear my meniscus in my right knee while moving some furniture down a flight of stairs.
Whatever, small setback I figured� I still had plenty of time to heal while in school.
Not to be outdone though, with my bad knee that wouldn't track properly and didn't allow me to walk normally, I ended up stumbling one day while in a hurry and hit my head on the sharp edge of a metal object, directly on my temple.
My jaw was bruised side to side from the impact.
It turned out to be my third serious concussion and one that proved less painful but more difficult overall. There was no pain or headache after two months, but there were mental blocks that persisted.
I failed every class going forward for the next two years as I tried in vain, with help from counselors, doctors, professors, and the financial aid staff at the school to simply graduate. I only needed three classes to graduate, but they had proved impossible even though I had repeated them three times. I had been in the school system now for nearly nine years since I first attended community college.
They wanted to help me, but I couldn't even help myself.
I was a super senior without the partying, without the laughs and glamor of a fraternity. I gave up on schooling. I had had enough of my mediocrity and failures.
I moved back home to live with my family to try and restart my life once again, for a third time. I had been dealing with health issues for twelve years now, but I wasn't ready to quit.
Adversity makes one stronger, or so they say.
Then it happened again.
I was working on some electrical wiring for a house not more than six months after leaving University and was bumped from behind, knocking me off balance. Instinctively I threw my elbow out to brace my fall� unfortunately my elbow braced my fall with a metal pole with a hot wire in my other hand.
I got lit up.
My neck, shoulders, and back were all burned along with my fingers and elbow. My back, stomach, and ribs were all bruised as consolation. I thought, at the time, it wasn't that bad. It was whatever; the pain wasn't anything to give consideration to.
Burns and bruises heal in time; I was familiar with healing over time.
A week passed and I thought I was somewhat back to normal and got back to doing some work around the house when I suddenly started feeling fatigued. I didn't think much of it so I just took the rest of the day off.� The next morning I woke up in incredible pain throughout my entire body. I had no idea what was going on, I didn't understand it.
My body had basically shut down on me.
Every injury I ever had, and there were a lot� enough to cover my entire body head to toe, felt like they had ruptured or ripped open. My entire body was aching, throbbing, burning, and stinging with pain. The Achilles tear, the quadriceps tear, the biceps tear, my calf tear, my elbow ligament, my shoulder ligament, my knees, and my wrist that I broke twenty years ago� all of them hurt.
The pain itself wasn't really the worst of it though as I had experienced worse pain before. The worst part of it was that it happened again� and so soon. I had just barely recovered from the meniscus tear and the quadriceps tear was still relatively fresh. I had spent the last few years on a lot of pain medications and anti-inflammatories and my stomach wasn't really holding up to it. Not to mention the pain killers rarely did anything even at maximum dosage. And then here, again, I was struck with another issue.
I cursed myself, I cursed everything.
I was tired of being in pain.
I was tired of being disabled for periods of my life.
I would have been happy if I didn't wake up the next day.
Sure it wasn't permanent, but the constant crushing of my hopes and dreams every time I seemed to get close to achieving something had taken its toll. I had been striving for greatness for twelve years and every other year was a year spent in recovery. I was a complete and utter failure who lived off the kindness of others, while lying in bed in pain.
But, I did wake up.
After the pain started to subside a few weeks later, I found I couldn't even walk or stand up for more than two or three minutes. I used crutches to get around the house and sat in the shower. That persisted for nearly seven weeks until I ended up throwing away my hesitation with drugs, and purchased illegal research peptides that had shown great healing effects in trials.
I started injecting.
They weren't steroids or growth hormones but they were awfully similar. A peptide that aided in wound healing and regenerating torn muscles, something that had been in the US research system for nearly seventy years but was never legalized despite there being no evidence of negative side effects.
The companies simply didn't make any profit off of them in an injectable state, so they had yet to legalize it. The research companies that purchased the rights to the drugs wanted to sell them in an oral tablet or as a topical cream, something that simply didn't work effectively but would make an excessive amount of money if it did. For $175 USD I had all of the necessary equipment and the powdered vials to last me three months. There was no profit to be made there.
Reconstituting the powder in the vial it came with was easy. All I had to do was take an insulin syringe, draw 50 units of bacteriostatic water and inject it into the vial. Once the powder dissolved, draw the liquid and inject it into a subcutaneous layer of fat somewhere in the body.
I had plenty of fatty spots to choose from now.
Spot injection worked the best though. My swollen shoulder that hurt so bad that I couldn't move it and wouldn't reduce in swelling despite the 875mg prescription pill I was taking for anti-inflammation twice a day, disappeared in three hours after direct injection.
The pain never came back either.
I ended up doing injections every other day for nearly a month to get myself back to a condition where I could actually walk and stand up for more than thirty minutes.
All from a research peptide that was "illegal" for human use.
It did what the prescribed drugs failed to do.
It did what the doctors failed to do.
It did what the therapists failed to do.
And, it also healed my mind.
The peptide was being used in research for traumatic brain injury and had shown very positive signs in rats. The studies for human-use were still on-going but there was little to no evidence of any negatives. It was a risk, but the evidence supported it. Lack of profit kept it illegal.
I'm testament that it worked, at the very least.
And then one day while lying in bed and browsing the internet on my laptop, I came across an advertisement for a new Virtual Reality game that was in development.
Everything I had ever wanted from a video game was being presented right in front of me. All those months that I was stuck lying in a bed with nothing to do but daydream of a better life, of a fantasy life filled with adventure and accomplishment, was now possible. Free from the constant reminders of my failure, of all the expectations that everyone held for me that weren't even remotely met. The expectations that I had for myself that I couldn't meet. It was now possible in a complete virtual state.
I could escape.
The technology for virtual reality had already been out for years but there had been large strides made recently, and now this company called AIcorps was touting out a new line of hyper-realistic virtual reality.
To say I was hooked to the idea would be an understatement.
I quickly browsed through the advertisement and found the one catch, the price. But it didn't matter to me; I had long since lost my attachment to my old hobbies. It was an easy decision. I applied, was accepted, and just had to pony up the extreme amount of cash.
The cash situation was something that was hard to overcome. I had plenty of bills that were piling up as I wasn't physically capable of working and had long since lost my confidence in my mental aptitude.
So, in the end I sold a portion of my resources.
One of my hobbies was fixing and restoring cars, specifically sports cars. I bought rust-buckets that needed a lot of work for a few grand and then stripped the entire car down to nothing but a bare metal frame that could be picked up by one or two people.
From there it was a complete process of sanding, grinding, welding in new sheet metal, welding in new frame supports, refurbishing parts or finding spares in the junkyard, at the worst I would buy new parts, and then assembling everything and painting it.
Doing all of the custom interior work myself which included seats, panels, dashboards, sound system, roll cage, gauges, and all of the electric wiring as well.
By the end of the long process with an excessive amount of man hours, I had a car that had quadrupled in value without much actual money put into it.
Parting with something you put hundreds of hours into was hard, but I had long since lost my attachment to the outside world with all of my health problems. At the end of the day I wanted to play in the virtual world more than I wanted to play in the real world.
And just like that, I sold one car and used the money to buy the game, signed up for the $750 USD Ultra-Realism Program, and called it a day.



Chapter 5: A Step to Greatness
(Saturday, January 2nd Game Day / January 1st Real Day)
Gazing into the sun as if it could grant the answer to my life's questions, I continued to stare, waiting� waiting for nothing. Captivated by the single brightest event known to the sky I had hoped to find an answer but only found myself reflecting on the unknown.
The answers I sought remained elusive.
In the end the darkness of the night was more befitting of my reality, for the darkness always came. The sun may always rise but it doesn't always beget life.
I had no interest in waiting for a miracle anymore.
Yeah, if I wanted success I would have to take it with my own two hands. That's how it always has been. That's how it always will be. To take one step, then another, and another until I reached my goal. Just as I was doing now and just as I will do in the future, I will continue to trek forward one step at a time.
As I took that one step forward into the forest, I found myself denied of the sun's warmth beneath the shade of the canopy above. The trees were spread thin but remained filled with the winter's cold. And it was certainly cold. A single breathe would cloud the vision, but I continued on. Trudging slowly through the snow I soon came upon the first of my quarry, the [Northern White Rabbit].
It was finally time to get started.
Sliding the bow off my shoulder with arrow in hand, I gauged the distance of the rabbit to be within twenty feet. Drawing a bead on the target I then drew the bowstring and released with the consistent thwack I had grown accustomed to.
The shot was off.
The arrow glanced off the rabbit's rear as it sprang to life, jumping and leaping through the snow in a desperate bid to escape. Cursing under my breath I drew again, this time pacing the rabbit and leading it as I turned.
Thwack.
Thud.
Looking at the tree where the rabbit had disappeared out of sight, I made my way forth. No movement was good movement. Approaching the spot, I could barely make out the faintest amount of a blood trail leading directly behind the tree, a reassuring thing to see.
Around the curve of the tree, lying on its side was my prize in all its miniature glory, number one of ten such prizes to be had. In an effort to conserve time, I picked up the [Northern White Rabbit] and took a sturdy stick and ran it through. I didn't have a backpack or a bag or even a ring and rope� so a stick would serve as my rack.
It was all I had.
The quest required ten such [Northern White Rabbits] to feed the hungry villagers, which in itself was a simple task. Though finding ten such rabbits was proving to be quite the opposite in practice. In the end I continued to search throughout the forest until my feet were numbed and my hands shook like a beggar with a bell. I had run out of time, I had to place my helmet down and ring that bell even though I had only acquired four of the ten rabbits that I needed.
The North was truly desolate.
It was a depressing fact as the process was oft to repeat itself where one found little way in variation, but I had no such leisure to deviate and change my hunting locale.
I only had the forests.
There was nowhere else to hunt.
Yeah, this was what I chose for myself anyways.
I chose the hardest path because I had a belief� a secret, really. That secret was based entirely on intuition, but I believed in my intuition. Where lightning struck thrice at the top of the mountain on the third day of the third month, the top of the mountain some three-thousand and three-hundred feet above the sea where a stone anvil sits.
It was a secret I kept from all but myself. A discovery that was made by chance as I noticed the weather pattern differed ever so slightly from normal. And as I watched the lightning strikes rain down throughout the North on that stormy day I found one such strike peculiar. And then a second strike but a moment later. And then a third� where no one place had been struck twice in the entire day, that place had been struck three times. I immediately put off everything I was doing during the Alpha testing and scaled that mountain to appease my curiosity.
Now, I had bet my future on it.
Arriving back at the village and warming by the fireside, I continued to think over the plan I had construed months earlier. I needed to gather the necessary equipment in order to climb the death-trap of a mountain that sat some ten miles east of my current location. I would also need to build a home where I could establish a base.
These goals required certain items in order to be accomplished, items that could take some time to acquire. The most important items were clothing of the warmest variety followed by a woodcutting axe, a shovel, two small ice-axes, a rope with a grappling hook attached, extra rope, and a sturdy but flat bag to carry provisions.
Gathering such items in a short time frame would prove difficult, especially seeing as I would need at least two-hundred and sixty copper at the minimum to purchase the crafted goods.� What I needed to do was increase my hunting time, or I would be woefully short.
Having sufficiently warmed by the fireside I made my way out into the wilderness once more. It was an annoyance to only be able to hunt for two hours before having to rest for an hour, only to find you have exactly one hour left of daylight. The rest of your gaming day, at least for beginners, was simply wasted. There just wasn't a whole lot you could do at night except maybe practice crafting or work on practical skills but, most players didn't have access to anything besides a bow and a knife.
Making my way out towards the forest with a fresh fox-fur cap on my head, I felt like the most stylish of male strippers as I frolicked through the snow. As I approached the western forest this time, where I had previously died to the wolves, I couldn't help but notice an ominous feeling surrounding the forest area.
It almost felt possessed.
Pulling out my bow and nocking an arrow, I stalked around the clustered forest line of the tall and thin pines. The brown and grayish pines were anywhere from 8" to 12" thick and stood a minimum of thirty feet tall but were so densely packed only a few feet from each other that I could hardly see past a dozen of them. The snow fall had picked up and with a steady wind blowing in my direction I hesitated to go forward.
Today was a good day to die, I guess.
Shaking my head as I threw caution to the wind, I entered into the forest.
After only a few minutes I could no longer see the village off in the distance or the open fields of snow. I could only see the trees. The saying that you could miss the forest for the trees was certainly in effect, as I could not see much of anything.
Continuing deeper into the forest I soon lost track of the sun as the canopy had become suddenly dense. Looking to the sky was my only way of maintaining direction and now that too had been taken from me. I stopped for a moment to mark a tree with my knife, I may not ever find the tree again but it was better than nothing.
As I walked through the shadow of the forest I soon found myself completely unaware of where I was going. The marked trees would provide somewhat of a path leading out but I could no longer see more than five feet ahead.
The snow had continued to fall even harder and with the uptick in wind and denial of sunlight I was at a complete loss. I could hardly see, I could hardly hear, and I was beyond freezing in my naked state of dress.
I needed to leave.
Immediately turning around I tried to find the trees that I had marked but was having no such luck. The last tree that was marked was only two or three steps away but was no longer visible. The forest around me had changed with the wind and snow and no longer looked the same.
I was lost.
Panic wanted to set in but I refused to let my mind do so. If panic was let through the door, all was lost. Searching in vain for the trees that had been marked without taking more than a few steps from my current location, I soon heard something familiar.
Snap.
Bewildered by the sudden sound I quickly looked around but could see nothing in my snow-filled vision.
Snap.
And again the same noise as before, just like when I was surrounded and killed the day prior. I set my bow along my shoulder and placed the arrow in my makeshift quiver of twigs and vine, then drew forth my [Crude Stone Knife] from the hem of my pants.
I wouldn't be caught unaware a second time.
Waiting in stillness as nature continued to bustle about before me with wind lashing and the trees furrowing above, while snow fall obscured my vision and occasionally crashed to the tree floor below.
I was waiting for that next branch.
Those specific sounds� those snaps that gave it away.
Glancing around with eyes darting left and right I continued to wait.
Minutes had passed as I begun to uncontrollably shake from the cold. The lack of movement had caused my body to cool even further as my circulation started to slow. I needed to move, but I had no idea as to where. Going further into the forest would only spell my doom and there was only a one-in-four chance that I would choose the right direction.
Then, there it was.
Without the audible snap I had become accustomed to, my nemesis had returned in abject silence. The [Young Northern Tundra Wolf] that had escaped me before� that same one that had stolen my fox.
That wolf with a wound on its nose.
The wolf's cold eyes met mine as it started to bare its fangs. With a low growl that became more menacing by the second, the wolf lowered its head as it prepared to attack.
Not to be caught off-guard, I took the initiative and lunged at the wolf with knife drawn and at the ready. The wolf leaped up to meet my attack and as bodies collided we found ourselves rolling in the snow attempting to gain positioning.
The wolf was back to its feet before me and quickly went for my throat, snapping its teeth as I barely swung my legs in time to knock it off balance. The wolf crashed to the snow floor and scrambled back to its feet in a flurry of movement.
On my knees I partially stood up with knife extended out to my right, it was time for the wolf to initiate. As if on cue the wolf lunged as I rolled and swiped with my knife.
Slicing at the side of the wolf's body, it ignored the pain, it continued on. Again it lunged, this time landing a bite on the same left arm it had bitten hours before.
This time, I was not afraid.
Pulling my arm closer to me and dragging the wolf with it, I plunged my knife deep into the upper neck of the wolf as it immediately let off and tried to run.
Hanging onto the knife as the wolf attempted to drag me through the snow I was able to grab it with both hands. The wolf, realizing I was still attached turned around to bite me once more.
Anticipating the bite I threw out a closed fist, hitting it squarely in the nose and causing it to flinch. That momentary reaction had provided an opening. With lightning-quick reflexes I pulled myself closer to the wolf with the knife handle serving as a peg lodged deep into the wolf's nape.
Getting within breathing distance I soon wrapped myself around the wolf. As I wrapped my arm around the wolf's neck it started violently swinging and twisting its head in an attempt to break free.
Unfortunately for the wolf, the tables had been turned.
I now had position on the back of the neck and it was the wolf that was frantically trying to free itself from what was to come.
It was no use.
Pulling the knife out, I switched my grip and soon cut into the wolf once more.
With one long pull it was over.
Grasping for breath as my adrenaline had let off I sat on my knees and stared off into the distance. Letting my shoulders droop as I attempted to relax I saw something disturbing. At the edge of my sight I could barely make out the body of a large beast. A humanoid beast that was as white as the snow around it and at least a head or two taller than me. It was a [Frost Troll].
Grabbing my items and the body of the wolf, I quickly ran in the opposite direction. I knew not which way I was going but I knew I would not head anywhere near the troll. The [Frost Troll] was a small one but even a small one was at the very least level 80 or so.
No one knew for sure but you could kill small bears that were around level 50 and they were considerably inferior in comparison. I would either succumb to the cold or die to the [Frost Troll] if I stayed still.
I took my chance with the cold.
Preferring the odds of survival at around 25%, I continued to run in the direction that I thought would lead me to safety. Minutes passed as sunlight started to peer through the canopy above and I was relieved to see a marker. The sun was setting behind me to the west and with the village to the east� I was headed in the right direction.
Exiting the forest line I turned around to look at the forest behind me once more, the ominous feeling still pervaded as the weather was considerably worse here than anywhere else in visible range.
Running the rest of the way back to the village, I stopped at the elder to alert him of what I had seen, "Elder, I have seen a frost troll in the western forest just now, is the village in danger?"
The elder stopped for a second and closed his eyes, "Young one, the foul weather that follows the frost troll is often sign enough to warrant caution. But fear not, unless provoked the troll will not come near."
Having excused myself and now feeling relieved that I wasn't going to be followed by an exceptionally high level monster, I sat down next to the fire and began my work. With a smile creeping across my face I was excited at the prospect of the wolf pelt in front of me, no longer would I be a naked man in underwear with a fur hat and soon-to-be fur boots.
Well, for a day or two I would be a naked man with a fur hat and fur boots, but not for long! I would have a wolf fur jacket soon.
As soon as I finished with the pelt and handed it over to the leatherworker, I decided to dance by the fire in celebration. My hips had started to gyrate to the mental track of Disco! Disco!Good! Good!� before it clicked that maybe I was meant to live the life of a male stripper with a white fuzzy fur cap and furry boots.
The thought stopped me mid-dance as I dropped my mouth in horror while the villagers stared on, wondering what manner of devil had possessed me.



Chapter 6: It's a Grind
(Tuesday, January 5th Game Day / Saturday, January 2nd Real Day)
Rolling over to my side I fumbled with my hand over the edge of the bed searching for my water glass. My eyes were closed as I was too lazy to open them, plus it was bright outside my window and I hadn't acclimated yet. Finding my water I took a sip to soothe my dry throat and set the glass down. With a glance at the clock I saw that it was 7:54 AM and I had six minutes to log in.
I couldn't waste the game's daylight hours.
That was a verifiable crime.
Making my way into The Cube and strapping in, I initiated the log-in sequence that had the entire square room dim into complete darkness. My sleep schedule had been appropriately screwed up these past two days as I continued to play the game during every four-hour daylight period and then would log off during the dark hours.
That meant I was playing from 12:00-4:00 AM, 8:00-12:00 PM, and 4:00-8:00 PM. It was an unhealthy schedule but I at least ate three meals and received enough sleep.
Today was officially the fifth game day yet only the second day since the game had released, but I was making strides. Having recently finished that annoying rabbit quest and finally acquiring suitable clothing, I could now properly hunt for the full duration of the day without fear of death due to the cold.
Looking down at my clothing was certainly an upgrade as well, as my eyes were no longer offended by the sight. The white fox-fur boots were the biggest items as my feet were no longer numbed by the snow, while the white wolf-fur coat was able to cover my shoulders and midsection quite comfortably. The white fox-fur cap was a nice little addition too.
Everything was white and fluffy though.
Oh well.
Before I could head out to hunt the village elder approached me once again, "Young one, thanks to you we have enough food to last us the week but there is one problem. There are too many foxes in the forests hunting the rabbits that we need to survive. Will you help us with our problem?"
And just like that another system message popped up:
[Will you accept this Quest?].
I selected [Yes].
Without bothering to look at the details of the quest I started jogging out towards the forest to the east, having forsaken the western forest that appeared to be normal again. Even if it looked normal, that western forest had proven to be a bit dangerous� my best guess was that was the higher level forest for beginners in the level 10-20 range. Having just recently hit level 5 I was still working my way through the easier forest, mostly due to lack of items though rather than lack of stats.
I had plenty of attribute points after all.
Mid-jog I decided to pull-up the [Quest Log] and look at what the requirements were. A quick glance told me all I needed to know, kill ten foxes in the Eastern Forest.
Done and done.
From what I could gather it was just a simple chain quest for beginners that started you off with rabbits, then led to foxes, and would eventually lead to wolves.
In the Middle Kingdoms where there were actual towns and cities the quest systems were much more robust. Even the Southern Kingdoms or the North-Eastern Elven lands had towns and cities� but here in the far North there were just a few sparsely populated villages.
While other players in different regions were getting rewarded handsomely for collecting furs, I was busy doing charity work to feed the homeless. No, that's not right, they have homes� they're just foodless. They also didn't have to worry about the winter months nearly as much either, with the weather much more tolerant down south.
All in all, I had to spend nearly sixteen hours just to collect clothing so I could hunt properly and the quests that I received only gave me small increments to the NPC's loyalty bar. My end game was to receive bonus reputation. Everywhere else players got paid in coin and items.
I almost regretted choosing the North.
Entering the forest I soon came across the first of my targets, a [Northern White Fox] that was digging at the ground. I had snuck up from behind as it was still clawing away at what looked to be a small hole of sorts when it dawned on me that there might be a rabbit inside.
Two birds with one find?
I'll take it.
Quickly going through the motions and drawing my bow, I release with a thwack and watch as the fox immediately slumps down from the one-hit kill. Nocking a second arrow I make my way towards the fox as I see a [Northern White Rabbit] leap out and make a dash for it.
Unfortunately it took the easiest path for me to trace and with another thwack it collapsed a moment later. Now this was hunting that I could get behind. Tying the feet of the two animals together with some twine I bought, I slung them over my shoulder and continued on.
By the end of the fourth hour as the sun started to set I returned to the village with a treasure trove of animals swaying to and fro. Not only did I collect the ten foxes but I also netted seven rabbits and leveled up twice. Excited and jubilant from my successful hunt I was soon frowning when the village elder approached.
If he wanted to take ten foxes from me as compensation for simply issuing a quest with no reward I would be quite upset. No, I would be quite pissed� I'm not that nice of a guy to continue giving things away for free.
The village elder continued his approach and waved at me with a smile, the same smile that con-artists used on their victims� I shuddered at the thought of what was to come.
Stopping just short of bumping into me, the elder patted my shoulder and spoke, "You are truly the First of the North, such a splendid hunt and in such a short amount of time. You have earned the appreciation of every inhabitant here� but we are still quite short on food�."
�Yeah.
Yeah, I understood what he wanted but he wasn't going to get the whole fox.
If he was going to word it that way and leave it open-ended then I was going to give him an open-ended type of reply, "I will share the extra meat of the foxes I have slain once I have finished skinning them, I would have no use for it otherwise." This way I was only losing 30 copper opposed to 120 copper coins� it was bearable, and kept me in good standing with the village-folk.
It was� bearable.
Eyes beaming with pride and what appeared to be genuine gratefulness the elder bowed his head as he continued to pat my shoulders. The quest had completed and he spoke up once more, "You are a blessing from the Gods just as the tales have told, with this meat I believe we can survive until the end of the month without a hungry mouth. If you are up for the challenge�" �he continued on until I received the next part of the quest-chain, slaying ten wolves.
Just like I had thought it was a simple pre-determined numerical kill-chain that just advanced up the ladder. I didn't expect much more but it would have been nice if I at least received bonus experience or something for these quests. I wasn't receiving anything at the moment and it was a bit disheartening.
Oh well, after selling the fox furs I would be 90 copper coins closer to my goal which meant I could now afford a woodcutting axe and a small ice-axe as well.
Things were looking up!



Chapter 7: A Camp Site
(Friday, January 22nd Game Day / Friday, January 8th Real Day)
Crossing the river at its shallowest point at four feet deep, I made my way to the other side of the bank and looked around. There was a small circular clearing near the base of the mountain just to my east that would serve as an excellent campsite, and was actually a location I had previously scouted during the Alpha phase of testing.
South of that location was a forest that extended for nearly a hundred miles along the riverbank and was teeming with creatures and monsters to boot. To the north was the tail end of the mountain, a rock wall that ended precipitously at the bank of the river and continuing again on the other bank.
I called it the breach.
The river flowed northwards into the sea a few miles from here, meaning there was an estuary rich with sea life within a few minutes' walk with an abundance of oysters, clams, crustaceans, fish, and birds ripe for the picking. There were even seals along the beach and on the small islands in the nearby area with whales and sharks abound.
This was the one location that I had found in nearly six months of searching the North that I believed had potential. Almost everything a person or trade smith could ever want or need could be found here.
Sure, it was undeveloped and completely raw, but that was the appeal.
These were raw resources ripe for the taking, with no established town, city, or kingdom to lay claim. And if I was right in my thinking, it would all be mine to claim. This was the First of the North's territory, my territory.
Having finally reached the location that I had thoroughly scouted during the Alpha phase I dropped my gear with joyous relief.
The first part of my journey was now complete.
The past week had been spent laboriously hunting in order to fulfill the hunting quests of the village elder and in an attempt to gather enough resources to continue to the next stage. That next stage was now here, the building phase. A player home that would allow me to settle the land and claim territory would be worth all of the effort.
A forward operating base from which to build upon into a flourishing town� that was my goal. Without time to spare I quickly sorted through the collection of items I had brought along.
There was a woodcutting axe that would double as my melee weapon, two small ice-picks for which to help me scale the mountain in a few weeks' time, a shovel to dig with, a drawknife to shave bark off the logs in order to build my log cabin, along with three sets of rope and an attached grappling hook.
In addition to my complete set of gear I also had fur clothing that covered me from head to toe. I now had leather & fur boots, pants, vest, coat, gloves, vambraces, cap, quiver, and a bag.
The weather could no longer hinder my plans. But, even so� it was still cold. As the sun had already started to set I decided to build a camp fire.
Starting a fire was fairly easy in the game as I had already learned how to use fire magic during the Beta phase; I was able to start practicing and built up my proficiency based off memory of how the mechanics worked. Knowing the mechanics in this game helped a lot, but to progress properly you would still need to learn from an instructor. Sadly, there were no such instructors in the far North. So, all I could manage was a small flame off my hand.
I basically mastered the magical equivalent of the lighter.
Go me.
With the fire built I now had to move on to the next part of my plan, the log cabin. I only had about six in-game weeks until the "Event," so I needed to keep things rolling. I decided to start surveying the trees first and found the majority of the pines to be between 6" and 12" thick and a minimum of around 30-35 feet tall.
For simplicity's sake I elected to go with a 30'x30' cabin, utilizing the average 8" thickness trees and cutting them down to match. Doing the math quickly in my head, I would need roughly 48 logs to make four walls at a standard 8' minimum ceiling. Then I would probably need at least 24 more logs for the roof if I just split them in half and laid them out to make a low hanging roof.
Those were doable numbers.
Walking around the area while looking for the prime location for my cabin, I decided on keeping it close to the river bank for now. Marking a thirty feet square with the help of the in-game in-laid schematic system, I could visually see grid lines on the game world and could alter them as I saw fit.
It was an essential tool, really.
Once I finished with the design, I grabbed the shovel and started to dig.
Digging was hardly the most efficient of the tasks I had set forth but I believed it would be extremely conducive to my work in the long run. By creating a dugout cabin that sat 4' below the surface I not only made it easier to get the logs of the roof up by myself without a hoist or crane, but it also served to insulate the cabin from the weather.
The low hanging roofline would also be aesthetically pleasing once I tossed some dirt on top and had grass growing. Yeah, I was convinced it would look pretty awesome in the end.
Something I could be proud of.
Well, there is a saying that sentiment only goes so far and I had just about reached that point as I yelled out to the world, "Want To Buy laborers, Please Send Tell!" �of course that was directed at no one in particular, seeing as I was the only person in what people affectionally termed the northern wastelands.
Oh well.
A funny thing about digging is how monotonous it is� digging ditches or shoveling dirt or concrete is a rough job despite the little thought it requires. It's physically demanding and just plain laborious. A man of my size can burn 600-700 calories in an hour digging or shoveling, where if I was to go swimming for the same duration I would probably burn 300-400.
Yeah, this was intensive work and the game system made it nearly identical to the real world.
I didn't sign up to do virtual manual labor.
It really wasn't funny.
Completely zoned out as I had learned to do years ago while working such jobs in real life, I found myself working through the night and into the next day. Nearly eight hours of digging later, I was almost done.
In truth, I would have never been able to move almost 3,600 cubic feet of dirt in a day or even a few days if it wasn't for my stupid level of strength and endurance in-game. I was a bit stronger and recovered incredibly quickly, meaning a short break by the fire while munching on rabbit jerky or enjoying some fire-roasted salmon plucked from the river and I was good to go without any lingering soreness.
But, it was still monotonous.
In an effort to maximize my time, I made my way through the clearing and to the closest trees in the vicinity. The tall pines, firs, and spruces were perfect for the log cabin and didn't have too many branches to clean.
The only real issue would be moving them all, thankfully the forest started but thirty feet away from my dugout. I grabbed the woodcutting axe and started hacking away, intending to fell at least 48 trees before my endurance gave out. With woodchips and splinters flying off into the distance, the first tree was felled in about two minutes.
Since they weren't too thick it went by fairly quickly.
The chirping of the birds had been disturbed as that first tree fell but as time went by they returned; some no longer with a home but that was only a temporary disruption. Squirrels were jumping between the tree tops as well in an attempt to relocate, but they seemed to be playing as they watched me work.
Perhaps this was the first time these squirrels had seen a person, and their curiosity got the better of them. As I made it to the tenth tree my axe had started to dull a bit, so I took a small break to sharpen it with a whetstone and then continued on.
Halfway through I had gotten used to the swinging and chopping, and was actually receiving proficiency points in lumberjacking. Needless to say I was felling trees in about a minute now and was able to finish the forty eight in about two hours.
I still had plenty of stamina left so I decided to start dragging all of the trees closer to the dig site. The dragging of the logs actually burned my stamina pretty quickly, despite my high Strength and Endurance attribute, dragging or carrying around 200-400 pound trees wasn't easy when they were over 30' in length. So I switched to rolling them in the end.
I had to keep things rolling, after all.
In a furious rush to finish as soon as possible, I started the process to debark the trees with a draw knife and was surprised to find that the game had auto-corrected the logs so they were smoother than I had actually cut them.
If I had to even them all out individually it would have taken far too long. I spent nearly four hours stripping all of the trees and gained even more proficiency in wood working.
Having finished all of the prep work that was necessary to start assembling the log cabin I fell back on my ass and stared at what I had accomplished.
I had been working with small breaks for the past sixteen or so hours� it was time to call it a day. Logging out of the game I quickly found myself starving and dehydrated, though it wasn't like it had taken me by surprise. The game had a warning system in place that was flashing in the corner of my screen for a while but I had been ignoring it.
Once I set my mind to something and decide to finish, I tend to go until the work is done. Even though the work was physically demanding, since the game's concept of fatigue was reset after a short rest or nap, I was able to continue on with my work until my virtual body had developed a severe fatigue penalty.
Basically, in the short term you could ignore fatigue� but sixteen hours straight and you would be penalized heavily. I figure it was the developer's way to prevent kids from playing for a few days straight and killing themselves in the process.
I didn't mind it.



Chapter 8: Alpha n' Beta Meeting
(Saturday, January 9th Real Day)
"Ahhhh!"
Yawn.
I overslept once again based off the amount of sunlight peeking through the blinds, but it didn't really matter as I didn't have anything really planned.
"Oh Shit," I yelled under my breath, barely making a sound but vocalized in urgency nonetheless.
I was running late.
I had the AnB gamer's meeting today and it started in thirty minutes.
I quickly jumped in the shower with a toothbrush and rinsed for as long as it took to brush my teeth, jumping back out with twenty-six minutes until the meeting started.
Clothing was simple, blackish jeans and a dark gray V-neck T-shirt along with my black Citizen Eco-tech watch on my left wrist.
I ran down the stairs as fast as a hobbled person could and threw on my black pair of Vans, grabbed the keys to my fastest and smallest two-seater and pulled out of the drive-way.
I was down to twenty-two minutes but I was on the road, unfortunately I also had over thirty miles to drive. It was 10:38 on the clock as I turned up the music and let the bass massage my back through the chair.
The light flashed green and in 4.6 seconds I pulled onto the freeway from a standstill doing sixty miles per hour and found myself tucked into my seat, with my lower back being sucked in from the sudden force of the overly-large turbo kicking in. Turning the corner of the on-ramp I found myself with open road, there was hardly a car on the freeway.
I hit 7,200 RPMs on the tachometer and shifted into third and pushed it. As the speedometer climbed from 60 to 70 to 80-MPH in a matter of seconds I again was approaching redline and shifted into fourth. The speedo continued to climb as I hit a hundred miles per hour in roughly eleven seconds from zero. As I hit 110-MPH I was forced to shift into fifth gear, at this point I was running out of gears.
The aggressive differential ratio of 4.3:1 increased my acceleration but limited my top end, I was basically capped out. As the tachometer reached the 7,300 RPM redline I was doing 143-MPH on the freeway, it wasn't that fast but it was certainly fast enough for a car I built from the ground up. I wanted to go faster but my other cars were larger and harder to park in the tight spaces of the city, those could easily do 200-MPH thanks to friendly gearing.
Covering the 25-miles on the freeway in about eleven minutes, I checked the clock again as it ticked over to 10:50. I had 5 miles to go on city streets and had to find parking and walk, I was definitely cutting it close. I pulled off the freeway and came down the slight hill, seeing green I kept my speed just slightly over the limit. There were a lot of cops in this area after all.
But if the speed limit is 45-MPH then 60-MPH was reasonable, right?
I finally reached my destination and quickly pulled into an open parking spot as the clock ticked to 10:57. I pushed my car extremely hard but thankfully I installed a turbo-timer to keep the engine running after I left, to let the turbo cooldown properly before shutting off.
It was a lot of work rebuilding the engine, lowering and altering the suspension, modifying the engine bay and the car's frame to accommodate a much larger turbo on a non-turbo car along with a full roll-cage, all of the custom piping for the intercooler and the exhaust that I had to fabricate and weld.
That do-it-yourself ECU that took me forever to tune so the engine wouldn't explode. Making sure it received the right amount of fuel to air along with a lot of other miscellaneous features.
Yeah, that car was a lot of man hours, a lot of money, and a lot of headaches. But it was all worth it to me, the adrenaline rush from racing on a track was worth every penny and minute. And this time, it paid off with getting me to a meeting on time.
As my watch clocked 11:00am, I walked in through the doors.
Making my way inside the building I noticed a tall brunette at the counter, she was wearing a pair of very dark sunglasses that seemed to cover a third of her face but there was something about her that drew my attention. It wasn't more than a half-second after noticing her that I saw the white cane folded up in her hand, on top of the counter.
So, she was blind.
As I walked by I gave a polite greeting, "Good afternoon," and nodded as I continued on. The blind girl turned her face towards me but didn't say a thing, but in that moment I was able to get a glimpse of her face.
Pretty.
She was a natural beauty.
She wasn't a knockout nor did she exude sex appeal by any means. But she was certainly attractive with what little make-up she had on and the modest attire that she wore complimented her nicely.
Oh well, it had nothing to do with me.
I continued on and went into the meeting room, finding an open chair near the back and by the door. Not long after sitting down I decided to stretch my left leg out and put my right foot above my left knee; these chairs weren't all that comfortable. Soon I was crossing my arms as well, waiting for the meeting to start.
The game had been officially out for two weeks now and we had held meetings every second and fourth Saturday to update our prior opinions, report on bugs or issues, and to express our general interest and happiness in the game.
It wasn't a mandatory meeting but it was appreciated if we showed up and we were compensated with a free meal plus an opportunity to socialize with other gamers. We had been doing this routine for nearly a year now, but it wasn't all bad.
While the minutes ticked down to the start, one of the speakers made her way to the stage. She was one of the researchers that worked specifically on visual reproduction within the mind and how it related to electrical signals that could be sent from an electronic device to the mind and back. Simply put, she was a member of the group of scientists that helped develop one of the most critical aspects of Virtual Reality, the visuals.
Her lectures tended to be the best so I was already encouraged at the sight of her, but then I was distracted by the blind girl making her way to the aisle seat in the back row. The back row that was left solely for me� well, not really, but I was the only one in the row and had occupied the third seat from the aisle.
She touched the chair and asked, "Excuse me, is anyone sitting here?" I instinctively gave a faint smile and looked her in the eyes, "Ah no, no one is sitting there."
She turned her head towards me and it felt as if she was looking right back at me when she courteously replied, "Is that so? Thank you."
At this point I was curious, could she slightly see or was she completely blind? Legal blindness has a range that includes those that have partial vision that is restricted to a certain degree, distance, or could be entirely unfocused and blurry. Then there were those that were entirely blind and couldn't see a thing.
It wasn't something I was familiar with and I didn't know how to interact, honestly.
When I lived in an apartment complex with its own underground gym beneath the club house, I used to run into a young blind girl that would go there every evening around 5 to 6 pm to use the treadmill.
I once held the door open for her while forgetting she was blind, so I didn't say a word and she walked straight through the doorway without pausing once or changing her stride. She knew there was a door there from memory, but how she knew I opened it threw me off.
She could operate all of the equipment in the gym and almost never had an issue. It got to a point where I thought she must be able to see a little bit. But then one night she walked straight into a treadmill machine, startling both her and me. I stopped running to see if she needed help, but she just got right back up and continued on as if nothing had happened.
I didn't even have a chance to open my mouth.
From that day on I realized that she most likely couldn't see anything at all, but her other senses were certainly developed quite well. She could hear which treadmills were occupied and was always able to find the empty one with a little patience.
It was kind of amazing.
She wasn't very confident when I first saw her, but after a year she had grown familiar with the location and you would see her walking with her guide dog or jogging down the side-walk at times.
If you didn't look for the white cane you would never know she was blind. This girl to my left reminded me of her. She had confidence, she moved without issue, spoke well. I admit that when I was younger I had no concept of blindness, it wasn't something I understood. I don't claim to understand it now but I do have a better grasp of some of the difficulties they might face.
But I also learned that even without their eyesight, some blind people weren't really noticeably different than any other person you might run into. I was a little intrigued, but I felt it would be rude to ask questions. I wouldn't enjoy it if someone asked me what it was like to be hobbled with bad legs, though I wouldn't take any exception to it either.
In actuality, I have no problem discussing my problems with people, it's when people belittle my predicament with baseless assumptions like, "You just need to eat better," "You should stretch more," "Just push through the pain," "Just try harder," as if they knew exactly what I was going through. Every individual is different, and not all injuries are the same.
It's impossible to truly know what the other person is going through without living in their body, and even then it still wouldn't be the same due to your own personal experiences and their own.
Comparing pain is futile.
My thought process was suddenly interrupted by multiple claps and as I was brought back to the present I realized that the meeting had started. The speech didn't last long though. As the researcher left the stage, Emily came out next.
Emily was the presenter that typically led these meetings, and had been leading them since the start. It seems she had an interesting topic for today, too. Next was a presentation that provided us with some interesting facts that had been accumulated, mostly population graphs and player levels throughout the continent.
It was a bit startling really.
Less than one-percent of the population had started in the Northwestern "wastelands," roughly ten percent had started in the Northeastern High Elf regions, and around four percent in the North-Central Dwarven kingdom.
In the Southeast was the Orc lands that had a rough population of six and a half percent, and the Southwest belonged to the Dark Elves at about eight percent.
That was almost an identical split of 14.5% for the tips of the continent, kind of strange but it made sense when you considered the development of the areas. Mostly the fact that their starter zones weren't the highest rated.
The Middle Kingdoms had the most developed starter zones and a mix of three races; needless to say it was the best place to start. In the Central-Western kingdoms, Humans ruled the majority of the land at roughly 34% of the server's population.
The Central-Eastern kingdoms were split into two racial groups, the northern portion was the Wood Elf region and the southern portion belonged to the Animal-races. The Wood Elves were about 7% in population number, leaving the other 30% to be made up of a variety of Animal-races.
Those Animal-races were humanoids with animal-ears and tails... and there were basically dozens of types from the popular cats, dogs, foxes, and rabbits to the less common cow, wolf, raccoon, sheep, and many more. Though it didn't fit the normal Medieval-fantasy theme it was pretty much ingrained in popular culture and was considered a must-have at this point.
This was more Fantasy-medieval really.
As I was thinking over the large discrepancy the speaker asked the crowd what their opinions on the matter were. Why weren't the Northern and Southern parts of the continent a popular destination?
I had an opinion but kept it to myself as a few people voiced theirs.
The conversation went on and everything was reasonable but it soon got stale. Seeing as the players were basically just reiterating what was already stated, the discussion had become circular in nature. The lack of intelligence in this room was rather astounding� and they considered themselves the cream of the crop.
I just silently shook my head from side to side as other players voiced the same opinions with slightly different words.
I couldn't help but sigh.
"Is everything alright?" the girl to my right had turned and asked.
Oh, oops.
"Ah, sorry everything is fine. I was just thinking that they were all repeating each other."
I needed to be a little more careful, but I was more surprised that she could hear me sighing; I could barely hear myself doing it after all. She let a small smile creep up on her face as she replied, "Ah, yes. I agree. What is your opinion on the matter?"
She had a very nice, clear voice and a slight English accent; I would be lying if I said I wasn't a little more attracted to her because of it.
And here I am starting the most boring conversation ever, way to score mate. I gave a second of pause to rethink my stance then said to myself, what the hell.
I'll just speak my mind.
"I think people are just afraid to think outside the box, honestly. As soon as areas were labeled as inferior by the figureheads and all of those streamers, everyone started to avoid them like a plague. They aren't as bad as people make them out to be� there are benefits."
Having made my point, I secretly hoped that she would take to it well. There was nothing worse than starting a conversation with a girl you were attracted to, only for it to fail within the second reply, at least in my mind.
She took a moment to reply but when she did I sighed with relief in my head so as not to disturb her, "Mm. And what are these benefits?" Ah� she had a smile on her face; I suppose this is her being coy.
"I would probably rank the lack of competition as the number one thing. If I let myself get into any more detail though, I'm afraid you might fall asleep."
She let out a light laugh and with that slight smile of hers replied in-kind, "Is that so? Maybe I would have found it interesting. That's a shame, but I'll trust your opinion of your opinions."
Ah, that didn't go over so well.
Read that situation wrong.



Chapter 9: AnB Meeting Plus One
(Saturday, January 9th Real Day)
There was a long period of silence between the blind girl to my left and me, but it couldn't be helped as the conversation had suffered a swift death. So, without anything better to do I started to think of conversation topics to attempt a restart.
But then the presenter on stage asked a question that I couldn't quite ignore, "Are there any opinions as to why the Northwestern region would be an unpopular destination?" On this subject I was basically the reigning expert, by my own admission.
But I kept quiet.
I disliked answering questions first and preferred to let others make an attempt at conjecture. If they're reasonably close I don't get involved but if they're all way off base then I'll usually try to rectify the situation.
The first few people to raise their hands were all called on in order: "I believe the main issue is the distance between villages and society in general, it's sparsely populated as well.", "There are a lack of proficiency trainers in the far north, it's essentially void of all but poor hunter-gatherer type NPCs.", "The weather and environment are significantly worse than other locations.", "The economy is terrible.", "There aren't a lot of quests available.", "The landscape is almost like a frozen tundra for a quarter of the year.", "It's too far from the center of the continent, where all the important quest chains are."
They were all sound arguments; I didn't necessarily disagree with any of it.
The researcher continued, "Yes, those are all valid complaints. Now does anyone have an opinion on why you think the Northwest is a good destination?"
Hah, crickets.
If you were decent at reading people's body behavior and speech, you could tell that the presenter was disappointed by the negative opinions as they were all very common responses.
They were all valid, but they had been repeated hundreds of times over by the Alpha and Beta testers over the past year, I'm sure she was tired of hearing it by now.
"Is there really no positive to living in the Northwest? No one? Anyone?" �poor gal, I had no interest in sharing the positives, it was my domain!
And then a hand was silently raised, all the way in the back. The back row, first seat from the door; the one occupied by a mysterious girl with sunglasses.
The presenter was looking dejected until she finally saw the hand that was raised, then her mood suddenly chippered up as she excitedly said, "Yes, the miss all the way in the back."
After being called on she had lowered her hand and waited a moment to be sure that no one else had started talking, in that moment I almost wanted to tell her it was her turn.
But she was more than competent and I didn't want to take that away from her.
A moment of silence had passed until she had come to the conclusion that it was her turn, "I feel one of the greatest attractions of the North lies in its isolation. There is beauty in the calmness of the forest, the flow of the rivers, the rising mountain peaks with their white caps that litter the land.
"The solace that you find when you walk a dozen miles and are alone except for the birds and animals that might wander near. To be able to enjoy the peace and serenity of nature undisturbed, I find that one of the most compelling reasons to start in the North."
She definitely understood the niceties of the North; an intelligent beauty such as she is more than welcome to enter my domain.
I turned my face away from her and found roughly a quarter of the room staring back at her, scoffing at the notion of enjoying the virtual reality for what it was. These people had misunderstood the concept of virtual reality; there was more to it than just playing a video game and slaying monsters and fellow humans alike.
There was a sense of reality, a realness that could nearly reach the level of true reality. And in that, a person could come to experience the many things they could not in real life. That was one of the true goals of virtual reality, a place where one could experience the fantasy that they lacked in real life.
For one person, perhaps that only extended to slaying monsters in a realistic first-person way. For another, maybe they wanted to escape the pain of real-life, for some maybe it was about the accomplishment and competition that they couldn't achieve physically, mentally, financially, politically, or in any other sense in real-life.
For her, maybe it was something she was unable to ever experience in her lifetime if not for virtual reality, the gift of sight.
Most of them turned back quickly, but a few started to laugh with a mocking tone. If I could hear the laughs and mocks, I was sure she could hear them too. I glanced at her face expecting to see embarrassment or something, but she remained poised and calm throughout all of the chatter.
She wasn't shaken at all, at least not externally.
The presenter found the crowd rude as it seemed she had thoroughly enjoyed that answer, so she attempted to settle the crowd down by asking another question, "You know, I quite liked that answer and I think it's worth exploring."
The raucous part of the crowd took exception here and scoffed at the thought. I didn't really like where this was going, whether she truly believed the answer was a good one or not didn't really matter, at this point the crowd was attempting to belittle both the presenter and the girl to my left.
I didn't like bullies very much, especially group bullies who were cowards on their own.
Then one of the guys that had been laughing spoke out, "If the only positive of the far North is that it lacks a population and has pretty scenery, I think that speaks more to the character of the person who would enjoy such a thing. Some people do prefer to be alone, and the scenery is certainly pretty."
Some people took his words as sincere; those people have misunderstood his intent. Though he spoke and voiced his words in a positive and reassuring manner, they were veiled insults. From the tone of his voice and the delivery it sounded as if he were taking her side, defending her difference of opinion. But in the words, he was mocking her further as an introverted loner whose sole purpose was to enjoy the so-called beautiful scenery.
If I really wanted to stretch I could say he was even attacking her intellect.
As someone whose humor is most often of the dry nature, and whose insults tend to stay dry as well, I understood what he was saying.
An asshole like me wouldn't miss something like that. I knew from the way he was laughing and mocking moments earlier.
He was insulting both the girl to my left and the presenter Emily up on stage. I had heard enough. I raised my hand next. "Ah, yes, in the back," the announcer said while trying to force a smile.
She was surely apprehensive about continuing the topic.
"I would like to espouse on the merits of the statement made earlier. It is of my opinion that the beauty of the North is explicitly related to its isolation, but not purely or solely in an aesthetic manner," with the beginning of my statement I had the entire room staring back at me.
I was always known as someone who was well spoken and with a somewhat deep yet clear voice that carried well I could command some attention.
These peons would do well to listen.
"For the way I see it, the most important prospect of isolation is the scarcity of other players, not in the scarcity of resources. If we quantify NPCs, raw materials, supplies, natural resources, quests, hunt-able creatures, and territory as in-game resources at the disposal of the player-adventurer, the one common denominator for all of those listed resources, are other players.
"If comparing, strictly speaking, the amount of quests available in a region and then comparing it to the amount of competition between players for said quest's requirements, I believe the relative proportion of player to quest would greatly favor those in the North.
"If we were to examine the lack of NPC trainers that are available in a smaller region, it is wrong to measure quality by quantity where specialization would be the more prudent measure. Nearly every class is represented in the North by an NPC; they are just more spread out without needless duplicates whereas in the other kingdoms they are clustered at every major population hub.
"Is there a difference in ease of use? Certainly, but that does not render the North useless, the North is simply more efficient with its numbers. But what of the poor weather you ask, well, what of it? It is cold in the winter and requires some clothing and a fire at night. Are these requirements too much to ask of a player? I was not aware that players were incapable of gathering firewood and wearing clothing in this game.
"Ah and lest I forget, the raw materials and natural resources, there simply cannot be enough to go around in the North. Well, perhaps this would be true if the population received a massive boon but as it currently stands the numbers are more than sufficient.
"In closing, I do not encourage or recommend coming to the North if you already deemed it unworthy, please stay where you originally decided on. But if you are a new player or relatively removed from your starting location, there is plenty of opportunity to be had in parts of the North. And it really is, possibly the most beautiful part of the continent. I mean, the Aurora Borealis isn't half bad to fall asleep to every night, at least if you like that kind of thing."
Well, I hope I elaborated properly; I'm not even sure myself.
Effusing like that makes me forget what my original intent was. I looked down for a second in the silence and noticed I was still crossing my arms and had my foot up on my knee, I certainly looked ultra-casual here. Oh well~ what can you do when comfort is a high demand.
No one replied or laughed or mocked, they all simply turned their heads back to the front and a momentary silence filled the room.
I hated it.
Was my reasoning off, or was it my delivery, or maybe I was incoherent?
Bah, whatever.
Yawn.
I was getting bored, and sleepy.
The presenter started nodding her head like she had caught on to something and couldn't help but agree, frankly it looked like she was kind of crazy since she didn't say anything and was standing on stage nodding away.
But then she started to talk and it seemed a little less crazy, "If I may ask, for clarification purposes, you believe the most important thing in the North, the selling point if I may, is the scarcity of other players? Correct?"
Yeah, I think that's what I said, right?
Well, to reiterate, "That's correct."
She smiled as she decided to prod further, "Then, if we were to take that a step further, that even though the starter villages in the far north are rated an abysmal 0.5/10 and the burden is on the player to succeed, you believe it to actually be advantageous to start there?"
Yawn, did we really have to keep this up.
"If you're referencing the Northern Triangle, it's only as advantageous as you are willing. The North is what you make of it, success won't come easy and it won't be handed to you. But if you're willing to persevere, then the opportunity is there."
Clasping her hands together with a smile, she spoke once more, "Lovely, thank you for your input, I believe you have shed a lot of light on the subject matter."
Finally I thought, we can change subjects or call it a day, I just want to eat and leave.
But before we could change the topic, the guy who had spoken out earlier with his sardonic comment decided to interject once again, "Simply for the sake of playing Devil's advocate, I have to say� everything you have mentioned is pure hearsay, it is pure conjecture. What proof, what evidence do you have to back up your words?
"The 0.5/10 rating is a factual rating. The lack of quests, NPCs, hunt-able creatures, raw materials, natural resources, trade� all of those are factual entities.
"You said that it is all relative to the number of players, but the fact is that there simply isn�t enough out there, even for the number of players already there. So how can you, in good faith, encourage others to come to the North? I can't help but feel you are baiting others into a hopeless situation."
A part of me had no interest in replying, I was already over this conversation by the second line of my original statement. And even though I could see that the presenter on stage was eager for me to reply, I really had no interest in arguing with this guy.
"I speak from experience, whether you believe it to be factual or not is up to you. Your sources say one thing, and you believe it to be factual. I won't question who your sources are, nor do I particularly care. My source is my own experience in the North, and it is as factual as any source you have heard from. Care to believe it at your own convenience."
Of course, that only fanned the flames and Mr. Sardonic jumped right on it, proclaiming before everyone, "We are to believe in your experience then, that you are so experienced in the, 'Northern Triangle', as you called it. That the area was so great that you have so much to show for it compared to the guilds in the other regions.
"If I recall, the Northern Triangle wasn't even included in the map provided earlier� so we are to believe the results of someone who has yet to actually see results? You speak of achievements but have none to speak of. I daresay, you shant pull the wool over my eyes, no oh no."
Yeah, this guy was a douchebag through and through.
I had no interest in continuing the conversation so I simply smiled and gave him a wink.
To continue would mean exposing me and my territory to unnecessary risk. No short amount of fame here was worth it to me.
A few people got a laugh when I winked at him, he believed himself the victor and I had no problem conceding that to him if he so wished.
The others could come up with their own opinion and I left it as a matter of intelligence for them to decipher which side was the correct one. I mainly just wanted the mystery girl to know she wasn't alone in her opinion and to stop the mocking laughs of the men with inferiority complexes.
My job was done.
The presenter decided to end the subject and the discussion there, much to my pleasure, but before it was over she said something rather unnecessary, "I believe Brent is the most qualified here to speak on the matter, actually. I would not dare spill any personal information but, he is certainly experienced in the region and what he says should merit some consideration. With that I would like to close our topics for discussion and encourage everyone to share their opinions in the survey. And if you will, please enjoy the food that has been prepared in the banquet hall, I believe you will all find it to your liking. Thank you everyone for coming, and from everyone at AIcorps, we hope you continue to enjoy your adventures in Dragon's Wrath."
And with that Emily turned around and walked off stage.
Except, Emily contradicted herself before she left� and to my dismay it happened to be my name and that I was experienced in the North. I was trying to help you lady and I understand you were trying to help me here, but come on.
Why did she even know my name, anyways?
Why does everyone always seem to know my name?
As people had started funneling out, some had glanced at me as they walked pass. I simply gave them a faint smile and a nod of recognition; I had no desire to be the focus of attention here today, nor any day.
As the room cleared out the mystery girl had started to get up, I kind of wanted to talk to her a bit more but felt a little bad. It would have been easier if I wasn't attracted to her. I always fall apart when I'm interested, but then I'm a damn maestro when I'm not.
After she stood up she turned to me and spoke softly, "Thank you for today, Brent."
I was caught a little off-guard but saw the opportunity flash before my eyes, I had to take it.
I quietly stood up as well and replied in kind, "Anytime, miss� sorry I didn't catch your name." I trailed off on purpose, hoping to get her name in return.
Taking the bait, she replied, "Ah, I'm sorry. It's Valerie."
With a smile she couldn't see and a hand extended that she wouldn't notice to take, I laughed at myself while following up, "Nice to meet you Valerie, I'm Brent� as you so heard earlier ha."
As she nodded in my general direction, she excused herself, "It was nice to meet you as well; perhaps we'll run into each other again sometime."
With that she turned towards the door and started to leave, I was at a critical situation and my mind said no! Don't go! But it also knew I shouldn't push where I'm not welcome.
It was worth the risk this time, I decided.
"Oh, are you not having lunch here? Care to join me?"
"Ah, as you can see, I cannot see. So banquets and buffets like these are a little hard for me as I am unfamiliar with the layout. I typically just go home afterwards."
"Oh. If you don't mind, I could serve as a guide. Although I admit I'm a bit inexperienced in guiding, I can at least attest to the quality of the food provided."
I said the last half with a bit of a laugh to lighten the mood, but her face seemed to show a look of pity and I kind of had a feeling for what was coming next.
On cue, she frowned while answering, "Mm. I believe you would make a very capable guide, but I already have prior arrangements. Thank you for the offer."
I was shot down.
Damn.
Well, I knew when to cut my losses and this was certainly the time to do so, "Well, I can at least hold the door open for you."
I did as I said, and after she passed through I came up with some parting words but decided against it as I watched her walk away. Operation invite-a-girl to lunch was a complete failure.
Mission aborted and returning to base, well� after I eat some free food that is.



Chapter 10: Planning for the Future
(Thursday, January 28nd Game Day / Sunday, January 10th Real Day)
When I had finally completed my Log Cabin I was presented with a System Prompt:
[You have created a Personal Home, do you wish to lay claim to this land?]
[Yes / No]
That was an easy one.
I quickly selected [Yes] and was shown a new tab in the Character Menu, [Land Management]. But before I could continue any further I received two more system event messages:
[The First Settler: As the first person to settle land you receive a +200 Reputation bonus.]
[This bonus is granted to the first one-hundred settlers.]
Not only did I gain a title of [The First Settler] that I could display above my head with my name if I so choose, but I received a huge Reputation bonus as well.
Taking the initiative has led to some rather sizeable bonuses.
With my curiosity piqued, I went to click on the [Land Management] tab and soon after found myself staring at a completely new menu with dozens of sub-menus. Most of them were grayed out, so I could only guess at what was contained within them but one tab caught my eye, [NPC-Recruiter].
It wasn't selectable but it was fairly self-explanatory, it seems at some point I can recruit my own NPCs. This wasn't available in the Alpha or the Beta and there was currently no information available when I tried to do a quick search on the internet.
Just by going off the theme, [Land Management] lead to a menu filled with the following tabs: [General Information], [Player Population], [NPC Population], [Creature Population], [Quest Creator], [Bounty List], [Pacts, Treaties & Terms], [Hostile Territories], [Future Development], and [NPC-Recruiter].
The amount of possibilities that opened up before me was so astounding that I couldn't help but mutter, "Wow, just wow." A Bounty List and a Quest Creator� did that mean I could eventually pay people to do my work for me?
There were a lot of possibilities running through my mind.
I could only access [General Information] and [Player Population] at the moment, so I clicked the first one like a giddy schoolboy expecting some ice-cream. [General Information] opened up and showed some very basic numbers, it was kind of a letdown really.
It showed the number of buildings, which was currently one, the amount of territory that I had claimed and controlled, which was roughly one-mile due to my reputation, and some other inconsequential things.
[Player Population] had categories to separate players by highest class proficiency or level or whatever you wanted, but currently it was nice and simple, population of one, highest class proficiency was Archer, highest profession Lumberjack. It wasn't of any use to me now, but someday it would come in handy.
This got me thinking though; I had only planned on starting up a small village that I could use as a home-base of sorts, but no one had any real idea on how to recruit or grow villages.
The assumption was that if you built buildings then NPCs would come, they would migrate or spawn or something. We figured it was like a field of dreams. There was some limited information put out that you could purchase the services of NPCs and recruit them, but it was all speculation up until now. And now that I had a better idea of the system, I decided to make a change of plans.
When it came to answering or thinking about any question, I always took my time to think it through. But when it came time to make a decision, I was incredibly quick.
Yeah, it was time I started working towards that.
I only had eleven real-world days before the "Event" and I would need at least seven of those days to climb, but I could at least start working to expand my new territory.
The first thing I wanted to do was get a large stockpile of wood going, a really large stockpile. After I finished the current 900 square-feet cabin that's half underground, I found it was only large enough for a few people to live comfortably when you factored in furniture and storage.
If I wanted to get some NPCs from that NPC-Recruiter thing, I would need somewhere for them to live, I would need buildings for them to work, and I would need storage buildings for goods.
From what was loosely explained on the Dragon's Wrath Game Info page online, trees grew back within a week in-game if the land was left undisturbed and grew at a rate of one-foot per game-week after... it was time I capitalized on that.
The next four days of my life were spent cutting down, stripping, and piling roughly five-hundred logs. I basically spent the better part of thirty-two hours in those four days working like a man possessed.
I wouldn't be able to use them for a while, but they were at least available. I would need at least three-hundred logs to complete the lodge I had designed roughly in my head.
I ended up going with a plan for a 60'x60' two-story lodge that would be primarily underground, while the basement level would be 12-feet below the surface, interlocking four times at the 30'x30' dimensions with the center left open for a large dining area.
The ground level would be 4-feet underground much like my cabin, with roughly 4-feet visible on the surface with a low-hanging roofline. The ground level would only lap the edges, sort of like a terrace, leaving open floor in the center for the stairs.
The excess wood would go into the NPC buildings, but that can all come later though, for it was now to time climb to the peak of the mountain.



Chapter 11: Scaling the Mountain
(Tuesday, February 9th Game Day / Thursday, January 14th Real Day)
As the sun woke from its slumber and decided to grace me with its presence I had found myself nearly five-hundred feet up from the base of the mountain, with nearly two-thousand and eight-hundred feet left to go.
Though that sounded great, in reality I had just finished the only easy part of the climb. I was scaling the southwesterly-aspect of the mountain and had now reached the end of the gradual incline.
In front of me was the start of the vertical climb that would continue until I reached the top.
This side of the slope was actually the easier face, with the next two-thousand feet averaging between 70-degrees to 80-degrees above horizontal. The northwesterly and northerly slopes were much harsher at 75-90 degree inclines. The easterly aspect was the easiest at only 40-70 degrees but would take far too long to go around� so in the end, I was stuck with the vertical climb in front of me.
Carrying a small bag packed with enough rabbit jerky to last me a few weeks, two spare ropes, a rope with an attached hook, two small ice axes, and the clothes on my back I was ready to climb.
I began the vertical ascent with a free climb as there was currently no need for my gear and there was certainly nowhere to attach any of it anyhow. There were no carabineers, rings, ice screws, or bolts here. No one had scaled this mountain in the game yet, and even after I scale it I doubt anyone else would anytime soon.
It simply wasn't a very friendly mountain.
As I continued the climb I eventually found myself at one of the vertical points where my life was in serious jeopardy. I stopped to rest my forearms by leaning tightly against the rock wall while standing on the small crag that allowed me a short rest.
I was only six-hundred feet up give or take but it was still taxing on the body. Gathering my strength, I tied my bag to one end of the rope and the other around my waist. I wouldn�t be able to climb the over 80-degree rock face with it hanging off my back.
I had no interest in falling backwards to my death.
The first edge was only three feet higher than the ledge I was currently on and served as my first foothold, but then the second edge was nearly three feet up as well as being two feet over to the left.
Splitting my legs in order to brace my weight I did what I could to balance myself while hugging the cold gray rock wall. If I fell now, I would most likely die.
Looking down, the six-hundred feet seemed like it was a mile and all of the jagged tips of the rocks below did not look very forgiving, or welcoming for that matter. Exhaling while trying to calm my nerves, I was constantly reminded of the saying, "Don't look down."
It was a bit late for that though.
Turning back to look for my next edge or crack I was able to spot a nice little overhang that would provide for an excellent grip� only it was almost five feet away from my second foothold and nearly eight feet straight up from my first.
I fully extended my right arm, barely able to hook my fingers over the small ledge while now stretched in three different directions and in no position to fully utilize my strength or leverage. At least I had longer than normal arms or I would have been at an impasse already.
Taking a moment to make sure I was confident in my grip, I then looked for the next edge that was another two feet up and a good one and a-half feet to the left.
I hesitated for a second; looking back down at the small edge I had placed my left foot on, I wondered if I could fit both feet. No matter how long I stared at the edge though, it wasn't getting any bigger and there was definitely no way I could get both of my feet to rest on it.
A little dejected, I tried lifting my right leg while locking out my left leg as much as I could; hoping with the slight elevation of my body I could reach the next edge.
After a few seconds of struggling to reach, I lowered myself back into the awkward position I had been in moments before �only now my right forearm was starting to fatigue from being outstretched and holding the majority of my weight.
My footholds simply weren't good enough to support my bodyweight and the longer I stayed in the same position the more dangerous it became. Taking a deep breathe, I tried to release a little of the tension that had been building.
I could barely see that there was a ledge about six feet above me and knew if I could get there I would be able to rest temporarily. It became a moment of do or don't. I knew I could reach the edge to my left if I could manage to pull myself up with my right arm, but it was akin to a one-armed pull-up and muscle-up without an easy to grip bar.
In addition I was nearly perfectly vertical, so if I leaned back just a tad bit too much, my center of gravity would change and I could quite easily lose my grip and plummet to the ground. That ground that was so slanted, I would probably roll the entire six-hundred feet down to the floor.
I gave it a slight test, trying to see how far I could pull myself up but found it simply scared me more than it encouraged me.
Yeah, it was scary.
But even if it was scary I still had a calm mind and believed in my body, even if it was only a virtual representation of my body.
It certainly felt like my own.
Adrenaline started to build as I anticipated the quick outburst of strength, thinking to myself that I would just get it over with as my forearm had started to burn.
Doing something just to get it over with is generally a terrible decision, but thankfully a death in-game wasn't a permanent one.
The game was more forgiving of bad decisions in that way.
I liked it that way.
Within a split second I had relaxed my legs and pulled with all of my might.
Using all of the strength in my right forearm, biceps, shoulder, and back muscles as they quickly contracted and propelled me up with my left arm outstretched to its maximum and my eyes completely fixated on the edge that I had to grab for dear life.
Holding my breath, it was my moment of truth.
Nearly instantly soaring up, my eyes opened wide with fear as I gasped in the split second between a deathless death and salvation.
The edge was right there, it was right there.
Stretching my left arm out to its utmost and beyond, I was reaching, grasping for anything. With my body starting to lose momentum but still moving ever so slightly closer, I could feel contact.
I made contact.
Hooking the slight edge with only the three fingers on my left hand, with only the fingertips just barely over, I pulled.
Gripping the slight edge with my fingers, giving it all that I had, I held on for dear life as I instantly swung my right arm up and held the edge with both hands.
My legs swayed in the air from side to side as I attempted to still myself.
I had almost lost myself and I knew it, I had just barely made it.
I had gasped in that split second of fear where I wasn't sure I would make it.
I nearly didn�t.
Breathing heavily, I was now hanging on one edge with both hands and no foothold to speak of but I knew there was another edge to my left and it was only a foot above the one I held now. If I slipped, if I lost my grip, if I grew too tired to pull myself onto the next edge, I would fall to my death.
There was no possibility of survival from this height.
With such dire consequences racing through my mind I continued upwards.
Pulling myself up with both arms I quickly removed my left hand as it darted to the next edge, grabbing hold as a shiver shot down my spine. The previous jump didn't leave any time for a bodily reaction to the fear that struck, even now I was holding back on that fear as I looked to the next edge.
Repeating my previous process, I brought both hands to bear on the edge and pulled myself up just high enough to outstretch my right arm and grab hold of the next edge with my right hand.
With one arm shooting up only to be followed by the other, slowly making my way up the nearly 90-degree vertical rock face.
I felt like a mix of a ninja, a warrior, and a psychopath.
Definitely more of the latter was mixed in though.
I felt I was about 80% crazy for doing this, and would never do this again, but damn it all it was the only way right now. I couldn't be bothered with stupid thoughts and stupid distractions.
This was the last edge before the ledge.
I only needed to grab one more.
I was home free.
I could do it.
With a sudden flood of even more adrenaline, the liquid courage steadied my mind as my heart raced, oblivious to the pounding of my chest I pulled and grabbed, pulled and grabbed.
And then I pulled all the way and pressed myself up high enough to get a leg over, sliding onto the ledge and then lying on my chest; it was then that I realized I was panting quite heavily, like a dog on a hot summer's day.
But I was safe, so it didn't matter.
My heart could pound on my chest all it wanted as my mind knew that all was right.
I was safe here, for now.
As the realization of the fate I just nearly escaped started to settle in I was starting to regret my decision to take the short-route. I was starting to doubt myself. Shaking my head as if to lose the thoughts in the scramble, I yelled out loud, "Shut up you fucking pussy."
A saying came to my mind as I continued to lie on my stomach, that "Courage was fear holding on a minute longer." I didn't feel all that courageous but fear hadn't completely taken over despite the obvious fear in the moment. It wasn't about having fear, but about not giving in to it.
Yeah, I couldn't give up.
I wouldn't give up.
After regaining my composure I looked back down the roughly seventeen feet to where my bag lay. It didn't take long for me to realize that I most likely couldn't return back down the same route.
This was a one-way trip.
Even though that wasn't exactly news to me, there had remained a slight sliver of hope that I could return the way I came in case I got stuck.
That option was long gone now.
I only had enough rope to rappel down twice and then I would probably have to cut it or leave it. That simply wasn't an option.
Looking up at the rock face beside me, I felt an insurmountable feeling of being infinitesimally small. I was but a tiny speck on this mountain and this mountain was but a speck on this world. I didn't even have to think about the solar system, the galaxy, or the universe. I was small enough on this rock, right here.
Lost to my thoughts, I was suddenly snapped back to the present when a large gust of wind hit my face sending a different type of shiver shooting through my body. I was already bundled up with the warmest clothing I could buy or craft but being along the side of a mountain with only the rock wall to one side and the open� space on the other, it was exceptionally cold. As I started to pull my bag up the first of many snowflakes landed on my face.
Yeah, it had started to snow.
The snow continued to fall for the entire day as I lay curled up in a ball along the ledge some six-hundred feet from the base. My bag was but a pillow for me to cuddle with as I dare not move for fear of rolling off the side of the mountain. The width of the ledge was hardly two feet while the length was at least twenty feet across; I had plenty of room to lay straight but no room to wiggle.
By the time I had recovered my strength the snow fall had picked up, we were in the middle of winter after all. The snow-free weather from before was but a temporary respite and now I found myself at the real crux of the issue. But, it was something that would have to be overcome, and I had no intention of shirking my duty.
Standing up ever so slowly with hands grasping the small cracks in the wall so as not to lose my balance and tip over the side, I took a deep breathe to steady my mind as I looked back up the wall in front of me.
One step at a time; there was no reason to think about the two-thousand and seven-hundred feet remaining in the climb when there were only one or two feet in front of you.
The big goal is undoubtedly a nice thought, but when you're faced with constant struggle and your mind grows weary, that distant goal becomes nothing more than negativity as it fuels self-doubt and insecurity.
The way to combat that was to only think about what you could control in the moment, and to honestly not even think about that.
You simply didn't think about it, as hard as that may be.
I would take one step at a time, and I would only think or concentrate about that one step ahead of me. I would not worry about anything two steps ahead. I would not let myself get to that state of doubt and insecurity where I would question myself.
I continued to climb the rock face in front of me as I slowly maneuvered to the side, in the end the vertical rock wall didn't provide enough edges or cracks for me to climb straight-up and I was forced to zigzag from side to side.
This took a lot more time and effort but it was the only way.
As I had stopped thinking and only focused on the edge that was in front of me, I eventually came to the realization that nearly two hours had passed. I had traveled nearly two-hundred feet in the past two hours and was now sitting at another ledge; this one much wider than the previous one.
At four feet wide I could actually sprawl out and lie comfortably without fear of rolling off the edge if I so much as turned around. I had made significant progress but the daylight had now ceased to be as I found myself some eight-hundred feet above the base with snow fall and gusts of wind a constant torment.
The only easy day was yesterday, after all.
After eating some beef jerky to stabilize my virtual body's hunger and provide enough fuel to keep me from freezing, I entered the logout sequence.
It was time for some real food and rest.
My vision faded in the weird way a dream fades as you wake up from your slumber. It was a trippy feeling knowing that you were just playing a virtual reality game only to have it end with you waking up from a dream. It was a surreal type of feeling and I still hadn't gotten used to it after over a year of playing since the Alpha and Beta phase of testing started.
I wasn't sure if I would ever get used to it, really. I was also a little worried about what would happen if I had started to dream in real life, of my virtual life.
Thankfully that had yet to happen to me but there were a few people that did experience that, and they all had widely varying responses and opinions on it.
Well, no one had lost their mind yet so I suppose that was a good sign.
The lights inside The Cube had started to turn on, bringing the pitch-black room to a dim-white so as not to hurt the eyes. While the lights went through their sequence of adjustment I started to remove the headgear along with all of the flat metal discs they called electrodes that were attached via circular suction pads.
As I understood it, those were what made Dragon's Wrath possible.
Having detached everything from my head, chest, and fingers all that was left was the harness that held me in place. The six-point harness was similar to one you would find in a race car except much more comfortable and not quite as strong.
The idea wasn't to keep you from flying out of a windshield at 100+MPH after all, but was meant to just keep you in-place while on the chair in case you had an involuntary movement.
After removing the harness the lights in The Cube had now reached full illumination, matching the light outside of the room so my eyes would be properly acclimated. They had really thought about everything. I was now ready to leave my little gaming station.
Exiting The Cube and walking over to the kitchen, I peered into the fridge hoping to find something that I knew didn't exist. I opened both the fridge and freezer doors at the same time but found nothing of interest like I had already known.
There was nothing really in there, but I still opened the doors anyways. Maybe it was a force of habit, maybe I was secretly wishing someone else had bought food for me, or maybe I was just a little crazy. There was nothing to be had so I decided to clean up instead; it looked like I was going to have to leave the house in order to eat today.



Chapter 12: Return to the Face
(Wednesday, February 10th Game Day / Thursday, January 14th Real Day)
As the login process commenced I soon found myself in the bitter cold, shaking and freezing on a random ledge somewhere along the mountainside.
Maybe if I had slept near a fire I would have been alright, but there were no trees on this side of the mountain.
There was no shrubbery at all.
Just rock, a little bit of snow where it could accumulate, and more rock.
Looking down at the rest of the rocks below I could only help but think that the entire thing looked like a series of steps for a giant. The rock faces were staggered about in such a way that the designers must have been aiming for that kind of look.
If one came from the north and viewed the mountain while facing south, you would have seen what looked like massive stone walls hundreds to thousands of feet high in a stepping stone formation. If you came from the easterly slope and faced west, you would see the gradual slope of a normal mountain... nothing too out of the ordinary.
But if you were on the western side of things, it looked a bit like a dragon's body that was curled up with the tail extended out through the river.
It was a beautiful mountain really; beautiful but deadly.
Looking up against my better judgment I soon saw that I had quite the distance to cover and less than four hours of light to do so. In the dark of night it would be impossible to scale the mountain, so I had to press forward as fast as I physically could while the daylight burned.
Tossing a piece of jerky into my mouth I soon started pacing along the ledge that I was on, looking for the best route to ascend.
Lucky for me, this time I was able to spot a nice crack nearly thirty feet up that would serve as a great spot for my hook. I quickly pulled out the hook with an attached rope and tied all three ropes together, giving me some added length. Tying one end around my waist and securing the bag as well, I started to swing the hook-end of the rope around.
Building momentum I eventually released my grip as the hook flew towards the crack.
With a clangclang clang it bounced harmlessly off the rock face and fell back down to the floor beneath.
Repeating the process four more times until I finally heard a chink instead, I tugged and found the hook had secured itself.
What took a minute would save me at least five.
Testing the rope I found it had been excellently wedged in place and felt I could safely ascend with it. Grabbing the rope with both hands outstretched I quickly pulled myself up using the muscles of the back and then let the rope hang between my legs. Using one foot to bring the rope up and the other to step on the rope between the insets of my boot, I created a hold I could slide with or rest with.
If I was in a hurry I would simply use my back and pull myself up with my arms alone, but this was an endurance race and not a sprint. So, instead I used the brake and squat method of climbing rope, by raising my knees to my chest and then squatting up, standing on the rope as it was locked between my feet.
It was a simple method and an effective one that could be done quite rapidly and without any real effort once you had some experience with it. A few seconds later I had reached the crevice where my hook was wedged, thirty some feet had been scaled in a matter of moments.
I loved ropes.
I missed climbing them.
As the day progressed I had ended up doing a mixture of rope climbs and free climbs along the varying 70-80 degree walls, with the occasional 85-90 degree or worse walls with overhangs. But, by the time the sun had started to set nearly four hours after I began, I had managed to climb roughly five-hundred and fifty feet and stood at least 1,350 or so feet above the base. I was getting closer, inch by inch to the top.
With darkness settling in, it was now time for my much needed break.
Once I had finished the log out process I soon found myself using the restroom, getting a glass of water, and then looking for food. It had become an oddly habitual recurrence that wasn't anywhere close to a normal schedule.
I was still playing with my four-hours on, four-hours off schedule and was sleeping in three blocks of roughly three hours each. It was a shitty schedule, but I wanted to make sure I did everything properly for the "Event."
There would only be six real-world days left after tonight, so I needed to be careful and I needed to continue to push. Carefully pushing the tempo isn't something that should be said together, but it was a necessary necessity.
Attempting to heed my own words, I ended up skipping the third day cycle to get some solid sleep. I had been noticing slight performance declines over the past few weeks as my sleep had become more sporadic and less frequent. The last thing I needed was a clouded mind and sloppy judgment when I was over a third of the way up the mountain.
Yeah, it was bed time for me.
Staring at the bed in front of me I plopped down and closed my eyes with my face buried in the pillow. I couldn't help but think about the blind girl that I had met at the meeting.
I was unusually attracted to her; infatuation would probably be the better word for it really. I mean, she had everything I looked for in a girl� tall, intelligent, confident, pretty.
Shame it went the way it did.
Oh well.
Things don't always work out the way you want them to anyhow.
They rarely do.
Well, maybe I can at least find some comfort in my dreams.
Opening my eyes and glancing out the window I could see that the sun was nearing mid-day. It seemed I overslept considerably.
In truth, I had woken up hours prior but was in the middle of a rather enjoyable dream with a beautiful brunette, so I decided to go back to sleep. Though the contents of that dream were definitely of a more PG-13 nature than a rated R one, it was that feeling of closeness that I had been longing for.
It was sad thinking about it, but that was the truth. Years of bad health had destroyed my self-confidence and I had stopped dating completely. I always believed that if you couldn't be happy with yourself, you wouldn't be happy with someone else. It was imperative that you fixed yourself before getting into a relationship� less you just want a broken one.
That and I had also become extremely picky from years of bad experiences and I held myself to the same standard.
If I wanted an attractive, intelligent, and healthy girl with a good personality then I would need to bring the same to the table. I felt I could match all but the healthy part, and by extension I wasn't reliable or able to provide in any sense.
I wouldn't want to date a deadbeat, but I was certainly one of them.
Thinking about the dream as I lay on my back, eyes closed with my forearm resting above them, I tried to remember the contents of the dream but found everything had started to blur.
Strangely though, I ended up recalling the previous dream that was quite strange. I was dreaming of dragon's fire before it switched to a beautiful brunette.
I couldn't help but wonder why, why dragon's fire of all things.



Chapter 13: The Mountain's Peak
(February 24th Game Day / January 18th Real Day)
Pulling myself up the rope that I had hooked on a crack, I finally found myself on the last ledge that I would need to climb.
With a few movements, I was there.
I was done.
I had successfully managed to scale the highest peak in my region, I had reached my destination, and I had conquered the mountain. Letting out an internal cry of joy I threw my fist into the air and clenched my teeth, shaking my fist as I just stood there silently, enjoying and savoring the moment for what it was.
It was a monumental achievement.
The journey was a long one that was altered midway through, as I ended up dividing my climbs into two four-hour blocks a day while giving myself an adequate amount of sleep and rest. I had allotted twenty-two in-game days or a little over seven real-world days to accomplish the task, but in the end I only needed fourteen in-game days.
Relief washed over me as I fell to my knees and stared at my objective.
My goal, the stone anvil, sat motionless without any airs, just as it had when I discovered it nearly a year ago.
It looked exactly the same as it did before, the same emotional presence that I couldn't understand. I knew deep down it was something special, or it wouldn't have been put there. There was no way it was a simple Easter egg with some developer's signature on the back.
My intuition, my senses, my attentiveness was telling me that it was more than that. I may not always believe in myself, but when it comes to my gut I always believe.
After a few minutes had passed and the excitement and relief had settled to somewhat normal levels, I looked around the area to see if anything else had changed.
Walking around the stone anvil and checking out the surroundings led me to nothing out of the ordinary. There was a simple outcropping of rocks a little ways off from the stone anvil, but other than that the peak was somewhat bare. An expected thing in reality, as the peak of a mountain usually doesn't have much if anything at all if it's tall enough.
Sitting down behind the outcrop of rocks, I decided to build a makeshift campsite. There weren't any trees here but I could see the tree line just a few hundred feet below on the easterly slope.
Just looking at the slope that had such a gradual incline made me sick to my stomach, if I could have managed an extra three weeks I might have been able to utilize it. I should just accept that I'm a bit of a masochist. There's no explaining it otherwise, why I always choose the harder and more difficult paths.
I can't always chalk it up to enjoying the challenge.
With seven game days to kill I was stuck twiddling my thumbs, thinking of what to do. I had been so efficient with my time that I found it an absolute waste to just sit idly by.
I had brought sufficient food with me and had little to do near the top, so I decided to venture out to look for animals or monsters to hunt.
There had been some mountain goats spread out sporadically the last time I came up the easterly slope and my hope was that I could find one and corner it. Fresh meat, a nice thick wool hide, and a pair of horns all sounded like good things to me.
Unfortunately, I spent the better part of four hours chasing shadows; there were no goats here today.
As the next day came I decided to change my focus, hunting a goat with nothing but some rope and melee weapons would be a waste of time. I had seen a large growth in my agility due to climbing the mountain, to the tune of +28 to my Agility stat. Seeing as my other attributes were already quite high I saw minimal gains in those; I only gained +2 to Endurance and +6 to Dexterity.
So, objective #2 was now in effect: short wind sprints up the mountain side, and then leaping and maneuvering down the mountain side in repeat until my stamina let out.
It wasn't more than an hour before I was thoroughly exhausted, but I had gained another +1 in Agility. The extreme conditions seemed to vastly improve my rate of progression. I had no complaints. Dinner was pre-cooked and previously dried, so I retired for the day.
Repeating the process until the day finally arrived, my emotions seemed to have died on me as I couldn't even muster any excitement or fear. Whether it was due to all of the effort that I had put in until now, culminating in the moment to come, or that I had simply burned myself out I didn't know. But whether the event was a success or a failure, I had already accomplished quite a bit.
I wouldn't consider this a loss if my guess turned out to be wrong. Gambling isn't about losing anyways; it's about taking a chance to win big. If you always sweat the losses then there's no reason to take the chance.
March 3rd had finally ticked over. Months of preparation had led to this moment. I was the only one in the game, with a user base exceeding 500,000 that knew of this location and was eager to reap my rewards.
Yeah, I was going to reap my rewards.
I could feel it in the air.
I knew something was coming.
As the night approached, just like a year to the day before, dark clouds had suddenly started to appear in the sky and silently obscured the moon. Through the gaps there was barely enough moonlight to see the hand in front of my face, but even that comfort soon disappeared. I was standing in complete and utter darkness.
The atmosphere had been one of strange power and now it had turned frightening.
Rain soon started to fall, softly at first and then harshly as time went on.
Without any shelter or waterproof gear I was soon soaked through and through. I was completely drenched, leather and fur sticking to my body as I shivered in the extreme cold of the extended heavy rain, 3,300 feet above sea level, on a barren snow-covered mountain top, with wind constantly licking my face.
Wrapping my arms around my body in an attempt stave off the bitter cold, I kept thinking to myself: when would it start, when would it happen, when would it end.
The weather was miserable but I didn't dare move from my spot. I was standing on the top of a mountain awaiting thunder and lightning to strike a mere fifty feet away from me and I wasn't going to move until it happened.
I knew it wasn't the smartest thing to do but I had found a suitable hiding place behind a rock, lest I die to lightning before I claim my prize. I did have some hesitation that the rock would do any good though.
It wasn't long after, that the clouds started to rumble as if the Gods were busy rolling over the table in a drunken stupor.
And then it happened.
Flash.
Bang.
My vision went white and a notice flickered in the middle of it all, [You have been blinded by witnessing lightning up close]. I covered my face and put my head down and after a short time my eyes had started to recover, thankfully this wasn't real life or I would most likely have suffered some serious damage to my retinas.
Though as I was thinking that I noticed my ears were still ringing loudly from the thunder, I was temporarily deaf as well.
As I regained my sight in the pitch black darkness, I looked over to where the anvil should be and saw it glowing faintly, a pale blue hue.
I could hardly contain my excitement as I stared on, oblivious to what was to come.
Flash!
Bang!
And there it was again� [You have been blinded by witnessing lightning up close]. I quickly muttered, "Oh son of a bitch."
I couldn't even see it coming and since I hear it after I see it, sound was useless to me. But that assumes I could hear� which I couldn't, as my ears rang so badly it felt as if my mind was splitting. I was blind, deaf, and dumb at the moment.
Dumb for not realizing that the second strike comes after the first.
Regaining my senses I quickly looked to the anvil that was now glowing steadily, the pale blue hue radiating light outwards and sizzling and sparking as the rain hit. I quickly covered my eyes and ducked my head down. The third strike, if it follows the same pattern as before should hit any... BANG!
I immediately opened my eyes as I practically jumped out of my boots simultaneously.
The stone anvil was now radiating a strong pale blue hue and was humming, much the same as an electrical wire running high voltage. But that wasn't all, the anvil was also crackling, letting off small tails of electricity� it was like looking at a tesla coil.
The rain that had been landing on it before seemed to be repulsed and a barely visible electrical field appeared to be the cause.
Throwing caution to the wind, I decided to make a move and approached the anvil like any sensible adventure would do.
I had witnessed the event but had not seen any event message pop up.
I had started to doubt myself.
Maybe this wasn't an Ancient Relic that gifted powers? Maybe it was an Ancient Relic used for master blacksmiths to imbue the power of thunder and lightning?
I don't know.
And no one else knows either.
I approached the anvil ever more slowly, up to within arm's reach.
Nothing was happening� should I touch it?
A lot of memories started flowing through my mind as I stood in front of the glowing and humming anvil, with one specific memory standing out. I had nearly died to electricity not too long ago and was still recovering from it, yet here I was about to touch off a thrice-lightning-charged anvil that was not only humming and crackling like a live high voltage wire but was visibly arcing all around it, with enough power to somehow magically block out the rain with a bubble.
I had never really been scared of anything in my life until I had an experience to significantly scar me. Concussions made me afraid of fast flying objects near my head. Nearly dying via electric shock along with a few other close calls had me scared of electricity.
The glowing blue anvil with sparks flying and crackling off, despite how cool and comforting it looked, it was certainly something that would kill a man if touched but� I had spent months building up to this moment, why turn back now?
It was simple, really.
I reached out and placed my hand on the anvil.
BANG!
I was instantaneously thrown back into the air from the sudden discharge of power and fell back onto the snow, sliding nearly fifteen feet and only a few feet from the ledge.
It happened so suddenly I didn't know what was going on or what just happened.
I didn't even recall touching the anvil, I just got close to it and then I was gone. The world hadn't turned gray yet. I could see the cracked remains of the anvil glowing faintly in the distance, dimming by the second.
I was still alive.
Checking my Health bar, it was still at 100%.
I was completely confused� what just happened?
Suddenly an event window appeared:
[You have discovered a Wondrous Legendary Ancient Relic, The Anvil of Thunder & Lightning.]
[You alone now wield the power of the God of Lightning, one of the top ten most coveted powers.]
[You have gained the knowledge of every form of Lightning Magic. With increased proficiency, you will be able to wield every Spell in the Lightning Class.]
[All Lightning Spells are of the God-Tier, the highest rank and only attainable by those who have discovered and received the blessing of a Wondrous Legendary Ancient Relic.]
[In accordance with having God-Tier Spells, you may impart wisdom to other players or non-players alike up to Master-Tier.]
[You have been blessed with complete immunity to Lightning Magic as well, in exchange if the user is hit by Lightning Magic you will instead regain a percentage of Mana and Stamina based on the damage that would have been dealt.]
[Affinity with Lightning has been increased to 100%, allowing for the maximum reduction in Mana cost and allows for casting while on the move].



Chapter 14: Anvil Descending
(March 3rd Game Day / January 21th Real Day)
By the time I had finished reading through everything my mind was boggled.
I didn't cheer or shout; I didn't even celebrate at all. I was still trying to take in everything that had just happened.
It was an Ancient Relic after all and was a timed event like I had thought, but for it to be one of the top ten on the server? Is there really such a thing? I mean, if it were true, why didn't one of the developers or researchers come and claim this power for themselves if it was so great? I couldn't really believe what I was reading, in my mind it was certainly embellishment by the developers.
In the Annals of History for Dragon's Wrath there is made mention of hundreds of Artifacts and Relics that held information or powers from the past, so it was reasonable to believe that there was a power ranking and one of those items would have to be ranked as number one.
If the game followed the mythology of the times then Lightning was considered the most powerful property of the Gods throughout the ancient world, from the Northern territories to the Mediterranean down through the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and the Americas. If I was correct in my thinking, I had quite possibly discovered the most powerful Relic in the game, less than a real world month after it was released.
I didn't believe it.
I wasn't a lucky person.
I had studied everything on the game before it released and knew all about the history of the game and saw plenty of Easter eggs inside the "Annals of History" that was available on Dragon's Wrath's website.
It was a huge compendium filled with hundreds of pages of lore that was a fun read in its own right. I knew these things existed even though they were only hinted at. I knew it when I saw that odd weather pattern, when I saw that anvil.
But to think that my over-attentiveness that I have often considered a curse, to think that because of that bad quirk that I can't stop no matter how hard I try, I would have been able to come across one of the best powers in the game?
I didn't believe it.
Shaking my head in disbelief, thinking the game had pulled a prank on me and some celebrity was going to pop up around the corner with a camera crew, I quickly opened up my Character Window and browsed through the tabs where information about me was stored.
As I clicked through a few tabs to get to the Spells > Lightning Spells, I found a list of every Lightning Spell that existed that would be available to me in due time. All but one was grayed out but I had the innate knowledge now. I wouldn't need any NPC trainer to teach me anything, ever.
As soon as I read the spell, it was like going through a crash course similar to what Neo did; I was able to learn [Lightning Bolt] instantly. In my eagerness I quickly read through the available spells and saw a few familiar ones that had been reported by Alpha or Beta testers but I also saw a few that weren't listed and ones that were obviously of such a high level that I wouldn't be able to use them for at least a year or maybe even two.
What really caught my eye was that there was a special tab to the side, Spells > Lightning Spells > Unique Lightning Spells. I clicked on the [Unique Lightning Spells] tab and saw a few spells I had never heard about anywhere and one only required a level four proficiency, [Flash Step].
I could learn this one within a month or two and from what I saw it provided the ability to essentially teleport short to medium distances via lightning, it was an instantaneous spell that could prove immensely useful.
It was a damn near cheat skill was what it was.
After a few hurried minutes reading through the potential spell list I was sold at least partially on the benefit of the Ancient Relic, I at least had the knowledge that others did not have.
I could work with that.
Staring at my hands intently, I then looked up at the cracked anvil in the distance.
The rain had stopped and the clouds had parted revealing the beautiful moon and its mini-moon counterpart in all their glory. Illuminating the mountain top with their faint light, I could finally look at the anvil with clarity. It had been reduced to a large pile of rubble.
Approaching the stones, I placed my hand once more to see if there was anything left and was suddenly shocked when the entire pile of rubble collapsed on itself in a puff of dust.
There was nothing left.
Changing my focus, I walked near the edge of the mountain and looked down to where the river ran some three-thousand and three-hundred feet below.
Clasping my hands, I closed my eyes as I went through the process.
Gathering the surging electrical energy, the raw power condensed in my hands was slowly expanding as I spaced my hands further apart.
A cluster of electrical energy, a ball had formed.
As electricity continued to arc between the ball and my fingertips I was in awe.
I had harnessed the power of electricity.
Looking off into the distance, I brought my arms forth and aimed at the river. The cast only took two seconds but as it was my first, it had felt like an eternity.
With the completion of the cast the ball of electricity, no, the ball of lightning surged off in a straight-line at near instantaneous speeds, leaving a trail of lightning until it dissipated far off in the distance. It was a straight-line skill shot that flew where I aimed it.
It was basic, but it was powerful.
[Lightning Bolt] cost a lot of mana relative to a [Fireball] or [Frost Bolt] but it also did more damage and traveled much faster.
For short duration PvP fights, I would have preferred the burst damage of Lightning over the sustained damage of Frost anyways.
Reading the Spell-Tiers I realized what God-Tier meant and was quite surprised by the finding. [Lightning Bolt] like every other spell, has the potential to be upgraded once a proficiency with that individual spell is reached.
There are three such upgrades, one at level 4, another at level 7, and the final one at level 10 proficiency. The level 10 proficiency could take anywhere from two to five years to reach in real time and was considered Master-Tier.
Going above level 10 was considered God-Tier. [Lightning Bolt] at Master-Tier had a 20% chance to paralyze the target for one-second. [Lightning Bolt] at God-Tier had a 100% chance to paralyze the target for one-second.
That� is remarkable.
Yeah, this was a bit broken.
Staring at the moon, I couldn't help but wonder if the sun ever gets tired of always lending the moon its light. I also wondered if everything I accomplish in the future will only be due to the result of finding the Wondrous Legendary Ancient Relic.
There is no doubt in my mind, that no matter how successful or brightly I shine, some people will forever point to this moment in time as the precursor, as the only reason I am who I am. I may have found one of the greatest powers in the game, but from this day forward, how will people perceive me?
Just like the moon that shines so brightly in the darkness of the night, illuminating the world just enough to stave off complete darkness. The world stares back and appreciates the moon for what it provides, but in the end the moon is nothing without the sun.
The moon borrows its glory.
While contemplating what the future had in store for me, I packed all of my equipment into my bag and tied it around my body with the rope that I had.
After finishing up, I went and pulled out my little project that I had been working on. From two decently sized tree branches I had carved what amounted to rudimentary skis.
I had a plan to get down the mountain as rapidly as I could.
Sliding my feet into the grooves I had carved out of the skis, I waddled my way to the starting position.
Looking at the nice, clean gradual decline of the easterly slope that continued down the entire mountain in front of me, I couldn't help but smile.
There was a clear route that you could take all the way down, and I was sure it wouldn't be too difficult.
I then turned around and with a push skated down the opposite westerly slope, the one that was a near vertical wall, the one I had just climbed a few days past.
With twenty seconds of momentum built up I flew off the ledge and watched as my skis fell off into the darkness below.
While contemplating how long it took to fall straight down 3,300 feet, I enjoyed the view.
The answer turned out to be around twenty-two seconds.



Chapter 15: At the Base, a Woman
(Saturday, March 6th Game Day / Friday, January 22nd Real Day)

At the base of the mountain where I had built my log cabin, there was a large river in front that provided me with fresh salmon on a daily basis. Off to the side I had a cleared area, where I had felled trees in order to build my cabin. I had ideas of turning it into a pen of sorts where I could eventually raise some sort of livestock.
There was also a curious indentation in that clearing, about the same shape and size of a man's body that suddenly appeared the other night, but it will most likely forever remain a mystery.
Supposedly, there were no eye witnesses.
Having just returned from my trip in the mountains, I was eager to practice with my newly acquired spell and couldn't believe I actually logged out and slept normally the day before. Fully rested and fed, my real world body would have no complaints for quite some time now.
I paid that fee yesterday.
With the clock striking 8:00 AM, I would now be blessed with at least four hours of sunlight. So, with nothing important to do on my schedule, I decided to make my way south along the river for a little hunting.
Not long after I had set out, I saw a person fighting against two wolves off in the distance. Thinking to myself, I figured two wolves would be awfully tough for a beginner. But on the other hand, there were no beginners this far north.
And then it occurred to me, "Ah, that person is in trouble."
I wasn't sure if I should help or not as I wasn't exactly enthused at the sight of another person being near my territory. I had picked this area specifically because it was secluded and hard to get to. There weren't any towns or villages nearby and there shouldn't be very many users if any at all.
This was rather depressing.
But I better help; maybe I can lead them away from my house and back to the village� and just like that I drew my bow.
Running at a full sprint towards the person, as soon as I got within range I let off an arrow and with a thud the arrow had landed cleanly. The wolf that had been hit was shocked and yelped in pain as the other wolf turned its attention towards me.
Since the cloaked person was only defending themselves, I was now the premiere threat that had to be taken care of and both wolves charged at me.
I drew my bow and stood my ground as I took a sustained lead, matching my bow movement to the pace of the wolf on my left I released with a thwack. The arrow flew with pinpoint accuracy and pierced the wolf's skull, a fatal hit.
One wolf down and one wolf left.
The second wolf was quickly nearing on me and I barely had the time to draw and release a nearly instantaneous [Snap Shot]. I could only anticipate where it was going and had no time to pace the wolf.
The arrow flew wide and landed harmlessly in the ground as the wolf entered within biting range. I quickly dropped my bow and brought out my woodcutting axe just as the wolf lunged and bit me.
As the wolf sunk its teeth into my fur and leather vambrace that mitigated the majority of the damage, I could just barely feel a few fangs that had pierced through.
The impact of the charge had knocked me back but I was still standing, if not staggered. I had taken a minimal amount of damage to my left arm but more importantly I was inhibited in my swing of the two-handed axe.
I tried to shake the wolf off my arm but it was to no avail, so I changed strategies and choked up my grip on the axe. All the while the wolf was continually tugging at my arm and nearly dropped me to the ground, but I maintained a knee and let the wolf pull. If it was biting my arm, it wouldn't be able to bite my neck.
I would take that any day.
Using my alternate strategy with a one-handed hold, I started to bash the axe into the wolf's head; not nearly strong enough to severely wound but more so in hope that it would release my arm.
After three solid hits I was able to break free and quickly switched back to a two-handed hold. Standing up, I took a high guard with axe raised and waited for the wolf to make the next move.
The large white wolf circled around me growling and baring its fangs while covered in my blood as the anticipation and suspense became nerve wracking.
Seconds had gone by in a flash as the wolf continued to circle.
It was much larger than the previous wolves I had encountered. I then noticed I could feel my heart beating in my chest, bathump, bathump, bathump. My breathing had become heavy, exaggerated and difficult.
The long sprint had winded me far more than I realized.
Turning my eyes slightly to look at my arm, I knew it wasn't that bad but I had still somehow lost nearly 10% of my Health.
The wolf had sensed my distraction as I was checking my arm and health and lunged at me once again, mouth wide and eyes filled with fury.
I immediately began my counter swing and swung the axe down with the force of a seasoned lumberjack, using all the muscles of the back and torso to twist and power through.
In doing so, the axe head cleaved straight through the wolf's skull, splitting it in two and dropping the creature, motionless at my feet.
As the fight had ended I made my way over to the cloaked individual who had collapsed to their knees in the snow.
"Are you alright? It's over," I asked.
To my surprise a beautiful woman looked up at me and replied, "I am well thanks to you, but I'm afraid the danger has not truly passed."
To this I simply shook my head in disagreement.
Gazing off into the distance, I proclaimed quite confidently, "As long as I am here you are safe from all manner of beasts in the immediate vicinity, though I make no promise for frost trolls if they choose to appear. If I may ask though� what brings you here to this forsaken land void of civilization?"
This was the most important question, I had to know, was there an influx of new players? Was there a town to the south I was unaware of?
The beauty simply looked downward, sighed and replied, "I thank you again for saving my life, I� I owe you my life. What I fear though is not a beast, but the Earl of Andal, for I was to be married to him but decided to flee into the forest instead."
Confused by what I had just heard, we engaged in some circular small talk until she finally opened up. After a long conversation with the young beauty I had come to the heart of the issue, she was in need of some form of assistance but I wasn't obliged to help.
Also of note� it would seem she is an NPC. There are no NPC or Player markers in-game so it's often hard to discern between user and AI out in the field, but a little conversation will quickly yield results. NPCs tend to be a little too formal to be mistaken.
It would seem as if I had a few choices to choose between: I could offer her assistance and protect her, essentially taking her under my wing; I could offer her limited assistance and let her continue her travels alone; or I could part ways with her here and be done with it.
The problem lies in that, if I offer her assistance after hearing her story, the Earl would become less friendly. If I offered her protection then I would be elevated to an enemy of the Earl. How the Earl would even know, I had no idea, but this is what I was told by her.
No matter how I cut it, it definitely smelled like the beginnings of a quest. The game had its own randomly-generated quest system along with the standard rigid quest system that was already in place.
That meant the game would evolve on its own through the Artificially Intelligent NPCs. But, taking such quests could lead to dire and irreversible consequences.
Presented with a conundrum, my mind waffled back and forth at the prospects.
A beautiful young lady in need of assistance but said assistance makes me an enemy to a local Earl, and I would eventually clash with his guards or users he employs on a quest. Does one help the beauty with the obvious consequences, or wash his hands of the affair and go his own way? Why are beauties such a hassle? It seems as if there's always a catch� sometimes I think it's just not worth it.
Yeah, I readily accepted to protect her.
She's a beauty after all, how could I say no.
It's like rescuing a princess from the clutches of some evil noble; I simply could not find it in my heart to refuse her. After declaring my intent to protect her, I was alerted by an event message: [You have gained a Temporary Companion!] [The Companion will follow and obey you so long as their Loyalty and Affection for you is greater than the requirement of the command or situation given] [Loyalty and Affection can be grown through interaction].
"What the f�."
My mouth nearly dropped to the floor from the sudden shock and surprise.
Getting a Companion, this soon in the game?
She's a knock out babe, and will follow me around in-game, and will do whatever I tell her so long as her Loyalty and Affection are high enough?
Oh the abuse this system is asking for.
The temptations are strong with this one.
Unsure where to go from here, the two of us headed back to my player home.
I had a lot of questions, after all.
Arriving back at the cabin I elected to start another conversation with my newfound companion as the atmosphere had seemingly become one of depression, "Consider this your home, all of the surrounding territory as well."
She looked a little puzzled at first but then nodded, "You are quite far from civilization�."
I couldn't deny that, "Yeah, but you won't find the area lacking. There is an abundance of food, fresh water, firewood, and the shelter is a sturdy one� if not a bit lacking at the moment."
My new Companion paced around the cabin as it lay, stripped bare of any creature comforts one might have been accustomed to.
There was a wooden bed, but it was uncomfortable and had no furs, sheets, bedding, or comforter. In the corner of the room lay my extra provisions while another corner was occupied by excess gear, but there wasn't much in total.
Besides the three corners being taken the 30'x30' singular room was quite empty.
While she continued to look around as if depressed or let down from what she was expecting, I immediately brought up the in-game browser to search for some answers on my mysterious beauty and the Earl I essentially declared war on.
After some extensive non-literal digging I was able to find some information on a quest from an Earl of Andal, which was quite far from where I currently was� that had players search for his fourth bride-to-be that had fled.
That story sounded awfully familiar.
Looking further, the majority of the users gave up on the quest as they were unable to find her, but one person replied that he had found her tattered clothing near the river where I had saved her.
"Ah, so that's it," I said aloud.
Having misunderstood my intent, she quickly turned around and apologized, "Oh, I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to sound disappointed. I� I believe with a little decoration this can be a quite lovely home!"
�I see.
Ignoring her, I decided that she was a quest NPC fated to die to those two wolves, less she was rescued somewhere along her journey.
That's rather lucky of her, and me. And what a rather cruel quest chain too� I wonder if the developer had something against beautiful women.
Maybe it had to do with her personality? Well, it was too soon to tell, she seemed normal so far. At least she knew how to apologize for perceived slights.
I could appreciate that sentiment.
As I started to mull the information over in my head, I eventually realized the gravity of the situation; doesn't this make her a rare companion? She was quite the beauty after all, and it's not every day that some noble's future wife runs off� and if she was a quest for players then saving her was a direct challenge to the script.
I was intrigued and decided it was time to delve further into the depths of the interweb.
Reading through various forum posts, I had found the majority of the information was rather lacking. The game had an ever-evolving quest system that was created spontaneously by the individual AI's governing each NPC and the central AI's governing each town and region.
That was known since the Alpha and Beta phase, but what wasn't known was how Companions worked or where they would or could be found.
In essence, Companions were hard to find.
Companions that excelled at any one thing were even harder to find.
And for the majority of the players, the only way to get Companions was to increase your Reputation to a point where you could request one from a noble as reward for your services or purchase one through an auction of some sort.
Plainly put, I hit two jackpots.
The Ancient Relic, which was like winning the mega jackpot in the lottery, and then two days later the Companion, which was like winning a small sum from the slot machine.
The first jackpot was coincidence that required hard work and perseverance. The second jackpot was truly coincidence� without any real effort required.
Needless to say, I'm excited.
No, I'm thrilled.
Before I could get any more excited though, I was interrupted by the depressed girl now sitting on the bed, "Um, excuse me kind Sir but, I have a favor to ask of you� if you would hear me."
My mind was racing through all the previous dialogue we had had, and then it hit me: it must be related to the Earl.
Peering down at her from where I stood with arms folded and an eyebrow cocked up, I asked, "Yeah? Do go on�."



Chapter 16: A Crowded Cabin for Two
(Saturday, March 6th Game Day / Friday, January 22nd Real Day)

In conversing with the newly found Companion, I discovered that she had a rather peculiar circumstance. As she told it, "I was originally part of a traveling convent led by the Brother Saul along with a few hunters that would provide for us on our travel, which included my friend Selene.
"But roughly three weeks ago, upon nearing Andal we were suddenly attacked by bandits and we hurriedly fled towards the village.
"After running as fast as we could, Selene and I were rescued by the Earl's men and the bandits had dispersed into the forest. We were the only survivors� the Earl had offered us food and shelter for our suffering and promised to protect and avenge our fallen brothers.
"But it was all a lie! We were taken by their words and Selene had decided to go hunting in the forest to help with provisions, so we could be self-reliant.
"Not a day after she had left I noticed that some of the Earl's men looked similar to the bandits! And soon after that the Earl declared to me that he would make me his fourth wife!
"I couldn't believe my ears! He even said that despite my lack of good looks, he would provide for me as he was a benevolent man! My looks he says! The bastard!"
Of course the first thing I took from this conversation was that she seemed more insulted by the Earl's comment on her "lack" of good looks than the fact that the Earl may have ordered the killing of the men from the convent. But it was wise to not really say anything in these types of situations, reaffirming her opinion or denying the other's isn't what she wants to hear, she just wants someone to listen.
But I'm curious, so I'll ask a question anyways to prove I'm at least listening.
I ask her, "You said you would be made the fourth wife? What of the first three?"
She puffed her cheeks as her shoulders rose and I could see the big explosion building, ah what did I just get myself into� "They're still alive! And they are hideous! The first wife is a grotesquely overweight slovenly pig that does nothing but stuff her cheeks like a chipmunk! The second wife is cross-eyed with pig-tails and rabbit teeth! The third� the third, I don't even know what she looks like but who cares!?"
Ah, well.
At first I thought� may haps the man simply has exceptionally high standards, but even so� the woman in front of me should please any man's pallet.
She stands a rough 5'9" with lovely fair skin with the slightest hint of a tan, a slender frame yet athletic nonetheless, long wavy dark brown hair that lies slightly past her shoulders, piercing tri-color eyes that melt your heart, a truly angelic face, and eh-hem, to top it off� more than ample assets� from all angles.
Yes, I've come to the conclusion that this Earl is in bad taste, simply bad taste.
Mhmm.
Before I could let my mind wander any further I was interrupted by her, "Ahem, so, after hearing what he had in store for me and realizing that the 'bandits' were most likely his men, I decided to immediately escape.
"I knew Selene had headed in this general direction so I set off to find her before the Earl would notice I was gone. I figured she would have followed the river� but after traveling for three days I still haven't seen a trace of her."
Ah so that's how it is.
Time to interject!
"I haven't seen any hunters around these parts as of yesterday, but I just returned from the top of the mountain. It's possible she may have passed by and continued on. Do you think she may have returned to the village already?"
At this her eyes were wide in terror, "Oh Gods! I hope not! She could be punished or even worse for my refusal of the Earl! My liege, would you grant me one more favor and find Selene before the Earl does? You're the only one I can ask!"
Wait.
Wait.
Hold on a minute, who is she calling her liege?
"Um, my liege, you say?"
She steadfastly replies, "I owe you my life, for I would have most certainly perished if it were not for your kindness, as I have no way to repay you, all I can offer is my services. If you agree to find Selene, I will swear fealty to you and serve you until you see fit! Please, you must find Selene before the Earl does!"
After hearing this I start to scratch the side of my chin, seems my beard got itchy all of a sudden, now my cheeks itchy too ai-yah-yah.
A second later a system message appeared:
[Available Quest: Find Selene!]
[Do you wish to accept?]
 [Yes / No]
I selected [Yes], whelp� looks like I'll have to get my exploring on.
Although I have no reason to disbelieve everything I've been told, I'm a little reluctant to believe everything either.
Searching the forest in the winter for a hunter with a trail that's nearly a week cold is asking for the near impossible. Without any more information I think the best course of action would be to venture towards the Northern Triangle and gather some intelligence.
But first I have to do something about my new loyal companion� ah, that's right.
I haven't introduced myself.
Where are my manners, "You know, I forgot to introduce myself� my name is Roth Sigurd, it's a pleasure to make your acquaintance."
Extending a hand out I find she is quite receptive as she takes my hand and lightly bows, "The pleasure is all mine, and my name is Katherine, Priestess Katherine."



Chapter 17: The Earl and Selene
(Saturday, March 6th Game Day / Friday, January 22nd Real Day)
The village of Andal is roughly 60 miles away based off a vague memory if I follow the river, though since I hadn't charted it yet it was just a best guess.
The furthest of the Northern Triangle's villages was roughly ten miles west of my location, with the southern point of the Triangle being another ten miles out. From there, it would be a roughly thirty five mile journey to Andal� not the worst of journeys but certainly a waste of time if I don't find anything.
Leaving Katherine at the cabin with the majority of my supplies, I headed out on my journey. Roughly an hour later I ended up at the northern-most village and it was now mid-day.
Without any time to lose, I started asking the townsfolk if any of them had dealt with the Earl in Andal before and was informed there was one family that had previously lived under his rule, but out of discontent with the Earl's treatment the man moved his family north about four months ago.
A disgruntled ex-villager would be perfect for gathering information, things were going quite smoothly. With a plan to simply ask the man for some details and continue on my way, I headed out and asked the other village folk where I could find the family.
I was disappointed in very short order; it turned out the family had disappeared two months ago after a few men from the Earl visited, though all of their belongings were still in their house.
Sounds like the Earl has a hard time letting go, I guess this is why Katherine said I would be an enemy of the Earl if I helped her� sigh. I look to the sky and see that the sun is starting to set. It seems I have less than two hours before nightfall, I better hurry.
I make it to the outskirts of the southernmost Triangle Village just as the sun finally sets and make my way to the inn; as I was able to catch a few more rabbits and a fox while traveling, I traded them all for a few copper a piece and a place to stay for the night. This was the key to success in-game, never paying straight for services but trading for what was necessary and turning a profit if possible.
Bartering often proved much more valuable than straight trade.
The inn here was quite a bit larger than the other village and the population seemed to be at least double at over fifty people. Of course, those were NPC numbers as there was not a single player. But despite the lack of users, it wasn't a bad place to do trade.
Settling into my small bed inside the inn room, I decided to log out for a short break. Though one can travel at night, it's dangerous and easy to get lost out in the woods without markers but thanks to the speed of the game you'll only be in the dark for four hours before the sun rises again.
It wasn't too bad, these planned breaks. There were certain benefits to playing aggressively for a few hours then relaxing for a bit. I'm sure that was all a part of the developer's decisions.
The next journey was a thirty-five mile trek that would take me through a narrow path through opposing forests. There wasn't anything too special about it except for the fact that it would take at least three and a half hours to complete.
Could really use a mount right now� but I would just have to make due with an extended marathon.
Seeing as players were capable of running at incredible speeds if their Agility stat was high enough, late game travel wouldn't be a big deal. Especially if one coupled their high Agility with a high Endurance stat, a person could run for hours at incredible speeds.
Unfortunately my Agility wasn't much better than an average athlete so the fastest I could run at was a pace of about a mile in seven minutes. The upside was that I actually had relatively high Endurance so I could maintain that pace for a few hours� 8.6-MPH wasn't a half bad marathon pace.
After logging back in it was still dark out but my character had rested for two hours which was equivalent to a quarter-day in-game, so I was essentially well rested and good to go. I grabbed my gear and started my run south, with hopes of being able to find some hunting on the way.
I hadn't had breakfast in-game after all!
Roughly four grueling hours later I had finally arrived at Andal.
On the way I killed three foxes and seventeen rabbits, filling my small bag to the brim. But the biggest discovery was of a small bear sleeping in a tree! Unfortunately the bear looked to be well over level 50 and would pose a serious threat, too dangerous to hunt solo so I had to leave it be. At that time a thought crossed my mind, "Ah, maybe I should have brought Katherine with me�."
As I made my way into the village I was quickly greeted by a guard standing post at the northern entrance, the village was barricaded with wood and had four entrances respectively.
Walking through the village I made my way around the stalls, browsing for goods that might be useful. The village had at least two hundred people and a standing militia of around twenty. It was a small force but a deadly one this far north, if they mobilized against the smaller Triangle Villages� I'm afraid they wouldn't last very long.
There weren't any active players here either; the North really was a vacant wasteland.
It didn't take long for me to realize that the village people were of poor spirits compared to the lively warriors who were indulging themselves in ale in what was essentially mid-day.
Maybe if they had a recreation center where they could dance and sing they would be happier.
The Earl rewarded his warriors and kept them happy at the expense of the villagers, if my guess was right. And dissent and escape led to your eventual disappearance, evidenced by the family that had moved north.
They just couldn't catch a break either way, it seemed.
Not finding anything of use at the stalls, I made my way to the trading post to sell off my foxes and rabbits. I would have kept the fox pelts but there was no telling what might happen in the next few hours and the added weight on my back would be a detriment in battle.
As soon as I finished trading, the Earl strolled over with what must be Wife #2 for she certainly was peculiar looking� I made my greetings and bowed to the Earl, showing my respects.
After introducing myself the Earl claimed to have heard of me, "The First of the North," he says to me. It seems my title had already started to spread, this could help me leverage, lucky!
Now I just need to gather some information and hope Selene hasn't been captured or disposed of. As I was thinking that, the figure of a female hunter with medium length black hair had just walked through the eastern gate carrying five wolf pelts and a large bag of meat. That's my girl� and� she's early... "Son of a bitch," I muttered under my breath.
I quickly tried to think of a way to turn this situation to my favor, hoping the Earl wouldn't do anything drastic� too late, I could see the Earl's sinister smile already as he waved to a few men.
Before they could apprehend her or say anything I decide to try my luck, "My honorable Earl, who is that female hunter that comes our way? She has many pelts dangling from her arm, and such a large bag hanging from her shoulder. She must be a skilled hunter!"
The Earl was caught by surprise and simply replied, "She is indeed a formidable hunter, but not to the level of my men!" �of course, I figured he would boast as most nobility would.
I decided to push this route and ask the Earl, "Ah! My Earl, I saw a bear asleep in a tree just half a mile north of the village but thirty minutes ago, would you do me the honor to lend me this female hunter so I may challenge the bear?
"I am afraid that I alone am not capable of such a feat, but with a skilled hunter at my side I believe the bear shall be mine. Of course the spoils would belong to you my lord, as undoubtedly all the lands as far as I can see belong to you, and all that sets foot on your land in turn belongs to you as well."
I've baited the hook and tossed the line; now let us see if it sinks.
The Earl was visibly unhappy, but attempted to mask his displeasure and offered a counter proposal, "Ah but the poor woman, she has just returned from a long hunt, why not take one of my men instead and let the young miss enjoy a much deserved break. We can enjoy the bear together; in fact once you kill that bear we shall have a feast with all of the warriors!"
The words were true, no matter the character of the man speaking, she had just returned from a week-long expedition. But I couldn't lose this opportunity else she may end up dead and the quest a failure, not to mention the loss of trust from Katherine.
My new lovely pocket healer cough companion.
"Ah but I am so intrigued by this female hunter, I have never met a female that could hunt wolves alone, I implore you my lord, to lose this chance, no, I must have this chance to hunt the bear alongside a beautiful huntress! Mayhaps, would the Earl care to join as well?"
It was a longshot, but maybe.
Just maybe it would work.
The Earl quietly thought to himself with no care of hiding his emotions on the subject as his face writhed and wiggled like a worm. No a worm is too kind, he writhed and wiggled like a maggot. I wanted to step on his face until the boot came out the other end.
In the end, with all of the village folk looking on, he decided to save face and replied with a loud boisterous laugh, "Haha you have a way with words young adventurer! You remind me of my youth! But alas I am but an old humble lord and am no longer fit to hunt. If you insist on hunting with her so, I shall permit it on condition that you are escorted by five of my finest warriors. They are experienced in battle and will ensure your safety in case anything goes wrong!"
Perfect.
I was able to gather from the trade master that he only had control of twenty warriors, though I knew from my play-through during the Alpha testing that all of his guards were around level 60-80 except for his champion who was level 100.
So long as it was the lower level guards I might be able to pull this off.
I made my way towards Selene who had heard the last bit of our conversation and introduced myself.
"How do you do miss, my name is Roth Sigurd, the first adventurer of the North, and it would be to my utmost pleasure to extend an invitation to you to accompany me on a joyous hunt of a menacing bear, just north in the woods."
Phew that was pompously long-winded, but thankfully her disposition wasn't bad.
She paused for a moment then returned a greeting, slightly bowing her head and saying: "It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance Roth Sigurd, but as the Earl has noted I have just returned from a hunt and would prefer to settle my affairs and have a meal. I must also see to my friend, so if you would excuse my rudeness I would be grateful."
Sigh, this girl.
Meanwhile the Earl let a devious smile creep up the side of his face.
Though I can't blame her for being reasonable, stop making me work so damn hard!
Katherine! Why couldn't you have some secret safe word or something!
"Ah but miss, uhm, miss�." I trailed off on purpose to let her continue on.
"Selene, Mister Roth."
"Ah Selene, quite a lovely name. Miss Selene, I simply must insist that you hunt with me, I'm sure your friend will be fine if she does not see you within the hour? Come, come, let us sell these pelts to the trade master and I have rabbit jerky for the road, we must hurry you see, the bear may wake and move at any moment!"
At this I look to the Earl and repeat myself once more, "Earl, this friend Selene speaks of, I'm sure she is not ill or anything? Surely Miss Selene can see her after, yes?"
To this the Earl's smile vanished for a moment but was soon back and wider than ever as he confidently stated, "Of course! The Miss is in the best of care in the presence of my other wives. Miss Selene, I must insist that you take our quirky adventurer here out to finish this most grand of hunts!"
Up to this point everything had gone smoothly, though I still had to be wary of this Earl potentially ordering his men to kill me as soon as we exit the village walls.
Looking at Selene and extending my arm, I confidently spoke out, "Ah then it is settled, come with me Miss Selene, we shall take these furs to the trade master and be on our way!"
I knew we likely wouldn't be coming back to this village anytime soon, so it would be best to get some money for these pelts� else they be lost. After settling the trade the now party of seven made their way out through the northern gate and into the forest.
The bear was only minutes away and the warriors didn't seem to care too much about me. I decided now was the time to inform Selene of the plan to escape.
Selene was walking ahead of the five men, so I shortened my gait to that of the warriors and leaned my head over with my hand covering my mouth, "She's a fine lady is she not? Watch and learn from the master gents, I'll show you how to win over a lady such as she."
As soon as I finished the men chuckled and let out grunts of approval and I thusly sped up my pace and slid in next to Selene. Putting my left arm around her shoulders I quickly whispered to her, "Your life is in danger, act normal."
Expectedly, she still reacts to my sudden flirtatious gesture and attempts to lean away.
I quickly turn my head back and wink at the five warriors watching from behind and then lean my head towards her ear, "Katherine sent me to save you, giggle now."
She quietly retorts, "What!?" as she attempts to slyly push me away with her right arm.
Of course, I will have none of it and pull her in tighter with my left arm, "Giggle now, keep up appearances, they will kill us."
She turns her head into mine and lets out a short and soft giggle.
Oh not bad, I think to myself.
She then blurts out a command, "Quickly explain your actions."
Simply nodding in agreement as I must do what the lady commands, "The Earl killed your traveling convent under the guise of bandits, he meant to take Kate as a wife, she ran, I saved her life, I'm here to save yours, do as I say if you want to live."
Selene stopped walking for a split second but I nudged her forward, "Keep moving, giggle again, do it naturally." She looked my way and giggled softly. At this I gave a thumb's up behind her back as I continued to walk with Selene under my arm and heard one of the men let out a laugh.
"If I am to believe you, where is Katherine now?"
"At my cabin."
"And where is that? How is that?"
"She traveled north along the river to the east in search of you and after three days arrived at my cabin under attack by wolves. I killed them. She asked me to save you and now here I am. Look we don't have much time, are you with me or not?"
She took a moment to gather her thoughts and replied, "Alright I will believe you, for now. The Earl was always a bit of a fish. What's the plan of escape?"
Music to my ears� I let off a faint smile, finally we're getting somewhere.
I take a moment to gather my thoughts and then inform Selene of the plan, "After we kill the bear and divvy up the meat, look for an opening or make an excuse to briefly get away and slip out, head north then cutback and take the eastern river north, in two to three days you will come across a cabin at the base of a mountain, Katherine will be waiting. I'm going to kiss you, slap me."
As I finished, I went in for a kiss.
For an NPC she had surprisingly soft lips�.
SLAP!
I remove my arm from her shoulder and pretend to be staggered, I look at the men with abject shock and horror on my face, and then look back at Selene who was now as red as a cherry; I didn't think an NPC could blush�?
Was it really embarrassment?
Was the AI that advanced?
I didn't have the time to consider these things so I made my way back to the warriors, "Ahhh it seems I have been shot down boys, but worry not for I am not one to give in to minor setbacks!"
The five men all start laughing and howling, it was cheap entertainment while on the move and even if they planned to kill me, a laugh was always worth postponing an execution for another ten minutes.



Chapter 18: Changing of the Guard
(Sunday, March 7th Game Day / Friday, January 22nd Real Day)
A bit past mid-day in-game we had neared the edge of the forest line. The snow on the ground was still packed tightly but the first signs of spring had started to appear. With birds chirping in the distance and critters scurrying up the sides of trees, it was a lively sight. The type of sight that was unheard of weeks before.
The sun was still shining brightly and with nary a cloud in the sky the prognosis was good. Visibility was excellent, the weather was nearing perfect levels, and the hunting was starting to look promising.
Spotting the small black bear from a significant distance with [Keen Sight], I had signaled for the group to quieten their steps and slow their pace.
[Keen Sight] was a skill from the Archery proficiency that essentially enhanced your alertness. If you were already attentive it wasn't much of a skill, but it did help. As soon as that bear was in visual range, a small glimmer of light shined for a split-second to alert me to its position in a tree.
The small [Young Northern Black Bear] was lazily napping in the tree a few feet from the ground. The hibernating period seemed to have ended recently with the uptick in temperature and the lessening snowfall that spring brought.
This little bear must have decided to venture out into the woods for a picnic.
Approaching within bow range, I signaled the group to stop and the five warriors drew their spears while Selene and I drew our bows. We needed a good ambush here in order to be successful. A bear at this stage in the game was quite strong seeing as I was only level 14 after all.
Of course I also had the cumulative stats of someone in the mid-level 100s, but that was my trade secret.
Selene and I took position with quivers out as we each carefully nocked an arrow in our respective bows. Silently drawing the bow and taking aim slightly behind and below the shoulder, I inhaled.
As my chest rose I released the arrow.
Thwack.
Thwack.
Without a pause I quickly nocked a second arrow as I saw Selene do the same. But before I could draw my bow the second time, the bear had roared to life as it fell out of the tree.
I had aimed for the bear's lungs as the heart was too small and was obscured by the leg bone but I couldn't be sure if I had actually landed a fatal hit.
It didn't matter really, as the bear raised on its hind legs for a second to let out its threatening roar. The roar sent shivers down your spine as even a small bear is quite intimidating, especially when it stands upright.
The bear lowered its head and started to charge at me, I drew my bowstring back as fast as I could and quickly released. I had panicked slightly and with my breathing off, the arrow flew off course, landing in the frontal shoulder area rather than the chest.
Selene had more patience than I and had waited a hair longer than me before releasing; her arrow flew straight into the center of the bear's chest but it wasn't fatal either.
I dropped my bow and drew my axe while the warriors stood in the background, they were rather useless honestly. Most likely they were hoping that I would die so they wouldn't have to dirty their own hands.
With my axe at the ready I took a batter's position as if I was going to slug a ball out of the park, whether this was the best position or not to attack a raging and charging 300-400 pound bear was up for debate.
But the jury was still out.
And I needed an answer.
The small black bear came crashing down on me as I swung with all of my might directly behind the skull of the bear, driving deep into the thick fur and muscle in the neck.
It was a solid, clean hit.
It should have cut into the neck by at least three or four inches.
But it didn't stop the bear's charge or swipe which had hit me with full force knocking me on my back. The bear was on top of me but was staggered from the blow of the axe.
As I was directly under the bear I was in a terrible position and couldn't move with the weight of the bear pinning me to the ground.
Selene had rolled over to the right and quickly let another arrow off into the general area of the heart but it wasn't any good. My health had taken a huge hit but my stamina had nearly entirely disappeared from the force of the charge with the weight of the bear behind it.
The bear roared ferociously but a foot from my face as my ears rang from the deafening noise. Lifting its body up slightly as if to crush a can it soon dropped back down on my chest.
Blood spurted out of my mouth as I gasped for what little air I could.
The compressing of my lungs from the bear's weight along with the sudden body slam had all but completely winded me.
My eyes watered as I frantically tried to move my arms in a way to create space, but it was futile.
I wouldn't be able to do much more, so I quickly put my hand on where I thought the bear's heart would be and started casting a [Lightning Bolt].
I simply didn't have the time.
Struggling to breathe as my chest started to collapse in on itself from the weight of the bear on top of me; I looked to my right to where Selene was.
Another arrow hit the bear and it roared and turned to face Selene as if I was already dead underneath.
It wasn't entirely wrong either, I was being crushed to death by the weight of the bear and as my stamina bar hit zero my health points started to rapidly deteriorate.
I couldn't even shout for the lack of air in my lungs but I was able to whisper the spell, "Lightning Bolt!" and watched as the black bear on top of me suddenly convulsed in spasms.
I had stopped it's movements but I was slowly and steadily dying.
But then Selene let off another arrow that finally hit the mark.
She actually hit the heart.
The bear stopped convulsing and slumped down on top of me, smothering me with its dead weight.
I used what little strength I could muster to push the head of the bear off me so I could breathe. Selene soon came over and used my axe as a lever to push the corpse of the little black bear off me.
As I rolled over and got on my knees I stopped to look at the young black bear that was lying in front of me.
Shaking my head, I quietly spoke to anyone willing to listen.
"It's not quite as big as I remember it being."
Selene replied quickly to me, "You mean it's not as big as it was ten seconds ago? Well, I guess�."
She had a point.
But the bear definitely looked a lot smaller in stature as it laid dead at my feet then when it was standing on its hind legs with its chest puffed out or how it looked directly on top of me with a frothing mouth ready to chomp on my face.
It still weighed over three-hundred pounds.
The five warriors who had simply stood still the entire time now made their way over and I quickly checked my remaining health and mana, they couldn't be trusted after all.
The senior warrior opened his mouth first, "I didn't think you had it in you but you did it adventurer. This bear will be quite the feast!"
I almost wanted to say they wouldn't get to enjoy any of it, but I held my tongue.
Instead of causing a scene I took out my skinning knife and got to work on the hide.
I wasn't going to lose the hide even if I had to flee with it over my head with it fluttering in the wind over my back like some kid on Halloween. Not too long after skinning the beast I had started to divvy up the meat for the warriors to carry and everyone was in good spirits except for the senior.
I figured he alone was informed by the Earl and the others would just follow orders.
He needed to die first.
About fifteen minutes after the bear had fallen, the work was completed and the warriors now had sacks of meat to carry. We started packing everything up as my health and mana had finally completely recovered, thanks in large part to munching on rabbit jerky during the downtime.
It was time to get Selene out of here.
I winked at Selene when the warriors were looking elsewhere and she understood the signal. As I finished handing the meat to the five men and was about to turn around to head back to the town, Selene spoke up, "Ah, my apologies but I need to relieve myself shortly before we head back, excuse me for a second."
I had left the excuse up to her and I guess she chose "when nature calls" as her plan of attack, it wasn't half bad.
I had already turned to start walking away hoping the warriors would follow as well but their senior leader nodded at two of them to follow her and they simply did what they were told.
I muttered, "Couldn't just walk away, huh," as I had set down my meat bag and let my axe slide down my palm.
Of the three warriors standing and facing away from me, one turned his head around only to open his eyes as widely as he possibly could before the axe-head landed squarely in the center of his cheekbone cleaving a large chunk of his face off and onto the ground below.
He collapsed without a sound as the other two warriors turned around at the strange wind noise they had just heard.
Without giving them a moment to understand the situation I swung my axe down from an overhead position directly into the top of the skull of the warrior closest to me.
A second fatal blow swiftly delivered.
Clean kills.
I kicked the man's body to break my axe free and pressed my attack on the senior leader that was standing in front of me, he yelped out a shrill shriek as he thrust his spear as quickly as he could towards my chest but was met in-kind with an axe to his neck.
He fell to his knees staggered from the blow as I prepared the next swing, lopping his head off.
These warriors were of significantly higher level but it didn't matter if you were level one or level one hundred when it came to vulnerable areas and fatal blows.
If the neck or skull is exposed and solid contact is made with sufficient force, the end result is often the same.
That result, is death.
The two warriors that had been stalking Selene quickly ran back and saw their three comrades lying in the snow with blood spilt, a face missing, and a head separated. They raised their spears and shouted profanities and insults but it didn't faze me.
I would have a much harder time with them in straight combat as I had lost the bonus of surprise, but I had an ace up my sleeve still. I quickly started casting a [Lightning Bolt] at one of the warriors as the other took an arrow to the back and stumbled. I was counting on Selene to turn back if fighting had started, even if she didn't I could die and respawn all the same.
But she was dependable and I had bet correctly, the surprise arrow to the back had completely caught the warrior unaware as he turned around unsure which way to run.
In that momentary distraction I finished my cast and watched as a ball of condensed lightning shot out of my hand, leaving a small trail of lightning that looked like bluish-white string connecting the mass of energy to my fingertips.
The [Lightning Bolt] hit the other warrior that was still charging at me square in the chest and he collapsed to the ground while convulsing, paralyzed by my special ability for a second.
I quickly ran forward and wasted no time in swinging my axe down on the defenseless man before me.
I've split a lot of logs this way.
In the confusion the last man with an arrow sticking out of his back lunged at me as another arrow hit him in the neck. He lost his balance and stumbled as another arrow hit him in the shoulder, but that alone wasn't enough so I brought my axe up high and to the right and swung downwards at an angle, just grazing the neck enough to cut into the larynx.
As the man grasped at his neck I simply kicked him down and embedded my axe into his chest.
Just like chopping wood.
In all honesty it was the first time I had killed another humanoid-type in the game and it was realistic enough to consider it a killing of another human being.
This wasn't the same as in other games where they might have looked realistic but they were on your television or computer screen.
Even in the other virtual realities there was some disconnect between the interactions and your personal experience.
I felt the shudder of the axe as it contacted and smashed through bone.
I could see and feel the warm blood that had spurted onto my face.
I could see the, thankfully, dumbed down version of the dismembered corpses in front of me.
If it was completely realistic I think I would have quit the game. The game was real enough and I was glad it wasn't overly detailed and grotesque.
I was already desensitized enough when it came to killing humanoid-types anyhow.
As I stood there contemplating what I had just done I was prompted with a system message, [You have learned through trial and error, the Skill: Execute] [Execute: A finishing blow delivered on a target that has been rendered defenseless. A successful Execute boosts the chance for a Critical Fatal Blow.] �it seems my log splitting on the warriors when they were on their backs or on their knees while paralyzed or staggered was actually an ability in-game.
I knew the attacks were effective because it was in a fatal zone, but now I knew there was also a corresponding skill that I could use to ensure a one-hit kill� hmm, I might just be using [Execute] a lot more from now on.
Selene came over and interrupted my deep thinking with a tap on the shoulder, I guess she was talking to me and I didn't hear or respond.
She was wondering what we would do next.
I needed to strike while the proverbial iron was hot so I told her of the rather simple plan, "I think we should set up camp here, eat our fill of the bear meat, move those bodies behind the forest line and wait for the Earl to send a search party.
"He has fifteen warriors left at his disposal and if we fought them now in the town we would certainly lose. If we retreat to fight another day he will surely bolster his forces and either raid the Northern Triangle or send search parties out until they find us� I'm betting he would do both."
I was fairly certain the Earl would use this opportunity to claim more territory and eliminate any potential desertions, so in my mind the only way to resolve this properly was to sever the head of the snake and destroy the eggs.
Every one of his warriors needed to die along with him, his wives, and children.
It may sound cruel but hatred and revenge is something born of time; if I left his wives and children alive, if he even had any, they would surely come back to haunt me in the future.
I didn't want to pay the price for being the nice guy.
Reality is a cruel thing after all.
Selene thought it over and simply replied, "Well if that's what you think is the best strategy, I won't say it is a bad one."
Shrugging my shoulders, I meekly replied, "I'm open to suggestions, by all means."
"No, I believe yours will work. I just hope they send less than ten."
"Ten would be about perfect for me though."
"I disagree; I can't save you from that many. I only have so many arrows."
The truth was the more men that left the town the better, out here in the woods we could easily kill two to four men from a surprise attack before the rest caught on. From our vantage point I could then get off at least one or two [Lightning Bolts] before engaging in melee while Selene could continue to pick people off.
I would much rather fight ten here and then leave four plus the champion back inside the village. That would make things much easier.
But that was for tomorrow as I was tired and could use a real dinner.
After relocating the bodies, setting up a makeshift camp with a fire, and roasting up some bear I decided to log off briefly.
I would eat dinner, clean up, and then log back in and sleep in-game incase of attack.
It paid to be diligent.
I had no plans to miss out on any opportunity that presented itself.
I had to be ready.



Chapter 19: Awaiting the Search
(Monday, March 8th Game Day / Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
It was a moonless and starless night as the clouds hung low and obscured our vision, denying us the privilege to gaze upon the heavens and the light that would have shined down upon us.
It was indeed a very dark night.
I had purposefully placed our campsite behind a grove of tightly clustered trees that would block out the sight of the village, more out of an attempt to keep them from finding us than it being a sore sight for the eyes.
Thankfully the fire had plenty of kindle and burned hot throughout the night but with snow still on the ground it was still quite cold. Selene had taken position opposite of me on the other side of the flames and was in a deep sleep� she must have been exhausted.
I felt a little bad, even if she was just an NPC.
As the sun peeked over the top of the mountain ranges to the east and light cascaded down through the tree tops I took a moment to simply bask in the warming light.
Sometimes one has to enjoy the simpler things in life.
A sunrise is one such natural beauty.
Selene had woken now with the sun's rays illuminating her face and I was able to get a good look at her, unabashed as she sleepily started to move.
She was quite pretty in her own way, not necessarily a knockout or nearly as beautiful as Kate but she was attractive nonetheless.
The developers of this quest chain must have had some weird ideas� to create two attractive women and have them be killed by an Earl with his deformed wives; I certainly couldn't understand the appeal.
The fire was put out as soon as the sun had started to rise but the smoke was still lingering and it wasn't long before I saw small dots appear at the village's edge.
Soon those small dots turned into eight warriors.
It wouldn't be long now.
The bodies had been more or less hidden in the snow so they wouldn't be able to find them without careful search, but only one glance in the direction of the bodies told the story.
Wolves had come in the dead of night to munch on the corpses and they were strewn about in plain sight� well, at least I had the presence of mind to strip the bodies of their gear.
Profit was to be made after all.
I figured it was time to set up our ambush, "Selene why don't you climb one of these trees and get a good vantage point to fire from, I'll stay down here near the campfire and the bodies of the dead. They're coming straight for us so we can use that to our advantage. It will be a straightforward ambush once they are distracted or split up by the bodies and the campfire."
While Selene found a suitable tree to climb the warriors had closed in on our position and had started to fan out into a walking line. The warriors continued to spread out until there was roughly ten paces between them; it worked out for me since I could now start at one end and work my way to the other.
Only a minute had passed since they entered the forest line but the anticipation while waiting in ambush had made time slip by slowly� it felt like minutes were passing me by.
And then it all began.
As one warrior pointed to the corpses of their friends, they all drew their weapons and continued to pace forward.
Another minute had passed as two warriors came up to the bodies while the rest continued to comb the forest floor for a trail.
While I waited patiently behind a small cluster of trees I decided to chant a three verse [Lightning Bolt]. With sufficient time, I could extend my charge by one-second per verse in addition to the normal two-second cast time. Each Chanted Verse added a +33% bonus modifier to the original strength of the spell.
It was worth it, if you could manage it.
Turning my head to look for Selene, I realized that I couldn't see her from where I was but it was of no consequence; she could see me and that was all that mattered.
Yeah, it was time to start.
"Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash," as I finished my chant and quickly stepped out from behind the tree, I whispered "Lightning Bolt!"
A surge of balled up electrical energy was released just as the warriors down the line had yelled, "Found a camp!" The next reply wasn't what they expected though as a warrior was knocked on the flat of his back, unable to scream due to the paralyzing-effect of the lightning as he writhed on the floor.
The one next to him yelled in his stead, "AMBUSH!"
I quickly drew my bow and released one well-placed arrow into the convulsing body on the ground, cleanly entering under the warrior's chin and up through the skull.
It was a clean kill; only seven to go.
I stood my ground so all could see and continued to release arrows as fast as I could, caring little for accuracy at this point as I simply wanted their attention on me.
The warrior that was standing next to his fallen comrade quickly became a pin cushion as he charged at me, collapsing but ten feet in front of me.
He was still alive but he was severely wounded and would bleed to death on his own, I had no time for him now. I turned my attention to the six men that were charging towards me with their mix of spears and axes drawn, some with shields as well.
I would be shit out of luck if I had to melee against these odds, but then I saw Selene deliver a well-placed and timely arrow to the last warrior at the back of the line.
The surprise of the arrow hitting him in the collarbone while in full sprint caused him to trip over an upright root and sent him tumbling head-first into a tree with a loud thud.
I quickly let off another arrow into the lead warrior that was simply deflected by his shield; I had now run out of time to shoot.
Tossing my bow to the ground I drew the woodcutter's axe from my sling and met the warrior's charge head-on, as axe clashed with shield the force of my blow staggered the warrior and I pressed on with my onslaught.
From above my head I swung down with a fierce blow, hard enough to shatter a portion of the shield in front of me as splinters of wood exploded in all directions.
I quickly kicked out against the man to free my axe as a spear was simultaneously thrust at me from a second warrior.
It was a shallow glancing wound and I paid it no heed.
I pressed on with my attacks as an axe belongs to an offensive style; defense was created through offense here.
I went with a horizontal swing towards the man's midsection, a blow he could only hope to deflect with his broken shield. As anticipated, the man in front of me raised his shield while bracing for the impact to come.
The axe-head landed with a solid ker-chunk as it shattered the shield entirely and continued on with a soft thud into the arm of the warrior, stopping only at the contact of bone.
A loud scream pierced through the snow covered trees of the forest as birds flew from their nests and cubby holes in a state of sudden confusion.
The man himself fell to his side as he grasped his arm writhing in pain.
Without a moment of hesitation I transitioned from the pull of the axe out of the man's arm into an upright downward swinging motion.
I used [Execute].
The first man to be properly [Executed] died with an arm dangling by his waist and a forearm shielding his face. Unfortunately for him, I had aimed for the chest and split it open like a budding flower.
Staring at the imagery in front of me I was soon brought back to reality as the pointy end of a spear found its way into my side. My body instinctively twitching from the sudden burst of pain, all I could muster was a glance in the spear's direction as I attempted to create separation.
It was a deep wound. I could feel that much� yeah, I could really feel it.
The wound burned as pain radiated throughout my stomach, causing me to place my hand over the hole in a vain attempt to stop the pain.
Gaining the necessary distance between us, I turned my focus onto the second warrior before he could freely attack a third time.
But, I was disappointed in what was standing before me. In the few seconds that we had been fighting the other warriors had appeared as well.
I was surrounded by four warriors now, all bearing shields and an even distribution of spear and axe.
Things weren't looking up for me as the two spearmen violently thrust their weapons towards me.
I could only parry and deflect the spears with my axe and soon was hit from behind by an axe to the shoulder.
The blow was strong enough to knock me forward and onto a knee as I rushed to get back on my feet.
It was too late.
I was hit with a shield from behind that knocked me flat on my stomach.
I could only turn my head as the men prepared their final assault.
Four men raised their weapons but only three attacks came down as I frantically tried to block the two axes. I had no time to look for the two spears but by the registered pain in my side I figured one spear was accounted for somewhere in my liver.
The other spear couldn't be felt and as I rolled around on the ground I saw a man with an arrow sticking out of the side of his temple.
I wanted to yell, "Boom! Headshot!" but I didn't have the time to goof around as an axe dug deep into my thigh.
That got me to yell for a brief moment, more in anger than in pain though.
As another arrow found its mark, I found myself getting hacked to death by the two axe-men. My health had depleted considerably and I was losing anywhere from ten to twenty percent of my health with each swing.
I wouldn't last long at this rate.
No, I wouldn't last more than a few more seconds.
As their blows continued to land I was simply left to covering my head, as I pathetically lay there waiting to die.
All I could do was try to buy some time for Selene before I met my fate.
Selene had landed a few more arrows as I was being butchered and soon the attacks had ceased. I was already below critical levels and would bleed out within a few moments but it wasn't that big of a deal.
The fight was over, that was all that mattered.
We won, my sister in arms survived.
A necessary sacrifice I was willing to make.
Selene rushed over to me and soon stopped in her tracks, I simply wasn't in the kind of condition that gave people hope that they could bring you back.
A tourniquet and some wound pressure wouldn't really work here.
She seemed worried.
I decided to cheer her up, "Ah, don't worry about this. You know we adventurers are chosen by the Gods right? Cough I'll be brought back to life in short order. Just make sure they're all, cough cough, dead."
It was the truth after all, as players didn't have permanent deaths like the NPCs; we simply lost experience and time.
By the look of Selene's face you could tell it was a hard concept to understand but in a moment it was as if she had completely accepted it. She simply turned around and began to check all of the warriors that were strewn about.
Not even a nod of acknowledgment for the parting.
I muttered my last breath before dying, "Damn that's cold� just walking away�."
My ghost spawned at the town square but the world was only shades of gray and I couldn't see or interact with the living; the death state was pretty cool yet trippy and scary too. I had the option to revive in the town or to find my body, with a stiffer penalty if I chose immediate resurrection.
Well, even if I revived in the center of town I would probably just get cut down in my weakened state by the guards.
Forced situations made decisions easy, really.
After ten minutes of hopping and skipping I arrived near my body and was prompted with a system message:
[Would you like to Resurrect?]
[Yes / No]
Selecting [Yes] was an obvious result.
Not long after, I could feel my spirit body being sucked into my physical body as if I was traveling at warp speed. The gray surrounding stretched into lines and then in a moment of darkness I found myself staring up at the foliage above me.
As I enjoyed the serenity of the beams of light streaking through the breaks in the trees I couldn't help but wonder how long the developers had worked on the death state.
It was certainly well done after all.
It was� quite the experience, really.
After I finished contemplating the death state I rolled to my side and sat on my knees.
Selene was relaxing against a tree while nonchalantly munching on some of the bear jerky we had made the day before; she certainly took things in stride.
Standing up and brushing my knees off, I looked around to find all the bodies were still with weapon and armor� I kind of expected Selene to gather them, oh well.
I walked through the group of bodies to gather everything I could, they didn't have much money on them but I at least had a few hand axes and spears I could sell. I stripped all of their bodies of the fur clothing they were wearing; though some of it was blood stained I could still boil the fur off and re-use the leather hide underneath.
While collecting the items I had been conversing with Selene, "So, the town has seven warriors left plus the Earl."
"And yet you still intend to launch an attack, after being reduced to a mauled corpse."
Cough.
"Ahem, it was all a part of the plan to ensure your safety."
"Mm. Appreciated."
"Anyhow� I'm thinking we wait until night fall in three hours and then attack."
"Do you think you can actually win?"
I hesitated for a moment to think about our prospects, and decided it was completely up to chance. "Not sure, the Earl's Champion is quite strong and I'm not sure I could beat him in a one versus one situation."
Selene didn't seem to share my enthusiasm or my confidence. With a dejected tone she curtly replied, "But you intend to beat him in a one versus seven situation."
"Yup!"
It had to be done, so it would be done. That was my reasoning so far as being outnumbered was concerned. Of course, Selene still was having none of it as she shook her head from side to side in disagreement.
"Sigh why didn't you bring Kate� she could have helped a lot."
"I didn't know the situation, didn't want to risk it."
"Sigh but you want us to launch a surprise attack at sunset in the middle of the town with no way of knowing if the towns people will aide or hinder us� this could get out of hand quickly."
"Ah don't worry about it ey? I've got a plan of attack!"
"And�?"
"The wisest words ever spoken right here, 'Attack!'"
I was laughing at the corny reference but Selene simply shook her head in disagreement.
At least she didn't make a fuss, she was rather grounded and level-headed and I could appreciate that. I was usually the grounded level-headed guy but if someone else wants to take that role, I'm all for getting a bit silly.
The next three hours were a bit mundane but I had nothing better to do, so Selene and I sat and chatted, hunted when animals came near, and continued to dry out the rest of the bear meat� nearly a hundred pounds of bear jerky would last far too long.
At some point near the end of one of our many conversations Selene brought up my actions when we first left, "So, where did you come up with that idea� when the five guys were behind us."
Fully aware of what she was referencing, I continued to play dumb.
"Hm?"
"You know, your whole act."
"Oh. It wasn't really an act. I was just using the situation to steal a kiss really."
I said it so nonchalantly that Selene just sat there motionless for a few minutes as she seemed to be stewing. Rule number something out of my top so and so rules of engagement with a woman: if a girl asks you a serious question and doesn't say anything after you reply and sits or stands there silently, she is angry and will only be getting angrier with you the longer it goes.
So yeah, remedy that as soon as possible or dip out and don't turn back.
I chose option number two.
She could stew by herself, I had hunting to do.



Chapter 20: Killing the Earl
(Monday, March 8th Game Day / Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
After the sun set the clouds slowly parted to allow a sliver of moonlight directly over the village, as if the moon was directing us towards our destination and illuminating only the necessities. When faced with such pleasantries in life it's best to give thanks but I wasn't sure who I should give thanks to in a situation like this, but I was thankful nonetheless.
I had already packed all of my belongings into a pack and left it by the campsite; it would only serve to hold me back.
I slid the sling over my shoulder and looped the rope around the axe-head, holding it loosely in place. It wasn't anything fancy but it worked. Double checking the quiver that was tied around my waist and hanging along my right thigh I counted out fourteen arrows, not very many but I had given twenty-eight to Selene� I figured she could put it to better use.
With my preliminary check and now my final check complete I was ready to head out.
Selene followed closely behind me as we made our way in the shadow of the moon, dancing along the border of light and darkness the path that was illuminated before us showed the way.
With nary a sound we came upon the entrance of the town and found it without a post; there was no sentry or guard. We continued on and crept through the town, holding our breath with every crack of the fire that was burning bright at the center.
It was too quiet.
I could make out the shadows of village folk in their homes but it was unusual to think that the entire village would lock themselves up after dark.
I crouched down even further as I slipped between the huts, ever so slowly closing the distance between the Earl's lodge and my bow.
As I turned the last corner I came face to face with a warrior stretching his arms in the cold night air.
He had yet to see me as I had quickly stepped back out of sight, but I could clearly see his white breath condensed like a fog as he breathed in and out.
I slid my carving knife down and out of the sheath attached to the front of my chest and synchronized my breathing with his.
I waited until the third exhale then turned the corner and thrust the knife quickly into his throat while covering his mouth.
As he had fully exhaled he could barely muster a sound as he stumbled to the ground choking on his own blood while wrapped up in my arms.
I held a hand over his mouth and as I held him still from behind quickly delivered the fatal blow to his heart, causing him to slump over and fall to the ground as I let go.
If my information was solid there were six men besides the Earl inside that lodge� but information has a tendency to be off and I wasn't confident going forward that there would only be six.
From behind I saw Selene had drawn her bow and was standing watch behind me; she did what was necessary without being told or asked.
I could really appreciate that.
She was starting to grow on me.
Rolling the body out of sight took but a few seconds and we were back to stalking. Creeping around the lodge I was able to find a crack in the wall that gave me a good view of the interior.
The Earl and his wives weren't visible in the main room but the six warriors were. The men had gathered around the fire and were sitting with weapons at hand.
They were expecting trouble.
I was going to give them trouble.
Doubling back to where we had stashed the body, I grabbed the deceased warrior and drug him to a corner and leaned him against the wall facing away.
He would serve as a decoy.
Next, I directed Selene to take position in a corner opposite of the corpse in the shadow of a hut.
This would serve as the shooting gallery.
Quietly pushing the door open to the lodge, I returned to my spot just around the corner without a sound. As I gazed through a crack in the wood, I continued to watch as the scene began to unfold.
The door to the lodge creaked open with the night wind gusting through and licking the fire; the men turned to the darkness and found it staring straight back.
Voices called out but nothing returned.
As time passed the men grew weary, impatient, angry, and suspicious. They grasped their weapons as they waited, but they continued to wait.
Another gust of wind blew through the hall, fanning the flames.
Soon a man stood up and crept towards the door, his heart beat suddenly pounding.
Little by little it increased.
Perspiration dripped down his face as he prepared to take the last step between the door and the outside world; he hesitated.
Standing at the doorway, the others sat motionless staring out past their brother and into the eternal distance of the darkness.
The night had been still for some time before the man finally ushered forth a last step, crossing the threshold between safety of the home and the unknown.
Silence.
He let out a deep sigh of relief as the tension drained from his face and looked to his left; seeing nothing he turned to his right, spotting his friend's partially obscured back as he leaned against the wall.
Ah, he thought to himself.
The man turned and made his way towards his friend's back, extending his arm to grab his buddy's shoulder.
Standing flat against the wall, I had my axe drawn and dangling at my knee. The corpse of the man I killed before being held up by my left arm had grown heavy, but it was only for another moment.
As the warrior reached his arm out and grasped the dead man's shoulder I brought my left arm to bear the handle of the axe and shifted my right hand up towards the top of the shaft.
With a fluid movement I lifted my left heel off the ground as I twisted my right leg forward and swung the axe around the corner.
With my right hand sliding back down, momentum carried me around with the axe as I made contact into the chest of the man now standing before me.
His eyes widened in confusion as he tried to comprehend the situation, mouth agape and his outstretched hand grasping, grasping for something, grasping for anything.
I locked eyes with him as he fell to his knees.
His hand finally grasping the handle of the axe embedded deep into his chest.
He was already dead.
Pulling the axe-head out of the man's chest I drew my bow and made my way to the doorway, signaling for Selene to do the same.
Since the rats wanted to stay in their hole there was a change of venue, the shooting gallery was being relocated.
With Selene at the right side of the doorway and me at the left side, I extended my index, middle, and ring finger out to resemble a three-count.
I then closed my fist then extended my index, then the middle, and lastly the ring finger.
A second later the two of us had turned out into the doorway with bows drawn and quickly started firing off our arrows without discretion.
Anyone inside this lodge would be killed tonight.
The first two arrows found their mark in the center of the room, settling nicely into the chest of the largest man in the room. The second, third, and fourth set of arrows hit different marks but hit them all the same. By the fifth set of arrows the rats had scurried forth with shields up, deflecting the arrows without issue.
It didn't matter though as the damage had been done, two of the remaining five had fallen.
I dropped my bow and grabbed my axe that was leaning against the doorway, meeting the two vanguard's charge axe-first.
During the fracas Selene continued to pelt them with accuracy far greater than my own, landing arrow after arrow into the cracks of their defenses.
The man in front of me was cut down by my axe while the man to my right fell to the ground with a half dozen arrows in his side, now the only one left was the champion.
The champion was using a large sword and shield and towered over me at an impressive height of at least 6'6" and a minimum 265lbs. I was barely 6'1" with my thick-soled boots on and 205lbs on a good day.
I swung my axe with reckless abandon; he outsized me, outweighed me, and out leveled me. I would need any advantage I could get because the rock of a man in front of me was not something to be trifled with.
 I broke into a furor as I continued swing after swing, knocking with a loud clash and clang on his shield and sword.
Selene had tried to fire but it was impossible with our constantly shifting movements.
My stamina was rapidly draining from the excessive swinging but I had no choice.
I stopped for a second to catch my breath and was knocked nearly five feet back by his shield. I tried to recover but a sword slashed towards my face and all I could do was stumble back, rolling into a wooden log used as a stool.
I was briefly stunned from the impact with the log and saw the lumbering giant make an agile leap and thrust towards me. I desperately rolled with my axe deflecting the sword but took a shield to the face that broke my nose and left my eyes watering.
Vision blurry, I took a step back and just waved my axe in front of me like a wounded animal in its death throes. Selene saw an opportunity and launched a flurry of three arrows at the giant but two landed harmlessly in his shield.
The third went into the man's tree trunk neck but he simply ignored it.
I was in a bad situation and I wasn't sure of what to do.
Three arrows hit him, two in the chest and one in the neck but he looked to be at around 83% health still. He had over eighty levels on me which meant his proficiencies were much higher even if we had equal Strength, Vitality, and Endurance stats.
I doubted that we were even equal though.
My vision cleared up just in time to see him use a [Downward Slash] that I parried with my axe only to get hit again by the shield on his left arm.
I hadn't taken any real damage but my stamina bar was nearly depleted which was just as fatal.
If I couldn't beat him physically in a one on one then I had to beat him mentally.
I had to beat him magically.
After his next attack came I jumped back as far as I could and hooked a burning log from the fire with my axe and flung it at the man.
He raised his shield to block the log but it exploded in embers with smoke and ash temporarily blinding him. I quickly started casting a [Lightning Bolt] without a chant and as he raised his sword he was struck in the underarm by an arrow, a soft spot with deep penetration.
He was staggered for but a moment, but it was all I wanted; it was all I needed.
The spell had finished and I quickly yelled out "Lightning Bolt!" as the charged energy left my hands and instantly hit the chest of the man four feet in front of me.
He took the hit yet still managed to move forward, only partially paralyzed due to his high resistance borne of willpower.
It was enough though, as he couldn't raise his shield.
Selene capitalized on this and landed two arrows into his neck and shoulder bringing him down to 44% remaining health. I jumped back once more and started casting another [Lightning Bolt] but he had wizened up and dropped his guard and charged with full force.
Forced to cancel the spell I suffered rebound as my proficiency was too low and my hands went numb. All I could do was roll behind a log post as the giant swung his sword deep into the wood with a thwock.
His sword was stuck.
His sword was stuck!
He was struggling to get his sword out and Selene landed another two arrows into his back. He was down to 33% remaining health and my hands had quickly recovered thanks to my 100% lightning affinity.
I grasped for a weapon near my body as my axe had been lost and without looking could tell it was a spear.
I immediately turned and thrust the spear at the champion but it was deflected by his shield as he grabbed a weapon off the floor as well. We both had spears but he had a shield.
But I also had an archer and magic.
I lunged at him, thrusting the spear as hard as I could towards the center of his body fully expecting him to block it but then I realized I had just run out of stamina.
My blow landed weakly as my body gave out on me and the warrior in front of me didn't even bother to deflect the blow.
He returned a thrust of his own which embedded itself deep into my upper chest, just missing my left shoulder and collarbone by an inch. I wanted to yell out in pain but there was no time, there was simply no time for distractions such as those.
The giant of a man then pressed his weight down and the spear went all the way through me, skewering me like a piece of meat.
I collapsed to my knees from the weight as I fumbled about, trying to clear my mind for even a split second to contemplate my next course of action.
The champion saw no reason to give me that opportunity.
Following the spear attack, the edge of his shield slammed down into my right collarbone, shattering it into pieces as I grunted and clenched my teeth in pain.
I was yelling and screaming internally.
The one sign something truly hurts is when I stop making noise.
I grasped the spear with my left arm as I tried to squeeze the wood to relinquish my pain; the right arm limp at my side could not ease my discomfort.
The man attempted to pull his spear out and I used the remaining strength I had to pull the spear's shaft down as he pulled back, snapping the head off from the pole.
I was filthy angry now.
My eyes were clouded with anger as the pain radiated throughout my body and I rushed at the man in front of me, grabbing his knees and bringing him to the ground.
After that last [Lightning Bolt] my proficiency had increased enough to unlock [Arc Lightning], I didn't have the time to pay any attention to it in the middle of the fight but in the back of my mind I knew what it did.
As the two of us rolled on the ground I was quickly overpowered with my one gimp arm, but as he gained position on me and stood over me ready to deliver the killing blow I smiled.
The smirk on my face seemed to irk him as he grew angrier by the second.
He attempted to yell but I had my left hand extended out towards his chest and in a flash, lightning was arcing between my hand and his chest.
The electricity was concentrated into one large wire-like beam that pulsated and flickered in the air as it circulated through the man's body, rendering him immobile as he convulsed in place. I held the channeled [Arc Lightning] until he finally collapsed to the ground before me.
He was dead.
Selene rushed over to me and I couldn't help but let out a small laugh, to think beautiful women would be running up to me out of worry. I coughed out some blood from the laugh and checked my health bar; I had fallen to 36% remaining health from only two blows.
I had suffered two critical injuries that wouldn't heal with a simple meal� these types of injuries required a healer or extensive time and treatment. I couldn't do anything more than shake my head while lying there in pain.
I thought I was playing games to avoid the physical pain I suffered in real life hah� as Selene helped me to my feet I kicked open the first door on the left to find an empty room.
There was only one other door to the right now.
I made my way over and kicked that door open too.
The sight before me didn't elicit any real emotion from me at first.
It wasn't anything to me.
There he was cowering in the corner with his three deformed wives, all four dressed to the nines in cheap jewelry and lavish furs. I didn't really care anymore; I just wanted this to end already.
I started slowly walking towards the Earl with my hands convulsing with power, electrical energy sparking and arcing between my fingertips as I started chanting a three verse [Lightning Bolt]� a normal mage couldn't walk while chanting or casting� but I was no normal mage.
"Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash...."
The Earl threw his hands up in the air and offered me his wives if I spared him, the same wives that I had heard nasty rumors of from the villagers in the Northern Triangle. The same wives Kate had mentioned and were actually more repulsive in person than what she had described.
I only had one word for the Earl and his wives: "Die."



Chapter 21: Freedom or Something like It
(Monday, March 8th Game Day / Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
I collapsed from complete exhaustion after taking care of the Earl and his wives, but it was finally over. Selene sat down and brought my head to her lap, it was a bit romantic but I was in no situation to make commentary.
I closed my eyes and let the pain flow through me, it hurt but I was used to pain.
Pain is an interesting thing really, it's something you can get used to but at the same time never really get used to. The more you experience it the better you get at coping with it; you become adept at ignoring it.
But you can't truly placate yourself through pain just from previous experience; the pain never really goes away.
It's still there, it still hurts.
It nags and nags, minute after minute, hour after hour, day after day, month after month, and year after year.
I had no problem enduring the constant daily pain for two years in a row from a sport related injury before it transitioned into something else. As that injury healed I tore the ligament in my elbow and then I dealt with six years of aching, throbbing, and burning in my elbow from the scar tissue and a pinched nerve.
That was my daily life, unable to pitch, unable to throw a ball anymore, unable to really use my arm in any satisfactory way.
I still didn't break from that though.
I was still functional overall.
But then a flurry of problems arose: fiscal, mental, emotional, and physical. I could deal with the physical and mental, even though I had been through so many injuries before, when I got severely sick and lost forty pounds in two-week's time it brought me into a whole new world of pain.
Even though I had lost the forty pounds in two weeks I still had to work, physical labor intensive work� and when my forearms gave out I carried on until my biceps gave out� then my triceps tried to compensate and they too soon gave out, and on and on up through my shoulders, my chest, my back.
And then I woke up one day unable to lift a fork, unable to move a muscle.
I had severely strained every upper body muscle I had.
I had torn muscles.
The pain wasn't even that bad compared to everything else I had endured. The doctor's questioned how I didn't notice, but to a degree I felt I had lost the ability to notice such small amounts of pain.
Pain was a daily occurrence; I paid it no heed for it was normal after all.
Three days a week I went into physical therapy where I would receive deep tissue massages to break up the scar tissue, the adhesions, throughout my entire body� that was a new kind of pain. The process of breaking up adhesions is by forcefully tearing the muscles apart so they can heal properly, albeit "gently" and slowly rather than violently or suddenly.
Needless to say the process is slow and the more muscle you had, or the more adhesions you had, the more painful it was. I was a grown man who had experienced extreme pain before, but I would lie on that bench for thirty to sixty minutes a day, three times a week for a year with tears silently rolling down my cheek as the therapists worked.
It took three months before I could finally lift a fork and feed myself again; it was utterly pathetic but humbling.
At least I had the opportunity to get better.
Some friends of mine had gone overseas and some didn't come back entirely whole, some didn't come back at all.
I had no room to complain.
And if I did, they simply looked at me with disdain.
During that time I was suffering in physical therapy, I was also in a long distance relationship with a girl who simply wasn't right for me.
She was struggling with the fear of failure at school and her parent's wrath if they ever found out. She told me one day that she tried to kill herself after an argument the day before with me.
Here I was, bankrupt and beaten down mentally and physically, only recently capable of feeding myself� and my girlfriend of nearly two years tells me she tried to kill herself but was stopped by a staff member at her school and was given anti-depressants.
This all happened after we argued the day before about her problems with school and admitting to her parents that she was failing, she feared them and wanted to just give up, wanted to break up and just leave the country.
I tried convincing her to stick with it and work with her parents to finish school, it wasn't even about the relationship at that point, maybe it was� but it wasn't the number one thought.
From that day forward the relationship degraded to a point where she was verbally abusive and temperamental nearly every other day. All smiles and happy on Monday only to be raging and pissed off Tuesday.
I didn't get it.
At first when she started arguments I tried to reason with her but that always ended up with us both arguing and her storming off, hanging up or cutting off the internet connection.
Being in a long distance relationship was already hard but now I was put in situations where my only way of contacting her was over the computer or by phone. She readily cut those off when she was moody. In the back of my mind I couldn't help but feel like I was walking on egg shells.
Those fears weren't allayed.
It wasn't long before she was snapping at me randomly and then would throw out phrases like, "I should just kill myself" or "Ugh I want to die." Hearing that over the phone or reading it through text while she was raging at me for reasons unknown to me was heartbreaking.
I didn't know what to say, I didn't know what to do. I tried to encourage her, I stopped arguing with her, and I spent all of my emotions trying to cheer her up. I did everything I possibly could to be a purely positive force in her life.
All the while I was still bankrupt, still in physical pain, still suffering from the mental pain from the concussions. Still spending my days in therapy while tears rolled silently down my face� but I did my best not to complain.
She knew what I was going through, but I never once compared my situation to hers. She had fears of admitting her failure in school, I had my own problems.
Everyone handles a situation differently.
But then after supporting her for nearly six months through the constant threats of "I should kill myself," she had finally seemed a bit more stable. She now jokingly would laugh with friends and make suicide jokes to them. All the while I stood there thinking to myself, is she joking or is she real and pretending to laugh?
I anguished over it every day, not knowing, not understanding.
And then it happened, she had finally gotten over her depression and I was excited and happy for her. We hadn't argued in a few weeks and when she did get angry I just silently listened and was supportive.
I thought we had made it through the hump.
I was emotionally burned out at this point and didn't really care about the relationship to be honest, but I was still emotionally invested, I did love the girl in the past.
Of course, all that glitters isn't gold� as her confidence had recovered she changed her tune. Now she took the stance that I was weak for not arguing with her, that I was pathetic for struggling with my physical, financial, and mental problems that paled in comparison to her real issue of being afraid of her parents finding out that she failed a semester at school.
That I was beneath her for not being emotionally strong like her.
She called me and said to me, word for word over the phone, "You're beneath me," while comparing me to all of her exes. Complaining that I didn't do this as well as guy number one and didn't do this as well as guy number two. That the only thing I was better at was the physical aspect of the relationship.
I couldn't believe it.
I was pissed.
I had bit my tongue and kept quiet because she constantly held the suicide flag over my head, threatening me with her claims of suicide every time she was angry. And here I was "beneath her" because I stopped arguing with her and let her have her way the past few months.
Because I treated her as well as I could, spoiled her with my time, with what little I could afford� and now she was calling me to tell me I was worse in every aspect except for one compared to the boyfriends she had had before. Those same guys she complained about for years.
Her ego had inflated immensely.
She wanted to break up and my reply was simple, I was done with her emotional abuse months ago and was only holding on for her sake so she wouldn't actually kill herself. I told her simply, "Is this how you truly feel? Once I'm gone I'm not coming back, if you want to end this I'm done. I'm not coming back a second time."
She said that was what she wanted.
I smiled and left.
Two months later, nearly a year into my physical therapy I had finally progressed to the point where I could lift a two-point-five pound dumbbell.
I cried tears of joy with a huge grin on my face.
To go from hundred pound dumbbells per arm to not being able to lift a fork, to being able to lift 2.5lbs after a year in therapy� it was emotionally overpowering.
It was empowering.
Another month had passed and word had made its way to me, that my ex had been crying her eyes out every night wondering why I hadn't come crawling back to her, why I didn't call her for Christmas, why I didn't call her for New Years. She couldn't understand why I left and didn't come back.
I laughed.
I laughed a lot.
As the years passed I one day received a long e-mail from her, asking if I could detail what went wrong in our relationship so she could do better in her current relationship. I hadn't even thought about her in the longest of times but the day that e-mail arrived I had a dream about her trying to contact me the morning of, hours before receiving the e-mail.
I thought it was rather funny.
I wrote her a scathing reply and had a female friend read it over thankfully, to me it was straightforward and honest but to my friend, she said it was extremely harsh and would probably put her in another depression.
I didn't see it but I edited and toned my reply down considerably, into possibly the best three page positive encouragement letter I could ever write.
She didn't deserve it, but I would do the same for anyone. I just didn't hold grudges for long, if at all. She maintained some form of contact off and on with me but she was still being her moody overly-proud self, refusing to text or message first as it was demeaning in her mind and I didn't have any patience for that shit anymore.
All I remember, is she eventually apologized for saying I was beneath her, but it didn't really matter. Her words never meant that much to me. Deep down I doubt she ever truly considered my state of affairs, the pain I was in, the pain I endured to ensure she didn't kill herself so long as I was around.
I got no reward out of it, I only suffered for it.
When she needed a shoulder to lean on I was there, even though my shoulder was propped up on crutches I was there. When she no longer needed the help and I was still struggling, I was tossed to the wayside. To this day I still firmly believe in the saying, "no good deed goes unpunished" �and it's a motto I seem to live out far too often.
I only had one good year after that breakup before my health took a sudden turn for the worse when I had an accident while moving furniture up and down a flight of stairs. That issue rolled into numerous other problems as well.
If there is such a thing as catching a break, I would like the next one to last a lot longer if possible.
The reminiscence had come out of nowhere, somehow sparked by the intense pain I was in. An odd memory I would much rather forget, but it was an essential part my past. It was unlikely that I would ever forget those painful experiences.
I slowly opened my eyes to find myself staring up at a sleeping Selene; her face was rather serene� I wonder if that's how she got her name.
The pain had subsided and as I turned my head I could see that the sun was beginning to rise. Another day, another chapter� yeah, the past is what it is. I ended up shifting around and wrapped Selene up in my arms, she might just be an NPC but she could at least comfort me.
To think it has been over six years since I left that girl, and yet all I've done is casually date and had one, one-night stand that I didn't care for. There was no attachment or lingering feelings, I had had none since the day we broke up. The only time I remember her is by extension when I think about my life's struggles.
But from that experience I've become so unwilling to date a girl if she didn't meet all of the criteria I was looking for� I went from picky to insane. If I didn't feel it was a perfect fit I went the other way without even bothering to let things develop.
I just wasn't sure if I could take another psychotic relationship like that one again.
Not with all the problems I was already facing.
My friends often asked why I was still single and then one day in the middle of a movie at the house, a close friend of mine and his girlfriend told me that the only reason I was still single was because I didn't try.
I was good looking, intelligent, and had a good personality.
I was a better person than a lot of the guys you would see at the gym and I was getting looks just like some of those guys at the gym.
But I didn't even try.
I ignored those women while I lived in my own world searching for a perfect girl; one that was intelligent, athletic, attractive, grounded, confident, but also kind, understanding, and shared at least a few hobbies of mine whether it was outdoor sports, reading comics, watching cartoons, cars, guns, computers�.
I liked damn near everything so the hobby part wasn't of real importance.
The previous girls had met almost all of those categories; the major girl had them all minus kindness, understanding, and athleticism. The first two were back breakers, literally.
Was I really too picky?
I didn't know the answer to that.
I continued to think about my situation, how I had wasted the past decade of my life trying to recuperate from injury, trying to overcome adversity� how I now sat here playing a virtual reality game rather than getting outside and trying to overcome my latest torn quadriceps that doesn't want to heal.
And then I started running my fingers through Selene's hair as she slept curled up in my arms and I couldn't help but think� why would I give up this world for my real world? I held Selene closer as I started to drift back to sleep.
This wasn't so bad, after all.



Chapter 22: After the Earl, After the Past
(Tuesday, March 9th Game Day / Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
I was awoken by Selene as she turned around to face me, still wrapped in my arms with no place to go. I could see in her eyes she wasn't entirely happy, but she wasn't entirely upset either.
She cracked open a sly smile and whispered in my ear, "Do tell which act this is."
It was said rather seductively as her lips nearly touched my ear. I would be lying if I said I wasn't a little excited, "This is the act of pretending to want warmth when I really just want the comfort of a beautiful maiden."
Her face blushed a rosy pinkish red as she turned away to hide.
"Oh, is that so."
She had made no effort to break free and actually placed her arms along mine, it was rather comfortable after all. I leaned my head into the back of hers with my nose near her neckline, I held steady and kept quiet. I could smell her hair from this distance but I simply wanted to rest my face near hers as I relaxed and breathed lightly down her neck.
I had made no movements and neither had she� and then she turned around again to face me, our faces but a few inches apart. She put her arms around me and started to lean in for a kiss.
I kindly obliged.
As we embraced each other and continued to kiss we were eventually interrupted by noises from outside the lodge. The sun had risen and the villagers had found the two dead warriors by the doorway and were murmuring in fear, hesitating to open the door to the lodge.
Selene and I had been using the guest bedroom, the first door that I had kicked open while looking for the Earl. I had every intention of staying put in said bedroom until business was concluded.
But the chatter became incessant and soon too loud to ignore.
The proper thing to do at this point was to go outside and inform the villagers of what had transpired and give them their freedom� but I was battling with the temptation of a woman beside me� I thought they could wait.
I attempted to continue on, unsatisfied with our short-lived moment but was rebuffed by Selene as she whispered, "It would be best if we took care of their business, before we continue on with our business."
It was hard to argue with logic but I wasn't thinking with the logical head, "I'm more of a man who prefers to finish the most satisfying thing first� are you in disagreement?"
Selene laughed a hearty laugh as she pulled me in, "I do not find you disagreeable, no. But there are priorities you fool." And with that she knocked my head with hers and crossed her arms with a smile.
I couldn't win.
Well, I was already winning so I guess that's a lie after all.
I was just being a sore loser.
I quickly snuck in another kiss before she could say anything else and then lay with her for another minute before getting up.
These damn peasants�.
Making my way outside I found half of the village gathered with shovels, axes, carving knives and whatever else they could scrounge up to defend themselves. They quickly recognized me as the adventurer and were visibly confused as they hesitated to decide whether I was friend or foe.
Selene in the meantime had snuck up behind me and poked her head out around my arm, speaking first with a confident but soft tone, "I believe everyone here recognizes me as one of the two girls who was a part of the traveling convent a few weeks ago� well, the long story is that Katherine had discovered that the Earl was the one who ordered his warriors to attack our convent and murder the priests in cold blood.
"She sought help by escaping the village and finding this adventurer here, who risked his life to rescue me from a certain death at the hands of the Earl. We took our revenge in order to ensure the safety of everyone going forward, and believe we have done a service by removing the corrupt Earl and his lackeys."
The crowd started murmuring amongst themselves until a few rowdy individuals loudly proclaimed, "That is a lie! The Earl must think us traitors, we won't betray him, we swear it! Please have mercy on us!"
I could sense their fear but it wasn't even necessary as they wore it plain as all on their faces and in their eyes. The Earl had ruled as a tyrant and used fear to control them. I was glad I took this quest even if they aren't real people� even artificial people deserve to be happy.
I raised a hand which was met with a few cowers but continued speaking where Selene had left off, "The Earl is dead along with his wives and all of his men. You may see for yourself. I have no intention of ruling this area. I will only say one thing in regards to your future state of affairs.
"If you must, elect an odd numbered council of your fairest and most knowledgeable elders to monitor the situation at hand and put to a town vote whatever decisions you plan to make. The council leaders will listen to the suggestions and complaints and can vote amongst themselves to settle indifferences. And remember that in the North, honor is law and law is honor."
Having finished talking, I stepped outside with Selene and let the braver young men into the lodge. They didn't even have to enter to see the bodies inside but they wanted to see the Earl's corpse.
Only then would they feel confident in their future.
After standing outside for a few minutes I could feel my stomach grumbling for want of food. I had fallen asleep in-game while thinking about the past and neglected my real life body� not a smart thing to do.
Without much to do I decided to run back to the campsite at the edge of the forest to grab my gear; I was glad to find even the bear jerky had been left undisturbed.
Throwing the bag over my left shoulder elicited some pain from the critical wound in my chest; it was a 48-hour wound if not healed properly. I then tried to grab the bag of bear jerky with my right arm but my broken collarbone roared with an intense sharp pain that radiated throughout my shoulder and chest. The broken collarbone was considered a 168-hour critical wound� it was going to be extremely troublesome.
In a big city I could simply find a high level healer to heal my severe and lingering wounds but out here in the wilderness, there were no such priests.
But then it hit me, "Ah, Kate's a priest!"
I had completely neglected to check Kate's level and couldn't check Selene's yet because she wasn't a companion, at least not until I finish her quest chain by returning to Kate.
Ah there is hope out in the northern wastelands after all!
The return trip to the village took much longer than anticipated, as I lumbered with a bag of gear over my left shoulder that forced a wince in pain with every step and a bag of bear jerky being dragged on the ground by my left hand.
My right arm just dangled there uselessly.
Entering the village was a welcoming sight to behold though as the NPCs were celebrating around a pile of corpses, which included the Earl's body on top. I couldn't help but laugh a little; all of the information about this village was now out-dated. Any future travelers that thought they would get a quest chain from the Earl would be in for a surprise.
My stomach had continued to growl and rumble, of a different order from the in-game hunger that was more muted. There was also a red warning symbol flashing in the corner of my screen alerting me to my body's condition.
That was the monitoring system at work to prevent people from ignoring their bodies while playing� too many stupid people had played games until they died from dehydration.
Before logging out I wanted to trade off all of the goods that had been collected, including the goods that I had gotten from ransacking the Earl's home. He was a rather poor Earl despite his flaunting, and though his warriors ate well they weren't particularly well off either.
The weapons were of the lowest quality, the armor was simply fur clothing, they had very little coin, and the jewelry was just fashioned animal bones. In the end I just kept a few of the crafted utensils, wooden bowls, wooden plates, an iron cauldron for cooking, and the black bear hide.
I sold the rest for what amounted to a small fortune of 837 copper coins.
And then I logged out.



Chapter 23: Alpha n' Beta Meeting #2
(Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
Glancing at the clock as I made my way out of The Cube, it was already nearly 11:00. The second meeting was in fifteen minutes and there simply wasn't any way I could make it short of taking a helicopter. Since I didn't have a helicopter, I opted to eat out instead. It was a bit of a shame, seeing how I would miss out on running into that brunette girl, but it couldn't be helped.
Staring at my face in the mirror, my beard had become a bit unsightly. Plainly put, I didn't have good genetics when it came to facial hair. I barely had any upper body hair as it were, and my beard certainly was lacking�volume.
Oh well.
Shaving it off seemed to have taken a few years off of me, as I wondered how old I would look to a stranger.
Approaching my twenty-seven birthday in two months meant I was still young but I felt as if my physical age was much, much older. My dark brown hair that nearly seemed black at times was peppered at the front with white hairs from the stress. The bags under my eyes weren't terrible but they certainly didn't help the look.
Without my multi-colored beard that was a strange mix of red, light brown, and dark brown I appeared at a minimum five years younger than before. It was a good sign at least, that some people mistook me as being around twenty when I was cleanly shaven and dressed appropriately.
The alternative was certainly worse.
Having just arrived at the restaurant I was pleasantly surprised to find that the lunch hour crowds had yet to appear. Crowds were never much fun, plus I had no interest in waiting for an extended period of time just to eat.
Walking through the door I was soon approached by the hostess while she leaned behind the counter to grab a few menus, "Hi how's it goin', for how many?"
Staying cordial I replied politely, "Hey there, just one."
The hostess quickly looked up and was a bit puzzled, like they always seem to be when I dine by myself. I couldn't help but wonder if it was really such an odd thing that a person would go to a restaurant by himself� they had single tables and a bar counter for a reason.
She looked confused as she placed the extra menus back on the stand.
"Oh, this way then."
She had intended to put me in the worst corner table the restaurant had, but I maneuvered myself to a slightly better one by the window. I used to be a regular here, even if she was new and was unaware, I wasn't going to take the worst seat in the house.
After ordering I had little do but watch one of the many televisions on the wall. Most of the channels were sports related but one was covering current news, none of it of any real interest. But, I continued to watch anyways less my gaze started to wander.
Though it wouldn't hurt anyone to look around, I had an issue with it myself.
The problem was that I was hyper-attentive and couldn't really stop it unless I forced myself to look away. I had always been an excessively attentive person; it was never a thing of choice really.
 Sitting here at this restaurant for barely two minutes, I had already taken mental note of the people that had crossed my vision.
The guy that was getting ready to leave with the black slacks and black suede shoes, with yellow socks and a silver belt-buckle that had a symbol I was unfamiliar with. The wrist watch on his off-hand was flipped backwards, which I never could quite understand and the necklace to match that was barely visible beneath his button-up white shirt.
He wore a white tank-top underneath which seemed a little unprofessional as it showed through, but it was none of my concern. I could see he wasn't very athletic but had some size to him, and despite his best attempts to maintain his image, his hair was slightly disheveled.
The problem though wasn't that I just noticed the guy that passed in front of me, as in that moment I also caught sight of the girl directly behind him. She wasn't very attractive but that was a matter of taste and opinion.
With white tennis shoes and black stockings, a plain black skirt with an oversized belt tilted at an angle, the two charm bracelets on her left wrist and the bangle on her right. The phone closest to her on the table with the blue protective case was most likely hers as well.
Looking up I couldn't help but notice the lack of a necklace where her white blouse was opened up, with a black lacey bra beneath slightly showing through. It was a fashion faux pas if someone asked me, but no one did.
Her gold earrings that looked like crosses from here were an interesting touch, as was the black broach that was barely visible but clearly held her hair up.
All of that information was taken in within a split second before I could even think about it.
I didn't want to think about it.
Of course the real problem wasn't that I just noticed all the extraneous details about two random people directly in front of my eyesight, the real problem was that I also noticed the girl in the red dress at the window directly behind her.
The woman with the black heels, black leather bag, and the sizeable diamond ring sitting pretty on her ring finger as she quietly eats a salad while fidgeting with her phone.
I'll notice the condensation ring on the counter from where a glass was placed moments before as it screams out at me to look at it. The fact that there are four servers but only one is checking on the customers while the other three wander around pretending to look busy. The people at the bar enjoying their food while looking like the epitome of loners, something I was entirely familiar with.
All of these things were noticed and memorized in a matter of moments and I couldn't help it. I couldn't quite forget it either. Days or weeks or months later, I would still remember all of those useless details that I couldn't get out of my mind while I struggled with any attempt to succeed in school.
It didn't make any sense.
That my hyper-attentiveness could trigger my long term memory for the most mundane of things yet I couldn't remember the Chinese or German vocabulary I had been studying every day for hours.
The fact my memory seemed to work for such idiotic things while I had nearly completely lost higher level functioning from the last concussion bothered me.
I could read and understand the problems put before me, but I couldn't make that logical leap as I worked them out. My mind had hit some sort of mental block that would not allow me to progress. For a period of time I was completely unable to do even the most minor of mathematical equations, getting stuck on simple things like seven times six.
All of these issues a result of the latest concussion that decided to grace me with its presence. All of these lingering side effects conveniently listed underneath what they term Post-Concussion Syndrome, or PCS. Something they say most people recover from quite quickly, but depending on severity could take years or may linger forever.
I hated it.
I struggled with it.
Whatever I had learned previously worked as long as it was outside of the critical thinking areas, but my ability to learn going forward had been severely impacted.
I was stuck in the past.
Yet, here I sat with an uncanny ability to recognize things that were out of place. I often found it an annoyance, but it had served as a gift as well. It was that same hyper-attentiveness that had me tracing the lightning strikes during the storm and leaving a mental map of all the previous strikes.
That same mental map that later reassured me that I had indeed witnessed something special.
In reality, I wasn't the only player in that region on that day.
Since it was during the Alpha, we had been given free rein to explore the world as much as we wanted, up to a certain border. All of the starter zones and the surrounding areas were open, but all higher level content was locked to keep things secret.
On that day with the lightning storms, that March the third, I was one of at least a hundred players in the area that witnessed the event.
I was the only one who noticed.
Finishing my meal, I left my standard tip of around $3 for a $12 meal as the service wasn't lacking and headed out.
I was eager to return to the virtual world.
I was eager, to return to Selene and Katherine.
I now had two attractive women at my beck and call, with some romantic progression already occurring. That was something the real world certainly did not offer me.




Chapter 24: The Journey back to Camp
(Tuesday, March 9th Game Day / Saturday, January 23rd Real Day)
After enjoying a decent meal out in the city, I took a short break from the game to manage my household affairs and basic duties. It wasn't a long break though, and within two hours I was freshly showered with a change of clothes and ready to log back in.
As I strapped into the chair the lights started to dim and the room went black.
The log in process had started and I couldn't help but think that I might be sleeping too much in-game with the mini-naps of 3-4 hours multiple times a day, but it didn't seem to be bothering me yet.
In fact I could say I was sleeping better, since the game almost put you in a dream-state to begin with, it was like falling immediately into REM-cycle or the fifth stage, skipping right past the first four stages.
Yeah, if anything I could say that my sleeping had improved significantly compared to logging-out and sleeping in the real world.
Logging back in I soon found myself where I had left, sitting on a log bench near the town square. The moon was shining brightly and the townsfolk had already burned the bodies of the deceased and continued on with their daily lives; some electing to remodel the lodge as the new tavern and gathering place.
They were pressing on and moving forward without delay; it was an encouraging sight.
Selene had been helping the villagers organize when she noticed me in the distance and came over. As she walked, her hips swayed slightly from side to side, it wasn't exaggerated nor was it really seductive; she didn't really have wide hips to speak of. She wasn't nearly as physically attractive as Katherine, but she had her own charm to her.
In all honesty, her personality was what made her more attractive. She was confident and intelligent yet remained grounded and without ego, she didn't overreact to situations and knew how to play along with my little flirtatious acts.
If anything, I was surprised she willingly kissed me.
We had only known each other for maybe three days in-game, but maybe she felt comfortable with me since I sort of saved her life.
Chemistry is what some people might call it.
All the while though she was still an NPC and I was having conflicting emotions and feelings about the subject. To a degree, I kind of don't care if she's an NPC with an Artificial Intelligence or a Player in the game. At the end of the line the fact remains that she's a moderately physically attractive female with an attractive personality� as long as I remain inside the game there is no difference with the end result.
But in saying that I also realize that it's an NPC� well, as long as I don't delude myself into thinking it's some sort of relationship in the future and continue on with the idea that I'm just enjoying that part of the game like a dating-simulator or something, I should be fine.
That's what I was saying mentally at least, but physically I was feeling a bit deprived. I haven't been dating nor have I had the comfort of a female in quite some time, and here there was a carrot dangling on a stick in front of me. I'm the kind of guy that takes the carrot in short-order, I won't let it dangle and tempt me for long.
Well, I at least didn't let myself sink to the level of visiting the in-game brothels. Those were quite busy during the Alpha and Beta as both male and females were provided for. With relative anonymity during the testing phase and the staff actually needing feedback, it was an easy decision for most.
Yeah, those brothels were something else.
Though I never participated, I did walk by one out of curiosity for their design.
"Enjoying the scenery," as I like to call it.
Needless to say, there were quite a lot of� fetishes accounted for. And it seems out of some form of morality or guilty conscience, all of the NPCs that worked the brothels had an extremely limited AI while operating primarily off a Virtual Intelligence system instead. I guess that way players could do whatever tickled their fancy without the NPC having any complaints.
Selene finally made it over to me and tilted her head slightly to the side and with a hand on her hip asked a simple question, "So, where to now?"
It was a simple question with a not too simple answer as I was stuck wondering if I could suggest a private room for two or if that moment had long since passed.
In the end I figured it was the latter rather than the former, "I bet Katherine is worried sick right about now. And I'm worried she might have eaten all of the supplies I left with her as well."
Selene seemed to be in agreeance, "You said it would take three days?"
"It will take almost six hours of straight travel at a very fast pace to get there, so it depends on how fast we travel."
"In your wounded state?"
"Yeah, it might take three days."
If I was healthy I could simply run half the distance and take a break, then repeat it again to get there within a day without baggage.
Unfortunately I wasn't healthy, which was typical, and I had some excessive baggage in the form of an iron cauldron.
Well, it didn't matter how long it would take, so long as we kept moving.



Chapter 25: Selene and Katherine
(Thursday, March 11th Game Day / Sunday, January 24rd Real Day)
The three day journey had multiple stops for small game hunting and rest but we eventually made it to our destination roughly thirteen hours later. We had set out into the darkness of the night on the first day and arrived within the first hour of light on the third.
Katherine was seen roasting salmon over a small campfire just outside the log cabin and I couldn't help but think she was amazingly beautiful.
The sunrise reflecting off the river's surface sent a dazzling array of light towards Kate, highlighting the features of her face in the morning dew and snow.
If she wasn't a priestess she would certainly be an angel.
Selene may have won me over with her personality but she just wasn't in the same category physically as Katherine, and to think I'm insulting Selene by saying it that way when she is a moderately attractive woman in her own right.
I was feeling like the luckiest gamer on the continent with these two at my side.
Selene casually called out to Kate, which startled the latter into nearly dropping the salmon she was roasting into the fire, causing a small amount of raucous laughter from Selene and me.
I decided to take over the fish-roasting duty while Selene and Kate shared one of those female bonding moments with overly joyous hugs and jumping, but I couldn't blame them� both of them were supposed to die if the developer had his or her way.
While thinking of the developer's intention, I started to wonder if maybe he or she didn't create them this way but this was part of the randomly generated group� roll the dice enough and you'll eventually end up with someone's idea of perfection.
If that was the case then it was extraordinarily lucky of me to end up with such balanced and attractive females.
Not long after their reunion had settled down, Katherine approached me with some dialogue and a system message:
[You have completed Katherine's Quest: You have been granted bonus Experience and have earned a significant boost in Trust and Affection from both Katherine and Selene.]
[Katherine is now a permanent Companion!]
[You have gained a new Companion!]
[Selene is now a permanent Companion!]
Well, to say I was surprised would be a lie.
I expected something of the sort but I was amazed at the amount of bonus experience I received. I had previously went from a paltry level 14 when I started the quest to level 17 after finishing off the Earl. Now, with the bonus experience from the supposedly high level quest that was dark red in my Quest Log, I leveled up from 17 to 26.
That was a monstrous jump.
To top it all off I received another title, [The Liberator of Andal].
It was a bit cheesy but it was a title nonetheless and I would not argue with the bonus reputation I was awarded. Simply looking at the influence-map found in my [Land Management] tab I could see that I was now on very friendly terms with the surrounding Triangle Villages and Andal.
And it seems my border of influence had slightly enlarged as well.
Things were certainly looking up.
I continued to roast the fish as Katherine placed her hand on my broken collarbone and began to speak softly. I wasn't really paying attention but in a moment all of the pain had started to dissipate and I turned to face her.
She stood behind me as I was kneeling on the ground and wrapped her arm around me, placing her hand on my chest. She spoke softly again and a soothing feeling permeated my body as I felt relaxed.
No, relaxed wasn't the right word, I felt healed.
I took my free hand and placed it on top of Kate's, "Thank you, I had no idea you were capable of such advanced healing."
Kate beamed a smile that seemed to radiate happiness then proudly exclaimed, "It's the least I could do!"
And then before I could say another word she put her hand on my face and whispered once more, healing my broken nose as well.
She noticed everything.
I didn't have to say a word.
A part of me wanted to pick her up and run her back to the cabin, but we weren't quite there yet.
The salmon had finished cooking and Kate went to wash the wooden plates and utensils so we could eat; the three of us eventually sitting around the campfire on log benches, eating salmon on wooden plates.
With the view of the river in front of us and the mountains and forests behind and to the side, a beautiful woman to my left and another to my right, fresh wild-caught fire-roasted salmon on my plate� life was looking pretty good.
Certainly an experience I would never have in the real world.
I took my time to enjoy the moment for what it was.
Oftentimes people get so caught up in progression, moving forward and on and on without stopping to appreciate the small things in life. I've been through enough in my life that I've learned to appreciate a sunny day, a pain free day, a day where I can smile.
You can never take a single day for granted as you never know what may happen in the future, no matter how much you think you might know.
Plus it was a sunny day with two beauties at the river, that can't be passed up!
I just need to find the fur bikinis somewhere.




Chapter 26: I Didn't Know
(Thursday, March 11th Game Day / Sunday, January 24rd Real Day)
It occurred to me a few days ago that I had no clue what level Selene and Katherine were and had never looked at their stats in depth, so while we enjoyed our breakfast by the water I decided to inspect them.
First up was Katherine, a Priest with 9.7/10 Potential in Holy Arts and 7.6/10 Potential in the other Arts. My guess was that it was a good thing but I honestly had no clue what the Potential ratings meant or where the averages fell.
As I browsed through her Attribute Statistics I was a bit flabbergasted at what I was seeing. Katherine was level 67� and she was fated to die to two wolves?
What the hell.
That made no sense. Selene was level 82 too� and I was level 14 just a few days ago� hah. Opening Katherine's character window first was a huge surprise:
Katherine (of Sigurd)
Level: 67 (109)
Health: 2130
Mana: 2255
Strength: 18
Intelligence: 136
Vitality: 12
Wisdom: 125
Endurance: 38
Willpower: 141
Agility: 22
Luck: 0
Dexterity: 54

I was stunned. Katherine had enough attribute points to be level 93 if you excluded the +10 Attribute points per stat they started with.
Looking at Selene second, she was a Hunter archetype with a 9.2/10 Potential in Archery, and was sitting quite highly with enough Attribute Points to be level 135:
Selene (of Sigurd)
Level: 82 (135)
Health: 2700
Mana: 1550
Strength: 70
Intelligence: 46
Vitality: 24
Wisdom: 32
Endurance: 53
Willpower: 72
Agility: 168
Luck: 0
Dexterity: 212

They were similar to me� my stats at level 0 were exceptional thanks to the UR-Exams:
Roth Sigurd
Level: 0 (129)
Health: 1000
Mana: 1000
Strength: 100
Intelligence: 98
Vitality: 100
Wisdom: 100
Endurance: 100
Willpower: 100
Agility: 0
Luck: 0
Dexterity: 50
I had gained +42 to Endurance, +28 to Strength, +38 to Agility, and +12 to Dexterity from the nearly two-hundred hours I spent digging, chopping down trees, moving logs, and climbing the mountain.
I also received a bonus +20 to Vitality from the general Wood Working proficiency and actually received a +5 bonus to Willpower for scaling the mountain.
Of the 130 Attribute Points I had gained from leveling up, I distributed 60 into Agility, 30 into Dexterity, and 40 into Endurance. Now my stats were considerably better:
Roth Sigurd
Level: 26 (184)
Health: 1980
Mana: 1390
Strength: 128
Intelligence: 98
Vitality: 120
Wisdom: 100
Endurance: 182
Willpower: 105
Agility: 98
Luck: 0
Dexterity: 92
It might seem strange that an Axe-wielding warrior would split his points into Agility, Dexterity, and of all things Endurance but there was a method to my madness.
Every level granted +5 Attribute Points to distribute and I was clearly ahead of the curve already, but the limiting factor in this game isn't how hard you can swing or how much damage you can take.
Some people believe in building their characters with one or two primary stats while ignoring the others, which enables one to specialize in a role. It often works out nicely, but not here.
The game is a virtual representation and the characters are affected by attributes greatly. Agility corresponds to run speed as well as general athletic agility such as quickly changing directions, stopping and starting, jumping, and maximum sprint speed.
If a warrior only put his points into Vitality and Strength, sure he could hit hard and take a hit well, but he would be a sitting duck in Player versus Player situations.
Dexterity affects accuracy with all weapons, especially so for Bows which are a necessity for anyone not relying purely on magic for ranged combat. And Endurance, well� are you going to die tired or be the one at the end of the fight who still has energy in the tank to block or swing a few more times?
Endurance is effectively Vitality or Health so long as you don't get hit, and if you aren't getting hit you now have more stamina or energy left to attack, run, dodge, or whatever you want to do.
Curiously the way shields work in this game, if an attack is successfully blocked the force from the blow deals a proportional amount of damage to your stamina bar. In short, block a few heavy blows and find yourself out of stamina and every blocked hit after that will start dealing damage to your health pool; even if it was blocked. You can't block forever.
I found myself in a few situations already where long drawn out fights were nearly decided not by a lack of health but by a lack of stamina� I was too physically exhausted to do anything.
Lying on your back out of breath as the enemy stands over you is a horrible way to go.
Yeah, when you train for war you train for a marathon, not a sprint.
At the end of the day my Effective level was 184 based on total allotted Attribute Points. Of course that was misleading though, as the level 100 champion I fought the other day most likely had all of his Attributes in Strength and Vitality and was definitely stronger than me in one-on-one melee combat.
I couldn't see his stats directly during the fight but after he died I was able to see that he had over 300 Strength and over 200 Vitality, which was easily double my Strength and almost triple my Health.
Yeah, in the end it's sort of hard to measure attributes alone.
In reality, the levels weren't weighted as heavily as proficiency and skill. A level two-hundred player could still be beat by a level one-hundred player if he or she was outplayed.
I had started shaking my head from side to side without noticing and Katherine caught on, "What's wrong my liege?"
Ah she was still referring to me in that odd way.
"Kate, you can call me Roth or Sigurd and that goes for you too Selene. None of this 'my liege' or 'master' stuff."
Kate answered first, "Mm. Okay, Sir Sigurd."
Well it was an improvement so I couldn't complain.
And then Selene chimed in, "Why would I ever call you master? You and your fantasies."
"Selene!"
"Kate, you can't trust him. He'll peak on you when you're bathing."
Katherine gazed at the floor and then opened her mouth without a sound,"�."
Yeah, thanks Selene.
Katherine quickly looked at me and then hurriedly looked away while Selene laughed in the background. My stellar reputation with Kate was shattered right before my eyes.
Placing my hand on my face I couldn't help but laugh as well. Pointing at them while muttering, "I should throw you both into the river�."
Well, going back and reading the description of the Attributes once more to refresh my memory, every point put into Vitality would add an additional 10 to your Health while Wisdom would add 10 to your Mana. Strength and Intelligence modified your damage done by some percentage I didn't fully comprehend, but Strength also bolstered your physical body as well.
Dexterity was the main attribute for any class that required high degrees of accuracy for pin-point attacks, and Agility mainly affected the player's ability to move. Endurance was your Stamina, or the gas in the tank that allowed you to use abilities and move for extended durations.
Willpower was a combination of how fast you could regenerate Mana and also your resistance to crowd control effects such as Blind, Stun, or Paralyze.
I still had no idea what the Luck stat was used for but I wasn't too worried about it. When I selected it there was no description or anything, sort of like it was locked for now.
There were a lot of other questions too but I figured it would all be explained in due time. All I did know was that there were two girls in front of me and one was an exceptional archer and the other an exceptional healer.
As the girls chatted and laughed at my expense, no thanks to Selene, I started thinking about the future.
I had a territory but it was rather small.
I had a cabin but it could easily feel cramped with three people living in a 900 square feet single room. I also had the lodge I was prepping for with the five-hundred or so logs stacked behind my cabin.
Yeah, that's what I would do first.
I stood up, turned around and looked at the area before me.
Surveying the land in front of me, I decided on what felt like a good central location and opened the measurement tools provided in the menu, allowing for an overlay of schematics that you had drawn up or previously learned. It was a bit odd seeing the overlay in what I would consider my normal visual range but it was extremely handy.
Selene and Katherine had both crept up behind me and stood at either shoulder, staying silent as they could tell I was busily lost in thought.
 My village would start here after all. I had a lot of work to do. I also had two lovely ladies at my side to help speed things along. I'll have to apologize to them later, but for now they're going to be working very hard.
Oh so very hard.



Chapter 27: Diggin' a Hunt
(Thursday, March 11th Game Day / Sunday, January 24rd Real Day)
Since the majority of the logs had already been accumulated I immediately set out to build the lodge that would serve as the major housing structure for my village. Unfortunately by way of design I would need to dig out an extraordinary amount of dirt by myself. I was looking at a minimum of a week of digging real-time even with my super soldier serum kicking in.
Of course I didn't have a super soldier serum� but I was already reaching near super human levels in-game. The game was extremely realistic for lower level players but once a player reached an effective level of one-hundred in any one Attribute stat they were essentially super human, and seeing as there was no known level cap a player could continue to grow infinitely.
Well, that would only be true if there was an infinite amount of time. Leveling wasn't that fast for players to worry about everyone being a super hero.
Without a moment to lose I started shoveling dirt as fast as I could, with my exceptional Endurance stat I could dig at a rapid rate for hours before exhaustion would set in. Adding in my Strength and I was effectively worth three normal men.
While I continued to dig like a mad man I had Selene and Kate hunt excessively; they needed to collect a minimum of 200 copper worth of furs a day. As I continued to dig completely zoned out to my surroundings while going through the motions, Kate and Selene, unbeknownst to me at the time, had been engaged with a rather large Wolf den.
* * *
The soft and soothing sound of flowing water that came from the nearby shallow creek resonated deeply with Katherine as she found herself lost in the tranquility of the scenery surrounding her. She had always been confined to the coastal villages that the convent traveled between, and had never experienced what the outside world had to offer.
She was now wandering in the majestic beauty of the North, deep in the mixed coniferous forest of pine, spruce, and fir with the melting snow glistening all around. As she continued to walk in a daze of admiration, Selene turned to her and whispered, "I think we found our quarry."
Snapping out of the dream state she had been in, Katherine soon followed her friend's outstretched hand and saw what was ahead.
At the edge of her vision she could just barely make out what looked to be a pack of wolves. Selene had spotted the den from a distance and slowed her pace to that of a stalk as Katherine did the same.
The objective for the day was to gather at least two-hundred copper worth of fur hides from the surrounding hunting grounds, but that would be impractical if one focused on rabbits and foxes as their value was considerably low. Selene knew this and had specifically set out to find gatherings of wolves to reach the quota despite the inherent danger in hunting a group of predators.
Sigurd had asked that much from them, so they were forced to oblige.
It wasn't an impossible task after all, but it would still be a difficult one.
Selene and Kate both took pride in that he had trusted them with such work while he was busy laboring; both knew he was a capable hunter and that he took the harder of the two jobs for himself.
They appreciated the sentimentality of their new master.
As Selene was the more experienced hunter she led the way while Kate slowly followed behind. Making their way downwind of the Wolves, they were able to finally see exactly what they were up against.
Counting out the wolves on both hands meant for a difficult fight as the two young women nodded in unison. They both kept silent and used hand signals to indicate that they had each counted off seven adult wolves, with one Alpha male at the center.
Removing their bows, Selene indicated with her index finger a single target then expanded her hands to mean the largest one. Kate nodded as she understood and nocked an arrow in preparation for the fight ahead.
The seriousness of the hunt had all but erased the prior tranquility as tension filled the cool spring air.
The goal was to kill the Alpha immediately and use the confusion to slay the smaller wolves after, but there was no guarantee at such an extreme distance.
With practiced unison born from years of hunting together, both female hunters drew their bows back. Then Selene used her bow-hand to signal a 3-count, it was time for action.
One, two, three and both girls released their bowstrings with a thwack as the sinew-string snapped back into normal tension. Without consideration of the arrows that had already left they drew another arrow and took aim.
The [Northern Alpha Wolf] was considered the strongest of the Wolf-types within the starter zones at around level 40-50 and was accompanied by any variety of wolves from the level 15-35 range. The predominately white [Northern Alpha Wolf] had been leisurely enjoying a nap on the forest floor, surrounded by his Alpha female mate and their five offspring of various ages and size.
All of them were mostly white with small amounts of streaking gray or black and had rather beautiful coats of fur.
As the male [Northern Tundra Alpha Wolf] perked its ears up from a strange sound it soon found itself the target of two well-placed arrows into the lungs. The wolf leaped forward while letting out a vicious growl and howl that could send shivers down your spine; there was no yelp or shriek of pain from the Alpha wolf.
With the suddenly startled wolves frantically looking around for their attackers a second set of arrows hit the male Alpha, dropping it to the ground. With their leader felled, the female Alpha took over as she spotted Kate and Selene in the distance and barked out incomprehensible orders to her pack.
As Kate and Selene nocked their third arrows and drew back, they could see six wolves bearing down on them with the largest of them at the back.
The experienced and hardened Selene never broke concentration as she fired off arrow after arrow into the wolves that were now less than a hundred yards away. She made every effort to see their numbers dwindle in short order.
For Selene the distance was easily doable but for Katherine the story was quite the opposite, the initial shot at roughly one-hundred and fifty yards was exceptionally lucky.
The second arrow hitting at all was one of utter disbelief.
Now with the wolves closing in but moving rapidly through the trees the targets were too small and nimble for Katherine, and her third and fourth arrow harmlessly struck a tree. By the fifth arrow the wolves had closed the distance to less than fifty yards and would be upon them in a matter of seconds.
Selene continued to draw her bow with focused determination as the six wolves had collapsed to four. Katherine, slower than Selene in her rate of fire, finally landed her fifth arrow into the shoulder of a wolf which caused the creature to tumble into the raised root of a tree, killing it immediately via a broken neck.
Thwack.
Selene let off another arrow with around twenty-five yards to go as sweat perspired down her face.
They were running out of distance between them.
Down to three wolves but without any room to fire, Selene leaped back as a wolf lunged forth with fangs bared plain for all to see. The wolf snapped its mouth shut just barely missing her arm as she rolled to a knee and let off another arrow.
Thwack.
The arrow flew straight through the reopened mouth of the young wolf; killing it instantly.
As the second wolf came barreling through and leaped into the air intending to land on top of the unaware Selene, three small orbs of yellowish-white light curved in the air and slammed into the side of the wolf. The orbs consecutively exploded in a bright white light that sent the wolf veering and crashing into the shrubbery a few feet away.
Struggling back to its feet it was then hit a second later by a larger white sphere of holy energy that exploded on contact and blew the wolf into a nearby tree.
The wolf was staggered and could not get up as its legs shook uncontrollably from the sudden impact, only to get hit again by another [Holy Blast] that blew it back into the same tree a second time.
Four more [Holy Blasts] followed with a second between them until the wolf had finally ceased breathing.
Selene used the time Katherine had bought her to get back to her feet as she stood face to face with the Alpha female in front of her, dagger drawn and ready. Her agility and dexterity were quite high but the wolf had much higher strength and a dagger was hardly the weapon of choice, but it was all she had.
It would have to suffice.
Selene waited for the Alpha to make the first move as Katherine repositioned off to the side, only to be caught off-guard as the Alpha shifted focus and immediately closed the distance towards Kate with a massive lunge. Selene tried to react but was a second late as the wolf had reached Kate.
Fearing the worst as she saw Kate stick her hand out in desperation to block the wolf's bite, Selene panicked as she watched the scene unfold. Unable to do anything to help her friend, she frantically threw her dagger at the wolf's back only to be instantly blinded as the world before her flashed white.
Disoriented she stumbled to the ground and clutched her face as her sight slowly started to come back. The wolf was completely unaware of the possibility of the [Burst of Light] and Katherine easily sidestepped the wolf as it hit the ground and stumbled about, blinded by the sudden and extremely bright white-light.
As both Selene and the female [Northern Alpha Wolf] started to regain their eye-sight Katherine had been busy casting her next spell: [Holy Barrage]. After two seconds of casting the wolf had already regained its vision and had resumed its attack on Katherine, only to get hit by three consecutive orbs of light that were shot out with force and traced and homed onto the moving target.
Exploding on contact the three orbs repeatedly staggered and knocked the wolf off course once again.
The wolf was only temporarily knocked back though and quickly bit onto Katherine's arm while she was attempting to cast a [Holy Blast]. As the wolf gnawed at Kate's arm, the physical damage of the wolf's teeth tearing through her forearm was rapidly draining her health. But the attack had also interrupted the [Holy Blast] mid-cast and the backlash from the rebound stunned her in place.
The disabled girl couldn't do anything to protect herself as she was knocked down on her back. Attempting to fend off the wolf's mouth with her hands as it mounted on top of her and continually snapped at her face and neck was all she could muster.
Desperation was starting to set in.
During the brief respite between the [Burst of Light] and the [Holy Barrage] Selene managed to grab her bow and shot off an arrow into the wolf's side. Though it did little to stop the adrenalized wolf that was ferociously snapping and frothing at the mouth on top of Kate, it was all Selene could do.
Another arrow flew; hitting the wolf in the neck, but Kate was still getting mauled to death with nothing she could do to defend herself besides continuing to throw her hands and arms up in a feeble attempt to block her vitals. Blood was flying everywhere and Selene let off another arrow that landed in a non-fatal spot once again.
Seeing that her friend was quickly nearing death, Selene dropped the bow and grabbed the knife that was on the ground. Sprinting towards the wolf, Selene leaped onto the back of the wolf, hoping that she could at least stop the wolf's attacks.
Even if it was only for a moment, any amount of time would help Katherine.
As Selene wrestled with the wolf she was soon knocked back as the wolf broke loose but it had given Katherine enough time to open her hand in front of the wolf's face again.
White light instantly flooded the visual zone and Selene again was forced to grasp her face as her head and eyes were hit with sudden pain and blindness.
The wolf had been hit again as well and snapped wildly at the surrounding area while Katherine quickly started casting a [Holy Light] while on her knees.
The cast time for [Holy Light] was the same as the duration of the blind from [Burst of Light]. As both the female wolf and Selene regained their eyesight a soft beam of golden light enshrouded the kneeling Katherine for but a brief moment.
It was all she needed to stave off death.
With a large portion of her health restored and her condition stabilized, Katherine stood up ready to better defend herself from the [Northern Alpha Wolf] that was only three feet away covered in Kate's blood.
The wolf made an attempt to attack again but Selene was able to intervene while plunging her dagger deep into the nape of the wolf. The wolf jumped and was able to buck Selene off but it soon caught a rapidly flying large sphere of holy energy to the side of its face, exploding with a yellowish-white brilliance that only Holy Spells could offer.
As the staggered wolf attempted to shake off the sudden concussive blast it found itself standing above a patch of ground that was radiating with a soft white hue, unaware of what was to come.
The wolf had suffered numerous injuries and was standing in place with a low growl as it knew it was fighting a losing battle but didn't want to make a move. Selene had gotten back to her knees, but with one glance at Katherine, stayed where she was.
After three seconds had passed from when the [Holy Blast] had hit the wolf head-on, two seconds after that soft white hue had appeared on the ground underneath the wolf, the ground erupted.
With a sudden dim outward pulse and then a rapid collapse of light the small space immediately above the ground erupted in a plume of white fire, shooting straight up towards the sky and engulfing the wolf entirely in flame.
The wolf cried in pain as it found itself burning from the [Holy Fire] that had been cast underneath it. Unable to withstand the damage the Alpha wolf collapsed to the floor with smoke rising off the freshly burnt corpse.
The fight was over.
Katherine soon collapsed to her knees as she struggled to breathe while Selene fell back on her ass. Plodding down on the ground with hands clasped on her knees taking in the scene before her, Selene could only muster a sigh of relief.
The fight had progressed smoothly until the second [Northern Alpha Wolf] appeared in front of them. If Selene could have maintained enough of a threatening presence to hold the wolf's aggression the fight would have been much easier.
But threat maintenance and monster aggro was something many players struggled with in gaming and is why players who play the role of a tank typically specialize in threat and aggro management.
As an archer or hunter archetype, Selene could only produce as much threat as her damage done and when compared to the flashy holy spells that Katherine used, were inconsequential to most creatures.
She simply wasn't built to tank effectively.
Selene spoke up first, "Ah that was tough."
Katherine had used nearly all of her mana during the fight and had just regained enough to cast another [Holy Light] on herself, bringing her to a comfortable health level but not enough to heal her mangled left arm. Selene looked over at her childhood friend and felt remorse for having nearly failed her once again.
She may have been the level-headed and grounded one, the more experienced and mature one but in the difficult moments Katherine always came through where she had sometimes failed.
For Selene it didn't mean anything for the little events, but this was now the third time she had nearly failed in a critical moment that could have left either of them dead. Katherine would never say anything of it and Selene knew that too, but it wasn't of any consolation when she knew Katherine had saved the day with her quick thinking and strategic use of spells even in the most dire of situations.
That same Katherine, who was so insecure over her looks despite being an absolute beauty, who was often immature and silly when going about her daily life but incredibly poised and sharp when it mattered.
It hurt Selene's pride knowing that she wasn't nearly as dependable as Katherine despite all of the appearances. That it was basically her little sister that she was failing hurt Selene even more.
Katherine had regained her composure as she used [Holy Hand] to heal and restore her mangled arm back to its previous state, smiling once she had finally returned herself back to normalcy.
Katherine then turned her attention to Selene and spoke up, "I think I ruined some of those wolf pelts� do you think the Master will be upset?"
Selene nearly choked on her saliva and started coughing, eventually clearing her throat enough to get out a bewildered statement, "That's what you're worried about?! And who's our Master?! We're just temporarily repaying a debt!"
Katherine immediately stood up and raised her voice as she replied, "Selene! I swore I would serve him if he rescued you, we owe him our lives! Why are you so obstinate?!"
After uttering the last line Katherine had puffed her cheeks while placing her hands on her hips like an angry child, causing Selene to burst into laughter moments after she was choking in bewilderment.
It was just that kind of relationship.
The two eventually gathered six wolf corpses and found four were in excellent condition minus the few arrow punctures, but two were severely burned and wouldn't be of much use except for their leather and meat.
Upon further inspection by Selene the corpses averaged a rough 100lbs which would generally prove difficult for the two women, except for the fact that Roth had provided them with a way to a means.
As Selene dragged the bodies together Katherine had returned with a makeshift sled that Roth had built for the two of them, allowing them to stack all of the bodies without issue.
After loading the six nearest bodies there was only the male [Northern Tundra Alpha Wolf] all the way at the back and both women decided to walk the roughly one-hundred and fifty yards from the sled.
Though once the two of them arrived at the location they were startled by what they saw, a white wolf pup barely a month old playing in the snow by its lonesome.
* * *



Chapter 28: Working Through the Days
(Thursday, March 11th Game Day / Sunday, January 24rd Real Day)
The sun had set a few hours before as I continued to dig through the night, with the intent to cease whenever Selene and Katherine had returned.� Well into my second stint of digging and shoveling dirt, I had made considerable progress but was still incredibly far from being finished. Working well into the darkness of the night wasn't something I would normally want to do, especially on such a moonless evening, but Katherine and Selene had yet to return.
I was beginning to worry and started to question myself; maybe I shouldn't have sent them to hunt after all.
Selene and Katherine had been gone for nearly seven hours before they finally appeared at the edge of the forest. They were a sight for sore eyes with a large sled piled high with the corpses of seven wolves, nineteen foxes, and thirty-seven rabbits.
I left my shovel and jogged over to where the girls were, relieved that they had made it back, but more curious as to what had taken them so long. Though that thought was fleeting, as I was soon overcome by surprise at what was in Selene's arms.
I slowed my pace and spoke openly, "Ah? Selene? Katherine? What's that?"
To which Selene was the first to reply, "Just as it looks, we found a wolf pup and I intend to raise it as a pet."
It was a straightforward reply that left little room to respond so I ended up ignoring it while pointing behind them, "Is that the sled in the distance there? Did everything go smoothly?"
Selene replied again, "Kind of, sled's all yours," and then walked off to the cabin.
She was a bit solemn and even if it didn't show on her face I could tell she was upset over something.
I would have to figure that out later.
Turning my attention to Katherine who looked completely exhausted and ready to collapse, I walked over and decided to pick her up and carry her like a princess.
As I grabbed her and hoisted her up she quickly objected, "Ah! Wait! Master what are you doing?!"
"You've worked hard, I'm just rewarding you. And what's this 'Master' word I keep hearing?"
"Mm�."
Katherine had gone silent but had put an arm around my neck and seemed to be silently enjoying it.
I figured it was a good time to tease her, "Oh? What's this?"
"Hmph you're so unfair�."
"Hah, yes mi' lady, I'm quite unfair."
While carrying Katherine to the cabin I couldn't help but laugh at the situation, only to receive a light hit on the chest for it.
The lady doth protest too much.
Especially when she's blushing crimson red and smiling with her face turned away from me.
Once we entered the cabin I set her down and she bowed her head while performing a curtsy as she quickly turned around and sat next to Selene, covering her face with her hair at the same time. I had previously admitted that I was attracted to Selene's personality but I was quickly warming to Katherine's as well. They both had their charms, even if they were Artificial Intelligences.
Actually, I almost forgot they were NPCs for a minute there� add in that I'm sleeping in this room with both of them and there is only one large bed. There were two women, one man, and one bed in the only cabin within ten miles.
There was either trouble brewing or there was trouble brewing.
In an attempt to tackle things head on I started the difficult conversation first while we ate dinner at the fireside in the center of the room, "So, for sleeping arrangements�." As I trailed off Selene and Katherine's ears perked up and their eyes intently stared on.
It was a little nerve racking.
But, it had to be done, "Well, there's only one bed-."
Before I could continue on Selene had cut me off, "We can sleep on the floor. That black bear pelt isn't the most comfortable but it will suffice."
�I had planned to share my bed but I realized it was a bit sudden. Strangely, it wasn't long ago that Selene had taken the initiative with me when we were lying together in the Earl's lodge.
A woman's mind is a curious thing.
I decided to chalk that incident up as a momentary indiscretion in the heat of the moment and squashed any notion of future romantic intent so long as it was just the three of us in this cabin. It wouldn't be fair to the other girl, whoever the other girl ended up being� because even if I started with Selene I couldn't discount Katherine's extreme beauty.
Katherine was simply too attractive to ignore.
After dinner had been completed and the wolf pup had fallen asleep curled up in a cute little white furry ball, I stepped outside for a moment to let the girls change out of their dirty clothes and wipe themselves off. While they did that I went and pulled the sled over towards the cabin� and to put it lightly, it was heavy.
Returning to the cabin I found the two of them prepping the floor to sleep on and couldn't accept it. "Hey, take the bed you two. It's not much, but it's better than the floor. Once we fall asleep I'll be transported to the Adventurer's Realm after all."
It sounded strange saying it out loud, but since the NPCs all had Artificial Intelligences there were obvious disconnects between some of the functions of the world, such as how players disappeared after logging out.
The attempt to solve that confusion ended in programming all of the AIs with the information that Adventurers were summoned by the Gods to a different realm at times and wouldn't always have a corporeal body in this realm. It was also a part of the explanation for why the Adventurers could die and resurrect while the NPCs would face permanent deaths.
If anything, Dragon's Wrath was their real world and their life and we were just playing in it.
Sometimes, if it weren't for the system messages, I questioned whether I was actually in a game or if I was indeed transported to another world.
What is reality, anyways?
Eleven days passed in the blink of an eye as I spent at least twelve hours a day digging away; some days were spent mindlessly, others I read the news or listened to music. Either way, nearly a month in-game had passed by the time I finished my excavation project and April in-game was nearly at an end.
I still had hope that I could finish the lodge before April turned over to May but the real crux of the matter was that I was now in my fifth real-week of playing the game and was sharply falling behind in the leaderboards.
The first three real-weeks were spent working the land, toiling in the dirt, laboring with the trees, and scaling a mountain. By the fourth week I was able to get some real leveling in with the absurd quest bonus I received from rescuing Selene, but now by the fifth week I had stagnated.
AIcorps' projections were that the fastest levelers would hit level 50 in about three real-months of play. I was almost at the halfway point and was only level 26.
The highest current level amongst all players was 37 and there were quite a few in the low 30s as well. As an unemployed addict, I was woefully behind the others and that was simply unacceptable. In all honesty, I was barely above the average gamer in levels and without the support of a large guild I spent far too many hours attempting to build a village� I could only hope that the NPC-Recruiter would be usable.
There was no information available online on the system but I knew it existed from my [Land Management] menu and could clearly see it as a grayed out tab. It was all purely conjecture but I believed in my intuition.
My intuition had always been fairly sharp and was not often wrong� I've got an Ancient Relic's power to show for it after all.
By the fourteenth real-world day I had finally finished erecting my log lodge. It was a massive structure with misleading stature.
Standing only four feet tall at the surface at the lowest point, up to six feet at the highest point of the centerline of the roof, it simply didn't seem like much from the outside. But then all you had to do was walk down the wood and dirt ramp to find yourself inside a massive 57,600~ cubic feet structure.
The 60'x60' two-story floor plan with an 8' high ceiling at the minimum per floor provided roughly 3,600 square feet of surface on the basement or underground floor, while the partially buried first floor formed a square-ring that was open in the center allowing for a completely spacious and roomy atmosphere.
You wouldn't suffer any claustrophobia here.
Following the wooden stairs at either side brought you to the basement floor which had partial log walls that extended out a few feet to allow for some semblance of privacy but kept the entire place open.
I envisioned a large gathering of families sitting around a fireplace with tables strewn about the middle of the floor, beds formed along the walls with leather hides serving as curtains separating the "rooms" of the inhabitants.
Along the partially buried first floor NPCs would have space for their crafts and could perform their work indoors during the harsh winter while enjoying the sunlight from the wood cutouts that served as makeshift windows for the time being. I figured it could easily hold a few families without issue and with plenty of space to spare for storage.
Standing back and admiring my completed work that was economically a work of wonder, both in cost to acquire and in future cost to maintain; I felt incredibly proud. As my chest swelled with pride and the moment was being committed to memory I was disturbed by a system message:
[You have completed a Large Private Residence.]
[Information within the Land Management Tab has been Updated.]
[Do you wish to add this building to your list of Personal Homes?]
[Yes / No]
�I was a bit thrown off by the question.
Deductive reasoning proposes an alternate result if one selects [No] but it could certainly end up as a logical fallacy since I had no proof or information for the alternative. The building could just end up as unclaimed and I would lose my chance to claim it as my own property. I imagine that's how it works when players hire out others, a contract would be made and rights would be transferred.
Or something like that, at least.
I also didn't know what would happen if I selected [Yes], would it be locked as a [Personal Home] and that's all? I thought for a moment to contact a Game Master, to have him or her resolve my dilemma but for the most part they would only respond to issues within the game such as a bug or abuse.
I selected [No] and was flooded with system messages:
[The Large Private Residence has been converted to a Large Open Residence.]
[Rights to the Building belong to the Land Owner and can be accessed at any time within the Land Management Tab.]
[Information within the Land Management Tab has been Updated.]
[You have established a Public Property, do you wish to change the Territory Designation from Campsite to Village?]
[Yes / No]
Letting out a large heave as I relaxed my shoulders from the tension I couldn't help but smile. I was relieved that nothing strange had happened but instead, ended up with the exact result that was being sought.
I took a deep breathe of relief and stood still for a moment, then quickly selected [Yes].
[You have selected to designate your Territory as a Village.]
[All Land Management Sub-Menus are now available.]
[Information within the Land Management Tab has been Updated.]
Browsing through the tabs that had been previously grayed out, the majority of them were empty for now but showed promise for the future. They would come in handy one day but for now I let them be.
Then I made my way to the NPC-Recruiter tab, the one that I had been anticipating for quite some time.
Opening the tab I was soon stunned by the amount of subcategories that were immediately brought within sight. Expanding the menu to fill my entire field of vision I tried to grasp what I was looking at.
There was so much information that I was completely lost, unable to comprehend exactly what was hovering before me.
I decided to sit down and spend the next few hours going through every menu available. I might not have been the first to establish a home but there was a good chance I was one of the first to have stumbled into the NPC-Recruiter. I knew at the very least, that I was a part of the exclusive group of [The First Settlers].
That gave me some confidence going forward.
But before I could get too carried away I was alerted by another system message:
 [Please enter the Name of your Village.]
[Once a Name has been designated, it cannot be changed.]
I looked out and around the land laid before me, taking in all of the nuances it offered and came to a conclusion.
[You have entered: Dragon's Breach.]
[Do you wish to confirm: Dragon's Breach, as the name of your Village?]
[Yes / No]
I selected [Yes].
It was a simple name with a simple story.
The stories of the land were that of a Thunder Dragon that ruled the mountain directly behind my village, the same mountain where I received the Lightning of the Gods.
At the tail end of the mountain, the river that exits out to the sea splits the tail as the mountains rise up on either side, creating a breached wall of sorts.
Yeah, the dragon's tail was breached by the river.
It seemed fitting.
Believing my task completed, I was about to continue reading through the tabs of information that had been unlocked before I was interrupted once more. The system message this time was a bit peculiar:
[Do you wish to make your Village known?]
[Yes / No]
I didn't understand the question.
Thinking things over, did that mean I could click [Yes] and the village would become known throughout the world? Was it so simple? Was that a good thing? Ideas were quickly running through my mind as I contemplated the theoretical benefits of such a decision, while trying to weigh the theoretical negatives as well.
Making decisions based off a lack of information was a travesty and I hated to commit such a crime, but I had no other information to go on.
Well, without knowing the consequences of such an answer, I had decided on [No]. Making my selection, I was soon prompted with another system message:
[Your Village will not be known as a Starter Location.]
[If you wish to change this at any time, please check the corresponding Tab.]
[Information within the Land Management Tab has been Updated.]
Mumbling to myself, "Oh, so that's how it worked."
Guess I made the right decision after all.
I'm glad I didn't select [Yes].




Chapter 29: NPC-Recruiter Oh My
(Sunday, April 25th Game Day / Monday, February 8th Real Day)
After combing through the entire Land Management Tab and all of the subsequent Tabs such as the NPC-Recruiter, I was of the belief that I had a solid understanding of all of the information provided. Though it took me nearly four hours of reading to understand it all, it was certainly worth it.
What I had found out was that recruiting NPCs for those who own a village or greater involves a rather interesting mini-game system that is rather time-consuming as well.
In essence, players and NPC's running villages enter the Recruiter through their Land Management Tab > NPC-Recruiter Tab, and are provided with a Draft Menu once they are inside.
In the Draft there are a number of fresh NPCs waiting to be drafted, simple enough. The way the system works is that there are half a percent of the current user population in NPCs in the draft, so at our current 540,000~ player base, there are 2,700~ NPCs randomly generated every week real-time.
Though this pool is reset at the end of each week, so it's essentially a rotating lottery of sorts where you're provided an opportunity to draft or select NPC prospects you are interested in.
You have five real days to make your selections, up to two per slot, starting on Monday and ending on Friday. If no one else had selected those prospects, you could recruit them at the cost of 200 copper coin or two silver coins on Saturday morning.
If someone else selected that prospect as well, then there was a buyout option at 500 copper coins that could be enacted.
If only one person opted into the buyout by the end of the day on Saturday then he or she would win that prospective NPC and it would arrive momentarily. But if two or more people put an initial bid but no one selected the buyout, then on Sunday that prospective NPC would go to the auction.
The auction would start at 300 copper coins and would go on for the entire day, ending at 11:59pm on Sunday night. Whoever won the auction won the NPC and those who lost would only lose 20 copper coins for entering the draft.
This system was all encompassing and also had a sister program specifically for NPC troops, which held the same format.
So once a week on Sunday, users in the future will get worked into a bidding frenzy fighting for the best available combat and non-combat NPCs. Competition would be high for the combat-NPCs, in fact I imagine it will honestly be too high.
It seemed every major and minor guild in the central and southern kingdoms were trying to get a leg up on the competition and one could only expect them to spend all of their coin to gather and amass a suitable NPC troop.
Whether it is for protection or for an invasion, I couldn't say as nothing had happened as of yet, but it was only reasonable that that was what the future held.
I am not so na�ve to think that peace would rule the land for long.
War and death are the two staples of human civilization, after all.
They are constants that have always been a part and will most likely always be a part of human life. The plain reality of it all is that people cannot agree.
The other thing to consider when drafting an NPC is that there are a variety of attributes and levels that are generated. NPCs can be generated from anywhere between level 0 and level 30, and although every NPC starts with the same base stats of +10 in each stat at level 0, they each have individual potential in different proficiencies.
The higher the potential, the faster an NPC would grow.
Better potential in a proficiency led to more specialization.
There was a lot of math involved here, to the point that real-life businesses offering consultation and draft advice as if they were sports analytics and stock managers combined into one wasn't such a farfetched idea. Of course the market was incredibly small at the moment and there were no customers to speak of, but in time when others start looking for NPCs to recruit they would certainly be useful.
Thinking about the NPC-Recruiter and monetary value, when considering that a level 0 NPC wouldn't be of much use to me in the present and could take anywhere from a week to two weeks real-time to get to level 10 depending on what their craft was� it was easy to expect that the higher level NPCs would be bought up at a rapid clip. If they were a combat type it might only take a week to get to level 10, but it still required the user's time and care as you wouldn't want to lose that NPC to a wolf and lose everything.
Because of that, I imagine players would seek the highest level NPCs they could get with a balance in consideration to potential as well.
As an example, a level 18 NPC with its highest potential rating a 5.6/10 in Archery, meaning it had a bonus of +56% to experience gained towards the Archery proficiency and in general experience, was better than a level 20 NPC with only a meager potential of 3.2/10 in Archery as its highest rating. If an NPC had a potential rating over 9.0/10 in a proficiency of any sort, it usually didn't matter what level they were as they would be worth the investment over time.
This also meant that Katherine and Selene were absolutely amazing. But, that was for another time. Thinking over what NPCs would be best for me to recruit, it seemed simple.
For me, I had no need for soldiers as of yet, being in the far northern "wastelands" was harmless as far as other players were concerned. Less than one percent of the user population was in the Northwest; though the Northeast held roughly 10% of the population as Elves, and a bit south but still in the Northern region were the Dwarves at 4% in what we called the North-central area.
But even one-percent of 540,000 meant there were 5,400~ or so players running around. Thankfully there were only maybe five players who had ventured this far north and quickly decided to delete and recreate their character a little further south of me.
This was a harsh land for low levels, the 0.5/10 rating the Northern Triangle was given as a starter zone was not a lie, and it kept people away to my benefit. Interestingly enough, .25/10 was awarded for the village having a fire. The other .25/10 was from there being at least a trade post and a few crafters. No points were awarded for anything else.
Yeah, it was time to start building up my kingdom.
The North was mine, now all I had to do was develop it.
I would be utilizing the draft to get my hands on the highest potential non-combat NPCs: the traders, crafters, laborers, builders, farmers, cooks, and so forth. I had every intention of building them up, nurturing them from level 0 if need be. As this village of mine had just evolved from a camp and private residence, it was still relatively fresh.
In addition to all the excess land at my disposal, there was plenty of room for growth when considering the abundance of natural resources. I would soon be turning this place into my own haven.
A place where I would have access to my own master craftsman at a discounted rate, my own farmers that would provide food for the village and would leave me free to explore, my own builders and laborers to develop the infrastructure and fabricate new buildings or armor while I was gone.
Yeah, the goal was to devote some time now while others were busy leveling and fighting for territory south of me, to devote that time into building the sturdiest of foundations for a future mecca. And to my delight, with everyone pouring coin into combat-NPCs, I would be able to get a majority of the non-combat NPCs at their draft price minimum of 200 coins.
Of course when I say everyone, I mean a select few people.
From what I had seen, only a few combat-NPCs were tagged for selection so far and no one at all had tagged the non-combat NPCs.
Unfortunately I was limited in coin though, as a rabbit pelt sells for 2 coins, a fox pelt for 6 coins, and a wolf pelt for 36 coins. If I sell them whole, a rabbit fetches 3 coins, a fox nets 8, and a wolf would get me 48 copper coins. Needless to say, it would take four wolves and a fox to get one NPC.
That could easily take an hour or two or three of hunting depending on scarcity, including the time of travel between my village and the Northern Triangle's northern-most village that was roughly ten miles away.
Though I say I have a limited amount of coin, the truth was that I had already amassed a small fortune from my constant hunting. Even after spending on mandatory essentials such as a wood chopping axe, a drawknife, two hand-picks for climbing, a grappling hook with rope, a large shovel, and a large net for fishing. Not to mention what I traded for clothing as well.
But I could still earn around 400 coins a day including the travel time between hunts and the time it takes to take the goods to the trade post. 400 coins for almost 6 hours of work though. At the end of the day I had a savings of around 3200 copper coin, or 32 silver.
It wouldn't last me long with the draft.
Not long at all.
The more time I spent browsing through the draft the more I realized I would have to start taking notes, there was simply an absurd amount of information to sift through and organize.
Since you were in the virtual world it would be strange to have a pen and paper at your side, there was an in-game function to solve that. In order to accommodate players who wished to keep notes on things without having to log off, a window could be opened where you could simply write, type, or voice out what you wanted and it would be recorded. You could view it at a later date on your computer, cell, or tablet if you wanted, or simply open it again in-game.
It was pretty convenient.
Though with the complexity of the draft, I could definitely see some guilds just paying for a broker to sort all of the information for them. And even having them participate in the auction for them as well. Such things happen in real life all the time, after all. Even with all my patience, combing through 2,700 NPCs with varying ratings is a nightmare, and the list is completely reset every week!



Chapter 30: Recruit! Recruit! Recruit!
(Sunday, April 25th Game Day / Monday, February 8th Real Day)
Sorting through the Draft Menu, I pulled up all the crafters that had a high potential in the blacksmithing proficiency, arranging them from highest to lowest. From there I reduced my search parameters to those with potentials over 8.5/10.
To my surprise, there were ten such NPCs and of those ten, two were level 20, three were between levels 10-19, and then the other five were between level 0 and 9.
Between them all, the level 0 and level 4 NPC both had potentials at 9.1/10 and 9.4/10 respectively, the highest in the group. The third highest was a level 12 NPC at 8.9/10.
The level 12 and level 4 would both be excellent picks just from potential alone, and the level 0 was certainly worth a look at as an apprentice type to the higher level NPC, but then I noticed a few other details as well.
Gender was listed, Age, Health Rating which predicted lifespan, Marital Status, Dependents, Personality and other traits I didn't consider as that important.
The 8.9/10 potential level 12 NPC was as follows:
Male, 32 years of age, 8.8/10 HR, Widowed, No Children, and Cynical Outlook.
The 9.4/10 potential level 4 NPC by comparison was:
Male, 24 years of age, 8.4/10 HR, Married, Two Children, Complacent Outlook.
And lastly the 9.1/10 potential level 0 NPC:
Male, 18 years of age, 8.7/10 HR, Single, No Children, Optimistic Outlook.
A huge grin appeared on my face at the realization of how the system worked.
There's always a detrimental part to the NPC. High level with no tag-along NPCs but a bad temperament, low level with three tag-along NPCs but extremely high potential and a slightly-positive temperament, or bottom level with no other negative aspects and a very good potential rating and attitude.
It was a no brainer here.
I had the time to develop these blacksmiths and wasn't in need of a serviceable craftsman at the moment, both critically important when making a decision.
Other guilds in the central kingdoms with various amounts of players were more likely to be in need of a craftsman that could start working immediately.
I was sure that the level 12 would go for a high price at auction, a dollar in hand is worth more than two dollars down the road, or so economics goes. But I've got the time for the investment and the wait will be worth it.
Thus I tagged the level 0 and level 4 NPCs with high potential in blacksmithing.
But there was more work to be done, so I rolled up my nonexistent sleeves and pressed on. I would need to enlist the services of two NPCs with high potential in carpentry, as I would need them to rapidly construct buildings.
Next was a shipbuilder, so I could conduct long range trade and utilize the river. I also wanted a trade post, so I wouldn't have to venture out to the local villages myself with pelts on my back, so I needed one NPC with a high potential in trading.
I had no need for an inn, but a tavern with alcohol and a cook would be great for morale, so I looked for two female NPCs that had a decent attractiveness rating and high potential as a barkeep and waitress. Next was the cook, I'd be bringing in plenty of meat so it would be great if we could all enjoy some nice meals.
Status buffs as well, Hooyah!
I was up to nine NPCs and could afford seven more with my 3200 copper coins; I had placed an order for some live chickens back at Andal after killing the Earl that I was expecting within an in-game week, so I needed someone who could breed livestock for me. The goal was to eventually get some sheep, goats, and cattle too.
That made ten.
Since I wasn't that experienced with farming I wanted at least one agriculture expert on hand, getting barley, oats, and bean seeds from the south was expensive but they would arrive at the same time with the chickens.
"Hmm," thinking to myself, I could afford five more NPCs and thought it would be nice to build up quickly before prices go up as more and more guilds start looking to build. I needed to pick the best available while I could afford it.
While lost in thought I ended up muttering, "Ah, I almost forgot." I could use a leatherworker with the amount of hides I've been bringing in, and a tailor or weaver would help to mend or make clothing, ropes, nets, or even a sail. I suppose an alchemist would do well here as well.
But as I thought over everything that I was planning I found myself stuck, "What should I do about the last two NPC slots? Ah, I'll get two general laborers with high potential in strength and endurance." They'll help with the construction work and can work the farms or fishing nets later, that'll be perfect.
And with that I had completed my draft, I would gain 16 new skilled workers in six real-world days barring everything goes well, but I had a lot of work ahead of me.
I wasn't expecting to get so many add-on NPCs� with the draft I'll go from 3 mouths to feed to 32 mouths to feed. If I include myself� 2 Companions, 16 Skilled Workers, 7 Spouses, and 6 Children would need food and shelter.
"Oi, that's a lot of mouths."
I had already built a lodge but it's going to be cramped for a while.
Well at least the weather's warm!
As I had finished all of my work I exited out of all of the menus to find Katherine and Selene both staring at me like I was some crazy drunk that had been rambling on nonsensically for the past few hours.
I took exception to those outrageous claims made by their silent stares.
"Ah, hello ladies, what brings you here at this hour�?"
Selene decided to enlighten me, "Well, it's nighttime for one."
"Oh, so it is�."
Looking around the room I noticed there was a rather large pile of fur hides collecting dust along the side. The same furs that Katherine and Selene had collected. While I toiled in the dirt, they had been hunting nearly every day for the past month and change.
During my downtime while constructing the lodge, I would skin the hides of the animals they had brought back and there were at least a hundred wolf pelts in the corner, probably triple that in fox pelts, and I didn't want to count but I took a guess that there were a thousand rabbit pelts as well.
In truth, I had completely forgotten about the pelts and the massive pile of dried jerky that weighed in excess of a few thousand pounds.
A thought occurred to me, "Oh, that solves the food problem! Excellent!"
Selene continued to be the only one to respond, "What are you talking about now� I think Katherine and I might be best leaving if you're so mentally unstable�."
At Selene's words Katherine looked up while she was playing with the young wolf at her lap, the wolf that was once a pup a month-ago in-game was now a year and a month in age.
It was astonishing at first but eventually one gets used to it.
In Dragon's Wrath the system of time is accelerated for just about everything. NPCs aged 3-times faster relatively speaking to the real world due to the 8-hour day cycle. Animals and children up to age 14 on the other hand would progress 12-times faster per real day.
Katherine then defended me, "I tried to explain to her you were using magic that only you could see, she didn't believe me�."
"Katherine is the truth! Hallelujah! How could you not believe in a Priestess such as she, Selene?"
While pretending to pout Katherine followed up, "Yeah Selene, why couldn't you believe in me? Hmm?"
This was our banter to entertain ourselves� everyone already knew the situation but when three people spend nearly every day together in a crowded room for over a month in-game, you end up looking for entertainment.
Selene occupied the role of straight-man, I got to be the talkative buffoon, and Katherine held up her end as the random but seldom spoken girl with the cutesy replies.
Selene replied in kind, "The magic only you could see? I believe that's the definition of a crazy person. Katherine I think it would be best if we packed up immediately."
"Where shall we go Selene? I've been wanting to travel�."
"No, say it ain't so! Barkley, you'll stay with me right?"
"Woof!"
"Barkley� you're going to leave your Mother?"
"Whine."
"Then it's settled, the three of us shall leave. Enjoy your life of solitude Sir Sigurd!"
"Bye Master!"
"Woof!"
And just like that it had been decided� the four of us were to take a trip to the Northern Triangle.
Of course it was already somewhat planned a few days before, but we were bored while cooped up in a small cabin with nary a thing to do. We needed to trade and pick up the shipment of chickens and seeds that were to arrive in a few days, so there was nothing to be really surprised over.
I also had the idea of taking a small detour to visit the ocean, as a sort of reward for the girls.
Yeah, a small surprise detour to the beach wouldn't hurt.
Thinking over everything that had just transpired; I realized I had also made a mistake.
I completely forgot about the collection of furs that we had stockpiled thanks to Katherine and Selene� I wouldn't trade them all but I could trade quite a few and use the coins to purchase more NPCs. But I also had to give Kate and Selene their fair share as well, they may be NPC Companions and would follow my every order, but they weren't slaves.
At least not slaves to me.



Chapter 31: Ocean Air in the Moonlight
(Friday, April 30th Game Day / Tuesday, February 9th Real Day)
Staring out at the endless ocean before me I couldn't help but appreciate the rendition. It was just as beautiful as the Pacific Ocean I had grown accustomed to as a child. Looking out along the sand & pebble beach where the seals lay and the birds squawked, I decided to simply sit down and enjoy the view.
Katherine and Selene had decided to sit down on either side of me as well, and silently watched as the sun had started to set in the distance.
That reddish-orange sun was now nearly a pure vibrant red as the sky before it had turned a gorgeous pinkish-purple. The thin and low-lying clouds had stretched out just enough to scatter the sun's rays along the ocean before us, creating stripes of light and dark water as far as the eye could see.
It was an interesting perspective, but a momentary one in the end.
The sound of the crashing waves eventually drowned out the alternate noises and had nearly lulled me to sleep. It seemed to have affected the women in nearly the same way, as Selene soon leaned over and placed her head onto my right shoulder while Katherine wrapped my left arm with hers.
Without any thought to the action, I wrapped both of them in my arms and brought them closer. As the three of us enjoyed the calming sunset, I had started to reflect on the moment that was just unfolding.
In the past, I used to go to the beach and watch the sunset with all manner of friends of various ages and with no regard to gender. The beach was simply where we would all unwind and forget our troubles.
Yet here I was, enjoying the same natural wonders that my life used to provide but now in a virtual state, indiscernible from the reality.
Well, the only truly discernible difference would be the companions to my side. To be accompanied by two women of such a standard that I would never in my wildest dreams expect to come true in real life.
That was my reality now.
My online life was my reality and I certainly preferred it to the sub-standard life I had come to known in the real world.
Lost to my thoughts, Katherine had decided to bring me back to the world of the living with a bit of a tug as she squeezed my arm beside her chest. Looking over to my left I couldn't help but smile and laugh, she was simply too cute.
With her trademark smile that you simply could not resist, she spoke softly, "Thank you for bringing us here Master, this scene� I will remember it for the rest of my life."
Yeah, a part of me wanted to pull her in to plant a kiss and roll around with her in the sand like some silly romantic couple in a movie would. Well, I probably would have done it if it wasn't for the fact that there was another woman to my right, who was now breathing down my neck.
Turning to my right, I met Selene's gaze as she followed up on Kate's previous comment, "To think it wasn't long ago that we had only known of the orphanage and the Holy Order. You've opened the world to us and I'm grateful."
I was bad with these kinds of things� even though I always wanted to hear praise, compliments, thanks or reassurance that I had done right, the truth was that deep down I lacked the belief in myself that such things were genuine. I hesitated to believe, I couldn't believe. I didn't deserve what was being said to or of me.
I was a failure after all.
As the scene grew quiet and I continued to stare at the now far-gone sun, emotions of sadness and regret had flooded me while the moon had risen in the sun's place. The cold night sky shined brightly with streams of vibrant colors as the primarily red and green aurora distracted me from my conflicted emotions.
No longer wanting to deal with such things, I turned around and pulled both women closer.
The sound of the waves crashing continued on and on, helping to lull me into a state of rest. Closing my eyes, I hoped the night would not be a restless one.
Falling asleep with both women at my side and the fire burning strongly just behind, the moon seemed to have taken pity on me as it kept the spotlight fixed above.
At the very least, I wouldn't be in the dark tonight.



Chapter 32: Thoughts of Companions' Past
(Sunday, May 9th Game Day / Friday, February 12th Real Day)
It was Friday night in the real world and we had just returned from our trip to the Northern Triangle. As Katherine, Selene, and Barkley left me behind so they could bathe in the river before dark, I trudged along alone with three empty sleds behind me.
In five hours the town square would be flooded with 52 Non-Combatant NPCs and 44 Combat NPCs� a slight increase due to the 16 spouses of the 44 combatants, along with 7 children. I wasn't actually sure if the lodge could hold that many.
Yeah, I went a little crazy with the Draft.
Though I originally was only expecting to draft 16 Non-Combatant NPCs along with their 13 tag-alongs, by the time I had finished selling all of the pelts I had received 8,932 copper coins. I wasn't planning to sell all of the furs originally, nor was I planning to keep all of the profit. But, Katherine and Selene had urged me to do so for the betterment of the settlement.
In the end I used 8,800 copper coins to tag 44 Combat NPCs, broken up as 40 Warriors and 4 Priests.
All of the Shield-bearing and Archer archetypes were already tagged and I had no interest in engaging in a bidding war while other NPCs were available at the minimum entry level cost. It wasn't really surprising to find those two types already claimed, either.
A shield wall with archers behind made for an effective deterrence after all.
So instead, I opted to recruit Axe-wielding Warriors that could use Bows as a secondary. It was the more economical, and fitting choice.
But I still wasn't sure if the lodge could accommodate everyone.
No matter how you cut it, 96 people, even if they were NPCs with an Artificial Intelligence, were a large number of individuals. If every person had an 8'x4' place to sleep they would fit just fine, but yeah.
 I was a little worried, but in truth I was more excited at the prospects for the future. Buildings could be built anyways; there would be plenty of man power going forward from now on.
While waiting with giddy anticipation I attempted to flirtatiously tease Selene a bit but she was having none of it, and I dare not flirt with Katherine because she would certainly have at it.
I didn't want Selene to be receptive really; it was just a way to burn time as we all sat around waiting. So while bored and with nothing to do, I decided to take a nap.
Three hours had passed while I slept inside the cabin with Selene and Katherine.
When I woke, I saw Katherine had rolled off the bed and was now lying next to me.
I was a patient man.
I had control over my emotions, over my desires.
But� it's not fair when an exceptional beauty is teasing you with her chest laid bare in front of your eyes as her hair slightly curls around her face, seemingly accentuating her already perfect features with the effect of focusing your gaze to her soft lips.
Looking away from her face leads to her ample assets which are quite deadly in their own right. If one decides to skip past and look further down to her exposed navel, toned from countless hours of exercise and work�.
I stopped myself there and rolled around to face the other direction. Lost to my thoughts I attempted to at least change the direction my mind was heading in.
A few minutes later I could feel the warmth of a body inching closer.
Soon that warmth was in direct contact.
Katherine had decided to cuddle alone with me for the first time. My eyes were opened wide from the shock of it all, that Katherine could or would take such initiative. As she wrapped her arms around me and intertwined her legs with mine I could hardly contain myself.
I was getting a bit excited.
My chest had swelled a bit from the sudden adrenaline as my heart fluttered slightly. It had been awhile since I had such intimate contact with a female, the last time being with Selene nearly three weeks ago real-time in my moment of weakness. Before Selene it had been a very long time� which brought up the interesting point, that you don't realize how badly you're missing something until the opportunity to have it arises.
Katherine was pushing up on a rough boundary.
I wasn't sure I could remain caged.
Actually, I wasn't sure why I was trying to resist.
Why was I resisting?
As I started questioning my reasoning, I had started to think back on what Katherine and Selene had told me about themselves over the past few days. I closed my eyes and reminisced as I tried to distract myself....
* * *
There wasn't a single cloud in the light blue sky while the sun seemed to have settled directly above, flooding the world we knew with its warming radiance. The snow on the ground had all but melted as the green foliage peeked through, watching the clear water of the river flowing by and out to the big deep blue.
In the middle of it all stood a young woman only nineteen of age, with long naturally wavy dark brown hair that parted to either side and slinked past her shoulders.
She stood waist deep in the river as she bathed while covering her rather large bosom with an arm. A healthy yet slender girl standing nearly five-foot nine with hips a bit wider than the average woman and a midsection that had been toned through continuous activity, her skin was of a softly tanned white and glistened in the cool water of the spring.
But of all her striking features, it was her eyes that were the most captivating: tri-color eyes with an inner deep green ring blended with an outer light blue ring, split horizontally across the middle with a soft yet dark gray that lightly fanned out from the center of the iris.
The mixture was a dazzling array of colors that appeared both green and blue from a distance but clearly showed the soft splatter of the dark gray upon closer inspection.
Her eyes were mesmerizing.
The type of eyes one could gaze into and lose track of time.
As she bathed in the center of the river a man was lying in the grass along the edge, an arm over his face to shield him from the sun with the other arm underneath his head. He listened to the young female that was telling a story of the past, a story of hardship and fulfillment.
The hardship that the young girl faced was a similar fate many young children faced in the time period, the loss of both parents at a young age due to famine or war.
She had lost her father to battle and then her mother succumbed to the cold one winter night, leaving her alone and without the ability to survive by herself. She was fortunate though, as a traveling convent was passing through the town and offered the young orphan a chance.
She took the chance and as the years went by soon developed into an intelligent young woman, keen on the ways of the Holy Arts and respected by her peers for her skill. But she had also found confusion while growing up amongst the nuns and priests when she had started to develop into what she thought was an attractive young adult.
She was scolded and told by the other nuns that she was unattractive, unsightly, and that her body was needlessly shameful.
The Priests never paid any attention to her and seemed to ignore her more and more as the days went by. When the only compliments she ever received were from the depraved individuals she came across in the towns and villages she visited, her confidence in her appearance had started to disappear completely.
When she asked a sister what was considered attractive, she was met with the reply that physical beauty is nothing more than sinful temptation for the lustful and it was shameful and disgraceful to even consider.
She had started to regard herself as cursed by her appearance, the appearance of her mother who was once lauded as a beautiful woman. She felt her mother must have died as punishment for her looks and now she too would suffer the same fate.
It was at that time that she became better acquainted with a young girl at the local orphanage. At this point the young female of twenty years with a five-foot seven stature that had sprawled out next to the man decided to take over.
She had been intently listening to the story she knew all too well as she was drying off in the spring-time sun. With nothing more than two light wool cloths covering both her modest chest and moderately sized hips; she was doing her best to appear seductive.
She was playing with her short-cut straight raven hair that hardly reached past her neck while strongly gazing over at the man next to her.
Her eyes were of a deep titanium gray color that had a strong bronze tint to it in the sunlight that was quite exceptional in their own right, if not entirely unique. The droplets of water that had been dripping off her chiseled abs certainly did not belie the level of fitness that she had been accustomed to either. Biting her lip, she was vying for attention from the man, but he paid her no heed.
Continuing where her friend had left off, she began to tell her own story.
This girl was an orphan as well but fell outside of the Holy Order and was only provided shelter and a minimum of food in return for manual labor.
Her life had taken a slightly rougher path to start but she was confident she could make it. She had learned of archery via a local huntsman that took pity on her and used the skills she had developed to put meat on the table.
In time she became the main provider for the children at the orphanage as she supplemented their meals with rabbits and foxes caught in the outskirts of the forest. Her reputation had developed to the point where it soon preceded her where ever she went.
When she came of full adult age at eighteen, she often took tasks to provide as an armed escort for the traveling convent as they moved from one village to another. Though it wasn't paid work she would be able to travel with her close friend and it gave her the opportunity to explore the land outside of the small town she had been caged in.
The close friend was a young priestess that she had grown up with and they shared a similar past as she had lost both parents to war and the other lost her father first, then her mother later. They were one year apart and as the elder, she felt like an older sister to the priestess she had first met at the age of nine.
Though the way they grew up differed significantly, they still remained close friends as the years went by. Two years had passed since they first set out to travel, constantly traveling around the Northern Kingdoms spreading their word, helping and healing where they could.
Then one day they had made a decision to travel to the far North, something that hadn't been done in decades.
The priests and nuns believed it would be a good idea to check in on the Northern Triangle and a few villages on the way. She had no opinion on the matter and had no obligation to follow but preferred to accompany her friend on the fateful journey.
Both women had grown up as orphans and despite the similar origins and being surrounded by many of the same people, they had developed into two distinctly different people, with nearly opposite personalities and experiences.
Still, the saying that opposites attract certainly held true. The self-conscious, unconfident, and seemingly immature priestess and the confident, grounded, and mature hunter had formed a strong bond of friendship through a lifetime's worth of struggle.
As the man continued to lie under the sun, pretending not to have noticed the strong gaze of the woman beside him, he soon found himself in a precarious position.
The raven haired girl had rolled over and placed her face besides his.
With the brunette facing the other way while in the middle of the river completely unaware of what was going on behind her, the raven haired girl stole a long kiss.
* * *
I opened my eyes to find myself staring at the empty cabin walls before me.
With only the moonlight peering through the slight cut-out in the wall, it was exceptionally dark.
Having finished my recollection of the day by the river less than a few days past, I found myself no less troubled by the sudden actions of Katherine and that of Selene. And to make matters worse, I could now feel a gaze coming from the other side of the room.
Whether Katherine was aware of Selene's actions or not I was unable to tell, but I fully believed Selene had not informed her.
Selene's actions had been sporadic as well, as there had been nothing since we spent the night at the Earl's, then there was the river incident, and now there was clearly some tension as she silently watched Katherine and I.
I hadn't been romantically steady and the fault was solely my own.
In the months building up to this moment I had playfully flirted with both women as I wished to progress my relationship with both.
It was a greedy, selfish thing to do.
But, they were also my companions and I needed their loyalty.
Trust was a harder thing to level, but affection on the other hand�.
Increasing their affection for me was the easiest and fastest way to earn their loyalty. In a sense, getting both women to fall for me was a necessary evil, a requirement to retain their services. The game had forced my hand; it created the rules that bound me to the path of a harem king.
I could only go along for the ride.
Well, that's what I told myself.
In my entire life, I had never once been attracted to more than one woman at a time. But I also was never put in a situation where I was constantly surrounded by two highly attractive women that both had their own respective charms. In the end though, in my moment of weakness in front of the ocean that one night past, I had made the fatal mistake. I had brought them both in to comfort me in that time of need and had opened the gates. Even if it was nothing more than physical contact, it sparked the fire for Katherine.
The fault was squarely on my shoulders.
The situation was not something I had intended or wanted.
I knew something like this would end up happening� I knew a storm was brewing the moment there were two women stuck in a single room with one bed and a single male.
Yeah� not knowing what to do in this situation was the worst part. I continued to lay there, unmoving and unreceptive to Katherine's advances as Selene stared on from the bed.
I was in a bad spot.
I shook my head, in my head.



Chapter 33: Developing Culture
(Monday, May 10th Game Day / Saturday, February 13th Real Day)
As time ticked over from Friday to Saturday the sun rose just like clockwork. The village's center, which was nothing more than an outdoor campfire, was suddenly engulfed in a large beam of light. That beam of light faded for a moment then shined once more, repeating the shine and fade alternation ninety-six times in total.
It was the same golden ray of light that had brought me to this world, the very one that spawned every adventurer around the continent.
With each beam of light a new NPC arrived with a bag of belongings like a soldier back from deployment. The noise of freshly arrived recruits woke Katherine who quickly moved away from me while heavily blushing as Selene pretended to be asleep.
I turned around and smiled at Katherine while staring straight past her, staring directly at Selene.
Her eyes were just slightly cracked and made eye-contact with mine.
Katherine didn't catch on but Selene was now aware that I knew she was awake.
I needed to clear the air at some point; it wouldn't do to have two friends going after the same guy. Someone always ends up losing and more likely than not everyone will be hurt in the end.
I eventually rolled over and got up, making my way outside as the two girls changed silently inside. There was clearly tension there but it seemed to be mostly embarrassment from Katherine's side. I wasn't sure exactly what the tension was from on Selene's part� jealousy, anger, doubt� I had no clue.
Opening the cabin's door I found myself staring at a quickly growing mass of NPCs that almost seemed to be getting a bit out of hand. They weren't unruly or anything of the sort, but they were simply showing up too quickly and in too many numbers.
They didn't have the time to even set their bags down after spawning, having to be ushered out of the way for the next arrival.
Katherine made her way out of the cabin first and then Selene followed a minute or two later to join me at my side. In front of us the spectacle of ninety-six fresh recruits lining up to receive their orders was not just inspiring but awe-inspiring.
I never thought I would be in this sort of position, to be giving commands to my own personal army with two female companions fighting for my affection on my left and right.
I decided to give a small speech to give the moment a little bit of an official feel to it, "Good morning everyone. I would like to welcome you to Dragon's Breach, my humble abode, my humble land. I've gathered you here, the best and brightest available the world over for one reason and one reason only: to succeed.
"You are all individuals, skilled and experienced with the potential to become great at the profession of your choosing and all I want to see from you is that success, success in your endeavors, success in your life.
"You will find that this land has many things to offer, that the land is both beautiful and bountiful. You will not be left wanting. You will also find that this land is fairly ruled and that you are all free men and women alike. There is no status quo, no hierarchy between the citizens of Dragon's Breach.
"You will all be free to run your own businesses, to live your lives as you see fit, and all I ask in return is some consideration as the founder. I will strive to turn this minor settlement into something grand and no day is too soon. Thank you, for your time and consideration."
Whether the speech was good or not, I couldn't tell since I just came up with it on the fly, but a few people clapped and Katherine and Selene didn't seem too upset with it.
Well, now that the pleasantries were over it was time to get to work. I did say that no day would be too soon for this settlement to become something grand, after all.
I turned to Katherine and Selene, "Can I leave the directing to the both of you? I need to prepare for a feast. We're going to have a large celebratory lunch to welcome everyone."
Katherine nodded silently while Selene asked for clarification, "What exactly are we directing here?"
"Show them the lodge for now, and let them set up a spot for their items. Then give them each a ration of jerky as they might be hungry, after that� it's up to you two."
With that I grabbed a sled and walked out towards the trees, hitting the forest line I burst into a sprint with the sled over my back. Wolves weren't found this close anyhow and I needed at least a pack, the entire pack.
After roughly an hour I had finally made my way back to the village with eight wolves packed high on the sled I was pulling. At least 800lbs of wolf in total, which should reduce down to about 240lbs of quality meat and maybe 80lbs of render. I wasn't really looking forward to rendered fat soup though, but I could add some salmon to it or something, I suppose.
Katherine had ended up distributing the jerky amongst the crowd, giving every individual around ten pounds of assorted rabbit, fox, and wolf jerky. This raised the morale of the NPCs and their spirits seemed quite lively over their future prospects. Selene in turn was letting everyone set up their belongings inside the lodge that was quickly becoming packed.
She had some reservations when it came to the new villagers being content with such poor accommodations but she had yet to receive any complaints. It didn't take long before both Selene and Katherine realized that nearly every single person that had been recruited had a positive attitude and a seemingly good personality.
They later attributed that to my diligence when recruiting, knowing full well that I was not a man that would skimp on the small details when focusing on the larger picture. I was also secretly told by Katherine that my image had secretly risen once again in their eyes.
It was certainly nice to be appreciated, even if it was a secret.
She was too cute.
Ah� why do I have to choose between them?
Dumping the corpses at the center of the village for all to see, I then kneeled down and started skinning; I had a lot of mouths to feed after all. Plus, there was one specific philosophy that I wanted to showcase out of all the philosophies I adhere to, and that was to lead by example.
I firmly believed in a variety of sayings by one General Patton, two of which went something like: "Lead me, follow me, or get out of my way," and "Always do everything you ask of those you command." Leaders lead from the front, and I had no issue doing the dirty work first for others to follow later.
It didn't take long before the cook had heard of what was going on and came over, engaging in some small chat as we discussed what we could do with the meat. In the end we came to the conclusion that we should spit roast the wolves over a large fire for a few hours, and have them for dinner rather than lunch.
Once I had finished skinning the wolves and butchered them halfway, the recruited chef took over.
One NPC successfully motivated.
My next step was to gather some smaller wooden branches to use as a spit; as I headed out into the forest I was joined by the two carpenters and the shipbuilder who were all proficient when it came to woodworking. I brought a nice sized tree down that had a lot of usable branches and made quick work of it.
The NPCs took care of the rest.
I needed some Salmon next for the soup, so I grabbed the nets that I had previously bought and walked over to the river. As I started throwing the nets out I was soon joined by the two fishermen that doubled as general laborers. With the three of us working together we were able to haul in a sizeable catch in record time.
It wasn't long after that, that multiple NPCs made their way over to introduce themselves and see if they could help in some shape or form. They were just simply standing around conversing with each other after all.
Not one to usually ask for help, I informed them that I would just be cutting some trees down in the meantime, so we would have wood to work with in the following days to erect more structures for everyone to live in.
I didn't need any help for the chopping, but maybe later I could use the help moving the logs. The warriors with all of their strength and bravado offered to carry the logs as a sort of competition.
After cutting down one-hundred and twenty trees, they were all lined up in stacks of three and the forty warriors each grabbed one log and dragged, rolled, or carried it back to the designated spot in the village and raced back and forth until they were done.
This event was later known as the self-explanatory Tri-Log Race.
It provided some needed entertainment though, and hell� it saved me the trouble of carrying them by myself.
By nightfall ninety-nine people were enjoying smoked and roasted wolf along with a fatty salmon soup. Broken up into large groups around multiple campfires, everyone was having a good time. The weather was favorable this time of year, the food was plentiful, and the people were good.
Ninety-nine people and not one was a problem.
The night ushered in its typical silence with all of the NPCs now asleep in the lodge after their hearty meal. With nothing left to do, I made my way to the cabin and logged out. I had been on for far too long and my real body had been starved, a mistake I had made far too often recently.




Chapter 34: Alpha n' Beta Meeting #3
(Saturday, February 13th Real Day)

Making my way outside of The Cube and towards the kitchen, I was once again disappointed by the lack of food available. Staring at the clock that was now reading 4:47 AM, I realized there was only six hours before the third Alpha and Beta tester's meeting which was a good thing.
Free food would be just around the corner.
Rummaging through the cupboard for a snack I started to eye the little white and red plastic bowl that only required water and six minutes in the microwave.
Microwaveable but not quite instant, it would have to do.
As I let my little bowl of udon heat up, I decided to clean up. A quick shower, change of clothes, and my bowl of instant udon noodles had sufficiently cooled down to eat. My only sustenance in over sixteen hours was a rather delicious bowl of instant noodles� things would need to change. Finishing my quick meal I elected to take a nap on the couch until it was time to head out.
No point in getting too comfortable in my bed.
Waking up a few hours later at 10:00 AM, all that was left was for me toss my shoes on and drive. With plenty of time, I elected to go at a nice & comfortable pace. Rubbing my semi-bloodshot eyes as I continued to drive, I decided to listen to some heavy metal to help wake me up.
It was the only way.
Arriving downtown a few minutes early, I took my time as I leisurely walked from the nearby parking structure. Thankfully the weather was a bit overcast, much to my delight really as I wouldn't end up a sweaty mess before even entering the AIcorps building.
I hated arriving to place covered in sweat� it was embarrassing.
Standing at the light waiting to use the crosswalk, I suddenly heard a girl shout while leaning outside of a window. Turning my head to face her, she shouted once more while pointing at me as she turned the corner in her jeep and headed in the opposite direction.
Dumbstruck by what was said I could barely muster a half-assed grin and gave a thumb's up as my reply.
It was kind of lame, but I couldn't quite believe what the hot girl had just said.
Not like I really had time to think, either.
Yeah, she was hot.
Really hot, exactly my type.
And the words she shouted to me were, "You're hot!" �twice. I've been called a lot of things all along the spectrum from ugly, average, decent, good looking, attractive, to handsome� but I have never been called hot before.
They say appearance is in the eye of the beholder, and that certainly holds true. But, calling me hot? That kind of compliment� I didn't know how to react to it.
Another wasted opportunity, another girl I would have been highly interested in that just drove by, seemingly attracted to me but far-gone and never to be seen again.
That was life in a nutshell.
Heading inside while lost to thought, I made my way to the same last row along the aisle and sat down. That third seat from the aisle was basically mine.
I always sat there.
Gazing around the room I saw a lot of familiar faces, from the red shirted guy with blue jeans that looked a bit like a plumber, to Mr. Sardonic that was busy talking himself up amongst his followers, to Valerie in the first row.
Ah, yeah� her.
I almost forgot about her, that girl that rejected me and had now moved to the very first row, the furthest point from my seat in the room. Muttering to myself, "Figures," the one girl who thinks I'm hot drove away never to be seen again while the girl that shot me down moved as far away as physically possible. In this room that could hold nearly a thousand people, no less.
Kicking back and stretching out, I started to daydream of the virtual world.
As my thoughts had moved on to Katherine and Selene and how both beauties were essentially mine and mine alone, I was rudely interrupted by the raucous laughter of the degenerate bunch.
Looking over towards the slides on the massive screen, it didn't take long to realize why.
Up on the projector screen were relatively detailed updates on population numbers along with the most notable guilds and general development in the various regions. This was the moment for those who were in the powerful guilds to stick their noses high up into the air with that smug attitude of, "I told you so."
Reading through the information provided, it seemed Mr. Sardonic and his bunch was a part of a large guild in the Animal-Race region, the second most powerful in that area. Grinning while talking to no one in particular I quietly whispered, "Duly noted."
I wasn't a vengeful person, but� I had no qualms about making life tough for my enemies. That was what the Player versus Player aspect was all about anyways. One day, I would make life for him rough. That day might come sooner rather than later, too.
Taking mental note of everything that was provided on the screen we came to the last region, that familiar region I called home. The presenter continued on with her analysis and asked her typical questions as the slideshow continued to go through image after image. And there it was� the pictures on the screen betraying me at every turn; we had finally arrived to a picture of the far North, where I resided.
Murmuring soon became incessant chatter as the crowd deliberated over the aerial screen shot that was only available to the AIcorps staff and the Alpha and Beta testers who came to the meetings.
The still image depicted one very large and one decently sized log cabin surrounded by grass and near the riverbank. Forests and mountains could barely be seen at the edge of the image but were noticeable. The biggest thing though, was the nearly one-hundred humans that were scattered around the area.
Resting my head against the wall directly behind me while wanting to slam an object into the ground, I contained my anger. This was exactly what I didn't want to happen.
Popular guilds in plain sight being showcased on screen were one thing, but showcasing a more or less secret village out in the middle of nowhere would have disastrous consequences.
There were dozens if not hundreds of hungry guilds looking to conquer territories and everyone already knew that the North only had a few individual players. Conquering my territory meant free NPCs and land for the victor.
I was a sitting duck.
I was now a known commodity.
I was now a target.
I would have visitors of all types, with no way to tell between the friendly and the hostile. All of my plans would need to be adjusted accordingly to ensure the safety of the territory, in short order. Thanks must be given to Katherine and Selene for pushing me to recruit the Combat NPCs, if not for them I would be woefully behind.
Before the presenter could finish covering my area, I quietly stood up and walked out of the room. Walking past the front counter I was asked a question, "Ah, leaving already? It's only another thirty minutes for the banquet hall to be ready�."
Looking up at the lady who was just trying to be polite I kept it short, "Nah."
Fuck the free food.
I didn't give two shits about that.
Stepping out onto the street, I continued to walk towards my car. The situation had changed and I needed to get to work immediately.
* * *
After the presentation had concluded, I waited as I listened to the crowds behind me shuffle out until their voices were far off in the distance. Believing it was now clear, I slowly stood up.
With my cane in my right hand, I used it to feel around the edge of the chairs. I started pacing myself to the aisle that was half a turn to the right and eight steps forward. Using my cane to tap the aisle seat with the clang of resonating metal from the contact, I knew I was in the right place.
But before I could head out towards the door I heard someone behind me, "Oh Valerie, you're still here, good."
Turning around to where the sound had come from, it was the voice of a friend, the presenter Emily.
"Valerie, what did you think of the presentation? Interesting, right?"
"Mm. Yeah, there was a lot of good information. It was well done."
"I knew you would like it! But do you think I did something to make Brent mad? He left in a hurry as soon as I got to his territory� I thought he would like it."
I could clearly hear the dejection in her voice as she finished that line, she was upset. Thinking over the presentation, I did recall someone abruptly leaving the room as Emily started covering the North, but the room was so loud I couldn't be sure of what I heard.
"Val, do you think he may have wished for that information to remain private?"
"Ah, is that so? He did strike me as a private person, the last time we talked. Maybe he didn't like it."
�Mm. Yeah, he seemed reluctant to share his opinion with me the first time.
I could hear Em sighing just under her breath, "Ahhhh� I knew it. He used to talk with me in the past but now I haven't seen him since I said his name out loud. I knew he was mad at me."
That's strange� I decided to try and reassure her, "Oh� I thought maybe he was mad at me."
"What? Why would he be mad at you Val, what did you do?"
"Well, I think I turned him down quite rudely without meaning to."
It wasn't until I was having lunch with my girlfriends like planned that I realized what I had done. When we were discussing our week and I told them of the guy I had met� they said the way I replied to him about having a prior engagement and walking away could be seen as a bit rude.
I thought it was perfectly punctual and appropriate, but they disagreed.
"Mm. Yeah, I'm told that the way I declined his lunch invite could be misconstrued as rude� I only spoke the truth, that I had a prior engagement."
"Ohhhh, that guy? That guy was Brent? Why didn't you say so last time? Ahh why do you always get the good ones�."
Well, I didn't mention him the last time since I had known Em was interested in him.
I thought it might be rude of me to bring up that he had invited me to dine with him, when she had been pining for him for quite some time. Angering a friend over some man I just met would be tantamount to idiocy.
I also couldn't quite understand what she was talking about.
My luck with men has been atrocious.
Not willing to give in to her silly ideas I decided to speak honestly, "Whatever do you mean Em; I never get the good ones."
She had started laughing lightly before finally replying to me, "Hah! You kid yourself girl. You get great guys; you just don't realize it because you're too picky!"
Continuing where she had left off, Emily started talking as if she were in a daze, "You're so lucky Val, I wish he invited me to lunch� he was always such a gentleman compared to the others."
"I don't understand your infatuation with him, what's so good about him?"
"Ah! You're so mean! I told you how he was the only one who noticed whenever I got a haircut or changed my accessories� he would always compliment me with a sincere smile."
Oh, is that so�.
So he said you had beautiful eyes and that your newest hairstyle accentuated them.
Sounds like a player to me.
Of course I wouldn't say that out loud, she had an image of him and I had no intention of being the one to shatter it.
My friends had such poor taste in men.
I wish they could see the light.
Well, I've never seen it either so I suppose I can't be too critical.
Intending to change the subject I decided to ask a question, "Ah, Em are you going to be on tonight? I was thinking of heading to the Dwarven area."
I had grown bored of the Middle Kingdoms and hated the overcrowded areas with a passion, filled with some of the worst people I have ever met. If it weren't for Emily, I would have never started there.
"Are you heading out late tonight? I'll be on in a few hours; I still have some work to do here."
"Mm. Yeah, I can wait for you. You said there might be an event in the North soon, right?"
"Shh! That's a secret Val! You can't talk about that!"
While walking out with Emily leading the way, I couldn't help but think about the guy I had previously met. Even though I didn't want to shatter her image of him, I had to admit that I was kind of expecting him to ask for my number the last time. I was a little disappointed when he didn't� but I would have declined if he had asked anyways. I would have thought about it for a second or two, though.
* * *



Chapter 35: Bad Motivation
(Tuesday, May 11th Game Day / Saturday, February 13th Real Day)

I was in a persistent bad mood and moved about with general anger floating through my mind. The fact that the same presenter that had given the crowd my name while saying I was experienced in the North, had now showcased my territory as being exceptionally advanced compared to the rest....
I couldn't understand what she was thinking, if she was even thinking at all.
She painted a gigantic bulls-eye on my back and through the discussions everyone in that room was well aware that the territory was mine. That I was one of the few users in the whole damn region and the only one in the freaking far North.
Initiating the login sequence only moments after I had returned home, having finished wolfing down a burrito mid-drive, I was ready to put things into motion. The lights dimmed and with myself strapped in nice and secure, I closed my eyes.
Opening my eyes to the darkness of the night, I quietly grabbed my gear and made my way out into the forest. Far out of earshot from the sleeping NPCs I drew my axe and started to take out my aggression on the trees.
Smashing, chopping, hacking, slashing� I did it all.
Furiously felling tree after tree, I was pacing at damn near two trees a minute. Picking up my pace I was able to get it down to three trees a minute until I collapsed to the floor from exhaustion.
With only the moon at my back, I had felled 446 trees in the three hours of darkness. That was enough to start working with, but not enough to finish everything that I had in mind.
Looking up at the slowly vanishing moon, I soon found myself staring at the sun.
The day had finally turned over.
Jogging back to the village where the NPCs had started to shuffle about, I rounded everyone up and decided to give another on-the-fly speech. Making sure everyone was awake and at attention, I then started, "Good morning everyone, I hope you all enjoyed the festivities the day before and were able to adequately rest.
"I had made mention of wanting to develop this village into a place where everyone would be comfortable and would have ample opportunity to succeed. But in order for any of that to come to fruition we need to work together to build up the infrastructure first.
"We need buildings for the crafters to perform their work: a blacksmith, tanning station, spindle house for the weaver, trade post, and a shipyard. There also needs to be a barracks for the warriors, along with a palisade around the border to provide protection from monsters. These aren't easy tasks, but for now I will need everyone's assistance."
Finishing my lousy mini-speech, I quickly ushered everyone forth.
First, I directed the warriors to pull trees, with the idea of having them work in teams of ten to haul logs back on their shoulders. Next were the woodworkers, who were immediately set to working the logs I had already prepped.
Without delay I also instructed all of the able-bodied men to assist in clearing the excess branches to the side. Selene and Katherine were in charge of providing food, while those who could not physically work were left to gathering fresh drinkable water for those who could.
The children were free to play at being fishermen along the river bank, with some supervision of course.
In the meantime, I started digging once more.
I had a lot of buildings to dig for �and a lot of digging to create a proper palisade. There were also the two parcels of land I had cleared for farming along the other side of the river bank; that would need to get started immediately.
There was simply a lot of work to be done.
As the hours passed and the day began to wind down, I stopped to look at what had been accomplished. Along the riverbank the kids continued to play, having managed to catch a few fish they were all beaming with pride.
Down the way, the shipyard had started to take shape with a basic outline to mark the land. Across from the lodge, the craft workshops had already been erected and would be finished by the next day. Behind, the beginnings of the makeshift barracks was starting to come together, essentially three 30'x30' small log cabins similar to my own.
The digging had progressed incredibly quickly once I conspired with the woodworkers to fashion forty wooden spades, no longer would I be the sole digger in this village.
The palisade had even begun to take shape, as the ditch had been partially dug out around the two-thirds of the village that would require it. With the mountain behind, there was a natural wall already.
Having in excess of sixty hands to help move things along was a huge bonus.
My anger had dissipated as I no longer felt that I would be in such dire straits if someone were to attack, 44 Combat NPCs sufficiently developed would be a force to be reckoned with.
Heading into the cabin to call it a night, I saw Selene off in the distance sitting by the river. I could see through the small cut-outs that Katherine was inside the cabin with Barkley.
Hesitating to go inside, I turned back and went to sit next to Selene along the riverbank. Selene didn't bother to turn her head as she continued to watch the aurora while listening to the soothing sound of the running river beside her.
I felt bad.
Leaning my head onto her shoulder I decided to apologize, "I'm sorry, I've done something terrible." She continued to sit there motionless and silent, so I decided to rotate and placed my head in her lap instead.
Looking up at the aurora, I soon found her staring back down into my eyes.
Meeting her gaze and locking eyes, I gently wrapped my hand around her shoulder and pulled her down into me.
As we kissed in the moonlight along the riverbank and under the red and green aurora, I slowly brought her into me.
Words no longer needed to be said.
She knew what I wanted, and I knew what she wanted.
I was only sorry for Katherine at this point; she would be the odd girl out.




Chapter 36: Call to Arms
(Monday, May 17th Game Day / Monday, February 15th Real Day)
Logging on just before the sunrise, I was able to sneak a glance at the sleeping Selene and Katherine. The two of them curled up to their respective sides of the large wooden bed, fashioned of multiple planks used as slats along with a large collection of the softest furs around. A bed fit for a king, or queens.
Quite comfortable too, though I have yet to actually sleep on it.
Enjoying the angelic face of Katherine as she slept was somewhat of a guilty pleasure, one that I would need to end sooner rather than later. Selene on the other hand, continued to sleep with a face full of serenity, seemingly content with everything in her life.
As the two slept I could only help but wonder how I could manage things going forward. I had taken� a significant leap a few nights ago with Selene, and had yet to do anything truly physical with Katherine.
By all intents and purposes, my relations with Selene had progressed to the highest level while Katherine's was simple flirtation.
Yeah, I wasn't a great man nor was I a nice one, but I always tried to do the right thing. It was decided; I would cut things off with Katherine after talking to Selene.
Before I could think any further, I was presented with a system message:
[A Regional Call to Arms has been issued!]
[A horde of Goblins have been discovered in an abandoned mine-shaft.]
[Assistance is required.]
[Details of the Location have been added to your Map.]
What� is this? Was this a global quest? It says regional� does that mean this is specific to the North? Without any further hesitation, I quickly opened the in-game browser and searched out the term "Call to Arms TDW" online.
There were only two other examples of such a Regional Quest, and both led to what was termed a Static Dungeon. These Static Dungeons were dungeons that could be repeated infinitely by parties and came with specific quests attached to them.
All one would have to do is gather a group, head through a barrier erected by the NPCs at the entrance, and then upon completing or abandoning the dungeon for a certain period of time, it would reset. Once the dungeon reset it would be free to enter once more, freshly restocked with creatures to kill again.
These were the perfect tools for grinding levels.
And grinding levels was exactly what I needed as well.
Opening my Character Menu, I was woefully behind in the leaderboards. In nearly a month since hitting level 26, I was only at level 29. All of my time had been spent doing manual labor while the girls hunted in my stead� I was honestly regressing.
Looking through the threads on the Regional Quest, I realized something interesting. The first group to clear the dungeon received huge bonuses in Reputation and Experience, along with a Title to display if you so choose.
Those types of rewards were excellent motivation. Guilds would have the advantage but in the North, I would only have to compete with a few humans, a few dwarves, and the elves. Only the elves would pose a real threat as far as organized guilds go.
Opening my map to see where the Static Dungeon was located, I was a bit dismayed. Nearly a one-hundred mile journey to the southeast� by foot no less.
The location was just twenty miles north of the dwarven mountain range and around thirty miles southwest from the elven territories.
It wasn't a bad location.
Quite fair actually when considering it is smack dab in the middle of the lower North, the North-central, and the North-east region.
Stepping outside to take a look at my village that had already started to take shape, there was now a functional wooden wall that surrounded the accessible areas of the village. There were no gates, just simple openings for now but that would suffice.
The blacksmith hut, the weaver's spindle & loom house, the tanning station, the trade post, the shipyard, and a farmhouse across the river had all been completed. The three 30'x30' log cabins along the base of the mountain had been completed as well and with the warriors now occupying that, the log lodge was considerably spacious.
Rather than create a separate tavern, some furniture was being created to fill out the lodge to serve as both the tavern and the housing for the Non-Combat NPCs. There was a small shack created for the chickens as well, and in due time I would have a massive chicken farm to go with the barley and oats I was currently growing. Yeah, in no time at all this small village of mine will become something special.
The only thing that bothered me going forward was if I left for the Call to Arms, how would I know if my territory is safe? Being a hundred miles away would be disastrous if some guild came and attacked. It would take me far too long to return in any reasonable amount of time.
As if reading my mind at that very moment, Selene spoke out to me, "Sir, can you hear me?"
�What kind of question is that? Turning around, I could not see Selene anywhere and thought to myself, this must be a trick. Confused by the practical joke that was being pulled I decided to reply, "I can hear you, where are you hiding?"
"I'm inside the cabin with Katherine still�."
"Wait, what?"
How could that be, I was walking along the riverbank nearly half a mile from the cabin.
And then she spoke again, "When I woke, I felt something different and noticed that we had performed the Soul Link�."
"Soul Link, so� we can now converse without being near each other?"
"Yes."
Well.
That's convenient.
Browsing through my Menu to find the Companion Tab, I soon found my answer. I had reached a sufficient enough level of Loyalty through a high amount of Affection & Trust with Selene to activate the Soul Link. The Soul Link essentially allowed me to message or converse with her across any distance, just as if she was a real player. It was exactly the same as if I were to contact someone on my friend's list.
Does this mean, if I do the same with Katherine� that I could have constant contact with both of them no matter where I am on the continent? That I can actually leave this village to their management and still stay updated? That I can make adjustments on the fly from anywhere in the world� well, that was just fantastic.
What a stupidly convenient system these developers decided to put in.
All I needed to do was roll around in the hay with Katherine and I would be good to go. Ah, but wait� I was going to keep things monogamous.
Sigh, these developers really are forcing me into a harem.
I don't know if I should be thanking them or disparaging them.
Well, it wasn't like Katherine was unattractive.
Cough.
"Selene, I'm going to be leaving on a trip for a few weeks, do you think you can manage the place?"
"We can't come with you?"
"I think the villagers need your presence, and the place I'm headed to is going to be extremely dangerous."
"I see. We'll be fine."
Yeah, they would be fine.
They had forty-four troops that would shield them.
It was about that time anyways, for me to start leveling again.



Chapter 37: A Real Town
(Sunday, May 23rd Game Day / Wednesday, February 17th Real Day)
A village slowly started to appear on the horizon, one much larger than any village I had been to since the game's official release. Centered on a small creek that traveled northwards and surrounded by a small clearing before the forest line, it was a quaint looking place.
The mixture of Oak and Elms were a nice touch compared to the Firs, Spruces, and Pines I was more accustomed to; they produced a nice elegant atmosphere. Along the outskirts, one could barely make out what looked like animal pens which brought with it some hope of finding a mount.
A mount would be more than welcome at this point in the game.
But I probably couldn't afford one anyways.
Taking a look at the multiple two-story buildings that were visible from here told another story as well; we weren't in the far North anymore. The buildings were more developed than the ones in the North and led me to believe my original assumption was wrong. Maybe it was wrong to categorize it as a village; it could certainly well be a town.
No, it was most definitely a town.
And a town meant proficiency trainers, livestock, and farms� in other words, subsistence. The very things I was hard pressed to find before, were now within hand's reach. Looking down at my pockets as if I had no clue, I stuck my hands into them to reconfirm the situation.
I was penniless.
Well, I may have been penniless but I wasn't without assets. Behind me was an assortment of pelts that I had collected along the way, stacked high and tight on the small sled I was pulling.
Yeah, I had every intention to trade.
Stopping to take a short break along the river's edge, I glanced down at the mirror-like water that was reflecting an image clearly back.
Some unknown disheveled man was staring at me.
With hair nearing my shoulders and a beard long enough to braid, the unkempt man in front of me was quite the unappealing sight. How Selene and Katherine could manage looking at this mess of a man was beyond me.
Yeah, this look wouldn't do.
Slowly wading down into the river, I leaned forward to soak my head. The cool water of the late spring was refreshing to the skin on such a bright and sunny day. The prior long journey only helped to accentuate that fact.
Staring at myself once more, I knew it was time for some change.
This simply wouldn't do.
Taking my [Crude Stone Knife] out, I began to cut off some of the excessive length of facial hair that made up my beard. A short beard was one thing, but I had no interest in a six-inch beard.
Next was the head of hair that had grown to almost tickle my shoulders. The longest my hair had ever been in real life was around four or five inches� now it was well over that.
Slicing off the lower portion along the back of my neck, I did my best to even it out with the aid of the river serving as my mirror. Eventually making my way around the entirety of my head; it proved difficult.
The end result was long on top with short sides and back.
Messy and wavy, while pushed loosely to a side.
And a short but full beard.
It wasn't all bad.
Turning my head side to side to check the quality, I couldn't help but feel a bit like a Dark Age version of a GQ model. I wasn't that perfectly featured but, I dare say I could rock a few looks quite well. Still, it was hardly a look I would wear outside in the real world� but this wasn't the real world.
I could do or wear whatever I wanted with little repercussion here.
Lying along the bank with nothing more than shorts on, I continued to soak up the sun. The waves lapped softly at my waist as my legs remained submerged; birds chirping excitedly in the morning air. White winds were busy driving the scattered and lone leaves across the river's edge. Even a pine marten was visible playing at the top of a tree, as squirrels retreated out of fear.
Days like these.
These were the kind of days where you didn't mind just lying around, doing nothing more than enjoying what nature herself provided. To let the lapping waves wash your troubles away. And for the wind to carry what was left, to some far off place. Bask in the glory of the sun, for night was sure to come.
Yawn.
Opening my eyes, it became apparent that I had fallen asleep and an hour had already passed me by. Behind me, my collection of furs lay undisturbed.
A lucky thing when one is so close to civilization.
Thievery was always an issue wherever people were concerned.
Collecting myself and my gear, I headed south towards that town in the distance. It was only a few minutes away, barely a couple of miles at most.
Yeah, it wouldn't be long now.
The closer I came, the more detailed the scene. Soon the bustle of a town made itself known as groups of blobs flurried about in the not so far distance. Dozens, no, possibly a hundred� maybe hundreds of people had gathered.
This was the massively-multiplayer aspect I had been avoiding in the North. These were the people I had no desire to be associated with. But� they were a necessary evil. My dislike for the general population stemmed from a variety of things, none worth really mentioning. Only because it would become apparent in short order.
Gaming could bring forth the best or the worst in people.
Anonymity provided courage.
But, it also provided a situation where consequence was minimal if not lacking entirely.
It's quite telling really on the nature of humanity. When you bolster the courage of individuals through anonymity, it often leads to more bad than good. Free of the personal repercussions that would apply in a face to face situation, people feel as if they can get away with or do anything.
Yeah, I had no patience for that shit.
There was a good chance my name would be shining brightly red soon.
"Hey!"
Ah, the noise of the crowds could now reach my ears.
Good bye, serenity.
"Hey! The man with the furs!"
Well, I guess I should head to the trade post first.
"HELLO!"
What's with this Elf, I don't know you. Move.
Before I could continue any further a young female Elf had blocked my path and was standing with a hand on her hip while leaning forward. Waving her other hand in front of my face as if I was blind� who does she think she is?
"Finally you stop! Sheesh."
"Pardon me?"
"I've been calling out to you, but you kept walking�. Jeez."
"I see. What can I do for you, miss?"
Scratching my chin in confusion, I couldn't help but wonder what this elf girl in front of me could want from me. Looking around, I was certainly in the minority as far as races were concerned. At least seventy-percent of the population here were Elves, around twenty-percent were Dwarves, and the last ten-percent were Humans like me.
The girl seemed to take a deep breath as she continued, "Those furs you've got on that sled, are you selling them?"
A silly question, of course I would be selling them. Why else would I bring so many. With a puzzled face I replied, "Yeah. That was my intention."
"Sell them to me. How much do you want?"
She was brimming with a smile now.
She was a curious one, but to each his own. Thinking over what I had, I was a bit hesitant to name a price. The fact that I had yet to reach the trade post put me at a disadvantage since I didn't know the going rate for pelts in this town.
Well, let's see.
"I'm not set on a fixed price yet, having just arrived in town I'm unaware of the going rate."
Clasping her hands together, she started a rather long reply, "Oh! No biggie, I'll fill you in. I fancy myself as somewhat of a trader, and seeing as we're birds of a feather I'll help you out. Those wolf pelts are worth about 48 copper here at the trade post, I can probably sell them at maximum 72 copper if I took them all the way back to the Northeast. So, if you're interested at meeting somewhere in the middle, I think we can work out a deal."
With a weak smile and a nod, I took her at her word. She didn't strike me as an untrustworthy individual. Plus, I was usually pretty good at reading people.
"How many are you looking to buy here? I'll factor in a bulk price if that's what you're interested in."
"I'll take all of them. They're all white, right?"
"Yeah, they're all white. Is that important?"
With that last line she seemed shocked as her eyes went wide for a second while her head moved back. Regaining her composure she started to explain, "Yes that's important! White pelts are only found in the far North after all. The Northeast has silver and gray pelts; the Middle Kingdoms have black and dark brown, while the Southern Kingdoms have beige and tan."
She continued, "You� you aren't actually from the far North are you?"
With a smirk I laughed a little, "Ha, I am."
"Wow. I'm sorry for your troubles."
Hmm, it seems people really do look down on the North.
"Don't be, I get by just fine."
Thinking over everything she told me, it seemed the price of the pelts were worth more the further from the source you got. If the pelts were worth 33% more a hundred miles south and 100% more a hundred and fifty miles to the east from my original location, I could only imagine how much they would be worth in the Southern Kingdoms.
"Well, I have seven wolf pelts, sixteen fox pelts, and twenty-four rabbit pelts. Going by your numbers, the straight trade value would be 48c, 8c, and 3c respectively. I'll sell them all to you at a bulk price of 54c, 8c, and 3c each."
She looked at me with a confused expression as she quickly responded, "You're sure? I said I could sell them for 72c for the wolf pelts. And straight trade on the foxes and rabbits?"
Nodding my head I continued on, "Yeah, you also said that was your maximum value. I figured in travel expenses and came up with what I felt was a fair number. Like you said, we're both traders. I understand the costs associated with running a business, I have no interest in driving a hard bargain to squeeze a few copper coins. You can consider the fox and rabbits discounted for the information, as well."
Finishing my sentence, I offered my hand so we could shake and conclude business. I had no interest in standing around hawking my pelts individually, so this worked out in my favor.
Time was money, after all.
She readily shook my hand and handed over 5 silver coins and 78 copper. It was the first time I had seen a silver coin, which was equivalent to 100 copper coins� I felt a little bit fancy for a second.
"Thank you, I'm glad you didn't ask for 72c for a wolf pelt. If you did I would have slapped you for being an inconsiderate ass."
Ah, I suppose there are some greedy characters out there that think they're shrewd business men. They're only successful if the person they're doing business with is an idiot though. It was an interesting thought, but even if I was an ass, I wasn't someone who looked to cheat people.
"Before you go, that small crest on your jacket� is that your guild tab?"
"Yes! I'm in the guild [Liberated Souls]. We've got a small campsite in the Northeast!"
I think I might have found something valuable.
"Is there river access at your campsite?"
"Yep! But it's a small one, only about eight feet wide and two feet deep at the shallowest. Too small for any real boats sadly."
A large grin crept up on my face, "Would you be interested in future trades?"
After a long discussion, I parted with the female elf known as Ellieby with a loose verbal agreement to bring furs directly to her guild's campsite in a few weeks real-time. By then my shipyard should have churned out at least one longship.
An interesting thing in Dragon's Wrath was that any crafters that you recruited from the NPC-Recruiter came with a skillset based on the region you were in. Since I was in the far North, the Scandinavian-like region, my shipbuilder came with the archaic knowledge of how to build a Viking Longship. In a Dark Age period game such as this, I had the best boat of the time frame by hundreds of years, at my disposal. A cold smile formed, but I didn't care. There were benefits to the North.
I just didn't want to tell anyone; they were my secrets after all.



Chapter 38: Looking For Group
(Sunday, May 23rd Game Day / Wednesday, February 17th Real Day)
Walking forth into the crowded town square I soon found myself surrounded by well over a hundred players screaming and shouting for all manner of things. The grassy clearing where I stood only provided for shoulder-width room, but it was a necessary inconvenience. Toggling the LFG option in the Menu, my name which had been hidden soon flickered on above my head.
Looking down into the small puddle beneath my feet I could see a clear reflection of light blue letters above me:
[Roth Sigurd, First of the North, Archer]
 My name had been displayed along with my highest title and my highest proficiency in order for other players to see. Since I was now Looking For Group, it was a necessity. Though, there was no reason to display my title or Archery� there were a million Archers here already.
One look around the place and you could see that the majority of the population was filled with Archer or Rogue-types. They were your standard damage dealers or DPS even though the acronym didn't necessarily make sense for a person, seeing as it meant damage per second� but that's the way abbreviated phrases go nowadays.
Yeah, I would never find a party as an Archer.
This wasn't going to work.
Going back into the Menu, I toggled through the options to remove my title for privacy reasons along with switching my proficiency to Warrior. I had developed that through my usage of a Two-handed Axe and it should serve as a base tank despite the lack of shield.
Tanks were always in high demand, as were healers.
Staring back down into the puddle, the blue lights flickered for a moment as they changed to describe my new state:
[Roth Sigurd, Warrior]
Yeah, I liked that.
Within moments of the change a few invites rang up in front of my visual field, but I declined them all. I preferred those with manners even if it was a simple, "Hi, join my party!"
Anything was better than blind invites.
Those types of invites lacked tact, and spoke more of the people who sent them.
In the distance I could see two high elf females pushing their way through the crowd, stopping directly in front of me. The blonde clearly had some fun modifying her appearance as she was definitely not proportioned normally, with her exaggerated hips and ass that stuck out at least a hand.� The brunette was a little tamer, but was still a modified appearance as well.
The blond spoke up first, "You're a tank right? We just need a tank."
Then the brunette chimed in, "We don't have any melee classes in our group."
Oh.
They were from different groups.
Answering them both, "Yeah, I'm a tank."
Unfortunately, this is where the situation becomes complicated. As the two girls stared at my character and the two-handed axe hanging off my back, the dagger in its sleeve on my chest, and a bow lingering by my shoulder just above the quiver dangling by my hip, they came to the major issue.
I had no shield.
The blond didn't seem to think about the shield though, as she asked, "Are you new here? Have you tanked before?"
Of course I've tanked before� but not in this game. It was a tricky question, one that couldn't be answered at face value. Hesitating first, and then just going with it I said, "Yeah I've tanked before, but I'm also new to this dungeon. It was just discovered the other day."
The brunette seemed to be the keener one as she pointed out, "Uh, you have a shield right? �I only see an axe, dagger, and bow."
Well that was quick.
"No, I don't use a shield to tank."
Yep, here it comes.
As soon as the words left my mouth both of the high elf females' faces contorted in that weird way people do when they can't believe what they just heard or saw. Like a comedy unfolding on their faces, I could read it plain as day.
The dejected brunette turned around and walked away with only a tsk.
The blond was a bit more sociable though, "Um, I'm sorry but we need a real tank with a shield to get through the boss fight. You won't be able to tank without one� but good luck!"
I didn't blame them for being cautious.
At the end of the day, most of the players who believed they were "tanks" weren't that great at it. Throw in that bucking typical convention and not gearing the way the masses gear� and well, you're shit out of luck.
People don't respond well to individuality when they don't have a personal reference. For all intents and purposes, if you don't follow "proper" convention you might as well be trash.
No shield, no invite.
That's how most of the players here would treat me.
The worst part was that tanking in general was such a neglected existence. Every party needed one player who could take the aggression and the attacks of the monsters they were fighting. In order to survive that player usually wore the heaviest of armors, thus he would be called the "tank."
But there was no praise or recognition for good tanks, only condemnation for the bad tanks. An unrewarding profession that tended to have more negative preconceptions than it was worth.
Thirty minutes had gone by and I had been rebuffed by twenty-seven parties.
I wasn't sure if there was even a twenty-eighth party to reject me.
I'm pretty sure they all rejected me, already.
Some were quite rude about it, too.
Grabbing my gear, I quickly dumped my sled and excess items off at a room in the inn and paid for a few nights stay. I had already grabbed the two quests pertaining to the First Floor of the dungeon and decided to try my luck elsewhere. At the entrance to the dungeon there were bound to be parties a little more desperate.
Proximity to the goal line has a way of clouding one's judgment.
The closer these parties were to starting the more persuasive having any type of tank would sound, regardless if he or she had a shield. And as I had predicted, relocating to the entrance of the dungeon had proved fruitful, as I ended up waiting thirty-seconds before being courted by a few parties.
Deciding to lay it all out at first to save the trouble, "I'm an experienced tank but new to this dungeon. I do not have a shield but my Health is at 2,100. My defense is also sufficiently high for our levels."
A few people turned around immediately and walked off, but two elves started murmuring amongst themselves. Eventually, they decided to include me in that discussion.
"You say you're experienced, so you've tanked before?"
"Yeah, and I've tanked for years in other games at a high level."
"I see. Your health is kind of high though� did you dump all your stats into Vitality?"
"Nah, I'm a premade."
"Oh, okay. Well, as long as you don't lose aggro, we'll go as far as we can."
Success!
Not a minute after arriving in front of the dungeon I was invited into a party. Screw the people in town who were trying to form the perfect party for an hour or two before ever stepping foot outside. This was how it was done.
Heading inside with them, the black-haired female elf that was talking to me appeared to be the healer of the party. She also had a small crest near her collar, as did the female rogue and both of the male archers next to her. They were of the same design as Ellieby's.
That could prove interesting.



Chapter 39: The First Floor
(Sunday, May 23rd Game Day / Wednesday, February 17th Real Day)
Stepping through the tranquil turquoise barrier that denoted the dungeon entrance was an odd feeling. The warm late spring air and sunlight that was my reality a moment before was soon split by the cold muddy feeling of the barrier. Passing through that barrier, I found myself in a damp, dark dungeon; an old mining complex of sorts.
We were two worlds apart now.
Glancing at the gray and black rock walls that were barely visible as small torches burned along the edges, reflecting and projecting shadows across the domed ceiling, I had a feeling that things might get complicated. As we walked, our shadows appeared to dance around us yet just as quickly disappeared without a trace.
Yeah, the lighting in here wasn't that great.
The dark and dirty brown ground beneath our feet was mostly stable, which led to some general relief as there was no fear of stumbling or tripping. But there were areas that were slippery as moss appeared to be growing sporadically throughout; we would just have to be mindful of where we stepped.
Though of all things, it was the stagnant air filled with ash that was the least bearable. The smoke was difficult to breathe and clouded the eyes, obscuring our already dimly lit visual field even more. But it was a condition we would have to put up with.
With eyes and nostrils alike burning, we pushed forward.
The cave-system with its large open rooms connected by smaller passageways held together with a random assortment of lumber gave off an odd atmosphere. The sizes of the rooms were simply too large compared to the narrow tunnels between them.
Yeah, it was a dichotomy of strange proportions.
And then the echoes came.
Just out of sight and at the edge of our hearing, we could hear the faint chatter of the goblins. Multiple goblins were chattering in broken English for me, and perhaps chattering in a broken language of some other user's preference if selected.
Exiting the second of the narrow passageways and turning around the corner we were presented with our first glimpse of an in-game Goblin. The two [Outcast Goblins] and the three [Minor Outcast Goblins]... weren't fun to look at, really.
The Outcast Goblin was the physically larger of the two, both in stature and in general size. The spade-like ears like those from a playing card were awkward to look at, and overly sized on their four-foot six frame. The oily brownish-beige yet dried prune-like skin only served to complement their exceptionally large goat-like eyes with a large horizontal hourglass shaped pupil, slit-like nose, and disgusting fangs that somehow served as teeth.
They were repulsive.
Not to be outdone, the Minor Outcast Goblin appeared in much the same way but seemed more beige than brown yet barely stood four-feet tall. Considerably smaller with the same sized head. Strangely, this was even more disturbing.
I wanted to smash them into pieces.
Ugh.
To think the designers had created such disgusting monsters as the entry level monsters for players to fight. I feared for the future creature's appearances� they would undoubtedly be mindboggling.
Moving closer to the goblin camp we were soon hit with a waft of a pungent odor that could only be described as a smell of mixed throw-up and urine. I held mine in, but one of the party members gagged and actually puked.
I didn't know we could puke in this game.
But it made sense, seeing as we could do everything else normally.
And I did mean everything.
Setting my axe down against the rock wall, I grabbed my bow and surveyed the scene in front of me. There were five targets, each with a crude short sword of sorts. Our group consisted of two archers and a sword & dagger rogue, plus me with my axe and the healer in the back. An all physical single-target group� not that balanced but it will have to do.
Before I could even suggest anything, one of the hunters assumed the party-leader mantle and spoke up, "Alright, I'll pull them to us. Focus the regulars first, and then the minors last."
Eh, I wasn't a fan.
Initial aggression or aggro, or hate, would be given to the archer who pulled� meaning I would have a harder time gathering them together.
But my opinion didn't mean anything yet. Four guild members versus the Pick-up Group guy. This pug was also a newbie to the dungeon and they had supposedly been here before.
Yeah, my words had no merit yet.
The goblins were around a hundred feet away and the archer quickly ran over and let off an arrow. Just as quickly he turned around and ran behind me to take up position with the others.
Shaking my head, I clutched my axe.
Five disgusting creatures were bearing down on me with swords drawn and spit flying as they screamed and shrieked with their high-pitched voices. Staring right back at them in this hyper-realistic setting was startling.
It was frightening.
The three Minor Goblins charged ahead like the small fry that they were, waving their swords above their heads as they ran in an almost comical fashion. Taking my stance I went into my new favorite high-guard "Vom Dach," even though it was more of a sword guard it worked just fine for me in principle.
German for "from the roof," it entailed holding the weapon overhead and centerline while angled back at a 45-degree angle. It provided for a wide window of attack in addition to a very powerful swing.
This was definitely my preferred stance.
As the first of the minor goblins came into range it was consumed by blind aggression and without any thought to my axe above, lunged forth. The goblin intended to thrust the sword into my abdomen but� it was slow.
The sword was slow.
The goblin was slow.
Shifting my feet, switching the foothold from left-foot forward to right and twisting my waist so as to avoid the blow, I also engaged all of the muscles of the core. Abs, back, shoulders, and even my chest as I pulled the axe down as viciously and hard as I possibly could.
The axe swung down in an instant and dug deep into the goblin's neck, shattering through the collarbone and lodging itself entirely in the soft tissue.
As if everything was in slow motion, I could feel the shudder of the axe as it cleaved into the goblin. I could see the goblin shudder from the impact as it dropped to the ground. On its knees the goblin stared at me in confusion, wondering what had just happened.
With those odd horizontal hourglass eyes it stared on.
And then I put a boot on its disgusting face and shoved off.
Yanking my axe from the minor goblin that was now lingering around 23% remaining health while kicking my target into the minor goblin behind it, both minors careened to the floor. Two seconds had passed during that exchange.
But that third minor goblin veered right past me.
Glancing at it as it ran past and straight into the rogue and archers, I could only ignore it. In front of me was a more pressing matter as the two [Outcast Goblins] came in slashing and hacking away with a ferocity not unlike my own.
Raising my axe and swinging wildly to parry the blows, I barely deflected the two with a grin.
They couldn't get me with weak attacks like that.
And then two sharp shooting pains registered in my sides as I saw two short swords sticking into me. The minor goblins had attacked as well and without a shield I was hopeless to defend.
Pulling back, I quickly swung my axe wide and repeated it twice for good measure. Glancing behind I could see the loose minor goblin fall to a flurry of stabs and arrows.
One down, four to go.
Raising the momentum of my swing, I continued to swing my axe in multiple arcs from high-right to low-left, low-left across high-center, high-center back down to low-right. Repeating the pattern while deviating slightly, I was building space.
I was really building hate.
The goblins had been intimidated by the seemingly wild swings and backed off slightly as they focused their aggression towards me. Completely forgetting the archers pelting them with arrows and the rogue now behind, this was the situation that I was aiming for.
This was tanking.
Swinging like a wild-man� no a mad-man, I continued to press on. I was deflecting incoming sword thrusts with the weight of my axe bearing down on them and forcing them back.
And then I stopped.
I wasn't wild, nor was I mad.
I simply needed the time to regain composure, and now that I had succeeded I returned to my high guard. In their desperation they had completely circled me and I was at a severe disadvantage. The minor goblins had made their way behind me, completely out of sight but it was no matter.
The targets in front of me were all that mattered.
The minor goblins initiated first, thrusting wildly at my abdomen where I could only twist in an attempt to receive a glancing blow. The goblins immediately followed up with two downward arcing slashes that I was barely able to deflect before taking the two stabs to my sides; I had lost around 12% of my health from the two hits.
And then without a moment to relax the onslaught began.
The four goblins worked themselves into a frenzy and began hacking and slashing at my sides while I was busy fending off what I could. Blocking and deflecting the blow coming from my right only to take two slashes from the left and a stab from behind.
Stumbling to the floor, I glanced at the minor goblin that was still sitting at 23% health while completely crippled on one side. The rogue was busy attacking a goblin with the archers and it had only fallen to 71% in nearly five seconds.
This was stupid.
Abandoning my defense, I turned around and hacked the minor goblin's head off.
As its head rolled pass me, I gave it kick for good measure.
Turning back to face the other minor goblin, I launched a flurry of attacks of my own. Countering every three swings with two of my own, I was able to dismember the one remaining minor goblin's hand, as it screamed to the ceiling in pain.
Using the moment of distraction as my window of opportunity, I used [Execute] and landed the blow cleanly down the middle of its face. Splitting the minor goblin's skull into two halves, I placed my boot on its chest and pushed off, freeing my axe to face the two remaining goblins.
Just as I took another two slashes to my arms and clenched my teeth from the pain of being sliced repeatedly over the past thirty seconds, a beam of golden light engulfed me for the fifth or sixth time.
In truth, I wasn't counting.
The warmth of the light instantly restored a large portion of my health as I glanced at the party menu that showcased the healer's remaining mana; she was low.
Bringing my guard back up, I distracted the goblin in front of me as the rogue unleashed a flurry of stabs and her signature skill, [Backstab]. As she plunged her sword and dagger into the back of the goblin in front of me it wailed in pain from the sudden surprise and in its momentary distraction, I took advantage.
Utilizing a quick counter swing, I received a boost to the damage modifier for landing a properly timed swing. Cleaving deep into the shoulder and triceps of the goblin in front of me, it soon dropped its sword on the ground as it clutched at its nearly severed arm.
A few well-placed arrows later, it fell in front of me.
Now there was only one goblin left.
My health had fallen to 33% but in another second or two a [Holy Light] was sure to hit me. Circling the goblin as the rogue and I paced equal distances apart, it hesitated in anticipation of what was to come. As if it couldn't decide whether it wanted to die to an axe or a sword in the back, the goblin continued to twitch back and forth in fear.
Once that golden light hits me, I would be going in. My axe was held loosely in one hand as the head dragged along the ground, leaving a mark in the dirt as I continued to circle. Soon I was tapping the axe-head on the ground.
Thud.
Thud.
Thud.
And then it hit.
The golden light engulfed me as the goblin's eyes grew wide at the sight. Wide enough to see the axe heading straight toward its face, but not enough for it to properly evade.
Throwing up its sword in a feeble attempt to deflect the heavy axe, it only served to weaken its own guard. From behind the rogue had landed a fatal [Backstab] directly into the heart of the disgusting creature as my axe chunked off a part of its cheek.
Collapsing to the ground in front of me, the last of the five goblins had been defeated. I had finally killed my first few dungeon mobs, and cleared my first dungeon trash group.
Yeah, these mobs were only trash.
They were what stopped you from getting to the better mobs, the mini-bosses and the boss of the dungeon. Things to waste your time, impede your progress, and cause you general pain. There was certainly plenty of pain involved for me, but that was the life of a tank. Getting stabbed repeatedly, slashed and sliced at continuously� those were the things I would have to get used to.
Maybe it wasn't so bad if you lowered the pain-threshold.
But I couldn't do that� I elected to go the Ultra-Realism route.
It seems pain will follow me wherever I go.



Chapter 40: The First Floor, Pt. 2
(Sunday, May 23rd Game Day / Wednesday, February 17th Real Day)
With the fight finally over the group sat down to recover their lost stamina, mana, and health. It was a sloppy fight with little coordination but that was expected from pick-up groups with no familiarity. Coordination was typically born from experience� either with those you have worked with, or from having done similar work extensively.
There was none of that here.
Breaking my train of thought as the archer decided to open his mouth again, "That was pretty messy at first, but we recovered. So, let's rest up and I'll bring the next group."
Yeah, no.
His strategy sucked.
Those minors had only slightly less attack power than the regular goblins, but they had significantly less health and almost no defensive capability. Five seconds to kill a minor or twenty for a regular.
There was no reason to let the minors attack me for forty seconds with impunity. Plus, it left me to attempt to guard against four or five targets at a time. I had no interest in being overworked for the benefit of some archer's ego. All he had to do anyways was mindlessly shoot his bow. Not to mention, one of them had hit me with an arrow in the back.
Speaking up, "Mind if we switch it up a little?"
The archer seemed displeased and replied coldly, "What did you have in mind?"
"Since I'm not a Shield-bearer, I don't have the AoE Taunt skill for taking initial aggro. It would work better if you let me pull them."
Silence quickly filled the air as all four members stood still. They were most likely discussing the proposition in their guild chat, where I couldn't see it. I wasn't sure what all they had to discuss though, their tank was telling them that he could tank better if he pulls.
What was there to debate?
After what felt like five minutes, I finally got my reply.
"That's fine. You're familiar with pulling, right?"
"Yup."
With a smile, I immediately got up and ran around the corner with my bow in hand. A moment later I was running back towards the large room where my party had been standing, dumbfounded that I left them.
Turning back around, I readied my axe for the four goblins coming my way.
As the goblins came into sight, the archer quickly stated the obvious, "Ugh, there's only four goblins� did you lose one?"
Yelling back to him as the goblins charged into me, "Already killed one!"
"Wait, what?"
"Focus the Minors first!"
Ignoring the idiocy of the archer-leader as I had no interest in arguing nor sitting around for five minutes while they internally discussed the merits of my proposals, I continued the fight. Once you're in combat, it's best to listen to the tank.
The goblins hit me with their charge as I took 17% of my health in damage from the minors while deflecting the regulars. Corralling all four of the goblins in front of me, I side-stepped and turned so that the archers would have a clear firing line.
Now, we could fight.
As the minor goblin to my right fell almost instantly to the rogue, a smile crept up on my face. Only to turn into a wince as the other minor goblin stabbed me in the thigh.
Swinging my axe down towards the oncoming swords of the regulars, the clang of metal on metal rang out throughout the cave, reverberating off the narrow walls of the passageways. The echoes continued to bounce back and forth as the fight escalated.
As I turned my focus to the two regulars, I noticed a few arrows had landed in their core. The archers had ignored my call to attack the minors. Typical leader-types with too much of an ego to step aside when out-classed.
The rogue felled the other minor goblin in record time though, and with that it was 5 versus 2 in short order.
As the Outcast Goblin in front of me lunged forward attempting to land a thrust, I simply stood my ground and took the blow. The goblin was oblivious of what was to come as I dropped the axe down.
The goblin had nowhere to go and was full of openings; leading to a clean decapitation as the goblin's head rolled in front of me. One look to my left and the other goblin soon fell to the rogue's [Flurry] of stabs and the archer's volleys.
Not interested in any further discussion or commentary from the archer, I quickly left to pull the third group. The priest had only used 30% of her mana this time, opposed to the 80% she used last time.
That's measured progress.
With every pull, we came one step closer until we finally reached the boss. There were seven trash groups and a mini-boss per level, it seemed.
Stopping for a minute to explain the situation, "Next one's the boss, did you guys want to sort the loot before or after we start?"
The rogue replied to me as the archer had long since gone silent, "We sorted the items when you were pulling, it's all junk."
Well, I didn't doubt her.
I had a good look at those cracked and rusty swords as they pierced my abdomen or sliced at my arms and legs. They were just old, extremely brittle iron swords that were only good for a few hits.
Vendor trash, essentially.
Take it and sell it at the trade post for its scrap cost, or keep it to melt down for resources for yourself. Definitely not worth using in a fight, unless you wanted it to break mid-fight.
Approaching the mini-boss for the first floor, one could easily see the difference between the [Outcast Goblin Guard] and the lower level [Outcast Goblins] and [Outcast Minor Goblins]. The Guard was level 40 while the two Goblins were 37. Those two Minors were only level 27.
Of course, I was only level 30 so, I didn't know if the levels really meant much.
The rogue then explained the situation to me, "The boss is fairly normal, we've fought him twice and only beat him once. He actually has leather armor on in addition to that shield and spear, so he's a bit dangerous."
Leaving the party in the previous room, I went alone to pull the boss.
As soon as I was at the very end of my spell range I stopped and placed my bow down against the rock wall with my axe hanging off my back. Bringing my hands up near my chest and turning slightly to the side, I started my Chanted Verse.
"Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash, Lightning Bolt!"
Electrical energy coursing through my hands, the balled up mass of raw power shot straight out of my open palms and instantly traversed the distance between us.
The Minor Goblin that was my intended target was soon convulsing on its knees as an arrow found its mark in the center of his forehead. Drawing once more, I released in the general direction of the [Guard] with a thwack.
Turning around without any further hesitation, I sprinted back down that narrow, damp, and dark passageway. As soon as I reached the open cave section, I quickly turned and drew my bow.
It wouldn't be long now.
Any second now�.
And then, there they were as if on cue.
Thwack.
Thwack.
Thwack.
The single remaining minor turned the corner first and soon found itself the victim of multiple arrows to the chest as it collapsed on the ground.
Not even close.
Adrenaline had started to pick up a little as I again drew my bow. That narrow passageway that was only wide enough for one goblin to exit at a time would serve as our gimmick.
The [Outcast Goblin] turned the corner next and with three consecutive thwacks, three arrows found their way into the center of the goblin's chest. Though that was only enough to deal around a quarter of the goblin's health, so I tossed my bow to the ground and drew my axe.
Meeting the goblin's charge but a few steps away, I abandoned my defense and took the thrust in order to bring my axe to bear. With a side swing like cutting into a tree, I cleaved my axe straight through the goblin's arm and deep into the shoulder bone, rendering that arm completely useless.
The goblin shrieked in pain as its health fell to 44% from the continual pelting of the archers. Without time to lose I yanked the axe out as I kicked the disgusting goblin away from me just in time to raise my guard.
The second regular was now in range and I swung with all of my might intending to land a solid blow.
Only to miss my swing completely, as the goblin ducked and rolled on the ground in a feat of nimbleness.
It didn't matter though.
With the temporary opening appearing before me, I had to take it.
Lunging forward with axe high above my head I swung down on the goblin as it rolled on the ground, landing a solid blow into the hip of the goblin now on the floor. Without any mercy I jerked the axe back and with unfettered aggression I slammed that axe-head into the goblin's back. Again, I pulled and repeated, hacking the goblin in front of me to pieces as blood spurted and splattered all over and chunks of goblin flew into the air.
Covered in the goblin's blood, I turned my blood drenched face to see the rogue successfully killing the one-armed goblin with a swift thrust of her sword up and through its throat.
Adrenaline still pumping as I had somehow become quite angry, I attempted to calm down while I looked around the room. The [Outcast Goblin Guard] was nowhere to be seen.
Asking loudly, "Where's the guard? Is this scripted?"
The rogue shrugged her shoulders as she replied, "No� the guard always follows the others."
Putting my axe on my shoulder while not bothering to wipe off any of the blood that was drenched on my face and body, I started to walk down that narrow, damp, and dark passageway.
I didn�t know what that goblin guard was up to, but the executioner was coming.
Turning the corner, I couldn't help but laugh.
The almighty mini-boss of the first floor, the [Goblin Guard], stood hunched over in pain with hands grasping its face. That one wayward arrow I carelessly shot had gone through the right eye socket, effectively blinding one eye.
I continued to laugh as I started a Chanted Verse, "Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash, Lightning Bolt!"
Watching that beautiful bolt of lightning fly forth from my palms with its lingering tail of electricity that connected with my fingertips was always a pleasure.
Watching that goblin convulse in sudden pain as it shook uncontrollably and without a sound was even more pleasurable. The paralyze-effect had rendered the goblin mute.
Raising my right hand only, I started to use [Arc Lightning].
With a solid tether of electricity shooting forth and connecting the victim and me, the goblin continued to shake as its health slowly deteriorated. That pulsating beam of raw power that fluctuated and jumped in the air was steadily stripping the guard's health away.
And then the channel ceased.
I had run out of mana.
The [Guard] shrieked and screamed at me with the most anger I've ever seen in a creature as spit visibly flew at least ten feet out in front. It cursed at me in barely decipherable English, but it didn't matter.
It was safe to say that this goblin hated me.
That was just fine with me.
Turning my back to the raging goblin, I walked into the darkness that was the passageway, disappearing from sight.
A few steps later, I turned around the corner and stopped.
Drawing my axe back and keeping a batter's stance, I patiently waited for the guard that was soon to come.
The sounds of the goblin could be heard echoing through the chamber, high-pitched grunts and the occasional scream of anger as it cursed my existence.
Those noises soon grew louder as the echoes grew shorter.
Closing my eyes and listening to the noise that was getting ever closer, I started to count the steps that could now be heard.
One� two�.
Three.
Stepping forward and swinging my axe like I was aiming for a homerun, the momentum of the axe carried me around the corner just as the shadow of the goblin appeared in front of me.
The power of the swing crashing into the weight of the goblin charging head-first caused my elbow to buckle in such a way that I was unnerved. If this was my real body, that would have been a torn ligament.
But this wasn't my real body.
Recoiling from the force of the collision I soon found myself dragged down with the goblin as my axe remained stuck in its chest. A quick glance showed that the goblin had 53% health remaining.
Yeah, he was tough.
Pulling my axe with all of my strength, I was barely able to dislodge it before a spear was thrust in my direction.
Dodging it with a quick leap backwards, I stood out of the line of sight of the archers and let them pelt the goblin that was on the floor. Three arrows found their mark before the goblin raised its large circular shield that nearly protected its entire body.
Standing up, the goblin was barely five-feet tall but with an overly-large hoplon and spear it looked like a deformed Spartan hoplite.
Well, now the real fight would begin.
The goblin's eyes burned with rage as it used a [Lunge] which was incredibly quick as I barely managed to deflect it from the center of my chest to my side.
Glancing at my health bar I had lost 18% of my health from that glancing blow. This creature could use abilities and skills. He wasn't a chump like the others that only feigned knowledge of such skills.
I immediately brought my axe to a mid-guard, intending to deflect the next blow while aiming for counter swings. The archers and rogue would have to whittle him down.
Not to be disappointed, the goblin followed up his [Lunge] with a [Heavy Thrust] that I was unable to properly deflect yet again. Running counter to the speed of the [Lunge], the extreme force of the [Heavy Thrust] made it nearly unstoppable.
Taking the hit into my left abdomen, 24% of my health vanished without a trace.
A golden light soon engulfed me and brought me back nearly to full health as the pain had dissipated as well. Without a moment to lose, I turned my focus back to the goblin in front of me.
The rogue had just snuck behind the goblin and unleashed a [Backstab] and then followed it with a [Flurry], rapidly stabbing the guard in the back with a swarm of quick thrusts. Watching as the goblin threw its shield back to break the rogue's onslaught, I noticed an arrow sneak through and land squarely in center mass.
That hoplon had deflected nearly every arrow� if we were to win this fight smoothly, I would need to break the goblin's guard.
Raising my axe to a high-guard with the intent to deflect the next blow, I was caught unaware as the Goblin Guard used a [Shield Bash] that sent me careening backwards. He followed it up with a [Heavy Thrust] while I was still staggered, landing the blow cleanly in the center of my chest.
Staring down at the spear that went completely through me, my vision started to blur as I was dazed. I had fallen to a critical level of 17% remaining health. That blow took almost 64% of my health in one hit.
My legs locked up and then started to buckle as I struggled to stay on my feet. Leaning my weight onto the spear, I grasped it lightly with both hands as I started to lose consciousness.
The goblin looked as if he was about to pull the spear out and I tried to grasp the spear as tightly as I could but without any real strength, it was futile.
And then I was engulfed in that glorious golden light that relieved my tension, cleared my vision, and restored strength to my body.
I gripped the spear tightly.
It yanked on the spear as hard as it could, but with only one hand compared to my two, I didn't budge. Instead, I ended up pulling the goblin closer. Without a weapon, this goblin was useless.
I had no intention of giving the spear up, and as we wrestled back and forth the goblin lowered its shield in desperation.
This was what I was waiting for.
Having already finagled my way to the side to give the archer's a clear path, I held steady as I watched the goblin take arrow after arrow to the arms, chest, and eventually the head.
The goblin was worked up into a stupor, frantically trying to pull the spear out of my chest. Fear had completely set in as the goblin's horizontal hourglass pupils had completely dilated. Without ever taking its eyes off the spear's shaft embedded in my chest, the Goblin Guard finally slumped backwards and onto the ground.
It was over.
Casually pulling the spear out of my chest, I inspected it to see what it was.
An [Old Dory]� I guess it was a Greek goblin after all.
Sitting down, I grabbed some rabbit jerky to appease my virtual body's hunger while contemplating my future affairs. We had cleared the first floor and there were a lot of options going forward.
But before I could continue I was alerted by a system message that I had completed the two quests, [Outing the Outcasts, Part 1] and [Bringing down the Guard]. Well, I could always get the second part and continue this another day I suppose.
There were five levels in total to this place after all.
Yeah, there was plenty of time anyways.
* * *
The overcast clouds had blocked the sun's rays as I sat by the riverbank enjoying the sounds nature had provided. The soothing sound of the river water flowing by and off the rocks was accompanied by the melody of the singing birds. Alone in nature except for the creatures that inhabited the forest, these were the things that I believed in� these scenes were what made the North beautiful.
"Ah."
Raindrops had started to fall on my shoulder, interrupting the daydream I had been having. Sitting in the drizzle along the riverbank, I had no intention of moving. A light rain wouldn't force me to seek shelter.
Looking at the time, she was running late again per usual. She was always running late with her nature of work, but I still had no intention of waiting for her in the crowded town. The peace and quiet of nature suited me better than the bustle and noise of civilization.
A familiar voice finally called out, "Sorry I'm late!"
With a faint smile and a nod, I softly replied, "Mm. Yeah."
She waved enthusiastically like she always did, while her male companion followed silently behind. I didn't understand the appeal to having your own personal NPC follower, but since she was an employee she was able to create one specifically to her tastes. We certainly had different tastes, but mine were still developing.
"Ready Val? That Outcast Goblin Dungeon isn't going to wait forever you know!"
Shaking my head while laughing at that typical eagerness she always showcased, I could only be infected by it.
"Mm. Yeah, let's go Em."
* * *




Afterword from the Author
Well, I can only hope that you found this an enjoyable read! When I originally set out to write this story, it was more a way to cure my boredom while confined to a bed. That lack of freedom led to essentially typing away for about fourteen hours a day for three weeks straight. By the end, I had typed up over two-hundred thousand words.
For comparison, this volume only contains roughly eighty-five thousand words� so there was quite a bit. It boiled down to roughly a month of typing, a month of proofreading and editing, and a month of refinement along with research to ensure accuracy for the topics covered.
Since I have already written the majority of the second volume, it's mostly a matter of time for editing and proofreading, and the refinement that will come with it once I've re-read the story in its entirety for the fifteenth time.
I do admit that this first volume had a lot of world building involved, so it was a bit slower paced than I would have liked. But I ultimately felt it was essential for setting the theme and the future progression of the story.
If you did enjoy the book, or even if you didn't, please feel free to leave a comment or some form of feedback! Any form of critique or compliment, whether it is positive or negative, is still a valuable asset.
Thank you for taking the time to read my story, and I hope you will continue to read my next work as well!
To be continued in Volume 2!
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