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Foreword
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.
This Volume is a direct continuation of The Dragon's Wrath: A Virtual Dream (Volume 1) and will most likely make little sense if you're reading this first. These are not standalone books and are not meant to be read out of order. If you have yet to read the first work, I strongly advise you to do so and then return to this one at a later date.
Other than that, hope you enjoy the read!



Chapter 41: Disbanding
(Sunday, May 23rd Game Day / Wednesday, February 17th Real Day)
Staring at the mutilated corpses of the goblins before me, I couldn't help but laugh a little. Here I am, sitting in the blood and flesh of my enemies while casually munching on the dried flesh of a rabbit. If there was ever a time to admit being desensitized, this was it.
The smell of congealing blood gave a unique iron-esque tinge to the odor of puke and urine that had been floating around. It was still a nasty smell, but we had become used to it by now. Looking down at myself, the stains that marred my white fur beyond recognition were already starting to dry and there was some lingering doubt that it would even wash out.
Well, at least I wouldn't be an entirely white and fluffy guy anymore.
I guess that's somewhat of an upgrade.
Taking a look at the [Old Dory] once more, I saw that it was a [Poor Quality - Common Grade] item. Basically, it was the second to worst condition an item could be in along with being the most generic. It was a step above complete junk, but just barely.
Inferior Quality was the lowest of the low, complete trash in any sense. Poor Quality was considered barely usable, while Decent Quality was alright. After that were Average, Good, Great, Exceptional, and then finally Legendary Quality. Item Grade followed in a similar ladder, from Common to Uncommon, Rare to Ultra Rare, and then Legendary last.
It went without saying that a shift up either category increased the value of an item exponentially. Well, for a beginner dungeon the loot wasn't that bad. A spear and shield were a great combination for tanking.
Tossing the [Old Dory] on the ground, I shook my head. It just wasn't what I was looking for. If only one of those goblins used an axe� oh well.
A quick glance at the in-game clock told me that the daylight period had ended and it was now dark outside. Somehow, we had spent nearly an hour and a half clearing eight groups of five mobs. That was fairly slow for clearing trash groups, but we weren't of the highest levels either. Still sitting on the ground, my questions of whether we would continue or not were answered in short as that archer-leader that had been silent since I took over, finally decided to talk once more.
"We've sorted all of the items that dropped in a pile here and we'll split everything based on value," the archer begrudgingly muttered.
I had no issue with that, fair loot principle is the best course of action with pickup groups, especially since you were unlikely to see each other again. Nodding my head in agreement, the female rogue had started to divvy up the items.
She looked in my direction twice before I decided to clear any confusion, "feel free to divide the items up as you see fit, I'm not particularly interested in any of it."
Confused by my statement, the rogue inquired. "You don't want the shield? You're the tank, you should take it." Well, I didn't even bother looking at the shield since I couldn't really use it anyways, I didn't have a one-handed weapon to go with it.
Shrugging my shoulders, I let her continue on with the sorting.
The total collection of loot amounted to forty weapons, one per goblin that was killed. Thirty-seven of those were inferior quality swords worth about ten copper coins a piece. Two poor quality swords worth around sixty copper coins and the last poor quality item was the spear, worth around thirty copper.
That spear was actually a better weapon despite the same grade and quality, but being simpler to produce with a smaller amount of iron it wasn't worth anywhere near as much. I figured a poor quality shield was probably worth fifty copper though, since it was banded together with iron rings and leather straps.
There were also four rings that dropped, each with a small enchantment of +2 to one random attribute. Having never seen an enchanted item in the North, I had absolutely no clue as to their appraised value.
I would have to trust the rogue here.
As I was thinking things out, the female rogue had put the shield, spear, and one of the two low-quality swords in one pile and divided the rest amongst the four of them. Then she called out to me, "the shield should be worth around one-hundred by itself. The rings are worth about thirty in town. Will this split work?"
Running the math in my head as best as I could, it seemed I had the largest split this way, but I was sure she was aware of that. A little confused since we already decided on equal distribution, I raised my concern.
"I believe my share is slightly larger, is that alright?" I asked plainly.
She let off a nice smile as she explained, "I figured you could use it, it's only a few copper anyways. Consider it payment for successfully tanking." She was definitely my favorite of the four� and quite possibly the smartest of the bunch as well.
"Ah, well thank you then."
As soon as I had said that, the four guild members grabbed their belongings and made their way to the exit without so much as a word to whether we were continuing on or not. As they reached the exit they said their thanks for the party and quietly left one after the other.
The group disbanded just like that.
Alone and relaxing by myself in the dungeon, I continued to munch on rabbit jerky while thinking things over. I kind of wanted to go to the next level, but my party had left without a word. In an effort to console myself, I walked over to check the loot.
Inspecting the shield first, my mouth nearly dropped to the floor.
The [Old Aspis] was a [Decent Quality - Uncommon Grade].
It wasn't an inferior quality or even a poor quality piece. It was of decent quality and of an uncommon grade� that girl.
This was worth at least two-hundred copper and she should have known.
She did me a favor.
I wasn't a big fan of favors.
Well, I would repay it in some fashion later. Debts were not something to be carried around. Having concluded my business and with nothing else to do in the lonely dungeon, I soon left as well.



Chapter 42: Quest Chains 'n Stuff
(Wednesday, May 26th Game Day / Thursday, February 18th Real Day)
That fresh, crisp morning air after a light rain.
Something about it, I couldn't quite place.
But in the end, it calmed my soul.
Gazing out at the forest in front of me, there was nothing more than trees as far as the eye could see. Light had just graced the world and soon adventurers would fill the space between. Waiting in the darkness just off to the side of the dungeon, I had been calmly biding my time in the summer rain.
That was about to come to an end.
Yeah, it wouldn't be long now.
A burly dwarf soon appeared in the distance, not quite as short in stature as I would have imagined, but still quite short nonetheless. A man maybe five feet tall, with shield and sword followed by two males in robes and a fourth man with a bow. Adventurers, here to conquer the dungeon, I suppose.
Without a fifth member, I became a little anxious at the prospect.
Having already turned in the first portions of the chain quests, I was now sitting on [Outing the Outcasts, Part 2] and [Bringing down the Guard, Pt. 2]. Now, all I needed was a party that was looking to clear the second level at the minimum.
I could only hope that they were on the same page.
As the dwarf walked within earshot, I decided to take a chance.
"Hey, do you guys need a fifth?" I called out while making eye-contact.
With a bit of a tsk and a face that couldn't care less, the dwarf looked me up and down before deciding on his reply.
"Yeh, wha' do you do?" he coolly questioned in return.
Caught a little off-guard by the bluntness of his response and an accent that reminded me of the land down under, I started wondering what role would be best. A look at the group in front of me told me they had two casters of some sort, an archer, and a tank.
I guess it wasn't a hard decision after all.
"I'm a mage," I said bluntly with some conviction.
The dwarf stood still for a moment, looking once over at the group behind him as if to reassure himself. In truth, I wasn't much of a mage but it definitely sounded better than archer or off-tank. Plus, it certainly wouldn't hurt to raise my proficiency with Lightning Magic.
Continuing where he left off, "got any experience?"
"Yeah, I'm on the second quest," I confidently stated.
"Right, let's go then," replied the dwarf with a quick nod.
What� that was it?
Well, that was easy� if only every group invite went as smoothly.
An invite to the group and a quick step through the portal a second later brought me back to that dimly lit cave that stunk of urine and puke. That sudden change was unnerving yet again, and I wasn't sure if I would ever get used to it. Going from the refreshing cool air of the forest to the cold, empty yet muddy-feeling of the portal, with it all culminating in that overly humid and rancid environment that was called a dungeon; it simply was an odd transition.
There was definitely a separation between worlds.
With the rest of the party appearing directly behind, we were finally ready to get things started. I could only hope that these guys were decent. The confidence of the dwarf next to me was at least reassuring. It was actually strangely a bit too reassuring, and with a quick check of the options, I found out why.
It appeared that the dwarf had an aura that bolstered morale.
Well, he was still a confident fellow and that did help in addition to his aura.
Quickly checking all my items and statuses, I was ready to go. But before we could begin, the dwarf had glanced at me and seemed startled. Confusion displayed clearly across his face as he asked, "how the hell do ye 'ave so much health!? I'm level thirty-seven and ye've got as much health as I do�."
Oh, so he does have emotions.
I laughed a bit to myself before deciding on how to reply. "Bonus attributes man. The UR-Exam gave me a wee bit of a boost." Following that up with a wink, I let a grin slip out as well. Yeah, I had two-hundred more health than him and was only level thirty-one. An axe-wielding mage with the health of a tank, nothing too out of the ordinary here!
Shaking his head, the dwarf let a grin of his own shine through before replying in kind. "No shit. I didn't think it was worth, but if a mage has more health than a tank I should get my freakin' stubby ass down there." As he finished talking, he continued to walk forward until he reached the middle of the room. Suddenly stopping and without turning around, he raised his voice for all to hear.
"Right, who's pullin'? I'll AoE taunt them off ye," he said loudly.
With a quick glance at the archer who didn't seem to care, I figured now would be a good time to shine. Like a kid raising his hand to answer the teacher's call, I eagerly replied. "I can pull. I've got a good AoE to start it."
"Ye do that then," the dwarf stated calmly.
Without a moment to lose, I quickly walked around the corner and down the dark narrow passageway. I had yet to actually use [Chain Lightning] but they didn't need to know that. They were on a need to know basis, and they didn't need to know. I mean, what was the worst that could happen anyhow?
Staring at the goblin camp, five of those disgustingly filthy creatures were settled by the fireside munching on what appeared to be roasted rat. With their height ranging from four feet tall to four foot six, oversized heads with odd spade-like ears and hourglass eyes� they were just as repulsive as the first time I encountered them.
It was of no matter though, as they would die all the same.
Gathering myself and getting into position, I began a chanted verse while focusing my attention on casting a [Chain Lightning]. The cast time itself was quite short, comparable to a [Lightning Bolt] at two seconds but it cost over twice the mana. There was also a cooldown period of eight seconds as well, so it couldn't be used repeatedly in quick succession. Fortunately none of that really mattered; I had enough mana to cast quite a few of them and it looked to be a very powerful spell.
As four distinct miniature lightning bolts started to take shape between my hands, they had started to entwine into a single yet separate mass. The cool off-white light radiating from my hands was a sight to behold, and I couldn't wait for what was to come. Building up the charge to its maximum three verses, I focused my attention on the [Outcast Goblin] far out in front.
Extending my arms outwards with palms open, I quickly yelled out, "Chain Lightning!" In a flash I saw the four intertwined bolts of lightning surge forth and nearly instantaneously explode in a shower of sparks. The four miniature bolts had hit the goblin in the center of his chest and as he was paralyzed from the sudden electricity coursing through his veins, each individual bolt arced off and bounced to a nearby goblin.
The four goblins behind him were each hit with one of the four bolts and started to convulse as well while taking a quarter of the damage compared to the initial target. As all five goblins stood temporarily paralyzed I high-tailed it out of the room without a moment to lose, hastily retreating to the safety zone behind my little dwarf tank. It was only a few seconds of running, with a stop on a dime to turn around to prepare for the oncoming wave.
Starting another full chanted verse for a [Lightning Bolt], I needed to time it with the goblins currently rushing through that narrow passageway that connected the rooms. Since [Lightning Bolt] was a straight-line skill shot, I only needed to aim properly and didn't require a target in line of sight to cast beforehand. Five seconds was more than adequate for those goblins to catch up, anyways.
As the first [Outcast Minor Goblin] turned the corner, I had just finished my cast and let it fly. The lightning bolt flashed out of my open palm and connected straight with the goblin as it fell to the floor, twitching slightly with its face in the dirt.
It died before it even hit the ground.
That, was the power of lightning magic.
High cost yet high reward, perfect for small skirmishes and one on one battles.
Of course I had already dropped twenty-two percent of my mana in two casts, but that was the last thing on my mind. Starting up another [Lightning Bolt] with the intent to capitalize on the chaining bonus which ramped up damage by ten percent per, up to fifty percent in total, I looked on with eager eyes.
No longer did I have to be the one getting stabbed and sliced at, receiving excessive pain in order to tank a bunch of mobs.
This was something I could get used to.
Yeah, this may just be my calling.
Not more than three seconds had passed before the remaining four goblins appeared in front of us, with the dwarf using his [Call to Challenge], an Area of Effect taunt to pick up the loose mobs. The goblins couldn't resist the direct challenge and blindly swarmed the poor man, energetic and enraged from the taunt.
As the goblins wildly attacked the dwarf, he was steadfast with his defense, keeping his shield high and in front, easily deflecting the oncoming blows of the lower level goblins. The tank had no issue controlling the four of them and made me rethink my stance on tanking without a shield.
It all looked too easy for him.
I certainly took the harder path.
Looking over to my left was the Frost mage, who had nearly completed his full chanted verse [Frost Bolt], while to my right the Holy priest was starting a chanted [Holy Light] to heal the dwarf. The three of us stood in a line and it was kind of a neat sight. Three people chanting away with glowing hands.
It was something you wouldn't see in real life.
Witnessing it in a party setting made for an interesting experience, too.
There was also an archer somewhere about, but no one cared about him.
He shot his bow, like they all do.
Thwack, thwack.
And as I finished my thought, the first [Frost Bolt] left the mage's hands as a cold light-blue ball of ice shot out at an incredible speed, leaving a trail of crystalizing ice fluttering to the ground in its wake. Following the bolt as it impacted into the nearest minor goblin, an explosion of white mist enveloped the target, shrouding it entirely in a thin layer of frost.
It was a spectacular sight to behold, and it was the first time I had seen it in person. But, it wasn't a heavy hitter and the minor goblin although slowed, was still quite alive and well.
Well, not for long.
Completing my second [Lightning Bolt], the frosty minor goblin nearly instantly slumped to the floor as electricity discharged from its body and into the ground below. A second later, and the dwarf was engulfed in that warming golden light that restored him to full health with ease.
Ten seconds had passed since I pulled, and the third minor goblin fell to the archer's volleys leaving only the two [Outcast Goblins] still standing. Three [Frost Bolts] and two [Lightning Bolts] later, and we were down to one.
Repeating the process, the fight was over in less than forty seconds.
These fights took well over a minute with the [Liberated Souls] group that was composed of a rogue and two archers. Having two offensive casters certainly warranted some respect, for this type of pacing was definitely easier for everyone involved.
The only issue� was our mana consumption.
Well, mainly my mana consumption.
A [Lightning Bolt] used up nearly 7% of my mana while a [Chain Lightning] used up almost 15%. The math on the spell cost was partially percentage based plus a small number, so even with a larger mana pool I wouldn't be able to cast indefinitely. The Frost mage on the other hand was using something like 3% of his mana per [Frost Bolt].
Needless to say, after that fight he was sitting at 76% remaining mana while I was down to 43%. Pacing was important since a full rest could take up to five minutes with the lousy provisions we had.
Maybe in the future I'll make sure to carry around some higher quality food. I couldn't be the one slowing down the group after all. With only my mana pool depleted and everyone else sitting around waiting for me� that didn't bode well for future invites.
As I sat on the cold mossy ground floor of the dungeon, the dwarf walked over with a smile on his face. With actual emotion compared to before, he spoke up. "Hey lightning mage, ye do good work. Those spells of yers stunned 'em every time. Made my job a hell'uva lot easier."
And with that he gave me a pat on the back and nodded.
He was ready to start the next group, whenever I was.
The second fight proceeded just like the first, and by the third trash group I had ended up switching to my bow due to my mana shortages. The priest had actually shown some concern when I went to pull that third group with only 15% mana remaining, which was something I valued in a party member.
He was watching my mana bar during the fight.
That was a sign of a good player.
Especially when one considers that a healer should be attentive to his or her party's needs. It's imperative that they know the condition of the party before, during, and after a fight. As a former healer, I could really appreciate when others showcased good habits.
Plainly put, I liked this group.
As we sat down to eat snacks and recover, I decided to peruse the damage meter. Pulling up the damage chart to see all of the details, it seemed I was leading in damage done by quite a margin. Leading the pack at 52% of the total damage done was yours truly, with the Frost Mage at 25%, the Archer at 19%, and the Tank at 4%. I also had the highest damage per second, which was sort of implied by leading in total damage done, and had the highest Area of Effect and single target damage as well.
Sorting out the categories, there was even a tab that showcased hit-zones for player accuracy. The archer and mage both aimed center-mass, with the majority of their attacks landing in the chest. The tank mostly deflected and parried blows but would occasionally land counter blows below the waist of the goblins. On the other hand, I was a bit higher up from center-mass, with a lot of my arrows hitting the neck or head.
I actually wasn't losing to the other archer in terms of arrow damage� it was a little saddening. Needless to say, we were both accurate minus a few wayward arrows between us. The headshots seemed to have brought me up to par, seeing as he had a better bow and superior arrows. Accuracy and well-placed shots were more important than the gear itself, after all.
Once we finished our rest we repeated the pattern, three groups and a five minute break, then two groups and a shorter three minute break. And then, the mini-boss of the first floor that gave me fits the previous time. That [Goblin Guard] with his [Old Aspis] and [Old Dory] that nearly proved too difficult the last time, was now a [Goblin Guard] with an [Old Dory] and some inferior quality shield.
One of the more interesting aspects of The Dragon's Wrath was that you could visibly tell what loot or items a creature had. The shield this guard was using was of a clearly poorer quality than the [Old Aspis] I picked up.
I guess I got kind of lucky after all.
Or maybe it was unlucky that the boss was so well-equipped the first time around, I couldn't really decide. Either way, it was one or the other.
Looking at the dwarf's gear, his shield appeared to be one and the same. The same wooden hoplon design but without a leather cover on the outside compared to mine, and with small cracks running through the wood. It honestly looked as if it would break at any moment, and that was a large concern with the items in-game. Most of the early items were only used a few times before being replaced.
My wood-chopping axe had been replaced four times already.
Knowing that our tank had such a poor quality shield that could break at any point during a fight, I felt a little guilty. If he knew I had a better shield in storage at the village, he would probably rage, or at the very least, be jealous.
It was likely in my best interest to keep quiet on that front.
Without any real change to our previous strategy, the mini-boss fight was started with a [Chain Lightning] from me, along with a full chanted verse [Frost Bolt] from the mage directed at one of the two [Outcast Goblins]. Making quick work of the minor goblins and the regular goblins, all that was left was the [Goblin Guard].
The dwarf's shield actually shattered mid-fight, but it wasn't really an issue.
By all accounts, the mini-boss fight went smoothly.
Another [Old Dory], a [Cracked Aspis] to replace the dwarf's now defunct shield, and a [Worn Leather Vest] were the major spoils. Nothing too special really, but it was only the first boss. The fifth boss was the big guy, and I was sure he would drop something nice.
Now, it was time to finally start the second floor.
Something new, exciting, and hopefully fresh� well, the air was likely to be stale still, but one could dream!



Chapter 43: The Second Floor
(Wednesday, May 26th Game Day / Thursday, February 18th Real Day)
Heading down the narrow dark gray and black rock tunnel that was loosely supported by a random assortment of old and rotting lumber left a lot to be desired. At least, we figured it wouldn't collapse.
If it did, well, that would only add to the realism I suppose.
The ash that permeated the air had also suddenly become thicker. We were already well acquainted with the smoke that obscured our vision and made it difficult to breathe, but I never imagined it would get progressively worse.
What used to be a slight burning sensation in my eyes and nostrils was now a steady burn. My mind wandered at the thought of what the third, fourth, and fifth floors would be like. If the situation continued to deteriorate with each descent, there may come a point where a mask would become a necessity. The thought of choking on smoke for an hour wasn't exactly appealing, even if there weren't any negative health implications.
Eh, but that was neither here nor there.
The situation in front of us was at least bearable.
The lighting that was barely serviceable before at least did not disappoint, and remained a constant. To think that we would all be glad to see a few torches spread randomly throughout the cave interior. Well, what little light the torches provided was at least reassuring, even if the situation was excessively dreary.
I suppose a bright and cheerful dungeon would be a misnomer of sorts, anyways.
Walking forth, the priest actually slipped on some moss and fell to his ass, earning him a kick and a laugh from the dwarf. No words were said though. The situation was oddly serious, even if there were only trash groups ahead.
Exiting the tunnel pass and entering the large opening with its domed ceiling that curiously showcased our dancing shadows as the flames moved to and fro, we came to a halt as we stared on.� Before us squat a group of goblins, not unlike the previous goblins we had seen. But in the fashion of increasing difficulty, the group of goblins had made a substitution with their members.
The prior groups had been made up of two [Outcast Goblins] and three [Outcast Minor Goblins], and now that had been reversed. There were three [Outcast Goblins] now along with two [Minor Goblins]. Suffice to say, the difficulty ramped up rather quickly from only a moment before.
Also in consideration was the adjustment in level.
These goblins ranged from level 38-40 opposed to the level 35-37s on the first floor, while the minor goblins were now level 28-30 over the previous level 25-27. Yeah, they were now slightly more experienced, more skillful, did a bit more damage, could take a bit more damage, and probably moved slightly faster as well.
Hell, I was still only level 31.
For a beginner dungeon, they really upped the difficulty from the first floor.
At least, that's what I thought until we actually pulled.
Throwing out a [Chain Lightning] and following with our duo chain combo of alternating [Lightning Bolts] and [Frost Bolts], we made quick work of the goblins to the point where it was almost silly. In theory we were expecting some resistance, or at least I was, but in practice it only took another ten seconds per group.
The second floor wasn't that fresh after all.
Oh well.
It didn't take more than twenty-five minutes for us to reach the end of the second floor and to come face to face with the mini-boss and his entourage. Instead of the two [Goblins] and two [Minor Goblins] standing by the [Goblin Guard's] side, there were four [Outcast Goblins]. Going by the fact that the prior trash had upgraded in a similar fashion, it seemed rather inconsequential to me but the group wasn't as positive or anywhere near as confident as they were a minute ago.
"So this boss is actually kinda difficult," said the dwarf while stretching his arms out. "Basically, I can't tank all five at the same time, so it'll take some creative mixing."
"Huh?" I said immediately. I was at a loss as to what creative mixing was supposed to mean, and didn't quite follow. My best guess was that he meant we needed to change strategy. If that was the case, it didn't seem like a big deal.
I really couldn't understand the sudden loss of confidence they shared.
The dwarf looked over at me and sighed slightly. "Been 'ere twice, killed the boss once," said the dwarf. "The way we got it to work last time, was the archer pulled goblins off me and they killed them as quickly as they could. Peel fast enough, and we're good. Too slow, and I die, we lose."
"Eh I think we can do better than that," I stated clearly and without hesitation. "I figure us two mages can get a good jump on the group and then we'll fall back and pull the goblins to the room we were just in. I'll immobilize one and pick another off you to off-tank when I can. As long as we rotate quickly enough, I can hold my own without heals against one or two without issue."
The dwarf just stared at me silently as he mulled it over in his head. I didn't have much reason to brag or to overstate my ability, so I felt my reply was perfectly within reason. Though to be fair, I did have a few relatively strong spells.
They just had to put a little faith in me, was all.
"Ye going to use that lightning tether thing ye used on the last guard?" he asked, ending his momentary silence. "It seemed to stun it fer a few seconds last time."
A smile broke out on my face before I realized it.
This little dwarf picked up on everything.
He was right after all, the way my [Arc Lightning] worked was as a single-target channel that applied a constant one-second stun every second. Unless the target had a high resistance, they would simply die in place� or be immobilized until I ran out of mana, the latter of which being more likely in most situations.
"Yeah, I can't use it for long but I can interrupt a guard for a short while," I answered. I briefly tried it on the last mini-boss and found that the stun didn't apply more than three times; it seems bosses were given resistances in-case a player tried to do that. You couldn't really fault the developers for that.
It was a necessary handicap for the sake of game balance.
"Right, do that then," he said with a bit of enthusiasm. "This fight is already hard enough but if ye can get them low and take one off of me every few seconds� I think we can manage."
Having figured out our plan of attack, we fell back to the far edge of the previous room and settled into our positions for the upcoming fight. With everything ready to go, I had the frost mage follow me back down the narrow passageway that led to the mini-boss of the second floor. Turning the corner and gauging the distance between us, the five goblins continued to munch on cooked rodent as they appeared oblivious to our presence.
Nodding at the mage, I began the process.
As I started to harness the power of electricity between my hands, I whispered my chant in order to increase the power of the spell. "Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash," I said softly, holding at the end as I waited for the mage to finish his chant. The mage to my left had started to whisper his own three verse version as he gathered a small amount of cold light-blue frost and formed it into a compact ball. With white gas floating about as if it were dry ice, the subliming effect of the frost was an interesting touch that distracted me for a moment.
Though the instant he finished his chant, I recaptured my focus and aimed at the goblin closest to my position. Without any further hesitation, I thrust my arms out with open palms and yelled out, "Chain Lightning!"
As the four lightning bolts left my hands and entwined into a larger bolt, the air cackled and cracked as the room was engulfed in light. Simultaneously, the mage mirrored my move and called out, "Frost Bolt!" as the bolt of ice flew through the air at a slower pace. With its trail of frost fluttering in its wake, the flakes of ice reflected the lightning with a beautiful crystalline light display.
The entwined lightning bolts hit their singular target and nearly instantly split off and bounced onto the other four hapless goblins that stood nearby. Writhing in pain, the goblins clutched their heads in desperation as some fell to their knees, but I didn't see any of it. I had already turned around and started my hasty retreat the second the spell left my fingertips.
As I ran, I just imagined it all in my head.
It was more fun that way, anyway.
Turning the corner after exiting the passageway, I continued to sprint to the far edge of the room where the party had set up prior. Eight seconds had already passed due to the long run as the mage finally caught up with me, and I immediately began chanting once again. Two seconds had passed as the first goblin came around the corner and into my line of sight, right on time as I nearly finished my chant. Holding the spell for a second longer, I waited as the second goblin appeared a bit behind the first.
Targeting the closest goblin despite the fact that it wasn't the one I initially hit earlier, I decided to go with what the situation gave me. The third, fourth, and fifth goblin soon appeared as they spit and cursed my existence while blindly charging forth.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the dwarf getting itchy as he wanted to taunt immediately. That wasn't the plan though, and he held his ground to the side of me for fear of getting hit by my spell.
In a single second, the five goblins had closed the distance between us to a mere ten paces as I finished my spell cast. Right as the goblin at the forefront raised its sword in an attempt to slash at me, I yelled out once again, "CHAIN LIGHTNING!"
A loud bang rang off as the bolts flew but two feet into the vanguard, instantly paralyzing it and causing it to fall to the floor at my feet. "Frost Bolt!" repeated the man next to me as the cold ball of ice smashed into the back of the head of the goblin underneath me.
In the blink of an eye, between the flash of my lightning and the explosion of white frosty mist that enshrouded the goblin in front of me, the dwarf had lunged forth and used his [Call to Challenge] to taunt the remaining goblins onto him.
With his loud bellow, the goblins instantly turned their attention to the short and stocky man with a shield as their eyes burned with rage. Losing what little sense they had, the goblins worked themselves into a reckless frenzy over the taunt and wildly hacked and slashed at the man who could barely withstand their attacks.
Drawing my axe for but a split-second, I swung down with the force of a seasoned lumberjack as the goblin between my legs struggled to get up. Entering through the back of the skull and clearing through into the dirt below, brain matter and skull fragments splattered across my cheek as I immediately threw an arm out and yelled, "Arc Lightning!"
The nearest goblin started to convulse in place as a solid tether of electricity formed between it and my open palm. Pulsating electricity surged forth as it burned the goblin internally, draining its health and my mana at an unprecedented and unsustainable rate. As the goblin's muscles contracted involuntarily, it was rendered defenseless and shook in place.
Seconds later, arrows had found their mark into its head as a frost bolt pelted it in the chest. The second goblin collapsed to the floor as I turned my focus to the third goblin and began another channel of [Arc Lightning].
All the while, in the four seconds since the fight had truly started, two heals had fallen on the tank. One had started three seconds early before the first blow had even landed, yet the dwarf was already at a near critical 32% remaining health from the onslaught of the [Guard] and the remaining goblins.
As the dwarf desperately tried to defend himself from the [Heavy Thrusts] and the [Lunges] of the guard, I switched to the nearest of the last two remaining [Outcast Goblins]. A third tether and channel resumed, as I locked the goblin in place for the party members to easily dispatch of it. But right as the goblin was about to fall, my channel cut-out as my mana ran dry.
No longer under any crowd-control, the goblin turned to charge me, as my threat was the highest of all the participating players in the group. It raised its sword as it closed the distance between us, cursing at me with what little energy it had left.
Then, in an instant, the goblin released its attack and slashed away with a speed I was unaccustomed to. Grasping my axe as quickly as I could, I barely swung in time to partially deflect the sword blow as it sliced away a portion of my triceps.
Gritting my teeth, I tried to ignore the pain as it flashed through my mind while bringing my axe to a high-guard. The goblin lunged at me as if to skewer me but a swift counter swing led to the axe finding itself deep in the goblin's neck as its sword weakly glanced off my leather armor.
Yanking the axe free, I kicked the goblin onto its back and raised it up once more.
Dropping the axe with one fluid movement, it landed cleanly in the middle of the goblin's chest, right through the sternum and between the ribs. The goblin's chest now completely split open, I ignored the bulging eyes and blood flowing out of its mouth as I quickly ran behind the [Goblin Guard] and swung with all of my might.
As I landed my blow, at the edge of my peripheral vision I could see that the archer and mage had finished off the last of the remaining [Outcast Goblins] as it fell to the floor. The side-swing found its mark in the ribs of the goblin guard that was completely unaware of my presence but it quickly turned and threw its shield back in reaction to my attack, knocking me onto the flat of my back.
The sudden unexpected impact with the hard ground caused me to lose my wind as I gasped for breath, struggling to breathe for a moment. In that instant of struggle, the guard launched a [Heavy Thrust] at me that I barely managed to avoid as I kicked out at the dirt and rolled to my side. The spear lodged deep into the mossy ground and as he violently pulled his spear back, loose clumps of dirt were flung over me just a foot or two away, falling onto my face and getting into my eyes.
In a precarious position, I was afraid of the next attack.
But then a frost bolt hit the goblin from behind and as it turned its head to glance back, I used that momentary distraction to leap onto my feet and prepared for a second attack. As I raised my axe and pulled down with all of the muscles in my core, back and shoulders fully engaged, the guard raised its shield to meet me halfway.
The sudden thud of the axe head clashing with the wooden shield reverberated through my hands as the shaft of the axe splintered and snapped in two, sending shards of wood flying into my face.
Instinctively squinting my eyes so as not to be blinded by loose wood, I lost sight of the spear that was being thrust in my general direction. Pain instantly registered in my abdomen as I turned to look at the goblin guard in front of me.
As the guard pulled the spear out and attempted a second thrust, a sword found itself lodged deeply in the back of its skull, to the point where part of the sword blade was no longer visible on the surface, and was coming out the front of the goblin's head. It was a fatal blow to the goblin and a sigh escaped my lips as the second thrust pierced through my chest.
"What," I muttered as I reactively coughed out some blood.
Collapsing to the floor, I couldn't help but wonder what had just happened.
The fatal blow, wasn't fatal?
Its brain was split in two� yet it was still moving, still fighting with barely any health remaining. A quick glance at my own health told me my fate was sealed, as the 2% remaining ticked down to 1%. The dwarf with his sword stuck in the skull of the goblin guard looked as if he was playing ring around the rosy with the goblin as they circled each other in an attempt to dislodge the weapon.
The last thing I saw was a frost bolt exploding into a shower of frosty mist as my vision went black. In a moment I found myself in that gray-blue world with haze surrounding me. I could barely make out what appeared to be a graveyard from where I� was standing, somewhere out in the middle of the forest.
I had no clue as to where I had been transported to, but a glance at the flowing river in the sky told me all I needed to know. Following that intersecting river of blue and gray, I eventually made my way back to the entrance of the dungeon. Going through the portal as a ghost didn't have the same feeling� in fact, it was an empty feeling void of any of the normal senses.
It was a creepy feeling.
Returning to my body was the same as before, and as soon as I accepted the resurrection I found myself being sucked back in. My vision went black one last time and then, I opened my eyes to find myself staring at the dark domed ceiling of the abandoned mining complex. Watching the light flicker about as shadows cascaded and danced above me, I couldn't hear any sounds of battle.
Sitting up, I saw that the group was relaxing as well as they sorted through the equipment from the fight. It appeared the boss fight was largely a success. Minus my stupid mistake, all was well.
Somehow in the midst of the hysteria, I had lost track of the dwarf and the guard's last movement. I partially wanted to blame the shattering of my axe as the main culprit but I knew that wasn't true. I let my guard down thinking the goblin had died from the blow to the head. Not in my wildest of dreams would I expect a creature with a sword split down the middle of its skull and coming out of its forehead to still continue to fight.
Yeah, that just didn't happen every day.
Oh well.
I lost a lot of experience from that mistake, to the tune of 25% of my current level's maximum total. Well, at least I didn't have to worry about losing any items or a time restriction on resurrecting. Though there was a time restriction of fifteen minutes if you died from PvP, but the penalty there was only a 10% loss of experience and a 5% drop in money. You could actually earn a living if you were good enough at Player Killing, farming players as if they were creatures.
"Always someone dying with this guy," the dwarf finally said to break the silence.
"So even when you killed it the last time, someone still died?" I asked, a little puzzled that the boss was so difficult. I had honestly expected it to go quite smoothly, and thought it did until I screwed up.
"Right, I died last time but the goblin went down while it chased the priest around," said the dwarf with a bit of laugh as he patted his friend on the back. "It was hilarious watching this elf 'ere run around with his skirt up, 'oh look at me prance, can't step on me gown now!'"
"Oi jackass, it's not a skirt, it's a robe," the priest shot back. "All casters wear one."
"Oh yeh, this caster 'ere doesn't 'ave a skirt does he?" the dwarf retorted while pointing a finger at me. "Movin' on, what do ye say to continuing down to the third?"
"No issue with me, experience is what it is," I said with a chuckle.
Since I basically lost all of the experience I had gained from the first floor, I figured it couldn't hurt to at least try and recoup some of the lost experience with a quick trash clear. Well, I did complete the two quest chains, so it wasn't a complete loss.
A quick glance at the loot before us, there was another [Old Dory] and a [Cracked Aspis] from the goblin guard that no one really wanted along with a [Crude Sleeveless Leather Jerkin] and [Crude Leather Gloves]. Those two actually made for a fairly decent entry level tanking set, seeing as they were slightly above the [Worn Leather Vest] both the dwarf and I were wearing.
As far as stats go, the only real difference was in the thickness and hardness of the leather. It wouldn't last long if you were stabbed a few times, as it would simply be shredded apart, but it would take a bit more effort from the opponent to pierce through.
The game didn't really have a conventional loot system with random plus defense numbers or plus health numbers and offered a more realistic resistance based off material quality and design.
What that meant for late game� well, I could only imagine once iron armor made its rounds and if steel plate armor is ever discovered, I would start to worry about the practical effectiveness of melee weapons or bows in general. A fully armored tank in plate armor would be a serious monster when super human physical abilities were added on top.
I mean, weight and mobility were essentially the only drawbacks to such armor in the past, reduce or remove that liability and you have the definition of a super tank.
Yeah, well I didn't have to worry about that.
If I've learned one thing in life, it's that metal conducts electricity quite wonderfully. A bunch of metal cans running around the battlefield waiting for a lightning strike?
Hah, I couldn't wait.
After everything was piled and sorted on the floor, I was able to finally get a good look at our assortment of goods. There were seven poor quality swords, six enchanted rings with plus-two to a random attribute, two rings with plus-three, the aforementioned leather armor, shield and spear, and seventy-one inferior quality vendor swords.
"Quite the haul, really," I said after looking everything over. "At least three-hundred copper for each of us, if not a bit more." My mind was preoccupied with what kind of NPC I could draft, or if I should invest in livestock or other goods to help develop my village. This was easy money and experience all in one nifty package, and certainly more enjoyable than hunting wolves ad infinitum.
"I'm taking the leather if there's no objection," said the dwarf as he looked around.
"None here, you're the tank," I replied as I eyed the plus-three strength rings. "I'll take the vendor trash and two rings, if you guys want the better stuff."
"I don't need any of it," said the priest.
"Same, maybe a ring but it's all junk," reiterated the mage.
That just left the archer, but he didn't say anything.
He was a bit of a quiet fellow. Fairly forgettable really, not even sure what his name was, honestly. Ah, well, I didn't actually know any of their names since we all had our name plates hidden.
Taking as many of the ten copper inferior swords that were cracked and rusty as I could, I had devised a slight plan in my head. From the looks of the weapons they were certainly brittle and most of them had already cracked but the rust was only on the surface. The iron used to make them was still usable� if I could bring them back to the blacksmith, he could probably melt them down and smelt them into new swords. Raw materials essentially, and at a discount price.
That was one way to corner a market, take junk people were willing to give away and turn it into a valued commodity that they would pay top dollar for. Shrewd, perhaps, but I saw it as utilizing what was given to me. In the far North, the northern wastelands were a desolate place with no potential. At least that's what they say.
The joke was on them, though.
Yeah, I couldn't wait to repurpose these trash swords. They were certainly worth more than the ten copper offered at the trade post as a raw material, and I intended to fill-up my oversized double-wolf pelt bag to the brim with them.
With all of the gear sorted, it was now time to roll down to the third floor.
Heading down through the passageway that connected the second and third floor, the change was fairly gradual but it was there. The pass had narrowed and was a bit shorter, while the rooms themselves were a bit smaller overall with a lower ceiling. Running or kiting would be more difficult down here, and I realized that a change of strategy might be necessary.
And, of course� the smoke was still there.
The ash was definitely thicker and could be visibly seen floating about in clumps as I almost wanted to cough. My eyes and nostrils continued to burn, only, a bit more intensely than before� much like I had figured when we entered the second floor. Yeah, I would be buying or crafting a mask of some sort for my next return trip.
Covering my mouth and nose with my hand while squinting my eyes, I pressed forward until I came upon a group of goblins relaxing around a fire. I swear, they all did the same damn thing. Just sitting around a fire, eating rat or taking a nap� what a lousy life these goblins lived.
Or maybe, it was a glorious one.
Who knows.
The typical progression was in effect but I didn't even bother to really look, they were trash mobs and would die within a few seconds each. The only thing I was really curious about, was the mage's spell repertoire. He only used [Frost Bolt] and nothing else, which I found somewhat strange.
"Just out of curiosity here," I started to ask as we moved between trash groups. "Is frost bolt your main damage spell? I haven't seen you use anything else."
"Yeah sadly, at the moment it's my only reliable, chainable spell," he replied with a shrug. "It's our first spell, second is flash frost but that's just a crowd control shackle with a short duration, not at all useful here. Third spell is ice shard which is just a weak instant cast ability to use while on the move� I'm pretty much a one-trick pony at this stage of the game."
Ah, I felt a little bad for him but, oh well.
At least he had options I suppose, even if they weren't good ones.
I was sure they would play some role later down the road, spell kits were usually meant to have some synergistic approach that might not be readily apparent so early in the game. I imagined his low-mana cost spells with built-in slows had some theme in mind. On the other hand, my high-mana cost, high-damage lightning spells with a stun were damn near perfect for Player versus Player scenarios, and I was kind of excited at what I could do with some of the future spells.
Having a Wondrous Legendary Artifact certainly made things more appealing.
Thirty some minutes after we had started clearing the third floor, we had arrived at the mini-boss in all of its miniature glory. Along the way, we actually had a rare find off one of the [Outcast Goblins] when it dropped a [Rusty Iron Xiphos].
The sword was basically the Greek version of what became the Roman Gladius, and was a poor quality but common grade weapon. It was actually fairly good for the level and worth at least a hundred and twenty copper.
The dwarf took that up pretty quick though, and no one really complained.
Taking a look at the boss, I found myself pleasantly surprised as a smile crept up my face. There was a level 42 [Goblin Guard] which was expected, but there were also three [Goblins] and one [Outcast Goblin Priest]� who just so happened to have a very peculiar weapon on hand.
I wasn't really sure what weapon a priest should be equipped with, but I usually imagined a mace or staff. Curiously this goblin priest had a hand-axe, one that looked awfully interesting. Seeing as I had recently lost my axe in the last fight, my replacement weapon was staring right at me, teasing and tempting me to go and grab it from the clutches of the soon-to-be dead goblin.
Even so, I didn't have a current melee weapon outside of my dagger that doubled as my skinning knife. It really wasn't that great for combat� assassinations and last line of defense sure, but not an offensive weapon in the least. I mean, at least not for me seeing as I had no skill proficiency with daggers or knives in general.
"We good to give it a go?" asked the dwarf with little emotion showing.
"I don't have a melee weapon, so it might be risky," I replied cautiously.
To my surprise the dwarf disagreed with me completely.
He looked down at his gear before stating his position, "I improved my armor considerably from that last boss and that Rusty Iron Xiphos is an upgrade as well. I think, if ye can cc that healer and kill them in order, I think, I can hold out."
Well, I was interested.
It's hard to turn down loot and experience when it stares you in the face.
I was a little regretful for not turning in the second quest and picking up the third, but it wasn't like I had a chance to do so, seeing as we never left the dungeon. Eh, it didn't really matter anyways, if you can do it once, you can do it again.
"I'm in, I think we can blow the priest up before it gets a chance to heal, long as you can tank the guard and two goblins for a bit," I said while thinking over the best strategy. "Actually, I think we should focus one of the normal goblins first, then swap to the priest second, I'll cc it before it can cast anything."
The two of us looked at the rest of the party members that were standing idly by and the archer and mage didn't bother to say anything. They were basically along for the ride, so we took their silence as a verifiable yes.
"It's risky, I don't like it," said the priest after everyone else had already agreed to go forward. Well, despite his protest, his buddy was the tank so he was dragged along kicking, figuratively of course.
Without much room to kite or maneuver we decided to stay put in the single room with the boss and his entourage, since a two second run through the narrow passageway wouldn't really do us a lot of good. Plus, we needed to make sure we killed the first goblin immediately, and then transition to the priest before any healing could happen.
I decided to go with a little dramatic flair this time around, taking a stance with my legs spread a bit past shoulder width and with my knees bent.
Bending both elbows and bringing my palms close to my chest, tucked in on the right side, I began to chant my three verses as electricity started to arc between my fingertips. As three seconds passed in the blink of an eye, four small lightning bolts could be seen circling around each other as if stuck in a current.
Aiming at the nearest goblin that was sitting on the floor, I held my breath for a split-second as I thrust my arms forward and touched the base of my wrists together, opening my hands outwards as I directed the flow of electricity towards its target. Two seconds later, the blinding flash and loud crack of thunder that followed dazzled, as it always did. The four entwined bolts of lightning split the air and entered into the body of the goblin and then immediately arced out onto the four unsuspecting goblins nearby.
As raw power passed through their veins and they all started to momentarily convulse in place, a bolt of ice smashed into the very same sitting goblin as a cloud of white frost exploded into the air. Then as the electric current discharged into the dark ground below and the goblins regained their mobility, a small shard of ice was shot through the air.
Afraid to blink, as I might miss it, the shard of ice pierced right through the sitting goblin's neck and went out the other side, as the goblin fell back and grasped its throat. I immediately retracted my arms while holding my bent stance and began to gather a surge of balled up electricity, all the while watching as the first goblin clutched at its throat as it began to bleed out.
The goblin priest's hands had begun to immediately glow a golden-yellow as it prepared a holy spell in order to heal its comrade, but I was faster.
My cast time was the same, but I started sooner.
All the while, the dwarf had already charged into the fray and shouted his taunt at the remaining goblins as three of them began to pound their weapons furiously into his already cracked shield. His stalwart defense held without much issue at the moment, but time was a negative and limiting factor.
I needed to hurry.
"Lightning Bolt!" I shouted quickly as I thrust my arms back out with open hands as a ball of lightning crossed through the air, leaving a trail of lingering electricity between my hands and the head of the bolt.
In an instant, the goblin priest's hands that had been raised above its head stopped glowing as its body shook violently from the spell rebound of a failed cast combined with the paralyzing effect my lightning. As it struggled to voice its screams, its eye bulged out as if they were ready to explode as I created a tether of lightning between us.
Channeling my arc lightning, the pulsating beam of waxing and waning electricity connected the two of us in a gross mismatch of power. Watching its health rapidly decrease while stuck in place, a well-aimed arrow landed in the right eye-socket of the priest as its head snapped back and it fell limp to the floor.
Immediately turning to the next goblin, I waved my right arm over and kept it extended as another [Arc Lightning] was thrown out. The third goblin was instantly locked up as the dwarf took advantage and slit its throat in barely a second as I almost lost my concentration.
The mage to my side was trying to cast a frost bolt at the goblins but switched to the guard as they were falling too fast. The archer did the same while I tethered the last of the normal goblins and watched as it slowly died in place.
With only the guard left, the dwarf had no issue defending himself as I quickly ran over to the priest and looted the hand-axe mid-fight, then ran behind the guard and began to hack away. Out of mana, I could only use what items I had left, and decided to wield an axe in my right and a dagger in the left as I hacked and slashed, and slashed and stabbed as furiously as I could.
Blood was splattering everywhere as the goblin guard shrieked in pain and threw its shield wildly about while thrusting and swinging its spear in a loose circle. I nimbly dodged the shield this time around, wiser to the mechanics of the fight, and simply rolled to the side and resumed my attack on its flank.
One [Heavy Thrust] later from the guard as it attempted to kill our tank with its last blow, and I was able to chop deeply into the neck of the goblin, cutting the entire length of the axe-head into its throat. Then with as strong of a pull as I could muster, ripped it out as its head flopped about.
As the goblin guard fell to his knees with his head loosely held on, I took my new hand-axe and hacked once more all the way through, severing it completely as it fell to the floor and rolled away. It was disgustingly gruesome, but it got the job done.
I wasn't about to die to a goblin a second fucking time.
There would be no letting down of my guard, before the fight was truly over.
I learned my lesson the first time and I would make sure a dead creature was truly dead from that point on. But, damn, I was getting mad again and I didn't really understand why. Maybe it had to do with the competition, the nature of the game, but I was getting angry during a lot of these fights.
Whatever, it was working for me, so I couldn't complain.
"That was easy," said the dwarf after we all had a moment to breathe.
"It actually was," chimed in the priest a little later. "I didn't have to heal you nearly as much since they all fell so fast. What changed? It was supposed to be harder."
"Less goblins," the dwarf replied casually. "I only saw three of 'em and the two smaller ones fell quick. I'm half tempted to try the fourth floor right now."
I was in agreeance, now that we had learned the mechanics of the fight and the group was in sync, we had a pretty good chance of clearing through the entire dungeon. I didn't want the group to end so long as the goal line was in sight, but before anything could be said to persuade the group, my hopes were crushed.
"Ah no can do guys, I've got work in five hours," interrupted the mage as he waved. "I'll see you guys later but I'm logging off, need some sleep, good run all."
"Eh, work," mumbled the dwarf, clearly disappointed.
"Let's sort the loot and be on our way then?" proposed the priest as he eyed the items on the floor. There wasn't a whole lot from this boss, just a [Crude Iron Dory] which was a decent quality, common grade spear that was slightly better than the [Old Dory]. Oh, and the hand-axe I picked up, a [Crude Iron Hand Axe] that was a decent quality item as well, and was surprisingly decent.
It was actually better than the two-handed axe I was using before and could easily double as a small woodworking axe or as my one-handed axe for my tanking set, paired with a shield. I started to laugh a little as my quest to become a full-fledged Viking was progressing smoothly. Now all I needed was my longship and a few warriors to run around with me� and maybe a pet dragon.
If we could have a pet dragon, that is.
"It is three in the mornin'," said the dwarf with a sigh. "Guess it ain't a bad time to call it quits, can hit it again tomorrow."
"I could kind of guess from the accents, but Aussies yeah?" I decided to ask, just for future reference. "It's only ten in the morning here, so figure you're on the other side."
"Yeh, it's a bit late 'ere," he replied. "We'll be back at it, I'll invite ye if yer around." At that moment, I received a friend invite from the dwarf and I readily accepted it, seeing as I had no reason not to. He was a good player, had his head on straight, and was a bit aggressive, all the things I valued in a party member. Now his name was visible in the drop-down menu that listed all of my two friends and I started to chuckle at how empty it truly was.
But hey, I was on the road to popularity now!
Ellieby was the first one, that trader I had met previously, and now, this dwarf tank known as Barik Grimsson was on my friend's list as well.
I wasn't expecting much from the Call to Arms so everything else was a bonus.
I was only really expecting to find some quests, random pick up groups, maybe some loot, and a bit of experience, but as it were, I was forging some early connections that could be quite useful down the stretch. It was always a good thing to have potential allies in a game that was so heavily focused on both the Player versus Player action along with the Player versus Environment aspect.
"Ey, mage isn't yer first role is it?" asked Barik with a grin.
"Nah, started with archery then worked my way into axes, picked up lightning just recently actually," I replied honestly. I had no reason not to be upfront anyways, no one knew anything about lightning magic in general, since it was an unpopular proficiency. There was little risk in him or anyone else finding out I was a bit special.
"Right, figured that was the case," said Barik plainly as he turned to walk away with a light wave. "Be seein' ya."
"Likewise, thanks for the group," I followed up as the party disbanded and everyone went their separate ways, not wanting to waste another minute.
It was always funny how abruptly groups disbanded and fell apart once the goal was reached. You could spend hours with some people, develop a short but ultimately temporary acquaintanceship and then when the task at hand was complete, in a matter of seconds everyone would bail as if they couldn't stand to be in the party a minute longer. Heck, the dungeon wasn't all that hospitable anyways, so I couldn't blame them.
But, online relations were certainly strange.
The funny part, was that it wasn't always like that.
In the past, people treated online communication as an extension of normal face-to-face communication, using proper manners and such as if it were required. Then somewhere down the line, as more kids gained access to the net perhaps, acronyms and slang became more prevalent. Now, it was almost weird to see interaction sometimes. Just like the archer in the group who didn't talk, that was considered normal behavior.
It was socially a bit strange, but not online.
Not here, in this game.
Well, we had been pushing hard for around two hours, so even I was feeling a little fatigued after the party disbanded. Not that I was exhausted but, it was just one of the game's strange features to prevent excessive grinding. It was a bit odd that it hit so quickly though. Maybe that had to do with the harsh environment of the dungeon, breathing in this smoke� an added effect for realism, perhaps.
Oh well, it was a good enough of a time to take a break.



Chapter 44: Perusing for Profit
(Saturday, May 29th Game Day / Friday, February 19th Real Day)
After finishing my breakfast and taking care of my, duties, I walked back into the cube and started to connect all of the required attachments. Most of them were sensors but the ones that attached to your head were used to send and receive electrical signals from the brain; those were the important ones. Sometimes, when strapping up, I would get that feeling of d�j� vu, as if I had taken the red pill at some point.
If that was really the case, I'm not sure I would want to face the reality.
Well, my reality was what I wanted it to be anyways.
Once I initiated that log in sequence and the room starts to dim until it's pitch black and I can no longer see the hand in front of my face, it would only be a minute before the game state takes over and my consciousness fades to the other realm.
And, that's exactly what I did.
As if life were a dream, I found myself waking up from my nap underneath a tree as the cold night air sent a chill through my body. The silence of the night was a little unnerving but it was also comforting in a strange way.
I could barely make out the sound of voices off in the distance but I wanted to enjoy the serenity of the moment, and pretended not to hear. The stars were shining brightly but the colorful aurora was barely visible from here.
It was a shame.
Even so, it was still a lovely sight while lying on my back, watching for shooting stars and other odd events in the night sky.
I started to wonder how Selene and Katherine were holding up but I had a feeling they were doing just fine. They had a large population of fellow NPCs to keep them company after all, there was no way they could be lonely now. If anyone was lonely, it was probably me, but I was actually pretty content with how everything was progressing.
"Well, time's a wasting," I said out loud to myself while getting up.
A quick walk to the dungeon entrance proved to be pointless as all of the groups that had gathered were looking for members for the first and second floors. I was already beyond that and didn't want to waste my time farming or grinding out floors I already conquered, especially with a new group that didn't have the experience.
I was already entering with an elitist mentality, no longer beginner friendly since I had already been there and done that� it was a pitfall every adventurer fell victim to at one point or another. When you're a beginner, a noob, you want people to give you a chance to prove yourself.
Then once you've proved yourself you change your tune and think to yourself, "I don't want to go with noobs that have no experience." Yeah, that wasn't right. I'll give it a go with whoever is available, once I get my new quests.
It was only the right thing to do.
After a bit of a jog to the town square where everyone was gathered, I wasn't too surprised to see large crowds mingling about. A bustling quest hub with people looking for groups was a natural occurrence out here. Especially since the Call to Arms basically advertised this specific locale to the entire northern region.
This was, after all, the lowest level beginner dungeon available to those in the North and possibly the only one within a few hundred miles. There were probably other dungeons out there, but they had yet to be discovered. The appeal of a beginner dungeon was something else, too.
One dungeon floor plus the two quests per could easily net someone enough experience to advance a character level or two. Figure with a decent group you could clear a floor in an hour or so, and that was about as fast as one could hope to level.
The constant fighting was also a boon to progressing proficiency, since you could really focus on one aspect and through repeated use, essentially power level your skills. There really weren't many options for those trying to raise their proficiency in holy magic outside of group scenarios.
And on the other hand, I wasn't going to mindlessly shoot lightning into the sky.
It just didn't work after a while, what with diminishing returns and all.
You needed a target, and to actually do something with it. I could hunt rabbits with [Lightning Bolt] for a month but I couldn�t expect great progress.
Granted there would still be some progress, just not much.
The game did try to balance realistic progression with some minor standard gaming restrictions, which was a necessary evil and a nice touch in the end.
The only real drawback to dungeon grinding was the monotony of it all, but if you had a good group of people that you enjoyed spending your time with you were essentially set. That reminded me though, that I needed a few things before I could return to the grind.
The most important and essential item, was a mask of some sort.
Wading through the crowd, I finally found a clothing store that was advertising items such as fur coats and one-size-fits-all leather jerkins outside of the store front and figured it couldn't hurt to take a gander.
I mainly needed a piece of cloth that I could wrap around my face.
Something as simple as a bandana would do, really.
Entering the store, I soon found myself waist deep in an assortment of piled clothes of various shades and sizes. Along the walls were racks with numerous jackets and coats, and slightly off to the side of the door was a small counter, with a sales clerk hiding curiously behind it.
Somehow, I was the only person inside the shop.
Of all the people roaming the streets, none of them had taken an interest in the goods for sale in these smaller shops that littered the town. It was a bit of a surprise but it made sense in a way. I figured most players didn't have a lot money to spend at the moment, so it did little good to waste time perusing a store.
The game was still relatively new anyways, and people were just now experiencing their first dungeon. The blacksmith and bowyer were busy, as were the proficiency trainers and the trade post.
That was expected, though.
If I was a crafter ahead of the times, I could have made a fortune.
There were at least one or two crafters attempting to ply their trade. Though they were largely inexperienced they were certainly on the right track.
Well, I had larger goals in mind and my NPCs would bear the brunt of the labor in the long run while I reaped the rewards. Not to say that I was or would take advantage of them. I believed in fair profit for all involved even if they were just limited artificial intelligences.
Yeah, I wanted a happy town, not one filled with corruption.
There's enough corruption in a person's daily life anyhow, no reason for people to bring it with them inside the game, where most of us come to escape from our reality.
"Ah, hello there," I said to break the silence as I eyed the goods messily spread throughout the store. As I nodded at the man behind the counter, he cleared his throat before acknowledging my presence.
"What can I do ye for?" he asked kindly with a hint of sadness to his voice.
"I'm looking for a mask," I replied slowly, so as not to appear impertinent. "Or, something that can at least be used like a mask, preferably a cloth of some sort so that I can breathe a bit better in the dungeon."
The man looked depressed but feigned a smile as he turned his gaze to a corner of the store. He was clearly an NPC but it was rather strange to see such clear emotions on him. Well, I couldn't really be bothered by it, as there were more pressing needs than the emotions of a random NPC.
"Hmm, yes, we have something like that," replied the clerk while pointing to a spot in the store. "Check over there, I believe you'll find what you're looking for in a small pile behind that large one with the blue coat on top, just over there in the corner."
"Will do, thank you," I said plainly while giving him a nod and a weak smile.
Shuffling through the packed store proved slightly difficult as there were simply too many articles of clothing lying about. Though it took some effort I eventually found my way to the large pile of outerwear with the blue coat on top. It was a rather ugly coat, but I was sure there was at least one flamboyant person out there that would love to showcase it out on the streets.
But, good luck finding that one guy, mister store clerk.
A few steps past that large pile was the small one that the clerk had pointed out, which was literally just a pile of bandanas, scarves, and shawls. There was a colorful assortment of various sizes and lengths and it was precisely what I was looking for.
The shawls and scarves were the nicest looking of the bunch, with fancy embroidery that were more fitting for females than males, but there were a few semi-masculine ones that drew my attention. Though, one look at the mirror on the wall and all interest in a scarf was lost.
It wouldn't really match my blood-stained fur coat and leather armor.
Oh well, even I wanted to appear somewhat reasonable.
Rummaging through the bandanas, it took me nearly ten minutes to separate and find a suitable one to my liking. Narrowing down my choices to a plain white or black, I settled on the white one to match my gear. It wasn't perfect and was really quite pedestrian but I figured it would suffice for the task at hand. As long as it filtered out some of the ash and kept my mouth and nose from burning, I would be a happy man.
Walking over to the counter where the older man with intermixed white and blonde hair sat with his head hung low, I couldn't help but wonder what was bothering him. I didn't want to waste any time on some random NPC, but it was hard to ignore a clearly depressed person sitting in the corner of a dimly lit store, even if it wasn't a real person.
"How much are you asking for this bandana?" I questioned politely while placing it on the counter in front of him. He eyed the piece and sighed before looking up at me.
"Ten copper for the plain ones like that," he answered with little interest.
"Ah, I see," I replied while grabbing ten copper out of my pouch. "I'll take it then."
As I looked at the man in front of me, his eyes seemed to light up slightly when he saw the coins in my hand. Waiting for him to take them, I carefully watched as his mannerisms changed right before my eyes.
He eagerly took the coins from my outstretched hand and quickly changed his tune as a smile appeared on his face. "Oh thank you very much," he said gingerly, having temporarily woken from his depressed slumber. "If you're interested in any other goods, to possibly replace that stained coat of yours, I do have a line of furs in the back I can fetch for you."
"Hmm, I may have an interest in some female clothing, though I'm not certain on the size just yet," I replied casually while glancing around the room. "A gift for some friends of mine, you see."
"Well, I have plenty of clothes perfect for that!" he exclaimed. "All shapes, sizes, and colors, from moderate to extravagant, wool or linen, I've got them all!"
"If you have the time, I would be interested in seeing a few summer dresses," I stated with a kind smile. "They're tall women, but rather slender. Something loose and breathable, would do well I think."
"Right this way!" he said while standing up and leading the charge.
The chipper mood of the clerk gave some indication to his position within the store. I figured he was most likely the owner or at least tied to the profit in some shape or form, and a slow business day likely got him down. I didn't know much about the limited artificial intelligence system, nor did anyone outside of the developers really, but I realized with my interactions with Selene and Katherine, that they were quite far along with their emotional responses.
It was almost too real, sometimes.
There must have been a preset emotional trigger set into the businessman, so that his motivation and happiness was tied into how well he did financially. I mean, there was definitely some behind-the-scenes play at work with manipulated and scripted motivation, seeing how NPCs happily stuck to one job for their entire artificial lives.
They weren't truly of free-will, these NPCs.
Well, I wouldn't be the one to break that to them.
The thought of truly self-aware AIs kind of scared me a little.
It was a little too soon for that, anyways.
"Has it been a slow week for sales?" I asked genuinely yet not innocently.
"Ahh� yeah, it has been a rough month," he replied with a sigh. "Sales are always steady but, with such a large influx of foreigners, travelers and adventurers alike, business has boomed for a lot of my friends. I'm happy for them, but I have actually seen a slight decline in store traffic and most who come in don't buy anything. I don't understand why I'm the only one not making any money."
"The market is such a strange thing, isn't it," I stated quizzically.
"You got that right, I don't know what to do if business continues to dry up."
"Maybe I could help with that," I offered out of the blue. Though not entirely random, I had a theory on a possible market share that I wanted to test.
I also wanted to experiment with how neutral NPCs reacted to players that weren't from the same region. I was a foreigner here, a hundred miles displaced from the North I called home. This town had little relation to the Northern Triangle or Dragon's Breach, but my influence still carried slightly.
It was an invisible thing, but the NPCs automatically registered it.
I was a man of importance, according to my Reputation stat.
"What are you suggesting?" he asked, clearly curious but dubious as to what I could offer. He just didn't trust a stranger completely, for which I couldn't blame him.
"I have� a segment of the market that I think you can corner," I started to explain as I brought my hand to my chin and began to scratch. "Most of the beginner adventurers here have yet to reach the lower levels of the abandoned mining complex that was recently opened, but once they do, they'll be quick to find their equipment lacking. They'll be wanting a mask, like this bandana here."
"And� so, you're saying, if I just wait, my sales will start to increase?" he asked while looking doubtful. He didn't quite believe me, but that was alright.
I obviously needed to explain in more detail, so even he could see the light.
"That might happen, but you can be proactive here," I continued. "Rearrange the store slightly, so that the bandanas, scarves, and shawls are at the front, interspersed with your more expensive specialty items. Either raise the price on the little items slightly, while advertising them specifically for the dungeon, or toss one in free with a purchase of a more profitable, costlier item."
"How does that help me sell more," he replied with a smirk.
"Simple, these adventurers aren't going to be buying the clothes you have laid out here at the front, they aren't useful to us at this point," I said seriously with no hesitation. "Most of us don't need these luxury items, and most of us can't afford it anyhow. Those masks are cheap and would be quite handy for anyone going into the mines. Start advertising what they can be used for and I'm willing to bet you will see an increase in sales."
I stood my ground after laying everything out there for the man to mull it over, as I was positive that there was a market for those goods. I could put up with a lot of things, and considered myself an extremely patient and tolerant person. Especially when it came to issues of pain and discomfort. Yet the fact that I was getting annoyed and tired of breathing in the smoke and the burning of my eyes and nostrils had me convinced that there were other players thinking the exact same thing.
If he didn't want to believe me, I was tempted to buy him out and open my own stall in front of the dungeon. I was going to make money off this theory of mine, one way or another. When a chance to make large sums of quick money stares you in the face, it behooves you to grab it and hold on tightly until the market dries up. Nothing lasts forever, but you may just make a small fortune in between.
I didn't care if it was a short ride, so long as I made some profit.
I considered it a crime to throw away an opportunity.
The man seemed to be stuck on what I had said, and couldn't quite make up his mind. I didn't blame him, and was actually surprised he wasn't angry with me for making such a blatant suggestion.
Usually, I would be more subtle and goad the person into seeing things my way less they be offended, but here� I didn't feel like wasting the time.
Part of paying full price for the bandana instead of bartering was my way of breaking the ice as well, getting on the good side of the clerk. It wasn't quite that malicious though, just friendly business practice.
I considered it more, standard etiquette, I guess you could say.
It usually worked, and the man was quite receptive once he had some money in his hands. Now he was showing me around the store, listening to suggestions, and perhaps, even willing to work with me.
A return customer to a privately-ran store could expect some reasonable discounts, if the customer is friendly and sociable enough. That, or purchase enough goods to bring the profit margin down a little, as bulk transactions that move a lot of inventory are often seen as a plus. Especially if its old inventory that has been sitting for a while.
"Ah I don't know," he finally stammered after quite some time.
"Well, how about this then," I said, having decided on suggesting an alternate plan that required a little investment from me. "Sell me all of your bandanas, scarves, and shawls at your standard price, and then let me run a stall right in front of your store."
"What?!" he quickly yelped. "How could I do that, that's direct competition!"
"Right, hear me out," I replied calmly. "You run the stall, after I've paid for all of the items, and sell them at fifteen copper, I'll give you a cut of one copper per. Try it for a day or two, if it doesn't do anything, I'll pay you ten copper per day for the hassle."
It was a reasonable offer, seeing as most NPCs could get by on a couple copper a day. A single rabbit was plenty of meat for one person to feed themselves, so ten copper was quite a sizeable daily-wage. I figured the bandana I purchased for ten was at least eight copper in manufacturing costs, so that left two copper profit for the man selling it. After sitting on them for who knows how long, the profit wasn't that great.
"Wait, so you're going to buy all of my items, then ask me to resell it?" he asked, slightly angry. "Do you realize what you're asking of me?"
"I do, but it's because you don't trust my marketing sense," I said plainly. "I'll buy all of those items, and instead of sitting behind the door inside the store, you can move and sit in front of the door, outside. You're making profit on what� at least a hundred items? And you're free to get customers to come inside to buy other goods, and I'll also pay you for every item sold. I'm trusting you with the coin purse at the end of the day."
"This is insane, you're insane," he stated, bewildered.
Pulling out my coin pouch, I eyed the seven silver plus some loose copper coins that were inside. I could afford at least seventy of his items, but if I needed more money I could sell some of the loot from the dungeon. Nodding my head after I had convinced myself to take the gamble, I placed the open pouch in the man's hands.
"I'll take as many items as that pouch can satisfy," I followed up. "And if you've still got more items left over, I'll come back with more coin."
The man greedily eyed the silver and copper as he hesitated to turn me away.
He didn't believe in my idea, nor did he trust me to come through with my plan but money meant more than words. Hard money moved men while words simply swayed them. That was something every business man or woman knew, as fact.
"Do we have a deal?" I asked succinctly.
"Uh-h, yeah, sure, why not?" he replied with uncertainty. "You'll pay me ten copper when this fails, right? No returns on these goods either, got it?"
"Yeah, that's fine," I said while nodding.
I was positive I would turn a profit here, and if I didn�t� well, the residents of Dragon's Breach were all going to receive a nice new gift for the upcoming winter.
I didn't believe in a losing situation.



Chapter 45: Pugs
(Saturday, May 29th Game Day / Friday, February 19th Real Day)
I found myself standing in front of the dungeon entrance once more, checking out the groups of players assembled just a few feet from the portal. They wore gear similar to mine, leather and furs with some light cloth here and there, with an assortment of weapons from spears, bows, to staves. It was just another typical scene of mismatched riffraff standing around waiting for something to happen.
Well, I wasn't much better.
Two of the three groups were already full going by body count, so I made my way towards the only one left that appeared to have four members lined up. There was a good chance I could fill whatever void they were missing, so long as they didn't need a healer. The only thing really bothering me was if they were experienced enough to get through the first and second floors. A first time group grinding out the first floor at a slow plod would be hard to bear� but, everyone had a first time, at some point.
There was little reason to be elitist this early in the game, anyways.
"Hey are you guys looking for a fifth?" I asked the group, directing my question at no one in particular. All four of the males turned their heads to eye my gear as I approached, while I returned the same gaze. They weren't equipped with anything special, though the archer did appear to have a decent bow slightly better than my own.
Otherwise, it was a standard group.
"Can you tank?" asked the archer bluntly.
"Yeah, I can tank."
As I said that, I pulled out my one-handed axe and rotated the shield off my back. Raising it in front of the man so he could see it clearly, I nodded at him as he turned around and started to walk away. "What floor are you guys on?" I followed up, hoping to gain some sort of information before committing.
"Let's go, I'm tired of waiting," said the archer as he looked at the healer. "Invite him, lets hurry this up. We're running out of time."
Without bothering to answer my question, the archer walked through the portal and disappeared as he was transported into the dungeon. Not more than a second later, I received an invite from the healer of the group as the other two mages continued to talk amongst themselves. I looked at the healer to see if he would respond to my query, but he simply turned around and entered the dungeon as well and then, so too did the two casters.
"Right," I muttered to myself while letting out a sigh. "Social group of kids I got here." Before accepting the invite, I looked around once more to see if another group happened to be approaching on the horizon.
To my dismay there was no such luck.
I was stuck with this pick-up group if I wanted to enter.
Oh well, have to roll the dice sometimes.
Accepting the invite, I shook my head and sighed once more before stepping forth into the cold muddiness of the portal that transported me from the pleasant outdoors to the stifling, dreary and dank interior of the mining complex.
The home of the Outcast Goblins� a joyous adventure, filled with all the rancid odors one could think of along with all the ash one could choke on.
A lovely place, this dungeon was.
The only thing better, was this lovely party of mine.
Well, maybe that was too harsh.
They were simply anti-social and lacked etiquette, which wasn't too unusual seeing as they all looked to be in their late teens to early twenties, at least as far as their character appearance went. I didn't really have much to go on but, there were trends with player behavior online and within games, to the point where it was rather predictable after a while. Yeah, as long as we could clear the first floor at a reasonable pace, I wouldn't have any real complaints.
Everyone had their moody days anyhow.
But as soon as I caught up with the party of four that had positioned just slightly out of range of the first group of goblins, the archer drew his bow and fired off a shot. Without even taking a pause to see if I was ready, or to consult or discuss group strategy, he pulled and stood there waiting for me to take aggro off of him.
This stupid son of a bitch, I thought to myself as I hurriedly dashed in front of the group and began to cast a [Chain Lightning]. With only seconds to spare I rushed the cast and skipped the chanted verse, drastically lowering the amount of damage of the spell and in turn, lowering my ability to maintain threat in the long run.
As the five goblins continued their charge with swords waving in the air and high-pitched screams accompanying them, they were hit with my lightning and immediately went silent. Momentarily frozen in place, as if they had run into a wall, the disoriented goblins pulled themselves together as I grabbed my one-handed axe from its sling on my waist. Raising my shield and axe to meet their charge, I swung down at the first goblin in an attempt to catch it off-guard.
The swing was a miss as the reach was so much shorter than I was used to, and just as I tried to bring the axe back, a sword slash came down across my face, nearly slicing my nose in two. Reactively jerking my head back and lifting my shield in-turn, the second slash of another goblin was easily deflected.
But before I could even prepare for a counter attack, two [Fireballs] exploded in my vicinity as the first goblin took minor damage and flames licked my face. My eyebrows singed, I pulled back and attempted to turn the goblins to the side so I would be out of the firing line, yet before I could even gain position, an arrow found itself lodged into the back of my shoulder.
Wincing from the pain I grit my teeth, trying my best to contain my rage.
Ignoring the arrow, I deflected the other three goblin attacks with ease as the five had nearly surrounded me. They weren't as skilled as the latter floors and the [Minor Goblins] were almost inconsequential, so I felt confident going forward. That was until [Fireballs] started to randomly pelt different goblins every one and a half seconds.
With the unfocused attacks of the three damage dealers, threat management was proving nearly impossible for me as I had to quickly attack one goblin then rotate to the next. Switching through my targets when they looked as if they were about to be peeled off of me, I barely maintained some semblance of control.
I didn't have the Area of Effect taunt that Barik or other shield bearers had, since I was new to tanking with a shield, so I couldn't force the mobs to focus me. In order to maintain hate, I needed to deal enough damage to them to remain high on their threat priority. Switching back and forth between goblins, was not the way to do that.
And then it happened.
Another wayward arrow hit me in the ribs, and the sudden pain deep in the center of my midsection distracted me as a goblin landed a sword thrust into my thigh. Thinking that was the worst of it, I was quickly disappointed as two of the five remaining goblins took off and started to beeline towards the casters. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as the archer managed to hit one of them in the chest with an arrow, causing the goblin to chase him instead.
And that's when the fight devolved into chaos.
The archer took off running in one direction as he attempted to kite the goblin that was chasing him, shooting off arrows as rapidly as he could without concern to accuracy. Arrows were flying left and right as they bounced off the walls and stuck to my shield.
I had actually turned to face my party with my back against the wall in order to defend myself from my own party member's friendly fire.
Though to make matters worse, the other goblin chased one of the casters as he ran around in circles as well, with random instant cast flames being shot out as he scurried about. The flames flew all over as the healer was forced to run to the side and the other caster started to run to the dungeon portal, completely ceasing his attacks.
I had three goblins on me and ignored the chaotic scene in front of me as I attempted to single-handedly kill them all. No longer receiving any heals, I was essentially left to fend for myself as the rest of the group did their own thing.
Deflecting an oncoming blow, I was barely able to land a counter attack on the wrist of a goblin as its sword fell to the ground. With its hand dangling loosely by a few non-severed ligaments, the goblin shrieked in pain as its eyes bulged in shock. Ignoring it, I turned my focus to the other two goblins and bashed my shield into one, knocking it flat on its back as it flung its arms up in desperation.
Without any hesitation, I lifted my good leg and stomped down on the goblin's face and crushed it beneath my boot as a sword found itself three-inches into my right pectoral. Dropping my axe, I grabbed the goblin's forearm and pulled the creature in closer as it tried to remove its sword.
Utilizing the momentum of my yank, I swung my shield out edge-first and connected with the throat of the goblin as the impact sent a shudder through my elbow. The goblin collapsed to the floor grasping its throat, while I quickly raised the shield with both hands and used the edge to smash into its head.
Turning around, I picked up my axe and threw it into the chest of the gimp minor goblin that was still clutching its partially-severed hand. Watching it collapse to the ground before me, I didn't have any time to waste as I dropped my shield and began to gather electricity in my hands. Focusing my eyes on the goblin that was chasing the mage, I built up a chanted verse as I charted out the path the caster was taking.
He continued to run in circles, zigzagging here and there, but I only needed to lead the goblin by a quarter of a second. That was all the time and space I needed to hit a running goblin that was changing its path every other second.
Once my cast was complete, I let it fly.
Just as the goblin changed its course in relation to the mage, lightning surged and cut through the air as the bolt of raw energy traveled in a straight-line. The goblin managed another step as it was hit in the side and came crashing down into the dark damp dirt floor of the dungeon, its full sprint interrupted immediately by the paralyzing effect of the lightning.
As it lay on the floor twitching, I had already drawn my bow and placed a single-shot up through its chin, ceasing all of its movements. Now all that was left was the archer, as I turned my bow and let a few arrows loose.
And then, it was over.
Silence had returned as I looked at the group standing doe-eyed a little ways away.
One caster had been lingering by the dungeon portal entrance, ready to exit at any given moment and with nearly a full bar of mana. He didn't participate at all once the fight got hectic. He was ready to bail and simply watched the scene unfold.
The healer on the other hand only bothered to heal the archer, and still had plenty of mana while refusing to top me or the other caster off, for whatever reason.
Then there was the caster that was being chased, who had taken a few hits too, but he was largely alright. He missed almost all of his [Fire Blasts] though.
That archer, well, he was at full health thanks to his friend.
I looked down at myself only to realize my health was quite low; that I had five arrows sticking out of me and two burn spots on my body. There was an arrow in the back of my shoulder, my right rib, my neck, my lower back, and one in my right thigh. Sword wounds to my right pectoral, my left thigh, and a few minor cuts here and there.
A strange thing, seeing as the goblins didn't have bows and arrows.
In fact only one person had a bow.
I was angry at them, for being such idiots� for not waiting to consult or communicate, and for not understanding basic dungeon mechanics. They were obviously beginners, but that didn't make it easier to deal with. Not when they had bad attitudes about it.
Yeah, I was mad.
 Yet, now that the fight was over, the party returned to normal and sat down, largely ignoring me as I quietly stared at them. They were clearly inexperienced and unskilled, but that wasn't what bothered me. What bothered me, was the lack of teamwork, the inherent selfishness, and the fact that they refused to communicate.
I could tolerate bad players, since not everyone was going to be great.
I could not, however, tolerate bad players who purposefully made the situation worse due to whatever menial reason they had constructed in their minds. Whatever false narrative they were using to convince themselves that what they were doing was proper, I wanted no part of it. If you couldn't even communicate, you didn't deserve to be in a party. These kinds of players pissed me off.
Yeah, I was ready to ditch this party.
But before I could do that, the players had started running their mouths. Enjoying the comedy show, I sat down and started to munch on some jerky to try and recover. My wounds would heal slowly without any healing magic, so I wouldn't get back to full strength, but I didn't need to be one-hundred percent.
"Hey kick this shitty tank, he fucking sucks," said the archer to the healer.
"I know, we always get stuck with the freaking noobs," he replied. "Ugh but we only have two hours to play, let's just carry this piece of trash."
Carry me, they say.
Hah, I couldn't help but smile and laugh at it all, while the two of them continued to insult me, standing a mere ten feet away. I had half a mind to kill them where they stood, but a few random insults weren't enough to make me mad. I was more angry with their behavior during the fight, than what they were saying afterwards.
Five minutes had passed as they continued to insult me, raging on and on how I was a "shitty ass noob tank," among other things. I didn't have much interest in listening to them to begin with, and the comedic part of it had long since vanished.
Honestly, I had heard of enough.
They could think of me as a "dumbass" as much as they wanted, seeing as I had yet to reply. The opinion of others really had little bearing on me.
But then, they poked once more.
"You ready this time you shitty noob?" said the archer. "I'm going to pull, pay attention this time you idiot, and tank the mobs properly so we can carry your pathetic ass through the first floor."
"Nah, I've got no interest in tanking any further, so I'll be seeing myself out," I replied nonchalantly. "Good luck finding a new tank."
Standing up, I had started to walk towards the exit as one of the two casters started to speak up. It was the one that retreated during the middle of the fight, and didn't contribute at all� the selfish coward.
"Are you serious?!" the caster nearly shouted at me. "We're already locked into this instance and have been waiting for like an hour, and you're just going to leave? Don't be an asshole, we can't even join other groups for like an hour now."
It was ironic really, that I was somehow responsible for their inability to find a group, and was now a jerk for not wanting to participate with a group that only cared about their own self-interests while spouting out insults. The archer and priest had been insulting me for a good five minutes now, while the two casters sat silently watching and listening. Not once did they say anything, to try and diffuse the situation.
They watched and listened, and pretended to have no part in it.
Now that I was leaving and their interests were affected, I was the bad guy.
I started to laugh a little, that the dungeon was now locked to our party meant that no one could leave and join a new party mid-way through. It was a feature that was meant to keep people from powering through dungeons over and over, so once you killed the first goblin, it was locked to your character for an hour. That duration was extended every time you killed another mob, so on and so on. The feature was fairly standard in MMORPGs, and was nothing new really.
And thus, I laughed.
They were stuck together, and without a tank they would be hard-pressed to find a replacement willing to join a group that already started clearing. The fact they lost their tank was a pretty bad sign, regardless of who was right or wrong. It meant that the party failed in some aspect, and no one wanted to take those kinds of risks going forward.
Especially not tanks, not when they were valued commodities.
Healers and tanks were always few in number compared to the damage dealing classes, so we always had more control when it came to choosing parties. We were in demand, damage dealers weren't� it was simple economics.
"Let me get this straight," I said after some time. "I'm the asshole for wanting to leave a party that's been insulting and raging at me almost non-stop?"
"Yeah," the caster shot back immediately. "You're screwing me over by leaving."
"And I should care about you� why?" I asked playfully.
"See this guy's just a douchebag," chimed in the archer.
"He seriously sucks, he's lucky we even invited him," followed up the priest.
The only one who had yet to say anything was the other caster, but he was nodding his head silently in the back. Either way, the situation was now one versus four.
"Hmm, so after running your mouths, you now expect me to tank for you?" I asked seriously. "And, let's just clear the air here while I'm at it. I'm the trashy shitty noob, pathetic dumbass asshole selfish douchebag tank, who is supposed to care about your wasted time? I mean, gee, how could I ever not want to tank for you!"
"You're seriously bad," said the priest. "You take so much damage, learn how to play kid. You can't even position properly. I've never seen someone so bad in my life."
"Ah yeah, that damage," I laughed out. "Those five arrows that struck me and those two fireballs that hit me� you know, I wonder where those came from."
"Learn to play scrub before you talk back to me," replied the priest, visibly angry.
"Yeah, you got in my way so you got hit, retard," said the archer.
I started laughing again at how ridiculous the conversation was. They were using all of the basic insults that every immature person used on the internet. The best part was that they were clearly five to ten years younger than me, and were calling me a kid.
I loved it, I really did.
The only problem� the main problem, and the reason I avoided players in the past was because I thrived in these types of situations. I loved PvP, and I absolutely loved beating sense into trash talkers. I couldn't really stand them personally, and hated being around them� but once I got going, it was a bad habit of mine.
Yeah, I was regressing already.
The whole time the conversation had been going on, I was patiently biding my time as my health and mana gradually returned� my bad habit was about to show.
It wouldn't be long, now.
As I started to circle around the party, I continued the conversation while my health slowly recovered. "You guys are just the best, really," I said sarcastically as I continued to pace around them. "Between all of those great heals I was receiving, I mean, I was just basking in that holy light you know, fucking radiating from all those heals, and the accuracy of our damage dealers, with a dozen or more arrows stuck in the wall over there and those loose fireballs� I really do need to step my game up. I'm just not up to par compared to you guys."
I was starting to have a little too much fun, and in the back of my mind I knew it was wrong but I couldn't help it. I strived to be an honest, kind person� but everyone has buttons that shouldn't be pushed. My biggest issue, was my lack of patience when it came to trash talkers, and now� I had completely regressed.
Ah, they were all going to die.
My anger had woken from its slumber and reared its head.
"Man, no wonder this kid was looking for a group, he's so toxic," said the priest.
"He's just mad because he sucks at life," chimed in the archer. "Heh-"
"Uninstall noob, get the fuck out of here," the archer continued after a slight pause.
"Self-righteous douchebag, can't handle the truth so he lashes out at us," followed up the selfish caster as he folded his arms across his chest. "Waste of space, should just kill himself."
Yeah, I didn't bother to laugh anymore. My health was nearing seventy percent and my mana had already reached max capacity, so I was itching to go at any moment. The healer would die first, then the caster. After that, the archer or the other caster would get it, if he decides to join in the fight.
"What about you, you're nodding your head back there but, where's your voice?" I asked the last member of the party, the caster who was being chased by the goblin.
"Even if they started it, you're worse than them," he replied seriously with his head held high, looking down on me as if he were some superior being.
Eh, it was a typical response.
If I was surprised by this turn of events, I wouldn't be able to call myself a gamer.
It was an unfortunate truth in the realm of online gaming.
Victim bashing was alive and well when it came to group situations where numbers ruled the day. There was little to no consequence for player actions online, so people often tend to be quite a bit braver than in normal situations. Add in a friend with them, and all of a sudden their confidence is bolstered to new heights as they are reassured by their numerical superiority, free to do or say whatever they please with little impunity.
They'll pick a scapegoat, gang up on him or her two to one to absolve themselves of any guilt they may or may not be feeling, and continue with their harassment until they're satisfied. Then the bystanders, too cowardly the majority of the time, sit quietly and pretend nothing is happening until they're negatively affected in some way. Most of the time, the bystanders are thinking to themselves, as long as it's not me.
As the victim, if you stand up for yourself, you're now evil personified.
Now, you're the bad guy.
After that, it's a numbers game. Since it started two to one, most of the time the bystanders will join up with the larger group to maintain the status quo, and by the end of it all you're arguing four to one.
You're supposed to sit there and ignore them, let them say and do whatever they want but keep quiet and let it go. The high road, some people laughably claim. Then go and give it your all to help them succeed, and reward their behavior so that they realize if they harass players, they'll get what they want.
That's the way for forward progress.
I didn't share in that particular belief.
Though to be fair, not all bystanders were quite so bad.
Every once in a while a person comes along that is truly neutral or attempts to play peacemaker, but it was sadly a tiny minority. The largest travesty was to not pull my own weight though, I disliked bullying and I didn't particularly care for the incessant disparaging remarks, but sometimes I was in a bad enough mood that I didn't care if people were arguing with themselves. At the end of the day, it was my obligation to straighten these players out as the only sensible person here.
Sensible� well maybe not, more like angry.
"So, we done talking now?" I said bluntly, letting my voice carry throughout the dungeon. "I've just about run out of patience here, so either put up or shut up boys."
"What are you going to do about it pussy," instantly replied the healer.
"Yeah you little bitch," followed up the archer, characteristically.
The casters didn't say anything but they could tell that the situation was deteriorating, as both had taken a step slightly back. It didn't matter to me though, my health had capped out at eighty-two percent thanks to the deep wound in my chest and thigh and all the other minor wounds.
I could work with that.
Right before it started, I let one last smile creep up my face as it turned into a smirk, then it quickly disappeared as my brows narrowed and my eyes focused in on the targets in front of me. With my shield still on my arm, and my axe in its sling, I raised both hands and palmed them together. Pulling them slightly apart, I began to cast my chain lightning without a verse as electricity quickly condensed into four tiny little individual bolts.
Swirling around between my hands as they intersected and intertwined, the bolts of electricity took shape and became the four-part bolt that I was now overly familiar with. One-point-five seconds had passed, as I aimed at the healer and thrust my arms forward, expanding my hands.
At the two second mark, I yelled.
"CHAIN LIGHTNING!"
With a flash that nearly blinded and a deafening crack of thunder following, the bolt swirled through the air as it impacted directly into the center of the healer's chest with a small explosion. Nearly instantly arcing and bouncing off to the other three members immediately behind him, the three bolts found their targets as the fourth flew off and landed in the ground, discharging harmlessly into the surroundings.
All four party members started to convulse temporarily as I only had a second to capitalize on the moment. Raising my right hand I quickly created an electric tether between the healer and I, as pulsating energy was pumped out of me and into the man twenty feet from me.
He wanted to scream, to shout profanities at me, but the man convulsed as his muscles continued to spasm uncontrollably. His throat could be seen trying to vocalize sound as his eyes appeared to roll back, succumbing to my magic. Then with nothing more than the white of his eyes showing, he collapsed to the ground without so much as a sound, opening his mouth to let out a suppressed noise that never came.
His body betrayed him, and as his last bit of life drained out, two fireballs whooshed through the air directly towards me.
Dropping to a knee, I raised my shield with a ferocious urgency, barely in the nick of time as fire exploded all around me, engulfing me in flames. The impact nearly knocked me back as heat radiated outwards and before I could even lower my shield, the thud of multiple arrows hitting my shield could be felt and heard.
I had no time to hesitate, as I kicked my leg out and rolled to the side.
An arrow whizzed past my face as I repositioned, and then another two fireballs were shot in my direction as I tumbled and threw my shield up once more to block them. Fiery explosions filled my field of vision as the heat tickled my face and burned my arm.
Ignoring the pain I continued to move.
Standing up and repositioning myself, I then charged at full sprint towards the archer as his face contorted in fear.
Raising my axe as I neared within ten feet he instinctively turned and ran in the opposite direction while shooting off arrows wildly in my general vicinity. One of those wayward arrows hit a mage as he was preparing another fireball and the sudden distraction jolted him, causing a rebound as the spell exploded in his face.
Taking advantage of the situation, I quickly jumped to my left as I changed my angle of approach and swiped my axe at the fazed mage who was largely unhurt but unable to cast anything.
He raised his hands in a vain attempt to defend himself as I easily chopped through his forearms, causing him to scream in terror. The fright of pure horror displayed on his face reflected in my eyes as I readied another swing, and right as I was about to bring my axe down on his exposed neck, an instant cast flame hit me in the side of my chest causing me to jerk to the right.
"Ah fuck!" I cursed under my breath as I lost my aim on the man in front of me.
Grimacing and attempting to ignore the smell of burnt flesh, I shook my head and quickly looked to the mage I was previously attacking.
Throwing my shield out at the mage that had hit me, it knocked him back and forced him to retreat another step in fear.
The wounded mage that I had failed to kill was now running away with his severed arm lying on the floor. With his back exposed to me, I took my one-handed axe and threw it with all of my might as it flew through the air and lodged itself deeply in the man's spine. As the one-armed man collapsed on the ground, I switched my attention to the other mage that had turned tail as I stood my ground and gathered electricity in my hands once more.
"Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash," I muttered as I traced out the path that the man was taking. He could only run so far as the room ended a few paces away. It wasn't long before he found himself stuck at the tunnel that led to the next room of goblins; they were trapped. He stopped, as the archer had stopped, when they realized that I had been standing between them and the dungeon exit.
I had all the time in the world now.
They didn't notice it before the fight, but I had circled around the party for this specific reason. When they would undoubtedly attempt to flee, they would run away from me rather than through me. Thus, I positioned myself between the exit.
While they were busy insulting me, I was carrying out my plans.
Now, they were forced to die by my hands or by the goblin's hands.
Realizing the futility of their situation, they both turned and raised their arms in one last act of defiance. The mage began to cast another fireball, while the archer drew back his bow to fire once again.
I silenced them.
"Lightning bolt," I whispered as I let the overcharged ball of electricity fly out of my hands. In the blink of an eye, it completely traversed the forty feet between us as the dazzling array of light pierced through the ashen air.
The mage couldn't even hope to dodge the lightning as it hit him, nearly too fast to track with your eyes let alone time enough to react and dodge. With a violent explosion of discharging energy and tails of electricity floating about, the man collapsed to his knees as he was paralyzed and couldn't move.
His resistance was high though, and he began to fight it and started to stand earlier than expected, but an arrow found itself lodged in the center of his forehead as he slumped to the ground. I rotated slightly and put an arrow into the other mage that was still barely alive while lying prone on the ground, with an axe sticking out of his back and his left arm missing at the elbow.
Now, there was only one man left.
I continued to pace toward the archer who was afraid for his life, panic finally settling in. He turned and ran through that narrow passageway that led to the second group of goblins, too afraid of me in the moment to realize an escape was impossible.
I took my time, picking up my shield and axe, and ensuring that the dead were in fact dead. I looted their bodies of the coin they dropped, the five-percent that was available after a player was killed by another player. It didn't amount to much, but I did get almost two silver� the healer had quite a large purse it seemed.
Keeping my shield raised, I entered that dark passageway with a loud trudge, as I did my best to torment the man on the other side.
I began to knock my axe-head against the wall, with a clink every other step.
Then, I started to tap the shield against the wall on the other side, giving off a dull thud in conjunction, and alternating with the sound of the axe.
Clink, thud, clink, thud, clink, thud.
I was drumming up noise, just for him.
And then, the end of the tunnel came and light could be seen from the other room a little ways ahead. The outline of my body slowly appearing to the man caught between a group of goblins and the axe-man out for blood. An arrow was fired, but it fell harmlessly into the rock wall. Another came, but landed in my shield.
Then, a voice followed.
"Uh-h hey, you know we were just kidding right?" said the archer. "We were just trolling you know, we didn't mean any of it, it was just for fun. Just a joke, don't take it personally."
I stopped outside of the passageway and set my shield and axe down.
"Ah you get it, yeah?" the archer said, laughing nervously.
Of course, it was all a lie.
I could see him grasping for an arrow but he had run empty.
He had shot all of his arrows during the two fights and didn't have any time to collect them since he was too busy running his mouth, now he was unarmed and helpless. Now, he wanted to buy time, maybe even lie his way out of the situation. He didn't apologize, of course, it was "just a joke."
Drawing my bow, I released a shot into his shoulder.
"AHH WHAT THE FUCK MAN!" he screamed at me.
His face told me all I needed to know; he wasn't used to pain.
I drew the string back once more, lining up my elbow and bringing my right thumb near my face. Aiming at his ribs, I inhaled and as my chest rose, I let the sinew-string slip off my finger-tips as a thwack could be heard.
A thud followed, as the man in front of me cried out and screamed profanities at me once more. The arrow lodged solidly in his ribs, and he was now grasping both spots as he hesitated to move. He was panicking, but he couldn't go anywhere.
I let another arrow fly, this time into his thigh.
He collapsed to the ground, writhing and screaming bloody murder.
Now, he tried to crawl away from me.
So, I put an arrow into his back as he yelped once more.
Well, he had hit me with his arrows, five times, in the same spots. The only thing left was the neck, which would be the finishing blow. I had no reason to go easy on the guy, but I figured I had tortured him enough. I wasn't even sure if we were allowed to do this in the game, it was possible I could be reported for slowly inflicting pain on a player.
Of course, there were pain settings though.
Mine were at the maximum allowable pain-threshold, since it was tied into the Ultra-Realism program. He probably had his somewhere around the middle, in order to brag that he was tough. It didn't really matter though, even at the lowest pain setting, it still hurt to get shot and stabbed. The whole point was to represent a virtual reality anyhow, a pain free game wouldn't make much sense.
The developers wanted people to experience reality.
Most people were somewhat oblivious to the extremes of the world, anyhow.
I nocked my final arrow and steadily drew the bow back, then released with an elegance befitting an archer. As I watched the arrow sail through the ash filled air and straight through the man's neck, a pleasure washed over me, both from the satisfaction of a well-placed arrow and the knowledge that the fight was over.
A clean hit, and the man was now in a critical state with only seven-percent of his health remaining. He would bleed out in fourteen seconds unless he was healed to over twenty-percent. There were no heals here though.
I walked over to the man and crouched down beside him, whispering to him.
"You might want to practice your archery before joining another group. Also, if I ever see you or your buddies in the North, I will kill you without a moment's hesitation. Consider yourselves lucky, I'm only going to kill you once today."
Having finished saying what I wanted, I stood up as he stared at me with rage-filled eyes. He wanted to say something, but his vocal chords were damaged by the arrow sticking through them as blood poured out of his neck.
"Enjoy the death, punk," I said as he finally died.
Grabbing the coins he dropped, my total loot amounted to nearly three silver plus the drops from the five goblins I basically killed by myself. It wasn't much, but five trash swords added up to at least fifty copper coins.
I wasn't going to argue with free money after all.
Heading out through the dungeon portal, I quickly found myself amongst a crowd of players on the other side, staring at me, eyes filled with intent. And then it clicked, my name was red. I had killed four players in PvP and was branded a player killer.
I was free game right now for all of these players to kill with impunity.
"Eh, quite the crowd today," I muttered to myself as I met the eyes of the players in the crowd. I was free experience and money, to all of these players.
I watched as a few started to grasp at their weapons, preparing to attack me.
It was a dire situation, since there was no way I could take more than a couple people out in the open� not yet, not with such limited skills and weaponry.
Like a standoff between duelists, I matched the gaze of the select few people who were preparing to attack me as the other bystanders stepped back to get out of the way. It was one versus eight in this situation and I was most definitely the prey. No one wanted to make the first move, in case they were somehow cut down which gave me a bit of time to think over a possible strategy. The only thing they knew, was that I came out of a dungeon with a red name alone, without anyone else behind me.
That meant four were potentially dead.
The lack of information played in my favor, since they didn't know how strong I was.
"Oi, what kinda hell 'ave ye gotten yerself into this time Sigurd!" yelled a man from the distance, cutting through the tension like a sharpened knife through soft flesh.
I nearly coughed as I let out a small guffaw, then chuckled at the dwarf in the distance. A familiar face appeared right when I needed one, and none other than that little dwarf Barik Grimsson.
He waved at me and came over with a bellow, "so, what did ye do this time?"
That Aussie, he had great timing.
The other players backed off slightly as if they weren't sure if they should attack or not. A fight between unknown numbers scared people, especially in a large open space. Barik walked right up to me and stood in front of me, fully aware of the eyes that were watching our every move but without a care in the world.
"Well, funny seeing you here Barik," I greeted as I shook his hand.
Letting out another laugh, I couldn't believe the turn of luck that just saved me some money and experience. An unbelievable coincidence, but I would take it. With a bit of a grin I figured it wouldn't hurt to briefly explain the situation.
"Unfortunately, I had to teach a few young upstarts a lesson in manners."
"You don't say, well good on ya," he replied with a pat on my shoulder.
"You guys hitting the fourth?" I asked seriously, and loudly enough for the others in the vicinity to hear. There were a few people still eyeing us with their weapons held loosely at their sides, so I wanted to put a little fear into them.
"Gonna give it a burl, see how far we take it," he said with a lackadaisical attitude while looking around at the strangers surrounding us. "Got five, you locked for a bit?"
"Yeah, about an hour anyways, maybe another time," I said with a shrug.
It couldn't be helped, he wasn't online when I started nearly twenty minutes ago and he was most likely with his guild. New parties were always coming and going here anyhow, so if I wanted to return with another group it wouldn't be an issue. I mainly just needed to escape unscathed while the people here were distracted.
"Oh, what do we have here, sweet child of mine," I said playfully as my ex-party members had appeared outside the portal. It had been fifteen minutes now, and they must have resurrected right after their death timer expired. The two casters saw me and one instantly sprinted off into the forest as the other threw up his hands.
"Don't kill me, please!" he begged shamelessly. He was the one that didn't say anything and only nodded, the one that was chased by the goblins. I found him the least bothersome, so I let him go.
"Get going then," I said plainly as I tossed my hand over my shoulder and pointed behind me with a thumb. "I've got no further business with you."
 There was a hint of fear in the man's eyes, though to call him a man was somewhat misleading. They were definitely kids, late teens or early twenties at the most. Young adults, by all accounts, really. Though it was a bit strange to think about, the fear of dying to another player actually made sense in this virtual reality.
It was different than dying in a console game, where you saw the actions but it was on a screen disconnected from your body. Here everything was in first-person and was represented in a way that was hard to separate from reality.
This was, for all intents and purposes, our reality at the moment.
The player literally saw the axe flying towards his face as if it were real, then when he was hit, the pain he would experience felt nearly lifelike. Of course the pain was turned down quite a bit, but to some kids without any life experience, it was probably realistic enough.
To think that some people were legitimately scared from PvP encounters, and even some PvE encounters, was reasonable. Being attacked by two wolves in the dead of night with naught a soul nearby, illuminated only by the soft reflections of the moon, with howling and growling in the dark, glowing eyes, then a sudden leap out from the darkness only to find a wolf nearly as big as you are, snapping its jaws at your face.
I had to admit, the first time that happened I damn near had a heart attack.
Even now, I wasn't entirely used to night encounters.
Hell, even daylight encounters with wolves and bears still scared me a little.
Somehow goblins� despite being as disgusting as they were, didn't bother me as much. And fighting other players, I strangely found it rather easy. It was easier to kill a fellow player, a human being, than it was to kill a rabbit. I couldn't explain that.
Maybe it had to do with the rabbit being cute.
I didn't know, nor did I really care.
"Message me if you need a fifth later ey?" I told Barik for good measure.
"Will do, might be awhile," he replied with a nod.
With nothing else to do, I figured it was time to return to the town. My red name would fall off eventually but until then, I needed to avoid the large crowds out here. Out in the open I could be attacked at any time, but in a town with guards I was relatively safe from other players. Not entirely safe, but safe enough.
Right before I was about to leave though, my favorite duo appeared right in front of the dungeon portal. Without giving them the time to react, I pulled my axe and with one powerful blow, lodged the axe square in his face. The man dropped to the floor from one blow as I turned to the archer and put my right hand on his chest.
Electricity sparked around my hand as the archer tightened up and hunched over, squirming without a sound until he eventually fell to his knees gasping for air. I released the channel of my arc lightning and placed my hand on his shoulder instead, too physically close for others to see the tether of electricity. No one here would know my secrets, all they saw was a man falling helplessly to his knees.
"I thought I said, if I ever saw you again in the North, I would kill you," I stated clearly without much care to the surroundings. "Did you think I was bluffing?"
"You fucker, said you would only kill me once!" he barked back, clearly upset.
Well, that was true.
I did say that after all� oh well, I changed my mind.
No, that's not correct, I had already left and he came into my sight once again, it wouldn't be right if I made exceptions.
I'm a man of my word after all.
"Hmm, unfortunately for you, I saw you in the North," I said casually. "Those were the terms. My apologies, but I'm not as forgiving once I've lost my patience."
Activating the channel of [Arc Lightning] again, I kept it going until the archer curled into a ball and died in the fetal position. I couldn't help but think, what a baby.
I was nearly out of mana already from a few seconds of channeling, but I felt fairly confident. The others who were watching the scene stepped back and seemed more scared than eager to challenge me.
I dropped a player with one melee blow to the head, which as a surprise attack was considered somewhat normal� if not vicious and a bit low of character but it showed that I meant business. And then, I used a magic spell of some sort that they had never seen before to completely subdue and kill another player without taking a hit. Rather than getting angry or becoming anxious to fight, they were cautious and watched my every move.
I was a scary sight at the moment.
Then the atmosphere died instantly as Barik kicked the priest's corpse and laughed.
"Hah, these bogans," he said while chuckling.
The scene went from tense to comical in a heartbeat as the dwarf kicked the corpses a few times each while letting out a deep infectious laugh. I ended up joining him and started laughing as well, though I left the kicking to him. Meanwhile, the bystanders thought we had completely lost it and backed up even further, giving us plenty of separation and a degree of freedom to do whatever we wanted.
It wasn't a bad feeling, having the fear of the people.
That was alright with me.



Chapter 46: A Neutral Smith
(Saturday, May 29th Game Day / Friday, February 19th Real Day)
The sound of metal on metal rang sharply throughout the room as the man continued to hammer a slab of iron, forming it into shape. Drawing out the iron with repeated hits, the slab slowly started to elongate as the shape of a sword began to appear. Heating, hammering, adjusting, and repeating endlessly with a patience to be admired. Every swing of the hammer was an accurate one, precision combined with measured force.
With a pair of tongs in his left and a hammer in his right, he worked the iron while oblivious to the dozens of players lingering about watching his every move. To most players, a blacksmith's craft was one of mystery, our knowledge being borne from movies and games rather than first-hand experience, yet here we were watching what was believed to be an accurate representation of the art form, an honest portrayal performed before our very eyes.
It was captivating, maybe even enchanting, to watch the man laboriously pour every ounce of his focus into the work at hand while beads of sweat rolled down his face. He looked tired, but he was determined. I had been standing off to the side for nearly thirty minutes, simply observing while attempting to discern some secret of the trade. I was roughly familiar with the work, the process, but I was no expert.
There was a lot to learn about the world and its many machinations.
Knowledge was power anyhow, no matter how you cut it� and I believed it was time well spent. I had numerous plans, ideas, and theories even, that I wanted to put into practice. Though, without sufficient knowledge, there would be no way to successfully carry out said plans. So, I was now researching at the expense of my time.
My name was no longer red and Barik had yet to message, but this was as good of a use of my time as one could figure. The potential to make large sums of profit, whether it be built on small increments done a thousand times or in a few transactions with massive return, was worth it to me.
Another fifteen minutes passed before the man had finished hammering out the rough form of a cheap sword. It wasn't anywhere near completion but it reached a step where he could finally take a break. How long he had been working on that slab was unknown to me, though forty-five minutes had passed in the blink of an eye.
"Your supply of iron seems limited," I said clearly, as soon as he relaxed.
He turned to face me as he sat down in a chair, finally looking around his workshop to find it rather empty. Most of the other players came and went, not bothering to stick around for any real length of time. The majority dealt with the clerk at the front of the store anyhow, with no explicit need to come into the backroom workshop
"In a way, but I have enough to fulfill orders," he replied casually.
 "Ah, I see. Well, the bloomery you're using is quite large, would you be willing to melt down a few broken swords for me?" I asked seriously. "I'll pay whatever is reasonable, a usable bar of wrought iron is all I require."
"Familiar with the trade?" he asked with a raised eyebrow.
"A little, but only familiarity," I replied. "No practical experience."
"Heh, as long as you realize your own limitations, I have no qualms with you," he said rather strangely as he pulled his gloves off and laid them on a table. "Do you have the swords with you? I'll tell you if it's worth it."
"Yes, where shall I lay them out?" I asked, as I opened my bag and eyed the thirty some swords that were in there. "I've got quite a few to choose from."
The man pointed to an empty table off to the side and I quickly obliged, laying out all of the swords that I had brought with me. He carefully eyed them all over and then turned to face me. His face didn't seem displeased, but he did seem curious.
"A few swords huh," he said with a grin.
"To start, or possibly more if you're willing," I replied with a smile. "What do you think we can do with them, if we can do anything at all? And is it worth it?"
"From their condition, I could probably turn three of them into one usable sword, but the labor would be about ten copper per. If you're looking to have one sword made, I'll take three of these broken ones and thirty copper. If you just want a bar of wrought iron, I'll want five copper per for the hassle."
I swallowed the saliva that had accumulated in my throat while thinking everything over, the pricing was reasonable but I wasn't sure if I could actually turn a real profit.
The vendor swords as we players liked to call them, were worth ten copper each at the trade post, broken down into a processed material such as wrought iron would cost me essentially fifteen copper once I included the price of the sword itself. I wasn't sure what a bar of wrought iron went for, but three swords plus this blacksmith's labor at thirty copper made out for a sixty copper value.
Yeah, I wasn't sure what kind of quality to expect, and couldn't really make my mind up with so little information. I enjoyed the gambling and taking of risks, but I liked educated guesses and limited risk. Blind faith didn't suit me well.
"What kind of quality sword should I be expecting, at thirty copper?"
"Here," he answered quickly, tossing me a finished sword that was hanging off a weapon rack. "If you want something fancier, it'll take more material, and a bit more money� and some extra time. That's standard quality there for around here."
Inspecting the sword, it was slightly better than the sixty copper swords we were looting in the dungeons, though to really get an estimate on the value I would need to take it to the trade post. Of course, he also sold these swords, so I realized my answer wasn't too far away.
"How much would you sell this for, if I was interested right now?" I asked casually.
"You want to know how much the raw materials are worth, in other words."
"That works too, but I am curious how much the sword is as well," I replied. "I like to collect information, just a bad habit of mine."
The man in front of me didn't seem to care either way, as he paused for a moment before answering. I was being a bit rude in a way, but I was a potential paying customer and he didn't seem to mind.
"I'll sell that sword for ninety-copper straight out, though with your broken swords, there is a risk that it won't come out as perfectly," he answered carefully while taking the sword back from me. "You can expect something within a seventy to ninety copper range, and if things work out maybe something even nicer."
Ah, the potential for a high quality iron work� or maybe even steel.
That would certainly be worth it.
"But if it doesn't work out, I could expect to lose slightly, I imagine."
"That's the risk you take, but my skills aren't so bad that you would need to worry son," he replied sternly as he crossed his arms across his chest. "I'm confident."
"I'll take two swords then, if you will," I stated, having decided on my plan.
The goal was to judge the market on taking a trash item that was only worth ten copper each, and potentially turning it into a processed material and then into a new weapon. If this man's quality was sufficient to break even, it was worth it for me to bring back a hoard of broken and cracked swords to Dragon's Breach. The experience that my blacksmiths would accumulate from working the metal along with a hometown discount should net me a small profit and help usher in future success.
It was another win-win situation for me.
After paying him and letting him take his pick of the cracked and rusty swords, I thanked him for his time and collaboration and made my way back out into the town. A quick stop at the clothing store was next, as I saw a few adventurers talking to the shop clerk about the bandanas lying on the table.
A smile crept up on my face as a thought occurred to me.
It was time to play a bit.
"Oh! Bandanas, just what I was looking for," I said somewhat excitedly as I walked up to the table. "Do you think this will keep some of the ash out of my mouth old man?"
The clerk just looked at me, a bit confused.
Raising my voice slightly so people could hear me, I continued with my charade.
"Ah the dungeon air is so filthy, after a few hours in there� I just can't stand breathing and choking on that ash," I complained with a sigh. "I can't believe you haven't sold out of these yet, I would think anyone heading down to the second floor would need it. Let alone the third floor� you can hardly breathe at all down there!"
Rummaging through the selection that was out on display, I quickly pulled out two of them and waved them lightly in the air before tying one around my face. A quick glance at the window that showed my reflection and I nodded with enthusiasm, giving myself a thumb's up.
"I'll take two, mister. How much do I owe you?" I asked happily.
"Uh� you, well, thirty copper�" he muttered out.
"Oh that's it?" I replied quickly. "That's pretty cheap, thanks!"
Handing him the thirty copper like it was no big deal, I turned around and walked off with the mask still on my face. I had no reason to buy my own stock but I caught a few people's attention. As I walked on by, I could see from the reflection on the windows that a few people had walked over to the table as well.
I didn't need to do much, but if I could get a few people to start wearing bandanas and shawls, eventually a trend would get started. Psychology was pretty simple really, if you appeared to know what you were doing, other people with less of a clue would follow. I name-dropped the second and third floors as a way to convince the others that I was somehow in the know, now, they were interested to take part.
They would advertise for me, and hell, I was going to have Barik advertise for me as well. Maybe even his priest buddy could give it a try, the more the merrier, anyways. Having convinced myself that my ruse was a success, I now had one last place to stop at before I finished all of my affairs.
When I first set out for this town, I had one major interest outside of the Call to Arms and dungeon grinding, and that was to secure some sort of livestock for Dragon's Breach. There wasn't a whole lot to choose from up North and having it delivered was extremely expensive� not to mention, I couldn't check the quality of the animals I was purchasing. The chickens and such that arrived were fine, but those weren't big purchases.
I wanted cows, oxen, maybe even a horse or goats if I could.
The goal was to have a fully functioning metropolis all to myself, a self-sustained town with crops, livestock, and industry, all at the edge of civilization. Throw in some resort-like functions, and I was practically drooling at the daydream of a winter resort up at the base of the mountain. Easily accessible but just as defensible, with everything a person could or would need within reach.
That was where my real fun was, in the city and economy building.
Plus, I had two lovely female companions to keep me company� there was no reason to spend an excessive amount of time with the other players. I had enough of those pug-types already� and it was only a few days in.
But before I could get to my last destination, Barik messaged me out of the blue.
"Hey, up for a run?" he asked with the telepathic-like system.
Since he was on my friend's list he could open up a video chat, similar to a conference call or send voice messages or even typed-chat if he wanted. There were a lot of options, and I personally preferred the chat interface over phone and video calling, but I was probably in the minority there.
"Yeah definitely, when are we starting?" I replied quickly.
"Soon as yer 'ere," he said bluntly but without much care. "We'll take a breather while we wait for ye, don't take forever."
"Alright, be there in a bit."
A chance to explore the fourth floor was rather appealing, much more so than a trip to a farm to learn about animal husbandry. That stuff could wait, I was eager to give the fourth floor a shot, and if we were lucky, maybe even the fifth.
No one had reached the fifth floor yet.
I wanted to be the first.



Chapter 47: Fourth Floor
(Sunday, May 30th Game Day / Friday, February 19th Real Day)
"How's the mask?" I asked as I sat down to recover my mana.
"Not bad, never gave it a thought," replied Barik enthusiastically.
Not bad might have been an understatement.
The bandanas weren't perfect but they certainly helped.
My eyes still burned but my nose and throat were markedly improved, and now that we were clearing through the fourth floor which was considerably worse than the previous floors, I was sold on its usefulness.
It wasn't anything special, not even close to an ingenious idea.
Mainly, it seemed like I was the only one to jump on it.
Perhaps others thought the same thing and were already wearing masks of their own. No one else had been advertising it or attempting to sell and make profit off of it to my knowledge. Though I would need to check with the store clerk to ensure sales were being made, I had little doubt now that I could turn a small profit.
I had invested nearly ten silver coins so far, and if that turned into fifteen silvers by the end of the week, I would be more than satisfied.
Well, that could all wait for later.
"So, this AoE comp we're running, all according to plan?" I questioned somewhat sarcastically. "I'm almost of the opinion that we could run four mages� sorry priest."
"Hah, I reckoned it would work, didn't expect this much though," he answered.
"You mean clearing each floor in under twenty minutes?" I said, laughing to myself.
To think we had already found a way to power through the dungeon by using three different types of Area of Effect magic. We started with the fire mage's [Flame Wave], then my [Chain Lightning] came next, and then the frost mage followed up last with� [Freezing Rain]. Though it was a bit tricky to pull off, as soon as my AoE hit Barik would rush in and taunt them with [Call to Challenge] and then tank them inside the affected radius of [Freezing Rain].
It was an odd spell that did percentage health damage every half second, ramping up over time. The longer a target stayed inside the rain, the more damage it would take. There was a slow applied by the spell but it also needed time to build up, and the first two to three seconds were basically harmless.
Though, if one could hold a target inside for five or more seconds, serious damage could be done. By itself it was incredibly weak and hard to use. Even in conjunction with my one-second crowd control and Barik running in a second later, it was still hard to keep the targets locked together.
Well, at least the fights were ending in ten seconds flat.
It certainly sped the trash clearing up.
In an hour and a half we had already disposed of the fourth floor's trash mobs and were now resting before the boss. We had skipped the fourth floor last time I was here as the Aussies had to get some sleep, and from what Barik told me, the last party right before this one struggled with the third boss.
So, this was the heavy-hitter group Barik constructed to ensure forward progress. We were the best available, at the moment at least, and four of them were from the same guild. I was the only outsider, the not-so-random pug. Being the only pug was a bit of a misnomer though, seeing as the acronym stood for pick-up group, but that was how the internet worked. Language rules didn't apply to slang, really.
I had some pride in being a pug.
Not to boast, but I was a damn good find for a random.
I always carried my weight, and then some.
"Right, so what do we do 'ere?" asked Barik after everyone had finished recuperating. "This ain't looking like a piece of piss ye know."
I didn't really understand what he was saying, but I figured it had to do with the task at hand. The boss fight looked� rather difficult, to be fair.
"Same as before, she'll be right," chimed in the fire mage.
"You think you can handle two guards there, Barik?" I asked seriously, as I started to doubt if we could actually pull this fight off. The fire mage was brimming with confidence but I didn't share in his enthusiasm. The third floor's boss of one [Goblin Guard] plus three [Goblins] and one [Goblin Priest] wasn't that difficult but there was little room for error in that fight. Now, we had two [Goblin Guards], one [Goblin], one [Goblin Archer] and one [Goblin Priest]. The group composition changed, drastically.
Just the two [Guards] alone would be tough, let alone the rest of the changes.
I wasn't really sure of what to expect.
"Maybe Sigurd, unlikely though," replied Barik. "Yer getting spoiled here Ethan, lucked out that yer second trip takes ye to the fourth boss, this ain't going to be as easy as yer thinkin'."
"Ey it's just a goblin, nothing we haven't fought before," countered Ethan.
"We could AoE and then split-tank them," I suggested after some thought.
Two guards would be difficult for one person, even if he was a good tank. We didn't have the gear or level or proficiency yet to take on multiple guards. I was certain we could at least hold our own against one guard each though, so as long as the little guys fell quickly there wouldn't be an issue.
"I'm still pissed ye 'ave a better shield than me," said Barik with clear displeasure on his face. "How did ye luck out to get that, and I'm stuck with this 'ere cracked board."
"Well, that guard on the right looks like he has the same shield, you won't have to wait too long now," I replied, with a wink for good measure.
"Meh," he said somewhat laughably.
"So, want to give the same strategy a try?" I asked, as I looked around at the faces of the four other party members. "Start it with AoE, lead into freezing rain, and we'll tank them inside of it for as long as we can?"
"Give it a go," stated Barik without any hesitation. "We'll adjust if need be."
"She'll be right," repeated Ethan the fire mage.
"Oi, if you two take too much damage, I won't be able to split heal," said the healer after he had been silent for some time. "Take two big hits each and one of you is dying."
"It'll be fine Alan," said Barik with a nod, seemingly having recovered his confidence. "Let's give 'er a go then?"
"Yeah, start it up Ethan," I said as I stepped out and got into position.
Taking a deep breath, I exhaled slowly to relieve some of the tension that had been building. Barik and I were front and center with the two mages to the right, while the healer sat safely behind. The room we were in was much smaller than the third floor's boss room, and only a quarter of the size of the first floor's boss room... I didn't even want to think about the fifth floor. Everything had shrunk, downsized to the point where it was beginning to feel claustrophobic.
The smoke was thick and clouded our vision while the floor remained slippery from the abundance of moss; the air itself, was damp and overly humid considering the scenery.
Well, maybe it was appropriate after all.
We were four floors underground in a mining complex after all.
There was obviously some underground stream that was contributing to the excessive moisture in the air, and on top of that the torches and campfires that were constantly burning had thinned the air to the point where I felt starved of oxygen.
It was a weird mixture of dry ash combined with stagnant, humid air that was hard to get used to. But ash and smoke were the least of my worries now and the dim-lighting was decent enough.
It was the lack of oxygen that had started to get to me.
We were all breathing a little heavier than before, and being short of breath wasn't exactly conducive towards our victory conditions. This whole dungeon was rather unpleasant really, and I was of the opinion that once I finished farming it, I would never return.
The goblins still looked the same though.
They didn't care, oblivious to their surroundings, enjoying the warmth of the campfire and their rodent snacks. They were still disgusting to look at, creatures that shouldn't be witnessed in the light� but finding them lurking in the shadows was a whole new horror.
The goat-like eyes, the slit-like noses, the fangs, odd spade-like ears� that unimaginably wrinkly skin that was excessively oily and greasy looking. Even after I had slaughtered well over a hundred of them, I still wasn't used to being around them.
Plainly put, I didn't enjoy being in their presence.
They were revolting.
Ah, but this sound was comforting.
The sound of conjured fire swirling about as the man known as Ethan began a chanted verse of his most powerful explosive spell, [Flame Wave]. He worked the fire between his hands as if he were kneading dough, constraining then expanding, repeating, then finally, raising his arms and holding steady at chest-level.
He was a second away from releasing.
The other mage had begun his own process a blink after, as his hands glowed with a pale white hue, arms held above his head. The action wasn't where the hands were though. One look at the goblins in front of me and a small cloud of gray and white mist had formed above their heads, hardly noticeable unless you squinted and knew what to look for. He was a second away from releasing, as well.
Now, it was my turn.
I was already ready to go though, and just like that it started.
"Flame wave!" yelled out Ethan as he thrust both arms forward, and with a sudden surge the literal wave of flame rushed out in a conical form, completely washing over the goblins as they sat unaware. The smaller, normal goblins were knocked back from the impact and the intense heat as they screamed in sudden agony but the flames soon dispersed, leaving only the smell of burnt flesh and rising smoke as the raging goblins were left attempting to stand back up.
As they turned their focus towards the mage that had assaulted them, the grayish-white mist above them started to pour down on them. Small droplets of freezing rain fell and instantly froze on contact with the goblins, immediately turning into frost. As the single centimeter droplets soon began to double in number, the goblins could be seen visibly changing color before our very eyes, as their skin started to turn white as more and more droplets began to freeze on impact.
The goblins had already made it back on their feet, unfazed by the rain as they grabbed their weapons and began to charge. They managed a step, only to find themselves stuck in place as lightning arced through each and every one of them.
Temporarily paralyzed, the goblins found themselves struggling to move as the frost built up and slowed their movements. Realizing the critical nature of the situation, the goblin priest immediately attempted to start a healing spell but was soon hit with a small burst of flame that sent it tumbling to the ground.
And then as the other goblins regained their composure, I finished my second cast, a lightning bolt directly into the second goblin guard. It roared at me as it raised its shield and thrust its spear out, but I had already prepared as I easily blocked and counter attacked with my axe. With a quick swing I forced the guard to defend itself as I pushed it back, back into the freezing rain that was now pelting my skin.
Barik had managed the same as he taunted the goblins and used a [Shield Bash] to push his guard a step back. Out of the corner of my eye I watched as the goblin priest fell to another [Fire Blast] and turned my attention back onto the guard in front of me. A [Lunge] came at me in the blink of an eye as I twisted my core, narrowly avoiding the blow only to find an arrow hitting me in the shoulder.
I winced, but that was all I could afford.
A [Heavy Thrust] followed as I blocked it with my shield but the impact made my knees buckle as I instinctively braced with both arms. The spear nearly pierced the shield as I heard the distinct cracking sound of wood breaking inches from my face.
Another arrow landed in my chest but didn't pierce my leather and fur, as I readied my axe for another swing. I had started to shake from the cold rain as my body began to freeze and lock up, my movement already slowed and impaired.
I just needed to hold on.
Another blow came, this time easily deflected as it glanced off my shield and allowed for another counter. My readied axe itching to be released, I swung with a side-ways motion attempting to catch the exposed neck of the creature yet found myself smashing into wood a split-second later. The axe bounced as I nearly lost my grip, but I redoubled my efforts and thrust my shield into the goblin's own as we battled for positioning.
Digging my heels into the ground, I began to push forth with both arms behind my shield as the goblin guard was forced to do the same. Rain was continually pouring on the two of us as we struggled for physical superiority, unwilling to give in. Putting my head down and giving it another shove, I managed to overpower the goblin for a split second as it stumbled backwards and fell to the ground.
In its desperation, it quickly lashed out with its spear, thrusting wildly and as rapidly as it could, only without any leverage or force behind it as it lay pathetically on its back. A quick step backwards and I was outside of the rain as ice cold water rolled down my face. I was completely drenched and nearly frozen over, but now, the frost had started to melt.
The goblin guard attempted to get back up as quickly as he could, but I had already prepared for this moment. With an outstretched arm and an open palm, I began a channel of electricity that connected the two of us. With the tether established, the lightning pulsated wildly as I watched the guard attempt to resist. The creature had a high willpower and was quickly regaining his composure, but it didn't really matter.
The goblin guard had been inside the freezing rain for almost ten seconds now, and it was nearly entirely white. Its movements slowed as it got to a knee, then as it attempted to stand up it stopped moving entirely. I ceased my channel as I surveyed the room, only to find that where five goblins had been leisurely enjoying their freedom less than a minute ago, there were now five frozen statues and a nearly frozen dwarf.
"You alright there, Barik?" I asked calmly.
"I'm a friggin' popsicle, damn," he replied as he stood there shaking.
I was shaking too, but it was only cold, nothing more nothing less.
The frost mage stopped channeling his [Freezing Rain] as the group gathered around the frozen goblins, eager at our prospects. It wouldn't take too long for them to defrost but they were kind of anxious to check the loot.
"That seemed, almost� too easy," I said after some time had passed.
"Told you she'd be right," said Ethan.
"Easy for you maybe, both of your health pools were dropping incredibly fast there at the end," spoke up Alan. "It wasn't that easy to heal you two."
"If I weren't so damn chilly after, I would be in love with that strategy," said Barik as he frantically rubbed his arms to try and warm up.
I had a better idea though, and reignited the campfire that the goblins had been using prior. It had been put out from the rain, but the wood was still usable.
All it took was a little fire magic to get it going again.
Not that I had sufficient control or proficiency in fire magic.
All I could manage was the equivalent of a strong lighter.
It wasn't too bad though; came in handy more often than not.
Warming up at the fireside, I already knew that the loot wasn't of any use to me. During the fight I was able to get a closer look at all of the items that the goblins used, thanks to my hyper-attentiveness recording all of the useless information that entered my field of view.
My memory was in shambles from all of the concussions, but strangely the more useless aspects still worked better than intended. I would rather be able to divide and do multiplication in my head without it taking a few minutes, only to question the results. That assumed I was even able to complete the problem in the first place, which wasn't really a guarantee.
Eh, nothing I could do about that though.
My brain simply didn't work normally anymore.
Normal, being a relative thing.
"Anything you want Sigurd?" asked Alan after he had started to pick through the items. "I think you already have all of these pieces� less you want a backup?"
"Nah I'm good, thanks though," I replied quickly and sincerely.
"Fifth floor?" Barik asked bluntly not more than a second after I had spoken.
"Should we return to the town first, to pick up the quest?" I added on top of Barik's question. "From what I've read, there's a bonus for the first group that completes the dungeon and the dungeon's quest chain. It would be worth it."
"You mean what that forum post was talking about, with that dungeon in the central kingdoms?" inquired Ethan as he playfully shot miniature fireballs into the campfire.
"Yeah, according to the guild that cleared it first, just two weeks ago, they received a huge bonus to their experience and reputation reward from the quest chain, along with some spiffy new title," I started to explain while stretching out in front of the fire. "I think it would be worth it to grind this out and be the first group to clear it, reputation bonuses are hard to come by in this game."
"Right, I agree," replied Barik succinctly. "Any other opinions from ya lot?"
"None here," said Ethan.
"I'm fine with that," said the frost mage that had been mostly quiet.
"It's such a long walk though," complained Alan at the end. "That's at least thirty minutes of our time just walking. I don't even think we can clear the boss."
"He has a point," chimed in Ethan with a disappointed look on his face. "I mean, we don't even know what the fifth boss looks like� it could be something outrageous."
Everyone had gone silent for a moment to think things over, as I started to wonder if there was any merit to what was said. It was true that we didn't know how powerful the fifth boss would be, and there was a good chance it might be too strong for us to handle. What worried me, was that there were two [Goblin Guards] this time around. That meant there could even be three next time, and three was one too many for me.
"I'm in favor of clearing the trash and taking a peek," I finally said, shrugging my shoulders as if it wasn't too important. "There is the chance it's too tough for us."
"I don't mind either way," replied the frost mage as he sat idly by.
Ethan nodded, as did Alan and now all we were waiting for was Barik who seemed to be lost in deep thought. He was definitely thinking of something, but it was taking far too long. And then he surprised us all with his random outburst, "bah this sucks, can't even bring a handle with me, if this were a computer I could have been drinking!"
Four pairs of eyes were locked on the man as we tried to hold in a laugh.
"What are ye lookin' at," said a puzzled Barik. "Got somethin' on me nose?"
"Uh right," I said with a confused expression displayed clearly on my face. "Let's clear the fifth floor then, shall we� I don't think Barik is mentally with us at the moment."
"What nonsense, I'm just a step ahead of ye all!" he bellowed as he confidently started to walk down the next passageway. The rest of us let out a laugh and followed suit. Heading down the narrow tunnel that led to the fifth floor� a floor that was in even worse condition than the fourth.
That was to be expected, though.
The air quality was horrendous and my eyes had instantly started to water as I could barely see what was ahead of me in the dark tunnel. A few steps further and I knocked my head on a low-hanging rock that instantly sent a sharp pain through my skull and deep into my neck.
I cursed under my breath and became pissed as I anticipated the oncoming massive headache and all of the other issues I was used to experiencing. Impaired vision, the ringing in my ears, clouded judgment, those were all things that had manifested and lingered after my previous head injuries� and now, I was so susceptible that the smallest impacts sent my mind a flutter.
But, nothing happened; the pain simply washed away.
"Ah� that's right," I whispered to myself.
We were in a game, my mind was fine.
I was still moody, angry that I had accidently hit something once again. I didn't consider myself a clumsy person, but when a little bump happened, it always seemed to end with the worst possible outcome. I faltered in that other boss fight and ended up stabbed and in ghost-form shortly after, from such an infinitesimal lapse in judgment.
Oh well, it is what it is.
 It didn't take long for us to reach the first group of trash mobs on the fifth floor, but when we did� well, we were all a bit surprised. They were a step above the rest, and to call them trash was incorrect in every sense.
Yeah, even I didn't expect this kind of change.
"Can you believe it?" Alan asked while scratching his head.
"Nothin' surprises me anymore," said Barik while shrugging his shoulders.
"Well, we'll get plenty of practice in," I said casually as I looked over the situation. In front of us were a level forty-four [Outcast Goblin Guard], a forty-four [Goblin Priest], two level forty-five [Goblins] and lastly a level forty-five [Goblin Archer]. That lineup was essentially on par with the third floor's boss, if not slightly better.
There were also seven such groups on the way to the fifth and final boss now, which wasn't going to be a cake walk. Sure, it wouldn't be too bad, but we would have to take a break after every sub-boss fight� in the end, I was expecting it to waste a lot of our time.
And my expectations came true.
After nearly an hour of clearing through the seven groups we had finally made it to the fifth floor's final boss, the final boss of the dungeon. The fights were a lot harder than those on the fourth floor, and only a step below the previous boss fight. Barik broke three shields on the way, but was able to replace them every time with another [Cracked Aspis] off each [Guard].
We had actually amassed a rather sizeable collection of fourteen sixty-copper swords and seven spears from the trash on the fifth floor alone, plus the seven shields that were used to replace Barik's shattered ones.
It was quite the haul really.
The only thing I found disappointing was the bow that the [Goblin Archer] dropped.
It was a fairly basic bow, a [Crude Practice Reflex Bow] which was a poor quality, common grade item and was maybe worth fifty copper at the trade post. The only benefit to a Reflex bow was its shorter length compared to the Recurve bow I was using, which made it easier to use in the tight confines of the mining complex.
My [Old Hunter's Recurve Bow] was a decent quality, common grade item that was fairly good for the level and didn't cost me that much in trade. It had good range, was accurate enough, and if it did break, I wouldn't mind.
The cost to acquire it wasn't that bad really.
In the end though, there were hardly any items worth picking up as an upgrade and everything was considered vendorable. Ah, but we couldn't really complain, we were making a couple hundred copper each easily from the fifth floor alone. If anything, despite the harshness of the fights, the increase in experience and monetary value of the loot was certainly worth it.
Yeah, I had no complaints there.
Now, all that was left was the final boss.
"I'm thinkin', we've got no shot," said Barik to break the silence.
"Yeaaaaah, that looks impossible," followed up Ethan.
Alan and the frost mage just stood there silently, waiting for the rest of us to make our decision. I was in agreeance with them, as the goblins that were gathered in a line were beyond the normal scope of the dungeon. To say it deviated greatly wasn't an exaggeration� in fact, I'm not even sure why it changed so much.
The final boss' entourage had completely betrayed the style and theme of the dungeon. We had been fighting groups of five goblins from the very start, eight groups of five goblins per level, for four levels plus seven groups from the fifth. That was� thirty-nine groups of five goblins� yet now, we were faced with a group that defied the dungeon's logic.
There were two rows of goblins, lined up on display.
The first row featured seven [Outcast Minor Goblins] at level thirty-five, then the second row featured seven goblins all at level forty-five. At the wings there were [Outcast Goblin Archers], one on either side. Then followed [Outcast Goblin Priests] just inside, one of each as well. Then came the [Outcast Goblin Guards] flanking the singular goblin at the center, the same ones that were considered the "boss" of the sub-boss or mini-boss fights prior.
Now they were actually living up to their namesake.
They were actual guards here.
That goblin that was in the center was special, it even had the name for it.
The [Outcast Goblin Chief] stood taller than all the rest and was clearly well-built and well-equipped in comparison to all the other goblins we had previously faced.
Goblins were short creatures, ranging from four feet tall to five feet tall, but this [Chief] was at least five foot six, with powerfully built shoulders and a weapon that truly stood out. The [Chief] was armed with a halberd, of roughly the same length as the [Old Dory] that a [Guard] used� only, instead of being a simple spear, it also had an axe-head on one side and a hook on the other.
A pole-axe with three distinct uses, at around seven feet in length, would prove problematic. It also had leather armor that covered its entire body, leg guards, arm guards, pants, vest, shoulder pads, and gloves and boots. The only thing it was missing was a helmet; it wore some kind of bone crown instead.
Thankfully, it didn't have a shield, but the guards on either side of him still had their shield and spear combo� and the three of them would pose quite a problem.
I, actually, didn't want to even risk it.
"I'm thinking we pass on this fight," I said with some regret. "Even if the fourth floor's boss was smooth, I don't have the confidence that we make it out here, not yet."
"This fight's a whole 'nother level," said Ethan while shaking his head.
"How strong ye figure that chief is?" asked Barik plainly.
"At least stronger than the guard," I replied quickly. "Creature hierarchy is almost always based on strength, especially seeing as their intelligence is quite low. I wouldn't be surprised if that chief had all the proficiency skills of both axe and spear."
It was needless to say, but I said it anyways.
The strong ruled over the weak in nature, and unless its intellect was vastly superior to make up the difference, there was a significant likelihood that the chief was easily twice as strong as the guard standing by its side. If it could utilize multiple skills, I'm not sure how we could even possibly tank it along with the two guards at the same time.
The most likely strategy that came to mind was to AoE bombard the creatures and have me take up two guards while Barik picked up the chief, but my AoE could only hit five targets. Seeing as there were fourteen targets, my chain lightning wasn't going to be all that useful.
I needed to increase my proficiencies� I needed my fourth tier lightning spell.
"I think we should grind this dungeon out a few more times," I said after thinking things through. "Get our fourth tier spells and come back and give it a shot. I've got another AoE that might help, and I'm going to see if I can find a proficiency trainer for shield-bearing and axes."
"Right, we'll need to be on top of our game for this fight," replied Barik with a nod.
"So we're done for today?" asked Alan seemingly out of the blue.
"Ah, yeah, I guess we are," I answered.
The group immediately started packing up all of the loose items and began to head out towards the dungeon exit. It was a bit of a walk but it gave us time to chat over the future prospects. Ending on a high-note wasn't such a bad thing anyhow, better than dying and losing experience needlessly, at least.
"Until we can safely clear the fourth boss with ease, I doubt we stand much of a chance on that fifth boss," I said while walking behind Barik.
"Might be a few days, a couple more levels," he replied calmly.
"Thinking at forty-five you can take them?" I asked.
"Ye know levels don't mean much, need to improve our skills first," Barik stated with confidence. He was right after all, levels weren't the singular focus in this game, nor was gear really. The game was based on ability, where proper strategy and teamwork, and inherent skill outweighed ten or twenty levels. Gear was important of course, but it didn't factor quite as heavily in the early stages of the game.
So for now, the most important aspect was to train our proficiencies, to learn how to utilize our abilities in actual combat, and to master the system. It wasn't easy to learn how to be a swordsman in a couple of weeks, but the game helped out a little there.
I couldn't explain it and I didn't really understand it.
The game had a way of speeding up a person's natural rate of absorption when it came to learning and acquiring new skills. One of the many things we tested in the Alpha and Beta phase was how rapidly we could learn something previously unbeknownst to us.
The rate was astounding� what would take someone months if not years could take weeks within the game, and after a few months of experience we were almost on par with an average swordsman who had spent half his life training.
That didn't necessarily translate outside of the game, but inside it, we were Gods.
My vague understanding of the system was of no matter though, for the end result was the most important thing. I could compete in close combat with melee weapons, I could utilize magic in unbelievable ways, and I had physical abilities beyond the normal scope of human limitations.
In this game, we were all well on our way to becoming superhuman.
And I loved every second of it.
"If you've got a few hours every day to grind this place, I think we should all do so, with the same group," I said as we reached the exit. "With this comp, we could probably start some serious speed runs and clear the entire place within two hours."
"If we knocked this place out in two-hours� that's at least two levels per run," said Alan. "I mean, it would slow down eventually, but we could hit level fifty in a week at that rate. I'm in, every evening I'll make myself available."
"Yeh, no better way to grind proficiencies than 'ere anyways," said Barik.
"Same time?" asked Ethan.
"Yeah, I'm good with that if you all are," I replied while glancing at the frost mage that rarely spoke. "How about it, think you can make it?"
"No problem, I'll be on," he stated calmly as he stood by the portal, waiting to exit.
"I'll see you guys tomorrow then ey?" I stated more than asked as I gave a half-assed salute-like wave goodbye. As the group parted and exited one by one, I went through the dungeon portal last and found myself standing amongst a dozen parties looking to enter.
Three of our five members were wearing masks to cover our mouths and noses while inside the dungeon, and a quick glance at the crowd gathered in front of the portal brought a smile to my face. We weren't the only ones wearing masks here� that most likely meant I had made a small sum of copper coins back in town.
I was succeeding on multiple levels at the moment and that made things exciting.
Especially the fact that we were progressing so smoothly through the dungeon, having finished the fourth boss and to now be on the fifth part of the quest chain� that was something I never expected when I first set out to answer the Call to Arms.
Ah, the thought of being able to hit level fifty within a week was tempting.
I wanted to grind nonstop until I couldn't grind anymore, but there was little reason to do that. No one had reached level fifty yet, though the leader boards showed quite a few nearing it at forty-seven. I was only thirty-four at the moment, though in effective level I was much higher thanks to the attribute bonuses of the Ultra-Realism program.
Even so, I was still woefully behind.
Barik was already forty-one, as was his healer friend Alan. The frost mage was at level thirty-eight and Ethan the fire mage was already thirty-nine.
That left me at the bottom, so to speak.
I wasn't holding them back any, but I was somewhat behind considering my advantages. Well, I couldn't complain, I invested so much of my time on extra-curricular activities while they all focused on their levels.
So, in reality, I was still way ahead of the curve.
What bothered me though, were the ones at the front of the leaderboards, the ones from the large guilds that were clearing through dungeons and claiming territory at a breakneck pace. It wouldn't be long before they started to attempt to conquer the surrounding weaker territories� the time was coming, everyone was aware of it, it was a question of when, not if.
That was human nature� and that was one of the large draws of the game. This was never meant to be a game with only a Player versus Environment aspect to it, Player versus Player was supposed to be equally as prominent. Of course, there was the whole immersion aspect as well, which I personally found the most enjoyable.
To me, this game was an adventure game, an escape from my pathetic reality first and foremost. Secondly, it offered me the things I couldn't have in my real life� and then lastly, there was the entertainment factor. The game was all-encompassing,� and so far, I had no complaints.
My only wish, was that I had a bit more time in the day to do everything that I wanted. There simply wasn't enough time� but that was life in general.
Oh well, one step after the other.
I'll get stronger first, then focus on building my kingdom.
Well, maybe I'll work on my kingdom a little too. A little change of scenery, a short break here and there, was good for the soul after all. Maybe I could take a day off and check out some livestock� I did want some goats and cows for my farm.
I had seen enough goblins to last me for a while anyways.
Yeah, that sounded like a plan.



Chapter 48: Population in Flux
(Tuesday, June 1st Game Day / Saturday, February 20th Real Day)
Ah I'm thirsty, I thought to myself as I stretched my arms out. It was still dark out but I kept my eyes shut, since I didn't want to risk fully waking up. Rolling over and letting an arm dangle over the edge, I ran my hand up and down the base of the bed in search of a glass that wasn't there.
"Strange, where is it," I mumbled for no one to hear.
I always left a bottle or glass of water by my bed, so as to have an easily accessible drink in the middle of the night� this time though, I couldn't find one.
"Eh what the hell," I said with a sigh, cracking an eye open to look.
The room was dark but my eyes had already adjusted and it didn't take long for me to realize my mistake. The bed was uncomfortable, which should have been the first sign. The floor was made of wood, which was the second sign. Third, the sheet was made of wool and wasn't the goose down I was so in love with.
Three major strikes.
This wasn't my bed, nor was this the real world.
Rolling onto my back, I opened my eyes and noticed a little emergency exclamation point flashing in the bottom right-hand corner of my visual field. The system was informing me of what I already knew, what I could feel thanks to the game's extreme realism. Dehydration was setting in, and I needed some water� and food.
Somehow, I had forgotten that I had fallen asleep in-game instead of logging out.
It wasn't something that happened often, but it was occurring more frequently recently. I was guilty of spending my nights in-game when I was within the presence of Selene and Katherine, as it was often more� comforting than sleeping in an empty room. They weren't here this time, but it had become a habit already. A strange concept really, that a grown man would enjoy sleeping in the same room with two attractive women, despite not even occupying the same bed, over the privacy and comfort of his own bed.
Yeah, it didn't really make sense to me, but I enjoyed it.
Maybe it did make sense though, who was I to question the results.
Entering the logout sequence, I closed my eyes as everything went black. A few seconds passed as the sounds of the game vanished and the faint whir of fans could be heard instead. My eyes still shut, a faint light could be seen through my eyelids as the room had started to adjust the interior's illumination level with the outside world.
Taking a peek, I let my eyes adjust with the room's lighting as I started to pull off the various attachments that were connected to my body. The process didn't take more than a minute after the hundredth time and I was probably reaching near five-hundred log-in and log-out sequences by now, which basically meant I was a master at it.
Lying back on the chair while contemplating what my life had become, I couldn't help but realize how comfortable the chair was.
It was really comfortable.
I wouldn't doubt it if some people actually preferred it to their beds.
That was what it was designed for after all.
The chair that came with The Cube was meant for people to spend countless hours in it, so comfort and safety were the primary concerns during development. There was even a system set up specifically so players could fall asleep in-game and The Cube would go into its own sleep-mode while you slept. Once you started to wake up, The Cube would detect your movements and changes in brain-wave patterns and automatically start back up, allowing one to wake up in-game as if it were reality.
That's what had happened to me.
It was a neat trick really, especially for immersion purposes.
If you could somehow take care of your bodily functions in-game, well� then there wouldn't be much reason to ever log out, at least not for me. Unfortunately, there were specific things I still needed to take care of. First of which, would be the restroom� then, water, and lastly some food.
I had skipped dinner like a fool and it was already lunch time now.
"So much for my restrictions on gaming," I muttered.
I had clearly become addicted to the game and my health was suffering for it.
By the time I made it to a local Mexican restaurant, the place was fairly empty since it was mid-day and lunch had long been over. It was better for me in the end, since I didn't have to deal with the crowds and long lines. Two beef tacos and a burrito were all I needed, cheap and fulfilling� maybe not the healthiest, seeing as the tacos were fried, but I digress.
Healthy enough for me!
While I was enjoying my food, one of the TVs was tuned into a news station that was currently covering The Dragon's Wrath. The fact that a game was being talked about on a local news channel was somewhat surprising, except the headquarters was located in this city, so it wasn't that big of a stretch really.
I wasn't too interested, but I always paid attention to information regardless.
"News coming out today that AIcorps is now in the production stage of a new gaming system that is planned to be a cheaper alternative to their VR-Cube that is currently on the market," explained the buxom female anchor. "The hit virtual reality game is making waves despite the fact that it is, well, kind of pricey to get into. Joining us today to explain some of the finer details, is none other than industry-insider, and current employee of AIcorps, Emily Addams."
"Thank you for having me," said Emily as she smiled and waved at the camera.
"I'm told you're kind of a fan favorite," inquired the female anchor with a wink.
"Oh hah, I don't know about that," replied Emily playfully. "I'm just a normal gal."
Eh, Emily was a fan favorite� that was news to me.
All I knew of her, was that she led the Alpha and Beta meetings as the announcer and host of sorts, to think she was also their lead public relations girl was quite a surprise. That put some things into perspective though, it made more sense now that she had multiple jobs and a position of power. She had access to an excessive amount of data and I often wondered why; now it was apparent.
"So the game, it's wildly popular, but it's just so, so expensive," said the anchor as she leaned in towards Emily. "This new cheaper alternative, will it really lower that entry point that has been so prohibitive for regular folks like us?"
Regular folks she says, when she probably makes more than most� right.
"It definitely will, that was the major design point after all," replied Emily with a certain charismatic flair that was on par with the anchor herself. "Giving everyone the chance to enjoy our virtual world has been one of our biggest priorities since the inception of The Dragon's Wrath, going all the way back to the initial drawing board."
"And this new system, what can you tell us?" the anchor asked as she clasped her hands together. "How much can we expect to save? I've been dying to try it, but it's just not within a normal budget and not everyone wants to go to a game center just to play."
"Yes, currently our VR-Cube is considered a bargain for what it offers but that doesn't make it reasonably affordable for everyone, we understand that," answered Emily with poise. "With our VR-Egg, we are hoping to bridge that gap between accessibility and value. Numbers haven't been finalized, but we are expecting to see a saving of up to three thousand on a purchase."
"Thr-three thousand dollar savings?" the anchor stuttered as her voice raised, decently enough to mask her fake interest and appear genuine. "That's a huge reduction in price, can the game state handle such an influx of players? I would imagine that everyone and their mothers would be running to buy one at such a price."
"The infrastructure is sound, and since production is limited, there will only be so many new players added every month," Emily stated with a slight frown. "Our manufacturers are putting everything into getting the product out as fast as they can, but unfortunately due to the technical nature of the system and the numerous safety and quality tests that need to be run on each unit, we will only be able to bring a limited number to the market per month."
"Oh� so we might have to wait a little while," asked the anchor with a practiced frown of her own. "Well, at the price point, I suppose it's worth the wait."
"I believe we will be able to reasonably meet player demand, and maintain a steady release within a suitable time-frame," said Emily as she folded her hands and smiled at the camera. "Everyone will be pleased with the combination of value and accessibility."
The two of them continued to small-talk for a bit as I tuned out and focused on the food in front of me. Changes were coming� and I wasn't sure how that would affect the world. As I pondered the possible scenarios, details appeared on the screen that compared the VR-Cube and the VR-Egg.
The chair on The Egg would be much smaller, only accommodating users under six feet tall and under two-hundred and fifty pounds. The outer dimensions were roughly four feet by four feet, by six feet tall compared to The Cube's eight by eight by eight box design. The white-to-black color-alternating walls were gone with The Egg, while the computer station and server would be built underneath the chair, opposed to being separate in The Cube.
The ultra-plush memory-foam, adjustable reclining chair that was used in The Cube was to be replaced with a basic memory-foam chair in The Egg, which contributed largely to the discounted price. So in the end, one would have to sacrifice comfort and support in order to save space and money in the long run.
That meant one thing to me, there were about to be a lot of used Cubes on sale.
When fully immersive virtual reality burst onto the scene, most people couldn't afford it and in turn gaming centers saw a sudden resurgence. Much like when gaming computers originally hit the scene in the very early 2000's and people couldn't afford the luxury, LAN centers popped up all over for kids to hang out at and play.
After some time, with kids stabbing and shooting each other over in-game fights, a lot of those places were banned in larger cities, with smaller cities following suit a while later. I never saw anyone get shot, but I saw plenty of knives and attempted stabbings.
It was a put up or shut up age, and if you wanted to run your mouth you had to deal with the consequences.
Those days were long gone though.
Now, trash talking was excessive and disgusting, yet there were little to no repercussions at all. It was a sad state of affairs� but that's progress, in the eyes of some. It wasn't a physical thing anymore, I guess.
Well, now gaming centers were making a comeback, without the fighting.
Recently a new company picked up on the wave and invested in a bunch of VR systems, and opened VR-Lan'ds all over the country. If one couldn't afford a Cube or didn't have the space for one, all they had to do was rent time at a local VR-Lan'd and that was that. They could easily fit four Eggs in the space of a Cube� and that meant more casuals would be coming to a location near me.
That meant, more bad pugs.
Ah.
I didn't like the prospects.
No, not at all.
Getting back into my car I decided to get some fresh air, a quick drive through a deserted windy mountain road to get the adrenaline going. At one point in my life I was driving a hundred and fifty miles a day, then it fell down to around three-hundred a week, now� I rarely drive at all. My muscle car, my truck, my tuner, and my motorcycle all sat collecting dust.
I should probably sell them, I thought.
I would need the money to continue gaming.
My mind wandered as I drove the long way back to my house, it was a nice day out, the kind of day where I would have spent it at the beach if it were a few year back. A part of me wanted to take a detour, to check out the ocean and see if it looked the same. It always did, but it was always a little bit different too.
The sunsets were always random colors, the waves similar but not identical, and the crowds varied from gorgeous to grotesque depending on the day and time.
The nude beach in particular was especially disturbing ninety-nine times out of a hundred� but every once in a while, there was a hidden gem that made your jaw drop.
Hah, I couldn't help but laugh at the thought.
Well, that was the past though.
My legs were reaching their limit of use for the day, anymore and the pain would start to increase, so it was time to head back.
Back into the virtual world, where life was a bit better.
I also needed to plan for the future, a sudden increase in the player base could change the world drastically. There were a lot of guilds still trying to eke out an existence and carve up small pockets of territory, some of those guilds might pose a threat to me if they become overly ambitious.
Yeah, it was about that time to reevaluate where I stood, and where I would be going in the near and distant future. The North was mine and I had no intention of ceding my territory to others who were late to the party. The wasteland that no one wanted months ago, was now starting to get a little bit more popular thanks to Emily and her blatant advertising. She really knew how to screw a guy over.
 Fan favorite huh, well� I wasn't a fan.



Chapter 49: An Ox to Grind
(Friday, June 18th Game Day / Friday, February 26th Real Day)
"We all done here for the day?" I asked the party, after we had finished the last trash group on the fifth floor. "I think I'm going to head out to a neighboring town, check it out, kind of need the change in scenery."
"Yeh, I'm good," replied Barik with a shrug.
The others nodded as they collected their loot, content with what we had accomplished. Once everyone had finished gathering their belongings it wasn't more than a few minutes before the party was disbanded, with everyone heading their separate ways. We had been repeating the grind for a few days now and I was already level forty-four, with the others nearing level fifty. Unfortunately, the reality was that the levels didn't mean too much, like we had thought.
The fights didn't automatically get easier with a new level, but with the increase in our proficiencies and new skills, there had been some marked improvement. I was able to find a skill trainer in town and picked up [Shield Bash], and was working my way towards [Call to Challenge] next. I was also able to learn [Heavy Swing] and [Leg Sweep] with my two-handed axe proficiency, which had stagnated slightly since I started using a one-handed axe. All in all, they were nice additions.
Though, the major proficiency I was still working on and was really waiting for, was my fourth tier lightning spell, [Discharge]. It was a one-second cast Area of Effect spell that originated from the body of the caster, sending an explosive wave of discharged electricity out in a small radius. Seeing as it went out in every direction, it was basically a fool-proof way to knockback a melee unit no matter the angle of attack.
That� and there was also my special lightning spell, the unique one that came with my Artifact, [Flash Step]. [Flash Step] was usable once I reached the fourth tier of lightning magic proficiency and it was a somewhat broken ability.
It allowed the user to travel with a bolt of lightning a short distance in any direction, regardless if it was up into the air or from tree to tree, and then rematerializing at the end point. Basically, it was a short-ranged teleport that made me temporarily immune.
In itself, it was a broken ability.
I wouldn't be showing that to the world yet though� that was a secret to be kept closely guarded until I needed to use it. A spell like that would draw unnecessary attention to me, and I didn't really care for that.
Standing outside of the dungeon entrance, half of the crowd that had gathered before the portal were wearing masks of some sort and I quietly grinned under my own with no one the wiser. Over the past few days, my masks had become suddenly popular as more and more people had ventured down to the second floor. Some even made it to the third floor and with their help, money was slowly trickling into my pockets.
When I first arrived to this town, I was basically broke.
After trading the furs I had brought, along with a few dungeon grinds, I was up to a handful of silver. Turning those coins into masks, I was able to turn a near fifty-percent profit that added up to roughly twenty silver one week later.
The swords I invested in turned out to be a waste, as they weren't appraised for much more than I paid, at eighty-two copper for one and sixty-six for the other. But, it didn't matter too much since I was dealing with a neutral party.
Once I returned to Dragon's Breach they would use the raw materials in a way that would benefit me doubly.
Well, after one week since I first set out to make some money with the shop keep, I was now sitting on thirty-three silver coins with another twenty silver coins worth of goods from all of the grinding stashed away in my room. If I wanted to, I could purchase a heck of a lot of NPCs, but there was another goal at the moment.
And that goal was livestock.
The town I was at didn't have anything regarding animal husbandry except for directions to another town, one that was a good twenty miles northeast of my location off into the northern elven territory.
So, that's where I was headed now.
If I could, I would rather have recruited animals from an Animal-Recruiter but such a thing didn't exist, sadly. At least we had access to an NPC-Recruiter.
Oh well, a jog wasn't all that bad.
The small dirt path that I was running on had cut through the forest and wrapped around a small break between the mountain range that separated the elven territory from the true North. It was a fairly scenic route and surprisingly well-traveled as I ran past numerous elves heading towards the dungeon. I imagine most, if not all, of the elves came this way.
Thinking of elves� I had yet to seriously talk with Ellieby since we last traded. Opening my friend's list that was ready to burst at the seams with four whole people on it now, I barely managed my way down the exhaustive list and found Ellieby.
I didn't think I could make it, but I did.
Hooray!
A mental click and the transparent screen that appeared in front of me switched to a different view, a video call of sorts since I was incapable of typing while running.
"Hey Ellieby, how's it going?" I asked as soon as she picked up.
"Hey guy! I'm good, how are you?" she replied courteously with a faint smile. "Uh, wait, why are you bouncing? And breathing so heavily�?"
"Ah, I'm running, sorry I can disable the video function if it bothers you," I said with a laugh, masking my semi-serious proposal. "I figured a video call was better, shall we switch to voice only?"
"Hah you're so weird," she said while giggling. "It's fine, don't worry about it."
"Alrighty then, so yeah, reason I'm calling was to see if you're still in the area."
"Nope! The guild's all back at our camp, we're working to turn it into a town!" she exclaimed rather enthusiastically. "It's a lot of fun, we've got some small buildings shaping up and the spot we selected is super cute, it's a really great location!"
"Oh, you guys didn't want to stay to grind the dungeon?" I asked, perplexed.
"Hmm? No not really, my guild members didn't have a good experience," she said with a suspicious grin. "I heard they had a tank they disagreed with."
"Haha� is that so, well that's too bad," I said, fully aware of what she was hinting at.
"Yeah, she said the tank was an elitist asshole that kept trying to push the pace," she went on. "Something about how he wanted to dictate how everything was being run, she said he was cocky and a jerk."
"Mm� sounds like a wonderful guy!" I said with a laugh.
"You wouldn't know him, would you?" she teased with that grin of hers proudly displayed for all to see. "Strangely, his description kind of matches you."
"Hmm maybe, I'm not saying," I said with a wink and a smirk.
"Psh whatever with the secrets, they were talking about you nonstop in guild chat!"
"Hah, well, I can't help it if that's how they see it," I replied nonchalantly. "Anyways, do you think you'll be ready for a fairly large shipment in a few weeks' time?"
"Ohhhh we're not done with the previous conversation!" she stated eagerly.
"I'll have� an interesting mixture of items, if it strikes your fancy."
"No! We're talking about you being an asshole, you can't escape!"
"I'll hit you up in a few weeks then, I'll be bringing a lot of goods!"
Exiting the video call with my patented half-assed salute and a grin, I continued to run towards my destination. It seems, that hunter and priest really didn't like me, but I figured that from their silence after I took over. The rogue seemed to like me though, I'm guessing that's why Ellieby was trying to tease me.
Didn't really matter to me though.
If I rubbed people the wrong way that was unfortunate.
I wasn't going to be bothered by it. My intentions were good, and there was nothing malicious about it, if I am to be misunderstood� so be it.
Halfway through my marathon sprint I caught sight of a strange animal off in the distance, slightly past the trees and hiding behind a bush. The only thing that gave it away was the shimmer of light as it passed between the sun and the open leaves. It was only a split-second but it was a disturbance that made my eyes dart to the left and as I continued to stare at the spot, it moved again.
I couldn't tell what it was from where I stood on the road, but I drew my bow just in-case. If a creature happened to cross my field of vision, I would stop to hunt it� unlucky for it, lucky for me. Slowing my pace to a stalk, I slowly moved forth to get a better angle on the creature hiding behind the bush.
The creature came into view and quickly raised its head as it spotted me.
Freezing in place for a moment it hesitated to make a move.
It was� a house cat.
No, that wasn't right, it was too large to be a house cat. It was definitely a feline of some sort except it was the size of a medium dog. The cat had a long fluffy coat of hair that formed what appeared to be a beard, what with its white neck contrasting with the mixture of brown, gray, and black colors covering the rest of its body.
It was a fairly cute cat, but so large in stature that I hesitated to call it such.
Yeah, it was a good-looking cat, perhaps a lynx or something of the sort.
Drawing my bow, the cat stared at me while I made my motions. It simply watched my actions and made no effort to move, despite the fact that it struck me as fairly intelligent. Those eyes weren't empty� they had purpose.
I couldn't decide, whether to shoot the cat or not.
The thought of shooting the cat for its fur jotted my memory; I recalled how certain wild animals could be domesticated, and this one fit the bill. There were numerous creatures in this game and some were considered livestock, while others could be construed as pets.
This cat, could definitely be a pet.
I decided to follow it, putting my bow away as it scurried off into the forest. I had never traveled to this part of the continent, nor had I ever been to any of the elven lands a bit further north. The entire area was unfamiliar and unknown to me, yet that only spurred me on. I wanted to explore, to learn the lay of the land and to hopefully discover something new.
 Maybe, I would even find something rare, at least that's what I hoped.
The cat suddenly burst into a sprint as I gave chase, running through the forest with my eyes barely able to track the swift and nimble movements of the large cat. As it dashed between trees and turned with deft, agile precision, I eventually lost sight of the creature as I stopped to catch my breath.
"Damn, too fast," I said with a sudden audible exhale following.
If this were a real body, I would have been outrun at the start.
Thankfully this was the virtual world.
I was on par with the fastest human sprinter without the detrimental endurance issues. Here, I could sprint for quite some time, really.
I thought to myself, what am I even doing?
Realizing the futility of chasing a wild cat without a purpose, I started to wonder what exactly I was trying to accomplish. A part of me thought it would be fun to chase after the animal, that maybe it would lead me somewhere, yet so far... I was lost in the middle of the woods. Looking up at the sky, the setting sun at least gave me an indication of direction for now. Once the sun had set though, I would be in a bit of trouble. Sure, there were constellations and stars that I could use as markers but I was hardly knowledgeable enough to recognize the right ones, or how to even use them.
Before I could decide if I wanted to turn around or continue to follow the cat, a loud screech pierced the air, a sound I had heard before. Steadying myself, I swiftly increased my pace to a quiet jog as I struggled to hear noises far off in the distance. The sounds were familiar to me, a low growl, and a higher pitched roar of sorts.
The kind of noise a cat makes when it's about to die.
A last ditch effort to attempt to scare off a predator� one I had heard a few times before. The low growl could be heard, muffled, as the loud hissing and screeching had ceased. I was familiar with that growl as well, all too familiar really.
Increasing my pace, I ran towards the direction I had last heard noises coming from and as I turned the corner around the last tree that was obstructing my view, a wolf, bleeding across its face could be seen with a large cat collapsed before it.
"Arc lightning," I said softly as I outstretched my right arm and connected the tether between us. In an instant, the channeled electricity poured into the wolf and it violently shook in an attempt to break free. It was no use. In a matter of seconds, the beast collapsed to the ground next to the cat, sharing its fate.
The scene was a strange one, the cat should have been able to climb to safety. It looked powerfully built, with a larger than normal frame, thick paws, and a very muscular stature. There was little reason for it to die on the ground with all these trees around. Something didn't quite add up, especially its position.
It looked, as if it were guarding something.
Well, I couldn't see anything in the surroundings.
Leaning over and inspecting the corpse of the cat, it was a [Northern Forest Cat]. That made a bit more sense, especially in context. It was a Skogkatt after all� hah. To think, the developers even put in the Scandinavian house cat, but more in the form of its ancestral heritage and the one from lore. The kind of cat that pulled Freyja's chariot� to think they would be roaming the forests here.
"Too bad little guy, you would have been a fun pet," I said to the cat, as I pulled out my skinning knife. "Sorry buddy, can't let the goods go to waste."
A few minutes had passed as I finished skinning the cat and started to work on the wolf's pelt when I heard some soft mewing in the distance. At first, I thought it was all in my mind as I had been daydreaming while semi-focused on the task at hand.
Then the sounds came again.
"Ah," I muttered to myself. "I get it now."
Everything made sense, there were kittens.
Ceasing my skinning of the wolf, I sat still while listening for the next noise as I fixated my view in the direction of the prior mews. Another soft noise followed, of a slightly different tone than before but from the same direction.
I stood up, lowering my gaze to a patch of long grass at the base of a tree that had rather large roots growing out in a V-shape. Walking towards the location, I was standing nearly on top of it but couldn't see anything out of the ordinary. The noise though, was certainly there.
The sounds of kittens moving about, barely audible but there nonetheless, I had found them. Crouching down, I parted the grass that was blocking the tree trunk and almost choked on the cuteness that was in front of me.
"Oh man," I said while cracking a smile. "Jackpot."
There was a small den, completely hidden from sight, recessed into the tree trunk and protected from nearly all sides by the roots and tall grass. To think such a nook was here. The sight though, was one that melted hearts� even one as corrupted as mine.
Seven of the cutest, fluffiest looking balls of fur were snuggled up together, gnawing on each other's paws as if they were waiting for their mother to bring them food. They were awfully large for their apparent age, but damn, they were cute.
They were waiting for their mother.
I looked at the pelt I had finished skinning, the one lying next to the wolf, then back at the kittens that seemed to be staring at me with their pleading eyes. I guess, I was their mother's replacement now.
They were hungry.
Well I didn't exactly have fresh milk� if that was even what wild kittens needed.
All I had on me were rabbit and wolf jerky, though it was rather tough and dried meat didn't seem like the best nutrient. Well, they were only coding so, I wasn't entirely sure if it really mattered what they ate.
Eh, but this game was notorious for being accurate with even the more minor details, I would be hard-pressed to believe they would skimp on this creature. That would be out of character for the developers.
My gaze wandered to the corpses of the cat and wolf that were still quite fresh, and the thought occurred to me to let them try raw meat. I wouldn't be so cruel as to feed them their mother, but they could at least try some wolf meat, I suppose.
It struck me as poetic justice that the wolf would become sustenance for the kittens, not long after it had attempted to make a meal of the forest cat. The flipside was that this wolf was looking to bring food back to its pups.
Yeah, I didn�t feel like going that far.
I wasn't really bothered by the cat's death anyways, in the end it was a gift to me.
The potential of seven domesticated forest cats that I could possibly breed and sell as pets to players� ah, the opportunity for economic success had blessed me with another appearance. Thanks must be given to the Random Number Generator, for it has been quite kind to me lately.
After a few short steps I found myself cutting off slices of wolf flank for the kittens, it was all I had available at the moment and I was hoping it would suffice. Offering the kittens a slice of raw meat each, they responded well and ate without a fuss, much to my relief. While they indulged in their meal, I decided to browse the internet for player pets in Dragon's Wrath. I was already familiar with beast tamers, as Selene had that proficiency and was currently raising and training Barkley, a wolf-pup that they had found. If a wolf could be trained, a dog or cat must be within the range of potential domestic animals.
As I searched through the various dedicated information hubs that had often served me well, I slowly came to the realization that the majority of the pets found in-game were purchased from breeders. Wild pets were almost unheard of, this early in the game at least. Rather than a light bulb or an exclamation point appearing above my head, I was certain a giant dollar sign was now there.
Though, my eyes and mind weren't exactly clouded by greed.
I wasn't out to steal or rob people blind, instead I would offer reasonable pricing but corner markets that lacked supply. Demand is often manufactured by events, so as long as I kept in front of demand and maintained some control over the supply-side of the business, there was steady income available.
These cute little guys� once they started to breed, I would have the market.
Well, maybe.
They were kind of too cute to think of selling, at least at the moment.
Maybe they could be given out as gifts� that didn't seem too bad.
Pulling up the map, I marked the location I was in and tagged it for future reference. There was little reason to believe that another [Northern Forest Cat] would take up home here, but the chance existed. This was their area, so it wasn't too farfetched to think another female or male cat was within range. I mean, there had to be a male cat at least, seeing as the female was deceased and there were seven kittens.
Looking at the map, I was around seventy miles away from the [Liberated Souls] campsite that Ellieby was at, which was too far to consider a visit by foot. Less than a mile to the west was the mountain range that separated my territory from the elven lands I was in now, and it looked like I was about ten miles from the town I had originally set out for.
Ah, well I still had a long way to go.
One look at the kittens and my gear and there was an obvious issue. I needed a way to carry them with me, and my current bag wouldn't suffice. The cat and wolf pelt were still wet and wouldn't be usable, so that left my traveling pack.
Oh well, long term profits.
Taking my knife and altering my pack, I modified it to resemble more of a wide sling that I could wear across my chest, evenly spreading out the kittens like a bandolier. Picking each one up and placing them inside the sling, by the time I was done I had seven little fluffy and furry balls covering a third of my chest� well at least they were safe and secure.
I was� certainly peculiar looking though.
All these partially stained white furs and now on top of that, I'm wearing a live-kitty bandolier across my chest. I could only hope that I didn't run into anyone. Maybe if I had some aviators to fit the image� then it would simply be pure comedy, that wouldn't be so bad, I thought. Well, the sun was setting, so the likelihood of being discovered was slim, that was good.
By nightfall, I had finally arrived at the outskirts of the town and could see a large fire burning in the distance. The town square with its large bonfire was a bit unrealistic but it added to the aesthetics and served as a gathering spot for players. Much like the small bonfires in the Northern Triangle Villages, this one wasn't too different.
Heading straight into the inn, I made my way to the counter where I found a middle-aged male working the night shift.
"Ehm, can I help you?" he asked with a strange look on his face as he eyed the kittens across my chest. It was a little embarrassing, but I did my best to wear it with pride. They were my cute and lovely balls of money after all!
"I would like a room," I answered quickly while ignoring his strange gaze.
"Will you need� um, a pen for them?" he questioned, while pointing at my chest.
"No, that won't be necessary, they'll be asleep just like this," I replied with conviction, even though I was talking out of my ass. I had no clue if they would be rowdy or well-behaved. So far, they had slept peacefully the entire journey which left me somewhat astounded.
I would have to put my faith in them.
A short conversation followed and a room was reserved for the night, with some details on the state of the town. It seemed the town was primarily a pit-stop on the way to the Outcast Goblin Dungeon. As for the naming scheme, that's what all of the players called it, so the game had adapted. There wasn't a whole lot going on here, so once I concluded my business with the herder, I would be on my way.
Dropping the kittens off in the room, I decided to mingle with the crowd that had gathered in the tavern. All of them were NPCs, enjoying their evening drinking and eating in relative peace. Well, unfortunately I had business to take care of, so that peace would be temporarily disturbed.
There was an older man that looked to be in his mid-forties, with a sun-kissed face from all the time he had spent outdoors. He was hard to miss, and was the one that the inn's clerk informed me of. According to the intelligence I received, he was the one that managed the local farm and livestock.
 "I'm told you're the man to see when it comes to acquiring cattle?" I asked as I calmly walked over to the bar where he was sitting. Settling into a chair with enough space between us, I relaxed as I ordered a drink for myself.
"That's right, what are you looking for stranger?" he replied casually as he sipped his ale. It may have been late in the evening, but that didn't mean we couldn't strike a deal, or at least gather some information for a future transaction. There was always time for business, especially if it walked right up to you.
"Well, I arrived in town not more than a moment ago," I started to explain. "So my knowledge is a bit lacking here, what all do you have available for sale or trade?"
"I have eighteen milk cows, twelve heifers, two breeding bulls, five bulls, and four oxen that I can part with," he stated with a matter-of-fact tone of voice.
He knew his business and didn't even break his sipping motion to explain it all to me. Half of what he listed was useless to me though, I had no use for an ox at the moment seeing as my farm was puny. As far as the cows were concerned, I didn't have the luxury of buying them for their meat, not yet at least so that ruled out the five bulls and the older milk cows that would be ready for slaughter.
I suppose in a way, it simplified things for me.
"I imagine you price them by age and condition, how much are you looking to get out of the milk cows?" I asked sincerely. My knowledge of livestock was limited, but I knew enough to get me by. All the free time to think while doing manual labor in-game, when I was building up Dragon's Breach, let me explore and learn a bit about farming and livestock. Even if I wasn't an expert, I had gathered enough information to start off on the right foot. The rest, would be up to my NPCs.
He took a moment to finish his glass before he turned slightly towards me, looking as if he had a lot to explain. "The conditions of the cows that I keep are all about the same and pricing is done by age. I ask for eight silver coins per heifer that is under thirteen months old; sixteen silver coins for milk cows over twenty-two months old but less than forty-eight months old."
Those prices seemed reasonable, but were still high considering how hard it was to earn money at this point in the game. Inflation was a real thing in The Dragon's Wrath, so in time these cattle would go for much larger sums� it was, essentially, in my best interest to spend now. While others spent their money on gear that would be replaced in weeks if not days, I'll invest every copper into infrastructure, ensuring a strong foundation.
"And what are you asking for the bulls that can breed?" I inquired.
Pushing his empty mug off to the side, he straightened up as he made eye-contact with me. Then, he leaned back as he started to explain the details, "all of the breeding bulls I keep are between thirteen months and forty-eight months old, I also have bulls that aren't mature yet and are under twelve months. I only keep the best for breeding, so those that are over thirteen months are twenty silver coins. If you want one that's less than twelve and not a sure thing, then I ask for ten silver coins."
There was a lot to consider here, especially in relation to the age of the cattle. A milk cow was a cow that had already bred once and was able to produce milk, they were mature around thirteen months and would take about nine months to have a calf.
Though, after four years of age the quality of the milk would deteriorate to the point where the cow was often sent to the slaughter for its meat. Bulls matured around thirteen months of age and could mate for years, but the bulls with bad genetics would often turn into veal or oxen after being castrated.
That was how the industry worked.
If I had enough cattle, I could potentially serve up beef at my local tavern.
In addition to the excessive amount of seafood I had available thanks to the location of Dragon's Breach, plus the game meats of local wolves, rabbits, and potentially goats� well, I may be able to indulge in some rather delicious delicacies. Only time would tell, though. There was still a lot of work to be done.
"I'd be interested in three heifers and a bull, all under thirteen months of age," I finally responded, after giving it some thought. "I would like to inspect them though before purchasing, if that's possible. I've travelled a long way to get here."
"Of course," he replied without any hesitation. "Meet me at the large barn near the eastern edge of the city at sunrise, and I'll show you the stock."
"Perfect, I look forward to tomorrow," I replied as I offered a hand.
With a handshake to seal the deal, I turned my attention back to my drink and ordered a plate of food as well. Entertaining the locals with the hope of gathering some information, I bought some drinks for the few that had gathered around and I spent the better part of two-hours indulging with the NPCs.
It only cost me some copper in the end, so it was worth it.
I was able to learn about horses and their prices, which were outrageous� but at least I was informed now. It would be a long time before I ever purchased a horse as a mount, to the point where I was starting to wonder if I could capture one instead. If there were wild pets to be had, maybe there were wild mounts to be had as well.
Thinking back on the four cattle I would purchase, the young heifers would need a month or two at the minimum to mature and develop in order to bear a calf, then they would have to give birth some nine months later before they could produce milk.
That was a long time to wait, but the game was helping me there. Every day in-game lasted eight-hours, so there were three days per real-day. Then, there was the multiplier for aging and growth of NPC children, animals, and crops at four times. That added up to twelve times faster than normal, and meant the heifers would be giving birth to a live calf in about one real-time month. That wasn't too bad, really.
I still had a week or two to finish off the fifth floor of the dungeon and then return to Dragon's Breach, that time will let the cattle mature. Once I return, three weeks real-time and I would have myself a supply of milk and three more cattle.
Well, it was time to call it a night.
Returning to my room, I only had two hours before the sun would rise, so I decided to sleep in-game and set an alarm. Quickly falling asleep, I had started to dream of my future metropolis in all its glory.
Only to be rudely awakened by the alarm I had set two-hours prior.
Slowly sprawling out and rolling out of the bed, I realized halfway through that the kittens had ended up sleeping with me for the extra warmth. I guess they thought I was their parent already. Careful not to wake them, I made my way outside and towards the barn where the rancher was supposed to meet me.
Along the way, I couldn't help but notice a herd of cows grazing in a fenced-in area. They were most likely the milk cows that he was selling. Walking over to one, I tried inspecting it and to my surprise, a small window appeared before me detailing the cow. As if I had tried to inspect an animal or an item in-game, it opened up right in the middle of my visual field.
The cows were rated in the same way as the NPCs were. The ones that I picked from the recruiter. There were potentials in different categories such as milk quality, meat, and leather. It was somewhat strange to look at, but since I wasn't familiar or learned in the art of grading livestock, most of the potentials had a tilde at the end denoting that it was a rough estimate. All of the cows were around a rated 7.0~/10.0 overall, with the older ones being slightly lower.
A few minutes later, and I had found myself at the entrance of the barn with the cattle rancher standing just inside, next to an array of calves. I let myself in with a light knock on the door frame to alert the man and then gave him a slight wave.
"Morning, hope I'm not too early," I cheerfully greeted.
"Good mornin', these here are the heifers and the bulls under thirteen months of age," he quickly replied, not wasting a moment to get down to business. "You won't find them lacking, they're good ones."
Walking up to the closest calf, I tried to inspect it in the same way I had viewed the milking cows that were out in the pasture, but it failed as a message popped into view. To my dismay, I was unable to inspect the calves' potential and quality as my proficiency in animal husbandry was too low to accurately determine their statistics. The status window was left with nothing more than question marks and empty stats.
I was a little confused.
Not more than five minutes prior, I had successfully viewed the cows that were grazing without issue. Now, I was supposedly not proficient enough to do so.
Well, if I were to guess� maybe it was because the other cows were already developed, and these had yet to do so. That didn't seem too unreasonable, so I figured I would go with that.
Left to my own devices, I continued my inspection the manual way.
Checking each and every calf head to toe, inspecting their eyes and teeth, I did my best to evaluate how healthy each animal looked and then went by how energetic they looked. One of the heifers looked either sick or extremely lethargic, so that one was removed from my potential list. Another had bad teeth, so I crossed that one off. And down I went, until I finally found three heifers and a bull that I was satisfied with.
"I'm interested in these four here," I finally stated after some time had passed. "You were asking for eight silver coins per heifer and ten silvers for the bull, correct?"
The cattle rancher stood idly by and looked on rather emotionlessly as I picked out each calf. He knew which ones were the best but he set the prices for his best stock, most likely. If I had chosen the worst ones, he would have surely charged me the same price for a small gain on his part.
"Yep, that's correct," he replied after a few seconds had gone by. "I believe you'll find it to be more than a fair price."
I couldn't argue there.
The prices were on par with what the middle kingdoms were currently asking, and this far north, that was something else. I had no qualms paying him his asking price, as I started to think about whether or not I should grab a fifth one. Eh, four would be plenty to start with, I figured.
"No, I agree that's a fair price, I'll pay it," I said without much hesitation while fiddling with my bag. "Though, would you be interested in a little bartering?"
As I said that, I brought out the pelt of the [Northern Forest Cat] that I had skinned the day before. It was a beautiful long-haired coat that was wonderfully soft to the touch, and was probably worth as much as a wolf pelt in quality of the fur alone. Adding in the value of the aesthetics and the rarity, and I could easily see it fetching three times the price.
"I don't barter unfortunately, I only take coin-" the cattle rancher had started to reply, without looking at the fur I had brought out. But as soon as his eyes came across what I was holding, he began to trail off and stopped his verbatim mid-sentence.
"Ah, that's too bad," I quickly cut in. "I thought you might be interested in this."
"Well hold on a minute now," he instantly replied while raising a hand up. "You didn't let me finish. As I was saying, I only take coin but I think there are always exceptions. I may be interested in that pelt there."
Yeah, that's what I thought.
I smiled at him and nodded, handing the pelt over to him so he could inspect its quality. "It's quite a fine piece, and I believe it to be somewhat of a rarity around these parts." Of course, I didn't know if that was true or not, but I believed it to be the case. There was no real information on the cats, so logical leap indicated it was probably quite rare. If it weren't, he could set me straight right here.
"Well, in all my years I've only seen this type of pelt come around a few times," he said with some nostalgia that I didn't quite understand. "It's certainly rare, are you selling or looking to barter?"
Now we were talking.
"As a fellow trader, I believe in fair bartering," I said with a smile. "Whatever you believe it's worth, and then I'll make up the difference in silver for the cattle."
He looked the fur over another time, before nodding at himself and locking eyes with me. "If you include the pelt with thirty silver, I'll consider it an honest and fair trade," he said with conviction.
Extending a hand out, I replied, "you have a deal then."
In truth, I wasn't expecting more than three silvers or three-hundred copper coins for the pelt, but straight trades of goods for coin tend to devalue a product. When bartering and exchanging goods, the values can fluctuate quite a bit more depending on rarity or scarcity, and I figured that would help me. He sold cattle and that was his business, he could take a little off the top in trades and still make money. I on the other hand, picked it up off a dead animal, and had nothing to lose either way.
My twenty mile excursion had proved to be quite valuable.
Seven kittens, four calves, and a couple silvers left to my name, all in a day's work.
Now, all I needed to do was conquer that fifth floor, and return to Dragon's Breach� Selene and Katherine were waiting for me and it wouldn't do to keep them waiting indefinitely.
That would be rude of me.



Chapter 50: Return to the Fifth
(Thursday, June 24th Game Day / Sunday, February 28th Real Day)
Night had already fallen by the time I made it back to the dungeon town but I was actually glad for it as it kept prying eyes off my precious cattle and kittens. They were a national secret, after all. My kingdom's ultimate treasure at the moment were these little fellas, and so long as no one caught wind of my plans, I would have a leg up on the competition for a little bit longer.
Sneaking into the back of the stables behind the inn, I tied up each calf in its own pen where it could munch on some hay and get some much needed rest. I figured they would be safe there for now, especially since no one actually had a horse yet.
Entering the inn that I had been staying at, I paid the fee for four pens and informed the inn keeper that I would be staying for nine more days. The inn cost me ten coppers a day but it was reasonable, as the inn was fairly upscale compared to the others. Storage space via a locked chest was included in each room, which was quite large in its own right. There was a full-sized bed, a small table and chair, a personal washstand with a small mirror situated just above, and magic-powered lights that had a soft amber glow to them. Compared to some of the other inns that only provided a small twin-sized bed and not much else, this inn was like going from a one-star motel to a three-star hotel.
All in all, it was a pretty nice place.
Not to mention, the tavern downstairs was considered the best one around and I received one free meal a day during my stay. The cost for a pen and hay wasn't too bad either, at three coppers a day. Of course, the charges were by eight-hour in-game day, rather than real-life twenty-four hour day� which would have been quite convenient. Everything went according to the game clock, so that was twenty-two coppers per eight-hours including the room rate with the pen rentals.
That added up rather quickly, really.
Oh well.
Checking the clock, Barik would be on within an hour and so too would the rest of the crew. We had been hitting the dungeon up every day on a schedule, twice a day at the very least, with a third run squeezed in on the weekdays.
The only real issue when playing with Aussies was the time difference� midnight here was five in the afternoon for them. Plus seventeen hours for them, so in order to maintain our group runs, I either had to stay up extremely late or wake up very early.
It wasn't that bad, since I had no life anyways, but it took some getting used to at first. First few days were a bit awkward, especially getting my food and sleep cycle on board. Though, after those first few days, I transitioned wonderfully into a complete night owl.
"Ah, I should eat," I muttered to myself after the kittens had settled into their positions on the bed. They had already ate and were fast asleep; now it was time for me to take care of my virtual body. Wolf jerky could only last for so long, especially with how realistic the food tasted in this game. I was getting sick of eating nothing but flavorless jerky.
Leaving the kittens in the room, I made my way downstairs to the tavern only to find the hallway blocked by four young men standing shoulder to shoulder. At first I thought, perhaps something was going on, but after a few seconds had gone by they were still blocking the path while chatting amongst themselves. They weren't in a hurry to go anywhere, they were simply being a nuisance.
"Excuse me," I said loudly and clearly as� I attempted to make my way through.
They didn't move though, they didn't even turn around.
Typical behavior, really� there were always a few people like them running around. Crowding doorways, blocking paths, standing on-top of an NPC so others couldn't interact with them� these people who were content with their selfish behavior were always in a game. If you played a game without these kinds of characters, it probably wasn't much of a game.
That's just how it was.
"Hey guys, think you could move over a bit?" I asked as politely as I could muster, while trying to contain my anger. I didn't have the patience for this shit, but the good citizen route would be my first attempt.
"What's it matter to you punk, mind your own damn business," said the man closest to me as the four of them turned around to face me.
"You're blocking the doorway," I stated plainly while locking eyes with the man who had spoken up. "I'm going through and you're in the way."
"Tsk, wait your turn," replied another man. "We were here first."
Ah, I couldn't help but wonder, what was the penalty for combat again?
My hand was itching as I started to gather electricity in my palm, the penalty for fighting within a town was somewhat severe, but I didn't care.
Then they all turned around and walked away.
"Huh," I whispered as I watched the four enter the tavern and occupy a table in the corner. My mouth agape, I released the lightning that had accumulated, letting it dissipate into the air as I was forced to shake my head to break my chain of thought.
"That was unexpected," I mumbled to myself.
Making my way over to the bar, I grabbed an empty stool near the middle and sat at the counter. Maybe I was too harsh on the four, and jumped the gun. They could have been indecisive, yet I was ready to send them to the graveyard.
Oh well, my intuition was usually right.
No harm, no foul, anyways.
"What will you be having?" asked the barkeep not long after I settled in.
"I'll have the potato stew, and a loaf of bread," I replied quickly as I relaxed my shoulders and set my arms on the counter. "Ah, and bring me a porter too, a stout porter preferably but any porter will do if you don't have a strong one."
"We have a good selection of ales and beers, quite a few porters to choose from," the barkeep stated with a smile. "I'll bring you the strongest one we have, it's quite good."
 The wait was relatively short.
I suppose that was to be expected here, the service was fast and the food came out quickly. It honestly surprised me a bit. Well, to be fair, the food I ordered had probably been sitting in a large pot for hours, so I can't really compare that.
Looking around the tavern, the place had a nice, comforting layout.
The design was simplistic but efficient, spacious but not too distant. Everything felt connected while giving enough privacy for each guest. It was a good layout, one that I might have to borrow for Dragon's Breach. Opening my overlay schematic menu, I was able to trace the entire room out and save it for future use. I might not end up using it, but it didn't hurt to have an example for my own tavern.
I did like the efficiency.
Add in the d�cor and it was really a quaint little place, too.
There was a certain rustic flair combined with a bit of a modern touch, somewhat out of place though considering the time-frame that the game was supposed to be in. The building was a combination of stone and some type of concrete replica along with treated and painted wood. The style was more 1700's then 1100's, but it somehow worked. It was certainly a far cry from the wooden shacks of the Northern Triangle, and definitely more advanced than my log cabins and lodges.
Eh, but I liked my artistic touch a tad bit more.
Log cabins were always aesthetically pleasing to the eye, anyhow.
As I ate, I kept my head down while listening to the ongoing conversations all around me. One table off to the side, occupied by three women most likely in their mid-twenties based on appearances, were busy chit-chatting about their relationships.
That was hardly the least bit interesting.
They weren't worth listening to.
Another table, a mixed group of three males and two females, were discussing the dungeon's third floor and the difficulty they were having with the boss. They weren't too far off on strategy but they seemed to lack experience, skill, or levels.
Well, they would get it eventually.
Letting my eyes defocus as I concentrated on filtering out the noise from the important conversations, I eventually found one that got my ears to perk up.
"Did you see that blog post?" asked a man with a squeaky voice.
"Which, the meeting details or the one on that group that cleared the fourth floor's boss?" questioned the other man. "I saw both up the other day."
"The meeting one, the report on how the North is basically free territory for the taking," replied the man with the squeaky voice. "There's only one player village way up in the wastelands, dude, we could easily stake out a place for ourselves."
Ah, Emily, what would I do without you.
I knew the day would come, it was bound to.
So it was hard to really stay mad at the girl. She was doing her job, introducing areas and going over the details of how territories in The Dragon's Wrath were developing. The game designers needed feedback, especially on why some areas were seen as incredibly lackluster. I understood that, I truly did.
It would have been nice if she didn't single me out with that photo, putting a target on my back. After that meeting, I had lost all interest in returning to future meetings. I never really liked going in the first place, but felt some responsibility to attend as an Alpha tester. Plus, information was always important.
Well, their query was a pointless one in my mind. They wanted to gauge popularity and categorize it. Popularity was a strange thing to explain though, often times the most popular thing was far from the best in its category� there was something at work, something that couldn't always be explained.
The masses could clamor for change, for improvement, for something to evolve from the stale state it is currently in, but then when cookie-cutter copies come out, they flock to it and buy it up en masse. Their preconceived notions taking over, they ignore the faults and love it for what it embodies, for its similarity to the stuff that came before it. All of the complaints that had been made would be forgotten for the time being. Well, only until the doldrums finally become apparent once again. Then complaints anew about the repetition and the poor state of the industry would arise once more.
It was a cyclical nature, and one that couldn't really be explained.
What made something popular was often random, and once it was engrained in current thought, breaking the mold could prove difficult if not disastrous.
The developers wanted to figure out how to sway public opinion, to advertise the remaining open territories in the game, to popularize areas that weren't favorites.
I thought it was all a waste of time.
Those who appreciate it, will find it.
It may take some time, but given the right circumstances, it will happen.
Attempting to figure it all out was truly pointless.
Oh well, there wasn't much I could do about it here and now. I had my territory, that small village� all alone up there that everyone now knew of. They might not have known the owner was the lone guy sitting at the bar, eating some potato stew and drinking a dark beer, but they knew my village.
What bothered me, was that these random people had heard, no, read about this information on a blog. Releasing information within the meeting was one thing, but there were rules on confidentiality and not reporting it to the general public. Leaks always happened though. Some individual sharing everything for the good of the people, breaking rules and regulations so as to get popular while pretending to be Robin Hood.
Truth was, he or she wouldn't get punished for it. The offense wasn't that bad, at least not to the company.
Having nearly finished my meal, I started to think about my plans going forward. I had my cattle in tow, a couple of kittens too, and my dungeon questing was nearly complete. The only thing left, was to return home� to see Selene and Katherine again.
As I was thinking of the girls, a woman entered the tavern wearing a heavy robe that covered her from head to toe. All I could see were the black leather boots and the tips of her dark brown hair poking out from the hood covering her face.
Normally, I wouldn't bother looking.
Well, I might glance� once or twice.
Something was off though, with her walk.
And that's when I noticed that she had a cane, though she didn't seem to be relying on it much. A cane was a bit peculiar, but if she was a caster it was a suitable weapon if not a bit rare and out of place at the moment. Most casters didn't bother with weapons as it slowed them down, especially since enchanted weaponry wasn't really available yet. Yeah, she was odd� odd enough to catch my eye.
Continuing to eat what little was left on my plate, I could see out of my peripheral vision that she was looking for a place to sit. She ended up settling on the bar a few stools away, at the end far from the rest of us. A few minutes had passed, as I played with my food and wondered if there was anything interesting to do while waiting for Barik and the others. The girl ordered some food, but I stopped paying attention after that.
She was interesting for a minute.
After a few seconds though, it was creepy on my part.
That was, until I heard some laughter coming from her direction. The table behind her got me to turn my head, only to witness what was possibly the oddest thing I had ever seen when it came to someone eating at a bar. The girl was touching her food, hovering her hand over the plate and gently feeling each ingredient with the tip of her index finger, as if she had no clue as to what she was looking at.
She was interesting again.
"Mm. Excuse me," she called out to the barkeep with a voice that sounded awfully familiar. After he came over, she pointed at the food in front of her and politely asked, "could you tell me what this is?"
I couldn't see her face, but the expression of the barkeep was easily visible.
"It's what you ordered miss, are you unhappy with the quality?"
She seemed a little taken aback as her head moved slightly and her voice wavered ever so slightly, "Ah. No, everything is quite alright. Sorry for the confusion."
The barkeep was confused and shook his head as he walked away. I didn't quite blame him even if I felt he misunderstood. She asked a weird question and if I hadn't seen her poking her food a second ago, I probably would have responded in the same way. The way she was handling herself, the only thought that had crossed my mind, was that of a child who had never seen that type of food before.
My guess, was she honestly wanted to know what type of food it was.
I was tempted to answer the question for her.
Yeah, why not� there was nothing to lose.
"That's an aebleskiver right there," I said with a slightly raised voiced to catch her attention while pointing at the donut-like pancake. "It's more of a breakfast item the way it's served, usually it comes with jam and powdered sugar though."
"Oh, I see," she replied with only a quick glance in my direction before turning back to face her food. "I've never had it before, it seemed interesting. Perhaps I should not have ordered it for dinner, then." As she said that, she poked it once more which almost made me laugh out loud. She had an innocence to her that was somewhat charming. She didn't make eye contact, but she seemed friendly enough.
"It doubles as a dessert," I replied lightly with a laugh. "I think you're good."
"Is that so?" she countered with a cheerful voice of her own.
My mind was slow on the uptake but even despite that, I knew she was too familiar to be a stranger. I couldn't place it. Her mannerisms weren't new to me, even if they were slightly strange. The way she responded as well, was making me question my memory a bit. I was missing something. Ah, it did sound like she had an accent though, but with the noise from the tavern it was hard to hear.
If I could see her face, it might change everything.
"You wouldn't happen to-" I started to ask before being rudely interrupted.
"Can I help you?" she asked bluntly but passively.
She wasn't talking to me though.
During our conversation, the four men that had been blocking the doorway earlier had made their way over to the bar. Now, the four of them stood around her, surrounding her essentially on all sides.
"Hey, you're a healer aren't ya?" asked one of the guys that had crowded behind her.
I was a bit surprised that she could sense them, as she never turned around and her head was still covered by her hood. She either had exceptional hearing or a skill that alerted her to people approaching.
It was a bit strange.
"I am," she replied curtly while continuing to stare at her food.
"We're headed to the dungeon, come heal for us," continued the same man.
"I have to decline, I already have prior arrangements," she stated with a matter-of-fact tone of voice as she started to eat the meal in front of her.
Normally, this is where most people would leave.
Of course, these guys couldn't take a hint.
"Eh don't be like that, we'll take good care of you," said another man as he leaned in next to her. At the same time the other guy relaxed his arms on the counter on the opposite side, crowding her even more. They were a bit too close� but I wasn't going to jump in and cause a scene. I almost started a fight earlier when they were blocking the doorway, only for them to walk off.
Maybe they were slow to react.
"Come on, I'll buy you some real food, better than that slop you're eating."
Following up on his buddy's sales pitch, the man that was currently leaning in to her lowered his voice, to the point where I could barely hear it.
"Yeah, if it's money you're after we've got deep pockets babe."
"I'm not interested," she replied rather bluntly and somewhat harshly as she set her hands down on the counter. I could sense the agitation in her voice, as her patience had started to dry up. Well, I had stopped eating when they made their way over and interrupted, but I was nearly finished anyway.
"Hey come on, don't be like that," growled the number two guy, as he reached out and grabbed her arm. She reactively flinched as she tried to distance herself but had nowhere to go as the men had completely surrounded her.
Yeah, I had seen enough.
"Hey, give the girl her space," I interjected roughly. "She isn't interested."
The two men in the back that had yet to speak up were the first to glance over, followed by the other two. The girl continued to stare at her food, keeping her head down. Their faces were a sight to behold though, disdain clearly showing. They didn't seem to like me butting in while they were in the middle of their coercion tactic.
"What the girl and I are doing is none of your business, hear me?" threatened the ring-leader as he closed his fist on the counter. He wanted to impose his will, unfortunately I was too tired of arguing with gamers.
"Nah, I'm not hearing you," I retorted, with my hands still resting off my pant pockets. I had an unassuming stance, each thumb in a pocket with arms relaxed and elbows slightly out. Taking a few steps forward and standing in the middle of the group of the four, it was my turn to have some fun.
"My patience is short, fellas."
"Yeah?" asked the ring-leader while standing up and turning to gesture towards his friends. "What are you going to do about it, you, against us?"
The penalty for fighting inside town was severe, and I didn't really care too much but the loss of reputation would be hard to recover. As much as I wanted to strike them down where they stood, with everyone else in close proximity a bar fight could unravel in short order. Yeah, I needed to get them outside.
"Waddle on home little ducklings, you don't know what you're getting into," I snickered while waving my hand in a half-assed shooing motion.
"What the fuck, you're calling us ducks?" one of the other guys questioned. "That doesn't even make sense, the fuck are you on about."
They didn't know what to make of the insult, hell, even I didn't know what to make of it. They just resembled a bunch of ugly ducklings to me and seemed so out of place.
"No, I called you a duckling, a baby duck," I said seriously. "But, I realize the error of my ways, it was a momentary lapse in judgment, an insult to ducklings everywhere."
"This kid, he thinks he's funny," laughed out one of the guys.
"Think you're tough, guy?" asked another. "Step outside, I dare you."
"Yeah, let's see you run your mouth when you aren't protected by the town NPCs," said the third man. "Come on, don't back out now, hero boy."
A grin crossed my face as my objective had been completed.
"Sure!" I exclaimed with enthusiasm. "I'll lead the way, I know a great spot."
It was the stupidest insult I probably ever could have thought of, but these guys were all too eager to prove themselves. Baiting them to their deaths seemed cruel, well they asked for it. I felt no shame or remorse in doing so.
I didn't even have to get vulgar or insult them on a deeper level.
Superficial childish insult for the win, I thought to myself.
Grabbing my gear bag that was on the floor next to my barstool, I continued to walk out of the tavern and past the town boundary, stopping once I had reached a neutral zone with a small clearing. No one had followed us, surprisingly.
Well, maybe it wasn't that unusual.
We didn't really make much of a scene as no one had been yelling, if the other tenants weren't paying attention, they probably wouldn't have noticed anything going on. That was better for me, since I didn't want anyone to really see what I was about to do. I had recently picked up a new spell� one that I had been grinding for, for quite some time. It was about time to give it a whirl.
"Bet you regret trying to play the hero now, don'cha?" asked one of the guys with a smirk. Ignoring him, I decided to check out the gear that they were all wearing. They were all melee types, four warriors essentially based on the two-handed weapons three of them had and the one-handed sword plus shield of the fourth. A horrible composition really, they would always be fighting for the same gear and in groups they were entirely one-dimensional. Well, they hadn't really showed any capability of making the right decisions so far, so it wasn't unexpected that they would all run the same class-type.
"Let's get this over with already," I plainly stated. "I've got places to be."
"Next time, you should mind your own damn business," threatened one of the guys.
"Yeah, right," I replied. "Heard that the first time, any last words?"
"Fuck this asshole," yelled out another guy as he grasped his weapon.
Two men leveled their spears and began to charge with a hoarse battle cry, closing the distance between us in a matter of seconds. Kicking back to create space, the wet grass provided lousy footing as I struggled to get into position. In an instant, both men used a [Lunge] and thrust their spears out with one arm, hoping to land a first strike.
A quick draw of my one-handed axe from its sling and a deft swing easily deflected both spearheads as the third man with a two-handed sword, stepped forth and dropped a [Heavy Swing] on me. Reacting as quickly as I could, I brought my shield to bear the brunt of the impact and took the hit that sent me sliding back in the light mud. A drizzle had started to fall as I took a step back and watched the three regain their composure.
They weren't entirely suicidal or brainless, after all.
The fourth man with the shield, the ring leader, circled around me as he watched the fight unfold. Four to one, he was waiting for a moment to strike, to hit me from behind as I deflected and defended myself from the onslaught of the three before me.
That was his plan, most likely.
Not a bad one, but it wouldn't work� it would only serve to play into my hands.
Keeping my eyes on the three in front of me while trying to maintain the shadow of the fourth, I shifted my feet as I stole a glance at my shield. It had cracked slightly during a sub-boss fight and wasn't at full-strength� if that claymore hit the right spot, there was a good chance my shield would shatter.
I needed to be careful.
A� foot shifted, and then in an instant one of the spearmen dashed forward with another [Lunge] as he aimed at my torso. Stepping into the lunge, I tucked my shield into my side as I twisted and contorted my body to let the spear slide through the gap, locking my shield arm down on the shaft of the spear and hooking the man with my axe.
Grasping the handle and ripping back as hard as I could, the axe cut through the man's neck as blood began to pour. Screams followed but before I could react, a [Quick Thrust] came from my left as the other spearmen went for a light pinpoint attack. The spear clipped my shield and grazed my shoulder, slicing through the leather but not deep enough to pierce my skin.
In that moment, a blur caught my attention out of my peripheral vision as I tucked and rolled into the second spearman, just in time as the claymore cut through the air where I had been but a split-second ago. Crashing into the dirt, the large sword sent clumps of grass and soil flying up and around me, obscuring my vision in the slight rain.
Then the expected followed, as the shadow made its appearance with a [Shield Bash] from behind, but I was ready for it, I was waiting for it.
On my knees, tangled up with the two spearmen and the other two within arm's reach, I brought both of my arms into my chest as I gathered an enormous amount of energy and began to shake as electricity wrapped around my body. Still on the ground, curled up nearly in a ball, the electricity that had surrounded me began to expand rapidly as a shell formed around me, and then, it exploded.
A one-second cast from start to finish, it all happened in a flash.
A literal flash, an explosion of light, of thunder cracking the air, of balled up energy no longer containable, spreading and disrupting the entire area around me. The four men that had been within an arm's reach were instantaneously and simultaneously thrown back, knocked outwards an easy ten feet as they fell to the ground, stunned from the impact as they tried to understand what had happened.
Lying on their backs, grasping their heads and clutching their weapons, they were momentarily incapable of defending themselves.
Without bothering to stand up, I raised both arms and initiated a [Chain Lightning] without a chanted verse. Even though the cast time was short, there was plenty of time for them to gather themselves.
Three men were getting back to their feet in front of me, cursing at me, muttering under their breaths, bitching and moaning that I had pulled a fast one.
"Chain lightning," I mumbled with a sinister grin appearing across my face.
Another flash, another crack, and the intertwined bolts of lightning cut through the air and rain only to impact, spread, and dissipate faster than I could exhale. The three struggled to move as their health had fallen to below half and the paralyzing after-effects kept them down, but I wasn't done.
Not yet, there was more to the magic show.
Gathering myself mentally, I focused on a spot behind the man with the claymore as he was the first to get up. With one knee still on the ground, all I had to do, was think of the next words, Flash Step.
 An exhilarating feeling followed, one that left me holding my breath as if it would suck the air out of my lungs if I didn't. My body had dematerialized faster than I could register as I shot through the air, and by the time I realized where I was, my axe had been raised. My mind finally catching up to my body, I eyed the bastard-swordsman kneeling before me, as I hacked once into the base of his skull from behind.
The sound of a skull shattering was rather silent, but the feeling was real enough. Like hacking into a coconut, the thud could be felt through my hand and forearm, and once it broke through the hard outer shell, the mushy interior was reaved into two. His body limp, my axe stuck, I let go as I eyed the two spearmen next to me.
An arm outstretched, a connection between us was made.
Lightning fluctuated, ebbed and flowed, surged and waned.
In three seconds the man had ceased his movements as the other two had backed away, watching in horror. They weren't aware of my secret, they had no clue.
The truth was, that I was a bully.
They had brought this on themselves.
Bringing both palms together and taking a lowered stance, with legs spread shoulder-width apart, I bent at the knees and began to cast a [Lightning Bolt]. It was all I had left mana wise� two more [Lightning Bolts] and I would be empty, gassed of mana and with only my shield and bow left.
It was no matter though.
The two remaining stragglers regrouped, with the shield-bearer standing front and center, defiantly raising his circular wooden shield in an effort to deflect the spell that was about to be cast at them. It was an effective strategy against spells, one that I had yet to employ but would do in the same situation. They weren't entirely unskilled and even showed some semblance of small-unit tactics. Unfortunately, they couldn't block what was about to come.
Unbeknownst to them, in the midst of the rainstorm that had been falling throughout our fight, puddles had accumulated in the low spots. There wasn't enough rainfall to create deep puddles but with the off-and-on rain over the past few days, there were already small pools ready and waiting.
There was a funny thing, about electricity.
They would learn in short order.
"Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash," I droned on with monotony as the balled lightning continued to increase in power. They stood back, believing in their defenses, waiting for me to make the next move.
"Lightning Bolt!" I yelled out quickly to startle them, as I thrust both arms forth and aimed at the ground beneath their feet. As the lightning bolt cut through the air leaving a trail of electricity behind, it nearly instantly hit the puddle underneath them as the electricity discharged partially into the ground and the rest up through their legs.
They both convulsed in place for a second, buying me time to pick up my shield and draw my dagger as I rushed towards them. Using a [Shield Bash] of my own, both shields clashed as he met my charge. The shock of the impact sent us both reeling while he lost his footing and slipped backwards. The spearman took advantage and attempted a [Heavy Thrust] that managed to pierce through my side, causing pain to reverberate throughout my body. It was a deep wound to my torso, but nothing fatal.
He pulled back, as the shield-bearer regained his footing and squared up once more. They intended to draw the fight out, to poke and prod� to whittle me down over time.
I wasn't a fucking carving though.
A two versus one scenario, they held their ground as I thought of my next move. My mana was slowly regenerating, enough that I could use another [Flash Step] and possibly another [Lightning Bolt] as well. My health was at 74% while theirs was at 48% and 63% respectively. The only problem, was one good hit could send me to the graveyard. It didn't take more than one solid hit to the head, or a direct hit to the heart to kill a man. We were only mortal, after all.
[Discharge] had a long cooldown, otherwise I would use it again.
A [Flash Step] combo into [Discharge] would easily win me the fight, but I had another thirty seconds to wait. They seemed to catch on though, as I was pacing around them, biding my time just for that. I needed mana, and my cooldown period was long.
They decided to split, attempting to circle me once more.
I kept the shield-bearer in front of me, letting the spearman get behind me. He was the real threat, but I wanted him to grow confident, I needed him to make a mistake. The shield-bearer couldn�t kill me in a one versus one, his equipment and skillset betrayed him. But a single well-placed [Heavy Thrust] would end me.
They started to grow impatient as I watched their every move. They circled, as I continued to shift my feet one step at a time, maintaining an angle appropriate for a counter. I still had my shield and my knife, and they were afraid of the unknown.
"He can't use those abilities again," yelled the shield-bearer to his friend. "He would have used them already if he could do it more than once. Let's get him before he recovers, follow my lead!"
"Talking in the middle of a fight?" I asked jokingly. "You underestimate me."
"You just got lucky punk," claimed the spearman behind me. "Caught us by surprise, you ain't shit. Don't get cocky you son of a bitch."
"Ah, is that so," I mocked with a haughty laugh.
Now was the time.
Slowly turning my head and focusing on the spot behind the spearman, with my body still facing the shield-bearer, I thought of two specific words, Flash Step. Without the need to utter a word, my body was sucked instantly through a vortex of light, reappearing directly behind the spearman faster than I could understand. Instinctively throwing my shield out with a [Shield Bash], it connected with the back of the spearman as he tumbled down to the ground with barely a sound.
He hastily rolled onto his back to protect himself, but a spear was hardly usable on the ground as he waved it weakly in my general direction. Ignoring his futile attack I leapt forward and fell on top of the man with my knee in his chest and another leg out to the side to brace myself. Before he could react, I slipped the knife cleanly through his exposed throat and up beneath the chin, smooth and easy without any resistance.
Warm blood poured out onto my hand as the rain continued to fall, washing away what little trace there was. In an instant, another man had perished to my blade. The corpse beneath limp and harmless, there was only one obstacle remaining.
Sitting atop the dead body, I looked up and eyed the last of the bunch.
Rain continuing to fall, dripping down my face and off my chin� this was the scenario we were in. Only two of us were left, and only one would walk away. The ring leader that blocked the doorway, the one that decided to harass a girl in my presence, he was the only one left now. He figured he could get away with his brash attitude all because of numerical superiority� no, not when I was around.
If he sought mercy, he wouldn't find it here.
"You're fucking sick," he shouted in desperation.
"Maybe I am," I replied nonchalantly.
The scene certainly was gruesome, I had methodically ripped them apart, one by one. I didn't shy away from slitting a throat, from hacking into a skull, or from burning a man to death internally with my lightning.
Maybe I was sick, but it didn't matter to me.
This was a game, and only that.
They would have done the same to me, if given the chance.
Without any further hesitation, I walked towards the man and dropped my shield on the ground, keeping only the bloody knife in my hand. With my arms relaxed and the knife dangling by my side, I closed the distance as the man readied his sword and raised his shield. He didn't back down, but he was anxious and nervous. He didn't know what to expect next, and I didn't blame him.
In truth, I wasn't skilled enough to kill him with my knife alone.
The knife was a bluff, meant to distract and nothing more.
I needed him to lower his shield or to attack.
As I closed the distance between us, the man grew impatient and angry with himself. He was angry that he had hesitated to fight me one versus one. That this lone man with a knife in the rain was keeping him standing still with shield raised. I could see it on his face. He was displeased, it didn't sit well with him.
"Does it bother you, that you're scared?" I antagonized.
He stood there in silence.
"Let me teach you something," I said as I slowed my pace slightly. "In this world of ours, there is always someone better, bigger, stronger, smarter, or worse, smaller, weaker, stupider� that's the nature of things. Someone will always come around and surprise you. Yet, you and your friends find yourselves above some others, and collectively as a group probably get away with your practices most of the time, too. Well, you just met someone better, and now I'm showing you what it's like to be on the other side of that fence."
Stopping a few feet away from him, he was clearly trying to contain his rage.
I only had to push a little more.
"It's not so fun being the weak one, is it?" I questioned, pitying him with my eyes.
He caught on, and his face nearly contorted as his anger boiled over and he roared at me, raising his sword into the air and charging at me with his shield held centerline. Three steps brought him into range as he swiped down at me, attempting to cut into my neck as I had no way to parry, but I had no intention of deflecting the blow as I tucked to my right and slid onto the ground. My right shoulder hitting the mud as I slipped and slid to the side, the man missed his swing as his back was exposed to me, shield pointed uselessly in the opposite direction.
I raised my left arm.
With my free hand, I opened it and channeled the most powerful individual spell that I had. [Arc Lightning] shot out and connected the two of us, as his exposed back became the focus of my attention. I only had enough mana for two seconds, and that wasn't enough to kill him, but it was enough to buy me some time.
Standing up with the channel still going, I walked closer to the man and as the [Arc Lightning] cut out due to my mana shortage, I plunged the knife that was in my right hand straight into the back of his spine, lodging it deeply between the vertebrae and severing it completely. A twist and a pull, and the man fell to the ground a corpse.
The fight was over.
Letting out a sigh of relief, I relaxed my shoulders as I stared at the carnage.
Four bodies lying on the ground, now released with their hosts in spirit form at the graveyard, waiting for the time penalty to fall off so they could resurrect. They deserved what happened, in my mind.
They were asking for it.
Yet, I wasn't really happy.
In fact, I felt like a murderer� the brutal nature of the fight left a lingering distaste in my mouth. It was too graphic, too personal, too real� really. Killing in PvP was expected to be harsh, that was the nature of virtual reality.
The fact that they strived for such an advanced realism is what set the game apart. Though, they had turned down the graphical gore so organs and such wouldn't be displayed, there was still the sensation of piercing through someone and the warmth and stickiness of their blood splattering across your face.
Really, it wasn't that much different from stabbing a wolf.
Maybe that was what bothered me� that there was no physical difference between cutting down a virtual beast and a virtual representation of another human being.
Desensitized� perhaps, I was.
The rain had picked up and was now a steady downpour, I was drenched from head to toe and covered in mud but I didn't really care. It washed the blood off, it cleansed my gear� a free bath, is all it was.
"Ah," I muttered to myself. "This is depressing."
Tilting my head back, I stared at the clouds that partially obscured the moon as I pondered how the future would turn out. I tried to get away from the fighting, with the constant struggle between other players and losing my temper. Now, I was right back in it. First, I killed the pugs that were talking shit, now� I killed four guys because they were rude and annoyed me.
I was completely, utterly regressed.
I had fallen back into my old habits, and I wasn't happy with that. Picking up my shield and my axe, I put everything back into their holsters and walked off into the forest. There was a little shame that I had resorted to violence so quickly.
Though that went away rather quickly.
At the end of the day, violence, was sometimes the answer.
Those guys wouldn't have learned anything if I tried to talk it out. Now, they at least knew to watch themselves and their behavior in public. I'm sure they will still misbehave, but fear is a curious thing. Fear will stop someone long before logic will.
Yeah, maybe I had regressed.
Well, it wasn't that bad.
I had a goal anyways, to build a kingdom in the North. Bloodshed would be necessary, as it was to free Selene and Katherine. Fights will happen, as players will come to blows over disagreements. And eventually, power struggles will occur, as this land, this game state known as The Dragon's Wrath, soon becomes a warzone where factions wage war on neighbors, partly for fun, partly for dominance, and maybe just because. Deep down, we all enjoyed it a little.
A guilty pleasure, is what it was.
Yeah, taking out the baddies was a fun thing.
I kind of liked it, really.



Chapter 51: The Big Boss
(Friday, June 25th Game Day / Sunday, February 28th Real Day)
"You're red again Sigurd," yelled out Barik from a distance.
"Yeah," I replied without much care. "Troublemakers, what can I do."
Barik had been standing out in the rain in front of the dungeon portal, waiting for the group to gather. My one hour window to eat and relax was mostly wasted by the four stooges. Well, at least I made it on time.
Now, we could finally get this dungeon run started.
We were all on the fifth quest chain and needed the fifth boss. It was a moment we had been preparing for, for nearly a week now. To finish the dungeon before any other party, to gain the reputation bonus and a potential title to hang above our heads, some fame, some experience, and maybe even some extra coin too.
They were lofty goals, but they were reasonable.
Our party was experienced and our unit cohesion was top notch after days of grinding and experimenting. I was nearing fifty and the others had already passed the first mark nearly three days ago. As far as the leaderboards were concerned, we were in the top one-percent of the player base. We weren't in the top ten, but we were within the top one-hundred. That was good enough for me.
The levels themselves never meant much to us, anyhow.
It was all about proficiency and learned skills.
Barik was an excellent tank, significantly more developed than I. Allen and Ethan both were more proficient in their respective fields as well, so too, was the frost mage without a name. He had one of course, at least I assumed he did. He was a quiet guy, one that didn't talk much, so no one bothered to ask.
They were all well-developed and ready to proceed.
The only one that had lagged behind slightly, was me.
What I lacked in my singular proficiency though, I made up with being adept at multiple roles. I was a red mage as far as one could tell, a hybrid, jack of all trades type of guy. My tanking skills fell behind by a tier, as did my magic, and my bow proficiency was at least two if not three tiers behind a similar leveled player� but my versatility made up for it.
My Ancient Relic made up for it.
To think that scaling a mountain could have proved so fruitful.
Yeah, it was a nice feeling. Hard work, practice� time devoted to improving myself had created a player beyond reproach.
I may have been outmatched in individual skills, but the combination of my abilities put me a step above the competition at the moment. To say I was the most valuable member of the party wasn't a stretch, even if it was cocky and egotistical of me to admit it. There were certain truths, that didn't really need to be explained.
Now, we would put it all to the test.
"Are we good to go?" I asked as everyone had gathered in front of the portal.
Four nods and various responses followed, and we all turned and entered the dungeon for hopefully the last time. There wasn't much left to do, two hours of clearing trash mobs and four mini-bosses that we had killed a dozen times before, all for the single culminating event of the big boss.
The big baddy that had us too scared to even attempt it.
That goblin, with his inordinate amount of subordinates, to the point that it defied the logic and thematic style of the dungeon in its entirety, was the one that we wanted.
The first boss fell without so much as a hitch.
We had a lot of theories, for potential strategies going forward.
We would be facing off against fourteen goblins and my [Chain Lightning] was limited to five targets. The frost mage's [Freezing Rain] would be effective, but only if we could hold them all together. Ethan's [Flame Wave] was great too, though it couldn't do enough damage, quick enough to matter. So, we were limited with our options.
In order to challenge the fifth boss, we needed to be considerably stronger.
Strong enough that the second boss was killed with three people while two rested.
No other group had managed to take the fifth boss down.
Though, one guild ended up bragging about being the first to conquer the fourth floor a day ago, about a week late to the party, really. They were ridiculed in short order, a lesson to their public relations guy or gal, I'm sure.
One of the keys to our strategy, was to rely on my [Discharge] to disrupt and stun the mass of goblins, with the intent to keep them locked inside the [Freezing Rain] for as long as we could. The second step, was for Ethan to utilize his [Flame Spike] in conjunction with [Flame Wave], a two-part combo of Area of Effect magic that would hopefully take care of the [Outcast Minor Goblins] holding the front line.
[Flame Spike] was a straight-line skill shot that engulfed anything in its path.
 It made quick work of the third boss's entourage, so there was definite promise.
We weren't sure though, how effective everything would be.
Multiple spells that required precise timing to effectively chain off each other, wasn't necessarily easy to accomplish. Barik also needed to essentially volunteer for a suicidal mission to run into the center and taunt them all, briefly holding their attention while I worked to off-tank the two [Outcast Goblin Guards]. In truth, with the fourth floor's boss setup of two [Goblin Guards], we had plenty of opportunity to practice tanking, with Barik on two, and with me on two during other runs.
We even gave it another go, to make sure.
I ended up tanking both [Guards] on the fourth floor, taking very little damage this time around. Thanks in large part to hundreds of opportunities to tank random goblins.
Yeah, we had made some pretty significant strides.
Alan had figured out an easy rotation to keep us healed, and both Barik and I were instinctively good tanks outside of our practical efficiency. Having two tanks with one doubling as an extremely bursty damage-dealer was quite handy, too.
And now, we stood before the fifth floor's boss.
Seven [Outcast Minor Goblins] front and center in a line, as if they were on a two row stage of sorts, being displayed for all to see. They weren't much but they would eat up my lightning if I wasn't careful. Behind them were the real threats though, two [Goblin Archers], [Goblin Priests], and [Goblin Guards] with one of each flanking the [Outcast Goblin Chief] directly in the center.
The big bad boss, wasn't really all that big at five feet tall and maybe a hundred and twenty pounds� but he was certainly bigger than the other goblins. Curiously, they all looked male and I had yet to see a female, well, I wasn't about to check for genitalia anyways� maybe they were asexual.
That was easier to process, too.
The thought of goblins reproducing down here in the dungeon was a bit disturbing.
Oh well, my mind was wandering too far on a tangent.
"So, which strategy should we try?" I asked after everyone had recovered and settled in. "AoE bombardment, then taunt and tank?"
 "No tellin' if we can actually pull it off 'till we give 'er a go," said Barik as he jumped up and pulled out his sword. With his shield at the ready, he was eager to start.
"Let's just see what happens," chimed in Alan.
"I'm ready when you guys are," stated the frost mage.
"Oi, time's a wasting," chirped Ethan as he rolled a small flame around his fingertips. "We've already been here for over two hours."
"Yeah, well then," I agreed with a shrug.
I guess it was time, after all.
Getting into position, Barik took up center next to me while Alan sat far behind us. The frost mage took position up on the left and Ethan took the right, filling out our loose formation. Whether or not that was for the best was to be decided shortly. Mainly, we wanted eyes on target from different vantage points, just in case shit hit the fan.
Taking a deep breath, I exhaled slowly as I focused on my target.
"Five," I called out as I brought my hands together and began to chant my three verses, intending to get one solid [Chain Lightning] off on the [Chief]. As my hands started to glow and electricity sparked and flickered about, to my right an intense flame had been gathered and was steadily increasing in size as the seconds counted down.
To the left, the dwarf swallowed the lump in his throat as he tensed his shoulders, waiting for the right moment to charge forth. Past him, far off from the group, the frost mage's hands were aglow with a cool white-blue luminance as slushed ice flowed between them, creating a sublimating effect as white gas began to permeate outwards.
"Chain Lightning!"
"Flame Wave!"
"Frost Bolt!"
We all yelled, completely in sync.
As the intertwined bolts of lightning surged out and cracked the air, a literal wave of flame rolled directly over the goblins, intermixing with the bolt of frost as if it were some pyroclastic flow with a raging thunderstorm spread throughout. The devastating scene unfolding before our very eyes was a sight to behold, but we couldn't admire our greatness. Without even a second to consider the effectiveness, I ran forward with the dwarf at my side as we raised our shields and barreled through the minor goblins at the forefront, bashing our shields and knocking the smaller goblins back, we went straight into the heart of the swarm.
Barik shot forward, diving behind the chief and picking him up as the guards and minors clustered around me. The priests were already healing the guards as I shouted out a [Call to Challenge], enraging and taunting the goblins into a frenzy and forcing them to pile on top of me.
Arms flailed randomly as seven swords were swung in my direction with two spears thrust towards my torso. The sound of two arrows as they whizzed past my head nearly broke my concentration but I couldn't afford a break. I was on the wrong end of an onslaught that I could barely hope to repel, but I threw out my shield and raised my axe in an attempt.
Swords cut deep into my legs and arms as I focused on deflecting the spears as an arrow hit me in the neck. Suddenly struggling to breathe as blood started to flow, I curled up and began to shake as rain started to fall and freeze on contact with my skin. A single beam of pure flame shot out across the mass of goblins in front of me as they screamed in reaction. The smell of burnt flesh and singed hair flooded my nostrils while electricity had begun to envelop me, ready to burst at any moment.
Only a second had passed and with a thrust of my arms outwards while expanding my chest, I discharged the built up electricity in a perfect circle around me, creating an explosion that rocked every goblin within five feet. Minor goblins flew through the air in every direction as the guards were knocked back a step, but they recovered far too quickly and with my haggard breathing I was quickly losing my stamina.
The first heavy thrust came without hesitation as I blocked it with my shield but then the second heavy thrust came and with my weakened state, a partial deflection was all I could muster.
Piercing straight through my biceps and out the triceps, my right arm was rendered completely useless as I started to choke on the blood that had been draining into my lungs. My stamina entirely depleted, I collapsed to the floor as another arrow found its mark in my chest. Swords pierced through me as I could barely make out a spear shaft curiously sticking out of my stomach.
Eyes hazy, I stared at the shaft as I fell forward.
Then everything went black.
By the time the color had returned, there were only two true shades.
Blue and gray� the world had turned dark again.
I was dead.
"Damn," I muttered to myself as the spirit form of Barik appeared next to me.
Ethan, Alan, and the frost mage showed up a few seconds later, as we all looked at each other in our ghost versions. The first attempt was a complete failure.
We wiped.
Entering the dungeon after a short run from the graveyard, there were a lot of questions and not a lot of answers. The fight ended too quickly to be of real use, but I did realize one thing, at least.
"What happened?" asked Alan immediately. "You just dropped, Sigurd."
"Took an arrow to the throat, crippled me from the start."
"Ah, shit," said Barik with a curious expression on his face.
"Well even if that didn�t happen, those priests were healing all the damage we did," stated Ethan with a shrug. "We need to kill them somehow, only the minors died."
Without the ability to see much of anything with all of the pyrotechnics going on, I was woefully short of information. All I knew, was that the archers were deadly. Too deadly to be left alone again, less I wanted an arrow to the knee or throat again.
This fight was rough.
"I couldn't really see anything, how many died?" I asked after gathering my thoughts. "And were any others close, or what?"
Silence filled the room as we continued to walk back, with everyone thinking over the fight from their perspective. Barik and I couldn't watch all of the goblins, what with being stuck in melee and concentrating on swords and spears flying towards us.
That left the mages, to be our eyes.
"Most of the minor goblins were about dead," said Ethan after some time. "The guards were near full health at the end thanks to the priests though."
"The priests and archers were basically at full health," echoed the frost mage.
Ah, so our Area of Effect strategy wasn't good enough.
Not with the priests still up, but that was expected.
"How about you, Alan?" I questioned sincerely. "See anything?"
"Nope, too busy healing you," he replied.
By the time we made it back to the fifth floor and entered the boss's room, all fourteen goblins were standing pretty in the same position as before. They had been reset and spawned at full health and with full numbers.
Yeah, we wouldn't get the easy way out.
It would be too convenient for the minions not to respawn.
"So, what do we do?" asked Barik as he checked the condition of his shield.
"I don't think freezing rain will work here," I bluntly stated. "May have worked alright for some of the earlier fights, but we need to burn targets here not outlast them."
"Can't kite the boss either, it'll just leash," Barik explained.
"Yeah, we need some changes."
Strategy was almost always left to me, but it was a group discussion and all input was valued. Unfortunately some of the guys weren't very vocal, which kind of hurt the process. Racking my brain trying to think of a way to fix our issues, the only thing that came to mind was having a mage solo the minor goblins or splitting into two groups.
Friendly fire was a real issue.
We needed the priests and archers taken care of before we could worry about the guards or the boss. From there, I wasn't sure what should be focused first. Generally, if the guards could fall quickly you took them out, but if the boss did the most damage, then it needed to go. From our five second sample size, there wasn't enough information to plan around. I was at a loss on what to do.
This sucked.
"Positioning, let's start there," I exclaimed with some confidence.
"Yeah?" asked Ethan curiously.
"Need to ensure the priests die first, then the archers," I started to explain. "I think I can manage the minor goblins with my discharge to buy time for you guys to rotate after, but I can't do much to defend against arrows I can't see."
"Aye, this fucking ash and smoke has me fighting nearly blind," complained Barik, to everyone's surprise. "I can't see shit with my eyes watering, hard enough as it is."
That was the truth.
The environment was terrible, and the lousy conditions only increased the difficulty of the fight� we were already at a serious disadvantage before the fight even began. Toss in the huge number discrepancy and I was starting to wonder at what level were the developers expecting us to clear the damn place.
Ridiculous scenario, is ridiculous.
"Okay, how about this," I said with some enthusiasm as an idea hit me. "Ethan get up on the far right side, so you can easily and quickly flame spike in a straight line. Use flame wave first, of course, focusing on the secondary line. Follow up with a fire blast on the priest, if it happens to still be alive."
Scratching my head, I needed to figure out what to do with our frost mage.
Glancing at the frost mage, I got his attention then decided to explain his role, "do you think you can just fan far out to the left, get an angle on the other priest, and frost bolt nonstop on the priority targets? You're more efficient once you get rolling, right?"
"Yep, I'll get my chaining bonus and it's more mana efficient for a long fight."
As he nodded in agreement, his role was now solidified.
That left Barik and me.
"You're good with the chief," I said as I looked at Barik.
"Right, I can handle him for a bit," he replied with a grin.
"That just leaves me," I mumbled as I tried to think of the best place to tank all the little guys. "You know what, let's get all three of you casters to the right, I'll take the minions and the guards and pull them to the left, and Barik will take the chief where it is. Since the priests and archers won't move, you'll have line of sight, easy."
"Splitting the mobs?" asked Barik, with a tilt of his head.
"Yeah, I can kite with discharge and maybe even get a secondary spell off."
"Right, sounds good," he replied with a nod.
With everything settled, our strategy had changed slightly but not entirely. There weren't any boss mechanics that we were aware of yet, and it seemed likely that the primary difficulty was in the numbers. A technically difficult fight would probably come later in the game, for now it was a matter of overpowering creatures when outnumbered.
My faith in the group hadn't been shaken.
I was still confident we could pull it off.
"Hey, let me have one of those extra shields," I said somewhat randomly before we settled into position. Slinging a [Cracked Aspis] on my back and tightening the straps around my chest, I made sure that it was snugly in place. Keeping my [Old Aspis] attached to my left arm, I was now rocking two shields. With my [Crude Iron Hand Axe] in my right hand, I was now ready to go. My back was defended whether or not I paid any attention to it, my left would be easy to guard, and my right would depend on my ability to deftly parry and deflect.
All in all, it was something I could work with.
My overall dexterity was impaired and my shoulders and elbows couldn't move quite as freely, but that didn't matter. I wouldn't need full flexibility this fight. Mainly, I needed to survive attacks from all directions.
Especially, the not so wayward arrows� those spelt doom for me.
"Alright, let's get this shit show started," I said with some oomph.
Stretching my arms out and yawning once for good measure, I brought my hands together as I lowered into my stance. Knees bent, legs shoulder-width apart, elbows tucked in, and palms touching as a spark jolted them apart. The ash and smoke that clouded my vision was nothing more than a filtered screen as I began to focus. Eyes watering, the chief was my intended target.
The damp and dank, dimly lit surroundings were somewhat cramped and barely gave us room to maneuver but we would make do. The flames danced as an intense bright white light started to radiate from my hands, drowning out the weak torches that littered the cave walls. The black and gray rock interior clearly visible as lightning had gathered between my fingertips and illuminated everything around me. What came next would be deafening, with the cave walls amplifying the thunder and echoing throughout.
Ears would ring, but mine always rang.
"Through power�" I started to mutter, so only I could hear it.
And then at the peak, with power overwhelming me, I could no longer contain it. Thrusting both arms forward with a yell not vocalized, the silence of my scream masked by the thunderous roar of the chain lightning that pierced through the ranks of the minor goblins, crashing into the largest singular goblin standing at the center. Lightning spread like living tendrils as it arced, jumped, and bounced, connecting four other victims in its web of destruction.
The goblins panicked and shook as the paralysis temporarily took over their bodily functions, and in that moment where wide-eyed minor goblins looked back in confusion, flames washed over them in their entirety, sending them into psychological shock. Goblins burned and in the midst of those flames, I dove into the center of them all and shouted my taunts, commanding all of their manic desires to mutilate me.
I gave them a target to satiate their rage.
They charged, mouths open with spittle dripping and flying free as they cursed their profanities in broken English, completely consumed by their anger and blind to what I had in store. As the first wave crashed into me, I knocked a goblin flat onto its back with a shield bash, breaking its nose with the impact as blood dripped down onto my boot.
Swinging my right arm out and downwards I met another goblin's sword and parried with the hefty weight of my axe driving it back. Swords from every direction came next, three thrusts towards my midsection with two from the top, all easily avoidable as I double stepped backwards.
A simple dodge, I countered with a swing of my axe only to pullback and roll to the side, a feint to scare the minors as one of the guards lunged forth and attempted to impale me. The second guard followed up with a heavy thrust that was out of reach as I continued to sidestep and backtrack. Arrows flew left and right as I watched for a tell-tale sign of healing, that golden light that would envelop and enshroud a goblin, but it never came.
Another two thrusts from the spears, barely dodged as one clipped the side of my armor and sent my insides twitching reactively to the side, squirming to avoid the pain that would have followed. A sigh of relief without the sigh, as there was no time to waste, and then, pain registered in my chest as an arrow had hit just beneath my collarbone.
Gritting my teeth, I continued my retreat, falling back until I heard the thud of the wall behind me hitting the shield strapped to my back. The soft thud barely discernible amidst the sounds of goblins screaming and swords clanging and clashing, but the impact clearly reverberated through my body as it startled me and distracted me.
A sword flashed across my face as my attention was brought back, my cheek stinging from the gash as my mouth felt as if it were split in two. Mouth burning and stinging, I winced as my mask fell to the floor. The ash that had been wafting through the air soon entered my lungs and caused me to nearly choke from the sudden change.
A cough, followed by a blur and a twitch reaction as I threw my shield up, blocking a sword's slash as it bounced harmlessly off. My health was fine, but my stamina was suffering with every hit. Another sword swing came from my left, and I blocked it with ease. Then two more swords from the right, deflected with my axe.
One sword stabbed through my thigh, then two glanced off my chest as I kept my eyes on the spears in front of me. There were too many swords to watch, and I was slowly being overwhelmed. A heavy thrust soon followed and with it, the opportunity to counter arrived. Jumping forward and ducking to the side, I rolled on the ground with my shield arm helping to absorb the impact and creating a small bounce at the same time. In a split-second I had traversed the ground between the goblins and the wall and quickly took a knee behind them.
They turned their eyes first as their heads and bodies began to follow, free arms waving in the air with weapons last. I was ready for them, they were a step slow. Curled up with my arms brought in, electricity formed around me and immediately began to circulate and expand in a field.
I only had half a second to go.
A spear came quickly as I held my ground, believing in my cast time.
As if everything was in slow motion, the spear inched closer millisecond by millisecond as I watched the lightning field expand around me, finally reaching critical mass and exploding in electrically charged brilliance. The instantaneous snap of thunder beat only by the flash of light that accompanied the discharge.
Every goblin in front of me was flung violently back into the rock wall just four feet away. Swords were dropped from the impact and even the guards were shaken beyond a reasonable degree. The momentum of their charge, disrupted and repelled by the expanding force of my lightning, all culminating in the sudden collision with an immovable wall.
Necks had snapped back and forth as heads and bodies collided with the solid wall behind them. Sounds were muffled by the electricity coursing through their veins, as minor goblins fell to the floor, some dead, some stunned. Those that lived, were rendered temporarily immobile.
They stared at me with those wide hourglass eyes, baring their fangs and clutching their heads and spade-like ears. Then two guards stood up, readying their shields and spears once more, with only a slight hesitation showing as they grew weary and wary. Caution had crept into their minds, as their reaction times were dulled by the thought process that second-guessed their every action.
Sticking to instinct and reacting off muscle-memory, I was now faster.
Spears thrust in my direction were slow, as my senses were heightened from adrenaline. Twisting to avoid the trajectory of the spear tip, I retaliated with a fury of my own. Rage had started to consume me as I wanted to inflict as much pain on them as they had done unto me.
I needed to reciprocate the favor that they had shown me.
A single minor goblin stood up first, only to stand without a head as it rolled on by.
Then another jumped up, with a sword swung immediately after� only for the sword to find itself without an owner as a hand fell to the floor. A third goblin was up, the same one with a broken nose and blood dripping across its face. Leaning in with a second shield bash, I sent it into the wall as its head was crushed between the two forces. Stepping back, there was a fourth minor goblin still alive on the floor but a swift kick and hack into the back of its neck ended it right then and there.
A heavy thrust and a lunge came from the guards but I blocked and deflected simultaneously, all the while shifting my feet so as to get an angle on the one-handed goblin clutching and screaming. A quick slash and it reacted, shifting its one hand from its other arm to its neck as blood seeped out. And then just as I had turned my attention back to the two guards that were now left, a bolt of bluish-white frost fluttered on by as frost flakes floated on down to the ground below.
Then, suddenly, impact occurred and a white frosty mist enshrouded the goblin only to be evaporated by the blazing hot fireball that followed it.
Flames bursting and radiating outwards, the heat could be felt on my face as the goblin guard reacted to the sudden strikes of the two spells. Roaring with its high-pitched voice and throwing its head back partially in fear and partially due to the pain, it waved its spear wildly about as it cowered behind its shield.
Digging a heel into the ground, I leaned forward and thrust my shield into its waist and shoved with all of my might, causing the goblin to tumble backwards into the rock wall. Completely off balance, the goblin guard struggled to get its footing as it slipped on the mossy patch beneath its feet. Taking advantage of the momentary lapse of functionality, I raised my axe in an instant, only to bring it down into the exposed face of the goblin. Bones crushed and shattered from the impact, the axe was wedged deep between the eye sockets as I shifted a boot onto its chest and kicked out.
Yanking the axe free from the executed guard, I turned to face the last one.
One on one, it stood no chance.
Then another frost bolt hit, and another fireball.
Explosions of white and red intermixed for my enjoyment as the polar opposites canceled each other out. Without any mercy, I raised my right hand and dropped my axe to the floor, shooting a single beam of lightning out and connecting the two of us as our fates were now interlocked. I stared on, at the pulsating lightning, the single tether of raw energy surging forth at predetermined intervals as it stripped flesh and burned the monster from the inside-out.
It wanted to scream, but it couldn't.
The guard resisted, it fought, it managed to regain its movement but its vocal chords betrayed it. The goblin wanted to curse me, it wanted to yell, but another frost bolt smashed into him, staggering him for a moment.
Then, a fireball impacted directly to the side of his head as it jerked violently to the side. The impact sent the creature careening to the deck as it struggled to get back up. The goblin guard tried to move, but my channel had never ceased. And then, with one last valiant effort, it stood up. Raising its head the goblin looked at me with defiant eyes as it fell back onto its knees. Keeping my channel steady, a half-second passed as the goblin finally collapsed onto the ground before me.
My channel cut, the creature was dead.
And then as I turned my head, Barik fell.
As I had been thinking about my next move, the goblin chief used a heavy swing on Barik. He  had easily blocked the blow with his shield, but the force of the impact brought him to a knee. And then as swiftly as the first strike, the chief thrust the halberd along the edge of the shield and twisted his grip, turning the hook-side of the halberd into the shield.
The instant the hook caught onto the shield, the goblin pulled back and brought Barik down to the ground. Already off balance while down on a knee, the sudden yank of the shield that was attached to his arm left him with no recourse. The dwarf was splayed out before the chief, unable to react or even defend himself as his face was buried in the dirt. In an instant, the goblin chief twirled the halberd around, bringing it behind him and then swiftly brought it down into the back of the dwarf as Barik's body twitched from the blow. Blood splattered upwards as the halberd disappeared into the small of Barik's back, and as suddenly as the attack had come, the dwarf's body went limp.
The attack was fatal� it was an execute ability.
I didn't have the time to shout or to even care that Barik had died, as I had received a battlefield promotion from off-tank to main-tank. What had been a semi-routine, planned fight with some novelty, turned into a freestyle affair with a wipe nearly at hand. The only way to salvage the fight, was to pick up the chief before he murdered the casters in short order.
Without thinking, I rushed forward, grabbing the spear of the nearest goblin guard that died a bit before as I met the chief midway. Thrusting the spear out as I intercepted the goblin just before it reached the casters, it easily deflected my attack with its halberd and counter attacked with a wide sweep that nearly clipped my legs.
Jumping back, I pushed forward once more and attempted a shield bash but was met with a heavy swing that sent me back on my ass. Recovering quickly, I taunted the creature as it attempted to run past me. It turned briefly to face me, but a frost bolt hit at the worst possible time. The goblin turned back onto the casters, directing its hate towards the highest threat. In desperation I threw my spear and it landed cleanly in the back of the charging goblin to no avail.
Chasing after it without a weapon, I caught up right as the casters began to run to the opposite side. I yelled, screamed at them to run towards me, but they were distracted and didn't hear me in their panic. The frost mage ran to the right as the goblin followed, while the other two ran to the left. I continued to chase, bee lining towards the frost mage as I watched him get trapped, caught like a rat and split down the middle in one fell swoop.
Stopping in my tracks, I had enough mana for one last cast but I had no weapon, I threw my head back and scanned the ground for the nearest weapon but couldn't see anything suitable, then as if glimmering in the darkness, my axe was visible a good twenty feet away.
I blinked and in an instant had traveled the distance, rematerializing out of the lightning on the other side, one singular flash step being all I could afford. Grabbing my axe, I rotated around and charged at the goblin that was now rushing towards Alan. Meeting it head on, I raised my shield and deflected the heavy thrust as it almost immediately twisted its hands and pulled back, hooking my shield on the edge and sending me falling onto my face.
Rolling over and lying on my back, I stared up at the chief as it raised its halberd above its head, preparing for a heavy swing or execute. Kicking at the goblins shin, I managed to break the goblin's foothold as it slipped and swung harmlessly into the slippery rock beside me. Sparks flying as metal bounced off stone, I rolled to my right and attempted to get back on my feet before it could retaliate once more.
It swung wildly, in a quick act of desperation to clip me.
The blow was shallow though, and didn't break past my leather armor as no pain had registered. If it did register, I was oblivious to it now. Circling the goblin, it swung weakly, in an attempt to poke and prod my defenses.
I deflected with my shield as I noticed my strength had started to wane.
Then a fireball exploded on the goblin and it reeled back in pain.
Taking advantage of the moment I swiped once with my axe and managed to cleave a small portion of its flesh off.
It wasn't fatal, but it was enough.
Its eyes burned with a demonic disposition as it hissed and cursed at me in non-broken English. It threatened me, semi-intelligently, as if it could scare me off. It reacted, as if it were real.
I responded with another attack as it parried my blow and countered with a lunge, thrusting its halberd at me with the point of the spear impacting soft tissue.
 It barely hit but it connected, poking a small hole into my abdomen as warm blood could be felt dripping out and down my shirt. But then a golden light, a ray of warmth, descended on me and I instantly felt rejuvenated.
I glanced at the corner of my visual screen, where a small transparent bar was visible, where Alan's mana bar was supposed to be. Yet, instead of a blue colored bar, there was nothing, nothing at all. He was completely out of mana.
That was his last heal.
There were no more second chances going forward.
Reality sunk in, this fight was mine to lose.
Adrenaline was pumping through my blood as the room suddenly seemed narrower and everything was moving faster yet slower at the same time. I had acute focus on the boss, the goblin's movements were slow but my body lagged behind. My mind kept up with the new pace but my body was struggling to maintain my movements as I dodged the next attack with a complicated ease and attempted a counter.
My mind willed the axe forward but it came slower than I wanted as the goblin reacted with a counter blow of his own. Swinging my axe wide to deflect the oncoming attack with force, our weapons clashed and clanged together, sending sparks flying and bouncing off. The force of the blows repelling each other as the shockwave traveled down the shaft and through my arms, sending a tingle through my hand as I pulled back. My hand was numb, but I had no time to waste.
Gathering myself almost instantly, I saw the goblin shift its weight to the rear leg as it brought its arms back, and without a second passing by, I instinctively knew what was coming next. In a tenth of a second the goblin's shoulders tightened up as it grabbed the halberd with both hands gripping tightly, tensing its core and then twisting and thrusting forward with a heavy thrust.
A quarter of a second passed, I saw it coming.
My reflexive ability reacting faster than my mind could process and send the signal, I watched as my body contorted and twisted to the right as my legs kicked out powerfully but I was too slow. I watched the halberd's trajectory as it inched closer and closer, only to suddenly divert as the goblin jerked back.
I didn't know what happened, but it didn't matter.
My heart was racing, every tenth of a second mattered, I didn't have the time.
There wasn't enough time.
The next attack came and all I could muster was a quick tumble, hitting the earth hard with my shoulder and rolling onto my back. Managing to return to my feet, I stood up and assumed a defensive stance with my shield held high. I turned to face the goblin and pressed the attack, but as soon as I brought my axe up another heavy thrust was forming and I instinctively knew I couldn't dodge, it was too late.
I swung downwards and met the halberd's head with the blade of my axe, sending it slamming into the floor as I carried through with the swing. My focus was completely zeroed in, having reached my zenith, my max, I could properly parry.
Another attack came, and I deflected it easily as I saw everything happening.
But I could feel it.
My reactions were starting to get sluggish, my responses were dulling� my mind, was getting tired. The goblin raised its halberd and swung down without much effort, yet I was barely able to deflect it in desperation.
I could see it clearly, I could see everything happening as clear as day despite the watery eyes and the ashen dimly-lit interior. The room was so much brighter than it was before, so much closer, as if everything had been enlarged. But my reactions, my reactions were getting slower and slower.
Faster, I needed to be faster.
Then the next attack came, and I barely managed to deflect that as I lost my axe. I watched it fly off to the side and realized my stamina had depleted. My body couldn't do it any longer, I wasn't strong enough.
My endurance had given in.
The goblin readied its next attack, with an endless stamina that I envied.
The axe-head of the halberd cleaved into my shoulder, but I muscled out of it. I couldn't feel my right arm, but the next attack was coming. I needed to block, I needed to raise my shield. Yet, as I did so, it shattered just like that, with wood splintering off and flying in every which way. Pain registered clearly in my chest as I looked at the shallow but large wound that had split me open.
I had fallen onto my back from the blow, and now looked up as the goblin towered above me. My head was throbbing and I was frantically trying to move my hands and legs to get back up, but then I saw it. I saw what was going to happen long before it happened. The goblin chief had brought the halberd back along the ground, switching grips and then bringing it behind its back.
Raising it to the sky as if it was a tribute or offering to the Gods.
How long was this going to last.
It was taking its sweet time.
I couldn't tell how long it had been since the execute movement had begun, but it certainly felt like it was over ten seconds by the time the halberd had started its descent. As it came down I was helpless to move, I was trying, but it felt like something had sapped all of my strength as the realization finally set in.
I was completely out of stamina.
My body was no longer responding to my mind, and in truth, I wasn't even sure if my mind was working properly at this point.
I was coherent, but only so.
Then it hit, and in an instant the world turned black again.
By the time my vision returned, the spirit world had welcomed me back once more. That world of blue and gray, distorted and blurry with only the flowing river in the sky to direct me towards my destination� it was depressing.
We were so close, yet we failed.
I took a deep breath and then followed it up with a rapid succession of smaller breaths. I was gasping for air. My chest heaved up and down as my hands were shaking and my mind was pounding. As the adrenaline had faded, I was now regressing to a state of normalcy. My overly focused senses were shifting back to normal.
My view seemed to widen and darken simultaneously, no doubt in reaction to my pupils no longer being dilated. It was an uncomfortable feeling, as I realized that everything was for naught. To come so close to killing the boss, only to fail at the very end wasn't a happy thought.
If we wiped midway through, that was fine.
Maybe even if it was a quarter or three-fourths of the way through, that would be alright with me. But I was certain, that the boss was only a few attacks away from falling. I didn't know how much health it had left, as I didn't have the time to check.
All I knew, was that it was really, really close.
Letting out a sigh, there was little reason to get upset.
We could always give it another go� we were close enough to get it done.
I sat for a minute, in my spirit form, trying to relax.
My head was actually starting to hurt, but hopefully it was only temporary.
Well, I only had to wait for the guys now.
The others would appear any second, arriving with their ghostly selves at any moment. Yet, another minute passed and I was still sitting alone at the graveyard. A few minutes went by, and five ghosts of strangers materialized next to me as some other party had wiped inside the dungeon. Alan and Ethan, though, never showed up.
Something wasn't quite right here.
They were still alive somehow, which didn't make sense.
"Maybe they leashed it and reset the boss," I muttered to myself.
Standing up, I ran back into the dungeon and made my way through the five floors until I came across the other four members of my party, alive and well in a room filled with corpses. Corpses of goblins were strewn about, fourteen to be exact, as the party was sorting through the loot. Sorting through the loot and fourteen corpses� that meant one thing, and one thing only� we did it.
There was no way that could be true.
"What took ye so long Sigurd?" asked Barik with a huge smile.
"Well, fuck that," I said out of character as I shook my head and started to grin. "You mean we managed to kill the little fucker after three of us died? You're shitting me."
"Hah, damn right we fucking did it!" cheered Ethan enthusiastically as the others joined in. "And we were the first to fucking do it too, hell yeah!"
I was still somewhat disconnected from it all.
They were yelling and cheering but it became incoherent to me as I watched the scene unfold. A part of me wanted to celebrate too, to jump up and down and shout or whatever people did when they were excited� we had the world record for this dungeon.
That made us, for a brief moment in time, somewhat special.
Sure, it wasn't a big thing, it wasn't a serious raid.
This was nothing more than the second instanced dungeon in the game, and we happened to get here first while the game was still relatively new. We were ahead of the curve and there wasn't a lot of competition at the moment� but that didn't stop us from feeling good.
Ah, but my head hurt.
I taxed my mind a bit too much, during that fight.
My brain didn't work as well as it used to and one of the lingering effects of my Post-Concussion Syndrome was mental fatigue, along with issues concerning cognitive functions of a higher order, apathy, personality change, tinnitus, and irritability to name a few. Normal things for most people, just on a whole different level� and now, I was tired. I was extremely tired, actually.
I felt exhausted.
"That was really intense though," said Ethan after he calmed down a bit.
"It was, and all I could do was watch," chimed in Alan. "Was positive, once I was out of mana, that we were going to wipe and have to restart the whole thing."
"Sigurd pretty much willed us through it," said Ethan as he gave me a pat on the shoulder. "You're pretty fucking good, you know that?"
"Huh?" I asked, a bit confused at the moment.
"You tanked all the goblins on the side, the guards included, killed them by yourself, and then picked up the chief and managed to tank without taking any damage for a good fifteen seconds," he explained, long-windedly.
That was it� fifteen seconds.
It felt like an eternity, a duel to the death that lasted at least a minute. Sure, I was aware that time was slow, it's always like that when your adrenaline is rushing. A hundred-mile per hour fastball isn't that fast when you're focused. But, only fifteen seconds� that seemed wrong.
"Is that so," I said nonchalantly.
I was having a hard time getting excited now, and actually wanted to log off.
The guys went on, talking amongst themselves for a bit as I tuned out and closed my eyes. I felt sick from overexerting and taxing myself mentally. It had happened so many times before that I recognized it the second it hit, but it had been awhile since my last episode. With the game, I never expected to have this issue.
Soon, the chatting became incessant and the flood of voices was only making my headache worse. I switched their voices off and had it auto-transcribe into text, but that too became too much. A stream of text flooded my chat box and quickly formed into a large wall of text that was simply too long.
I didn't want to read it.
They were excitedly discussing the events of the fight, filling in Barik, who had missed the end of it as he was running back. Ethan described a flurry of movements between the goblin chief and me, something they couldn't quite follow in the middle of it all going down. All Ethan did was spam his fireball over and over, even as I fell to the ground and was split like a watermelon.
Then after I died, two more fireballs hit and the chief collapsed on the spot.
If I had lived another four seconds, I could have witnessed the end.
Closing my eyes, I tried to retrace my view of the fight, but in my mind everything happened relatively slowly. I saw the attacks wind up before they were released, saw them coming and their trajectories. There was time for me to react, to move or attempt to counter, even if my body couldn't quite move as fast as I wanted.
It wasn't a flurry of movements by any sense.
Ah, it clicked.
Somehow, it slipped my mind with all of the celebrating.
"Have you guys had adrenaline rushes in-game?" I asked, butting into their conversation somewhat randomly. "Heightened senses and all, the whole shebang?"
"No, can that even happen?" Ethan questioned immediately.
"I 'ave had some," answered Barik right after. "I hear it depends on the connection yer mind is able to make with the game."
"Is that how it is?" I stated while thinking over what had happened. "That whole fight, was a huge adrenaline rush, everything was in slow motion for me, but it taxed me heavily afterwards. I'm pretty fatigued right now."
"Whoa," said Ethan somewhat comically, doing his best Keanu impression.
I couldn't even laugh.
Was I even playing a game anymore?
Everything was so realistic, from the supposedly limited Artificial Intelligences that governed the Non-Player Characters like Selene and Katherine, to how real it felt to be here. When they said this was a Virtual Reality� I never thought it would be so realistic that I would find myself questioning my own reality on a daily basis.
Hell, I was even suffering from an in-game headache and had a simulated adrenaline rush. This was beginning to be a bit too real, even for me.
"Yeah," I said bluntly. "I'm thinking, I'm going to log out guys, I'm tired."
"Hey wait a minute," Barik yelped out. "Ye ain't goin' anywhere buddy."
"Yeah!" yelled Ethan as he practically skipped over to the back of the room, where a dirty chest had been sitting out of sight. "We've got treasure to deal with first lads."
Right, there was loot.
Oh, this was the fifth boss� that meant potentially excellent loot.
"Hah," I laughed out loud as I realized my mistake.
"So what's in it," asked Barik impatiently as Ethan fiddled with the chest's lock.
All of us had crowded around the small chest as we impatiently waited for it to open. Biding our time by nervously shuffling back and forth, we were excited and anxious to see what would be offered. We were the first to clear the dungeon, so there was a possibility we would have something rare inside.
Maybe, that is.
It could be entirely random, too.
We didn't know, and we didn't want to wait any longer to find out.
"Gods, ye take far too long," Barik finally spouted out as he pushed Ethan aside. "It's just a damn little lock, what takes ye so long."
"Oi I got it, step off," countered Ethan as he finally popped open the chest while pushing Barik back. "You lot are too impatient, chest isn't going anywhere."
At this point no one really cared about what was being said as we all eyed the contents of the chest. As the lid to the chest fell backwards and the insides started to glimmer and shine in the darkness of the dungeon, my imagination ran wild at what there could be.
Was there gold?
Maybe there were jewels, gemstones, or magic crystals?
Perhaps a rare item, like an enchanted dagger or a scroll that taught a rare skill� the possibilities were endless. I wanted to know, Barik wanted to know, Alan wanted to know, so too, did the frost mage.
"What," Ethan said dejectedly.
"That's it, huh?" stated Barik with a slight sigh.
 The four of them backed off as if the chest was empty, much to my confusion.
"Step aside if you're done," I said, trying to budge them so I could see what had caused the sudden depression to spread like a pathogen. Brushing past them, I looked down into the chest that had a number of silver coins and hundreds of copper coins.
That was it?
Couldn't be� a chest of gold or in this case, copper and silver was nice but, there had to be more. I wasn't sold, that couldn't be it. They wouldn't have hyped us up with a chest after this incredibly difficult boss only to provide us with some coinage.
That was almost blasphemous.
I wanted to cuss at the developer, if this was the case.
"Nah, there's gotta be something else down underneath," I said as I started to sift through the coins and felt around the chest. Parting the coins and running my hands through them, I finally made contact with something that wasn't a coin. Grabbing the circular object, it felt a lot like a ring.
"There's a ring," I said with some shock.
Pulling it out and inspecting it, I was actually kind of surprised.
The [Silver Ring of the Outcast Goblin Chief] was an enchanted ring that offered plus five-percent or plus ten, which ever was lesser, to your Endurance and Vitality stat. A scaling item, that would grow with you as the game progressed, up to at least plus ten Endurance and Vitality. That really wasn't too shabby.
No, it was quite strong.
Especially this early in the game, when the other rings that had dropped were only plus-three to an attribute, this one was at least plus-five for me and wouldn't cap out until it hit ten. If I wore four of those, I might not have stamina issues in combat anymore� hell, I could probably run forever.
That didn�t even count the bonus to health as well.
It wasn't that bad at all.
An item that could last you quite a while, disguised as a minor double attribute ring.
Hah, it was perfect for a tank.
"Catch," I called out to Barik as I tossed him the ring. "You'll want a few of those."
"Eh," he replied before actually looking.
Then his eyes seemed to widen as he looked over the details, glancing at me once then back at the ring. I knew what he was thinking, he wanted it. He only hesitated because we were both tanks and could use it equally.
"Roll ye for it?" he asked, somewhat expectedly.
"Hah, nah," I replied with a smirk. "You keep it, it will benefit you more right now."
"Ye sure?" he asked again, not wanting to take my kindness for granted.
"Yeah man, you're the main tank, 'grats," I replied with a nod.
The others looked on, a bit confused as to what had just transpired. I didn't even bother to include them in the discussion but, that was only natural. Items went to who could use them at this point, then it was split by value after. Everyone would get their equal cut eventually, and we had been running together for almost a week.
Plus, they were all from the same guild.
To deny their tank a tanking item, would be pretty stupid.
I was content with my decision.
"Right," he said with a nod of his own. "Thanks."
The others looked at me but I ignored them as I combed through the rest of the items on the floor. Barik ended up filling them in on the ring and its properties and they didn't have any complaints. It was expected, anyways.
As I started to gather the random swords, spears, shields, bows, axes, and jewelry, I finally came across the one unique item in the entire dungeon.
The halberd that belonged to the [Goblin Chief], the one that easily cut-up three people, was lying on the ground next to the corpse of the comparatively large goblin waiting for someone to grab it. It was a two-handed weapon, an axe, and a spear, all in one. The [Chief] had used a variety of skills from both the Axe and Spear proficiencies, such as [Heavy Swing], [Heavy Thrust], [Lunge], and [Quick Thrust], and the last one that caught Barik, [Jab 'n Hook], was one that belonged to the Halberd tree specifically.
That meant, you could utilize three different proficiencies with one weapon.
In itself, that was a bit broken.
Triple the amount of abilities compared to someone using a regular spear� well, there were drawbacks. The weapon was heavier, larger, and definitely more cumbersome. There was also the appearance factor, and it didn't really look as cool.
Yeah, aesthetics were important in an MMORPG.
Well, I was white with red blood stains and somewhat fluffy on top of hardened leather, but I didn't care much for appearance. Everything was practical, and cheap. Fur kept me warm in the harsh winters, the leather offered some minimal protection for the time being, and it at least all fit within the realm of a winter warrior.
Yeah, my fur coat was pretty badass though.
I liked that one, quite a bit.
"You taking that halberd?" asked Alan as he walked over and stood next to me.
"Oh, hadn't thought about it," I replied honestly. "Was just thinking of its usefulness, wasn't really thinking about actually taking it and using it."
"You lost your two-handed axe last time, didn't you?"
"Ah, it's been repaired," I answered with a shrug. "My one-handed axe fits better with the shield combo anyhow, so there was little reason to bring along the other axe."
"Take it," said Barik, having crept up behind me.
"We can split the other stuff mate," offered Ethan in addition. "Might as well take what you can use, I know I'm not coming back to this shit hole again."
Hah, yeah.
He had a point there.
"I don't see any of us returning here really," I laughed out half-heartedly. "Alright, I'll take that and we already split most of the loot earlier so, I'm headed off now."
"Right, have a good one," said Barik, with slight smirk.
Giving them a partial wave, I grabbed my stuff and headed towards the exit, parting with only a simple phrase, "night guys." By the time I reached the exit, I had fiddled with my bag and set all of my items inside, the only thing left was the halberd that was in my right hand. It was considerably heavier than my other two-handed axe, but that was understandable. Really, it was expected to be heavier, so that was normal.
What caught me off guard was that it was enchanted� and not only that.
It wasn't a simple regular weapon.
"Wait this�" I mumbled to myself, stopping right before the portal exit.
In my hands, was a named weapon.
That [Goblin Chief] dropped a [Defiled Halberd of Reaving].
The properties and stats were nearly identical to a normal axe and spear in damage, as most weapons were considerably close in damage range, but the durability was exceptional. A [Rare Grade] item of [Good Quality], with a special effect added on� it was something else, really. Both named portions of the Halberd seemed to have its own effect, with "Defiled" incurring a penalty to one's Vitality, to the order of minus eight-percent. On the other hand, "Reaving" gave a bonus of plus twenty-percent to [Execute] success, which was already quite high on its own.
So, I would lose roughly eight-percent of my total health when using the weapon, in order to almost effectively guarantee an [Execute] on a disoriented, weakened foe that couldn't defend itself. Eh, I didn't know if that was worth it.
I didn't get to use [Execute] very often.
Well, that didn't really matter.
It was rare, and of good quality� that meant a few things.
The durability was excellent compared to the trash I had been using prior, no longer would I have to worry about this weapon shattering mid-combat or the blade warping and bending from a hard hit. The blade's sharpness was almost assured as well, meaning I could stab and cut a few people without any worry of it becoming dull.
Convenience and peace of mind, was what it was.
That's what this weapon offered me.
Comfort in knowing that the weapon was reliable.
Yeah, I was keeping this guy.
It was already versatile, and fit my playstyle� now, all that was needed was some better armor to go with it, and I would be one of the most decked out players in the game, for a short while. Things were looking up, and I hadn't even turned in the fifth quest chain.
Wow, I almost forgot about the quest chains.
But, that would have to wait for another day, as my head was still aching considerably. I needed to rest� to close my eyes for a bit, relax, and sleep. The quests could wait until tomorrow, they were already registered as complete, anyways.
We were the first to conquer this dungeon, and the timestamp proved it.
That was special, yeah.
I was kind of happy.



Chapter 52: Settling Affairs
(Monday, June 28th Game Day / Monday, March 1st Real Day)
Standing in front of the quest giver that was a little off to the side of the town's center, dozens of players were gathered around me, mostly minding their own business as they attempted to turn in and receive new quests. We all had the same objective really, and most of us were waiting our turns as those ahead of us filed out one by one.
Behind the little wooden table and underneath a makeshift sunshade, there were two elves, NPCs of course, that managed the quest chains for the players. There were three people in front of me, but the line moved relatively quickly.
Without much to do, the majority of the players socialized with those that were nearby, mainly anyone fool enough to listen or friendly enough to pretend to care. Chatter filled my ears as guys and girls alike talked up their experiences and bragged about their exploits inside the dungeon, all eager to prove themselves amongst the anonymity of the crowd. It seemed laughable to me, but maybe I was just being cocky.
They were all strangers, looking to make new friends.
I didn't know of any of them, nor did I care to.
None of them knew of me, either� so, maybe, I was being a bit pompous.
As my turn finally arrived, I handed the piece of parchment that was magically inscribed over to the female elf. Somehow, the paper automatically updated as you completed your quests. I suppose it was necessary to have something to put in your hand, to add to the realism, rather than an invisible quest log system that existed solely in one's menus.
"Thank you," said the quest NPC after taking the parchment from me.
In an instant she started to immediately read through the piece of paper with the type of seriousness expected of a practiced professional. It only took her a couple of seconds before she looked up at me, then back down at the paper, clearly confused as to what she was supposed to do.
It was an interesting touch.
"Um, one second please," she uttered out, with a puzzled expression on her face.
The two elves chatted amongst themselves with hushed whispers just out of earshot as they eyed the paper a few times, and eyed me once or twice. The quest NPCs changed depending on the hour of the day, so I figured these two had yet to see the fifth completion stamp. Barik and the others most likely turned it in the night before, with a different set of NPCs working the booth.
"I'm sorry for the wait," she finally said after some discussion with her fellow worker. "Please accept our sincerest gratitude for your completion of the Call to Arms, and we hope that you find the reward more than sufficient. Thank you, adventurer, for your services to the region."
As the last word left her lips, she bowed in conjunction with the other quest giver as multiple system prompts flooded my visual field. Accepting them without bothering to read through them, I was hit with multiple beams of golden light that appeared to descend from the heavens as the warmth of the radiance soothed my soul.
Relief washing over me, I couldn't help but enjoy the feeling.
"What's going on? Did someone just spawn?" someone in the crowd asked.
"Huh? A new event?" said another.
"Is he getting healed?" questioned a young male.
No, it was none of the above.
Looking at the new system messages that popped up:
[Congratulations! As a member of the first party to conquer the Northern Outcast Goblin Dungeon, you have been awarded a bonus of +50 Reputation!]
[Congratulations! Due to your participation in the Call to Arms, you have received bonus Experience and an extra bounty of +1000 Copper Coins!]
[In response to your exploits, you have also been granted the following Title: First Conqueror of the Goblin Outcasts. All following Titles will not contain the "First."]
Oh.
So, that's how it works.
"Hey man what was that for?" asked the guy standing directly behind me, as eager eyes all around stared and listened intently as to what I would say. I had half a mind to ignore them and walk off, not wanting the extra attention, but that wasn't really a nice thing to do. Ultimately, I gave in to their pleading eyes.
"Ah, I just finished the quest chain for Outing the Outcasts part five and Bringing down the Guard part five," I replied somewhat nonchalantly, trying to play it off as coolly as one could.
"Oh my god how did you clear it!" yelled a girl from somewhere.
"Dude, join my party we're on the third floor," another one chipped in.
"No man, join our party we just entered the fourth, you're a DPS right?" asked the same guy that was standing behind me. "We're a good group, we can clear it fast with you, would be easy farm with your experience and damage."
"Uh," I muttered while looking at all of the faces that were staring at me.
Getting a little nervous at all the attention I was receiving, I was trying to look for an opening to make my escape but the group seemed to sense my indecision and closed in around me. Squeezing me, a dozen different people started calling out to me, some yelling, some pushing, all of them trying to get my attention to join their group.
I didn't want anything to do with them.
"Sorry, but I'm done with the dungeon," I said somewhat apologetically. "I'm kind of tired of the grind, good luck with your runs everyone."
With a quick nod, I started to push my way through the crowd as most backed off dejectedly. A few didn't quit though, as they tried to convince me to help them out, with one cute elf attempting the flirtatious route of winning me over, to no avail. She was definitely cute, but if I was going to be swayed by physical appearances inside the game� well, Katherine would be the first to win that contest.
 And, she didn't even win the first time around.
I chose Selene to have fun with� personality won out.
Cutting through a pathway that led behind some buildings, I disappeared into the back alleys and made my way to the clothing store. With my quests turned in, the only thing keeping me in this town were a few errands that needed to be taken care of before I could set out. There were some summer dresses that I meant to buy for the girls, and then there were the saddle bags I ordered from a leatherworker for the cattle. Three heifers and a bull meant I didn't have to personally lug around the couple of hundred swords that been accumulated.
Putting a work animal to work, hell yes!
No more manual labor for me!
Entering the clothing store that I was all too familiar with, the store clerk had moved back inside instead of posting up at the front with a table, but that's because it wasn't really necessary anymore. The store was packed with players looking around, browsing through the goods that littered the shelves and tables all throughout.
Business was good.
Booming, really, and the place had been reorganized a bit as well.
The cheaper goods that generated the most interest were at the front, visible by the door and intermixed with some of the more expensive items, while the goods that were more in the middle price ranges, were all spread in the back. Wearing a mask in the dungeon was now beyond a trendy thing, and most players bought one before entering. It was a suggested item on the forums now, too.
All in all, my hunch was right.
"Ah you're back Sigurd," said the store clerk with a smile while sitting behind the counter. "Welcome, welcome. What can I do ye for today?"
"Well, I'm heading back to the North today," I started to explain as I glanced around at the goods lying about. "So, I figured it was about time I picked out those summer dresses I mentioned� a while back, got any suggestions?"
"Hum, I think I have just the thing," he replied with a sheepish grin.
Waving at me to follow him, the clerk walked back towards his more expensive section of female clothing and brought me to a rack that featured some relatively fancy outfits. These weren't outfits that you would find in the dark ages� nor in the renaissance period� they were, modern.
Current age modern� the stuff people would wear now.
"Huh," I said, startled. "New fashion trend?"
"It's popular in the central kingdoms," he answered with a little puff of his chest, clearly proud of his updated selections. "After our last talk about popular clothing, I was able to get some new shipments in. What do you think? It's been a hit with the tourists!"
"Ah, man, I'm shocked, really."
That was the truth.
Modern clothing in this game seemed counterintuitive but, it wouldn't be the first time a popular MMORPG brought in alternate clothing sets for players to wear casually. Not everyone wanted to dress up like some extra in a safety dance video� though I'm sure some preferred it. They could dress however they wanted to and if they didn't want to� well, they weren't friends of mine, so it didn't really matter.
"Ah yeah, these will work," I said with a bit of a laugh.
The plan was to pick up two articles of clothing as a gift, not that I necessarily needed to buy one but, the girls were running the village while I was gone, so it seemed like the right thing to do. Selene had a tendency to try to flaunt what little curves she had, so a tighter fitting dress seemed like a good fit for her. Katherine on the other hand had ample curves that didn't really need to be accentuated, she was a distraction in every sense of the word� for her a loose and comfortable dress would do.
"Yeah, I'll take these two here," I stated after making up my mind, picking two distinctly different dresses off the shelf. "I suppose, they could use a scarf too."
A few minutes passed as I loitered about, thinking of what I could possibly buy while it was still within reach. Once the return journey started, there wouldn't be any shops along the way or nearby� not in the deserted Northern Triangle.
Eventually, I ended up buying a bit more than I had planned.
Basically, two full summer outfits were purchased along with two sets of nightwear� I figured the girls could use something besides their leather and fur outdoor adventuring gear, seeing as that was their only set of clothes.
I couldn't but wonder if it was weird to buy clothes for my NPCs though.
Eh, I didn't know the answer to that question.
"So, how much do I owe you?" I asked kindly with no reservations.
The store clerk looked over the items and then to my surprise, winked and replied, "all paid for, consider us even for the advice and help you showed me."
"Ah, no it's fine, I can pay," I countered immediately, not wanting a handout. "I made some profit off that deal as well, so it was already mutually beneficial. I'll pay for these, they're expensive. Money isn't an issue, it's fine, really."
"You're insane you know," he stated, repeating a line from the first time we interacted. "You don't just help strangers, that�s not normal, and my business is booming now. This is my thanks to you, take it. I don't want to hear another word."
As he was talking, he put everything into a complimentary cloth bag and pushed it to my side of the counter, holding steady with a serious face that conveyed his intent. He didn't want any more hassling from me, so, my battle was lost.
Well, my loss is a win of free merchandise� so I shouldn't complain.
I wasn't a fan of freebies.
"Alright you win," I said reluctantly with a soft grin, somewhat embarrassed to take the free items. "Thank you for the gift, I appreciate it."
"No thank you," he replied with a loud voice. "You saved my store, this is the least I can do to show my gratitude! Safe travels, I'm sure those girls will be happy to see you."
Leaving the store, there wasn't a whole lot left to do.
My preparation was essentially taken care of, and my shopping was complete.
Heading back towards the inn, the leatherworker was supposed to deliver the saddlebags to the front desk when they were ready, so if good fortune persisted, I would be in and out of the place in a quick minute and be on my way. This town wasn't half bad, but I was tired of the crowds� tired of the noise.
I missed the comfort of my village, the peace and quiet of being surrounded by nothing but the beauty of nature undisturbed. The rolling mountains, flowing river and creeks, bountiful forests, and even the lonely and vast ocean� those were all things that this populated city town didn't, couldn't have.
Sure there were trees, but that was it.
I guess, I was home sick.
The inn itself wasn't too crowded at this time of the day, though the connected tavern was bustling, as it always seemed to be. The food was good, the alcohol was decent, and overall the price was right. I had no complaints there, and if I ever came back I would probably return to this very same inn.
At the end of the trip, I was a satisfied customer.
"Excuse me, I was wondering if anything had arrived for me, under the name of Sigurd?" I asked the lady at the front desk of the inn, as she instantly turned around and checked the board behind her.
"Yes, do you have proof of identity?" she questioned back with a slight smile.
Handing her the inn key that was registered to my name, the process was completed in a matter of seconds. All that was left, was to get a refund on my deposit and to pack.
Then, the nearly hundred mile journey would have to commence.
At least this time, I wouldn't need to carry all of my gear by myself, or use that makeshift sled to drag all of the hides that I was bound to collect on the way. Also, there was no reason to wear a live-kitty bandolier.
They could sit atop the cows.
Or something like that.



Chapter 53: Welcome Home
(Monday, July 19th Game Day / Monday, March 8th Real Day)
A week had passed, a real week, by the time I finally came within viewing distance of Dragon's Breach. It had been a long journey despite the short distance of it all, a hundred miles shouldn't have taken me more than ten hours by myself� the problem, were the bovines. They were slow, unbearably so.
Stopping to rest every so often plus their slow walking pace made for an arduous journey, thankfully it was finally over. In between the rest breaks I hunted small game here and there, but for the most part it was mindless walking, daydreaming or reading the news. Heck, I even had the time to watch videos with the in-game browser� a truly uneventful trip by all accounts.
I had finally reached my destination, and well, it was good to be home.
Opening up my friend's list, there was a secondary window that contained my companions that I could communicate with, as long as a Soul Link had been achieved. Thus far I had only met those requirements with Selene, which left the list rather empty. My friend's list was fairly empty too though, with Ellieby, Barik, Alan, and Ethan the only ones on it. A short list sure, but a quality one.
I preferred quality over quantity, anyhow.
"Hey Selene, are you free to lend a hand?" I messaged telepathically, as it differed slightly from communicating with actual players. "I'm just south of the village now."
A few seconds passed before I heard Selene's voice, as she asked with slight hesitation, "ah, Sigurd is that you?"
"Yeah, it's me," I replied out loud, despite not needing to.
"Um, do you require significant assistance?" she questioned almost immediately.
"A hand or two would suffice," I said, realizing that I didn't actually need a hand after all. "I can manage if you're busy, it would just speed things up."
Nothing but silence came from her end as the birds continued to chirp off to the side and slightly above me in the trees. The sounds of the river were quite loud at this time of the year, no doubt related to the rising temperatures and recent rain fall, yet even if that was all I could hear, it was a pleasant thing.
I missed these moments, out here in nature.
Peace and quiet, free of human interference as far as the eye could see� well, so long as you weren't looking at Dragon's Breach. But, that was my territory, and since that was the case, it didn't quite count, it wasn't the same.
Yeah, this was home.
"I'll be right there," replied Selene after a minute or two had passed, much to my surprise. For a moment, I figured she was ignoring me� I had been gone for a while after all, it wouldn't be unheard of for her and Katherine to be upset with me. Leaving them in charge of managing the village while I played at being an adventurer wasn't exactly fair to them, but I was the one in charge!
So, hah!
About half a mile out from the village, the figure of a woman started to develop on my visual horizon. A few minutes later, and Selene was not only fully visible but within shouting distance as well.
Raising my voice a bit, I yelled out, "Selene! Come to welcome me, have you?"
She continued to walk in silence as her hips sashayed from side to side, a feminine walk, clearly practiced to perfection yet one that didn't help her lack of curves. That wasn't to say that Selene had no sex appeal, but flaunting nonexistent curves wasn't the way to do it. Well, that's why I bought her a nice little gift.
I could help her out in that regard.
"Sir Sigurd� to welcome you, you say," she said with a bit of attitude. Tilting her head slightly to the side as she placed her hands on her hips, she offered her rebuttal.
"You were the one that requested assistance, lest you've forgotten, so soon."
As she continued to meander on over, I couldn't help but laugh a little.
"Yeah, I suppose that's true," I said with a grin.
As she stopped in front of me, I reciprocated and slowed my pace to a halt.
She stared at me in an odd way, as if she were expecting something.
Standing there silently, waiting for me to do something.
Ah, maybe.
Taking a step forward and leaning in slightly, I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in, embracing her quickly and planting my lips on hers with a swiftness that denied the possibility of retreat. She had no intention of retreating or pulling back anyway, as she relaxed in my arms and succumbed to my advance.
After breaking off for a chance to breathe, she nudged me as she returned a hug.
She whispered softly, "you sure know how to make a girl wait."
"I'm worth the wait," I replied with a coy smile.
Pushing me slightly, she stepped back and turned to look over the caravan that was in tow. Three cows and a bull, plus seven curious looking fuzz balls of liveliness that could melt any sentient creature's heart. There was also a mound of furs and hides piled high on top of my make-shift sled, though I figured that wasn't very important to her.
The kittens were of course, the singular focus, as they instantly caught her eye. As she focused her gaze on them and forgot all about me, I felt a little jealous.
I wanted to continue where we had left off, but the kittens were winning.
Pulling her back in, I put my arms around her waist and tried to get her attention, but she wasn't having any of it. She didn't break her gaze from the forest cats that were perched on the back of the cows, clearly more interested in what I brought, than me, myself. That was a little depressing, in itself.
"You can wait," she said after pushing me aside. "I'm more than worth it."
Ah, I guess my attempt to be coy, backfired.
I laughed, silently in my head, so as to ensure that I wouldn't earn her wrath or dig myself into a deeper hole. The last thing I wanted, was for the gifts to become apologetic in nature rather than as a reward and out of good faith. They were the best companions I could have asked for, and Selene was a little special at the moment.
Even if she was an NPC with an Artificial Intelligence, she was special.
They had grown on me, both of them really.
"What are these things?" she asked as she picked one up and held it in her arms.
"They're Northern Forest Cats, barely a few months old now," I answered without restraint. "Pick one, they're for you and Katherine, and the rest I'll probably breed and give out as gifts, or sell if the price is right."
Selene had started to giggle as the kitten mewed and pawed at her finger, clearly enjoying each other's company. There were a lot of ways to soften a woman's heart, and a cute and cuddly animal was one of them.
The mission, was a success.
"I get to pick one?" she asked, somewhat dubious of me as she raised an eyebrow.
"Did you want to pick two?" I countered with a grin.
"No, no� one is enough," she replied as she turned around and started to walk towards the village. "I think I'll keep him, I'll name him Mewers."
"Ah, Barkley and Mewers," I mumbled a bit as I ushered the bovines to follow. "I think, I'm beginning to understand your naming scheme now."
"Is there a problem, Sir Sigurd?"
"Ah, no, not at all Miss Selene," I said with a bit of a concealed laugh.
Yeah, there was no problem here.
Silence filled the air once more as we began to head towards the village.
"Walk slowly if you will," she said after a minute had passed. "Katherine's request, she wishes for me to slow your advance, so she can tidy up, to be presentable and what have you. It wouldn't do if you arrived too soon now."
"Is that so?" I asked with a feigned innocence. "What is that silly woman thinking."
"You very well know the answer to that," Selene replied, somewhat seriously.
"Quite right you are� I'm not really sure what to do about it."
She stopped for a second as she turned to face me, clearly wanting to make sure I heard her correctly. "If you keep pushing Kate away, I'm afraid she will lose all confidence in herself� the least you could do, well, I think you know what I mean."
What, was that supposed to mean.
Elaborate, please.
I wanted to ask, but the gist of it sounded like I should not turn her advances away and actually accept them� that, didn't sound right. Was she encouraging a harem? Was she in league with these developers, or did they code that into their personalities as a way to free up the polygamist route for players to pursue.
This was all insane to me.
As much as I wanted to though, I wouldn't dare ask her to describe to me in detail what she was requesting. She didn't seem to enjoy saying it as her face wore a complicated expression, one that seemed torn by her decision. If my intuition was right, Selene was stuck between being a good friend and wanting to monopolize me for herself, the latter of which was perfectly reasonable.
I was on the same page, until now.
Now, I was confused.
As I was busy thinking, I didn't even notice that Selene had crept up beside me.
"Oh, I nearly forgot," Selene said with a devilish grin.
With the kitten in one arm, she twisted to the side and put the other arm around my neck, hooking me forward and down into her. A deep, passionate kiss followed as she took the initiative and left me speechless. Then just as quickly, with her lips near my ear, she whispered seductively, "welcome home."
I think my heart skipped a beat.
Yeah, it was good to be home.



Chapter 54: A Simple Village
(Wednesday, July 28th Game Day / Thursday, March 11th Real Day)
A man could get used to days like these.
Lying out on the river bank with Selene by my side, Katherine was a ways away, asleep in the warmth and comfort of the cabin with the kittens and Barkley for company.
Selene and I had snuck out for a little fresh air and privacy, wanting to enjoy the late night skyline before it turned to day. A few days had passed since I returned, and I had been strangely pushed into accepting Katherine's flirtatious advances as if it were a normal thing while Selene and I continued on.
It was a weird situation, but it made both parties happy.
Happy for now, at least� there was no telling when this silly plan of Selene's would backfire. But, so long as things continued as they were, I wouldn't mind it.
Yeah, as long as they were happy, I could bear with it.
Lying on my back, I stared up at the partial moon peeking through.
The moon was barely visible behind the clouds out here, which was a bit disappointing as the aurora was obscured as well, but it wasn't all that bad. If every night was a great night for stargazing then it probably wouldn't be quite as special.
So in a way, I guess there was a silver lining for future evenings.
Well, not everything was a waste actually.
It was a cold summer night out, which meant Selene was snuggled up to me, nice and tight, in order to keep warm. She wasn't exactly a soft girl, seeing how in-shape and athletic she was, nor did she have the curves to flaunt either, but she was still feminine.
Having her next to me, was a comforting thing.
Holding her, was a simple pleasure.
Something I had been missing in my real life.
There was a chance, that I might have broken my own rule.
I was starting to get attached to an Artificial Intelligence. There weren�t any real feelings, but I could tell that I enjoyed her presence more than normal� what worried me, were that future feelings might be seriously developing.
An emotional connection with a Non-Player Character� was odd.
A few years ago, I might have even called someone who fell for that sick.
Now, I was falling into that trap.
"What are you thinking about?" she asked, calmly and quietly as she stared up at me. Keeping her hands on my chest, she played with her fingertips and ran them up and down, teasing me as she waited for a reply.
"Nothing important," I replied, somewhat a lie; mostly to myself.
Leaning in and giving her a kiss on her forehead, I looked up at the sky once more as the darkness began to fade. The sun would rise any minute now, as light began to cross over the edge. Soon, it would be a bright sunny day.
I wasn't used to it, and it came faster than expected.
Yeah, that was life, though.
"Long day ahead," I mumbled to myself.
"Again?" asked Selene as she buried her face into my arm. "Do you never take a day off� you've been working all day, every day, since you returned from your journey."
No, I couldn't take a day off.
Not when I was behind schedule, with a lot of work needing to be completed.
As the sun finally broke past the mountain tops and shined light onto my world, I knew it was time to get started. There were plans and I intended to carry them out, without fail. My village was going to become a town, soon enough.
Standing up slowly, Selene tugged at my arm and brought me back to the ground, giving me a quick peck before finally releasing me. She was dangerous� if this continued, I would be falling for an NPC.
Maybe it was already too late.
I gave her a smile, a fake one though, as I worried over how realistic her AI was.
Ah, nothing was ever easy with me.
Oh well.
By the time I made it back to the village the majority of the NPCs were already awake and hard at work. My first stop, was going to be the blacksmith. There were two of them, but I heard they picked up another one, a child that showed some aptitude.
It was interesting, how it worked, really.
Through the NPC-Recruiter, I was able to draft numerous Non-Player Characters for� a relatively low cost but in order to get the best available, I took on some baggage in the form of tag-along NPCs such as spouses and children. It didn't bother me too much, as it filled out the village. I also figured most of them would be dead weight in the scheme of things. I mean, a child couldn't be expected to produce.
That's what I thought.
And I was completely wrong there.
Everyone ended up carrying their own weight quite well, far beyond my expectations. To the point, honestly, that I felt guilty about doubting their self-responsibility and efficacy.
The children surprised me the most.
If they were old enough, they helped with the farm work on the two parcels of land across the river, helping to set up and maintain the crops. For those that weren't quite up to par in physical ability yet, they spent their time with the fishermen on the river banks, helping pull nets and other such minor work that mostly kept them busy.
Sure, they brought in some fish too, but mostly, they weren't in the way.
A select few children though, were picked up as apprentices.
When I recruited the NPCs originally, I focused on the best available, ensuring that their potential ratings were the highest along with good personality quirks. Maybe through transference, those positive thoughts were passed along to the children, along with the ability to seemingly fetch out the most-skilled children out of the bunch.
I couldn't tell the children apart, let alone see which one had potential.
Yet, they could.
The NPCs were doing the work for me.
They were building up Dragon's Breach without my guidance, and the results weren't disagreeable, not in the least. Yeah, I was quite happy with what had transpired.
When I left, all of the minor buildings had been completed, and a few others were constructed while I was gone. They all fit the same style, so the village still looked aesthetically pleasing to my eyes.
A shipyard with a nearly complete Longship was at the edge of the river, while a palisade had been erected around the entirety of the village, along with a rampart just behind the walls to allow some of the warriors to patrol the edge in relatively safety and with improved vision. The blacksmith's shop had long been completed and was expanded while I was gone, along with� a small shop for the leatherworker and weaver too. There was also a tavern now, with imported ale that was brought by the trade master who ran a small trade post attached to the tavern.
The fishermen had a small dock by the shipyard as well, with a small row boat that doubled as a fishing boat and a transport to cross the river and reach the farm on the other side. All in all, everyone was settled in quite nicely. I almost forgot about the herbalist slash apothecary, but her craft was a mystery to me. Supposedly, she could make tonics, potions and such, but she lacked ingredients and experience.
I wanted to help her out� but yeah.
Her profession was unknown to me, and there was little I could do to help her without having to invest considerable time to learn the ins and outs. She would have to find her own way, unfortunately.
Although I couldn't help the apothecary, I could help the others.
Standing outside of the blacksmith's workshop while peering through a window cutout, I could see the two NPCs that I had recruited plying their trade. With their apprentice off to the side, handing them materials as needed, the extra hand was learning on the job.
Entering the shop, I knocked lightly as I came in.
"How is it coming along?" I asked somewhat enthusiastically as I entered through the doorway. "Looks like you're making some steady progress."
"Ah my liege, welcome," replied Ansgar with a slight bow.
"Eh, Sigurd is fine," I interjected before he could continue, wanting to get rid of all the odd titles that the NPCs had been calling me. Even with Katherine, it was my liege and my lord, then it turned into master� after a while, I gave up. But with these new NPCs, I wanted to iron out the practice before it caught on.
"Ah, yes, my apologies," he said, followed by another slight bow. "We have made some progress, as you have noticed. At first we had some issue with melting down the swords, but your assistance with the bloomery has proved quite fortuitous."
"And what of the crucible, has there been any progress there?"
To this, Enok replied, "um no Sir, it has thus far proven too difficult for my skills."
"Is that so," I said with a frown. "That's alright, in time."
Ansgar was the 9.4/10 potential, twenty-four year old level four NPC that I recruited, the one that came with two children and a young wife. He was now level six, but was progressing rather slowly. Without the materials to practice his craft, he was limited to menial tasks such as providing iron nails for the Longship.
The other blacksmith that I recruited was Enok the eighteen year old male. He was the 9.1/10 potential, lowly level zero with no tag-along NPCs. I considered him an amazing steal at first, with his only negative aspect being his level. Now after some time, I have come to realize that there were little to no drawbacks to having a family. At least out here in the wilderness with plenty of space and food.
Perhaps, in a crowded town, those were larger negatives.
Not here though� out here, it was inconsequential.
The two of them had been working together but I decided to have Enok spend extra time on the crucible. It was possibly the most important aspect to this blacksmith workshop going into the future, seeing as it allowed for the possibility of high-grade steel. In the past, there was such a thing as Damascus steel, by far the greatest steel of the timeframe, and there were a very select few who could utilize it properly to forge weapons of incredible strength and durability.
Historians roughly say that the Vikings had one sword maker, around the 900-1000 AD period that had perfected the work. Producing high-quality steel swords on par with weapons seen five hundred years in the future. With a manufacturing process lost to the ages, and not seen again until almost the 1700s, he or she, or them, were considered the very best the world over at the time.
A steel sword strong enough to withstand the rough nature of a battle without shattering or warping, keeping the user alive while his opponents' weapons broke mid-fight. Life or death could be decided not by skill but by quality of equipment.
I knew very little of how an ancient crucible worked, but I had an idea.
The process wasn't that difficult if generalized� of course in practice, that was an entirely different thing. I lacked the skills, to work metal.
I was no blacksmith.
They were, though.
No one in this game had true manufactured steel yet.
Not a single NPC or Player.
What was available, was accidental steel.
I was hedging my bets here, putting my faith into these two NPCs that they could figure it out if I gave them the right direction. They had the skills or would develop them overtime with due diligence, all I needed to do, was support them.
Building a bustling town or city with a strong agriculture and production industry was a goal, but there was no telling if I could actually corner any market share. There were bound to be hundreds if not thousands of other players thinking the same way.
My situation was slightly better due to my location.
Out here in the desolate wastelands, where my competition wasn't nearly as fierce and my resources were seemingly endless, I was sitting pretty. Yet even so, I needed a fallback plan, something that could be a homerun if pulled off.
Letting Enok experiment with the crucible while Ansgar toiled away with the more basic forge works, allowed me some flexibility going forward. If Enok failed, Ansgar would be well on his way to becoming an excellent smith. If Enok was successful though, Ansgar could be brought up to speed and the possibility of controlling all of the steel in-game would make me incredibly rich for a time.
Sure, all things come to an end, and the riches would only be temporary, as the cash flow would eventually slow and cease as others caught on, but for a time, I could make a fortune. The principle was the same as the masks by the dungeon town, capitalizing on a booming market before others are aware or able, and pulling out before any loss is incurred.
"Keep at it Enok, you'll get the hang of it," I said after some time, intending to bolster the young man's self-esteem rather than disparage and discourage. "Though, when do you believe you can start producing weapons, Ansgar?"
"Ahh I don't know, maybe after a few more days of practice here."
"Instead of a sword, do you think you can make an axe now?" I asked calmly.
Ansgar started to scratch his beard as he looked over the shop, trying to gather his thoughts. Eventually, he started nodding to himself as if he were starting to piece things together, then he finally replied, "I believe I can start crafting axes within a day."
 "The warriors are all carrying worn-out, brittle axes that should be replaced as quickly as possible," I stated clearly but kindly, not wanting to pressure him too much. "I believe there's enough iron in those three-hundred plus scrap swords to make at least forty quality axes, preferably of the two-handed variety."
"Would you have me focus on the axe production as well?" interjected Enok with an innocent look on his face, befitting his young age.
"I'll leave that up to you two," I answered with conviction.
 Another twenty minutes passed as we talked shop and the two showed me what they had been working on, to which I intently listened and watched, mostly out of interest and a desire to learn. What they were making were the basic of the basics, but everyone had to start somewhere.
By the time I finished my visit and walked back outside, the sharp pangs and clangs of metal hammering on metal could be heard resounding off the log cabins and other wood buildings nearby. It was a noisy business, but it was a necessary one.
My next stop was the leather worker, then the shipbuilder, the tavern, the lodge, the weaver, and then a short visit with the warriors, too.
It would be a long day indeed.



Chapter 55: A Quick Hunt
(Friday, August 6th Game Day / Sunday, March 14th Real Day)
A small creek, maybe three feet wide and no more than a foot deep had led the way. The soft sounds of water trickling and running off the short falls were calming, but did little to appease my worsening mood. It felt, like I had been tricked into a goose chase.
Katherine paced at my side while Selene stayed slightly ahead, with the source of the creek being our intended destination.
Supposedly, there was a dungeon there.
The problem, was the trip had taken more than two hours and there was no end in sight. They were eager to show me this natural cave system that they had found, filled with creatures that weren't quite as natural.
Goblins, I thought.
That idea was wrong, though.
The creatures were hairy, rodent-like, and a bit smaller in stature than a goblin. They also didn't rely on melee weapons like the hourglass-eyed goblins, rather, they utilized magic. That was all the girls would tell me, which left a lot to the imagination.
Of course, I was curious.
When they asked me if I wanted to check it out, I couldn't refuse.
Well, after nearly two hours of walking, I was bored.
I had finished my journey from the south a few days back� and yet here I was, on another mini-journey out into the wilderness. Surrounded by trees as far as the eye could see, with a mountain range off in the distance that appeared to be the same size no matter how long we walked.
"Katherine," I bemoaned, while tilting my head towards her. "How far away is this place exactly� it doesn't seem like we'll be reaching the end of this creek anytime soon."
"We're almost halfway there," cut in Selene before Katherine could reply.
"Half," I said with a slight laugh. "Hah, you girls, why didn't you tell me how far we would be traveling before we set out� 'oh it's just a short walk,' you said."
"You're being rather incorrigible Sir Sigurd," replied Katherine with a nudge.
"Ah, you've finally dropped the 'master' act?" I asked with delight. "Now, drop the sir part next, and my spirits will undoubtedly rise! Progress, at last!"
"Humph, master is terribly impertinent today," she retorted as she sped up her walking pace to catch up to Selene, leaving me behind.
"You may turn back at any time," stated Selene somewhat coldly.
Yeah, right.
They had pulled me away from my duties for this plan of theirs.
My mood had soured, I merely wanted it to be over and done with as soon as possible now. I needed to gather more furs, as I had a scant amount of time left before the Longship would be finished, no more than two days really. As soon as that was done, my trade voyage to the eastern elven territories would begin.
I needed to prepare.
These devious women, luring me with vague descriptions of a dungeon and promises of a quick and fun trip into the forest� it was neither quick nor fun. If one wanted to waste a few hours with two attractive women in the middle of the forest, I would think, a walk by itself would be the last on the list.
Well, it was, what it was.
The sun was beginning to set in the distance, as the mountain range to the west of us created a low creeping shadow that seemed to fill in the void behind us. As we continued on our trek east, the shadow slowly caught up and then soon overshot our little expedition of three, as we found ourselves enveloped in the darkness of the night.
With hardly a moon to speak of, the night was unbearably dark.
Katherine had retreated to the safety of my arm as Selene, perhaps somewhat jealous, occupied the other. The three of us slowed our pace as we walked along the water's edge, following only the sounds of the creek. In the absence of light, the creek was our salvation, that which provided us the direction that we otherwise lacked.
Howls filled the air, of beasts both familiar and unfamiliar to my ears.
Loud, piercing cries of predators beyond the wolves and bears I was more accustomed to, breaking past the canopy of the forest as the occasional startled bird flew by. The sudden flap of wings in the night only served to spook us, as we continued on.
We were deep into the forest now, in a part I had never ventured to at any point before. The ladies had supposedly traversed this route recently, but to call it a path well-traveled would be foolishly misleading.
There was no doubt in my mind, that this part of the forest was different.
A rustle of leaves to the side had me raise an arm and open my palm with expectations of lightning and death soon to follow. Except, it was only a rabbit, nervous and agitated by our sudden presence it remained still for a moment, only to disappear through the bush whence it came. It scurried away, perhaps in fear of us but more likely due to the strange creatures that occupied the night� either way, it didn't really matter.
More howls followed, ones I couldn't place as the sounds of wolves and bears had long since vanished. A splash in the creek caused a nervous twitch in my neck as I turned to scan the water, eyes darting up and down, left and right, hoping to catch something. Only, to witness another splash and the glimmer of a fish's scales, as it broke the water's surface in some imagined attempt to feast.
No, I wasn't imagining anything.
These events were transpiring before our very eyes, unnerving us at every step.
No one dared to talk, afraid to give away our position.
What we were afraid of, was hard to say.
We continued on though, with our destination the singular focus. Whether we encountered a strange beast in the night or made it there safely, was neither here nor there. The likelihood of some such occurrence happening was high, but it wasn't on our minds. The noises got to us, the darkness worsened it, but we weren't worried about the creature that would come.
It was the atmosphere.
The scene, was bothering us.
Another hour passed, as a late night fog started to roll in.
It was cold, damp, discomforting.
The girls were clutching at my arms, chests pressed into me not only for warmth but for a sense of security� I welcomed it, as it reassured me as well. Their actions were unnecessary though, for they were my equals in combat.
Yet, despite our prowess� a sudden attack, of bared fangs and glowing eyes, jaws opened and ready to snap, claws extended and raised, all appearing in an instant from behind the curtain� put a little fear into our hearts, and minds.
Then a crack in the clouds appeared, slim, yet enough.
Moonlight shone down like a beacon, breaking up the veil that had completely surrounded us as the fog that could only be felt, could now be seen. Visibility remained poor, as our vision turned from the absence of color to an odd rendition of the culmination of all colors. The white fog that permeated our entirety, had us completely encompassed.
The fog seeped and oozed throughout the forest as far as our eyes could see. Though, as far as we could see, was no more than the hand extended out in front of the face. A lack of visibility, replaced with visibility lacking distinction.
We were in no better place now, than we were before.
And as we walked, the noises shifted again.
No longer were there strange howls, shrieks, and cries� now, we could hear squeaking. An odd, squeaking, as if they were communicable sounds. A language, perhaps. That's what it sounded like, and soon, that awkward indiscernible language had filled the air.
All around us, squeaking and hissing.
High-pitched noises of an odd sort; disturbing, was what it was. Bolstered by the silence of the night, the voices carried further than they should. The noises grew louder as we continued to walk, step by step.
Inching forward with weapons drawn, we were expecting something.
The voices had encircled us, at some point unbeknownst to us.
Yeah, we were surrounded.
By the time we realized it, it was far too late.
The fog was still dense, and despite the clouds parting a bit, the increased moonlight hardly helped as the light simply refracted in the fog to a useless degree. All we could do, was listen intently to the sounds of the footsteps that circled about.
"If things get bad," I whispered as calmly as I could, while taking a step forward. "Abandon me and retreat, alright? No questions, just do it, if it gets to that point."
Selene had her bow drawn but it wouldn't be of much use, while Katherine had her hands up and at the ready, waiting for a chance to cast her holy magic. As for me, I was equipped with my halberd, having left my axe and shield at home.
Against an unknown enemy, I would have preferred a shield.
And then my ears perked up at a sound, distinctly different from the rest.
The sharp but quiet, audible resonance of ice, mushing and grinding together� the sounds of a [Frost Bolt] being formed. Countless hours in a dungeon next to a man casting the very same thing had alerted me to what was happening past the thick fog. Beyond what we could see, were creatures casting frost bolts� not one, not two, not three, four, five, or six� at least a dozen frost bolts, coming from every direction.
"Follow me, quickly!" I yelled as I broke into a run and charged straight ahead.
There was only a second before their casts would complete, and as my voice left my body and reached my companions' ears, the first wave of frost bolts hit.
"Get down!"
Swinging my halberd in a wide arc, I met two frost bolts head on with the axe-head as an ice-cold frosty mist sprayed over me, only to get hit from behind as one had found its mark. My back, covered in frost, had stiffened due to the cold as my mobility had been slightly reduced. Taking a quick glance behind me, the girls had both been hit as well, twice for Katherine and once for Selene.
Continuing with my advance, I charged through the dense white fog with halberd held high above and behind me, ready to swing down at a moment's notice. How the creatures could figure out our location in the midst of this fog, was beyond me, but if they were casters, we needed to get into melee.
Not more than two seconds had passed as I came across the first of the creatures and let my halberd down with an exhale as my shoulders and chest went to work. Cutting deep into the hairy rodent's collarbone and straight through to its stomach, I pulled the halberd back as the three foot tall mutated rat collapsed to the floor, partially split in two.
"What the fuck is this thing," I muttered as something caught the corner of my eye.
Twisting and ducking to the ground, three frost bolts flew over my head and off into the distance, as another two impacted with a thud behind me. Rolling onto my back and looking to where Selene and Katherine were standing, they had both been hit again.
"Dodge that shit!" I yelled as they look startled and confused.
Katherine snapped out of it first, and began to heal herself as Selene started to shoot arrows off into the fog, hoping that the rats had yet to shift their positions. Standing back up, I ran in a circular direction as I attempted to find the other rats, watching and looking for the soft glow of their hands.
Another two seconds, another wave of frost bolts shot by, towards Selene and Katherine as I had moved out of the line of fire. In that moment, I was able to trace a frost bolt back and thrust my halberd out, spear-tip first until it made contact with something squishy. Taking another step forward and digging my heel in, I pushed again and twisted as one of the humanoid rats screamed in pain. Pulling my halberd and simultaneously leaping to the side, a second rat was trying to escape as I hooked it with the backside of the halberd's head, dragging it back into me.
The creature turned its beady eyes up to me, locking eyes with me as fear took over. It wanted to run,� tried to run, but I simply grabbed it by the throat and shot a lightning bolt straight into its body. Dropping the lifeless corpse to the floor, I started to sprint again as another wave of frost bolts were shot erratically in every which direction.
They were breaking ranks, and were obviously starting to panic.
Easily avoiding the frost bolts that came my way, I traced their trajectories back to their origins and increased my pace. Sprinting through the fog with my halberd parallel to the ground, I was charging with spear-tip at the ready.
A pair of glowing hands in the distance became my target, as the soft white-blue glow gave the rat away. Without bothering to slow down I ran straight through the creature as I impaled it on the end of my weapon, only stopping to discard the body with a flick of the tip.
Squeals could be heard as they started to communicate, but the interjecting screams of the rats I found only created more confusion. Eight rats were dead or maimed now, and as I found myself next to Selene and Katherine, my heart nearly stopped.
Somehow, Katherine had taken far too many frost bolts and was at death's door. Unable to cast due to the constant onslaught of spells impacting her body, and without the agility to dodge, she was a sitting duck stuck with spell rebound. I looked at Selene, who was at nearly full health while shooting her bow randomly into the fog.
She was useless.
And then a glimmer to the side, from the corner of my eye once again, two frost bolts headed straight towards Kate. I was too far to block with my weapon, too far to reach by foot. She was at least eight feet away as I whispered to myself, "Flash Step."
In a literal flash, my corporeal body transformed into pure energy and traversed the distance between us as a bolt of lightning, only to rematerialize in front of Kate as I threw my arms out and turned my back.
The sudden impact of two solid frost bolts connecting and exploding against my back sent a chill through my spine and into my chest as the wind was knocked from me. Leaning against Kate with arms wrapped around her, Selene turned to look, only to see that she had been oblivious to the state of affairs.
Grabbing Kate, I picked her up in my arms and started to run in the opposite direction. Selene followed, not knowing what else to do as frost bolts flew past us. There were only three or four rats left, but I needed to get to safety.
Katherine was cold, nearly frozen as her health was reaching critical levels.
She would die without a heal soon.
After twenty seconds of running, I set her down and told her what to do.
"Heal yourself, quickly," I stated with urgency. "I'll shield you."
Understanding the situation, her hands began to glow a dim golden-white.
Selene stood at the rear, her face clearly pained.
"Holy Light!" said Kate after a few seconds had passed, as a golden-white beam of light engulfed her and brought her back to stable levels.
"Heal to full, I think they've retreated."
Scanning the fog to the best of my ability while maintaining position over Kate, there were no signs of movement or of any frost bolt headed our way. Though it was hard to be sure, as the visibility was still piss poor.
Ten seconds passed as Kate healed everyone to full and nothing else had transpired.
As far as I could tell, we were safe for now.
It looked, as if things were over.
A few minutes came and went as we cautiously loitered about, waiting and watching for movements. Mostly, we listened for the squeaks and squeals of those deformed rats.
Nothing ever came though.
Eventually, the sun began to rise and the fog started to part, revealing our location to us once and for all. The reality, was somewhat strange.
We had reached our destination.
And we didn't even know it.
The creek was only fifty feet away and the mountain side was an equal ways off to the east of us. The cave system that the two had mentioned, was visible in plain sight. The corpses of the weird rats were littered about in front of the cave, as everything started to make sense to me.
They attacked us, because we invaded their territory.
"So, we made it after all," I mumbled as I looked at Kate, who had fallen asleep in my arms. She was safe; comfortable with me around. Exhaustion had set in, so I didn't blame her for catching a wink of sleep.
Selene on the other hand, was clearly upset.
"Ah," I whispered to myself.
A lot of things were starting to make sense.
Selene wore the same expression when they went hunting a while back, and though she never explained why to me, Kate had later informed me that they had a close call. That Selene blamed herself for failing to protect Kate when faced with desperate odds against a pack of wolves. Selene wasn't good in dire situations, where her panic and fear could take over and cloud her judgment.
Yeah, I had seen it firsthand now.
She shot her bow well, was a proficient hunter, and was someone I could trust to hold the rear and continue to attack� she came through when we fought the village chief's henchmen. But, I also took every attack� not one was directed at her, and despite her continual pelting of arrows, I nearly died back then too.
Selene wasn't that reliable in a pinch.
She wasn't bad though, maybe a bit absent minded at times, was all.
It didn't really fit her serious persona, but that was natural.
Appearances often belie a person's true self.
"Let's rest, Selene, come here."
Beckoning her over, she sat down next to me as I opened an arm and brought her in.
The two of them could sleep while I watched over them.
There was no reason for her to worry over the past.
People aren't perfect, and it seems, even AIs aren't perfect either.



Chapter 56: Rattanorv
(Saturday, August 7th Game Day / Sunday, March 14th Real Day)
Letting out a yawn while stretching my jaw, I cracked my eyes open in order to take in the scenery before me. Selene was occupying the space between my left arm and my chest and was fast asleep, while Katherine had taken up residence on the right side, with her head resting on my shoulder, and my head, on top of hers. With my back against a tree, the three of us had napped rather peacefully during this mid-summer day.
Thoughts of rodent mutations were still on my mind, but I enjoyed the moment that was at hand, first and foremost. I was starting to wonder if I had chosen wrongly, having picked Selene over Katherine, as the latter had been steadily growing on me.
Well, even Selene told me to reciprocate some of Katherine's advances, less she lose all her womanly self-confidence. Knowing her past, I sort of understood it� but these were NPCs. They were realistic, far too realistic really, with their advanced Artificial Intelligences. Yet even with such evidence staring me in the face, I was hard-pressed to believe that she would be scarred if I turned her down.
That seemed rather, improbable, to say the least.
I wasn't looking for a harem anyways, or a three-way, triangle-anything.
Eh, it was a complicated matter� one that I didn't want to deal with.
The area we had ended up in was awfully beautiful, despite the perilous journey that preceded it. At the base of the eastern mountain range that separated my territory from an undisclosed neutral region, and with the elven territory a ways off on the other side, we were quite a distance from Dragon's Breach. It was at least fifty miles by the end of it, and I was a bit mystified that Kate and Selene had ventured this far out into the forest on some whim.
An odd thing, really.
Meh, who was I to question what two women did on their spare time.
Glancing around at the scenery, the trees were much larger here, and considerably greener as they were near a large source of water. At the base of the mountain were multiple creeks spreading out like a web, as the melting snow and ice trickled down the mountain and filtered out through the forest.
Dragon's Breach sat at the end of all these creeks, streams, and rivers and was quite lively in its own right, but the source was a bit different.
Lush grass and green foliage throughout, this isolated area had been largely undisturbed. Humans didn�t travel this far out, only animals and beasts. This area was truly a secluded one, far more so than my village.
That was something we could all enjoy.
Listening to the soft sounds of rushing water all around, the creeks weren�t such fast movers to be loud. If one walked hurriedly, they would miss out on the soothing, ambient music of nature itself. A gentle mountain breeze, kept one cool under the shade of a tree, while the sounds of nature relaxed one's mind. The lack of outside influence, allowed one to let go of his or her inhibitions as well.
And at that moment, I almost kissed Katherine.
She had woken up and turned her eyes up towards mine, with lips slightly apart, while breathing lightly on my neck. Those tri-colored eyes of hers, with an inner deep green ring blended with an outer light blue ring, split across by a soft dark gray that spread out with a light splatter� they were captivating.
A mixture of colors that a description couldn't do justice, green and blue from a distance, yet with the intermixed grays up close� a spectacular arrangement of color.
When Katherine wanted to be seductive� well, no one held a candle to her.
Even with Selene asleep under my left arm, I wanted Katherine.
That was wrong.
Quickly kissing Kate on the forehead to dispel my thoughts, I then hugged her tightly and turned to stare at the sun directly above. It was partially blocked by the canopy of the trees, but it gave me something else to look at.
Kate buried her head into my chest, possibly blushing or potentially harboring her own desires. I didn't know which it was nor did I dare to check. She was far too tempting, and that was a risky proposition.
I needed to get up, before the situation devolved any further.
Nudging Selene awake was my first step. I then slowly stood up as the girls got back to their feet and gathered their belongings, none the wiser to my internal plight.
"Ah, now that we're rested," I started to explain, while not risking making eye contact with either female. "Shall we give that dungeon a go? Revenge for their sneak attack last night, and to instill a little fear into those mutated things?"
 Nothing quite like a dungeon grind to distract one's inner thoughts.
"No?" I asked, while looking at the girls that were standing idly by.
They seemed bothered by the previous night's events, and stayed silent.
"Alright, we're going in," I declared with some conviction. "You two stay behind me, as long as I'm in front and we're fighting in narrow rooms, you two will be safe."
"Do you mean to fight, those things?" asked Katherine with a slight frown.
"They're weak, I'll show you," I stated, hoping to convince them with little effort.
Selene had yet to say anything, which was unusual for her as she often interrupted to throw out some witty or sarcastic line of some sort. Her silence, was uncharacteristic of her. She must be afraid of failing again� I, could understand that.
As someone who fails far too often, I understood where she was coming from.
Because of that, I also knew that the best remedy was to move forward.
"I trust you Sir Sigurd but� it was, dangerous, last time," Kate uttered hesitantly.
"They caught us by surprise with no visibility, it won't be difficult this time."
No longer wanting to discuss the same topic over and over, I grabbed Kate's arm and wrapped my other arm around Selene's waist as I dragged them both with me. Selene was in a poor mood, but we would fix that with some confidence-boosting action in this Open Dungeon.
Stepping through the cave entrance, there was no portal here that separated the two worlds like the Static Dungeon where the Outcast Goblins were located. That was an "instanced" dungeon, something that never changed and was always there, simply requiring a reset related to a timer. These Open Dungeons, were free and randomly populated by the creatures that existed within the game.
After clearing an Open Dungeon, there was no telling what would show up next.
It very well could repopulate with the exact same creatures, but that wasn't a guarantee. Also, as far as the information from the Alpha and Beta phases of the game went, it could take a few days for an Open Dungeon to fill up compared to the one-hour hard reset after all players had left a Static Dungeon.
The first thing I noticed when stepping into the cave, was the smell.
It didn't smell like puke and urine� though, it still smelled like urine.
Rat piss, is what it reminded me of.
"Eh, wonderful," I muttered, as I flared my nostrils and blew out a puff of air somewhat noisily. "You girls brought your scarfs right? I suggest wearing them now."
They must have been marking their territory, with how odorous it was.
The cave system was quite different thankfully, as it appeared to have small cracks and open spots in the ceiling that allowed sunlight to directly shine through. It wasn't much really, and it didn't have the same ambiance as a bunch of scattered torches, but it was nice in its own little way.
My shadow stayed put behind me, rather than leaving me to dance awkwardly along the domed ceiling like the previous dungeon. There was a fresh breeze as well, that carried cooler air through the cave and aided in drying the place out. The cave, so far at least, was far from damp and dank.
All pluses, in my mind.
Continuing into the cave system, the passageways weren't uniform and resembled large cracks in the mountainside, which was most likely the actual case. Gray slabs of massive rocks that formed the base of the mountain, split here and there in such a way as to provide a natural cave. This was far from a man-made structure.
It was actually, kind of neat.
The further we traveled, the darker it became but it was never too dark to see.
With my halberd lowered and ready for a quick thrust, I kept my pace as I turned each and every corner. Slowing and shortening my steps, I walked as quietly as I could, while listening intently to the sounds of rats echoing in the distance.
We were coming upon� them, and they would be in range, at any moment.
I was eager for my revenge.
Stopping for a split-second to gather myself before turning the last corner, the mutated rats could be heard on the other side chattering away with their odd language. I raised my halberd above my head, utilizing it like an axe and stepped forward.
Turning the corner with an inhale, I held my breath as I prepared to swing down on some pitiful creature when a frost bolt hit me dead center in the chest. Staggered from the sudden blow, another frost bolt flew towards my face as I batted it away with a quick swing. The frost exploded in a mist and distorted my vision for a millisecond, as the rats in the distance turned tail and retreated back down into the darkness of the cave.
"What the," I whispered to myself, unsure if my eyes were playing tricks.
They retreated� after launching a surprise counter attack?
"Save your mana Kate, heal me when I'm low," I said to the girl whose hands had started to glow. There was no reason for her to waste mana now, with a frost bolt only damaging me by about five-percent of my total health.
They were weak casts and weren't something to worry about in single digits� in waves though, they were frightening. The slowing effect had spread through my chest and into my shoulders as I stretched and attempted to warm up.
A few solid hits and I would nearly be frozen over, restricted in my movements to a pathetic degree. Frost or Ice magic, was primarily a crowd control school of spells. They outlasted you, stopped you in your tracks, and controlled the tempo of a fight.
That's how they won.
Yeah, ranged crowd control was the bane of physical melee players everywhere.
"Alright, let's follow them."
"Um, are you sure� that we should chase them?" asked Kate, clearly out of hope that I would change my mind once questioned.
Ignoring her, I made my way down into the darkness.
Inching forward one step at a time, the rats had gone silent with only the lingering smell of their dirty fur left as a clue to their location. The pungent odor hung in the air, disgustingly so, to the point where I let my nose lead. With my mask around my neck, I attempted to shift my senses. Eyes shut in the darkness, the loud echoes of our steps distracted slightly but the smell guided me as my outstretched arms ran along the edges of the interior walls.
A split in the rocks led to two distinct pathways, both heading downwards and into an abyss. All I knew, all I could know, was that the left path smelt slightly worse� and seemed, to contain a fresher odor. Taking the left path, the three of us continued down until we reached a large opening, a gigantic cavern of sorts.
Sunlight shone down through a large gaping hole in the ceiling as the large cavity that spanned an easy hundred yards in each direction was littered with smaller crags and boulders. Behind those smaller rocks that were at least ten to thirty feet tall, were the beady eyes of my prey. Peering at us from behind the safety of their rocks while hiding in the dim light of the cavern, they watched our every move.
And then, something I never expected, happened.
Filing out in a line from every single rock in the vicinity, a hundred rats had lined up with their hands held at their chests. Mouths began to move, as hands began to glow. A cold blue, whitish light had formed between their palms as frost collected and coalesced into the shape of a small ball. A hundred balls of frost, all at knee-height, in a singular line scattered across the entire cavern.
I didn't have the words.
Turning back and wrapping both Selene and Kate in an arm each, I looked ahead and thought of the two magic words that would save our hides, Flash Step. Only, nothing happened, and as I realized the issue I could hear the end coming.
I could hear the hundred-plus frost bolts being released as they cut through the air, and I knew what would happen if even a quarter of them hit. Without the time to even utter a word, I grabbed both women with all of my strength and threw them forward and onto the ground as I dove on top of them.
A blinding white explosion of frost soon covered us in our entireties. The impacts of numerous spells colliding and smashing into my body made me recoil and grimace as the pain shot through me. Heat dissipated entirely as the area around us began to freeze over. Only a second had passed, and I looked down at the two women beneath me as they appeared chilly but safe, then turned my head back to look at the rats once again.
Their hands were aglow, once more.
Nearly immobile from being hit countless times, I picked the girls up and trudged forward before the familiar noise hit my ears again. Repeating the process, I dropped to the ground as frost bolts impacted the walls around us and a few found their mark. The rats couldn't see the moment of impact, what with all of the explosions of ice.
That saved us.
They didn't know we were evading some of their spells.
My health though, was evidence that we didn't dodge them all.
"Run," I mumbled with what little strength I had left.
Kate turned and hesitated, not wanting to leave me as Selene got back up and began to sprint. I nodded once at Kate, and she understood. As both girls ran down the pass, I tilted my head back in order to see the wave of frost bolts coming.
It was glorious.
A dazzling array of blue and white.
Fluttering ice trails left behind in their wake, as the frost bolts traveled along the waves of the air. Simultaneous frost bolts, too numerous to count.
All headed my way.
Standing up with arms wide open, I embraced them.
All of them.
And then the world turned white, cold� and I struggled to breathe, but only for a split second. The pain disappeared and the white world turned black. The world before me morphed, twisted and shaped into one of odd grays and blues, hazy and wavy, blurry, amongst other things.
Yet again, I had died.
Another resounding success.
Staring at the sky, the river was moving east as I tried to make out the area I was in.
Graveyards in The Dragon's Wrath were generally limited to villages, towns, and cities. Out in the wilderness, that meant a death could lead to a corpse run of multiple hours. I didn't have multiple hours, and like I thought, I was back home.
Accepting the resurrection penalty, I resurrected in Dragon's Breach.
I was hours away from Kate and Selene now.
"Selene, did you two make it out?" I asked telepathically with the Soul Link.
"Yes we're outside now, are you still in there Sigurd?" she replied immediately.
"No, I'm back in Dragon's Breach," I stated somewhat angrily.
"What, how?" she questioned, reasonably. "You were behind us� how?"
Shaking my head, I quickly changed my gear at the cabin and went with the lightest outfit I could manage, only taking the small one-handed axe and a dagger for weapons.
Leaving the rest behind, I started to run.
"Take the creek back, I'll meet you soon."
"We will be fine, take your time," replied Selene after a slight hesitation.
It would be dark in two hours, and even though they would most likely be safe by themselves, I felt guilty. I was overconfident and figured we could take a few dirty rats, little did I know that they were far more intelligent than goblins.
They played me, like a fool.
Baited me and trapped me with my arrogance.
They weren't just rats after all, they had a name.
Rattanorv.



Chapter 57: The Trade Voyage
(Monday, August 9th Game Day / Monday, March 15th Real Day)
"Eindride, have you seen Roald anywhere?" I yelled out from the edge of the dock, having reached the end of my patience when it came to looking for the aloof trade master. Eindride was one of the two sailors that doubled as fishermen and had been prepping the ship for our first voyage along with a handful of others.
Roald, our trade master, was nowhere to be seen.
"I have yet to see him," answered Eindride with a boisterous shout that echoed off the stone walls a few feet away. "He has a knack for disappearing when it comes time to do the heavy lifting� always. His most dependable trait, as you know, Sigurd."
"Yeah," I replied quietly, with a nod for thanks.
We were already behind schedule, what with losing almost two days with the journey to the Rattanorv cave that ended in defeat. The girls made it about a third of the way before I met up with them, and the rest of the walk back was filled with random hunting to pass the time. It was a waste of precious daylight, but, I guess there was something gained from it.
In the end, I learned the location of a future Open Dungeon, solely for me.
Well, not solely, but no one else was likely to find it out here.
I mean, this was a wasteland� people didn't go on nature walks this far north.
Thinking of Selene, I decided to open up a line of communications to aid in my search. "Hey Selene, have you seen Roald anywhere? He's shirking his duties again."
"Ah he's by the cattle pen, talking to Kaia, I can see him," she replied.
"Perfect, watch him for me, will you."
The Soul Link was possibly the greatest tool ever when it came to Companions and ease of management. Without it, I'm not sure if I would ever leave their side, or let them leave mine. With it� we could live separate lives and they were only a beck and call away. The only issue thus far was that my Loyalty level with Katherine wasn't high enough to enable it. Her Trust and Affection were both quite high, but not nearly as high as Selene's.
A shame really, one that I wanted to remedy as soon as possible� even if it meant dropping my earlier vow of monogamy. I already broke my own rule on getting attached to an NPC� which� was sad.
Eh, who was judging anyway?
I mean, I wasn't exactly alone in my behavior.
Last I heard, the brothels were one of the most popular establishments in the game� my route, was a bit more pleasant. At least, that's what I told myself.
Off in the distance I could barely make out the shape of Roald and Kaia standing near the fenced in cattle. The heifers were nearly mature enough to conceive and Kaia was a new recruit, brought in specifically to raise and develop the livestock.
She was one of a handful of new recruits, actually.
After my return from the Outcast Goblin Dungeon, I was somewhat rich and had money to throw around. Before I set out, there were forty-four combat NPCs, forty of which were warrior-types while four were of the priest-type. The rest of the village was filled up with roughly sixty-some tradesmen and their families.
Now, the population of Dragon's Breach was at a hundred and thirty.
Utilizing the NPC-Recruiter, I picked up Kaia as my husbandry specialist, with her proficiency in Animal Husbandry a rather fantastic 9.3/10. She actually cost me quite a bit more than the others, as another player seemed to be interested in her specific talents as well. Through the bidding process, I ended up paying out eight-hundred copper� a good six-hundred more than what I paid for the other NPCs a little while ago.
It was expected, though.
NPCs would continue to increase in cost, as the game went on.
They were fundamental to the growth of a player village, town, or city, and as an essential commodity the rarity of a high quality NPC combined with a scarcity of numbers, led to an end result that was something fierce.
I was actually poor again.
Well, it was worth it.
"Hey Roald, funny seeing you here," I said loudly as I pat him on the shoulder, having successfully snuck up on him. Winking at Kaia, I greeted her as well.
"Good morning to you Kaia."
"Good morning Sigurd! We were just talking about the health of these little girls," she replied with a beaming smile as she pointed at one of the cows grazing nearby.
"Ah yes, I was inquiring if she needed any specific equipment� that she might have been lacking, you know," muttered Roald somewhat unconvincingly.
 "Yeah, that's great," I said with aplomb, the kind Roald was missing with his excuse. "Right, well Kaia, if you do need anything let Selene know and she will forward it to me. As for you Roald, your assistance is required aboard ship."
"Oh, I'll be sure to head over in a minute then," he stated with a characteristic grin.
"Good, I'll come with you," I retorted with a grin of my own.
"Ah� right, then."
"Yup."
Roald wasn't a bad man.
In fact, he was extremely trustworthy when it came to most matters� his problem, herein, was his penchant for flirting with women. He made his rounds, around the village, ensuring that he chatted up each and every single woman in the vicinity. Coupled with his desire to avoid manual labor and the guy was as good as gone when you needed him around.
Yeah, he was going to be escorted to the ship, less we decide to never leave.
"Come on, let's go," I said, after letting him get his parting lines out.
With the trade master in tow, the rest of the crew had already finished the preparations to depart. Eight warriors, plus two sailors, a trader, and myself, ready to sail to the Northeastern Elven territories, aboard a brand new Viking Longship of the Karvi class, or so I was told.
A smaller boat compared to the other longships, it featured twelve oars and enough space for a crew of around twenty. Tripling as a trade ship, war ship, or a fishing vessel, it was everything I needed all in one nice little package.
With the singular square sail attached to a single mast located amidships plus the twelve of us rowing, I was expecting travel speeds of at least 10 knots, or roughly 11 miles an hour along the coastline. That was fairly fast traveling in this game, and with an extremely shallow-draft hull, all we needed was a river around three feet deep at the center and we were good to go.
The Longship was light enough to carry, too.
Beach landings were a distinct possibility.
Rivers, coastline, or deep ocean trips in rough waters were all easily doable, and within range of the ships design. The North may have lacked resources and the population might have been less affluent, but technology was on our side.
I had, in my possession, one of the best naval ships of the time period, if not the very best. And as far as I knew, despite all the random non-time period items and buildings that had been put into the game, the majority of the technology was accurate.
Weapons were accurate, somewhat.
Armor, too.
It was entirely possible, for me to master the trade routes of the North by my lonesome. To turn Dragon's Breach into a true haven, a metropolis of the North. That was my goal, and the progress markers had been reached.
Now, I only needed to go ahead and take it.
"Let's set off, then," I said to the men that had taken their seats.
Sitting down on our wooden boxes that contained our personal items and with an oar in our hands, we were ready to head out. The wind was blowing east, right in the direction that we needed it to be.
Katherine saw me off, while Selene was nowhere to be seen.
A slight wave goodbye and we were gone.
Rowing with complete synchronization, the twelve us put our legs and backs into every pull as the Karvi slowly but steadily gained speed. Heading down the river with the outflow heading north towards the ocean, our speed gradually picked up to a point where we no longer needed to row.
Guiding the sixty foot boat down the river was of such relative ease that I nearly lost myself to a daydream, only to snap back to attention at the sound of a barking seal. If the thing was any closer, I probably would have clubbed it with my axe.
The little bastard.
Passing through the estuary provided us with quite a sight, as the natural habitat was teeming with life forms of all types. Dozens of species of birds flew about or walked along the water's edge, as countless schools of fish swam underneath. The mixed salt and fresh water created a brackish water environment, one that cultivated various types of marine organisms to the point that oysters and clams were easily visible from where I sat. One might pay for these types of views, on some kayak trip through a cove or a shallow reef, yet here, it was free.
Free for anyone willing to travel.
Enjoying the sights of marine life going about their day, I turned my attention to the small waves off in the distance. The incoming tidal forces were somewhat weak, as the flow of the river carried all the way out towards the mouth. And with a relatively flat sandy beach, the waves were inconsequential as we began to slightly roll over them.
Keeping the boat straight was paramount, and to not stop rowing was all that was required to get over the larger waves. I was glad, we weren't in a small boat.
If this were a twelve-footer, a rubber boat with a crew of six or seven� had we stopped paddling, or hit the surf at an angle, we would all be ditching into the blue.
That cold, deep, dark blue� it scared me.
The ocean was a powerful thing, and even if I was a proficient swimmer, more than proficient at it, a mistake or an accident would lead to a world of misfortune out here.
You had to respect the ocean, for you couldn't beat it.
To think I was on a boat despite my fear of drowning, well� at least it was a game.
A splash of water on my face nearly convinced me otherwise, though.
I didn't want to know how realistic drowning was in this game.
An hour and some change had passed by the time the wind had fully picked up. Our sail looked as if it had reached max effectiveness, as it filled to the brim without an inch of slack. I worried that the mast might break for a second, but I trusted the shipbuilder.
He was recruited by me anyhow, so I knew exactly how good he was.
With a full sail, we were starting to really fly.
I had no way of judging our knots, but I had read and seen that fifteen knots was considered readily achievable in the right conditions. That was something around seventeen miles per hour, and if those numbers were correct, this nearly two-hundred mile journey would be over and done with in a little less than half a day.
Twelve hours on a boat.
Well, at least I wasn't one to get seasick.
Kicking back and relaxing as our oars sat motionless, the men had engaged in idle chatter as I decided to browse the web. A week had passed since I left the Outcast Dungeon, yet no one else had claimed the fifth floor.
We were still the reigning champs there.
That was pretty neat.
Another hour had passed as my mind began to wander. There was nothing to do out here, and watching the coastline had grown boring after some time. Then it occurred to me, that I could take a nap.
Or in other words, log out.
The men would be fine without me, or at least I hoped they would.
Yeah, there was little reason for me to sit in this boat for another ten hours staring at the mountain walls along the coast. Two hours was plenty, they didn't look any different after an hour, anyways.
Yup, time was nigh for me to skedaddle.



Chapter 58: Establishing a Trade Route
(Thursday, August 12th Game Day / Tuesday, March 16th Real Day)
Ten hours had passed since we first set out on our voyage, eight hours of which I spent offline eating and sleeping. This wasn't quite fast-travel, what with it taking so many hours to cover the two-hundred or so miles, but it was automated travel.
As a consolation prize, that wasn't half bad.
It sure as hell beat pulling a sled for a week.
And finally, our destination was in sight.
The winds that blew east never let up the entire trip, so the men were well rested as we took in the sights along the way. The Elven Northeastern Region was a bit different from the North we called home.
Sailing southward up a series of small rivers, the climate was considerably warmer than the western side of the continent. We were at the very tip of this continent after all. The western region was our home, with the middle occupied by an undisclosed, undiscovered region, while the eastern edge had been settled by the elves.
The trees themselves, mostly Oaks of a rather frighteningly large stature, seemed as if they were alive with their branches spreading out and hovering about like tentacles in the air. The green foliage of their massive tops created complete dark zones underneath as the sunlight was hard-pressed to sneak through.
Easily twenty feet across the base and who-knows how tall in height, the trees were exceptionally large. Beautiful, yet scary at the same time. To be lost in these woods in the dead of night was not on my list of things to do.
There were, however, plenty of creatures.
As we passed rather quietly up the river, countless deer and elk were spotted grazing along the forest floor. A few uncharacteristic hoots from an owl seemed out of place in the middle of the day, but it kind of fit with the surroundings. Smaller creatures were abound as well, foxes and rabbits a staple, though the appearance of a weasel, a red squirrel, and a couple of beavers added some variety to the scenery.
This definitely wasn't the North.
I still disagreed with it being called a wasteland but, there was some truth to the term. We lacked diversity in relation to our animal population, at least compared to the other regions. Though, we also had the most diversity in terms of fish and sea life on the continent, so it all evened out in the end.
If anything, I was now convinced that fishing very well might be my meal ticket. Fresh seafood, if it was as realistic as the rest of the game, would be a delicacy that players could splurge on. Having some control over that market, maybe even running the export industry� hah, the possibilities were endless.
"Sigurd, a campsite is within distance," interrupted Eindride.
"Ah, it is as you say," I replied as I turned my attention to the small village that was probably more aptly termed a campsite. Ellieby's guild site, the land they had laid claim to and were slowly developing for fun. It� wasn't quite as impressive as I was hoping.
"We'll beach as closely as possible," I instructed as I grabbed an oar and began to aid in the steering. With twelve able-bodies, the ship was easy to control and navigate with as we came upon the campsite.
Slowing the ship down to barely a crawl, we landed on the beach with hardly a thud.
Hopping over the side and into the shallow water below, the river didn't even wet my knees. As I stood in maybe a foot of water, a few onlookers from the guild had come over to greet us.
Only, half of them turned away and walked off once they saw who I was.
That silly hunter and priest, they weren't too friendly with me.
"Sigurd, you made it!" yelled out Ellieby as she gingerly waved.
It was a bit odd, the enthusiastic greeting with the cautious wave, but I figured that had to do with her guild mates being apprehensive with my visit.
After all, I did just beach a sixty foot boat right up on their camp with a few NPC warriors in tow. If I was a hostile enemy, they would have been dead before they even knew it. I could have raided their little village and been on my way in the time it took to snap my fingers. That gave me some ideas, ones I would keep in the back of mind.
For future reference, was all.
Nothing nefarious.
"Ellieby, good to see you're doing well," I replied, returning the greeting with a light wave of my own. "Upgraded your gear too, I see."
"Yeah guy, I've been busy!" she said while beaming with pride, hands at her hips and chin held high. Without breaking a sweat, her face quickly changed to a curious expression as she threw her arms out. "So? What do you think? Its great isn't it?"
"Huh?" I asked, a bit lost.
"Oh you ass, you know what I'm talking about!"
"Ah, yes, cute location, great place," I replied with a mocking tone.
"Ahhh! Don't use my words against me!" she laughed out, not taking my words to heart. She often teased me, so I felt it was fair game to play with my words, too.
"Soooo� what the hell is this," she asked while pointing at the longship behind me.
"My little boat," I replied with a blank expression. "I thought I said I would visit with a small boat� did I tell someone else? Ah, my memory is sketchy."
"Psh, small boat huh, cocky asshole," she retorted with a grin.
The banter continued on for a little while, as we poked fun at each other while my crew unloaded the ship. After nearly thirty minutes, four massive piles of white rabbit, fox, wolf, and bear furs had formed roughly ten feet from the shoreline.
"Uhm, that's a lot, you know," said Ellieby with some hesitation in her voice.
"I think my exact words were-" I started to reply while trailing off a bit, trying to recall exactly what was said. "I'll be bringing a lot of goods, yeah, that was it."
"Whatever, that's got to be at least� how many are there?"
"Twenty-one bear furs, one-hundred and thirty-nine wolves, two-hundred and eleven foxes, and eight-hundred and two, rabbits," I listed off with nonchalance.
"Uh, I'm not that rich," she immediately shot back. "Are you crazy?"
"That's what bartering is for my dear," I replied with a wink. "I'm not expecting a straight cash sale here. There are goods in this area that I can't get on the other side."
She started waving her hands in the air, no doubt using the in-game calculator to run the numbers. Going by our pre-established rate, there was a minimum of fifty-four copper per wolf pelt, eight copper per fox, and three copper per rabbit.
That was around, at least eleven-thousand and six-hundred copper coins, or one-hundred and sixteen silvers, or if one wanted to get fancy, one gold coin and sixteen silvers. I'm not sure if anyone had actually seen a gold coin yet, so silver was the largest denominator in terms of currency at the moment.
Of course, I didn't factor in the price of the bear skins, since I didn't have an established value for those, yet. Either way, I was going to be a rich man once all of these goods were sold.
"I, don't even have enough in value if I traded you everything I own� how did you farm so much, and a personal boat? NPCs that follow you? Are those Companions?" she rambled off as she shook her head, completely confused by the situation at hand.
"No, never mind, I don't even, yeah," she continued to ramble nonsensically.
"If it would ease your mind, this doesn't all belong to me," I answered somewhat seriously as I gave her some time and space to let everything sink in. "We're a collective, a large part of the proceeds here will go back to the NPCs' pockets, as they did the work, they deserve their rightful pay."
Stopping short of explaining everything, I looked over the small village and realized that it was in somewhat poor condition. They weren't a big guild at all, fairly casual really. They had a few shacks set up and they were working on some cabins, but even so, the state of their village was quite, unappealing.
Ellieby was a small time trader.
Perhaps, I made a mistake.
"I'm sorry, but I don't think I can even take a quarter of this," she finally stated apologetically as her face gave off the look of a downtrodden individual.
Those were not the words that I wanted to hear.
Panic nearly struck my mind as I realized our deal could fall through at any moment. To travel this far out, all for naught, that� couldn't happen.
"Theoretically speaking here, how long would it take you to sell these, if they were in your possession?" I asked honestly, wanting to find a middle ground that could rectify the situation. She was always playful in her messages and probably thought I was kidding around half the time, when I was only masking the seriousness with humor.
She was a nice girl, and I felt she was a trustworthy individual since the first time we met in town, when she stopped me by standing in front of me, while waving a hand in my face. When she bought every pelt I had, I was under the impression that she was a fairly successful trader.
That was my mistake.
"Um, honestly, I think it would take me a few weeks, real time," she answered.
The gears in my mind were starting to move, even if they were rusty and chipped, the cogs still worked. It was slow and not always accurate, but my mind did work.
I could plan with the best of them.
Yeah, strategy, business savvy, that was an inherent gift.
"Alright, humor me if you will; is this a campsite or a named village?" I asked.
"It's still a campsite� why?"
"Well, that's troublesome," I said while rubbing my chin. "Okay, here's my proposal, if you're interested. I'm going to leave these pelts with you, and give you a list of items I need if you happen to come across them� and in another month real-time, I'll come back with another shipment.
"At that point, you can pay me for the first shipment, assuming you've sold enough to cover the basic cost, and if you're interested in continuing we can work out the second one. We can discuss that as time goes on though, but I believe you can probably sell these without too much difficultly in the larger cities."
Having laid out my tentative plan for her, the next part was the tricky one.
I brought the trade master along because he would earn experience from conducting trades. If they had a trade master as well, then we could even enter into formal contracts between villages. Establishing a trade route was one of my main goals for this trip, and at the least I was hoping to sell off these furs and pick up a few items.
As of right now, I had struck out in every category.
Ellieby's face contorted a bit as she struggled to make up her mind, which wasn't of much relief to me, having already traveled here and expended the time and resources to make it all happen.
It was a little disappointing, but the onus was on me.
I should have clarified everything beforehand.
A beginner mistake and I wasn't a beginner� stupid of me.
"Ahhh but, okay, that does work for me, but," she replied with broken thoughts as she continued to struggle with the heavy proposal. "Are you really willing to risk, leaving this much stuff, here in my hands with nothing but a verbal agreement?"
"It wouldn't bother me that much, no," I answered honestly.
"Oh man, guy, why are you doing this to me," she let out with a laugh and a sigh. "Well look, I don't really feel comfortable just taking everything for nothing� that's a heavy burden. I can't promise you that I'll even be able to sell it all."
Ah, my opportunity has arrived.
"Fair points, so what if we had a contract?" I countered with a restrained smile, as I tried to hide my enthusiasm. "Lax terms, sell at your leisure but we could have a trade route established between our villages, the NPCs could take care of the rest. As of right now, you would be the sole purveyor of Northern goods, you know."
I wasn't being disingenuous, but I was a little happy at the thought of recovering from a bad situation and turning it into a rather successful endeavor. For now though, I didn't want to appear too happy, less she mistook that, as me taking advantage of her.
"I would have to see the terms, but I would be more comfortable with a contract," she stated with some seriousness, her confidence seemingly having returned.
"Yup, we can lay it all out in the open, take a day to sit on it," I followed up. "As far as my interests are concerned, I make slightly more money this way and get access to new goods without having to personally travel through the Northeast. The profit margin should be fairly agreeable for you as well, I think?"
"Oh, Sigurd, you already know your pricing is more than reasonable, you ass," she retorted with a sad smile as she crossed her arms underneath her chest. "Just, when you said a big shipment, you could have explained what big was� that shit is relative you know? Giving a girl a stroke here, making me worry over this."
After a few more minutes had gone by, I changed the subject slightly while my crew of NPCs decided to explore the local territory. Ellieby and I ended up relaxing against a tree as we continued to go over some smaller details.
By the end of our discussion, there was only one hitch.
They didn't have a trade master, and their campsite was only that.
It wasn't a village, and none of the guild members had access to the NPC-Recruiter.
Well, I knew the way to fix that.
Unfortunately, it meant putting in a little physical work, to aid a guild that wasn't exactly on friendly terms with me, outside of two of their members. Though their dislike for me didn't really bother me, since it was mostly born from misunderstandings as they thought I was an elitist asshole.
I admit to being cocky at times, confident most of the time, minus the days when I get randomly depressed, and I definitely consider myself an intelligent person on average but I didn't really think of myself as better than any other person, individually, as a human being.
We all had flaws, and I had plenty.
There was a separation there that some found hard to see. In order for there to be a positive, there must be a negative� or something like that. If one person is right in an instance then the alternate is likely true as well, with one person being wrong.
Maybe my delivery was suspect, as my patience for explaining things to strangers had long run out. But, elitist really wasn't the right term for me, so I found that somewhat disagreeable.
The main issue, was that the hunter wanted to lead his party but his strategy didn't work that well. He wasn't very flexible, and I had to take matters into my own hands. If that makes one an elitist asshole, what of the stubborn leader that fails to lead?
Meh, disagreements and misunderstandings were bound to happen.
That was life in general.
Everyone had an opinion, and very rarely did they all match up.
Well, despite that, I liked Ellieby enough that I didn�t mind helping her and her guild out. I had only interacted with five members from this guild, and the guild contained around thirty members to my knowledge.
So, if three disliked me, so be it.
I was going to build them a public lodge.
And in turn, take this campsite to the next level, as a named village, with a functional NPC-Recruiter amongst other things.
Sure it benefited me, but I didn't have to do it.
Even if they wanted to call me an asshole, I really wasn't that mean spirited.



Chapter 59: Foreign Construction
(Sunday, August 15th Game Day / Wednesday, March 17th Real Day)
An in-game day had passed us by as the warriors and I continued to chop down trees in preparation for the lodge. The hours went by rather quickly despite the monotony of it all. Roughly half of the time was spent chit chatting with the NPCs, while the other half was with the few guild members that wandered by.
All of that happening, in the middle of the logging process, of course.
Chopping and hacking down trees, only to roll and carry them off.
What a wonderful life, I was living.
It really wasn't the best use of my time, and I couldn't find a positive from it all, but it was mostly out of good will to help a partially friendly guild. Maybe it was selfish in some respects, what with it benefiting Ellieby, which in turn could guarantee me a slight profit over time. Yet, even so, I was wasting two whole days� and at least twenty four hours of my life, working at hard manual labor in order to get this done.
That was fairly generous, in my mind.
Especially when one considered that the work was being done for random strangers, plus two online acquaintances that I hardly knew.
Oh well.
I wanted to start construction as soon as possible, but lacked a few necessary tools to start, seeing as I wasn't expecting to build anything. I mean, it's not like I traveled around the continent with the intention of building homes for strangers, as if I were some TV host on a do-it-yourself channel.
Well, my lack of preparation led to Ellieby making a quick trip to a local NPC village to pick up a drawknife, so I could trim and shape the logs to fit.
She was running behind schedule, though... by about an hour.
Meanwhile, in an attempt to bide my time, a few of her fellow guild members gave me a hand with the dragging of the logs since they weren't as proficient in logging.
My skills were top-notch now after felling thousands of trees.
I was a one-man deforester, only lacking the title to hang above my head.
They could make a documentary about me, and how evil I was.
Hah aha hah� I laughed in my head, attempting to entertain myself.
I was incredibly bored now.
And then, as if right on cue, Ellieby's voice reached my ears.
"Hey Sigurd, will this do?" shouted Ellieby as she finally returned with drawknife in hand. "I had to go to another village since the first one didn't have anything."
 Wiping the sweat from my brow and then setting my axe down, I gave her a nod as I eyed the tool in her hand. "That's the right one," I replied with a smile. Relief somewhat hitting me as we were now one step closer to finishing this project.
"Did you guys pick out a clearing to erect the lodge?" I asked with sincerity.
Ellieby smiled as if she had found the perfect spot, and simply waved at me, beckoning me to follow. Doing as the lady instructed, I grabbed my axe and headed off towards the destination.
"Lovely spot ain't it?" she stated more than questioned as she stood proud.
 Eyeing the spot, I replied casually, "I think it'll work, yeah, should be good."
A large pile of oak wood had been stacked for me to begin working on, as I immediately sat down on a stump and tried to envision what exactly I would be making.
The oak lumber was considerably denser than most woods like pine, which meant it was not only stronger but heavier, too. A two-story building would take me quite a while by myself, but I had some help here from the others.
It seemed like a fun experiment, anyways.
"Alright, Roald, let the men know to bring over another fifty logs or so, then we'll be good to go," I instructed to the trade master who was busy chatting up the female guild members. The man had no discretion, even as an NPC, he hit on any female, whether they were an NPC or a player.
I guess, that added to the realism.
Though, I wish he was more productive instead.
Setting my workspace up, I began the steady process of debarking and shaping the logs to fit. Taking the drawknife and running it along the edge, a simple pull sheared off a small slice of wood. Repeating the process dozens of times per log, after a few minutes I had one clean, ready to use log.
The only thing it was missing was a notch on either end to hold it in place.
That would come later, though.
Continuing the process, it took me essentially another in-game day as I worked tirelessly through the night. Stopping only for short breaks to eat in real-life, I skipped out on sleep to try and rush the building phase.
I wanted to be done, and out of here.
But, I wasn't going to cut corners.
The second real day came since I had initially set out from Dragon's Breach and the log lodge had yet to take shape. The oak timber was finally ready to go as I finished the prep work. Now I was waiting on the NPCs and a few players to help lay the logs out.
Sadly, oak was frustratingly heavy.
I tried to move a few logs by myself and failed miserably.
With the rising sun breaking through the thick canopy of the trees, my warriors finally started to get up as a few of the [Liberated Souls] guild members logged on to give a helping hand. Not everyone could be on at this time of the day, so I appreciated the ones who decided to take the time.
I would need all of their help, if I was to finish this by the end of the day.
"Alright, I already placed markers there that you should be able to see," I said to the other players, as the in-laid schematic system had a toggle option to be visible to others, outside of the NPCs. "We'll be stacking logs on top of each other, starting here and then working our way around, one at a time."
Pointing out what log went where, I kept the drawknife handy along with my small one-handed axe in case adjustments needed to be made. Slowly, but surely, the process had begun.
A dozen men hoisting up a log and setting it down into position required some patience. We continued our work one log at a time. After two hours had passed, the first story was complete and the second floor was starting to take shape. The roof would be problematic without machinery, and there wasn't much we could do to work around that.
In the end, a scaffolding of sorts was constructed, more akin to a ramp or a stack of logs really, but one that allowed us a way to lift the logs above the second floor.
By the end of the day, we were nearly done.
Nearly wasn't completely, though.
And the third day real-day passed on by, as if it weren't a thing.
I was frustrated with the amount of time lost.
Then the fourth day concluded with the lodge roughly ninety-five percent complete. Our quest to finish cut short due to a fitment issue with the roof.
And on the fifth day, it was finally over.
"I think, we're done," I sighed while languishing off to the side.
"Oh I just got a prompt! It's asking if I should make it a Personal Home or-" started Ellieby before I cut her off.
"Answer no, it will stay as a Large Open Residence, then select Yes and designate your Campsite as a Village," I began to explain as I stared blankly at the building in front of me. "After that, give the village a name, then decide if you want it known throughout the world, as a place for players to spawn at."
 "Uh� well, that takes all of the fun out of it," replied Ellieby, slightly upset.
Her entire guild had gathered for this event, and Ellieby was looking at the same menus as everyone else, except she had been given control over the decision making process from this point on. They were mostly leery of me at first, and some still didn't trust me fully, but most of them were excited and thankful.
"Sorry, you're right, I'm going to take a seat over here, let me know when you guys are done discussing everything," I stated somewhat plainly as I sat down on a patch of grass and closed my eyes.
I had hardly slept at all the past five days, intending to rush the project to save time.
That proved futile, as the other works were slow.
I missed having my fellow carpenters with me� they made my life easier.
Cheering erupted in the distance as I was jolted awake from the noise, having fallen asleep over on a patch of grass next to a tree. Slightly dazed and confused as my sleep deprivation had fully kicked in, I was soon the victim of a vicious hug attempt as Ellieby joyously jumped on top of me.
"Wh-what are you doing you crazy woman," I managed to squeak out as I fell helplessly to the woman's unstoppable onslaught of cheers and random squeezes.
"We've got a village now! Sigurd we did it! Come on get up!"
"Sleep, I want, need, sleep."
"NO! You're partying with us, NOW!" she yelled as she grabbed my arms and pulled me up. Dragging me with her as she followed her guild members, the majority of them having already moved inside the two-story lodge to celebrate.
The structure was nearly eighty feet across, in both width and length, with a few excess feet on the edges for future expansion. Roughly ten foot of head-room for each floor led to a roofline that sat around twenty-six to thirty feet high.
There were cut-outs all around for windows, whenever they decided to invest in glass. The inside though, was largely empty at the moment. The large open room in the center doubled as the entrance and the welcoming or gathering room. Smaller rooms adorned the sides that could be used for storage or personal rooms, whichever was desired.
The centerpiece though, was the staircase.
A grand staircase wide enough for four people to walk simultaneously, shoulder to shoulder, with an elegant side-railing that led all the way. Complete with a fully-functional second floor, it was partially open similar to a balcony, as it left half of the first floor with an extremely high ceiling that granted a certain ambiance to the entire room.
It was really a fine piece of craftsmanship.
Far finer than anything I had built in Dragon's Breach.
I suppose my experience and hard work, proved to increase my potential.
Ellieby continued to pull me around, as the entire guild ran about the place with a jubilance fitting one of those tv contestants that won a free designer home.
Maybe, I could have a TV show based on my work, too.
Hah, stupid.
After what seemed like an hour, the excitement had settled down as people started to come and go. Ellieby had left me alone to mingle with her friends, but eventually made her way back to me at the end.
"Sigurd, who are you?" she asked seemingly out of the blue.
"Eh, in short� a complicated guy, with a lot of diverse interests," I answered honestly, if not a bit vaguely. It was the truth after all, and I wasn't hiding anything.
"Come on, you ass, who are you really?"
"What do you mean?" I mumbled, while trying not to doze off.
"I mean, you're from the North, you've got a personal yacht, an army of loyal NPC soldiers and tradesmen, and though this is just speculation, you probably have an entire village or town back home. So yeah, who are you? Are you from a prestigious guild?"
Ah, the hard questions.
Well, they were bound to appear, at one point.
"I'm honestly, just a guy with a lot of free time right now," I started to explain, pausing only to think over what I wanted to explain. "No guild, solo affair, mostly a lot of hard work got me here. Would appreciate it if you guys kept quiet about it, though."
She looked at me with a startled expression, as if she couldn't believe what I was saying. Befuddled or bewildered; they were appropriate responses from her.
I figured, it was normal, at least.
"Join our guild then, if you're not in one," she asked seriously, grabbing my hand and staring me straight in the eyes.
It was, a little uncomfortable.
Shrugging my shoulders, I gave her a quick response, "ah, sorry, guilds aren't for me. Thank you for the offer, but I'll have to decline."
"And why not?" she questioned immediately, relentless in her pursuit as she batted her eyelashes and squeezed my hand. She was being, a bit too friendly now.
"If I told you, I had been in far too many guilds that I outgrew them, would you believe me?" I stated while matching her gaze and leaning in towards her.
If she wanted to pressure me with physicality, two could play that game.
With my head close to hers, I decided to lean in a bit more, and whispered by her ear so only she could hear, "really though, I'm just an asshole, so no thanks."
"Haha you are such an ass," she laughed out as she patted me on the shoulder. "Alright, I get it, I won't ask you anymore. But, know that if you want, you're welcome."
Giving her a wink for good measure, I leaned my head against the wall as I sat back and relaxed. "I need to rest but, open up the NPC-Recruiter in your menu and draft a trade master, will you? Once done, Roald will guide you. I� am going to sleep, night."
 With Ellieby looking at me clearly confused, I closed my eyes and initiated the log-out sequence. My sleep deprivation was getting serious, and I was starting to feel a bit delirious, even if my mind still appeared to work.
Everything worked slower, was all.



Chapter 60: Back Home, Again
(Sunday, September 5th Game Day / Wednesday, March 24th Real Day)
After roughly twenty hours of sleep and two very large meals, I was back in action.
Ready, to conquer the world!
Well, maybe, not quite so extravagant but close.
A quick log-in to get myself on the boat and logging out immediately after allowed me to take advantage of the automated travel as my warriors rowed without me.
Sleeping, while traveling the world, life was good.
Ellieby had completed the trade pact with Roald while I was gone and now the two villages had a limited trade alliance in effect. One fully established trade route, ready to be used, whenever we saw fit.
My mission was an astounding success, by my own account.
It only cost me six real-life days and a heck of a lot of manual labor, but it was worth it. In the end, the happy faces of strangers and acquaintances, or dare I say, friends, made it worthwhile. I guess� I was a bit of a sap after all.
Pulling into port, the one made of sand and polished river rocks otherwise known as the river bank, we beached the ship and quickly hopped overboard. A few warriors came over to give a hand, as we hoisted the boat above our heads and carried it to the dry dock near the shipyard.
A standard port wasn't necessary for a Longship.
Yeah, the beach was our port.
"Alright guys, good work," I said to the departing NPCs as they all filtered out one by one, returning to whatever duties they may have had. Katherine was front and center, waiting for me as always. Selene though, was still missing in action.
Something was up with her.
"Sigurd! You're back so soon!" she yelled out as she ran over and gave me a hug.
"Er, yeah I'm back," I replied, a bit confused with the sudden skinship. Not bothering to fight it, I simply enjoyed the contact as she seemed awfully flirtatious.
Maybe, she was in heat, or something.
"What have you been up to, Katherine?" I asked.
"Selene and I have been training the kittens!" she enthusiastically let out as she wrapped her arms around mine and began to follow me. "They're so big now, Selene has them listening to commands and they can hunt now too!"
"They can hunt, can they� rabbits, I imagine?"
"Foxes too!" she followed up with another smile.
I wanted to pat her head, like a child, at times like these.
She was an odd one, with a clearly different development through her artificial childhood. Well, it was unique I suppose, she did stand out.
"And what of Selene, what is she up to?" I asked kindly, not wanting to give Kate any sense of my doubt and suspicion. "Is she with the kittens and Barkley?"
"Oh, um, no she went hunting by herself," she answered dejectedly.
So, Kate was aware too.
She struck me as an airhead half the time but it was more her personality than her lack of intelligence. It figures she would know if Selene was acting up, they had known each other for a while, according to their backstory at least.
"Hey Kate, do you think it's guilt, that bothers her?"
Katherine loosened her grip on my arm for a second as she seemed to be deep in thought, then with a sudden flick of her hair she grabbed tighter and looked away.
Talking while hiding her face from me, "Selene is tormented by her desire to protect, to be dependable� and if she feels she has failed in that regard, she retreats and secludes herself, attempting to fix her imagined faults. I've told her before, not to worry about it� but she won't stop. I'm scared she's going to do something crazy in the future, and put herself in harm's way."
"I agree with you," I said as I returned a hug. "I'll have a talk with her."
Departing at the cabin, I made my way out into the forest in order to find Selene. Supposedly, she would take the creek that led towards the Rattanorv cave and would hunt until she could no longer, and then return to base.
Finding her would be easy if I messaged her, but I wanted to surprise her.
Looking up at the tallest tree in the vicinity, I gave a quick thought to my magic words. In a flash, my body was deconstructed and turned into raw energy as I soared through the air only to rematerialize on a tree branch some thirty feet off the ground. Looking ahead to another branch and waiting the few seconds for the cooldown to reset, I repeated the process. Three [Flash Steps] later and I was at the top of the tallest tree, overlooking the entire area from a vantage point that was hard to beat.
Manually activating my [Keen Sight] that I had picked up from my Archery Proficiency, every target within range glimmered for a second as a slight luminescence. Most targets were small, inconsequential creatures, but there were a few larger blips.
Jumping off the top of the tree, the nearly hundred foot drop caused me to hold my breath for a moment as I used a [Flash Step] right before hitting the ground to alter my course. I hit the ground with a roll, kicking dirt up and tripping over a root as I stumbled to regain my traction. After a few more haphazard movements, I ultimately came down face first into a cluster of overly wet moss.
Too wet, for the time of day.
And it smelled funny.
Wonderful, I thought to myself as I stood up and walked over towards the creek that was a bit off to the side. At least, there was fresh water everywhere around here. After washing my face off, I gave some thought to practicing with [Flash Step].
If I mastered it, there was a distinct possibility that I could pull off a few tricks.
Air-to-ground combat seemed interesting.
Another time, though.
Thirty minutes passed me by before I finally caught sight of Selene, fighting with a bear by her lonesome. Leaning against a tree and watching the fight unfold, she started with a few well-placed arrows that hit near the heart but were too shallow to pierce through. Her accuracy was amazing and with her actual level being much higher than mine, I figured she would be relatively safe.
The bear stood up on its hind legs for a split-second as it turned to face Selene and roared, to threaten and voice its anger all in one. Dropping to all fours the bear charged, covering the distance between them with an unbelievable quickness that didn't seem to register with its size. Selene stood her ground and fired off three more arrows as they harmlessly sunk into the thick neck of the white bear as it neared upon her.
Then a leap and a lunge followed by a swipe of a claw and a bite from the mouth of the bear as Selene retreated nimbly between the trees. She dodged and evaded the bear's ferocious attacks as she bounced around, firing arrow after arrow without breaking a step. The white bear became a pincushion in quick succession as wooden shafts and fletching marred the creature's chest.
It roared again, charging blindly as if it had nothing to lose while arrows continued to pelt it. The bear's movements began to appear sluggish, as the gradual damage brought on by the nearly thirty arrows had accumulated.
Dragging its feet, the bear's chest started to heave as it struggled to breathe. A few more steps and it then collapsed to the soft grassy ground below. Still alive but in a critical state, Selene slowly walked over and stood by as she watched it bleed out.
She had a small dagger at her side, except it wasn't of much use against the thick hide and muscles of the bear. The far safer approach, was to watch it bleed it out, rather than risk imminent bodily harm.
"You did well," I said with a light clap and a slight smile, as I stepped out from behind a tree. Having watched the entire fight, I was able to witness her development firsthand. She wasn't sitting idly by while I hunted goblins in a dungeon, no, she was obviously quite a busy-body.
Startled, she turned back twice to check if her vision was playing tricks on her before realizing that I was, indeed, standing in front of her. As if she were a child caught red-handed, she blushed and seemed embarrassed.
"Saw it all, did you," she asked as she looked away and started to cut up the bear.
"You've improved considerably since the days of the Earl," I stated clearly as I crouched down beside her. "You know, I can't help but wonder if you're mad at me."
The last line was misdirection, though I knew there could be a faint possibility that it held some truth, the likelihood of that being the case struck me as slim to none. Kate and I had both come to the conclusion, ages ago, that Selene suffered from some sort of survivor's guilt and felt, if she wasn't the most reliable person in the group, she was doing something wrong.
Sure, she was a bit useless the last time� that was the reality.
Yet even so, she was too hard on herself.
Selene didn't reply to me for a while as I sat within arm's reach, staying silent as she worked on the bear's hide. What seemed like fifteen minutes had passed before she finally started to talk, slowly at first, then eventually fully opening up.
"I'm tired of being the one that relies on others, while everyone carries their weight and more," she explained as she stabbed her dagger into the bear's hind-muscles. "Everyone looks at me as if I'm the one to lead, there is always expectation from me, and then when the hunts start, I'm the one looking from behind.
"We led the warriors on an expedition while you were gone, to learn to hunt in teams and gain familiarity with each other. At the start, they came to me to ask questions, by the end, they only asked Katherine."
 She continued on for a little longer, as I contemplated what she was saying.
Only nodding and saying little one word phrases to let her know I was paying attention, I mainly stayed silent. Preferring to listen rather than talk when someone was having a heart-to-heart. Though, her problems sounded� as if she were struggling slightly with jealousy, and maybe a combination of failing to reach her ideals.
I was familiar with the latter part.
"You know, I often failed a lot when I was younger, still do really," I said with a soft, calming voice. "Personally, it always bothers me as I don't forget those failures but I've learned to live with it. It's bound to happen, where you won't succeed. The important part is not letting it detract from who you are."
That was the truth� though to say I could always follow through with it, would be a lie in itself. Preaching to the choir or the blind leading the blind, whichever case it was, knowing what to do and actually sticking to it were two different things.
Yeah, I was escaping from my reality in this very game.
My whole existence here was a lie.
"You make it all sound so easy," she countered as she sat down and faced me.
"I'm guilty of it too," I stated with a shallow laugh at myself. "At least, I'm aware of the lapses and the mistakes, that's what I tell myself afterwards."
"I've yet to see you fail, so how can you compare?" she asked seriously, with a fierce look in her eyes. Those solid titanium gray eyes of hers, with a hint of bronze in the sunlight, seemed to pierce right through me.
"I died in the Rattanorv cave, didn't I?" I countered.
"That was your decision, so that we could escape, it was noble of you� even if you don't die," she lamented with a snicker. "Things would be different if we didn't die."
"Then why cut yourself off from the rest of us?" I inquired with a raise of my brow.
"What does that have to do with dying?" she answered, somewhat confused by my statement as she crossed her arms and leaned back. She was getting a little angry with me however it was necessary to keep pushing.
"It's precisely because you can die at any point," I started to explain before holding my tongue to gather my thoughts. What I wanted to say was different from what I could say. I was at a loss, but I decided to give it my best try.
"You and Katherine, and all the other members of Dragon's Breach get one life, if you lose it, all is forfeit. That's why it's important to take advantage of the situation that's given, and work to improve. It's natural for everyone to struggle with some inner turmoil, an inner demon or two or three.
"Kate has her issues too, and you help her with those, do you not? So, why when the situation is flipped, do you deny Kate the opportunity to return the favor? Is she not good enough to help? Is she inadequate as a person, or as a friend?
 "All I'm trying to say is, it's fine to seclude yourself when you need the space, but don't deny us the ability to help where we can. You've offered and aided both of us in the past, and I'm sure you have helped many a man or woman in the village. Allow us at least an opportunity, to do the same."
Having finished my long-winded explanation, I broke eye contact and stared off into the distance as I let it sink in. Selene took her time to wrap her mind around it, before finally clapping her hands on her knees and sitting up.
"I make no promises," she said as she briefly looked away. "But it's a fair point� thanks, for coming out and finding me. I needed that."
"If you ever have a problem you can always come to me," I said with a smile.
"Thank you, that means a lot Sigurd," she replied with a weak smile.
"Anytime, Selene."



Chapter 61: Stranger, Danger?
(Saturday, September 11th Game Day / Friday, March 26th Real Day)
A few days had passed as Selene appeared to have returned to normal, with her behavior more consistent with how it had been in the past. Between her and Katherine, the two of them seemed to be getting along just fine as they managed their own affairs apart from me.
The Loyalty Bar had received a slight bump from both women, as Selene's Affection for me rose slightly after talking things out while Katherine's went up in both. Her Trust Bar raised due to the Rattanorv incident and Affection saw a boost from general discourse. All in all, I was making good progress with my Companions.
Unfortunately, I had yet to reach the threshold for Soul Link with Katherine, though it actually wasn't too far away. A few more adventures, a little more Trust building, and maybe some flirtatious behavior, and it was within reach.
Well, that was for another time.
Without anything in particular needing to be done at the village, I had taken the day off and decided to go on a hunt. In search of new creatures roughly fifty miles to the southeast of Dragon's Breach, my travels had thus far proved fruitless with only a wolf to show for it. One lousy wolf in fifty miles, and it was a mangy one, at that.
In the midst of skinning a hide, I was suddenly startled when a wild beauty appeared through the bush! She had stumbled forward and fell to the ground in an awkward display of coordination, or lack thereof. Brushing the leaves off her clothes and plucking the ones stuck in her hair afterwards, she then patted her knees and stood up.
Watching the scene unfold before me while kneeling down next to the corpse of the wolf, with hands halfway through the process of carving the carcass into something usable, I was completely thrown off guard. My hands and arms dripping with blood, all I could muster was a weak smile as I realized the graphic nature of the scene.
It took her a second to realize I was there, as her eyes traced the ground up to the carcass and then up towards me. Shocked with what she saw, she took a step back before realizing I had already seen her.
"Uhh hi?" she said awkwardly, in an attempt to break the ice.
 "Hello," I replied as I turned away and went back to work.
Continuing to carve up the carcass, I ignored the girl that was standing a few feet away. The only problem was, she didn't move or say anything else. Ah, where are my manners, I thought to myself.
"Welcome to the North," I added onto my previous greeting with no shame felt.
Returning to my work with the hopes that she would turn around and head in the opposite direction, I was soon disappointed when she continued to stand there silently.
Separating the meat from the hide caused a small piece of fat to flick off into the distance as the girl jumped back in disgust, clearly too close for her comfort. "Um, I'm kind of lost," she explained with slight hesitation as she slowly backed away from me, clearly unsure of what to make of the entire situation. "Do you think you could, when you're done with your work that is, uh, like show me the way to the nearest town?"
After finishing her statement she made a cutesy pose and winked, trying a bit too hard for my tastes. Not bothering to stop slicing, I simply turned my head slightly so as to eye her better. Wild beauties didn't randomly appear in the depths of a forest, especially one this far north.
I was a bit suspicious of her, as I was of all strangers that traveled out here.
Her gear was suspect, too.
Trendy brown leather boots that flared out with lace boot cuffs at the edge, leather short-shorts dyed blue, and a white linen halter top shirt to complete the look. Sleeveless with an abundance of cleavage being shown, along with the bare midsection, all screamed foreigner. Foreign, to the North that is� she had a modern style, more appropriate in the Central Kingdoms.
Suspicious, this one is, I said silently while nodding to myself in agreement.
"Ah, straight west of here there is a village but you won't find much that way," I began to explain as I looked for the position of the sun. "You won't make it before nightfall, not to any village honestly. Did you have a place in mind?"
Standing up and walking over to a small stream, I cleaned my tools and hands and turned my attention back towards the fashionable beauty that had mysteriously appeared. A redhead with a large chest, ample curves, and a barely-there six-pack while retaining some more exotic features, especially the eyes� yeah, she was heavily altered.
There was no doubt in my mind about that.
That wasn't her real appearance, not by a longshot.
"Oh, is that like, how it is?" she stated more than asked as she started to tap her chin repeatedly with her index finger. Then, as if she had come to a conclusion, she placed a closed-fist into an open hand with a sort of ah-hah! feeling to it. "So like� if the nearest town is that far, where are you going to spend the night?"
Letting out a singular muffled ha, I smiled at her while thinking of her angle.
She wanted to tag along, and I guess that wasn't terrible.
"Well, I was in the middle of a hunt," I replied honestly while rolling up the fresh hide. "I don't mind you tagging along, but I'll have to ask again, where are you going?"
"Secret! hehe," she giggled out, oblivious to the fact that I wasn't buying it.
"Yeah, well head west for about thirty miles and you'll run into the village of Andal, it's a small one but the largest of its kind around here. Further north are the Triangle Villages, I don't suggest wasting your time going there though. You won't find anything except a handful of shacks and poor villagers."
"Can't I just uhm, tag along with you? You said that was okay, right?" she asked seriously, while locking eyes with me. "You aren't from those villages, right?"
She was either a conniving individual or sharper than she appeared, or both.
I wasn't sure, but I didn't trust her.
"I was from one of the Triangle Villages, actually," I answered honestly yet again, if not a bit misleading in practice though. "That's why, as a fellow player, save your time."
Wishing to distance myself from the girl, I grabbed my pack and began my trek to the east. I wanted to find new creatures, not new women. Plus, she threw me for a loop, being so trendy and alone this far north was peculiar. A girl like her was almost expected to have a flock of friends or male followers lingering nearby.
She had that sort of air about her.
"Ah! You aren't leaving me are you!?" she yelled as she started to hurriedly walk after me. Catching up to me, she puffed her cheeks as she looked at me, feigning some anger as she playfully hit me on the shoulder.
"That's not fair! You said I could tag along!"
Glancing to the side as I continued to walk, I started to grin a little.
I felt like teasing her.
"Oh, but I'm not heading to a town dear," I said with a fake frown.
"Not ever?" she questioned with a pout, clearly practiced with her responses.
"Hmm, not for a while, no," I said with a shrug. "I'm going to hunt� for at least a day, maybe two if I feel like it, then I'll consider heading to a village."
"But I'm lost!" she exclaimed while throwing her hands up in the air like a child. "Won't you like, show little ole me the way? Take me with you; it's scary out here alone!" Pouting and pretending to be sad, she was a master at her craft. If I didn't have more attractive women waiting for me in Dragon's Breach, I might have been tempted.
"Ah I don't know. You don't really want to head north, trust me."
"But I do, I really do!" she stated with a playful fit. "There's a really fancy village near the mountains, and by a river, I saw a picture of it! There were tons of NPCs in there, like a hundred!"
Eh, this girl was giving me a headache.
And she was troubling me.
The picture she was talking about was one and the same� the one they showed at the Alpha and Beta Meeting. The one that Emily put up for all to see� and the one that made me angry enough to stop attending.
Where did this girl hear or see it?
And why would she want to travel alone, a hundred some miles, to see a village.
That made no sense at all to me.
"Sounds like fantasy to me hun, you sure it wasn't photoshopped?" I asked with a confused expression, attempting to cause some misdirection.
"No way, it exists, it's been verified like for real."
"Well, even if it did exist, why would you want to head there?"
She took a second to think as her index finger made its way toward her chin. Tapping repeatedly as if it were a bad habit, she eventually stopped and answered me with measured confidence.
"I want to move to the North," she finally stated.
Nodding at herself, she seemed pleased.
"Yeah? Well, again, welcome to the North miss," I said with a slight bow.
"Hehe, thank you thank you, I'm Milly by the way, pleasure to meet you!"
Laughing at myself for getting caught up in her pace, I gave in.
"Likewise, the name's Sigurd."
Extending a hand, she took the offered handshake and returned a cheerful smile.
"So you're going to take me, yeah?" she asked immediately while still holding onto my hand. "I won't let go until you say yes!"
"We'll see about that, I might make my way north in a day or two."
"That's a promise. I'll hold you to it mister!"
Ah, this girl.
I wasn't sure what to do with her.
Oh well, if she tagged along for a day or two and still wanted to move North, I couldn't stop her. I would need to increase the player population anyways, if I wanted to turn my little village into a metropolis. It was a bit soon to start, since my infrastructure wasn't completely sound yet, but it couldn't hurt to start.
The more the merrier, or so they say.



Chapter 62: Infrastructure
(Saturday, September 18th Game Day / Sunday, March 28th Real Day)
An entire week of hunting out in the forest wasn't enough to deter my wild follower as she continued to tag along, logging off when I was done for the day and logging back on around the time I said I would be on. She was persistent and a bit psychotic for someone I had only recently met.
"Hey Milly, are you ready to go?" I asked her as she was switching out of her battle attire and into her casual trendy clothes.
"All done! Let's go!" she yelled back with that constant enthusiasm that never seemed to leave her. We were heading back to Dragon's Breach now, even though I was a bit hesitant to bring strangers with me. It was hard to delay anymore anyhow, seeing as she had been following for me almost eight real-days now.
If she wasn't serious, she would have left by now.
We weren't too far from the village, as I slowly circled back while hunting in order to cut down the travel time. An hour's walk was all it would take, despite the massive bag of furs on my back.
"Hehe so we finally get to see it?" she asked with an innocent grin spread across her face. "And you said you didn't know of it, humph!"
"I believe your words were, 'secret,'" I countered with a deadpan delivery.
"Oh hey, no, girls can have secrets," she replied seriously. "It's not right for a guy to keep a secret like that, that's just a lie, you lying old man!"
"What, I'm not even more than-" I cut myself short, not wanting to call her age into question. That was a cardinal rule: all girls over twenty were twenty-one as far as I was concerned. "I'm not that old, kiddo."
"Eh eh, what were you going to say?" she teased as she leaned forward while walking, sticking her tongue out at me. "You aren't even more than, what?"
"I'm not that much older than you, you know."
"No way! That's a lie, again! You've got white hairs already!"
She started dancing around me while pointing and laughing. It was a playful laugh, but there was some truth to her words. My face didn't look that old nor did my body, though my hair certainly was a bit mixed.
Thanks, health issues.
The physical stress had taken its toll.
"Not all of us can be so blessed with youth such as yours," I said suavely, more sarcasm than face value. "Ah, what it is to be young, one can dream!"
"Hey, you're not that old now," she cut in somewhat seriously.
With a tilt of her head, she tapped her chin a few times before nodding and continuing on. Dragon's Breach was within visual range now, barely, but it was there.
The wooden walls could be seen along the base of the mountain, with a small amount of smoke billowing from the blacksmith's hut. They were likely quite busy, which was a good sign going forward. Another fifteen minutes went by relatively quickly as we walked along the water's edge.
The river was flowing a bit slower now than it was in the spring and early summer, and there weren't quite as many fish as before either. Though, to say the river was slow or that there was a lack of fish would be extremely misleading. I could probably throw a chain lightning into the river and watch as two dozen fish float to the surface.
Yeah, there was no lack here.
"Wow, so that's it," said Milly as she leaned forward slightly and stretched her hand out, placing it across her brow to help her see. It was comical, something you would see out of a cartoon, but it fit her character.
She was a character.
"I'm running ahead old man!" she yelled as she took off in full sprint.
Letting her go, I decided to hail Selene to warn her.
"Hey Selene, we've got a guest, watch her if you will, she's a strange one."
"Oh, is that you Sigurd, this communication magic is quite awkward," replied Selene with a fairly straight tone of voice. "I'll be on the lookout, a she, you said?"
"Yeah, she was wandering the forest, followed me home like a lost puppy."
"I'm sure Katherine will be pleased to know you've brought home another woman," she casually admonished. "I'll let her know, as well."
Ah, women.
Heading over to the blacksmith's hut, I found Ansgar hard at work at the forge while Enok was busy sharpening an axe with a small grinding stone. Along the wall of the small shop was an assortment of two-handed axes of varying lengths, all ready to be used at a moment's notice.
"Pardon the intrusion fellas," I said as I knocked on the edge of the doorframe.
Enok looked up first, and greeted me enthusiastically, "Sir Sigurd! You'll be happy to hear that we've completed all of the axes for the warriors, I'm just now adding some finishing touches, and we'll hand the rest out by mid-day."
"That's great to hear my boy," I replied with a pat on his shoulder.
"Ah Sigurd, this one here is an experiment, but I think you might be interested in it," stated Ansgar while continuing to face away, busy shaping the orange-glowing iron.
Looking closer, the shape looked as if he were attempting to make a double-sided axe. More fantasy than practical, I questioned its effectiveness but the quality thus far was looking rather spectacular.
That's when I realized he wasn't talking about the axe.
"Ansgar, that's steel there," I pointed out, after realizing he had a steel sword lying on a table. Completely shocked by it, I quickly picked it up to examine the specifications. It was an [Experimental Eutectoid Steel Sword]� which meant, they were to a degree, successful with the crucible. It was of a [Decent Quality - Uncommon Grade] and certainly better than any pattern-welded sword that filled the market.
All of those iron swords people were currently using were pattern-welded, with small bits of steel mixed in or even in some cases, only iron. They were weak weapons, not worth using in actual battle. What steel was there was an accident, formed from the process by an addition of carbon.
Bloomery iron was what was used during the middle ages, as iron ore was heated with charcoal, also known as wood, in a small furnace until the slag melted off. Iron melted at around 1550-degrees Celsius while slag, trace minerals that weakened the metal, turned to liquid a little after 1100-degrees.
It was a complex process, what with needing to introduce carbon with the iron oxide, and of an appropriate amount in order to create usable steel. Eutectoid steel was around 0.8% carbon, while if the iron absorbed more than 2.0% carbon, it would melt at the same temperature of the slag.
If the iron did melt, it ended up as cast iron, which was, for most points, useless as a weapon. Cast iron could be shaped but it couldn't be forged, was extremely brittle, and was generally left for basic tools and items, such as nails.
There was a lot of cast iron lying around the shop, a lot of it.
Though what mattered, was they were able to get it down.
This was a usable weapon, and was worth a lot of money right now.
 As a comparison, pure iron has a hardness of around one-hundred on the Vickers Pyramid Hardness scale. Eutectoid steel was around two-hundred and fifty VPH, which was a considerable improvement. Quenching the sword could triple or quadruple the hardness too, but at that point tempering was required to reduce the hardness and increase the toughness of the blade.
The problem was that the brittleness increased with the hardness, at least with these low-level production methods. We weren't quite at real crucible steel yet, nor were we at Damascus steel, but it looked as if he had reached the very beginnings of the former.
Oh man, was I excited.
Next was Hypereutectoid Steel, at 1.2% to 1.6% carbon content, true Crucible Steel.
 I was giddy.
"Ansgar, Enok, you made this with the crucible method?" I asked, unable to wait for them to finish their current work. "Can you replicate it? The process, can you repeat it?"
"I already have," replied Ansgar with a stern voice full of confidence. "This axe here, is steel my liege. We're still experimenting with getting the amounts right but we're at a thirty-percent success rate at the moment. In time, we'll have it sorted."
Clapping my hands together, I wanted to give the man a high-five and a hug and a bonus of beautiful women and a fine feast. They had done it, they had moved the needle. We weren't far from being so far ahead of the game that it wouldn't be a lie to call this land, the capital of advanced weaponry. Money was sure to come, trade, everything.
Enok spoke up next, "I've modified the crucible slightly, to better fit our production methods, I think, give me a month, and I can have it working as intended."
Hah, there was no need to curb my enthusiasm now.
Damn, we were going to be rich.
Good bye, fragments of bloomery steel that could only be pattern-welded onto the edges of swords and axes and spear tips and hello, relatively solid single piece steel constructions!
"Good work men, we'll throw a feast for your accomplishments here," I bellowed proudly while patting Enok and Ansgar on the shoulders. "Damn good work."
Letting myself out as they went back to work, I was in the best of moods.
I wasn't sure if anything else could top the feeling at the moment.
My spirits were soaring far above the clouds.
"Hey guy," messaged Ellieby with rather peculiar timing.
"Hey Ellieby!!" I replied somewhat overeagerly due to my uncontrollable happiness.
"Uh whoa, you're excited," she followed up with a light smile as she enabled the video imaging. "I've got good news for you."
"Yeah?" I replied succinctly.
"We managed to sell everything ahead of schedule!" she declared almost shouting as she jumped and threw her hands up. "Turns out white furs are pretty popular, who woulda' thunk it? Me, that's who! Ahhahha!"
Hah, what.
I couldn't help but laugh too.
The two of us on screen, laughing almost maniacally as others stood nearby and watched, clearly visible in the background of our video call. We didn't care though; we were both traders and had made a killing.
We had a right to laugh!
"Oh man, today, must be my day," I finally said after laughing to my heart's content.
"Right?" she stated after catching her breath. "Anywho, I was able to get the items you wanted, send the next shipment when you're ready, sooner the better!"
"Ah, let's clarify this time," I said clearly, not wanting to have any confusion this time around. "I can send about a quarter of that first shipment right now, and if you get some solid connections� I might have something special, weapon wise, in the future."
"Wait, weapons?" she questioned.
"Yeah, that's a secret for now, give me some time and I might surprise you."
"Okay, well, send what you've got, and I'll send money and goods back!"
Closing the video call, my day had surprisingly improved.
More so than I thought was possible.
Walking around the village, I was informed by the villagers that Milly had been running around talking to everyone. With that information in hand, I decided to turn around and head back to the blacksmith's hut.
"Hey Ansgar, Enok, keep that sword and axe a secret for now would you, we've got outsiders here, don't want them to learn anything," I explained quietly as the two listened intently.
A single nod from both of them sealed their agreeance.
I went back out into the town, with happiness on my mind.
Prepping the longship for a second voyage and picking a crew wouldn't be hard, but I didn't want to go on this trip. A waste of two days at least, sitting in a little boat.
That wasn't exactly my idea of fun.
A feast was necessary, yeah, that was what I wanted to focus on.
One large feast for everyone!



Chapter 63: A Glorious Day
(Sunday, September 19th Game Day / Monday, March 29th Real Day)
Lying on the river bank, I was enjoying the dream, a bright sunny day, one that seemed brighter than all the rest. With a few parted clouds in the sky to throw the right amount of shade down on us, followed by a pleasant ocean breeze that blew steadily across the river, there were no complaints from me.
Nor were there any complaints from any of the others, currently enjoying the festivities. Roasted meats of all types, plenty of seafood to tide one over, and even a few vegetables from the farm that were recently harvested.
Live music in the form of singing and chanting as the warriors got drunk by the fireside only added to the ambiance, as Selene and Katherine enjoyed themselves with the other women. Even Milly was somewhere in there, too.
Everyone was having a good time.
The birds were busy chirping in a tree a little ways from me as I continued to stare at the sky, thinking about how far things had come. When I started this game, alone and cold, nearly freezing to death on many occasions, I had a goal but didn't know if or when it would come together.
Now, hah, now all I had to do was turn my head to the side and look at my creation. All of the hard work, the countless hours spent digging, chopping, carrying, to prepare the buildings, all the days out in the forest hunting and exploring, and even the time devoted to scaling the mountain� all of it, led to this moment.
I had accomplished what I set out to do.
Premature celebration, perhaps, but I was on my way.
When you've failed, and find yourself in a hole, it's not about the big successes and the end goal. It's about the small steps and realizing that every little accomplishment adds up. I still had an end goal, but I was going to realize the success that had already happened.
Yeah, it was a good day.
A few hours had gone by as I had fallen asleep in the sun, only to wake to a sleeping Selene on my arm. The sun was setting now and the party was long over as the reddish-purple sky began to shift into its lightshow mode. The aurora was coming next, intermixed with countless stars that seemed too bright to be real, but without the light pollution of a large city, it was nature at its finest.
Beautiful, was one word to describe it.
The cool, late summer breeze hit my bare skin as I stretched out and wrapped Selene up in my arms. She didn't wake up, but that was fine. Moments like these were nice in their own way.
Watching the aurora as it floated about, pulsating and waving, a kaleidoscope of colors enthralling and entertaining. Blues, greens, purples, pinks, yellows, and reds, all the vibrant colors one could think of, all visible and ever-changing.
The reflection of the moon on the river's surface held still and stood out amongst the smaller stars and colorful sky, but it was a calming presence. That singular white circle, large enough to hold in your hands, illuminated the entirety of the village on this cloudless, cool summer night.
Closing my eyes, I went back to sleep.
Life was good.



Chapter 64: The Day After
(Monday, September 20th Game Day / Monday, March 29th Real Day)
Logging back in and finding myself lying alone on the river bank, I looked down the river and noticed that the longship had already departed on its voyage. The trade master, two sailors, and nine warriors made up the crew that would travel to the eastern side, where they would partake in the trading of goods and receive payment for prior products already delivered.
A simple thing, left for them to handle.
It was already mid-day as the sun was directly overhead by the time I made it over to the cabin. Inside, Selene and Katherine were playing with the kittens while Barkley was sitting calmly by the fireplace.
"Have you girls seen Milly?" I asked with a little interest.
She was attached to my hip the entire trip� then once we arrived at the village she was always running around, talking to others. I hadn't actually talked to her since we came back. I thought that was a bit odd, and something about her had bothered me.
"She left this morning, headed south along the river," said Selene nonchalantly.
"Oh, passed right by us then?" I questioned, with a confused expression.
"Not quite, she entered the trees and snuck around us," Selene explained. "She was acting quite oddly, as if she didn't want to be seen."
"Ah, I see."
That was certainly odd behavior.
Something was bothering me.
Opening my friend's list, Milly was no longer on it, either.
Curious, I tried to add her and found that she had blocked me.
Something definitely, was wrong here.
"I'll be back, I want to check something."
Heading outside and north to the mountain wall that closed off the top portion of our village, I scaled the wall with a combination of [Flash Steps] and a few jumps. Standing at the top, a relative hundred feet or so above the village, I cast my [Keen Sight] and began to stare southwards.
Nothing appeared except for a few glimmers of small animals, as I sat down and began to think over the past events. To my knowledge, I hadn't done anything over the past few days to piss her off, unless she saw my relations with Katherine and Selene and found them disgusting. If that were the case, I guess it didn't matter much to me.
Somehow, I didn't think that was it though.
She wanted to come to the North for some reason, supposedly because she wanted to relocate here. If the area wasn't for her, would she need to block me?
That didn't add up.
Her information came from the Alpha and Beta Meeting, which was filled with a lot of overachievers, generally speaking. A lot of hostile players from hostile guilds attended those meetings. Quite a few players that I didn't really agree with and had already butted heads with on occasion.
That was what was bothering me.
When Emily advertised my territory, it put a target on my back.
I was expecting it.
Someone, at some point, would come to challenge me.
Even this far north, out of sight and out of mind, I was harmless to at least ninety-nine percent of the population.
That didn't matter though.
If you were a threat to some guild's expansion, you would become a target.
War had already broken out in the Central Kingdoms as resources were scarce and so too, was land. Guilds fought for supremacy, and word around the web was that a few were moving north, to the border. That was a few hundred miles away though.
Still, I couldn't shake the feeling.
Checking again with [Keen Sight] giving a scan over the horizon, nothing appeared.
About to give up, one blip appeared.
Waiting a minute, I scanned again.
Five blips appeared this time, as a sixth shined right at the end of the scan.
Reactivating the ability and leaving it on perpetual scan, the glimmers of light steadily grew one by one as they entered within my visual range. Numbers far too large for a party or small traveling group� twenty, then thirty humanoids headed this way.
"Selene, emergency, get all of the livestock and NPCs to gather at the rear of the village, by the mountain side," I messaged telepathically as I continued to count the numbers appearing in the distance. "After that, gather the warriors at the south gate, expect trouble."
"As you command," she replied solemnly and shortly.
They were thirty minutes out but the group had bloated to a sizeable number of around fifty players. There was no indication that they were hostile, but a large group didn't move together unannounced.
This wasn't a daily stroll.
No, this was no stroll� coupled with the fact that Milly had scouted the place out and mysteriously left while blocking me from contacting her and this had the makings of an enemy raid. I knew what was coming next, for I knew player behavior far too well.
The only part that bothered me was the lack of declaration.
In The Dragon's Wrath, when guilds declared war on each other, there was exactly that, a declaration of intent. Due to the nature of an MMO spanning multiple time-zones, surprise attacks were penalized with a reputation hit and as cowardly.
You declared intent, and then a time-frame was set up for large scale battles with guilds agreeing to terms. Old school thinking, but it fit for the timeframe the game was set in, and made it reasonable for players that couldn't sit online all day.
What were these people intending.
Fuck it, I'll kill them all.
Even if I was shorthanded, they weren't taking my land.
Leaping off the top of the cliff and flashing to the ground, I quickly broke into a sprint as I ran to the cabin and grabbed my halberd and full battle-armament. Shield, one-handed axe, bow and arrows in a quiver slanted at the small of my back, a dagger across my chest and along my thigh. Hardened leather, a mixture of boiled, tanned, and woven strips formed my ensemble, as I was covered from head to toe.
Stepping outside of the cabin, the scene in front of me was managed chaos as men, women, and children ran about in a hurried, but ordered panic. The warriors, all thirty-one that were left, along with the four priests had lined up at the palisade, standing behind on the ramparts that allowed us a firing angle on the approaching army.
An unannounced grouping of fifty some players or NPCs was an army, after all.
A small amount, sure, but lethal this early in the game.
"Sigurd, where do you want us?" asked the men that had lined up.
"Hold position here on the walls! Don't break off unless you're forced off or they've penetrated the walls," I yelled out to the men. "Stay safe! If you need a heal, rely on your priest! Don't do anything unnecessary to risk yourself!"
Selene came up behind me as she whispered in my ear, "Sigurd, what about us, where do you want Katherine and I?"
I wanted to put them at the back with the non-combat NPCs as a last line of defense but I realized that would be futile if it came down to it. We would either successfully defend here or the village was going to be lost.
Swallowing the lump that had appeared in my throat, I nodded at her and Katherine, who was standing a bit behind Selene. They would have to join the fight, if we wanted to win. We were up against a literal rock wall; there was nowhere else to go.
"Join me on the wall Selene, Katherine, join up with the priests and manage the healing, stay safe," I said softly to them, but confidently. I was worried for them, as they weren't replaceable, not like the other NPCs. I didn't want to lose any of them, but I couldn't stand to lose Selene or Katherine.
"Hey, you two, don't do anything rash, if the wall falls, I want you two to break out and retreat, gather the non-combatants in the back and move them to the Northern Triangle," I instructed sternly. "I'll rely on you two to direct them, if I fall. If I fall, you retreat, got it?"
They both nodded as they understood the stakes and took up position on the wall.
The army of players was slowly approaching, easily within a ten minute walk or a short sprint. They didn't wear any colors to distinguish themselves, but they were all armed. Too heavily armed for a walk in the park; their intentions were as clear as day.
Opening my menu and altering the territory designators, I changed it to declare the current army as trespassers. They would be alerted instantly, to stand down. Of course, they did no such thing, and continued with their forward march.
That was a declaration of war, as far as the system was concerned.
They were now officially hostile forces, launching a surprise attack.
"Fire in two waves, twice, then free fire after that," I yelled out to the men.
Setting my halberd and shield down against the wall, I drew my bow and eyed the markers on the field. There were a few rocks of importance and a short palisade that indicated distance. Two-hundred yards marked our effective firing range, as they started to enter within it.
It wouldn't be long now.
Shifting the weight of the draw from my shoulder and arm to my back through the contraction of my back muscles, I held the drawstring back as far as I could. Holding for a second, I lifted my left arm and tilted the bow upwards a rough forty-five degrees.
Steadily inhaling, my chest started to expand and then as the expansion brushed my hand aside, the bowstring slipped cleanly off my fingers.
Thirty-two other bows did the same.
Thwacks and twangs filled the air as strings reverberated rather noisily, and with practiced precision, we all drew our bows again as we watched the arrows sail through the air. One, two, three seconds passed as the arrows continued their flight, then finally, impact. A glorious impact, with the unsuspecting mob of players hit squarely by the first volley as two or three players fell to the floor from a critical hit.
Instantly, the group broke ranks and began to sprint forward without any cohesion.
A second volley followed, with only one man falling victim.
As I began to draw and fire in rapid succession, caring little for accuracy as I repeatedly attempted to slow the oncoming advance, I watched as my warriors and Selene did the same. Firing an arrow a second, thirty-three arrows flew out at random intervals that cut through the air as the enemy players continued to advance.
The shield-bearers at the front easily blocked and defended those directly behind as they held the frontline and continued to charge.
"Target the rear!" I shouted as I lifted my bow slightly, arcing the trajectory of my arrow in order to hit their casters.
Ten seconds had gone by as the first hundred yards were cleared, and only a hundred remained. The peak physical fitness offered by the game gave the players the ability to run at world record levels.
Sweat started to roll down my cheek as I anxiously continued to fire, quickly draining my quiver of forty arrows.
My fingers itched as the string stripped and burned the skin with such rapid firing but I couldn't pay it any heed.
Fifty yards remained, as another two men fell.
Dropping my bow to the ground with less than five seconds remaining before they would reach the walls, I brought my arms into my chest as I started to chant.
The twenty-five yard mark was hit, with a woman collapsing to the ground struggling to breathe as an arrow pierced her throat.
Fifteen yards left, as the shield-bearers funneled together in an attempt to break through the open gateless entryway.
Five yards away, I stared them down.
"CHAIN LIGHTNING!"
Yelling at the top of my lungs as a rallying cry and a threat all in one, my booming voice carried across the field. Heads and eyes turned up to the flash of lightning as it surged forward and caught the shield-bearers unaware.
Arcing, bouncing, jumping and flickering as it coursed through their bodies and into the dirt below, the first man hit died instantly as the other four fell to the floor. Arrows filled the void where their exposed backs had been a blink before.
Unable to scream or cry, they died quick, silent deaths.
Slinging my shield onto my back while dropping my quiver onto the floor for the man next to me, I leaped off the ramparts with my halberd in tow. Filling the gap of the entrance with my body and halberd at the ready, four other warriors dropped down with axes held high. Two seconds, as I pulled my weapon back and above my head.
Then the wave hit.
Axes were swung in quick succession as shields were raised to deflect. The heavy swings of the warriors broke through the weak wooden shields, with loud snaps and cracks filling the air. Splinters of wood flung in every which direction only to be ignored by the flash of swords swung in retaliation.
Screams filled the air as limbs were mangled and a hand fell to my feet.
My heavy swing had cleaved straight through a shield and on through the arm of the defender as he buckled from the blow, staggered and falling backwards as he grasped his missing hand. A quick thrust and the spear-point entered the soft flesh of the man as I twisted and pulled, watching him tumble to the ground in a state of shock.
Before I could ready my next attack, I was forced to duck as a spear narrowly missed my face, grazing past my hair as the warrior next to me fell to a sword thrust into his chest. Unable to maneuver, the four of us were caught fighting shoulder to shoulder in formation as the ten or so players in front of us continued to attack.
Relentless in their pursuit, we kept them at bay with wide arcing swings of our two-handed weapons, slicing air mostly in an attempt to buy time and space.
One player stepped forward in a moment of impatience only to catch the hook-end of my halberd as I pulled him down onto the ground beneath me. A quick switch of grip, and a short wind-up brought the axe down into the man's chest as he rolled face-up right in time to witness the end.
Blood splashing from the open cavity of the man recently executed, I pulled back as my halberd ripped a censored rib out into the open. In the melee, another warrior fell to a spear as he missed his counter swing, and two more dropped down to replace them.
Then, fire started to rain down on our position as we were forced to roll back and retreat. One player was too slow, and was caught in the friendly-fire. Burned to death in front of our very eyes in what couldn't have been more than a second or two, he fell to his knees and ceased his screams.
The other warriors fell back as I held the frontline, standing alone at the entrance to my village. Daring any man brave enough, to challenge me to a one-on-one. A few challengers stepped forward as they attempted to prove their prowess.
Two-on-one was still within reason.
With fire raining randomly down around us and frost bolts impacting the walls, my remaining warriors fell back and retreated to the safety of the village's interior.
The two men circled me as one quickly dashed forward with a lunge and the other attacked with a high-arcing swing of his two-handed sword. Sidestepping the lunge and parrying the bastard sword with my halberd sent a shiver through my arm as the heavy impact jarred me.
Hands numbed, I stepped back once more as they repeated the process.
A side swing this time, I stepped into it and tackled the man to the ground, rolling with halberd discarded and knife drawn to hand. A quick thrust into his neck silenced him as I kicked dirt up in the face of the spear user that had missed his thrust.
Blinded, he swung wildly as I rolled and picked up my halberd once more, turning with legs spread and a knee nearly touching soil, I lunged forth from my awkward position and pierced the man through the abdomen as he dropped his weapon to the ground. Pulling back, the gaping hole in the center of his stomach was gushing blood as he clasped it in an attempt to stop the hemorrhaging.
Raising an arm, I fired off a quick arc lightning as he struggled in place. An arrow soon found his face, and I cut the connection and retreated back to join my men.
A few warriors had fallen to the magic bombardment as I navigated through their corpses that littered my way. Selene and Katherine were in the rear and were providing support with the priests as golden beams of light poured out from the heavens.
Yet, the line was broken.
Flooding my field of vision were numerous players, too many to count but at least forty as ten or so had been killed. Mages, priests, rogues, archers, shield-bearers, axe-wielders, all types, had filled the gaps as they continued to run through the narrow entrance and into the village.
Dropping my halberd a second time, I raised my arms and let out a quickened chain lightning as I yelled to the men, "ENGAGE!"
Chaos broke out as the two sides prepared to clash.
Thunder split the noise of the players and men screaming their battle shouts, while lightning filled the space between. Five players dropped to their knees as heals quickly followed, and a counter barrage of spells soon dotted my vision.
Dropping to a knee, I screamed, "GET DOWN!"
Flashes of red, blue, and white filled the air as fireballs and frost bolts shot out in a line. Burying my face into the ground at a moment's notice, half of the warriors did the same and avoided the attacks as they flew overhead. The other half, too slow to avoid, had been hit and were staggered as they were engaged in melee.
Swords were swinging wildly as the unsuspecting warriors were caught off-guard and slowed by the frost magic that had hit, including a few freezing rains that hovered above us. Two men fell as one's head rolled to the floor, and then as our own healers returned to the fray with a wave of holy light, the warriors that were left stood tall.
Jumping up with the rest of the men, I commanded them forward, "CHARGE!"
Running full sprint into the mix, I broke my charge with a swing of my halberd into the face of an unsuspecting woman. Taking half her head in single sweep, I brought the halberd back with the circular momentum and pressed forward.
The man to my left exploded in fire as numerous fire blasts hit him. He continued to run ahead while clearly already dead, as his body started to wobble and lose steam, eventually tumbling forward into the dirt below.
 Ignoring his sad end, I met the swing of an axe head-on as sparks flew from the impact of the metal. He buckled from the impact as he braced himself by digging a heel into the ground, but it was too little too late as I slipped the halberd down behind his shoulder and hooked his neck.
Yanking forward the man tripped himself up and fell to the floor, where a quick stomp on his head sealed his fate. At that very moment, a fireball hit me in the chest and sent me flying backwards in reaction. My leather scorched and my face singed, the minor burns on my arms were easily ignored.
My stamina on the other hand, had taken a huge hit.
I was down to sixty percent already.
Pushing forward, I ran back into the thick of things as I watched two players engage in melee combat with two warriors. The player used a low side-sweep from his sword to distract the warrior as the rogue rolled deftly to the left and stabbed the man in the side with his short sword and dagger. Before the warrior could pull back to defend himself, the swordsman lunged and thrust the sword into his chest, ending his life.
The second warrior managed to land a blow to the swordsman's shoulder as the player winced in pain and jumped back, only to be healed as the rogue got behind and ended another one of my soldiers with a flurry of stabs.
Reaching my men too late, I dropped a heavy swing on the swordsmen as he attempted to parry. His iron sword shattering upon impact with the axe-head as shards of metal scattered the air. In a blink, he looked at me as I kicked the rogue away from me and brought a circular swing around, lopping the head off of the man in front of me.
Turning to face the rogue, he tumbled and rolled while throwing daggers at me, only to harmlessly land in my thick leather armor. Tired of the shenanigans, I dropped the halberd and began a lightning bolt, and thrust my arms out before he could react.
A feint, he jumped thinking he had dodged.
But I was still casting, and as he fell to the ground and looked up with a smile on his face, I returned a smile of my own. Lightning shot forth from my palms in an instant as it smashed into his chest and rendered him immobile for a second. Grabbing my halberd once again, I raised it up and quickly lowered it down, executing the helpless rogue.
With his lifeless body before me, I risked a glance across the battlefield.
Only looking around for a second, I noticed our numbers had dwindled. Half of our force had been decimated as buildings had started to catch fire. The closest cabins were ablaze with smoke billowing into the sky as a cloud of dark gray ash banished the sun.
In the shadow of the ash, I stood alone.
A glimmer caught my eye as I turned my head slightly in time to see a wave of frost bolts and fireballs heading in my direction. Swinging my halberd wide with the broad-side of the head impacting two frost bolts, the ice shattered and frosty mist sprayed harmlessly over me while a sidestep and a duck allowed me to avoid the rest.
Their casters had wizened up.
Another wave of spells came as I continued to run, dodging by way of leaps and rolls. Closing the distance between the casters, a few of their remaining melees dropped what they were doing to cut me off. Engaging them immediately, I cut down a rogue with relative ease as I met blows with another bastard sword.
The claymore easily parried my halberd with its hefty weight and forced me back. He followed with a wide-arcing swing to my left that I braced for with both arms, meeting the edge with the iron shaft sent shockwaves through both of us as we recoiled from the impact. Recovering slightly quicker, I lunged forward and thrust the spear-tip out but was easily deflected as he brought his sword around.
Pulling back and readying myself once more, the rogues and swordsmen that had surrounded me pulled off and ran in another direction, undoubtedly to push other flanks. I tried to raise an arm, to stop one of them with an arc lightning, but I was immediately sent backwards as a heavy swing rocked me.
The man knew how to counter and our weapons were evenly matched.
I wasn't going anywhere.
A few casters had rotated slightly, to get an angle on me as a fire blast shot through the air and impacted into my shoulder. The sudden explosion blinding my left eye as pain registered in the blistering heat. Grimacing from the pain and wincing as my eyes were left watering from the flickering flames, the bastard sword made its appearance in a quick flash.
Only catching the glimmer of the sword in the sun, I rolled backwards as it clipped my arm and took a chunk of my triceps with it. Right arm impaired, while lying on my back, the man quickly ran forward in an attempt to execute me.
Left palm open, arm extended, I shot a thin pulsating tether of electricity out and connected the two of us. Stopped in his tracts as he started to convulse, I continued the channel while grabbing my one-handed axe with my right hand.
Watching his health get stripped before my very eyes, a holy light engulfed him and topped him off as my mana quickly depleted. Completely ruining my attempt to fell the man, I was soon hit with the warming light as well, and my injuries closed up and began to slightly heal instantaneously.
My arm was still gimp, as the chunk of flesh wasn't immediately returned, but it was enough. Switching hands, I let the man with the claymore charge at me as I stayed on my back, building electricity around my body with the intent to discharge.
Half a second through the cast, he was nearly upon me.
Then with sword raised, attempting to execute me once again, he dropped the sword only to meet a wall of static as electricity exploded outwards all around me, half into the dirt below me, and half into the charging man. Running straight into the wall of energy, the impact threw him back as he was stunned from the recoil.
Grasping his head in confusion as he tried to get back up, I slipped behind him and ran the axe-head along his throat, slicing it clean.
Now clutching his throat as he began to choke, a quick hack into the back of his neck severed his spine and sent the man directly to the floor, dead as can be.
Another fire blast hit me as they were too fast to dodge, and as I recoiled from the pain, I turned to my side and saw a scene that sent chills through my spine.
Surrounded by four rogues, Selene and Barkley were fighting them off in melee as Katherine was directly behind. Selene was obviously trying to stall them from attacking Kate� she was trying to pull her own weight.
Starting to run towards them, the distance of seventy feet was a lot to cover, and my enemies were aware. I was suddenly hit by a freezing rain that attempted to cut me off, covering the land between Selene and I.
Ignoring the rain and running through it, a frost bolt hit me in the side causing me to stumble forward. Regaining my stride, I kept running, nearly closing the distance for a flash step as a fire blast hit me once again.
Falling to the ground, shoulder partially lit on fire, I rolled once and got back up.
The rogues attacked one after the other, as Selene fended them off as best as she could, parrying and deflecting with her two daggers as the eight weapons converged relentlessly. Barkley jumped and landed his jaws on one of the rogues as he attempted to rip the player to shreds, but a second rogue side-stepped and plunged his sword into the back of the poor wolf.
Barkley slumped and fell to the floor with a whine as his body went limp.
Panicking, I rushed as another frost bolt clipped the ground in front of me and nearly tripped me. Ignoring the distractions, I immediately flash stepped thirty feet forward as I rematerialized ten feet away from them.
Out of mana, I threw my axe into the back of one of the rogues as he reactively flinched and retreated. Another rogue attacked Selene with a thrust as she countered and plunged her sword through his chest, only, it left her exposed.
And in a flash, horror struck.
Two swords pierced through Selene's back and out her chest, causing her to lock up and fall to the ground. They went for the finishing blow as I barreled through them, tackling two of them into the dirt, temporarily knocking one out with a blow to the temple, then stabbing the other once, up and under the chin.
Yanking the knife out of the dead rogue and planting it into the dazed one, I finished him quickly as I turned to Selene. Rushing over to her, she had fallen to four-percent remaining health and was bleeding out.
She only had eight seconds left.
Calling out for a healer, yelling for a priest, none responded.
I glanced at Katherine but saw she had spent all of her mana.
She was kneeling on the ground next to Selene, holding her hand as she silently wept. I gently wrapped my arms around Selene in the midst of the battle, elevating her head slightly so she could breathe easier.
She was down to three-percent now.
Six seconds.
I frantically looked around as the NPCs were too far away and too mired in conflict to react. Staring at Kate, her mana was recovering far too slowly, she would be late.
Selene turned her eyes to Kate and struggled to bring a smile to bear as she weakly spoke, "be strong Kate."
Then to me, she said, "take care of my sister."
Gulping down the lump in my throat, I hugged her tightly while Katherine squeezed her hands, with her tears rolling down onto the ground below.
As Selene lay dying in my arms, she asked me with a hoarse whisper that could barely be heard, "you're going to kiss me, right?"
I could only smile and nod, "yeah."
Moving in, she placed her hand on my face, and after the long kiss she lightly slapped me, as she had the first time we kissed, in front of the earl's men. Looking me in the eyes, she brought a light smile to bear as tears filled her eyes, then she closed her eyes for the last time.
She was gone.
The system notification popped up a second later.
Confirming what my eyes had already told me.
What my hands had already conveyed.
She had gone limp, and on this strangely cold day in the North, the warmth of her body was slowly dissipating, away and back into the earth from which it came.
[Your Companion, Selene, has died.]
A few seconds later, Katherine had recovered the requisite mana to use a [Holy Light] and she immediately tried casting it on Selene, but it was to no avail.
You couldn't heal the dead.
Even I knew that.
Sorrow and sadness overwhelmed me for a split-second only to be replaced by rage as a fire blast hit me in the face and melted skin and fat dripped down onto my lap. Turning my head slowly with half my face melting off, I stared at the casters that were slowly being pushed back.
The warriors had mounted a comeback, and with every player that fell, the stamina of my soldiers overwhelmed what few were left.
Then, my eyes caught something familiar.
Milly.
In the back, behind the casters that were now too busy fending off the warriors that had charged into them, she was watching the scene unfold.
She met my eyes, and in that instant I knew what would come next.
Milly, was going to die.
Glancing at Selene once more, I gave her to Kate as I gauged my health, mana, and stamina bars. My health level was critical, at nineteen percent. So too was my mana, at under ten percent. Stamina, well, that was fairly low as well.
It didn't matter, it was enough.
I had a second to live for every half-percent of life, ticking down even now.
I didn't need more than ten.
Eyes clouded, my mind was consumed with anger, with rage� I was burning literally and figuratively with flames still flickering in the wind off my shoulder. I began to walk towards Milly, with no weapons in hand and only enough mana for a single flash step. I was going to end her, here and now.
End her before she could retreat.
Before she could utter a word, of excuse, of apology, or insult, I didn't care what it was, I wanted to hear silence.
Breaking into a run with my eyes locked on her, she stood still like a deer in the headlights. Frozen in shock or fear, I didn't know.
I didn't care.
Realizing her predicament she started to turn, began to run in the opposite direction as her light frame and agility build aided her retreat� but she was too slow. I was faster, far more developed, with all of my time spent grinding, all of the development put into my weak legs that didn't allow me to run in real life.
I was fast in this world.
I was far faster than any of them.
Catching up to her, she was within thirty feet as she glanced back at me once more. At that very moment, I flash stepped and traversed the distance between us almost instantaneously as the bolt of lightning carried my body from my past location to my new destination in the blink of an eye.
Rematerializing out of the lightning like some spectral being, I thrust my good left arm out and grabbed Milly by the throat. She struggled as I lifted her off the ground and began to squeeze. Fumbling for her weapons and trying to speak, I crushed her throat and continued to constrict her breathing.
She was suffocating, right before my eyes.
She deserved it.
She deserved all of it.
It wasn't painful, no� not nearly painful enough.
The game had restrictions for these things� sure, it looked real, but it wasn't.
Milly didn't feel anything except, maybe some restriction on her movements. Her eyes were probably fuzzing up, becoming cloudy and dim as her strength left her. But, the game didn't let you feel any such suffocation.
I learned that, when I wondered if you could drown.
You didn't feel any of that.
Too traumatic, some people said.
Yet my face was burning, my arm hurt, my sides� my chest, my abdomen, all burned and stung when I was stabbed and sliced. That was fine, for those of us in the Ultra-Realism program. And everyone felt some pain from the cuts and stabs, from the impact of magic. Giving her a painless death like this was far too kind.
Maybe, I should have burned her to death.
Dropping the lifeless corpse to the floor, I stared at it in disgust.
My health was low now, around fourteen percent left.
It took me exactly ten seconds.
And then an errant frost bolt impacted me, but I didn't budge.
Turning my head slightly in the direction of the mage that cast it at me, he couldn't see my health and didn't realize that another cast would be the end of me. He was scared, having witnessed everything that had happened, while he shot wave after wave after wave of spells towards me, and towards my brethren throughout the fight.
My family, my NPCs, my� people, he had put them in harm's way.
My entire village was burning down to the ground as I stood and watched the mage turn tail. He wanted to run, to escape, to retreat from my vengeance.
He was going to get away.
And then a golden light engulfed me and brought me back to a comfortable thirty-two percent health, halting the bleed-out and restoring me to partial functionality.
Katherine, most likely.
Yeah, he wasn't going to get away.
Starting to run after the escaping mage, a quick glance to my side had shown that the battle was won. A pious victory by all accounts, it wasn't a victory worth celebrating. The corpses that littered the field were numerous and the wanton destruction was vast, my village was destroyed and at least twenty of the thirty-one warriors had fallen.
Eight warriors had joined the chase with me, as we ran after the handful of mages attempting to escape. All of the melee players were accounted for, in body bags. Now, it was the backline's turn to meet the same fate.
We cut them down, one by one.
Their nonathletic bodies betrayed them as they tried in vain to outrun us.
It only took a few minutes, to finish the slaughter.
Stopping in the middle of the forest, with my village a few hundred yards away, I stared at the rising smoke as I contemplated my surroundings.
My situation had changed.
I failed.



Chapter 65: For Far Too Many
(Monday, September 23rd Game Day / Tuesday, March 30th Real Day)
Twenty-four hours had passed by the time the funeral procession was ready.
The longship returned with goods and good tidings, only to find the village in ruins and their friends slain. That was the reality, of the actions a guild decided to take.
It wasn't long before the news hit the web, as a few guild members decided to stream the entire encounter live. They broadcasted their own demise, for thousands to see, and for hundreds of thousands to watch at a later date.
I was now a celebrity, and an infamous villain.
My brutal actions were seen as disgusting by white knights, fools to the so-called cause, rising up and clamoring for my destruction. It bothered them� that I would eke out justice indiscriminant of race or gender. How could I, brutally choke a girl?
How could I, slice one's face off?
Worse, how could I slit a throat?
Disgusting, that's what I was.
Of course, some others saw it differently.
I was the unwitting victim of an attack, a surprise attack by a cowardly guild. Onlookers and outsiders didn't even know that Milly was a spy, but they knew the rules of engagement in the game.
You declared your intent, honorably, or you didn't, dishonorably.
They chose the latter.
The fact that they lost, to what most players later realized was a troop of NPCs and one singular player, made me famous. The fact that I was utilizing lightning magic, a rarity in this game, made me special. Toss in the parts with my close-combat fighting, and utilizing a halberd in various ways along with an axe and knives, and I was the coolest kid on the block.
But what did it matter to me.
Selene was dead.
Barkley was dead.
Twenty-three warriors were dead.
My village didn't have a single building left.
All I had left were these hands of mine, the gear on my back, and my fellow NPCs, livestock, a farm, and a longship. I guess that was a long list of positives, but I would have traded them all to bring Selene back.
She� wasn't supposed to mean much.
Yet, here I was, anguishing.
I was more attached than I realized.
I was angrier than I thought I would be.
Katherine and Selene were basically my world within this world.
That wasn't right, but that's how it worked out.
Staring at the funeral pyres that had been set up, the twenty-five pyres were all in a single line along the mountain's walls. A small clearing, flat and with plenty of space, was going to be their resting place.
This was a funeral, for far too many.
The fire was lit by one of the warriors, as I stood quietly by and watched Selene's pyre start to burn. She was dressed with all of her gear, weapons, and what items survived the original cabin fire. The only thing I kept was her necklace and a ring. The necklace was for Katherine, the ring� for me.
Keepsakes, for sentimental reasons, I guess.
It wasn't long before her body was completely engulfed in the flames, as the pyre funneled oxygen in such a way to burn incredibly hot. There would be nothing left when it was all said and done, only the ashes of the fallen.
The fires would burn all night, and would be tended to in the morning.
After an hour, most of the NPCs had returned to the one building that was still serviceable. The lodge had only partially burnt down, missing a roof and parts of the second floor, but the underground section remained intact.
The NPCs stayed there for now, as the elements weren't that bad this time of the year. Some of the NPCs stayed out in the open, preferring to camp out on the grass. Others, stayed with me and Katherine, as we sat along the mountain side and watched our friends burn.
Friends, as I called them, even though they were only NPCs with Artificial Intelligences. They weren't even real. Selene� wasn't real. Yet, after months of time being spent with them on a daily basis, they were a part of my life.
Now, they were no longer there.
She was no longer around.
And I was at fault.
No.
No, I wasn't at fault here.
The ones that wronged me were Milly and her guild. They were the ones that started this. In my anger, I researched the unknown, hoping to find answers as to why they did it. Why would someone randomly attack me, all the way up north?
I had my ideas, my suspicions.
It was common to attack rival guilds, to eliminate competition; I knew that was the case. When Emily put the target on my back, I knew this day would come.
But, for a guild to travel to such great lengths to attack me� that bothered me, deep down. They were a small guild, filled with a handful of Alpha and Beta testers, some that were even from my area, which I found out, after a little internet stalking turned up some pertinent information.
Milly, was a local.
I had probably met her once or twice at the Meetings.
A small world, as they say.
They were connected with other guilds, primarily filled with players of the same ilk, and had struggled in the Central Kingdoms and thus decided to try their luck in the North. That wasn't anything new, nor was it news to me.
Their territory was actually a very small one though.
Two-hundred miles south of Andal, down near the very border of the Northern territories, and about five miles off the coast. They were situated on a river that drained out to the ocean. It was a small river at that, one only ten feet wide and two to three feet deep. They had a few buildings and a couple of NPCs too, as they were starting to build up their infrastructure.
They weren't powerful, not in the least.
Their seventy or so active guild members were of average level, in the high twenties and low thirties, with a couple in the forties. By comparison, I was in mid-fifties with boosted stats from the Ultra-Realism program.
I was basically nearing two-hundred in effective level.
As a jack of all trades, a red mage, a hybrid� my power spike was the early mid-game and the very late-game. I was in the middle of that first power trip, where skills and proficiency came easy and having two or three from different paths let me create effective combinations beyond the normal scope.
They didn't stand a chance alone� they didn't even hold a candle to me.
Yet, they picked a fight.
They had sealed their fate.
I was coming for them� and their allies too.
Their homes would burn, their NPCs would be slaughtered, and they will be hunted wherever they go. There is no place on this continent I can't reach, that I can't raid.
They would pay.
This was personal.
This was the Viking way, after all.



Chapter 66: Restart
(Tuesday, September 24th Game Day / Tuesday, March 30th Real Day)
It was a long night, and an even longer day when we finally laid the ashes of the fallen to rest. There was nothing left of Selene but dust and the two items that we had kept. There was nothing left of our pet, the loyal wolf Barkley, nor was there anything left of the warriors that gave it their all.
Of course, none of it was real.
But that didn't change the feeling, of it all.
I was still angry, but a certain type of numbness had pervaded my mind.
It was hard to care.
A funny thing happened at the end though, a strange thing, really.
I received a system message, after the funeral procession had completed. Details therein, explaining that, due to my honoring the customs of the past, of the land, that my Reputation had increased slightly and there was a boost to morale.
A boost to morale it said, well, not my morale.
There was also an accompanying boost to production, for seventy-two hours. Three days of accelerated NPCs, at my disposal. Maybe, this was the game's way of allowing players to rebuild or restart their infrastructure after large battles and during times of war. War was good for production after all, and a motivated populace with a goal did work harder. There was some historical relevance there.
Standing on the mountain overlooking my burnt-down village, my mind was scrambling to put together ideas. I had been standing up on the ledge for nearly an hour, trying to figure out what to do.
Going forward, the things I lacked, the areas where I was weak, those all needed to be fixed, to be improved upon. My warriors held their own, but they weren't strong enough by themselves. We were outnumbered and won, but we had the advantage behind our walls.
We had the advantage, of me.
Without me, it would have been a slaughter, and the likelihood of every NPC being killed or captured was high. If I was away from the village and a guild decided to attack, everything would be lost.
My village, Dragon's Breach, needed to be upgraded.
What I needed, was a fort.
Maybe, even a castle.
What worried me� was the threat of attack still lingered. The conflict had yet to be truly settled, and to my knowledge the enemy guild remained close by. Thankfully, they didn't properly prepare for the siege and had failed to set up a temporary campsite.
After they died, they were unable to respawn in my territory, and thus were bounced to the next nearest neutral graveyard. If they had set up a campsite outside of my territory, they could have resurrected there.
But, they didn't do that.
So, they were bounced to the Northern Triangle which wasn't exactly neutral, seeing as I was their prime benefactor. Then they were bounced to Andal, a rough fifty to sixty mile journey southwest, only to find that Andal held me in high-esteem.
So off again, they went.
Their souls were transported another fifteen miles to the southwest, to a coastal port town, where they were finally welcomed with imaginary, ghostly open-arms. A total of seventy-five miles away from Dragon's Breach meant if they wanted to launch another attack, it would take them at least seven hours of travel.
Word on the net, was they weren't interested.
In their eyes, their raid was a success.
They crippled my force and razed the village, essentially wiping out the competition. To them, there was no reason to waste any more time beating a dead horse.
That's all I was to them, a dead horse.
Opening my [Land Management] tab in the [Menu], a list of tabs populated my visual field. As I sorted through them and looked at [Hostile Territories], only one name was there, [FWB], an acronym I was unfamiliar with but it didn't matter. That was the guild that had declared war, and they would remain hostile until I negotiated terms.
There were no terms forthcoming from me, no, never.
They would suffer, in due time.
Closing the tab and switching to the [NPC-Recruiter], I started to browse what was currently available. Combat NPCs were a premium now, easily five times what they had previously gone for, when I recruited my forty-four.
I was down to seventeen warriors and four priests; the ranks would need to be replenished. Ellieby had sent back a rather large sum of coins though, roughly a gold coin in total� one-hundred and two silvers, to be exact.
That helped the situation immensely but it wasn't enough, I was still behind.
There was a lot of work to be done.
Work, that had to be done.
Refocusing on the objective at hand, I glanced through the list of draftees as quickly as I could. Seeing as the majority of the combat NPCs were going for anywhere from five silvers to ten, replacing twenty-three warriors would be extremely cost-prohibitive.
Simply put, I couldn't afford them, even if I wanted to.
Sorting by type, I had realized that casters were incredibly important during that last battle, and were amazing in the dungeon. If I had more sense, I would have recruited mages when they were only a couple of silvers apiece.
Another mistake, that was easily noticeable in hindsight.
Casters with a high Potential with Frost Magic, were running at an average of eight silver coins. Fire Magic Proficiencies were nearly eleven silvers each. Holy Magic NPCs, hah, they were a bit ridiculous� I didn't even want to read it out loud.
Nature Mages weren't that bad, but what were they, I had never seen them.
Lightning Mages and Dark Mages, on the other hand, weren't too pricey.
The latter three were rare types and numbered in small amounts.
Most players didn't roll with those proficiencies anyhow, seeing how trainers were few and far between. Even now, I had yet to witness a single player use Dark Magic, and I was the only Lightning Magic user around these parts.
These parts, I was about the only one in general, though.
Four casters with a high Potential in the Dark Magic Proficiency, ranging from 7.2/10 up through 9.1/10 were available for three-hundred copper� that was only one silver more than standard.
I ticked those four off, immediately.
Six casters had a high Potential in Lightning Magic, with their respective ratings in the 7.5/10 to 8.8/10 range. At a going rate of five-hundred copper, that was fine with me. I could train them myself, with my Ancient Relic giving me complete mastery, there would be no finer trainer around.
The Dark Mages would be somewhat useless for the time being, but I had a plan.
Companions specialized in specific Arts, such as Katherine, could teach Holy Arts or Magic to the casters I picked up. Calling them priests out of ease, they trained from her.
That's how the system worked.
I needed more Companions.
I needed a Companion that could instruct the warriors, one that could teach the mages, one that� could help the archers. Since, Selene� was no longer around for that.
Turning my attention back to the draft, I started counting my coins.
Forty-two silver was already accounted for, as long as no one else put in a bid on the draft picks. If a bidding war was started, the prices would soar and that was the last thing that I wanted to happen now.
Sixty silver coins left, to fill out my village protection force.
Archer-types, swordsmen, shield-bearers, and spearmen, all of the basic proficiency types were well accounted for. Except, they were far too expensive for me to even consider bidding on, as they all averaged well over ten silvers each.
Warriors, again, were the cheapest of the lot.
Axe users were vulnerable, perceived as slow and not nearly as efficient as some of the standard types. They fought hard, but they died easy.
They died really easy.
If I had trained them better, they might have lived.
That was something I could work on.
There was room for improvement there.
Looking at the warriors that were available, those with potential ratings in the 7.0/10 or higher were running for at least eight-hundred copper. I couldn't afford more than seven of them at that price point.
Seven didn't replace twenty-three.
Changing the parameters, there were a lot of warriors in the 2.0/10 through the 4.5/10 range that only ran for around four-hundred copper as they were considered inferior. They tempted me with their cheap cost to acquire.
Yeah, I would take them.
I needed bodies.
Selecting fourteen of the extremely slow-to-develop warriors, my only chance was to train them sufficiently, and equip them with weapons and armor that surpassed their opponents. If I couldn't get the best quality troops, I could at least get the best quality equipment and training for them.
My blacksmiths were alive and their methods lived on.
There was a way.
Exiting all of the menus, there was only one thing left to do now.
Rebuild, Dragon's Breach.
Create a new, stronger, safer, version of the village that had existed prior. Maybe, even turn it into a town, but at the very least, I wanted a fort.
Walking down and into the village, I found the majority of the NPCs had gathered at the one lodge that was remaining, as they stood idly about having lunch. There was nothing to do except clean debris and most of that had been taken care of.
Now, it was time to work.
With all eyes now staring at me, I began to tell them my plans.
Yeah, I had plans.
I always had plans.



Chapter 67: Overseer
(Thursday, September 30th Game Day / Thursday, April 1st Real Day)
Watching over the crowds of NPCs as they ran about like worker ants did little to appease my persistent bad mood, as the numbness that had taken over my mind had slowly drifted away� only to be replaced with a steady buildup of anger and regret.
My emotions were complicated, as anyone's should be.
Katherine had yet to leave my side in the past three days, continuing to mourn for Selene in her own way. She reminded me of an abandoned puppy clinging to a newfound owner. I didn't mind it though.
I wasn't that much of an ass.
Even computer programming disguised as a female with the name of Katherine, had emotions in this strange game. Whether they were real emotions or not, whether she could actually feel anything, wasn't for me to decide or question� she was sad, upset, depressed, and I was the one that she turned to.
Walking around the grounds with Katherine in tow, all of the schematics had been laid down, traced out, and explained to the NPCs now at work.
The lodge had been rebuilt first and foremost, as it was the quickest of the projects being carried out. It looked much the same, as it did the first time around. The only difference now, was a dirt wall had been packed along the sides, exposing only a tiny amount of wood at the edge of the roof.
The palisade from before was largely repairable as well, though I had it torn down and rebuilt entirely from the ground up. A twelve foot wall replaced it, with a rampart eight feet tall sitting directly behind. Gates, crude ones for now, were nearly complete as a deep trench was being dug around the perimeter.
A moat, at least six feet deep and equally wide with channels cutting through the soon-to-be town to provide ease of access to fresh water at all times was going to be a key part. If time permits, a small draw bridge would be constructed, but for now, logs would serve as a temporary bridge to be rolled over in case of an attack.
Four towers inside the village were also taking shape, large enough to house a small contingent of warriors at all times. The towers would be their barracks, at least on the first floor, while the second floor would provide visibility and a position to safely attack from. Arrowslits would be a must, along with various slanted windows that would allow them a wide firing arc with near impunity.
A fifth tower would sit at the top of the mountain wall, at the breach that ended precipitously at the mouth of the river. That would be the primary tower, as well as the lighthouse when the time came.
Critical infrastructure buildings would be taken care of afterwards, the blacksmith and shipyard the two most important on my list. The livestock would graze where the forest once was, for there was no forest around my village anymore.
The chance of someone concealing their presence amongst the trees bothered me.
Plus, I needed the lumber.
The trees would grow back, but a three-hundred yard radius would be kept clear.
I didn't need to take any more chances, going forward.
A watch tower would be setup along the river, on the other side near the farm.
That was a necessity, as the farm sat by its lonesome on the other side of the bank, unable to be defended in the case of an attack. Luckily, the attackers didn't bother with swimming across the river, in order to burn it down.
Eventually, walls would be erected there too.
Once the basic fortifications were done I would turn my attention to the communal buildings. These were going to be almost entirely underground, two stories underground with a third above. The lodge that had been rebuilt would be the last of� its kind. Dugouts were still a preference, but I wanted more flexibility and larger structures.
With two floors underground the only issue would be fresh air.
We could figure that out later.
Everything so far had been going according to plan and even with the bits of rage clouding my judgment, I could still appreciate the speed at which everyone was working. The morale and production boost was a serious thing.
They were working nearly twice as fast.
A week, one real week or three in-game weeks was all we needed.
And from the looks of it, [FWB] had returned home.
That home of theirs though, hah.
Well, it would be safe for the time being.
An interesting thing about honor in the Viking era, was the concept of revenge.
The honorable thing when wronged by someone, was to seek revenge. To regain your lost honor, to achieve vengeance, was the right thing to do. There was a saying, to the effect, "a slave takes revenge at once, a fool, never takes revenge."
I was neither a slave, nor a fool.
At least, in my mind that is.
Maybe I was both, philosophically speaking that was entirely possible.
A slave to the system, a fool of a man believing in his own freedoms� but that was neither here nor there. Vengeance was on my mind and it was to be carried out in due time. The idea, was to let your enemy believe they were safe; that you had forgotten, that you had been too scared to retaliate or some other nonsense.
And then when they least expected it, you came in, sweeping in and destroying them with them none the wiser until far too late.
That, was the honorable thing to do.
That, was what I was going to do.
The only thing left, was to improve myself.
"Katherine," I said softly, but sternly. "Prepare, we're leaving."
She nodded, in silence.



Chapter 68: Rats, Just Rats
(Friday, September 31st Game Day / Friday, April 2nd Real Day)
"What if I told you, that none of this was real, that it's all just a dream," I said with a monotony that droned on. "And when this dream ends, there is nothing."
Katherine stared at me for a moment, unsure of how to respond to my sudden declaration. We had been walking silently for over an hour, along the flowing creek that would lead us to the Rattanorv cave.
The sky, overcast, provided us with plenty of shade on our long journey. It was a little cool out, having lost all of my blood-stained furs in the fire, but it didn't matter.
It was still summer, for a few more weeks.
"I don't follow, what are you trying to say?" asked Katherine after some time had passed. "Please explain your words, Sigurd."
She had dropped all pretenses, strangely.
I was no longer Sir Sigurd, Master, Liege, or Lord� now, I was the plain Sigurd.
That's what I wanted, yet it was odd to actually hear it.
"If I told you, that everything you thought you knew, was a lie," I continued on with my monotonous voice, void of any emotion. "What if I told you, Selene wasn't real?"
"What are you talking about?" shot back Katherine almost immediately as she started to get visibly angry. "Have you lost your sanity?"
Not stopping or giving me the chance to answer, her cheeks puffed and her nostrils flared as she raised her voice and started to yell, "is this your attempt to cheer me up?"
Staring me down without hesitation, anyone could see that she was pissed.
"Because, if so, you're failing miserably and I want no further part in this conversation!" she shouted angrily at me as she stomped off ahead of me.
Ah, yeah.
What was I thinking, anyways.
My mind wasn't in the right place, it would be safer, if I didn't say anything.
The long journey without distractions had given me time to think, time that, probably should have been spent thinking of something else. Too much idle time was never a good thing when distressed. The fact I was still bothered by losing an NPC Companion, also tore at me. In a way, what bothered me the most, was that I was feeling any emotion at all to losing a video game character.
I mean, when your favorite squad member dies in an old-school RPG, you could reset the PlayStation and redo the level. Losing your favorite characters sucked� but you didn't go into a depression for half a week.
This was ridiculous.
And I was taking it out on Katherine, for no reason at all.
Katherine was an NPC too, not a real entity. She wasn't a person that I should be worrying about. Yet, it didn't seem right, to treat her or the other NPCs wrongly.
They were far too real.
Yeah, an apology was necessary.
"Hey Sigurd," messaged Barik out of the blue, right as I was about to catch up to Katherine to apologize. "I saw a stream, a guy fighting with lightnin', that ye mate?"
Keeping the video function off, I kept the communication to voice only but muted it so others couldn't hear us talking. I didn't want Katherine to know.
"Hey man," I replied as I tried to gather myself. "Yeah, that was me on the stream, if it's the one with a guild fight up in the North."
"No shit, it looked like ye," he said without hesitation. "Need some help, hit 'em back? Got a few of the boys ready to go, give the word."
 "Nah, don't worry about it," I answered coolly, as my focus had finally returned. "Thanks though, I'll take care of them in short order so, don't worry about it."
"Eh ye sure mate?" he asked succinctly.
"Yeah man, I'm good, appreciate the offer though, maybe when you guys get up and running, we can partake in a little guild war or two."
"Heh you're def' a battler ye' know."
Ending the conversation there, I was glad he messaged me.
Too much time alone thinking to myself, had let my mind go astray.
I was focusing on the negatives far too much.
Jogging up to Katherine, I decided to launch a sneak attack and grabbed her from behind, picking her up off the ground and performing a princess carry.
"Wha-what are you doing!?" she yelled instinctively.
"Carrying you, relax," I answered softly. "I'm sorry for what I said earlier, it was selfish of me."
"Put me down, I can walk," she replied while turning away.
"No can do."
She fought, resisted for a little while, but eventually she calmed down and put her arms around my neck while resting her head on my chest. We walked like that for a while, as my inhuman strength and endurance allowed for it.
We talked a little, here and there.
Mostly, I think, she wanted the physical proximity and the comfort of a body.
She was actually depressed.
An Artificial Intelligence, depressed over losing an artificial friend� mind-boggling, but I accepted it for what it was. My reality existed as far as I knew, and they- no, she, was a part of that reality.
That's what bothered me.
Yeah, this was my reality.
And someone fucked with it.
With the sun setting in the distance, we decided to make camp, not wanting to head any further in the dead of night. The last time was dangerous, being caught out and surrounded by deformed rats in the middle of a dense fog.
We weren't going to make that mistake again.
Katherine was glued to me now, completely wrapped around me, but I didn't complain or push her away. My mind was back on track and her presence cheered me up. She would keep me warm at night, and it was a comforting thing.
That's all that mattered now; you only get one life, after all.
As the shadows of the night slowly crept away and disappeared over the horizon, I found myself in a precarious position with Katherine half-naked and on top of me. She had rolled over, somehow, and lost her top in the process.
A young healthy male, in this situation, is what I was.
Magic is what I would like to call the disappearing act of her shirt and leather vest, but maybe it was uncomfortable� who knows. She was a beautiful woman, so it was hard to turn my eyes away� ample curves, really.
More than ample.
Nudging her awake, she immediately blushed and covered up the second she realized what had happened. I could only laugh and smile, as she turned her back towards me and eyed her shirt a few feet away.
Again, how that happened, I didn't know.
All I could say, was I wasn't being all that forthcoming.
A gentleman's lie, was how I termed it.
Well, I now had a Soul Link with Katherine.
Giving her a hug as she tried to get dressed, we rolled playfully about before a hoot from an owl interrupted the atmosphere that we had created. Realizing the fun was over, it was time to set out on our trip. The Rattanorv cave was only an hour or two away by foot, and I had every intention of clearing the place.
I needed the practice, the experience, and whatever rare items might be in there.
They beat me last time with the wave of casters, much like how [FWB] had formed their line of mages as well. If I could beat these rats and their hundred or so [Frost Bolts], I could beat a dozen or so [Fireballs] and [Frost Bolts] from some low-leveled players. This was practical training, in essence.
Yeah, I still had some anger residing, too.
These rats, would have to deal.
"I can see one, standing guard at the front of the entrance," I whispered to Katherine, who was clearly agitated by the thought of returning to the cave.
"Are you sure about this� last time, you didn't make it out," she reasonably questioned, as it was the truth and exactly what had happened before.
Toggling [Keen Sight] back to its normal mode, I turned to Kate and gave a weak smile. I didn't know how this was going to turn out, but I wanted to try.
If anything, I still had the confidence that I could pull it off.
"Just try to stay behind me, use your mana as you see fit and if you want to attack or heal, I leave those decisions to you," I explained while drawing my weapon.
With halberd at the ready, I began to circle around the lone [Wild Rattanorv Zeta] as it wandered aimlessly back and forth between the cave's entrance. The three foot tall creature carried no weapon nor armor and was more or less an overgrown rodent in appearance. The round body and greasy fur with a long hairy tail was characteristic of a European water vole� that was basically, what they looked like.
A cross between a brown rat and a water vole, only larger.
Plus, a semi-upright posture that lent to their bipedal evolution.
Fat and fluffy yet greasy looking all the same.
They were intelligent, as was evidenced the last time I tried to fight them, but they weren't athletic or dexterous in the least. With their evolution they gained more advanced communication and the ability to use magic, fittingly frost magic to go with their water affinity. They also clearly had lost some of their agility as they weren't quick.
They were quite slow, actually.
Successfully stalking the rodent, I was now within striking distance as it turned its head up with ears perked. Nose twitching, sniffing, as if it had smelled something different. Then it turned away from me and stared off into the distance.
I was facing upwind and my scent was concealed as it blew downwind, carried harmlessly behind and away from me. I could smell the rat but it couldn't smell me. The very basics of hunting were being employed today, for I was hunting an intelligent beast.
The rat then turned its face up to the sky as something caught its eye.
I dashed, immediately closing the distance between us as I rammed the spear-tip into the back of the neck of the rat, piercing all the way through its soft flesh and weak muscle and coming out the other end. Lifting it off the ground I twisted the pole arm in my hands and threw the dead rat off, sending its corpse bouncing harmlessly onto the grass with hardly a sound.
They were light creatures, despite how fat they looked.
I turned into the entrance of the cave while waving at Katherine to follow.
The mountain breeze was blowing outwards, coming down from the mountain and through the cracks and on through the cave, and eventually, out the door. It was a different kind of downwind situation. One all the more favorable for me.
The strong gusts of wind also helped clear the lingering smell of urine.
No longer with a mask, this was a pleasant surprise.
Stalking the corridor, I silently crept through the single path that had been opened to us as my eyes darted back and forth. They were unaware of our presence, for now.
Reaching a corner, I slowed my pace as I took a peek around.
On the other side, two Rattanorv were hunched over what looked like, a smaller rat. An actual rat� they were eating it raw, sharing it, even.
Cannibals, no different from reality.
A disturbing sight.
Bringing the halberd to my waist and keeping it parallel with the ground, I took a breathe and steadied myself. I was starting to get angry� no, I had always been angry.
It, was starting to consume me.
Bursting around the corner with only the sound of the dirt and rocks being crushed beneath my feet, I thrust into the closest rodent as it turned its head. Straight through the eye socket, a solid thud was felt as I impacted bone and came to a halt.
The skull had stopped the blow from being fatal.
"Shit," I muttered immediately.
Right on cue, the rat shrieked loudly with its piercing cries cutting through the cave interior. A squeal and squeak followed from the other rat, as I kicked it onto its back. Pulling the halberd free I raised it up and dropped it down with a ferocity that was warranted. The Rattanorv didn't even see it coming.
And as the axe-head clanged from the contact with solid rock, the brown rat fell apart. Two perfect sides to a whole, falling in either direction.
The other [Wild Rattanorv Gamma] had already begun to cast a frost bolt in desperation, but another kick sent it flying into the cold light gray wall. The hard collision with the rock wall stunned it temporarily, as it tried to get back to its feet.
Attempting to stand, as if it were human.
A quick thrust pinned it against the wall as it wiggled and squealed for a second, only to relax and eventually slump over the edge of my bloodied weapon. Retracting my weapon, I watched the body of the rat fall to the floor before me.
Three down, a hundred or more to go.
Nothing else had fallen to the floor, for there was no loot.
These rats didn't have items.
They, were only worth experience.
Noises had filled the air and echoed about in a confusing manner as I continued to press forward. The rats were communicating with each other, unsure of what to do from this point on. In our last battle, they knew who we were� they attacked, retreated, and set up a counter attack.
This time, they were under a surprise attack.
They were the ones lost and confused.
Footsteps could be heard, a soft pitter patter almost like rain drops. Numerous rats were running, slapping their small feet against the cold hard rock as they unknowingly ran to their deaths.
Behind this corner, I would make my stand.
I waited with the axe-side out and held above my head, patiently listening.
The noise grew increasingly louder as the distance between us shrunk, seconds passed as only seconds were left. Then, as the first rat came by, I released my swing with a downward-arcing side swing, as if I were chopping into the base of a tree.
No noise.
Then all noise.
The soft contact with metal on flesh felt as if I were swinging into mud as not one but two rats were caught on the end. Flinging their severed bodies off, I glanced back as the first rat that had ran past exploded in white flame and was sent flying back in the direction from which it came.
Surprised, startled, I looked at Katherine as she chained another spell.
Her white hands glowed as three spherical flames took shape. Having completed her cast, she released the three white balls of holy energy without delay. They cut through the air, and if my eyes weren't betraying me, changed direction as they flew around the corner and out of sight.
Lost for words, I stepped forward to see the corpses of four rats on the floor. Looking past those bodies, I saw a white circle had formed underneath the collective of stupefied rats that were still left alive. The soft white hue beneath their feet had begun to glow, and then with a soft dim pulse outwards, the light reached its maximum extended distance and froze in place.
For an instant, everything stopped.
Then a rapid collapse of the circular light followed, shrinking towards the center as the light flickered and appeared to vanish for a split-second. A blink was all it took as I watched with curiosity and amazement for what would come next.
Fire, would come next.
Directly above the small circle of illuminated ground, a sudden eruption of searing white-fire shot forth and up towards the ceiling. The plume of [Holy Fire] pouring up and out, only to splash back down off the mountain rock above.
The five [Wild Rattanorv Gammas] were caught and entirely engulfed in flame with their cries silenced by the intense flames. They were burning for what seemed like an eternity as all I could do was watch. A second and a half later, the fire diminished and the heat dissipated as swiftly as it had arrived.
In the space where five Rattanorv had been standing no more than two seconds before, five unrecognizable corpses were laid bare in front of our eyes.
Katherine was serious.
And, she was fast.
Nodding my head slightly sideways in a gesture to continue forward, I stepped over the dead bodies of the rats and pressed on. Katherine followed in silence, ready for whatever came our way.
Silence, wasn't only coming from our side though.
No, there was a mutual silence in place now.
The entire cave had gone quiet as we came upon the path that had troubled me the last time. The rocks had split into two distinct pathways, a Y-shaped corridor. Both of which headed downwards into what I liked to call an abyss.
An abyss, because I couldn't see anything.
It was dark, incredibly so.
All I knew the last time, was that the left path smelled slightly worse. This time was much the same. The right side had an old odor that wasn't quite as strong� it wasn't that different, really.
The fresher odor from the left side, gave them away yet again.
Yeah, it was still a pungent odor, and it still hung in the air. Even with the strong breeze blowing through. My nose itched, but a twitch was all I bothered to do for it.
My weapon required both hands.
Not bothering to close my eyes this time, I didn't need to let my senses lead like before. The path we were taking was a familiar one.
We were going to go left again.
The two us headed down the left path until we reached the large, gigantic cavern. Sunlight still shining down through the gaping hole in the ceiling. A curious place, one that forced me to swallow the lump in my throat as I stared out at the boulders that littered my view. I was anxious now, having already experienced this moment.
I was expecting them to pop their heads out next.
They didn't disappoint.
Dozens of beady eyes were peeking around the edges of the rocks before us, cautiously watching us as they hid in relative safety. If they were as simple minded as they looked, it wasn't too farfetched to assume they would use similar tactics.
There was no reason to believe that they would differ, unless they somehow recognized me as the one from before and took extra precaution.
That, was farfetched though.
"Kate, stay back until it starts," I quickly blurted out as I lifted my halberd and started to pace to the side. "I'm bringing this fight to them, embrace the chaos."
Breaking out into a run directly to my right, I cut across the room in an instant as a dozen eyes multiplied to a hundred. Hands were aglow in glorious synchronization as they had lined up and prepared to unleash a frozen hell.
Bodies shifted and heads turned, in an attempt to follow my path. Keeping at full sprint, I reached the edge of the cavern in a few seconds as I� quickly dove to the ground, not bothering to look.
Like clockwork, a hundred frost bolts impacted and exploded all around me. The air directly above froze over as crystals of ice floated down over me. Completely covered in white frost, I rolled to my back and prepared to jump. With a one-count I was back on my feet as I turned into the oncoming second wave.
Their relentless assault had begun.
Strafing sideways as I continued to sprint in an effort to circle them, cold beams of ice shot forth in a colorful array of blues and whites. Another second and a tumble, dive and roll separated me from certain death. Kicked up dust rose in a cloud behind me while I pushed forward, a full charge in effect.
The third wave came at an angle that was even easier to dodge.
Simply outrunning the frost bolts and watching them sail harmlessly off into the distance, I continued to charge. I was getting closer, another wave, and I would be there.
Their eyes were glowing in the distance, reflecting the sunlight in the shadow of the crags. In those eyes, fear was growing by the second.
Hands raised as legs began to shake.
Blue glows, only half in number.
Then, no glow.
The fourth wave never came.
Smashing into the first Rattanorv with a shoulder check sent one flying into three others as they tumbled to the ground completely entangled. Raising my halberd with a half-motion, I released with a checked swing that cut through a face with ease. Resetting almost immediately, I swung again with reserved strength as the weight of the axe-head easily sliced through the soft-tissue of the rats.
Blood splattered and splashed everywhere as I cut down rodent after rodent. Three consecutive swings and seven rats were strewn about in chunks and pieces. Consumed by the moment, my eyes were burning with rage as I let out with unfettered aggression.
This was a slaughter.
The rats, frightened, terrified of what they saw before them, attempted to run.
I gave chase, cutting them down without breaking my stride. A swing from the left took three heads off, while a swing from directly above split another. Thrusting forward into the back of one and then flinging it off into a group of others, the impact jarring them to the point where they remained motionless in the panic.
Rushing over, the momentum of my swing cleaned through a group of five as two were sent flying from the impact with the shaft and three were sliced to bits. Yelling at the top of my lungs, I challenged them.
"YOU WILL ONLY DIE TIRED!"
Panic stricken faces stared at me as they trembled in fear.
They tried to regroup.
A group of seven packed tightly with hands aglow caught my eye, only for me to notice the soft white hue underneath. Ignoring them, I charged in another direction as the corner of my eye was filled with fire. White hot holy fire, countless feet high, burning and rendering fat and flesh all the same.
The bodies had started to pile.
Blood and burnt flesh had filled the air.
Defecation, littered the floor.
A frost bolt, wayward and errant, hit me in the waist as I continued to run, oblivious to the pain. The impact was inconsequential, their spells were meaningless to me.
The anger that had consumed me was boiling over.
They would pay for what they did.
Those fuckers from [FWB].
Frost bolts rained down on me, hitting me in the chest as I dismembered a rat, hitting me in the back as I stabbed one through, hitting me in the face as I stomped a face. They couldn't stop me now, they were all going to fucking die.
Raising my halberd in front of a helpless rat, I dropped the axe down intending to split it in two. Only, a frost bolt hit my hands and sent the weapon bouncing off a rock and into another rat. My target was split, but my weapon was lost in the darkness.
Fifteen rats remained as I had been blinded by my rage.
My thirst for blood was becoming insatiable.
I wanted more.
Flash stepping into a group of them, I grabbed them with my bare hands and snapped a neck and spine with ease. My near superhuman strength too much for their weak bodies to overcome. One rat tried to run as I smashed two of his friends together, and a quick step on his tail halted its retreat.
It turned to me, almost pleading.
But my boot found its way through.
Sweat rolling off my face, I was completely soaked in blood and my boots were covered in shit. Literal shit, figurative shit, and all kinds of shit I didn't know of.
Body parts were everywhere, corpses were everywhere.
Katherine, was there.
Standing in the center of the light.
She stood like an angel with arms open, as I started to regain my sanity.
My heart was racing, my breath labored, my head� was heavy.
Then I realized, that my stamina bar was nearly fully depleted.
Physical exhaustion had already set in.
Letting out a sigh, I looked around the room and witnessed the carnage that been laid out. The room was a complete mess� over a hundred dead Rattanorv were spread evenly throughout. Some clusters were burnt, but most had suffered melee wounds.
I looked the part of an ax-murderer, more than a hero-adventurer.
Yet� I wasn't bothered by that fact. My anger was overflowing before the fight, during the fight, and immediately after too. Now, I felt relieved, relaxed and justified.
"Ouch," I said as I tried to stretch my arms.
One look at my body, and I was hurting.
Cold burns covered me from head to toe and half of my face felt numb. My health was critical too, at only twelve-percent. Though twenty-four seconds to live was fine enough. Katherine had the mana to spare.
Still standing where I had come to a stop, Kate beckoned me over to her side.
I obliged.
While walking, I continued to look at the destruction I had caused.
There was really an unbelievable number of dead.
Taking a seat next to Kate, she worked her magic and brought me back to life in quick order. Restoring my health first was of the most importance, and then recovering my injuries right after that.
They weren't serious injuries though.
Thinking over the details of the fight while I let Katherine work, it was rather surprising how quickly the Rattanorv fell apart. Intelligent and able to devise a strategy, they fought wisely en masse with large group tactics yet when forced into an unknown situation they broke down and panicked. Consumed by their fear, they lost all sense and barely offered any resistance.
They were physically pathetic and had no weapons, while equal in level to the [Outcast Goblins]. Without any organization, they weren't much better than a lowly fox.
Their only saving grace, was their large numbers and ranged spells.
I died the first time due to my overconfidence.
This time, my overconfidence with a slight change in strategy, decimated their entire clan. As far as I knew, this cave was now clear and free of rats.
That was pathetic.
Staring blankly at the walls that surrounded us, I finally noticed a flashing icon at the bottom of my visual field. A system message, alerting me to something� something most likely connected to what had recently transpired.
I hesitated, unsure if it was a good thing or a bad.
Well, there was only one way to find out.
Opening the message a single ding chimed. Followed, quickly, by a series of system event messages that I hadn't seen in a while. Ones that brought a smile to my face.
Ones, that were extremely special.
[You have gained the Skill: Frenzy, due to constant fighting in an Enraged State.]
[Frenzy: When Activated, the Player gains an Increase in Attack Speed and Attack Damage, and a Decrease to Negative Mental Effects and Crowd Control. Drains Endurance at a rate of 200%. Requires Enraged State to be Active.]
Ding.
[You have gained the Skill: Enrage, due to fighting furiously while in a rage.]
[Enrage: When Activated, the Player gains a 25% Bonus to Endurance. Requires an Angry Disposition. Increased Fatigue if in an Enraged State for extended periods.]
Ah, so that's how it is.
That explained a lot.
I had been angry, sure, but it seemed unnatural. During that fight I felt nearly unstoppable despite being pelted by numerous [Frost Bolts]. The Crowd Control effects from the [Frost Bolts] should have slowed me down considerably but they didn't.
My movement was hardly impaired.
I also felt stronger than normal.
It wasn't adrenaline alone, after all. Now, I knew the answer to my questions. The game had awarded me a set of new Skills, Activated Skills that had Persistent Effects so long as they were toggled on. In other words� Rare Skills. These weren't run of the mill abilities you could learn from another player or NPC that was more proficient than you� these were specialty skills.
Oh.
"You're shitting me," I blurted out after the realization had set in.
"Ah, did I do something wrong Sigurd?" asked Katherine immediately in an apologetic tone. "I'm sorry, I will be more careful."
"Ahh no, not you Kate, I'm sorry," I replied as I placed my hand on top of hers. "I was just thinking out loud, I was gifted something, from the Gods."
"Oh�" she said, trailing off.
Continuing to hold her hand, I closed my eyes as I tried to think.
The way skills were earned in Dragon's Wrath was a bit different from most other RPG games. You didn't get them by simply hitting a level requirement and paying a class trainer to grant you a new skill. Here, you had to earn all of your skills and abilities through hard work,� some luck, and a little ingenuity.
You trained your proficiencies, and when you were proficient enough, you could seek out someone more advanced than you and have them train you, assuming their mastery was high enough. I already had another Rare Skill, one that I often forgot about.
[Deadeye] allowed me to have increased Accuracy when shooting any projectile weapon, how that worked in-game, I wasn't entirely sure. I was awarded the skill after hitting twenty-five moving targets in a row without missing, all of them over a one-hundred yard range. I didn't know of the parameters until I met the conditions, and then suddenly, poof, I had the skill.
There were other ranks of the skill as well. I wasn't aware of the conditions that needed to be met though. That was how these Rare Skills were. Secretive and almost entirely random to the player base at the moment.
Whatever the case, I had grown immensely from this excursion.
"Let's go home, Kate," I said softly, squeezing her hand.
"Yes, Sigurd," she replied as she placed her other hand on my shoulder.
There was still a lot of work to be done.



Chapter 69: New Faces
(Monday, October 11th Game Day / Monday, April 5th Real Day)
Dragon's Breach, the crown jewel of the far Northern wastelands, was rising once again. The walls and main buildings were completed in record time, and so too, were the critical infrastructure buildings. Work had already begun on the towers and their main structures had already taken shape. It wouldn't be long now, perhaps a few days at the most, for this village to be fully fortified.
Those that lacked practical skills worked the land, performing the manual labor that was equally necessary. Digging the moat took an immense effort and was largely supplanted by the warriors that were left. Even the priests, were asked to join in.
They would be pulled away though, for a few new faces were arriving shortly.
That meant one thing, the resumption of training� more accurately, the beginning of my first training camp. Things were changing in Dragon's Breach.
I wasn't going to fall victim again.
The blacksmith was back in action, far too busy with their assigned project to pay me any heed. I wasn't bothered by that though. They were asked to produce axes and shields as rapidly as they could. Pattern-welded axes, iron heads with steel edges.
They already made axes previously for the warriors, now they were reworking the weapons, forging them anew. Upgrading, in a sense. The shields weren't necessary for a two-handed axe user, but I wanted them to have one. A shield on the back was better than nothing at all.
The axes were quickly taking shape, which brought a faint smile to my face.
Bearded axes specifically, they were large and long enough to create separation and provided an amazing amount of killing potential to boot. That, in addition to the fact that I was somewhat partial to the style and heritage made them all the more special.
They would be the signature weapon of Dragon's Breach.
I would make it work. My cheap warriors that no one the game-over wanted, would work with the right guidance. I was sure of it, and I was betting my all on it.
Leaving Ansgar and Enok to themselves, I continued on.
The shipbuilder was next, and he had been busy as well.
Working in the darkness of the night, the light provided from a series of torches and the moon was barely enough to get by. The men and women didn't complain. We were pressed for time. Even if, there was no immediate threat clearly visible.
A self-imposed deadline, was what we were all working on.
"Stigr, how goes the Longship?" I called out to the shipbuilder.
"It's comin', short a hand'll take me 'nother day," he replied with his almost broken English. His knack for cutting sentences short was easy enough to get used to though.
"You've got the time," I followed up while examining the boat. "Won't be a week or two before we need her, take as much time as needed, can borrow one of the kids too."
� "No need, I'll be done with her 'n weeks' time," he yelled back. "Youngins'll take more time than'er worth, headache is all they'er."
"Good work Stigr, I'll send food and drink your way," I said as I walked away.
Roald had been busy, running errands to the Northern Triangle in order to procure supplies. We lost a lot of stored food in the fire, all of it really. Meat was easy to replace, bread and beverage though, was not quite as easy.
He was expected to arrive within the hour, but he knew what was needed.
I didn't have to babysit him anymore, the death and destruction took care of his penchant for flirting on the job. He was now a fine working man and kept his flirtatious habits to after hours, though none would have it nowadays.
Everyone was stressed, even if they didn't show it.
"Ah, right on time," I mumbled to myself while staring at the village's square.
Friday had finally given way to Saturday.
Night had turned to day as the rising sun brought light and warmth into the world. Only to be followed, by numerous beams of golden-white light that shined down on the center of the village. Engulfing the small area with its radiance, the beams of light faded and then returned an instant later.
Alternating between golden glows and fading whites, every instance spawned a singular NPC. One after another, they filed out from the light. Fourteen warriors and ten casters, ready and willing to serve their leader.
Dare say, their master.
They were free men in theory and they believed that to be the case. I even treated all of the NPCs as if that were the truth. The reality though, was that an NPC was essentially a slave. Disguised partially by their free will, I had learned through forums that it would take extremely sadistic behavior for an NPC to leave their player.
If you recruited them and treated them at least like you would a pet, they would do as you say. They might not perform to their utmost though, if one treated them poorly.
I didn't have to worry about that.
Every NPC that lived in my area that had been recruited by me, had been treated kindly. I had earned their respect and now they worked hard for me. They didn't complain, didn't argue, nor did they disobey.
  Now it was time to get things started.
"Welcome to Dragon's Breach," I stated to the twenty-four NPCs that had gathered at the village square. Pacing back and forth, I looked at each and every one of them as I walked by. Satisfied with what I saw, I decided to give a welcoming speech.
"I go by Sigurd around here, and you'll find that I run a tight unit."
They listened intently and silently.
Not even a whisper escaped their lips.
Yeah, they were moldable, alright.
"You'll be free to live your lives as you see fit, so long as you devote half of that life to the cause. You�ve been brought here to one of the best locations on this forsaken continent, far from the greedy hands and eyes of the central kingdoms.
"You will live in relative safety here in this paradise. Though� occasionally, you will have the right to defend yourselves when attacked. And we will be attacked, make no mistake� but remember this, we grow through trials and evolve with tribulation. Every encounter strengthens us, and nothing will break our will.
"This is your home, this will be your land, and when the time comes, you will defend it. You won't be ill-prepared, as every day is an opportunity to improve yourself and your worth. They say when we leave this world, only our names will be left.
"I intend to make all of your names, worthy of remembrance."
Standing still, I continued to look around at the men and women gathered before me. Most, didn't seem to have an opinion. At least, not an opinion visible on their faces. Happy with my spur of the moment speech and having run out of things to say, I decided to call it quits there.
It was time to start the drills.
"Katherine here is my number one, and thus your number two," I said while pointing to the girl at my side. "She will be in command when I am not around."
Katherine nodded but remained silent.
"Havardr and Sigsteinn are your senior warriors, they will lead you in the training exercises and hunting parties, and will prepare you for the raids," I explained while nodding and pointing to my two strongest NPCs. "They are battle-hardened and tested warriors, and are men to be looked to, when one is in need."
Clasping my hands together with a grin, it was time to start.
"All you casters, come with me," I said with my best drill instructor voice, rough and deep but without the hoarseness of a man accustomed to yelling.
Turning my back to the fresh recruits, I began walking towards the forest with ten casters in tow. Katherine followed, as she had yet to leave my side since Selene's death, but I allowed it for now. She was my only Companion� and I wasn't going to lose her.
"Havardr, Sigsteinn, I leave the rest to you," I yelled out with a wave.
"It'll be a pleasure Sigurd," laughed out Sigsteinn.
"Hah, we'll turn these lads into men," bellowed Havardr after.
Yeah, I believed it.
They lived through the battle against [FWB] and killed numerous players. Havardr was actually fighting by my side for the majority of the battle, only separating near the end. Sigsteinn was keeping the priests protected, and did some marvelous work.
I could trust them.
"Excuse me, Sir Sigurd," asked a female caster after some time had passed.
"Yes mi' lady, what can I do for you?" I replied kindly.
"Where, are we going?" she questioned with some concern showing on her face. A petite girl with cute features, she would be quite the catch for one of the other NPCs. At least, that's what I thought. There was no telling if her personality was decent yet, but I recruited only the best.
High Potential ratings were the most important feature of course. The second most important feature though, at least for me, was their character disposition. I picked those with Optimistic or Neutral Outlooks, and those that had positive traits listed.
There wasn't a single Pessimist in this village.
Well, maybe not, I could be considered a pessimist at times.
Excluding me though, and there was only optimism.
"We're going hunting my dear," I stated rather casually while activating my [Keen Sight]. "All of you are going to become advanced magic users, within short order."
Eyeing the girl that had spoken up, a quick inspection showed me all of her details. She was only level one with a base proficiency in Lightning Magic. Effectively, she only knew how to use [Lightning Bolt] and nothing else. Everyone else in the group was the same, minus the Dark Magic users.
The Dark Mages were able to use [Shadow Flare] as their first spell� which according to the description, was a straight-line skill shot that looked, essentially, like a flare. Exploding on contact in a small radius with the possibility of being chain cast, it was a fairly standard, efficient spell.
I couldn't teach them anything else, nor did I know of anyone that could� so for now, they were going to get dual training from Katherine.
Actually, everyone was.
"What's your name," I asked as I raised a brow while looking at the female caster.
I already knew her name, so this was formality.
As the one who ruled Dragon's Breach and in turn, ruled her, I was privy to such information. But, I wanted to be realistic. I would ask, as normal people would, rather than cheat like a stalker and come out already knowing everything.
That sort of behavior, was painfully awkward.
"My given name is Astrid, Sir Sigurd," she answered tactfully.
"A lovely name," I said playfully with� a smile. "Alright, Astrid, there's a wolf just behind that bush, between the three pairs of trees. The one with the white flower. I want you to cast a Lightning Bolt directly into the center of that bush."
"Ah-h as you command Sir Sigurd," she stuttered, clearly scared of attacking a beast much stronger than herself. She had little reason to worry though, I was here after all.
Astrid took her stance and began to build up electrical energy between her fingertips as I carefully watched. Two seconds later, and she extended her palms and shot the pathetically small ball of lightning out with little force.
The lightning, thin as it was, almost failed to cut through the air as it impacted the wolf on the other side of the bush. Not visible to those without [Keen Sight], the other casters looked on with confused expressions.
Angered by the weak attack, the wolf burst through the brush as the casters jumped back in fright. Their legs shook as they wanted to run, but most knew better and froze in place. They watched with terror in their eyes as the wolf charged forward.
Then, at the last moment, when hands had been thrown up to shield their faces. In utter panic, some screamed and jumped, while others fell to the floor. But nothing had happened, no noises could be heard except for the sound of crackling electricity.
The confused recruits opened their fingers to take a peek.
There, in front of them, was a wolf completely immobilized as a single tether of electricity extended from my hand and connected the two of us. A few seconds later and the wolf collapsed to the floor with nary a sound.
Amazement, shone from their eyes.
"Sir Sigurd!" shouted one man. "You, you must be a master magician!"
"Lightning Magic of such strength!" yelled another.
"Will we be able to do that too, Sir Sigurd?" asked Astrid as she tried to regain her composure. She was trembling. She was the closest one to the wolf and feared for the worst, right up until electricity shot forth from my hand. She didn't retreat though.
She didn't cover her eyes either.
Astrid, was the most promising one here.
"To a degree, you will all be capable of this," I started to explain. "I have� many years of experience and a lot of time, too much time, ahead of you. But, I can help you develop, to the point where wolves, bears, and maybe even trolls will cower before you."
"What would you ask me to do?" followed up Astrid as she stared at me with her large blue eyes. A cute blonde haired and� blue eyed girl, she was going to be a hit.
She was already a hit with me.
I liked her willingness.
It was an endearing trait.
"Simple, we'll be finding creatures and all of you will simultaneously cast your spells. I will correct your stance and teach you of Chanted Verses. And, when you've progressed enough, I will teach you a new spell," I said to the group, spreading my arms out and turning my palms up in a welcoming gesture. "Let's get started then, shall we?"
"Please, lead the way Sir Sigurd," said Astrid with confidence in her eyes.
Yeah, she was promising.
"Heh, as you wish hun."



Chapter 70: Infested Zones
(Wednesday, November 1st Game Day / Monday, April 12th Real Day)
"Keep the line tight," I said sternly to the casters as I watched them from behind. They were going to engage a bear only three in-game weeks after arriving. Their development thus far, had been spectacular. Astrid and the others were already nearing level thirty as their high potential conferred a boost to experience equal to their rating.
Some were at a seventy-percent increase, others near or over ninety-percent.
It was needless to say really, but they were growing, rapidly.
"We're ready Sir Sigurd," called out Astrid as she finished checking the other nine casters on her flanks. "Shall I give the order?"
"You're in charge Astrid," I stated reassuringly.
"Commence Chanted Verses," she commanded without hesitation.
In an instant, ten pairs of hands started to glow two distinctly different colors.
Four pairs of hands had started to glow a dark purplish-black as tiny balls of flame began to take shape. Simultaneously, six pairs of hands on the other side of the color spectrum began to glow with an off-white color, electricity buzzing and cracking as little streaks of lightning started to accumulate and form into balls of their own.
Three seconds of chanting, followed by two seconds of casting.
And then a chorus of voices, all calling out.
"Lightning Bolt!"
"Shadow Flare!"
The dark magic shot forth with a strange sound, not too different from the sound of a roman candle shooting off. A pop, a whizz almost, as the small dark energy projectiles flew through the air with� slight shadowy tails. The projectiles were quick, extremely quick as I struggled to track their trajectories with my eyes.
Yet despite such speed, lightning was faster.
The counterbalance to the quiet sounds of the shadow magic, the deafening crack of thunder and blinding flash of lightning filled the air. The flares struggled to keep up as sparks exploded from the impact of six lightning bolts. Electricity surged through the chest and ribcage of the poor bear while one or more spells had trigged the stun.
Paralyzed, the bear struggled in place as four shadow flares impacted soon after with an odd soundless explosion. The roar of the white bear was heard loud and clear, while completely engulfed in dark flame. It rose up on its hind legs for only a second, then fell back to the ground below.
The barrage of spells was powerful, quick, and most importantly, deadly.
"I think they might be able to split into two groups now," I said to Katherine, who was attached to my arm. "What do you think?"
"I believe they're capable," she replied. "But who would lead the second unit?"
"You," I answered with a nudge.
She looked at me with confusion clearly displayed on her troubled face. Katherine had yet to leave my side in weeks� she was beginning to lose her independence. What little of it she had, that is.
"You'll be fine, we'll stay close together," I reassured her.
She simply grabbed my arm tighter, squeezing my arm between her chest.
Ah, her flirtation wouldn't work here.
This was necessary for her.
"Alright, we're going to split into two groups, Astrid sort them out," I explained to the casters who were celebrating their new kill. "Katherine will lead your group Astrid."
Kate shot an angry look at me but I ignored it.
She could pout all she wanted.
As I walked through the forest, I was reminded that our selection of creatures had dwindled to our surprise. The rabbits, foxes, and wolves had all but disappeared due to our overhunting. At first, I was scared that we would be without beasts to kill� but my fears were soon allayed.
The game had already accounted for such scenarios, much to my delight.
Bears had flooded the forest, far more than usual.
And as we continued to hunt those bears, their population started to thin as well. Replaced in turn, with random Rattanorvs, Goblins, and Dire Wolves. The Dire Wolves frightened me� as my experience the first time had left an impression.
Out on a walk with Katherine in the middle of the night a few days back, it was a regular evening stroll. Only to be interrupted by a howl far more distinct than any I had heard before. I was curious as to the noise. We investigated, following the sounds far off in the distance until we finally came upon our quarry.
At first, I thought my eyes deceived me.
I mistook the wolf, for a bear.
And by the time I realized what I was looking at, it had already noticed us.
I thought it strange, scary even, eyes as large as my fist glowing a deep red in the moonlight. Then the head, the size of my chest, fangs as long as my hands, and the body itself, far too large, far too large to be normal.
We stood frozen in place while staring at the massive creature until it made its move. Katherine broke into action first, blinding the creature as it charged and giving me the time to hit it with a single lightning bolt. The beast crashed to the ground shoveling dirt along with it as it dragged for a second.
Shaking off the dirt and springing back up, it charged again and with its massive length, covered the distance between us almost instantaneously.
Meeting the charge, my halberd swung with full force collided with its body as I was knocked into the air and sent flying. Crashing into a tree, a few ribs broken, I coughed as I threw my hands up and channeled an arc lightning.
My weapon, still stuck in the beast's side, dangled awkwardly as the beast slowly moved forward. Arc lightning had failed to completely paralyze the beast. It continued to power through my spell, resisting my God-tier magic as if it were a small annoyance.
Katherine hit it with another spell, a holy blast that should have knocked it down.
Yet it shrugged off the damage as if it weren't a thing.
Then the paralyzing effects of my lightning diminished to nothing and the beast lunged forth. Dodging with a roll, the wolf bit the tree nearly in half as it started to teeter. I yelled to Katherine, to dodge the tree, as the wolf continued to attack.
Another golden-white explosion hit the beast, right as it mounted on top of me. The blast did nothing, as I stared down the jaws of the wolf. It tried to bite me, to eat my face but I wrapped my arms around its neck and clung to its body.
Knives pulled out, I stuck them both into the thick muscular neck of the wolf as it tried to buck me off. Katherine switched to a holy barrage, and sent the homing balls of energy flying in my direction.
Even with the erratic movements of the wolf, the spell swerved with it and exploded right on target. The wolf finally reacted, as I pulled my one-handed axe and started to hack away. The knives, firmly planted into the nape of the wolf served only as pegs for which to hold.
Sliding and bouncing, I continued to hack away at the wolf until I was finally thrown clear off. Falling to the ground with a hard thud, the wind had been knocked out of me.
Large red prideful eyes filled with anger, glared at me in the darkness of the night.
And then I saw the soft-white hue form underneath it, and immediately ran towards the wolf to keep it in place. I grew angry too, rage filling my mind at the thought of losing to an overgrown wolf. I entered the enraged state, I went into a frenzy.
I clipped the nose of the wolf with my one-handed axe, causing it to recoil in pain as a plume of holy fire shot up underneath it, engulfing it partially in flame. It yelped once before jumping to the side and out of the fire.
It had been burned, cut, and stabbed� but it was fine.
The two of us circled each other, as Kate regained mana in the distance.
We were both angry now.
Tired of the beast's patience, I charged with blind aggression overwhelming me.
Jumping up and swinging down I cleaved into the face of the wolf as it managed to bite through my chest. Pain immediately shot through my body as blood filled my lungs. Grabbing the axe I yanked, tearing through the side of the mouth of the wolf and forcing it to let go. I fell to the floor once more, as I began to feel numb to the pain.
My state of mind beyond gone.
I ran back in, only to slide underneath the wolf and grab at the halberd that was still stuck in its side. Utilizing the momentum of my slide, I pulled on the halberd and ripped it free, taking a rib or two with it.
The wolf growled a nasty growl that should have sent a shiver down my spine.
Except, I was nearly immune to negative mental effects.
Tilting my head slightly to the side, I stared at the beast.
We locked eyes, challenging each other to see which of us was the more dominant.
I raised my weapon.
It turned and ran.
That, was the first encounter.
The first time Katherine and I had ever seen a dire wolf. To say the experience was a frightening one, didn't give the beast enough credit.
Yet the funny thing, was what came next.
I soon found a single dire wolf wasn't much to a group of casters. They weren't much to a group of warriors with a team of healers behind them either.
Still, the sudden influx of Goblins, Rattanorv, and Dire Wolves was a surprise. The game called this state of affairs, an Infested Zone. An ever-changing game state that evolved to the needs of the surrounding players. The more we hunted and the faster we hunted, the quicker the game would adjust the difficulty.
Out were the minor low-level creatures, and in were the higher level ones. Now, we had creatures in the level fifties up through seventy-five or so. My guess, was if we kept at this pace, even stronger beasts might appear.
We weren't ready for that yet... but in time.
In time, a lot of things change.
"Soren, you're the lead here," I stated as I pointed to the shortest man in the group. He wasn't a physical specimen by a long shot, a perfectly normal looking man by all accounts really. What he lacked in physical ability though, was made up with a strong personality and a good head.
He was essentially the number two behind Astrid.
"I won't disappoint Sir," he exclaimed loudly. "Gather up, there's a pack of goblins over yonder, we'll start from the center and work our way to the flanks. Get ready!"
Standing back, I watched with arms folded as the group of five casters lined up and began to cast. The group of [Wild Goblins] weren't anything to worry about, really. All I cared about was their coordination.
A few more levels and they would be split up again to begin their new training regime. Group simulation with a mixture of warriors, mages, and a priest all in one party. If they were successful, then they would be allowed to hunt on their own.
Once that stage was reached, I could return to focusing on myself.
I couldn't afford to stagnate.
The game, was always evolving.
Players, were always progressing.
I needed to stay ahead of the game no matter the cost.
Three waves of spells later and the goblins had all been killed. Their corpses looted, we continued on our way. Every day for four hours, we repeated the process.
At night, I worked by myself, with Katherine's assistance from time to time.
She taught me Holy Magic, the same as she taught every caster in our employment. Four dedicated healers along with ten dual-magic users that all knew how to cast a heal at the very minimum. If a situation called it for it, someone would be able to throw a [Holy Light] out.
If it ever came down to it again, requiring a heal only a few seconds away in order to save a life� there better be somebody nearby and ready to cast. And if I had to be that person, so be it. There was no shame in saving a part of my mana bar for an emergency heal. Whatever it took to save lives, even if they were Artificial lives.
Yeah, I had branched out once again.
 I was a true hybrid at heart.
And in practice.



Chapter 71: Intruders in the Night
(Sunday, November 7th Game Day / Wednesday, April 14th Real Day)
Another day, another night spent in the cabin staring out the window. A cloudless night with a nearly full moon. I think, it was called a waxing gibbous, or something like that. Whether that was right or wrong didn't change the fact that it was a bright night out. Though in contrast to the beautiful night, a certain feeling had been nagging at me.
"Ah," I muttered while rolling over in bed.
"Mm�" mumbled Katherine in response, fast asleep.
I had been sleeping in-game almost exclusively now; wasn't entirely sure why but it was comfortable enough. Maybe it was the comfort of having a body near, even if I knew that the body was nothing more than coding.
It certainly beat the empty bed waiting for me in my real room.
Virtual Reality, was dangerously addicting.
That nagging feeling had been bothering me and I couldn't sleep because of it. There was a half-naked beauty asleep with arms wide open, enough space for me to fill� yet as inviting as that was, I rolled to the edge of the bed.
Sitting up with hands on my knees, I couldn't shake the eerie feeling.
Opening my menus and navigating through the [Land Management] tab, there was a specific tab that I was looking for. With a click on the menu displayed out in front of me, the [Player Population] tab was the one I had been almost psychotically stalking.
There were no alerts if an enemy player entered your territory unless an NPC spotted them and told you themselves. That was how the system worked, and was how it was intended. A loophole though, existed in the [Lang Management] > [Player Population] tab.
It updated with statistics, in real time.
If someone stepped foot within my territory, which was ten miles out now due to my Reputation, it would show immediately on the player population page. The current population, should always be a single number, one.
One player.
Me.
Tonight, that number was six.
Bingo.
I knew what was bothering me now. My sixth-sense was especially on point today. It wasn't long after night had fallen in-game, only 12:45 AM local time. There was a good chance that they were players, elves, looking to explore.
Dragon's Breach was well-known throughout the game thanks to [FWB]. A few players that were nearby had already ventured out to take a gander. They were few and far between though. Most of them came by and looked around then quickly left as there was nothing to do. The area was too difficult to hunt in for most players, what with roaming packs of goblins, rattanorv, and the occasional dire wolf.
Depending on where these players were coming from and what their intentions were� I would either welcome them to stay a night or refuse entry.
Five players in the dead of night though.
I didn't like it.
It was time to sortie.
Glancing around the remodeled cabin, there was a large collection of furs and leather armor stacked in the corner of the room. My new favorite was the dire wolf pelt, complete with head and fangs. It was a small dire wolf, which made for a perfect fit.
Modifying the pelt slightly, my head fit inside its jaws as it wrapped around me.
In the darkness, I would look like a werewolf.
With [Enraged State] and [Frenzy] activated, my eyes would also glow red according to Kate. I couldn't see it unless I was standing near a mirror-like surface but I trusted her. She had no reason to mislead. The combination of the pelt and the special effects, were perfect for scaring random players in the forest.
I had already scared a few.
A smile crept up my face and I couldn't help but laugh.
"Time to spook some kids," I whispered to myself.
Right as I opened the door, I heard some noises from the bed as Katherine propped herself up and stared at me. Meeting her gaze, all I could muster was a smile.
"Get some sleep," I said quietly with a wink. "Just a little moonlight stroll through the woods, nothing to worry about."
She remained silent as I walked out the door, realizing that I was far too heavily armed and armored for a stroll. She understood though and didn't question.
The worst that could happen to me, was a return trip to the graveyard.
Nothing to worry about.
With a running start I leapt up onto the six foot tall rampart and then in one stride jumped off the ten foot tall palisade. Flash stepping at the peak of my jump, I traveled nearly forty feet before hitting the ground and breaking into a sprint.
Heading towards the tallest tree, I started flash stepping up as I teleported from one branch to the next. It was slow at first, due to the cooldown of the spell but the more I used it, the more proficient I became.
The more proficient, the shorter the cooldown.
I could now [Flash Step] every ten seconds, mana withholding.
Standing at the top of the tallest tree, my routine had already been etched into my mind. The process was habitual now, as I activated [Keen Sight] and scanned the area. I didn't know which way they were coming from.
They might not even be coming.
There was still the possibility that they were only passing through.
Whatever the case was, I would wait.
Thirty minutes passed with only a few sporadic glimmers appearing in the distance. Glimmers that indicated a creature was there; small singular creatures for the most part. A few dire wolves were running around but in general, activity was low.
An hour went by and still, nothing humanoid had appeared.
Then as I was about to call it quits, five glimmers of light shined in the darkness. All of them headed towards my location. They were moving slowly, cautiously almost as they stuck close together.
They were here.
Well, it was time to stalk my prey now.
Flash stepping from tree to tree as time permitted, I gradually began to close the distance as the five marked targets continued on their way. Oblivious to my presence in the trees, they would be in for a surprise.
I had made my way through the forest until the sounds of footsteps reached my ears. Stopping in my tracks, I crouched down on the branch I had been standing on and continued to watch. Nearly sixty feet above the ground, I could barely hear the men.
Five men slowly creeping through the night.
All wearing medium to light armor and armed with daggers and swords� rogues, most likely. They weren't balanced for any Player versus Environment action. They reminded me of a raiding party, purely a Player versus Player aspect to them.
They, were suspicious.
After they passed by, I dropped down as silently as I could and began to circle around them. Stalking my prey, I closed the distance until I was within audible hearing range. They were conversing quietly but I could hear it now.
Hushed whispers, loud in the silence of the night.
"You think we can pull this off?" asked a deep voiced man.
"It's almost two in the morning where he's from," answered another.
"Dude it's a weekday, no way he's on," replied a squeaky voiced one. "Plus he's the only player, it says so all over the net."
"How do you know its two in the morning where he's from?"
"Someone said they recognized him from a west coast meeting, for testers and shit."
They continued on but I didn't care to listen anymore.
I would kill four and leave one for questioning.
Things were simpler that way.
Looking to the sky, a pack of clouds were slowly headed towards the location of the moon. In a few minutes, the sky would go dark. My window of opportunity had arrived.
It was time for the psychological warfare to begin.
As the clouds moved into position the forest expectedly went dark. My eyes were still adjusting to the lack of light when the five men activated light stones around their necks. Magical stones that glowed a soft amber color, working almost as a weak flashlight. They definitely weren't from here.
Five men stood illuminated in the darkness.
Their light stones a beacon, and a target.
Behind them in the dark were two, glowing red eyes.
I let out a howl.
Instantly reacting, the five men immediately turned around towards the direction of the sound. Clearly jittered by the noise, they soon found a pair of floating red eyes hovering in the distance.
All they saw, were my eyes.
"H-hey guys� wh-hat's that?"
"A wolf�?"
"A-animals don't have glowing eyes man," the man stuttered again.
"Who's there!?" shouted another.
I stood still for a few seconds, ignoring their words as they drew their weapons.
"Answer us if you want to live! There's five of us, one of you!" threatened the man with a deep voice. "I'll count to three!"
Keeping my gaze steady, I turned my body slightly as I began to walk to the side. Crossing behind the tree, breaking eye contact, I immediately flash stepped directly up. Coming to rest on a branch twenty feet off the ground, I turned my gaze back on them.
They remained close together, not risking any movements as they lost sight of me.
"You think it's gone?"
"I don't know."
"Uh-h what was it?"
"I don't know man."
Jumping out of the tree, I used another flash step to instantly traverse the distance between us as I materialized slightly behind the group. Grabbing one of the men from behind I flung him between two trees and followed after. Lightning still dissipating in the air, the four men were mesmerized as they stood and stared at the trail of charged electricity that was cackling and cracking around them.
The lone man struggled to his feet, unaware of what had happened as he turned to face me. Raising my head slowly, all he could see was the gigantic wolf head illuminated by his necklace.
Quickly placing my left hand over the light, I then looked him in the eyes.
My red eyes glowing strongly in the darkness, burning an image directly into his mind. Panic stricken the man stared silently with mouth agape, only to stutter and then scream.
The scream, was short lived.
Pulling my dagger out of his throat, he collapsed to the ground gurgling.
The four others turned to the scream and realized their stuttering friend had gone missing. Yells and shouts filled the air as I turned back around a tree and disappeared into the night.
Watching them from the top of a tree, I began to plan my next move.
Death from above.
Seconds later, they had found their friend.
They scanned the area, shouting profanities and empty threats to the sky in an attempt to scare me. The birds cared little for what they had to say� an exercise in futility, was all it was.
Positioned directly above them, I jumped and crashed down on top of the shoulders of a man. The two of us hitting the ground with a hard thud. I hacked into the back of his exposed neck with my one-handed axe and immediately turned around and disappeared with a flash step into the distance.
A quick turn behind a tree and I counted the seconds.
Then, a lightning bolt exploded behind me, having impacted the tree I was using for cover. One of them was a caster, disguised as a rogue.
A hybrid, like me.
They shouted again, short one voice.
Two, if you counted the man who was never able to shout.
My mana was getting low and a thought occurred to me.
Turning back out from the tree, I took position in the open space between two trees. Red eyes aglow, giving away my presence, I waited for the spell to come.
Lightning began to accumulate in the man's hands as he uttered his chanted verse. Miniature bolts of lightning entwining and rapidly circulating between his palms. Five seconds, and he released the four miniature lightning bolts as it impacted directly in the center of my chest. Near instantaneous travel, followed by an explosion and four bolts of lightning arcing and bouncing into the ground.
They cheered, thinking I was wounded, stunned even, from the chain lightning. Two began to charge, believing they had the advantage. The third, began to cast a lightning bolt. It impacted two seconds later, exploding with a shower of sparks as electricity coursed through my body.
Laughs escaped their mouths, as taunts soon overtook the silence. Another lightning bolt smashed into me, but I still had yet to move. The mage, began to laugh nervously as he questioned his spells' effectiveness.
The other two, recklessly charged in.
As their swords were raised and about to strike me down, I� flash stepped through them and appeared directly in front of the mage. Grabbing his throat, I threw him to the ground as I stood above him.
Placing my hand on his chest, I shot out my own lightning bolt before he could recover from the shock of the impact. Lightning pierced through his body and dissipated out the other end and into the ground as he convulsed in place.
Paralyzed he tried in vain to struggle as I stared him in the eyes.
Waiting for the last possible moment, for the paralysis to wear off.
As soon as his hands shot up to defend himself, I hacked him into pieces.
My mana partially restored thanks to my Legendary Artifact giving me immunity to Lightning Magic amongst other things. I was now replenished for the fight ahead. Turning back into the two men, they stopped mid-sprint as they witnessed the death of their friend. Coming to a complete stop, they were wary of pushing forward.
It didn't matter.
I had all the time in the world.
Pacing around the trees, breaking eye contact only to reappear as two glowing red eyes, hovering in the darkness of the night, I continued to taunt and tease them silently. A minute or two had passed as the two decided to retreat, taking off with a sprint in the opposite direction of where I stood.
As if, they could out run me.
In my own forest.
The chase began as I flash stepped to catch up. Running besides them I turned my head slightly as they realized I was only ten feet to their left. One flinched and lost sight of where he was going. Tripping over a root, he went flying face down into the dirt.
I left him, for questioning.
Catching up to the other man, I charged at him and swung my axe with reckless abandon. In an instant he threw his sword up and parried my blow while rolling to the side. He called out to his friend, as I turned my head and saw that the other man had already caught back up to us.
My mistake, for thinking him down.
They circled me, as if I were the deer and they were the wolves.
Grins on their faces now that they had me in their sights.
A thought occurred to me, but you know, I'm the dire wolf, right?
In a flash one of the rogues dashed forward and attempted a backstab as I quickly turned and swung in the nick of time. Deflecting his blade with a shower of sparks,� the other rogue, sensing the opportunity rolled to the ground and sliced at my leg. As his sword cut through my hamstring, my leg nearly gave way as I tried to step back.
My movements partially disabled, they had the upper hand.
What they didn't know, was my [Enraged State] reduced crowd control factors� I, was partially numb to the pain. Exaggerating my limp, I dragged my left leg across the ground as if I had been seriously wounded.
I dropped my shoulders with each step, as if it pained me considerably.
Laboring, only to move.
They started to laugh and to taunt.
I swung with desperation at the air as they neared me.
It was only a ploy, but they bought into it.
They began jabbing and feinting while I deflected their thrusts and pretended to struggle. Arrogance and cockiness clearly displayed as they started to goof around. I let them land superficial cuts to my arms, legs, and torso as they started to relax.
A few steps closer, was all I wanted.
"Hey, why don't we see who can land a Lethal Strike first?" asked one of the rogues.
"I already landed Slice - Hamstring, so I'm already winning," replied the other.
"First to LS him wins, you go ahead then," said the first one.
The rogue stopped in his tracks and stood still, wanting to watch the fight unfold. His friend started to circle me with a grin on his face, well-illuminated by the light stone around his neck.
Then, he dashed forward.
A nimble move, the man was quick on his feet as he switched directions and jumped from left to right. Closing the distance he steadied his sword as he began to thrust, intending to pierce through the crack of my leather and executing me via [Lethal Strike].
As the blow came, I sidestepped with ease and landed the counter blow to his neck as his head went on a journey without his body. He didn't even have the time to register what had happened, as the body collapsed to the floor and his friend stood with eyes wide open.
Rushing towards his friend I took a side-swing as I clipped his torso, largely missing. The contact was enough to shake the man though as he jumped back and wildly slashed the air. Regaining his composure he leaped to the side and then attempted a flurry, swinging both of his weapons rapidly with the aid of the system.
Unable to deflect them all, I let the dagger cut into me as I parried the sword. The small cuts along my wrist and forearms started to sting and burn as I tried to match his pace. He pushed on with his attacks, not relenting or giving me a moment to recover.
The slippery grass and abundance of tree roots nearly tripped me up as I tried to defend myself. Then in a quick move, he jumped to my left and attempted a [Sidestab] that cut along my stomach. The shallow open wound six inches across my abdomen burned with an intensity I was all too familiar with as I ended up tackling the man down into the grass.
Wrestling against the myriad of tree roots that obstructed the ground, I managed to get a hand on his face as I shoved his head into the ground. Pulling my dagger as he repeatedly stabbed me in the side, I put it into the center of his chest with all of my weight.
The cold metal piercing through his leather armor and into his heart, the man immediately relaxed as his arm fell to the wayside. A look at my health and I was only at 12%. I was nearly gone� another stab or two, and I would have died.
Sitting back, I began to cast a spell that glowed with a soft golden-white.
Not bothering to count the time, eventually a golden beam of light shined down on me and engulfed me in its warmth. My health partially restored and my minor wounds rapidly regenerating, I was safe.
Standing up, I looked at the scene laid before me.
Two bodies here, and three somewhere out in the dark.
They were players looking for fun, looking to get a kick out of raiding my village while I was offline. Maybe they would have stolen some goods, killed some NPCs, and been on their way.
If I wasn't on, they would have probably escaped into the night.
Unknown and undiscovered.
This was my reality now.
I was a target.
Yeah, it was time to announce myself to the world.



Chapter 72: A State of War
(Wednesday, November 10th Game Day / Thursday, April 15th Real Day)
The game was no longer innocent.
What started as an adventure game, filled with immersion and world discovery was now a series of conflicts. The innocence was long gone and even I had realized that. A part of me wanted to believe some of it remained.
That, maybe, things could go back to being peaceful.
I realized that was foolhardy though.
The Central Kingdoms had been warring for at least a month now. The North and South had both experienced their share of blood too. War, had spilled across the continent. We were all at war now, with each other.
This was essentially the beginning of the first war of The Dragon's Wrath.
Whether it became a Great War or one that fizzles out shortly, was yet to be seen.
I expected it, somewhat welcomed it, but I didn't think it would come quite so soon. My village was still developing, players were still learning the system, and over half of the continent had yet to be explored.
Yet, already, guilds were waging war.
They wanted to claim territory and solidify themselves for the future.
It was reasonable.
That was what the game was for.
Simulated Fantasy Warfare.
Whether that was warfare against the Environment or against Players didn't matter. Monsters or creatures or humans, didn't matter. There was a singular goal in a lot of games, and this one was no different.
Everyone wanted to live their dreams.
To be the best.
[FWB] thought the same way.
They wanted to eliminate the competition.
I, was the competition.
Now, they would pay the price for their transgressions.
War had come to The North.
War, was not something I would shy away from.
No, not at all.
"Set out, Eindride," I said calmly to the man next to me.
"All hands, row!" he yelled to the men.
Our Longship was departing now.
Filled with twenty of my strongest warriors, mages, and priests along with Katherine and I plus two sailors. All of them equipped with the best weapons and armor I could produce and acquire. All of them highly trained in group tactics and coordination. Yeah, they were all developed as well.
A priest, two mages, and two warriors per group.
They learned how to train together, they learned how to hunt together, and then they learned how to fight together. Now, they would get the chance to test their mettle.
Some, would get the chance for revenge.
Vengeance was on our minds.
A long time coming.
It would be swift.
It would be deadly.
It would be� remorseless.
I was a monster after all.



Chapter 73: The Raid
(Saturday, November 13th Game Day / Friday, April 16th Real Day)
Once we had reached the open water, a strong tailwind had taken us on course. A calm night with a good breeze, the waves that crashed against the walls of the ship were small and harmless. The ice cold froth hitting our faces was nothing more than a reminder of what it felt like to be alive.
The stars were out, guiding us on our voyage if by chance we lost sight of the mainland. That wasn't a worry though, for the clouds had parted and let the full moon illuminate the way. A beam of light, pointing us in the direction that we needed to go.
The heavens and the Gods of the North were on our side tonight.
Men and women alike were waiting, eager and ready in the silence.
The rolling of the ship did little to dull the mood as the waves had started to pick up. Coming closer to the shore, a village had appeared on the horizon. It wouldn't be long now. The voyage had been a long one, some two-hundred miles by sea but it was a peaceful one. The calm before the storm had eased our hearts and minds.
Seagulls squawking in the distance gave the coast away.
As if the moon hadn't done enough.
And then the moment came when we knew we were blessed.
As the clouds closed and focused the moonlight onto a single opening. The mouth of the river that we needed to take. Riding the waves into outgoing freshwater, the sudden change in tidal forces rocked the boat slightly but it was nothing to worry over.
Gliding over the turbulence, we were soon sailing up the river and towards our destination. The village in the distance, completely fortified with wooden walls all the way around and torches burning every twenty feet was easy to spot.
We knew what it looked like.
There was no mistaking it.
Men and women were now preparing for the beaching.
Hot pitch had been prepared for every individual onboard, as all had learned the basics of the magical lighter specifically for this event.
We were less than a few minutes out, now.
Now, it was time to begin.
"Five minutes," I said quietly but clearly for all to hear. "Once we land, you have five minutes. We start from the far side, light the buildings and cut back to the ship. Stick to your unit, stay tight. Cut down those who are in your way, ignore the rest."
This had been drilled into them for days.
It was verbatim.
But I repeated it anyways.
The Longship continued to sail up the river as the buildings had taken shape. The village's wooden walls stopped precipitously at the water's edge as if they were inviting us in. The walls were easily ten feet high if not more and would have posed a problem.
Of course, we didn't need to go through or over those walls.
We went through the river.
Sailing into the western edge of the village we beached the ship and immediately hopped overboard and into the waist deep water with soft splashes no louder than the lapping water hitting the river bank. We remained silent as we filed out along the walls and behind the thatch buildings that had been shoddily assembled.
Men, women, and children occupied those buildings.
Enemies, all of them.
Signaling the units to move, they fanned out three to the left and two to the right. I would occupy the middle alone while Katherine watched the boat. Sneaking through the village, the occasional wandering NPC or Player was found and quickly silenced.
Standing behind a corner, I waited as a man was pacing by.
Drunk, he was oblivious to his surroundings.
Silencing my breathing and honing my senses, I could hear every footstep as it started to close the distance. Soft footsteps in the night, hardly discernible from the river waves and the squawking gulls. I waited, patiently for the man to come.
And then, as he passed within my range, I struck.
Shooting forth with an arm stretched out, I clasped my hand around his mouth as I ran my knife into his throat. The man's legs and arms jumped in shock and horror as his eyes screamed for all of two seconds. Then, turning the man around, I dragged his body around the corner and laid it down in the shadows.
� The process was repeated, silently.
� Two minutes had gone by as we had finally reached the eastern edge of the village. A total of ten NPCs killed with no Players yet alerted. Giving the signal, the hot pitch that every man and woman had on their company was lit aflame and tossed onto the roof of a building.
In an instant, the village had started to smoke.
After seconds, the village had woken.
By the third minute of our visit, half the town had been engulfed in flame as raiders hastily ran through the village and lit every non-burning building on fire. Shouts had filled the air as people screamed out.
"WE'RE UNDER ATTACK!"
Embracing the chaos I turned out into the middle of the village where other players had gathered. Standing tall at the center with my dire wolf pelt concealing my face and body. My eyes a solid red with a lingering reddish-orange trail as I began to pace.
"INTRUDER KILL HIM!" another man shouted as he pointed his finger at me.
A minute and forty-five seconds to go, I engaged.
With my bearded axe at my side, I flash stepped into the crowd of players and quickly swung with all my might, impacting an unaware caster in the side of the arm and cleaving all the way through into his chest.
The hit so solid that my axe was stuck in the corpse as I was forced to kick it free. Breaking my weapon out, I rapidly turned to deflect the sword thrust of a woman as another man attacked me from behind. Utilizing a backstab he attempted to land a critical blow as I twisted in the loose gravel and brought my axe to a high-guard.
Dropping the axe down in the blink of an eye, the rogue's eyes opened as the steel axe-head cut through his leather jerkin and left him crawling on the floor. The woman resumed her attack as she tried to slice me, only to bounce off my hardened leather with a glancing blow as I contorted my body.
Fire immediately soared past me as I flicked my head back in reaction, then rain started to fall on my pelt as the ground began to turn to frost. Surrounded by shield-bearers, rogues, spearmen, swordsmen, mages, and archers, I was now ready.
They charged blindly with weapons drawn as I immediately tucked in and began to draw an electric current. My body convulsing with electricity as the men closed the distance. Then at the last moment before they reached me, I exploded with electrical brilliance as bodies were flung back in every which direction.
Stepping over the nearest body I dropped my axe into his face as I sidestepped another fireball. The freezing rain had proved useless as the frost mage used a [Flash Frost] to seal my movements.
Feet frozen to the ground, I struggled to break free as a [Heavy Thrust] from a spear flew towards my body. Unable to reposition I brought my axe in and swung with a short-arc, deflecting the spear as two more came from behind.
Jumping forward with all of my might the frost shattered as I tumbled on the ground and met a claymore with my nose. Blood dripping into my eyes I rolled once more as I used a [Leg Sweep] and dismembered the man where he stood.
Collapsing to the ground without feet he tried to stand up but found a knife lodged into the base of his skull. Yanking my knife free I dove forward as fire erupted behind me and singed the back of my legs.
An arrow hit me in the side at the same time as one whizzed past my face. Dodging and ducking as I continued to move with sidesteps and tumbles, I began to retreat towards the ship as fifteen or so players gave chase.
Rounding a corner, I stopped for a second as I dropped my axe and began to chant. "Through power, darkness turns to light, render all to ash," I whispered as I started to gather four distinct lightning bolts between my hands. Entwining and entangling while spinning rapidly in between my palms, I watched as the group of players turned the corner and with a quick extension, I released.
"CHAIN LIGHTNING!" I yelled with a thunderous roar that was only matched by the crack of thunder itself. Lightning surging out of my hands and into the unsuspecting players. As it bounced and arced between them I picked up my axe and charged right into the horde with my eyes burning a flashy red.
Swinging wildly and with reckless abandon I hacked through the first man only to clip the girl behind him. Her face crushed by the blow she fell harmlessly to the floor as I pulled my hand-axe and parried a sword. Another sword came as it sliced my arm but with a quick step back I threw out an [Arc Lightning] that brought the man to his knees.
Pulsating lightning burning the man internally as he fell defenseless to the dirt, I continued to deflect the oncoming blows of the other two with my other free arm.
 Pulling back, I leaped and as I hit the ground with a roll I kicked out at the collapsed man. Knocking him back while getting back to my feet, I took my knife and threw it into his exposed neck.
Reaching for my bearded axe, my left hand disappeared as it fell into the darkness. The shimmer of a sword flashing and reflecting the fires that burned all around. Ignoring the wound, I turned and with one hand gathered lightning in my palm.
His eyes widening at the sight, he realized too late what was about to come.
Dashing forward and attempting to land a fatal blow to my skull my one-handed [Lightning Bolt] slammed into his chest as he fell haplessly in front of me. Quickly placing my hand on his head, I grabbed his hair as I slammed a knee into his face.
Blood covering my knee and my forearm bleeding profusely, I grabbed my axe and executed the man clutching his nose as another arrow hit me in the neck. Turning my head slightly I caught sight of the man and flashed in front of him. Grabbing him by the collar I threw him onto the ground as I raised my axe and brought it down once again.
Then, an explosion of fire and frost rang out all around me as the casters had found me once again. Breaking into a sprint I charged blindly at them while swinging weakly with my one good arm. My blows were shallow and only served to wound as casters broke rank and ran in every which direction.
A quick look towards the river and I was the last one left.
Ignoring the players that were running about in a panic, I spit on the ground as I began to run back towards the ship. Fifteen seconds were left.
It was four minutes and forty-five seconds now.
Time was up.
Then something caught my eye.
Someone.
Milly was standing in the distance with sword and dagger drawn.
I stopped for a second to stare at her, as she locked eyes with me.
She began to shake in fear.
A fireball exploded on my back but I shrugged off the impact and continued my stare. She was the cause of all of this� she deserved to die. Walking towards her, my anger and rage were overtaking what little sanity I had left.
Breaking into a run straight in her direction she stood her ground as she trembled and dropped her dagger to the ground. With one sword held limply in her right hand she extended it out as if she could defend herself.
Standing in front of her, she had practically pissed herself.
Then I realized it wasn't worth it anymore.
Shaking my head with a tsk escaping my mouth, I turned away and utilized a [Flash Step]. My body instantly reconstructing as a lightning bolt and cutting through the air in a literal flash, only to rematerialize thirty feet away and in the middle of a sprint.
Five seconds until departure.
"GO, NOW," I shouted as I ran.
The men started rowing as the boat began to pull out, heading back out onto the river from where we came, out towards the ocean, where we would be safe.
I was still running when the time ran out and the boat was already fifteen feet from the shoreline. Katherine stared with empty eyes as she watched the village burn behind me. My silhouette blocking a small portion of the orange sea that was raging only a few feet away. My red eyes, clearly visible.
And then as the tenth second passed and the boat was nearly thirty feet away.
I flashed again.
Reappearing on the boat with electricity discharging off my body and static popping in the air, I had made it.
Not bothering to look back at the village that was burning to the ground, I sat down on my wooden box and grabbed an oar. Joining in the silent rowing that had been taking place. Sail cutting into the wind, we rowed through the mouth of the river and up and through the clashing waves.
We rowed until the flames were no longer visible and the gulls couldn't be heard.
And then after an hour had passed, a voice broke the silence.
"Are we heading home, Sigurd?" asked Katherine.
"Yeah," I calmly replied. "We're heading home."
(End Volume 2)



Afterword
(7-27-2015)
Ah well, I hope you were able to find a few hours of enjoyment from this book as that is and always will be my main purpose when it comes to my writing. My goal is to provide you (and me too), with an enjoyable story that can entertain and captivate the imagination for a specific period of time.
I don't make claims of this being a hard-hitting, genre-defining philosophical work that will break down walls in the literary world, nor do I intend to pretend that these books are anything of the sort.
This book was primarily meant to capture the imagination.
Much like the first.
I wanted to create a world that you could find yourself immersed in. Living the book with the character as if it were your own. I wanted some parts to be relatable while also different, but in the end, altogether still an enjoyable experience.
If you found enjoyment reading this work, then I've succeeded.
As for the contents of this book, it took a slightly different direction from the first which was planned from the very beginning. The first book was intended as a world building adventure story that focused on setting up all of the future installments. The second, had been planned as mostly an action-centric story with some pushing of the tempo and plot as the game expands into the third volume.
PvP as you probably have guessed, is largely the focus going into the third volume.
You may have caught on to a few of the allusions from the first book in this one as well, and I can tell you that there are quite a few in the third too.
There is a good bit of foreshadowing in the first book, actually.
All in all though, I do hope you enjoyed the work and found it worth your time!
Hopefully in a few days, I will have a website setup and an e-mail address available for you to contact me or to look for updates on future installments or even for general discussion. For now, if you are curious or have any questions, don't hesitate to click on my Author Name on the Amazon Sales page. If you click on my name, it will bring you to a forum where any Amazon Customer can communicate with me or with others.
If you liked the work and want to motivate me some more, leave a review =D!
That's the best support a budding author like me can receive, so don't be shy =].
And with that, thank you for your time and support!
PS:
As far as a tentative release schedule/date for Volume 3, three months out would be the safest bet. I spent roughly 1,200 hours on the first Volume, and according to Word, I've spent 857 hours on Volume two. In three months, that's a little over 9 hours a day, seven days a week.
I do expect to cut my writing time down with each Volume to a certain point, as I've learned some tricks with formatting and editing that allowed me to shed a few hundred hours. If I can continue to progress, which I believe I can, I may be able to come out with a third book sooner.
We'll see though =].
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