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    “Time’s up!” I announced, resulting in a collective moan from the class. With a quick keystroke, I ended the exam, causing the class terminals to auto-submit each student’s answers so far and close the exam software. Almost immediately after, the bell marking the end of the period rang, and the class began to pack up their things, celebrating their release into the wild for Spring break.  
 
    “Hold on, give me a minute before you go,” I said, waving them back to their seats. “Since this is your senior year, I decided to give you a gift for Spring break.” A couple of students looked skeptical, knowing my sense of humor. I flashed them a grin and said, “Grades from this exam will be posted to the parent portal on Monday…” 
 
    There was a collective groan, and I saw several students looking a bit more worried than the rest, so I made a mental note to look at their exams manually later on.  
 
    “… when you return from break,” I said, concluding my announcement.  
 
    It took them a minute for that to process, and when it did, those worried looks brightened a bit.  
 
    “Have a great break. Stay safe!” I concluded and granted them their freedom. 
 
    “Nice one, Mr. Salvado,” David Zalinski, one of the early groaners, said as he left my classroom. “See you after break!” 
 
    I closed the door behind the students and returned to my desk, opening up my workstation and loading the exam software. I made sure all of the exams had been submitted and then hit the big green “Grade” button to run grading software.  
 
    Almost immediately, the results popped up, showing a plethora of graphs and charts of the class’s performance with breakdowns for almost any conceivable category. I read through the overall results and smiled; everyone had passed.  
 
    Even the students that had seemed worried at the prospect of the grades being posted during break had gotten at the least a C. I manually flipped through each student’s answers, making sure the automated system wasn’t cheating them out of any points and then set the results to be published as promised. 
 
    Gathering my own things, I shut down my terminal and headed out, locking the classroom behind me. The hallways of Smithville High School were virtually deserted as the students and teachers rushed out to a well-deserved vacation.  
 
    The drive home was uneventful, the self-driving car doing most of the work as I tried to keep my mind from dwelling on my own issues.  
 
    I had been living my dream. I’d graduated from college with degrees in History and Economics and landed a great teaching job at Smithville teaching World History. The pay was decent, and I was able to score an assistant coaching position for the varsity basketball team as well for some extra cash.  
 
    I met a wonderful woman named April at a local Karaoke Bar after embarrassing myself with a heartfelt rendition of “Total Eclipse of the Heart” and before I knew it, we were married and moving into our dream home. 
 
    Between the two of us our expenses were covered, and we had a pretty decent nest egg building in our savings account. A year or so later, our family of two became three when we welcomed our son Diego into the world. Things were looking pretty good. 
 
    And then they were not. Recession hit, the inevitable fallout of a decade of warring political parties finally trickling down to the general population as a steaming pile of dog shit. The school district’s budget got slashed by almost forty percent and the teachers were given the option of either a significant pay cut or walking papers.  
 
    Even the power the unions had gained after the shutdowns at the beginning of the decade was insufficient to counteract the sheer lack of funding in the system. 
 
    A brief search for another teaching position in the area was fruitless, and with a mortgage to pay, going elsewhere in hopes of finding something better was just not financially possible.  
 
    We budgeted, cut back on some of the extraneous things, and made do. The mortgage was paid, we were fed and clothed, but we no longer had any surplus income to put into savings. 
 
    And then the other shoe dropped. My assistant coaching position was cut with no warning. Now you would think that an optional, extracurricular position would have been slashed before the district resorted to a giant pay cut, but you’d be wrong.  
 
    As with many schools in the U.S., preferential treatment was given to the sports programs, and the basketball team had to have its budget. But even that had its limits, and eventually every department had to pony up a bit to keep things going. My position was this year’s sacrifice to the budget gods. 
 
    Now we were deep into our savings, trying to find a way to climb out of our deepening hole. This week was going to be my “Hail Mary” to find a new and efficient supplemental income to put us back in the black and make it so we wouldn’t have to sell our dream home. 
 
    This morning I’d kissed my wife and son goodbye as they headed out to her mother’s house for the week, leaving me to focus on my plan.  
 
    My wife was skeptical at first, but I had done as much research as I could with the information that was available on the net. I put my economics degree to use, creating spreadsheet after spreadsheet, analyzing the market trends and the speculation about the numbers behind it all. The promise was there, but there were still a lot of unknowns in the virtual world of Argos Online.  
 
    The regulation of digital currencies had morphed over the years after the boom in the early 2010s, and once the government got their finger into the pie and started taxing transactions in the industry, their greed propelled it forward. Now all transfers of digital currency and property into USD were completely legal, so long as you paid the five percent transaction tax to good old Uncle Sam. 
 
    Soon I would be putting on a VR headset and starting my new trial run of working the markets of Argos Online. I had one week to learn the particulars of the game, refine my character to the point where I could test out my theories, and hopefully show a successful business model. 
 
    I was no slouch when it came to gaming. Well, at least I hadn’t been back in my high school and college days. VR was a lot different than the old school MMOs of my youth, but I figured that the basic terms and functionality would have a lot in common with my experience. At least I sure hoped so. 
 
    *** 
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    I arrived at home and made myself some dinner. We’d stocked the house in preparation for my staycation with good, high protein food guaranteed to keep me full while I was logged into the game. 
 
    While I ate, I read through the manual for the VR headset that I'd rented for the week, reviewing all of the controls and activation instructions I’d need to know. The headset was a model XC21-G, which was close to the top of the line model.  
 
    Via some means that was beyond my scientific understanding, this thing could hijack your brain and make you experience everything in the game as if you were physically there. When I had started researching the viability of my theories after overhearing some of my students talk about how they couldn’t wait until they turned eighteen and could cash in their “loot” for real money, I looked into the technology involved.  
 
    After the third paper about the interactions of delta waves and alpha waves and the subconscious vs. conscious minds, I called it quits and decided that the VR tech was fueled by magic, and that was that. 
 
    After dinner, I cleaned up after myself and headed up to my bedroom to get ready for my first foray into VR, changing into my pajamas and getting comfortable on my bed. I smiled at the picture of my wife and son hanging on the bedroom wall and took the first steps on my quest to secure our future. This is for you guys. 
 
    One of the bonuses of the VR technology was that it allowed your body to rest while your mind was playing the game, letting folks replace some of their normal sleep with game time while still getting the down time their bodies needed.  
 
    The conscious mind would still need some actual sleep, but you could probably get by on two to three hours a night if you didn’t go too crazy.  
 
    I set my alarm for 5AM and put on the headset, planning to play for the next eight hours and then log out for a few hours of actual sleep.  
 
    Adjusting the straps and making sure everything was lined up correctly according to the manual, I reached for the power switch, then sighed and started unhooking the connections. Of course, my body had decided to wait until I was ready to dive into a virtual world to have to pee. 
 
    I ran to the bathroom, emptied my bladder, and sprinted back to my bed. I got the headset back on, strapped myself in, and hit the power switch.  
 
    Lights began to flash within the helmet, and I felt my eyes getting heavy as the world faded, leaving me floating in blackness. Seconds later, a grid of icons sprung into existence in front of me, reminiscent of a smart phone menu, but in three dimensions.  
 
    I searched through the icons for the one I wanted, bypassing the popular streaming services and browser programs like Bookface, Tweeter, and MyTube.  
 
    There it is, I thought as I found the icon for Argos Online and mentally tapped it.  
 
    When the login screen came up, I entered the username and password that I’d set up on my lunch break via the game’s website and watched the world swirl away to be replaced with a loading screen. 
 
    Loading Argos Online  
 
    Everything went black except for a single point of light in the distance. I felt myself speeding towards that light, the feeling of motion a bit offsetting as the only visual indicator was the light itself, growing rapidly with each second.  
 
    With a flash, the motion stopped, and I found myself standing in a bright white room. Before me was a wooden desk, behind which sat what I could only describe as the world’s most stereotypical fantasy wizard.  
 
    He had a long, flowing white beard, pointy gray hat, and robes. In one hand he held a long-stemmed pipe, and his other hand was idly tapping a large tome laid out on the desk before him. 
 
    I cleared my throat, startling the wizard.  
 
    “Whoa now! Don’t scare an old man. I can’t help you through character creation if I’m dead of a heart attack, now can I?” he said in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect from this experience and well, it surely is something.” 
 
    The wizard took a long drag of his pipe and looked me over, dismissing my apology with a wave of his hand. “Think nothing of it, adventurer. Now… let us get started while I’ve still got some life left in me,” he said, and took another puff from his pipe. 
 
    He snapped his fingers, transforming our surroundings into a large white room. Arrayed in a semicircle before us was a series of pillars, and standing on each was a sculpture of one of the races available to players in the game.  
 
    “Examine your options, adventurer, and find the one that calls to you. There are many races that make up the peoples of Argos, each with their own history and flavor, so take your time. Should you have any questions, feel free to ask and I will be happy to help.” 
 
    The wizard gestured to the pillars and turned his attention back to his book that had reappeared in his hand. 
 
    There were a lot of options available, including the standard human, elf, dwarf, and orc found in most fantasy settings as well as a few custom-made for the Argos game world. But I didn’t bother looking at those, or any of them, really. I had a plan.  
 
    I searched through the selection and looked for the race I’d determined to be the optimal choice for my current endeavor, and after a brief hunt, found it tucked into a corner near the back of the room. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled a bit as I took my first real look at the avatar for the kobold race. 
 
    Standing at a towering three feet tall, the reptilian humanoid had large, solid-colored eyes and small horns protruding from the top of its head. Its short snout ended in wide nostrils, and its mouth boasted a set of sharp, pointy teeth that would make any carnivore proud.  
 
    Small, leathery scales covered it from head to toe, and a long whip-like tail extended from its backside. The tail was wrapped around the example avatar’s feet, resting next to a set of dangerous looking talons that matched the claws on the kobold’s fingers. 
 
    From what I’d read, the kobold race was unpopular with the general player base which made its out of the way location in the selection room make sense. They had a pretty significant penalty to their survivability with only a slight boost to mana to make up for it.  
 
    However, they did have some innate bonuses which benefited gathering skills that I was banking on helping me achieve my goals. I would gladly deal with being small and crunchy if it helped me solve my current financial issues. 
 
    
     Base Race: Kobold 
 
     Rumored to be distant cousins to dragonkind, this diminutive race seems far from the majesty of their kin. These small, horned, reptilian humanoids live apart from the main population centers, usually in small underground settlements, where they seek to avoid those races who would prey upon their weakness. 
 
     Kobolds are physically weaker than the other races, and frail. While their bodies are weak, magic runs in their blood, and like their rumored kin, kobolds have the capacity to develop a larger mana pool than the sturdier races.  
 
     Kobolds are scavengers and sometimes find value in things that are seen as trash to the other races. Due to this, they have a slightly increased chance to find rare materials while using gathering skills. 
 
       
 
     Racial Benefits: 
 
     -Bloodline: The one remnant of their rumored draconic ancestry, kobolds have an affinity for magic and gain a bonus to their mana pool. 
 
     -Diminutive: Barely coming up to the waist of some races, kobolds are small and harder to hit as a result. Their small size also grants a bonus to Stealth. 
 
     -Subterranean: Living predominantly underground, kobolds have innate Darkvision allowing them to see in complete darkness. 
 
       
 
     Racial Detriments: 
 
     -Diminutive: Due to their small stature, kobolds are unable to wield normal tow-handed weapons that are not specifically crafted for their race. All other weapons count as one size category higher for kobolds. For example, a normal one-handed long sword would be a two-handed sword for a kobold. 
 
     -Frail: Being small of stature, kobolds suffer a permanent penalty to both hit points and endurance. 
 
     -Subterranean: Living predominantly underground, kobolds are sensitive to light and suffer penalties to hit while in bright light. 
 
       
 
     Racial Skill: 
 
     -Scavenger: Able to find worth in things that others view as trash, this skill gives kobolds a small chance at salvaging usable materials from otherwise worthless things. When looting or performing other gathering tasks, there is a chance that additional materials may be obtained. 
 
   
 
    Before I could have any second thoughts on my choice, I called out to the wizard, “This one.” 
 
    He appeared next to me with a puff of smoke and looked at the kobold with some skepticism. “Are you sure?” he asked and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    When I nodded, he shrugged and said, “Well, to each their own.”  
 
    He snapped his fingers, and my perspective started to shift. I began to shrink, or the rest of the world started to grow, but either way at the end my point of view was barely waist high on the wizard, and the world seemed extra bright.  
 
    I squinted against the light and the wizard snapped his fingers again, dimming the ambient light to a tolerable level. 
 
    I stumbled to the side as my center of gravity shifted, things feeling much different from what I was used to. I leaned forward slightly and dropped my tail a bit and finally regained my center.  
 
    Wait, what? I could feel and even control my tail. This is amazing! How can I feel a tail? 
 
    I amused myself, playing with my new appendage for a bit before the sound of the wizard clearing his throat caught my attention. 
 
    “Well then, now that that is done, it is time to choose your class,” he said and waved his hand across the pillars.  
 
    The racial avatars disappeared and were replaced with a set of kobolds dressed in various types of armor and clothing. “Before you are your class choices. The world of Argos is-” 
 
     “I choose Necromancer,” I said, interrupting whatever he was about to say. 
 
    
     Class: Necromancer 
 
     Archetype: Mage 
 
     Necromancers use their magical gifts to harness the magic of death and entropy to do their bidding. From raising the dead to firing bolts of corrupting magic, necromancers are a potent damage dealing class that can sometimes fill other party roles due to the versatility of their animated minions. 
 
     Starting Skills: 
 
     
     	 Necromancy Spell School 
 
     	 Dissection 
 
     	 Simple Weapons 
 
     	 Cloth Armor 
 
    
 
   
 
    He looked at me with a huff, muttering under his breath about impatient youth. He waved a hand and all but one of the pillars disappeared: a kobold in dark robes wielding a staff with the word “Necromancer” hovering above it.  
 
    “Are you sure you wish to choose Necromancer as your class?” the wizard asked. “This combination of race and class will result in a very physically weak character, with only a slight boost to magical ability to compensate. It is far from ideal in terms of survivability.” 
 
    I’d made up my mind well before logging in, so I knew what I was getting myself into. I nodded to the wizard and answered, “Yes,” a slight, sibilant hiss now apparently part of my character speech. “I choose necromancer.” 
 
    The wizard shook his head and shrugged. “Kobold Necromancer it is. I hope you know what you’re doing, young man.” 
 
    Although the class and race combination wasn’t ideal according to what a normal player might want to get out of the game, I’d done my research and was pretty sure that the combination would be ideal for my purposes. 
 
    First, Necromancers had access to a class specific gathering skill that allowed them to collect things that would normally require specific gathering or crafting skills to get. More loot equals more money. 
 
    Second, they were a pet class. Since I was going to be the squishiest of the squishies, having minions to tie up any potential enemies while I ran away would be ideal.  
 
    Third, their offensive skills could also heal the caster, so operating solo would be easier. And finally, the undead minions had more access to actual game skills than other classes and could eventually be intelligent enough to perform simple activities when instructed. A feature I intended to explore thoroughly. 
 
    I smiled at the wizard and began to speak, ready to lay out the logic behind my choice.  
 
    He raised a hand and stopped me. “Don’t bother explaining. I won’t remember it anyway and it’s time for you to allocate your starting abilities.” 
 
    “Behold!” he said and clapped his hands.  
 
    A slightly translucent window appeared in my vision, showing my base attributes. 
 
    
     <><><> Attributes <><><> 
 
     Strength:10 
 
     Agility:10 
 
     Constitution:10 
 
     Intelligence:10 
 
     Wisdom:10 
 
     Charisma:10 
 
     Fortune:10 
 
   
 
    “Every adventurer begins with a score of ten in each attribute. This represents a completely average specimen of your race. Your choice of kobold as a race has no direct impact on these base attribute scores, but instead will alter the impact of these attributes on your health, mana, and endurance pools.” 
 
    I focused on the list of attributes, confirming what I had read on the game’s website and forums.  
 
    There were the three basic physical scores: Strength, Agility, and Constitution. Strength determined how much you can lift and carry, as well as your melee damage. Agility governed your coordination, manual dexterity, accuracy, and ranged damage, and Constitution impacted your resilience, resistance to damage, and hit points. 
 
    The mental attributes were typical from a gaming perspective as well. Intelligence controlled your mana pool, spell-casting accuracy, and damage. Wisdom did the same for divine casters and controlled mana re-gen rates for everyone. Both affected Perception and other mental acuity skills.  
 
    Charisma was treated as a hybrid physical and mental stat and determined NPC reactions and some battlefield type buffs. It was a primary skill for both paladins and bards.  
 
    Lastly, Fortune was a measure of the character’s luck and was a big mystery on the forums. People speculated that it improved chances to get better loot or increased crit chances, but it was hard to accurately measure. The general consensus was that it definitely had some effect on the random portions of the game, but no one could quite prove what.  
 
    I finished reading through the list and looked around the room, wondering what I was supposed to do next. 
 
    The wizard snapped his fingers once again, manifesting a long table with seven racks, each holding a set of vials filled with potions of various colors.  
 
    He gestured to the table. “As a new adventurer, you are entitled to twenty of these potions. Each will increase one of your attributes by one point. Choose carefully, as this will greatly impact your initial survivability.” 
 
    Each rack was labeled with the associated attribute. I gathered up the potions for my planned starting build: ten light blue for Intelligence, five dark blue for Wisdom, and five gold for Fortune. The wizard examined my choices with a neutral expression, no longer bothering to comment on my choices.  
 
    Raising the first light blue potion to my lips, I poured the liquid into my reptilian mouth, somehow managing not to spill it. The potion was sweet and tasted like one of those quarter juice drinks I’d had as a kid. In the case of the Intelligence potion, it was a distinctly… blue flavor.  
 
    Messages appeared at the bottom of my vision as the cool liquid reached my stomach, producing a distinct physiological effect. 
 
    You have gained 1 point in Intelligence! Your mana has increased!  
 
    I was filled with a rush of energy as the potion took effect, and quickly drank the remaining Intelligence potions, raising my current score to twenty as my body continued to buzz like a kid hopped up on mountain dew and pixie sticks.  
 
    You have gained 9 points in Intelligence! Your mana has increased!  
 
    Next, I started on the wisdom potions, which had a smooth taste similar to a warm cup of tea with honey added. 
 
    You have gained 1 point in Wisdom! Your mana regeneration rate has increased!  
 
    The wisdom potions mellowed out the rush from the Intelligence potions. Some people would describe the feeling as Zen. I drained the rest of the potions, bringing my Wisdom score to fifteen.  
 
    You have gained 4 points in Wisdom! Your mana regeneration rate has increased!  
 
    Lastly, I quaffed the golden Fortune potions, which tasted like a perfect cup of coffee. Some developer had taken the nickname black gold to the next level.   
 
    You have gained 1 point in Fortune! Time to roll the dice!  
 
    With each one, my fingertips began to tingle, and I felt a sense of potential in the air. After a minute or two, the heightened senses faded. 
 
    You have gained 4 points in Fortune! Time to roll the dice!  
 
    The wizard waved a hand, and the remaining potion racks disappeared. “Attribute potions exist out in the world, but they are few and far between. Your attributes will progress as you gain experience, or acquire sufficient magic,” he continued.  
 
    A system message appeared at the bottom of my display. 
 
    System Note: As a necromancer, you will gain 2 points in Intelligence at every level, and 3 attribute points which can be allocated as you see fit.  
 
     “So, what shall we call you adventurer? Would you like to choose your own name or allow me to choose a name appropriate to your kobold heritage?” the wizard said. 
 
    In all of my research and prep for this, a name hadn’t even crossed my mind. I shrugged and answered. “You choose.” I could always change it if he came up with a crappy name. 
 
    The wizard’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline as he puffed on his pipe. “Well now, that’s something new. A kobold… kobold… yes! I’ve got it. I hereby dub thee Kababala!” 
 
    I started to ask about changing it, but before I got a word out, the wizard snapped his fingers and the room disappeared in a swirling cloud of pipe smoke. So much for options. At least it wasn’t too bad. 
 
    His disembodied voice echoed through the cloud, “Now all that’s left is to finish your look, and then you’ll be off to the training grounds! Good luck!” 
 
    I lost all sense of my physical body, but could somehow still see as the smoke cleared to reveal a kobold floating in space in front of me. 
 
    Customize your Character  
 
    There were no controls or sidebars, so I was glad I’d done my homework, or I might have wasted a lot of time sitting there twiddling my thumbs.  
 
    I focused on the character, willing the changes I wanted to make and watching them take effect, the technology’s magic powers able to read my thoughts and apply them.  
 
    I added length to my avatar’s tail, making it even longer and whip like, maxed out the horn size and made some additional minor alterations to make the overall look more draconic. I changed the coloration to a mottled pattern of dark greens and grays, hoping for some extra camouflage.  
 
    I also minimized the height, since research indicated that being smaller actually made you harder to hit out in the game world. The smallest the system would let me go was two-and-a-half feet, which was pretty damned small. Hope I never have to reach anything on the top shelf, I thought with an amused grin. 
 
    When I was done shaping my avatar into a mini-dragon man, I locked in the changes and smiled as my point of view rotated and sank into the avatar before the white room disappeared with a flash.  
 
    *** 
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    The world faded into view, and I found myself lying on a small stone bed within a cave. There were no torches or light sources anywhere, but I had no issue seeing my surroundings once the racial skill kicked in. 
 
    
     Racial Ability: “Darkvision” Unlocked.  
 
     Darkvision – The eyes of your species have adapted to the lightless caverns in which they make their home, allowing you to see in complete darkness. Characters with this skill do not require light to see and can operate normally in complete darkness. Unfortunately, this adaptation also causes bright light to be a problem, resulting in a penalty to accuracy and discomfort in the presence of more than the dimmest of lights.  
 
   
 
    I sat up and looked down at myself, exploring my digital body. It was quite surreal seeing my arms and hands covered in green scales, and I was a little surprised that the experience wasn’t more disorienting. My perspective was a lot different than my normal human body. The programmers of the game had done a great job translating sensory info. 
 
    I examined myself and found I was dressed in a plain cloth shirt and pants of basic quality. Hopefully, I’ll be able to get some new stuff when I go through the beginner quests, I thought.  
 
    I focused on bringing up my character sheet to see what I had to work with. 
 
    
     <><><> General Info <><><> 
 
     Name: Kababala 
 
     Race: Kobold 
 
     Class: Necromancer 
 
     Level: 1 
 
     Experience: 0/100 
 
       
 
     <><><> Pools <><><> 
 
     Hit Points:6/6 [100%] 
 
     Mana:72/72 [100%] 
 
     Endurance:18/18 [100%] 
 
       
 
     <><><> Attributes <><><> 
 
     Strength:10 
 
     Agility:10 
 
     Constitution:10 
 
     Intelligence:20 
 
     Wisdom:15 
 
     Charisma:10 
 
     Fortune:15 
 
       
 
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
   
 
    I cringed at my hit point total. I knew it was going to be bad from my research, but that number was still shocking. With six points, stubbing my toe on a door might send me to respawn, and to add to that, two of my starting skills were missing from the list. 
 
    With nothing else to do, I climbed out of the bed and left the small room, wondering what was next.  
 
    As I crossed the threshold of the door leading out of my starting room, another message appeared at the bottom of my display. 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training Part 1  
 
     Welcome to new adventurer training. Follow the quest marker on your map to locate your trainer. 
 
     Reward: 25xp.   
 
   
 
    A small map appeared in the corner of my vision with a glowing marker highlighted on it. I turned in place, watching a small arrow in the middle of the map rotate to match my orientation. When I focused on it getting bigger, it began to grow, forming into a transparent window floating in the air before me.  
 
    The kobold starting area was located within a small cave system, with several tunnels leading through the rock to various locations. Most of the map was grayed out in the typical fog of war, but there was a visible path leading from my location to the quest marker.  
 
    There was a small guiding arrow near the border of the map indicating its relative direction to where I was. I examined the various twists and turns between me and the quest marker and figured I’d be able to make my way there without too much trouble. 
 
    Restoring the map to its miniature size, I followed the tunnel away from my spawn location and into the surrounding cave system.  
 
    The tunnel led to a small, sparsely populated cavern where I got my first glimpse of other kobolds. Along the walls were several small stalls, goods laid out for examination and purchase while their bored looking kobold shopkeepers sat behind their counters.  
 
    Off to one side was a small practice yard where a couple of lightly armored kobolds were busy hacking away at a wooden training dummy under the watchful eye of another who was clad, head to toe, in plate armor.  
 
    My map filled in the details of the various stalls and training areas I passed by, labeling each shop with and trainer with icons appropriate to their respective wares. 
 
    Since I had no money and no interest in melee combat at this point in my career, I ignored the lot and continued on my way towards my class trainer.  
 
    I crossed the cavern and entered another small tunnel that led downwards, spiraling deeper into the earth. Several side passages led off into the darkness, and as I followed the path laid out for me, my map filled in the portions I could see.  
 
    The air became musty and heavy with the scent of death and decay as I descended deeper into the network of tunnels, and when I arrived at my destination, the source of the smell was revealed. 
 
    I stepped out of the tunnel into a small cave reminiscent of a taxidermy shop. There were small baskets overflowing with bones of various shapes and sizes lining one wall, and the reconstructed skeletons of several animals were on display along another.  
 
    The place pretty much screamed “Necromancy”, and the fact that the glowing marker from my map was hovering in the middle of the room cinched it.  
 
    Sitting at a small workbench was an albino kobold. From what I could see, he was busy sorting through a small pile of bones.  
 
    Sensing my presence, he looked over and beckoned me to come forward. “Welcome, Apprentice Kababala. I was told you’d be arriving today,” he began. “My name is Balaka, but you, you may call me Master.” 
 
    I nodded along as he continued, “I will be your instructor in the necromantic arts during your time here in the town of Tobaladalaka. Your arrival is fortuitous, as I just received word that our gardeners on the surface are in need of some assistance. Let’s get started, there is no time to waste.” 
 
    Balaka set aside his current project and beckoned me to follow, heading back the way I’d come. He led the way along the path upwards, turning down a side passage before we reached the central cavern. 
 
    The path led upwards toward the surface, winding its way back and forth like a switchback trail on a mountainside. I glanced at my map to see if there were any clues as to where we were going, but the surrounding area was still hidden.  
 
    Eventually, the tunnel opened up into a huge cavern. Several large skylights had been cut into the roof, allowing sunlight to stream in, diffusing through the root systems of the surface plants.  
 
    My sight quickly adjusted to the dim light and I saw that we were in some sort of garden with rows of several low-sunlight crops. From just a glance, I could tell things weren’t looking too hot. A large portion of the crops appeared to have been dug up and chewed on, and as I looked closer, I thought I saw several small brown forms moving through the area. 
 
    Balaka reached into his robes and pulled out a book bound in black leather. He handed it to me and said, “This is a primer on the necromantic arts. Using it will grant you the knowledge of the Necromancy spell school and imbue you with the knowledge necessary to learn Necromancy spells. Read it now.” 
 
    I took the book and opened it. Within the book was a collection of arcane sigils and drawings that quickly blurred and formed into a prompt. 
 
    Would you like to learn the Necromancy Skill? (Yes/No)  
 
    Yes, I thought, and the book dissolved into a dark purple mist that swirled around me and was absorbed into my body.  
 
    
     You have learned the “Necromancy” skill!  
 
     Necromancy - This skill represents the character’s knowledge of the Necromancy spell school. This skill is necessary to learn Necromancy spells from scrolls or spell books. The level of this skill determines the base power of all necromantic spells, as well as the level of the spells that can be learned by the character.   
 
   
 
    “Good,” Master Balaka said, handing me a rolled-up scroll. “This is a spell scroll. Each scroll will grant the ability to cast a specific spell, and describe the gestures, words, and components necessary to shape your mana to the desired effect. Use it now.” 
 
    I opened the scroll, revealing a series of arcane looking runes that lit up as my eyes scanned past them. 
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Necromantic Bolt” spell identified.  
 
     Would you like to learn the spell “Necromantic Bolt” (Yes/No)?  
 
   
 
    I mentally selected “yes” and the scroll dissolved into purple mist identical to what had happened with the book.  
 
    When I finished absorbing the cloud from the spell scroll, a new message appeared. 
 
    
     You have learned “Necromantic Bolt.”  
 
     Necromantic Bolt  
 
     Range: Long 
 
      Type: Offensive  
 
     Requirements: Somatic  
 
     Harness necromantic energy and shape it into a bolt to destroy your enemies.  
 
   
 
    Balaka watched the entire process, nodding once it was complete. “Good. As you can see,” he said, gesturing to the garden, “we have a bit of an infestation on our hands. Go and kill five of the nasty little vermin and bring me their corpses. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Training Part 1  
 
     Rid the vegetable garden of the groundhog infestation.   
 
     Criteria: Kill 5 Groundhogs. (0/5)  
 
     Reward: +25xp, Beginner’s Weapon.  
 
   
 
    “Hmmm,” I said as I moved into the garden area and looked for my first target. I spotted a small furry groundhog nearby, nibbling on a cabbage. I tried to analyze it to get an idea of how hard it would be to kill, and was rewarded with a new update. 
 
    
     Universal Skill Unlocked – Perception  
 
     Perception – This skill allows the user to gain information on a selected character or object. Focus on a target and information will be revealed. The amount of information is dependent upon your level in this skill and the level of the target. A color-coded scale is used to denote difficulty in opponents. Grey = Weak, White = Equal, Yellow = Medium, Orange = Hard, Red = Extreme, Purple = Dream On  
 
   
 
    A small tag appeared above the rodent’s head in white text, identifying it as a < Groundhog >. It was white, so it should be level one. We were the same level, so I should be able to take it.  
 
    I focused on the groundhog and willed myself to cast my new spell and smiled as a ghostly image of my right hand appeared in my view and performed a series of three gestures. 
 
    I watched blankly for a moment, then quickly tried to catch up to the images, attempting to mimic the gestures as best I could.  
 
    When my hand was mostly lined up, the ghost-hands turned green, but when I got out of sync, or performed an incorrect gesture, the color changed to yellow and then to red. My late start had doomed my first casting, so I failed.  
 
    As the spell fizzled, a blue bar labeled “Mana” appeared at the bottom of my display with a small portion of it empty. 
 
    Casting Failed  
 
    I started again, this time following along from the start. As I completed the first gesture, my hand began to glow. The second gesture built upon that glow, and the last gesture completed the casting with a throwing motion that launched a bolt of dark purple energy straight at the groundhog.  
 
    The bolt streaked across the cave and slammed into the groundhog’s side, knocking it off its feet. 
 
    A red bar appeared over the groundhog’s head and drained until it was half full. I was busy congratulating myself on the successful casting when the rodent hopped to its feet and charged towards me, hissing and spitting. 
 
    “Oh shit!” I said and backed up.  
 
    As the groundhog got closer, I realized I was applying my normal perspective to things. In real life, groundhogs were little cute things, but to my pint-sized kobold, the groundhog was the equivalent of a large dog.  
 
    I rushed through the gestures of the spell again and sent another bolt flying towards the charging rodent. The spell blasted into the groundhog again but failed to finish it off. 
 
    There was barely a sliver left in its health bar, but it didn’t seem to care and was quickly closing the distance between us. I tried to cast another bolt, but lost my concentration when the creature leapt on top of me.  
 
    I raised my hands to keep its jaws from my face, but the force of the attack knocked me backwards to the ground. I felt a sharp pain in my thigh as the creature’s hind claw ripped through my pants and scales. 
 
    A red bar labeled “Health” appeared at the bottom of my display above the mana bar and drained to about sixty percent full. 
 
    I’d read that you could feel pain in this game but wasn’t prepared for it being quite so realistic. The pain distracted me for a critical second as the groundhog shifted and bit into my arm, its giant incisors ripping into my flesh. 
 
    ATTENTION: HP Critically Low!  
 
    I screamed, and in a panic did the first thing that came to mind: I bit the damn thing back. 
 
    
     Racial Ability: “Natural Weapons” Unlocked  
 
     Natural Weapons – Kobolds possess sharp teeth, claws, and tail, which are weapons in and of themselves. Not the most efficient of weapons, but they will do in a pinch!  
 
     You have killed a Groundhog! You have gained 10xp!  
 
   
 
    My mouth was full of a warm coppery taste as I pushed the groundhog off of me, trying not to gag. I spat the rodent’s blood out onto the ground and tried to wipe the remnants off of my tongue and sat down to catch my breath.  
 
    My hit points slowly returned to full and the pain in my thigh and arm faded as the magic of MMO out of combat regeneration took hold. Once I could move again without pain, I grabbed the corpse and dragged it over to the trainer, wondering what he wanted me to do with the thing.  
 
    Balaka reached out and grabbed the corpse by the scruff of its neck, opened up a small satchel hanging at his side, and stuffed the corpse into it, defying all known physics. 
 
    Quest Update - Groundhog Corpses Returned 1/5  
 
    “That was close, Apprentice,” he said with a toothy grin. “You should probably start from further away, no?” 
 
    If looks were daggers, he would have been bleeding out on the ground, and it was only the purple text floating over the albino’s head that kept me from doing something stupid. 
 
    < Master Balaka – Beginners Necromancy Trainer >  
 
    He reached into his bag and pulled out another scroll, offering it to me. “Maybe this will help as well”. 
 
    Muttering under my breath, I took unrolled the scroll and read it.  
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Dark Shield” spell identified. 
 
     Would you like to learn the spell “Dark Shield” (Yes/No)?  
 
   
 
    Of course, I thought, and absorbed the resulting purple mist. 
 
    
     You have learned “Dark Shield.”  
 
     Dark Shield  
 
     Range: Touch (Self)  
 
     Type: Defensive  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal,  
 
     Craft an invisible shield of dark energy to protect yourself from damage  
 
     Duration: 10 minutes + 5 minutes per spell rank.  
 
   
 
    After thanking the smug bastard, I began casting the new spell. Another ghostly hand appeared in my view along with a line of text at the bottom. As the hand went through the gesture, the words began to highlight karaoke style. My first attempt at the spell was an utter failure. I was laughing way too hard at the karaoke mechanic to even attempt the gestures, let alone the incantation. 
 
    Regaining my composure, I started over. I moved my hands through the wide sweeping gestures, drawing a series of concentric circles in front of me as I chanted the karaoke spell, “protegam ab obumbratio”.  
 
    With each gesture and word, purple energy gathered around my hands and formed into a disk in front of me. When the spell was completed, the disk grew into a bubble, which extended to completely surround me before fading from view.  
 
    A small icon in the shape of a purple shield appeared in the bottom of my display next to my health and mana bars with a small fifteen-minute timer ticking along next to it. 
 
    I let my mana fill back up and headed towards the nearest groundhog, staring at it until my Perception skill kicked in and I could see its name and hit point bar. Like its dead brother, this one was white. 
 
    I braced myself and cast a Necromantic Bolt into it. As soon as the first one left my hands, I immediately started casting the next, tagging it with the second bolt as it charged towards me. My third bolt hit it right in the chest as it leapt at my throat, snuffing its life-force out mid leap. 
 
    You have killed a Groundhog! You have gained 10xp!  
 
    The groundhog's momentum carried its corpse onto me, colliding with my unseen shield but still bowling me over with its sheer mass.  
 
    I sighed and pushed the corpse off and dragged it over to my trainer. He stuffed it into his bag and gave me a nod of encouragement. 
 
    Quest Update - Groundhog Corpses Returned 2/5  
 
    As I moved away, I heard him comment, “If I were you, I’d get out of the way next time.” 
 
    I growled softly and continued my hunt, targeting a groundhog at the edge of my spell range. I blasted it with a trio of bolts and made sure to jump to the side as the third bolt left my hands so I wouldn’t get knocked over again. The groundhog’s dying leap sent it skidding past me, saving me a few feet worth of corpse dragging on my way to turn it in. 
 
    You have killed a Groundhog! You have gained 10xp!  
 
    Again, I dragged the corpse over and watched it disappear into the trainer’s bag, waiting for his next insult, which surprisingly didn’t come. 
 
    Quest Update - Groundhog Corpses Returned 3/5  
 
    The final two rodents died just as quickly, the hardest part of the entire thing being the physical effort of dragging their corpses back to Balaka. 
 
    As he stuffed the final corpse into his bag, I felt a warmth begin to form in my chest and burst outwards in a rush of pleasure. 
 
    
     Quest Update - Groundhog Corpses Returned 5/5  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE: Training Part 1 
 
     You have gained 50xp! 
  
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 2!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 4 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
     NOTE: Free use of Skill Points will be disabled until the completion of Training.  
 
   
 
    I collapsed to the ground, breathless, trying to quantify what had just happened. Leveling up was quite an interesting experience: a rush of endorphins that didn’t quite match anything I’d experienced before in real life. It was definitely a great bonus to the leveling process.  
 
    Seeing Balaka staring at me impatiently, I stood up and motioned for him to continue. “Good Work! Let’s head back to the workshop and get you your reward!” he said, gesturing for me to follow as he walked back into the cave system. 
 
    As we walked, I allocated my stat points: one to Intelligence, one to Wisdom, and one to fortune. Eventually, I’d probably need to add to the other attributes, but for the time being getting my main spell casting stats up and theoretically increasing my chances for better loot were my priority.  
 
    The trek back to Balaka’s workshop was spent in silence, neither of us really the talkative type. When we finally arrived, the albino took one of the groundhogs out of his bag and plopped it onto workstation between us. 
 
    Next, he removed a small book from his bag and put it on the table in front of me. “This book will teach you how to properly dissect a specimen and harvest all of the pieces that you will need to truly harness the potential of our class.” 
 
    I took the book and opened it up, flipping it to the first page with writing on it. The drawings inside reminded me of a biology textbook. I scanned the first page, answered the anticipated prompt in the affirmative and watched the book dissolve into mist and be absorbed. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Dissection” skill!  
 
     Dissection – This skill includes knowledge of the basic anatomy of common animals and humanoid creatures, and the ability to separate them into their component parts.  
 
   
 
    I glanced down at the groundhog corpse and mentally activated the new skill. Several grayed out icons appeared hovering over the body. The first was a picture of a skull, the second a piece of meat, and the third a stretched hide. I tried to select the skull icon and frowned at the message. 
 
    Dissection Unsuccessful - You are missing a tool necessary to perform that action.  
 
    Balaka grunted and gestured to the corpse. “At your current skill level, based on the complexity of the thing you are dissecting and potentially other skills you might have, you might be able to get one, two, or sometimes even three components from a single body. The difficulty of each attempt will be relative to your knowledge of the uses of the components. Be wary, a single mistake can ruin the entire thing.” 
 
    He reached into his bag and produced a small knife sheathed in leather. “This is a basic utility knife that can be used for several harvesting skills. It is not ideal for our particular craft, but it will suit for now until you can obtain a better, sharper blade,” he said and handed the blade to me. 
 
    The sheath had a long leather strap attached to allow for it to be worn as a makeshift belt. I tied it around my waist and drew the blade, examining it closely. 
 
    
     < Utility Knife >  
 
     A basic blade that can be used in combat or for various crafts such as carving or skinning.  
 
   
 
    I looked back to the body and saw that the icons were no longer gray. The skull icon had turned white while both the meat and the hide icons had changed to orange.  
 
    Balaka gestured to the corpse. “Harvest its bones. Those will be the most important for our next training topic.” 
 
    I selected the skull icon which had started glowing. Above the corpse, a progress bar appeared and the body itself transformed into a blurry blob vaguely reminiscent of the groundhog it once was, a callback to old school MMO crafting.  
 
    When the progress bar was full, the blurred body resolved into a small pile of cleaned bones. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Groundhog Skeleton! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    “Not bad for your first attempt,” the trainer said, tucking the skeleton into his bag and plopping the other four corpses down in front of me. “Now see how many more you can liberate from their fleshy prison.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training Part 2  
 
     Dissect the 4 remaining Groundhog corpses. 
 
     Reward: 50xp, Small Bag. 
 
   
 
    I raised an eyebrow at his choice of words as I pulled the top body off of the pile and activated the skill again. The options of bone, meat, and fur appeared with the same difficulty coloration, so following instructions; I selected the skull icon and watched the progress bar start to fill. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Groundhog Skeleton! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    This time the blurred shape resolved into two pieces: a pile of bones and a deboned corpse. Focusing on the remains I could see the skeleton option was now grayed out, but the hide and meat options were still available. I selected the meat and began the process again. 
 
    Dissection Failed!  
 
    All that was left after the progress bar finished were the bones from the first attempt and a bloodstain on the table where the fleshy sack had been. I shrugged and pulled over the next corpse.  
 
    I started to select the skull option once again but stopped when I noticed a slight glow coming from somewhere underneath the corpse. I rolled the body over and saw that one of the claws on the groundhog’s back foot was glowing. I focused on it to see what was going on. 
 
    
     Racial Skill Unlocked: Scavenger  
 
     Scavenger  
 
     Able to find worth in things that others view as trash, this skill gives kobolds a small chance at salvaging usable materials from otherwise worthless things. When looting or performing other gathering tasks, there is a chance that additional materials may be obtained.  
 
   
 
    I touched the glowing claw, and it disappeared from the corpse and appeared in my hand. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Groundhog Claw! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    The item didn’t reveal any additional information when I examined it, so I just put it down on the desk and continued working on the quest, dissecting skeletons from the furry little bodies.  
 
    Balaka scooped up the bones as soon as they appeared, adding them to the rest of the collection in his bag. I got unlucky with the last try, destroying the corpse without getting anything out of it, but three out of four wasn’t too bad. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE: Training Part 2  
 
     You have gained 50xp!  
 
   
 
    The albino trainer clapped his hands. “Excellent! Here,” he said, handing me the bag where he’d been stuffing the skeletons.  
 
    “I’ve put the scrolls for your next spells inside as well. However, before you can make use of them, you will need to increase your rank in Necromancy.” 
 
    Attention: Skill point use unlocked for the Necromancy skill.  
 
    That was a pretty clear indicator that I needed to up my skill, but I was curious as to what would happen if I tried to read the scrolls without raising the skill first.  
 
    I opened the bag and looked inside and couldn’t help but laugh. Instead of an actual bag, the inside was a two-dimensional screen showing a four-by-four grid.  
 
    Five of the boxes were occupied with pictures of groundhog skeletons while two boxes had small scroll icons. Below the grid was a digital counter that read “Currency: 0p 0g 0s 0c.” 
 
    Reaching into the bag, I focused on removing the scrolls and grinned as they disappeared from the grid and appeared in my hand. I put them back into the bag and they disappeared and returned to the grid.  
 
    I grabbed the groundhog claw from the table and added it to the bag and then took the scrolls back out for my perusal. I opened up each scroll and tried to read them. 
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – failed! Your Necromancy skill is insufficient to use this item.  
 
     Necromancy skill check – failed! Your Necromancy skill is insufficient to use this item.  
 
   
 
    Experiment over, I mentally willed one of my skill points to be added to the Necromancy skill. The point disappeared from my unused pool and Necromancy increased to two, my entire body glowing for a second with a dark purple light before fading back to normal. Skill raised, I tried reading the scrolls again.  
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Rot” spell identified.  
 
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Lesser Create Undead” spell identified.  
 
   
 
    I activated both scrolls and read through my new abilities as the mist settled into my body. 
 
    
     Rot  
 
     Range: Long  
 
     Type: Damage Over Time  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Material (Optional): Bone Dust  
 
     Afflict your target with a curse that rots their flesh over time, eventually reducing them to nothing but a pile of bones.  
 
     Duration: 5 minutes + 1 minute per rank.  
 
     NOTE: The material component is optional. Use of the material component increases the potency of the spell.  
 
       
 
     Lesser Create Undead  
 
     Range: Touch  
 
     Type: Animation  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Material (Required): Skeleton  
 
     Animate the skeletal remains of a creature of size <Small> or less to serve you for a short time.  
 
     Minion Pool: 2 (Rank +1)  
 
       
 
     NOTE: The components for this spell are not consumed.  
 
     NOTE: Undead Minions work on a pool system. The minion pool governs that maximum value of minions that a necromancer can have active at one time. At the base rank, this pool is equal to the Rank in the Lesser Create Undead spell known by the character plus 1. Each category of undead has a specific minion point cost. Small sized minions use 1 point of the pool, thus at Rank 1, the necromancer can have at most 2 small sized minions active at a time. At Rank 2 this would increase to 3, etc.  
 
   
 
     “Good,” the trainer began. “Rot will help you soften up your enemies while your minions and bolts do the hard work. It is extra effective if you add some Bone Dust when casting. I highly recommend using that spell as the first in any encounter.” 
 
    He gestured to the skeletons around the room and continued, “Lesser Create Undead is our school’s most important skill and will be the basis on which we build our minion creation magics. At first rank you can animate one creature for each rank you have in the spell, plus one.”  
 
    Balaka grinned. “Now let’s get you some practice with your new skills.” 
 
    He led the way back into the main cave complex, past the merchant stalls and practice dummies and down a new tunnel that led deeper into the earth. I was relieved to see my mini-map keeping track of each twist and turn, as I was pretty sure that without it I’d never be able to find my way back. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    4 
 
    We walked for quite a while before I heard anything other than the clicking of our talons on the stone or the swishing of our tails. 
 
    “What’s the noise?” I asked, earning a condescending glare from my teacher, but no answer.  
 
    A short time later the tunnel opened up into a wide cavern and I finally saw the source of the noise. 
 
    On the far side of the cavern was a large waterfall pouring out of a tunnel high up on the cavern wall. The water splashed into a small pond that fed a stream which wound its way through the cavern before disappearing into another, deeper tunnel.  
 
    On the banks of the pool, several small humanoid figures were milling about. Each had a pair of large, bat-like ears and long gangly arms, and clenched in their hands were weapons of various types that they were using to fish via melee combat. 
 
    I analyzed the nearest creature and its name appeared in white. 
 
    < Goblin Fisher > 
 
    Balaka noticed the direction of my gaze and grinned. “Now, Apprentice, it’s time to put your skills to the test and clear the area of the goblin interlopers. Every now and then the idiotic creatures try to expand their influence into our caverns and have to be shown the error of their ways. Now it falls to us - well, you - to deal with.”  
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training Part 3  
 
     Using your newly acquired skills, kill the goblin fishers in the area.  
 
     Criteria:  
 
     Use minions raised by Lesser Create Undead to kill 5 Goblin Fishers. (0/5)  
 
     Use Rot to kill 5 Goblin Fishers. (0/5)  
 
     NOTE: To qualify, a target must have been damaged by an undead minion and/or Rot  
 
     Reward: 100xp, 5 silver pieces, +1 Rank - Necromancy 
 
   
 
    The goblins were supposed to be an even challenge, so once I animated a minion I should be able to take it out without a problem. Adding a DoT to the mix should also increase my chances.  
 
    I decided to plan the whole thing out so I didn’t end up with another surprise like with the groundhogs. First up I refreshed my Dark Shield spell.  
 
    Then it was time to raise some minions. I took a groundhog skeleton from my bag and started casting Lesser Create Undead.  
 
    Two ghostly hands appeared in my view flowing through a sequence of four gestures while the karaoke incantation scrolled across my display. With each gesture, the incantation repeated, “Ex mortum, vitae. Ex vita, mortus”.  
 
    I was thankful that the gestures were symmetrical since having to do different motions simultaneously might have been a bit of a problem for me. 
 
    I concentrated on the spell, slowly following the guiding hands and chanting what I could only imagine was some form of bastardized Latin.  
 
    With each repetition, the glow around my hands grew brighter and flowed into the pile of bones. When the spell was complete, the energy swirled around the bones, reassembling them and infusing them with a necromantic power. My first minion looked up at me, its eyes glowing deep purple. 
 
    You have created a new minion: Skeletal Groundhog. [1/2]  
 
    A small window appeared at the bottom of my display labeled “Skeletal Groundhog” with its own hit point bar and a timer that was ticking down from 10 minutes, and a new message popped up. 
 
    You have created your first minion! Undead minions are an extension of your power, and thus an extension of your will. Simply focus on your minions and will them to do your bidding, and they will comply… to a point. The complexity of commands that a minion can follow is related to both the rank of Create Undead skill of the caster, and the mental capacity of the remains being animated.  
 
    Not having to manage another set of controls for my minions was a load off my shoulders. Back in the games of my youth, pet classes often had entire hotbars specific to a pet’s abilities. 
 
    My mana bar dropped to less than fifty percent with the completion of the spell.  
 
    I hadn’t paid attention to how much mana I had before the casting but could still tell that the animation spell was costly. I decided to hold off on raising a second minion for the time being, not wanting to be completely drained and needing to rest while the timer on my skeleton ran out. 
 
    I spotted a goblin standing alone on the riverbank, a good distance away from any of the others. An ideal first victim. Moving to my maximum spellcasting range, I targeted the goblin and cast my new Rot spell, followed the new, single-handed spell gestures. A sickly-looking cloud formed around the goblin, clinging to its flesh.  
 
    The goblin let out a pained scream and raised its club as it charged in towards me. I mentally commanded my skeleton to attack and grinned as it skittered across the stone and leaped for the goblin’s throat. The creature raised its arm to block and took a nasty bite to the forearm instead of its jugular. 
 
    Its health bar appeared, a small chunk missing from the skeleton’s attack, but it was still looking pretty healthy. The mist clinging to its flesh pulsed, and blisters and sores appeared all over its skin, leaking puss and other nasty fluids.  
 
    Its health bar dropped by another chunk as the spell’s damage over time ate away at its flesh. 
 
    The goblin screamed in pain and lashed out at the groundhog with its club, striking a glancing blow and sending the groundhog sliding. Its health bar dropped down to sixty percent from the hit. 
 
    I sent a Necromantic Bolt streaking into the goblins side, dropping its health down to less than ten percent and sending it stumbling to the side, leaving it open to my skeleton’s counterattack.  
 
    The groundhog dashed in and sank its teeth into the meaty part of the goblin’s thigh, tearing off a chunk of monster meat and bringing it to the verge of death. Another pulse of Rot finished it off, it’s now lifeless, and thoroughly rotted corpse falling face down onto the stone. 
 
    
     You have killed a Goblin Fisher! You have gained 20xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Lesser Create Undead 1/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Rot 1/5  
 
   
 
    One down, four to go. I walked over to where the goblin had fallen and called my minion over.  
 
    Its ribs were cracked in multiple places, and two had been completely broken off near the spine. I searched the ground nearby and found them, wondering how to repair the skeleton. 
 
    I stuck the broken bits into my bag and returned to examining the goblin, seeing what kind of loot I might be able to scrounge up. 
 
    I grabbed the goblin’s shoulder and rolled it over, looking for any pockets or pouches on its gangly form. There were none, but there was a small lump in the waistband of the thing’s loincloth.  
 
    Not wanting to miss out on any potential loot, I shrugged and unrolled the filthy cloth being careful not to look underneath it. Inside were two copper coins.  
 
    I focused on the corpse and tried to dissect it but when the options popped up, they were all greyed out. I tapped on the grayed-out bone icon to see what would happen. 
 
    Unavailable: Your current Dissection skill is too low level to dissect this creature.   
 
    Being unable to dissect the goblin was a bit of a letdown, but at least I had gotten some loot. I’d have to wait until I could rank up my Dissection skill to start my goblin skeleton brigade, but I had time. 
 
    I spotted another loner a short distance away with its back turned and tried to approach it quietly. 
 
    
     Racial Skill: “Stealth” Unlocked  
 
     Stealth – This skill allows the user to remain undetectable to other beings. Attacks made from Stealth have an improved critical chance. Characters with a higher Perception skill can detect a character using this ability. 
 
   
 
    My talon scraped against the stone and the goblin began to turn. 
 
    Stealth check failed!  
 
    My attempts at subterfuge foiled, I decided to try and deal with the goblin as quickly as possible. I sent my pet rushing forward and cast Rot, timing it so the skeleton would reach the enemy just as I finished my spell.  
 
    I got pretty close, but the skeletal groundhog was even worse at sneaking than I was, and the goblin was ready for it. 
 
    As it darted in to bite at the goblin, the enemy swung its club and landed a solid blow to the groundhog’s skull. Chips of bone went flying in all directions and the poor critter crumbled into a pile of loose bones as its health bar dropped to zero. 
 
    Groundhog Skeleton has been destroyed!  
 
    The Rot spell pulsed, stripping a layer of flesh from the goblin as it turned its angry eyes towards me. My first Necromantic Bolt took it in the chest, but it shrugged off the pain and continued its charge.  
 
    My second bolt took it in the stomach, dropping its health to just over thirty percent but it refused to die. I had enough time to cast one more bolt before it reached me, which should be enough to finish it off, but when I completed the spell, instead of a blazing bolt of necrotic energy all I got was system message. 
 
    WARNING – Insufficient mana for “Necromantic Bolt”  
 
    I cursed. The goblin was seconds from me, its club raised to smash in my skull, so I did the only thing I could. I ran.  
 
    I sprinted directly away from the goblin, glancing back to make sure it wasn’t gaining on me and headed back towards where I’d left Balaka, thinking maybe the trainer would help me out.  
 
    I hadn’t gone that far from the cavern entrance, but apparently it was far enough that my trainer’s aid was out of reach. Luckily, it turned out that my planned pleas for salvation weren’t needed after all and the creature succumbed to the Rot spell while I ran for my life. 
 
    
     You have killed a Goblin Fisher! You have gained 20xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Lesser Create Undead 2/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Rot 2/5  
 
   
 
    I backwards glance revealed the goblin lying face down on the floor, its flesh rotted almost completely to the bone. The remnants of my magic clung to the corpse, slowly dissipating into the air.  
 
    Seeing the threat neutralized, I collapsed to the ground and took several deep breaths, my new reptilian body definitely in need of a steady cardio workout to improve my stamina. 
 
    When I could breathe normally again, I headed over the corpse and looted it, taking its club and another three copper that it had tried to conceal in its ragged boot.  
 
    I made my way back towards the river and located the remains of my minion scattered on the stone floor. The skull had a large crack in it, and I wasn’t sure if it would ever rise again, but I gathered all the remaining bones and piled them into my bag. 
 
    That fight had taught me an important lesson in mana awareness. Being unable to get a third bolt off had almost ended up with me bludgeoned to death by the hulk’s malnourished mini-me, so I would have to be very careful going forward if I was going to lead with the much more mana-intensive Rot.  
 
    I rested until my mana was full, already glad that I had put those points into Wisdom to speed up my mana regen. Even without any bonuses, Argos Online’s out of combat regeneration was pretty forgiving, but every second counts when there're bills to pay. 
 
    I’d heard rumors that in some of the other VR games players would be forced to sit twiddling their thumbs for long stretches of time between fights unless you could shell out the cash for potions.  
 
    Ready to get back to the goblinicide, I pulled a new skeleton from my bag and animated it, this time paying attention to the actual cost of the spell: a full third of my mana pool.  
 
    You have created a new minion: Skeletal Groundhog. [1/2]  
 
    Doing some quick calculations, I decided that my out of combat regeneration should be good enough that I could raise another minion and then rest for a few minutes before entering combat and still have enough juice for my debuff and three Bolt spells. Plus, with a second minion I might not need all of the bolts.  
 
    Eh, what’s the worst that could happen, I thought and pulled out a second skeleton, welcoming it to its new unlife. My mana dropped by another thirty percent, but my regeneration was doing its job nicely to offset the cost. 
 
    You have created a new minion: Skeletal Groundhog. [2/2]  
 
    Another goblin had moved into view, doing its best to be an utter failure at fishing. I crept into range and attacked. My Rot spell went off without a hitch, and I’d timed it perfectly so my minions reached it just as the Rot spell took hold.  
 
    The combined damage from the two minions and Rot quickly dropped the goblin’s hit points enough that a single bolt was enough to finish it off.  
 
    
     You have killed a Goblin Fisher! You have gained 20xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Lesser Create Undead 3/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Rot 3/5  
 
   
 
    My Scavenger skill triggered again while looting the latest goblin, highlighting the creature’s incisors. As with the initial use, touching the glowing bits created copies of them in my hands, which I tucked into my pouch with the small handful of copper pieces from its pouch. 
 
    Success! You have obtained Goblin Tooth x2! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    The timers on my minions were still good and my mana pool had refilled to a decent level while I was looting so I set off in search of my next victim.  
 
    I spotted another goblin lounging on the banks of the river closer to the center of the cavern. Its attention was focused on something in the river, and the sound of the waterfall was loud enough to drown out any noises I was making. I crouched down and focused on sneaking as I approached. 
 
    Stealth check successful.  
 
    Once again, my minions ruined the fun, the clickity clacking of bones on the cavern floor piercing through the white noise to gain the goblin’s attention. Cursing, I ordered the skeletons to charge and cast Rot.  
 
    As the spell took effect, a new problem reared its head. A second goblin had been nearby when my minions attacked and was it wanted in on the party. 
 
    Cursing, I redirected one of my minions towards the newcomer, hoping it could pick up its aggro before it could get to me. I cast another Rot spell, targeting the new goblin and glanced worriedly at my mana as it dipped.  
 
    This is going to be close, I thought. My initial target had eliminated some of distance between us and was gaining an advantage over my minion. I cast Necromantic Bolt as the goblin took another swing at the groundhog and dropping its health closer to zero.  
 
    My bolt struck the goblin’s central mass, taking a nice chunk out of its hit points and knocking it back a step. Apparently, groundhogs were creatures of opportunity and my minion was able to capitalize on the brief mistake, pouncing onto the goblin and dragging it to the ground in a frenzy of claws and teeth. 
 
    A well-timed pulse of Rot brought the goblin even closer to death and pretty much sealed its fate.  
 
    The initial goblin spoken for, I turned my attention back to the party crasher just in time to see it punt my minion into the river. Its skeletal limbs flailed as it hit the water with a surprisingly small splash and it disappeared from view.  
 
    It was bleeding from several small wounds on its legs and its skin was covered in boils and blisters from my Rot spell, but its hit points were still over half full. 
 
    Its tormenter no longer in sight, the goblin turned its pain-wracked gaze towards me and headed my way. A weapon that looked like someone had taken a baseball bat and driven several nails through dragged behind it on the ground.  
 
    I used the last of my mana to hit it with a Necromantic Bolt, dropping its health even further but not finishing the job. I pulled the Utility Knife from the sheath at my waist and dropped into a ready crouch, hoping Rot would deal with it before it could bring its weapon to bear. 
 
    
     Class Skill: “Simple Weapons” unlocked.  
 
     Simple Weapons – This skill allows the use of the most basic of weapons. Clubs, Staves, Knives, Daggers, Bar Stools, etc.… Using a weapon with which you are not proficient will result in vastly decreased accuracy and damage.  
 
   
 
    A quick glance revealed that my minion was still wrestling with the first goblin, neither one able to gain an advantage. My other minion was alive somewhere in the river, but was probably out of the fight, so it was going to be up to me to finish the fight.  
 
    I nervously flexed my hands, trying to decide if I should stand or flee, but my indecision cost me the choice. The nail-bat wielding goblin rushed forward and swung at me with a wild overhand swing.  
 
    I dodged to the side but wasn’t fast enough. A searing line of pain flared down my leg as the nails from the crude weapon ripped through my clothing and into my flesh. Dark red blood stained my starting clothes and my hit points dropped by a third. 
 
    I heard a choking sound from the direction of the wrestling match followed by the clickity clacking of bone on stone as my minion tried to assist me.  
 
    My distraction almost cost me a punctured skull from the goblin’s attack. I barely ducked under the blow, using my small size to my benefit. I slashed at the goblin with my knife and felt a slight resistance as it cut through its flesh, eliciting a grunt of pain from the goblin.  
 
    The goblin’s arm was still extended and I was within reach, so I decided to make use of my racial skills. With a small hop, I bit down on its weapon hand, shaking my head back and forth like a dog with its favorite chew toy. 
 
    The goblin screamed in pain and began flailing at me with his off hand, doing minimal damage against my scaled hide.  
 
    It tried to pull its arm free, yanking me off balance but serving to do more damage to its arm than to me. A lucky shot with his offhand connected with my jaw, stunning me and finally loosening my grip.  
 
    The debuff wore off seconds later, but it was enough to cost me my advantage. I was laid out on the ground, looking up into the face of a very pissed off goblin, and two hit points left to my name.  
 
    I crawled away from the goblin, and saw my Rot spell pulse again, bringing the goblin to join me at the brink of death, but I was pretty sure he had the advantage. My heart was pounding and all I could hear was the pulsing of blood through my veins.  
 
    The goblin opened its mouth in an evil grin and raised the nail-bat over its head, rushing forward to finish me off.  
 
    I closed my eyes and hoped the pain settings wouldn’t let it hurt too much. Death system tutorial here I come!  
 
    A second later my head was covered in a warm wet liquid, and I sighed. Good, no pain at least, I thought, but opened my eyes in confusion when no death message appeared. 
 
    Laying on the ground before me was the goblin, its throat ripped out and a dripping wet skeletal groundhog sitting on top of it, its teeth buried in the goblin’s throat.  
 
    With a shudder, the goblin went still. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Goblin Fisher! You have gained 40xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Lesser Create Undead 5/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Goblin Fishers killed with Rot 5/5  
 
     Objectives complete! Return to your trainer for your reward!  
 
   
 
    I let out the breath I’d been holding and laid back, shifting into a comfortable position, and took a minute to breathe… slowly. 
 
    I called my minion over and patted it on the head. “Good job,” I said. “I think you’ve earned a name. I’m calling you Little Fat from now on.”  
 
    It tilted its head quizzically, but immediately collapsed into a pile of bones as the magic animating it ran out. 
 
    “Typical.” I said, gathering up the bones and dumping them back in my bag, making a note of which pile of bones was Little Fat. My other minion was a second pile of bones halfway between the first goblin’s corpse and me. 
 
    I looted my would-be murderer, getting a couple more copper coins and its nail-bat. I took a few practice swings, but the weapon was much too unwieldy for me.  
 
    I tucked it into my bag, hoping I could at least sell it for some coin, and then headed over to the other goblin. Another two copper and, bingo, another scavenged set of Goblin Teeth.  
 
    Success! You have obtained Goblin Tooth x2! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    I gathered up the remains of my other minion and added them to the rest of the broken bones in my bag. Maybe I’d be able to trade them for something or turn them into Bone Dust for my Rot spell later on. 
 
    Brushing off my tattered, bloody clothes, I headed over to my instructor who was sitting near the cavern entrance. He looked up at me and grinned. “That seemed to go relatively well, all things considered,” he said, handing me five silver coins. “Enjoy your reward.”  
 
    I tucked the coins into my bag while reading the prompts as they scrolled past. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Training Part 3  
 
     You have gained 100xp! 
You have gained 1 Rank in Necromancy! (Pending Level Up) 
 
   
 
    Warmth and pleasure rushed through me as I leveled up.   
 
    
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 3!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 5 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
     NOTE: Skill points may now be used for Class skills. 

You have gained 1 Rank in Necromancy!  
 
   
 
    I added my attribute points to Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune once again, and since my skill points were unlocked, I used two to max Dissection.  
 
    With each point spent, a small pulse of energy radiated from my body. 
 
    The albino trainer looked at me and nodded his approval. “A wise choice, Apprentice. I know it must have been difficult seeing those goblins lying there just waiting to give up their flesh and bones for our art.”  
 
    He glanced over my shoulder and shrugged. “Well, too late now.” 
 
    Looking back, I saw the last of the goblin corpses dissolving into mist and cursed. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    5 
 
    “Are you ready for your next lesson?” Balaka asked, looking me up and down. “This one may be a bit of a challenge, but I think you should be able to manage.” 
 
    He gestured towards the lake and continued. “This water is rightfully the property of the kobold people. These goblins need to be driven out. This band of goblins is led by one of their shamans who is camped on the far side of the lake. Take out their shaman, and the rest of the goblins should go back to whatever hole they crawled out of.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training Part 4  
 
     Cut the head off of the goblin snake. Travel to the far side of the lake and eliminate the Goblin Shaman.  
 
     Criteria: Slay Goblin Shaman. (0/1) 
 
     Reward: 5sp, 200xp.   
 
   
 
    As I read through the quest messages, he reached into his robes and produced a new scroll. “Take this,” he said, holding it out to me. “This spell is designed to allow you to repair your skeletal minions. It would probably work in a pinch to fix a living target’s bones as well… but I wouldn’t recommend it. The pain would be quite intense.” 
 
    I took the offered scroll, opened it up and confirmed that I wanted to learn the new spell. 
 
    
     You have learned “Mend Bone.”  
 
     Mend Bone  
 
     Range: Short  
 
     Type: Repair  
 
     Requirements: Somatic.  
 
     This spell can be used to repair broken bones. When used to heal a living creature the process is quite painful.  
 
   
 
    Balaka smiled as the cloud settled over me and held out another scroll, “This one represents the true duality of our art. It allows you to take life from your foes and use it to heal your own wounds. Take enough, and it can even fill you with vitality beyond your normal means.”  
 
    As that scroll transformed to mist and was absorbed, I read through the spell description. 
 
    
     You have learned “Drain.”  
 
     Drain  
 
     Range: Short  
 
     Type: Offensive  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Channeled  
 
     This spell latches onto the life force of the targeted creature, dragging it forth and adding to that of the caster. Hit Points gained from this spell can exceed the caster’s normal pool but will fade quickly once the spell is released.  
 
   
 
    I gave the instructor a grateful nod. “Thank you, these will be quite useful,” I said, but he just shrugged and headed back towards the main settlement.  
 
    “Don’t be too long, we have much to do before your training here will be complete,” he called from further down the tunnel. “I’ll meet you in my workshop when you are done.” 
 
    I was starting to get annoyed by this guy’s attitude, but it wasn’t like the game gave me much of an option as to who my trainer was. At least his last outburst seemed to imply that I wouldn’t be stuck with him forever. 
 
    Looking out over the cavern, I started to formulate a plan of action. I renewed my casting of Dark Shield and took out the bones of my first minion who had its skull caved in.  
 
    I laid the bones out, finding the most damaged of the lot and cast the new Mend Bone spell. Another set of ghostly hands appeared and moved through a new pattern that was much more complex than my previous spells.  
 
    I almost missed a few of the transitions, but once I found the pattern, I was able to keep up. Each of the gestures seemed to pull energy out of the air, gathering it around my hands and then directing it into the bones. The larger pieces shifted and started to knit back together, but then the magic faded and the entire skeleton crumbled to dust and disappeared. 
 
    Mend Bone Failed – The target was too damaged to be repaired by this spell.  
 
    Bone Dust! I thought and tried to grab a handful for my Rot spell, but the substance dissipated into nothingness. A little disappointed, I sighed and took out the next damaged skeleton.  
 
    The bones were damaged, but nothing was outright shattered like the first had been. I lined up the bones and began casting again. The spell wasn’t the fastest, but it had a pretty low mana cost, so I wasn’t worried about depleting myself too much in case of wandering enemies.  
 
    When I completed the spell, the energy settled over the broken bones and they fused together, leaving no sign of the previous damage.  
 
    Taking out Little Fat’s bones, I cast the spell again and repaired the damage done to my current favorite groundhog. Repairs complete, I tucked the skeletons into separate slots in my bag and headed towards the far side of the lake to complete the next stage in my training.  
 
    I focused on moving quietly, trying to avoid as many of the goblins as possible on the way. Wouldn’t want to keep the old grouch waiting, I thought.  
 
    Eventually I got to a point where there was no clear path forward without running into at least one goblin, so it was time to strategize. 
 
    Keeping my chosen target in sight, I took out the bones for Little Fat and one of her little friends and animated the pair, keeping Little Fat for last to maximize her duration. I took note of the timers of each minion and noticed that the health bar for Little Fat was actually labeled with her name. That would certainly make it easier to keep track of my army of minions… once I was high enough level to have one. 
 
    Stalking closer to my prey, I continuously scanned my surroundings to make sure I didn’t run into any other goblins, and moved until I was within range to attack.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be any other foes around, so I sent my pets in and waited until they were almost engaged before casting Rot on the creature.  
 
    The goblin turned to engage the skeletal rodents just as the spell took effect, the dark mist settling into his skin. I followed up immediately with a Necromantic Bolt. 
 
    The dark purple bolt burst forth and slammed into the goblin’s chest, dropping its hit points by half. The bolt, in conjunction with a damage pulse from Rot and the continuous assault of the skeletal groundhogs quickly brought the goblin close to death’s door.  
 
    Taking advantage of the situation and wanting to test out my new spell, I called my pets back and moved into range to cast Drain. 
 
    It was my first channeled spell, so I was unsure of what to expect, but the somatic portion was no different from any of my other offensive spells.   
 
    I followed the guide through the hand gestures and chanted the verbal portion, repeating the words of the spell to keep the magic going, “morte in vitam, morte in vitam.”  
 
    A dark purple arc of lightning flashed out of my hand and struck the goblin in the chest. A second bolt arced back from the goblin and into my hand, bringing with it a feeling of warmth and vitality.  
 
    My mana dropped slightly with each repetition of the spell’s mantra, pulling the life-force from the goblin and bolstering my own. I could feel my blood swell with a sense of power as my health bar grew beyond my max, a dark red extension of my health bar appearing next to my current one to contain the new hit points. 
 
    The goblin stumbled closer to me, its face a rictus of hatred, but the drain on its health was too much. It managed to take a few steps, but crashed to the ground as the last of its life force was stolen away. 
 
    You have killed a Goblin Fisher! You have gained 20xp!  
 
    I looked at my health bars, seeing the pulsing bar of deep red start to drain slowly. 
 
    HP: 32/18 (178%)  
 
    I’d almost doubled my meager hit points with that spell, but if I needed those hit points, I was probably in way deeper shit than they could get me out of. 
 
    Taking out my utility knife, I knelt down next to the corpse, looking forward to finally being able to improve my bone collection.  
 
    I searched through its clothing, collecting a few coppers before activating Dissection. Four icons popped up: A skull, a hide, a steak, and a heart. Of the four options, only the skull was within white. The other three options were orange. Since a failure could cost me the entire corpse, I started with the skull and watched the progress bar fill.  
 
    Success! You have obtained a Goblin Skeleton! You have gained 10xp!  
 
    When the process was complete, the blurred-out corpse was replaced by a small pile of goblin bones. I got excited for a moment at the thought of an upgraded minion, but when I examined the bones, my hopes were dashed. The system considered them “Medium” creatures.  
 
    Grumbling a bit under my breath, I tucked the skeleton into my bag for future use and continued my shaman hunt. 
 
    The trip around the lake took longer than I planned, forcing me to make a short pit-stop before my animation spells ran out. I found a dark corner where I was out of sight of the roaming goblins and repeated my preparations, reanimating the pair of groundhogs and recasting Dark Shield for good measure.  
 
    Once my mana had a chance to refill, I ordered my minions to follow and resumed my trek. 
 
    As I neared the location marked on my map, the vague outlines of a group of structures appeared at the edge of my visual range, resolving into a circle of small tents as I approached.  
 
    In the center of the tent circle was a small, smoldering fire, its soft light standing out like a sore thumb in the darkness of the cavern.  
 
    My bearings acquired, I crept forward, trying to maintain a stealthy approach and mentally commanding my minions to move as quietly as possible.  
 
    About halfway to the campsite I heard the scrape of something on stone and froze, commanding my minions to stay perfectly still.  
 
    I scanned the cavern between me and the campsite, looking for any sign of something moving in the darkness. 
 
    Perception Check… Successful!  
 
    Between me and the campsite I spotted the vague outline of a goblin walking patrol between me and the camp. As it came into range, its information popped into view, revealing its health bar, and bright yellow name.  
 
    < Goblin Scout >  
 
    The yellow text worried me a little. I hadn’t fought anything above my level yet, so I didn’t know what kind of challenge to expect. With two minions on my side, taking down a single yellow opponent shouldn’t be outside the realm of possibilities, but nothing was guaranteed.  
 
    The fact that it was a scout probably meant it depended on Stealth as its primary advantage, so it was worth a shot. 
 
    Since it hadn’t spotted me yet, I decided to play it smart. I stood patiently, waiting for the goblin to turn away. As soon as its back was to me, I attacked. My Necromantic Bolt leapt from my outstretched hand and streaked across the cavern. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    The spell slammed into the goblin’s back and dropped its health bar by more than half. Success!  
 
    As soon as the bolt slammed home, I cast Rot and ordered my minions to attack. They charged across the cavern, their tiny claws skittering along the stone. 
 
    Before they were halfway there, the scout pulled out a bow and sent an arrow streaking towards me.  
 
    The arrow hit my Dark Shield and popped it like a bubble before sinking into my thigh.  
 
    My hit points dropped by seventy-five percent, and I dropped with them, falling to my knees.  
 
    I fought through the pain and cast another bolt at the scout who had dropped his bow and pulled out a short sword as my minions finally reached melee range. The goblin nimbly evaded the opening attacks from the skeletal pair, slashing out with his blade to keep them at a distance. 
 
    At the last second, the goblin twisted out of the path of my bolt, taking a glancing blow that caused it to stumble into range of Little Fat who wasted no time in sinking her teeth into its calf. 
 
    The scout kicked out, sending Little Fat skittering across the cavern floor. My other minion darted in, but the goblin leapt into a roll, soaring over its head and coming to its feet closer to my position.  
 
    I cast bolt after bolt, draining my mana and dropping its health to fifteen percent.  
 
    Little Fat dashed in again, teeth gnashing but the goblin was having none of it. It lashed out with its shortsword and connected with the groundhog in midair breaking off both of her front legs and then stepping to the side as she faceplanted into the stone. 
 
    The other groundhog leapt at the Scout’s exposed back, trying to end the fight by severing the goblin’s spine. The scout managed to turn at the last instant and blocked the skeleton’s bite attack with an upraised arm.  
 
    The skeleton knocked him over, its jaws blocked but its hind legs still free to rake the goblin’s green flesh. 
 
    My hands flashed through the gestures of my bolt spell as the scout tossed my minion to the side and regained its feet, clutching at its ruined thighs.  
 
    The goblin attempted to dodge my spell once again, but when it planted its leg, the injured limb gave way and it fell to one knee. The bolt slammed home into the goblin’s perfectly positioned, floppy-eared head, dropping its hit points to zero and sending it sprawling.  
 
    You have killed a Goblin Scout! You have gained 50xp!  
 
    I pulled the arrow out of my leg, dropping my hit points even further into the red as the barbs ripped at my skin. The world started to spin, and I had to sit down while the out-of-combat regeneration kicked in and closed up my wounds.  
 
    Once my leg was whole, I walked over to the scout’s body and searched through its belongings. It had a silver piece and some copper pieces tucked into a pocket, but the real prize was the glowing pair of boots on its feet, courtesy of my Scavenger skill. 
 
    
     You have obtained “Scout’s Footwraps”! You have gained 5xp! 
  
 
     < Scout’s Footwraps >  
 
     These footwraps offer a small amount of protection and muffle the sound of the wearer’s footfalls. (+1 Stealth)  
 
   
 
    The footwraps were very simple, and as I tied them around my taloned feet they shifted and molded to my strange anatomy.  
 
    I took a few steps and didn’t really feel any different in terms of comfort, but the clicking of my talons against the stone floor was noticeably quieter.  
 
    One of my minions had returned to my side, but Little Fat was still a short distance away.  
 
    Without her front legs, her movement was reduced to an awkward slither across the stone floor, her chin scraping along the stone as she slid towards me.  
 
    I searched the area and found her broken leg bones and placed them next to her in hopes that Mend Bone would work on the animated minions.  
 
    The spell scooped up the broken forelimbs and swirled around the skeleton. A thread of purple energy spooled out of the shoulder sockets of the groundhog skeleton and latched on to the broken bits, reeling them in until they were back in place.  
 
    The magic seeped into the rest of the bones as well, fixing some minor cracks and chips, and bringing the minion’s health back to full. 
 
    Repairs complete, I turned back to the scout’s corpse and used Dissection, adding another goblin skeleton to my collection. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Goblin Skeleton! You have gained 15xp!  
 
    My minions still had a good chunk of time left on their timers, so I decided to move forward, recasting Dark Shield on myself as I advanced.  
 
    I dropped into Stealth mode and slowly approached the campsite, keeping my eyes peeled for any additional stealthed enemies.  
 
    An older looking goblin stepped out of one of the tents as I got closer. It was wielding a small staff adorned with bones and feathers, and its name floated just above its head in yellow.  
 
    < Goblin Shaman >  
 
    The shaman was the only goblin currently present at the camp, or at least the only one I could see.  
 
    I shuffled closer until I was within range and cast Rot, willing my minions to charge as the dark purple cloud began to take form around the shaman. The first traces of mist reached down to caress the shaman’s flesh, but instead of being harmed, the goblin latched on to the spell with its free hand and severed the strands of magic with a quick gesture.  
 
    Goblin Shaman Counterspell – Successful.  
 
    The shaman turned to look directly at me, his beady black eyes narrowed in annoyance.  
 
    I cursed and cast a quick Necromantic Bolt, sending it flying towards the shaman but missed.  
 
    The shaman chanted its own spell, gathering electrical energy and shooting it towards me. I abandoned my next spell and leapt to the side, narrowly dodging the arcing electricity, but the lightning didn’t end. 
 
    Like the emperor from the old Star Wars movies, the shaman shifted his aim, burning a line across the stone until the lightning hit me. My entire body shuddered and spasmed in pain as my health plummeted. 
 
    My muscles refused to cooperate. I fell onto my face and flopped around like a fish. My hit points hit ninety, then eighty, then seventy percent. I couldn’t even move enough to scream as my health plummeted.  
 
    The lightning cut off abruptly when my hit points were at twenty percent and muscle control finally returned to my limbs.  
 
    I almost vomited as my nostrils were filled with the smell of burning… me, mixed with ozone, but managed to hold it in as I looked up to see why I was still alive. 
 
    The shaman was cursing and trying to dislodge Little Fat’s skeletal body from where she was latched onto its leg. Her teeth were buried deep in the goblin’s calf as her claws fought for purchase on the stone ground. My second minion was on the shaman’s other side, nipping at its staff and making a general nuisance of itself. 
 
    I pulled myself back into a kneeling position and waited for an opening, not wanting to chance hitting my minions with a stray bolt.  
 
    The shaman finally managed to free itself from Little Fat’s jaws, knocking her and my other minion away with a sweep of his staff. His gaze turned back to me and started casting another spell. 
 
    I completed my spell first, my Necromantic Bolt screaming across the cavern and sank into the Shaman’s side, dropping its health below half.  
 
    The spell disrupted whatever spell the shaman had been preparing, giving me enough time to hit it with Rot, which was able to fully manifest.  
 
    The shaman shot me a look of pure malice as the spell pulsed, sloughing off a layer of his flesh and dropping his health even further. The goblin took a step backwards, trying to keep clear of my minions as he repeated his counterspell from earlier, drawing the Rot spell from his flesh and dissipating it into the air.  
 
    The shaman chanted a quick spell and lashed out with his staff at the unnamed minion. When the staff connected, a wave of force exploded from the staff, reducing the skeleton to bits.  
 
    Groundhog Skeleton has been destroyed!  
 
    Little Fat attacked his flank, her teeth ripping into the shaman’s free hand as my next Necromantic Bolt blasted into the goblin’s chest, finishing it off. 
 
    
     You have killed a Goblin Shaman! You have gained 75xp!  
 
     Quest Update - Slay Goblin Shaman. (1/1) 
 
   
 
    Both my hit points and mana were almost drained, so I settled down to regenerate for a little before heading over to claim my spoils.  
 
    I once again gave thanks to my minions for pulling my ass out of the fire. Without their timely intervention, I’d be nothing more than another burnt bloodstain on the stone ground, learning firsthand all about the death system in Argos Online. 
 
    When my health and mana were recovered enough to withstand a stiff breeze, I approached the shaman’s corpse and started searching through its things.  
 
    I found two silver pieces and a scratched-up copper ring in a small pouch hanging from its belt. I tried to examine it as I had the footwraps earlier, but this time all I was able to get was a generic name: 
 
    < Unidentified Copper Ring >  
 
    I tucked the ring into my bag and activated Dissection on the corpse. My first attempt was successful at acquiring the shaman’s skeleton and even presented the opportunity for a try at the other components.  
 
    Success! You have obtained a Goblin Skeleton! You have gained 20xp!  
 
    Unfortunately, my attempts at the additional components failed. 
 
    The magic animating Little Fat had run out, reducing her once again to a small pile of bones. I gathered them, the shaman skeleton, and the shattered remains of my other minion and added them to my bag to handle later. 
 
    The campsite seemed like something ripe for the picking, but a quick search turned up nothing I was able to take. All of the worthwhile bits were either somehow bolted to the scenery or disappeared after being picked up. 
 
    I was hoping there would have been a treasure chest or something, but I guess this didn’t qualify. A small buff icon appeared when I got close to the fire, indicating a bonus to regeneration so I rested until my pools were full, and then carefully made my way back around the lake towards the cavern entrance. 
 
    *** 
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    The trek back across the cavern had a couple of close calls, but without my minions skittering around I was able to maintain Stealth and avoid any other conflicts, and once I reached the exit tunnel, it was smooth sailing all the way back to the workshop. 
 
    Balaka looked up as I entered, giving me a toothy grin as he put aside his current project. “Well then, that was faster than I expected. From what my fellow instructors tell me, adventurers usually linger in the goblin caves for a while, even after completing their quests. I am glad that you, at least, seem to have some sense of urgency.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Training Part 4  
 
     You have gained 200xp!  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 4!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 6 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    Light radiated through my body once again, the feeling of warmth and pleasure filling me up. When it faded, I opened up my character sheet and began allocating my points. My attribute points went to Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune again, and I added a skill point to Necromancy and Dissection to keep them on par with my level.  
 
    My teacher was looking at me patiently for a change, so I turned my attention back to him and waited.  
 
    He beckoned me over to his workbench and placed a small stack of silver coins and another two spell scrolls on the table before me. “Here are your rewards for dealing with our goblin problem, and the next two spells to add to your arsenal. Now that we know you are serious about pursuing the art, we can really begin.” 
 
    I grabbed my rewards and unrolled the first scroll. 
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Cripple” spell identified. 
 
     You have learned “Cripple.”  
 
     Cripple  
 
     Range: Long 
 
      Type: Control  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Material (Required): Leg Bone  
 
     Harness necromantic energy to cripple your foe, slowing their movement and combat speed.  
 
     Duration: 10 minutes +1 minute per rank  
 
   
 
    As soon as the mist of the spell was absorbed, Balaka smiled. “The Cripple spell is a utility spell that can be used to control the flow of the battle and keep your enemies at arm’s-length,” he said. “Being able to outrun your foe or slow their attacks will be quite critical to your survival as a spellcaster.” 
 
    It was a great addition to my arsenal. Being able to debuff both the movement and combat speed of my foes would give me and my minions a needed advantage. Extra ticks of my DoT, extra time to hit them with bolts, and if those all failed, extra time to run away, I could already see the applications. 
 
    He reached down and picked up a long thin bone from a pile under his workbench and wagged it at me. “Unlike Rot, the material component for this spell is not optional, so make sure to keep a stockpile to last you on your adventures.” 
 
    He returned the bone to its pile and moved closer to the shelves displaying a wide variety of skeletal creatures and gestured to the other scroll still unread in my hand. 
 
    I opened it up and grinned as I absorbed the mist and read through the new spell description. 
 
    
     Necromancy skill check – successful! “Minor Create Undead” spell identified. 
 
     Lesser Create Undead has been upgraded to Minor Create Undead  
 
     Range: Touch  
 
     Type: Animation  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Material (Required): Skeleton 
 
     Duration: 20 minutes +1 minute per rank  
 
     Animate the skeletal remains of a creature of size <Medium> or smaller to serve you for a short time.  
 
     Minions Pool: 4 (3 + Rank)   
 
     NOTE: The components for this spell are not consumed.  
 
   
 
    Balaka watched as I absorbed the spell with an eager smile. “Now that you’ve reached a new level of understanding in our art, your Lesser Create Undead spell has been upgraded to Minor Create Undead. This version of the spell allows you to animate larger creatures, is much more mana efficient, and has a longer duration.” 
 
    “It will allow you to animate minions of up to medium size. Humans, elves, dwarves, goblins; all will serve you in death,” he said with a wicked grin. “You can still use your groundhogs, of course, but it would be a waste of power unless no better options were available.”  
 
    “Your minion pool has increased as well, reflecting your increased mastery over necromantic energy,” he continued, tapping a talon against his forehead, “but that pool is still limited.”  
 
    He gestured to the shelves of reconstructed skeletons behind him, starting from the smallest and progressing to the largest. “The size of the minion will determine the number you can effectively control. The bigger the minion, the bigger the percentage of your pool they will require. At your current skill level, I sense you are capable of directing two medium sized minions, or four of smaller size.”  
 
    NOTE: Minion Pool Update – Maximum minion pool is now equal to 3 plus your skill rank. Medium sized minions use 2 points of the pool, small sized minions use 1 point.  
 
    The albino kobold had begun pacing, walking back and forth like a stereotypical college professor lost in their own lecture. “While you are still beginning on your path, you should focus on those skills and abilities that are the most useful to you. As you gain in power later on, you will have the flexibility to widen your focus, but it will be critical to your survival to keep at least your core skills at maximum efficacy. Gaining levels will be the main way in which your skills can be improved, but there are some quests, or items that can grant improvements as well, although they are rare.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training Part 5 
 
     Successfully cast Minor Create Undead, raising a Medium sized minion three times.  
 
     Criteria: Animate medium sized remains 0/3.  
 
     Reward: +1 Rank - Minor Create Undead 
 
   
 
    I read through the new quest prompt as Balaka concluded his speech, “But be mindful, your rank in a skill can never exceed your character level.” He finished and then gestured for me to continue. 
 
    Attention: Skill points use is now unlocked for all available skills.  
 
    I looked at my current skill list, getting an idea of what I had to work with. 
 
    
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
     Natural Weapons:1 
 
     Scavenger:1 
 
     Stealth:1(2) 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Dissection:4 
 
     Necromancy:4 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> General Skills <><><> 
 
     Perception:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> Spells <><><> 
 
     Cripple:1 
 
     Dark Shield:1 
 
     Drain:1 
 
     Mend Bone:1 
 
     Minor Create Undead:1 
 
     Necromantic Bolt:1 
 
     Rot:1 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Skill Points:9 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
   
 
    So far, I’d only used my skill points to keep Necromancy and Dissection at max which was pretty simple since I was banned from using them for anything but my class skills. Ranking up my weapon and armor skills was pointless for my build.  
 
    Now that I was free to spend them as I saw fit, it was time to optimize for my goals. I added three points to Scavenger which was core to my plans for maximizing extra loot. It had already netted me a couple interesting items, and I could only imagine how much more I could get with a higher rank in the skill. 
 
    Next, I added two points to Minor Create Undead, raising my minion pool by two. I almost added the third until what Balaka had just said registered. In the Argos Online system, a skill’s level can never exceed the character’s level, so maxing out the spell now would negate the bonus point promised for completing the quest.  
 
    Necromantic Bolt was my main damage dealing source, so I maxed it out, leaving me with two points to play with. 
 
    After some thought, I added a point to Perception, which could keep me out of trouble and added the final point to Rot to up its overall damage. Ten points went a lot quicker than I expected. 
 
    Character logistics complete, it was time to raise some minions. I took out three goblin skeletons and lined them up on the floor, focusing on the first as I initiated the new Minor Create Undead spell. 
 
    The hand gestures were slightly more complex than the earlier version, but I was able to follow along without too much of a problem. My mana dropped as I channeled the power into the spell, chanting along with the karaoke prompt, “Ex mortum, vitae. Ex vita, mortus.” 
 
    The necromantic energy flowed from my hands into the first pile of bones, and as I completed the spell, the bones shifted and assembled themselves into their previous, goblinoid shape with the same glowing purple eyes that seemed to be the hallmark of the animation spell. 
 
    
     You have created a new minion: Skeletal Goblin. [2/6]  
 
     Quest Objective update! Medium sized remains animated 1/3  
 
   
 
    That first casting drained my mana pool by just over a quarter, much less costly than the original version of the spell, and with rank five in the skill, the magic would last for twenty-three minutes, making it much easier to keep my entire minion brigade up and running without having to take too many breaks. 
 
    I commanded the first Goblin Skeleton to move over to the wall and wait and cast the spell again, raising another minion.  
 
    
     You have created a new minion: Skeletal Goblin. [4/6]  
 
     Quest Objective update! Medium sized remains animated 2/3  
 
   
 
    My mana continued to recharge during casting, so by the time I finished raising the second minion I had almost recovered what I’d spent on the first, and easily cast the third.  
 
    
     You have created a new minion: Skeletal Goblin. [6/6]  
 
     Quest Objective update! Medium sized remains animated 3/3  
 
   
 
    Balaka gave me another wide toothy grin. “You learn quickly, Apprentice. Think of what these new minions can do to serve you going forward. Unlike the groundhogs, humanoid minions can wield weapons and wear armor of the appropriate type, allowing for much more versatility.”  
 
    “Now for your reward,” he said, taking a small rod from his bag and tapping me on the brow. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Training 5  
 
     You have gained 1 rank in Minor Create Undead! 
 
   
 
    I blinked away the notifications and saw Balaka looking at me with a thoughtful gaze. “Now,” he said. “Take your new minions back to the garden and use them to exterminate the groundhog infestation. Their den mother continues to breed more of the pests within their burrow. Enter it and eliminate the den mother and as many of the vermin as possible.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Training – Final Exam  
 
     Utilize the skills that you have obtained so far to clear out the groundhog menace!  
 
     Criteria: 
 
     Use the Necromantic Bolt spell to slay an enemy: 0/1  
 
     Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 0/5  
 
     Use the Rot spell to land the final blow on an enemy 0/1  
 
     Use the Dark Shield spell to defend against enemy blows: 0/3  
 
     Slay an enemy with your minions landing the killing blow: 0/3  
 
     Use the Drain spell to slay an enemy: 0/1  
 
     Use the Cripple spell on an enemy: 0/1  
 
     Destroy the Groundhog Den Mother: 0/1  
 
     Reward: 200xp, Necromancer Robes, and 10sp  
 
   
 
    “Holy objectives, Batman” I said quietly, looking at the necromancer trainer. The quest covered pretty much every one of the Necromancer class skills.  
 
    Well, no time like the present, I thought and looked at my map. A new waypoint had appeared on the top level of the settlement in an area of the garden that I hadn’t explored yet.  
 
    Reading through the list of objectives one more time, I headed for the tunnel to the surface, commanding my skeletons to follow me. 
 
    *** 
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    I reached the garden a few minutes later, moving through the vegetation towards the location marked on my map.  
 
    At the end of the garden there was a large hole leading into the ground with two big groundhogs flanking the entrance, their tiny rodent eyes keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding area. 
 
    The two guards shifted their gaze in my direction as I approached, their expressions somehow conveying suspicion. I moved closer until my Perception skill kicked in and named the larger rodents, their names written out in white. 
 
    < Groundhog Den Guard >  
 
    Time to get down to business, I thought as I sorted through the broken remains of my previously destroyed minions, collecting all of the leg bones for my Cripple spell. Taking one in hand, I focused on the Den Guard on the far side of the tunnel entrance and ordered my undead goblins to attack while I cast Cripple on the other. 
 
    I followed the ghost hands through a series of five gestures which infused the bone in my hand with necromantic energy. The final gesture of the spell was snapping the bone in half, releasing the pent up energy to latch onto the targeted Den Guard.  
 
    As the spell sank in, I could almost hear a sympathetic cracking of the beast’s own bones as it stumbled and then turned towards me with a growl.  
 
    The afflicted groundhog began to hobble towards me, much slower than its tiny cousins had moved when running me over earlier.  
 
    Taking advantage of its diminished speed, I tagged it with Rot and then cast a stream of Necromantic Bolts, that dropped its health bit by bit. 
 
    Closer to the entrance, I could see my minions systematically tearing the other Den Guard apart. The skeletal goblins’ bony claws were quite efficient at ripping flesh, and with a team of three they were able to take turns attacking while the Den Guard was focused on one of the others.  
 
    One of the skeletons had already felt the Den Guard’s displeasure and was missing its right arm from the elbow down. Another had its left femur cracked almost all the way through and was stumbling. Both of their health bars were over half full though, so I wasn’t too worried.  
 
    Rot pulsed on my target just as my latest Necromantic Bolt struck, blasting most of the rotting flesh from its skull and dropping it to the ground, dead. 
 
    I turned my focus back to the second Den Guard whose health was hovering around twenty-five percent. Two of my skeletons had taken some additional wounds as well, their bones cracked and showing signs of gnawing.  
 
    I moved closer to the battle and had the more damaged of the skeletons begin to play cat and mouse, taking a more active role in directing their movements. The groundhog turned its full attention on the undamaged minion as I got into position and cast Drain.  
 
    Dark lightning created the circuit between the Den Guard and me, draining the rest of its health and adding it to my own.  
 
    Its health bar dropped rapidly towards zero and I barely managed to cancel the spell just as the enemy’s health dropped to one percent.  
 
    The groundhog stumbled and let out a weak growl as my minions piled onto it and tore away the last of its health with their boney claws. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Groundhog Den Guard! You have gained 80xp! 
Quest Update: Use the Cripple spell on an enemy: 1/1  
 
     Quest Objective update! Use the Necromantic Bolt spell to slay an enemy: 1/1  
 
     Quest Objective update! Slay an enemy with your minions landing the killing blow: 1/3  
 
   
 
    The Den Guard variety of groundhog had the same options for Dissection as their lesser cousins: Bone, Meat, and Hide. The difficulty ratings hadn’t changed either, so I stuck with the safe (and more useful to me) option and dissected their skeletons.  
 
    
     Success! You have obtained a Groundhog Skeleton! You have gained 10xp!  
 
     Success! You have obtained a Groundhog Skeleton! You have gained 10xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 1/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 2/5  
 
   
 
    With the last of my mana, I repaired my damaged minions and then sat down to rest and regenerate, keeping clear of the tunnel entrance in case any more groundhogs were in the area.  
 
    The goblin skeletons had done a pretty good job in their first battle, using their boney little fingers as deadly weapons. Soon they’d be put to the test again, but not before I renewed the magic holding them together. 
 
    I took another break, re-animating the trio of goblin skeletons, recasting Dark Shield, and then twiddling my thumbs while my mana regenerated. There may have been enough time left on my minions after the last battle to probably last another encounter, but I didn’t want to chance losing all my minions in the middle of a fight and end up eaten by a giant rat.  
 
    A quick glance down the tunnel showed no new enemies waiting to pounce, so I ordered my minions to follow and headed in. 
 
    You have entered the Mini-Dungeon: Groundhog Den  
 
    The tunnel descended into the ground at a slight incline, the diffuse light from up above almost immediately fading to complete darkness. The tunnel split about thirty yards in, one branch heading downwards to the left while the other path leveled out to the right. 
 
    Traditional RPG logic stated that one should never continue further down into a dungeon without clearing out the current level, lest one find their retreat cut off or monsters at their backs later on, so the right path was the only logical course.  
 
    I sent two of my minions to take the lead, following close behind while the final minion served as a rear guard. The leading skeletons followed the path as it turned sharply to the right and disappeared from my view, and seconds later a loud squealing echoed down the tunnel.  
 
    I rushed forward around the bend, taking stock of the situation as it came into view. 
 
    A few feet past the bend, the tunnel opened up into a small burrow barely large enough for my minions to stand upright.  
 
    The room was currently occupied by a small group of the normal groundhogs I’d encountered during my first mission, their name tags now dark gray in color.  
 
    My minions were having a field day, tearing the little buggers apart with very little issue, and before I could join in the battle they had finished, leaving the room empty of life. 
 
    
     You have killed a Groundhog! This creature is no longer worth experience at your level.  
 
     Quest Objective update! Slay an enemy with your minions landing the killing blow: 2/3  
 
     Quest Objective update! Slay an enemy with your minions landing the killing blow: 3/3  
 
   
 
    I dissected the corpses that were still viable and collected a few skeletons and a larger collection of leg bones for my spell. 
 
    
     Quest Objective update! Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 3/5  
 
     Quest Objective update! Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 4/5 
 
     Quest Objective update! Dissect useful components from fallen enemies: 4/5 
 
   
 
    My bag was getting full from all my bone collecting, so I dismantled another set of newly acquired skeletons for their leg bones and tossed the rest to the side so I’d have some room free for future looting. 
 
    The current room was a dead end, so I gathered my minions and returned to the branch and further into the den. After a short descent the tunnel opened up into another small chamber with a pair of the larger Den Guards waiting within. By the time I saw them we had already been spotted and the rodents were heading our way.  
 
    Beginning the gestures of my Rot spell, I directed my minions to split; one on my current target and the other two on the second rodent.  
 
    As soon as the spell was complete, I switched to Necromantic Bolts and blasted the afflicted rodent. 
 
    The tight quarters gave a slight advantage to the rodents, and they knew it. Luckily, magic could do a lot to even the playing field.  
 
    When my bolts and Rot damage had dropped my target’s health to thirty percent I switched to Drain, stealing its life force for myself.  
 
    My minion did a great job of keeping the creature off of me as I drained it down to five percent.  
 
    Wanting to trigger some of the other objectives for my quest, I ordered the skeleton to join its brothers in attacking other the Den Guard. I glanced at my gauges continued the drain for another second before dropping the spell. 
 
    
     HP: 48/24 (200%) 
 
     MP: 124/278 (45%) 
 
     EN: 65/104 (63%)  
 
   
 
    I cast a Necromantic Bolt across the battlefield to strike the other groundhog, dropping its health down below thirty percent as well. My minions were doing a good job of spreading around their own injuries and were each hovering around sixty percent.  
 
    Turning my attention back to my own badly wounded target, I braced myself for the pain to come. The Den Guard rushed me as quickly as it could in its injured state and tried to bite my shoulder. Its teeth struck my protective shield and then scratched my arm, much of the force of the blow absorbed by the shield. 
 
    Quest Objective update! Use the Dark Shield spell to defend against enemy blows: 1/3  
 
    I winced as a chunk of the extra hit points dropped off of my meter, expecting pain that didn’t come. My distraction almost cost me though as I almost missed the creatures follow up attack as it reared onto its hind legs and clawed at my face. I dropped under its lunge but was still knocked backwards as its body collided with my own, my extra hit points dropping even further. 
 
    Quest Objective update! Use the Dark Shield spell to defend against enemy blows: 2/3  
 
    Ducking to the side, I avoided being crushed under the Den Guard as it dropped back to all fours and readied myself.  
 
    It turned and hissed at me, its hind legs tensing for another leap just as the Rot spell pulsed, causing a thick section of the creature’s hide to fall off with the rest of its health bar. 
 
    The health bar of one of my skeletons dropped to almost nothing as the Den Guard scored a solid hit, knocking it back against the wall and snapping some ribs in its jaws. I mentally commanded that one to stay down as I joined in on the party, casting Drain and ordering the remaining skeletons to hold the remaining groundhog in place. 
 
    The two skeletons leapt on top of the Den Guard, taking some serious damage as it flailed its claws and bit into their bones, but they didn’t have to endure it for long before my spell sucked away its final hit point. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Groundhog Den Guard! You have gained 80xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Use the Rot spell to land the final blow on an enemy 1/1  
 
     Quest Objective update! Use the Drain spell to slay an enemy: 1/1  
 
   
 
    My minions moved to guard me as I knelt next to the groundhog corpses and began Dissection. All together I was able to harvest eight leg bones and a nice-looking groundhog pelt that was the result of a long shot second attempt on the first body.  
 
    I had no idea how the rotting and pustule-covered corpse managed to produce an intact pelt, but I wasn’t going to argue with my good fortune. 
 
    My minions were in desperate need of repair, so I made that my next priority, fusing and reattaching bones with my mending spell.  
 
    The skeletons had been doing pretty well with their claws, but if I remembered what Balaka had told me about their ability to use weapons, they could do better. I had the nail-bat I’d taken from the cavern with the lake, but nothing to equip the other two minions with. But one-armed minion was better than none so I handed the bat to the closest skeleton who grasped it in one hand with no issues. 
 
    Skeletons leading the way, we descended further into the groundhog den until the tunnel started to widen.  
 
    I halted my minions and entered Stealth, creeping up to the entrance to the next room. A giant groundhog was on far side of a large, dug out room, lounging on top of a nest of some sort. It was twice the size of the Den Guards. The rest of the cavern was full of young groundhogs even smaller than the ones from the surface. The little guys were all gray, but the big mamajama was yellow. 
 
    < Groundhog Den Mother >  
 
    My minions shambled in at my command and stepped into the room ahead of me, slashing at any groundhogs that got too close.  
 
    The Den Mother bolted upright as the skeletons came into view and let out a bloodcurdling shriek. In response, the horde of lesser groundhogs scattered in a panic, fleeing down smaller side tunnels and even past me and my minions as they attempted to get away. 
 
    Maintaining my balance against the wave of rodents rushing past, I cast Cripple on the giant groundhog. 
 
    The Den Mother shrieked again as the magic took hold, interrupting her rush towards us as her back legs seemed to buckle under her weight. I directed my minions to attack and followed up with the Rot spell, applying the DoT before switching to Necromantic Bolts. 
 
    The creature lashed out and grabbed onto one of my minions by the spine. Her neck muscles flexed as she tossed the skeleton against the cavern wall where the combined damage from the bite and the impact with the packed earth dropped its hit points to zero, causing its bones to fall apart. 
 
    As the monstrous groundhog turned back towards me, her head lurched to the side as a blood covered nail-bat smashed into her skull, knocking a solid chunk off of her health bar. 
 
    The giant groundhog’s head whipped around, knocking the skeleton away and earning a bleeding wound as the rusty nails embedded in the bat ripped across her flesh.  
 
    Taking advantage of the distraction, I hit her with another Necromantic Bolt.  
 
    The Den Mother turned to me, her health dropping to under half as the Rot spell pulsed. Her eyes began to glow a baleful red, and a white froth appeared at the corners of her mouth as she entered into some sort of frenzy.  
 
    She charged directly at me, her frenzy counteracting the debuff from Cripple. I barely dodged out of her way, taking a glancing hit as she rushed past me and slammed into the wall. Dirt and loose rocks rained down on the room as I regained my balance.  
 
    My Dark Shield flexed from the force of the glancing blow, absorbing some of the force but still leaving me bruised with another quarter taken off my health bar. 
 
    The Den Mother’s frenzied gaze fixed on the skeleton wielding the nail-bat. She charged directly towards it, the froth from her mouth dripping and mixing with the puss seeping out of the Rot-inflicted lesions.  
 
    Knowing it had no chance to dodge, I mentally commanded the minion to meet the attack head-on. The groundhog collided with the minion and crushed it against the wall, destroying it with her sheer mass.  
 
    The Den Mother turned away from its broken remains, the nail-bat hanging from her head by a nail that had been driven into her skull by my skeleton’s last stand. 
 
    I cast bolt after bolt into the Den Mother, slowly chewing away at her health while her attention was fixated on my last surviving skeleton, who I made sure was closer to her than I was.  
 
    Her flesh continued to rot, my spell pulsing every couple of seconds, eating its way deeper through the Den Mother’s flesh. 
 
    She charged across the room, nail-bat and all, and collided with my last minion, crushing it against the wall as I continued to hit her with bolts. Five percent, four percent, three percent, her health dropped with every bolt and pulse of Rot. 
 
    She turned its red eyes back at me and charged. Seconds before turning me into a kobold pancake, my last Necromantic Bolt struck her right between the eyes. Her hit points hit zero and she crashed to the ground, sliding across the dirt floor to come to a rest at my feet. 
 
    
     You have killed a Groundhog Den Mother! You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Quest Objective update! Destroy the Groundhog Den Mother: 1/1  
 
     Quest Objective update! Use the Dark Shield spell to defend against enemy blows: 3/3  
 
     Quest Criteria – Final Exam - Complete! Return to Balaka for your reward.  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 5!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 7 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
     Crafting and Gathering Skills are now available.  
 
   
 
    My attribute points were allocated to my three primary stats, increasing my mana pool, regeneration, and Fortune. Next, I upped my core skills: Necromancy, Dissection, Scavenger, Necromantic Bolt, and Minor Create Undead, and then used the two leftover points to increase Rot and Perception by one a piece. 
 
    Level up maintenance complete, I headed over to the Den Mother’s body and checked it for any loot, smiling when I spotted a soft glow coming from her mouth.  
 
    The source of the glow turned out to be a pair of chisel-like incisors, which I grabbed and tucked into my bag, saving them for later use.  
 
    When I initiated Dissection, the Den Mother offered the same three options as the smaller groundhogs, with the only difference being the option to dissect the skeleton had changed to yellow and the other options were red.  
 
    I selected the skeleton and crossed my fingers as the progress bar slowly filled. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Den Mother’s Skeleton! You have gained 50xp!  
 
    I searched through the room, gathering up the fallen nail-bat and pieces of goblin bone that hadn’t been completely shattered by the Den Mother’s crushing attack, of which there weren’t many.  
 
    A gleam of metal in the corner of my vision drew my attention to the mama groundhog’s nest. After a brief search, it turned out to be a small chest buried under some old cloth and leather.  
 
    Flipping open the lid, I looked into the chest and found an interface similar to my bags. There were two spaces in all. The first held ten silver pieces and twenty-five copper pieces. The second had a picture of a belt. I reached in and grabbed the belt, holding it up to get a better look at it. 
 
    
     You have obtained “Belt of the Elements”.  
 
     < Belt of the Elements >  
 
     This belt grants the wearer a bonus to resistances against elemental attacks.  
 
   
 
    The belt fit my narrow waist perfectly and was a much more secure fastener than the leather thong attached to my utility knife’s sheath. I slid the sheath onto the belt and wrapped the thong around my belt. 
 
    The way out of the den was clear up to the surface, which was a relief since all of my minions had been destroyed. I kept an eye out for any hidden enemies or secret doors but didn’t find anything, and as I stepped out of the den and into the main garden, the ground began to shake as the tunnel collapsed, sending a cloud of dust and dirt wafting over me. 
 
    Attention! The Groundhog Den has been eliminated in the Kobold Village of Tobaladalaka! Food Production increased within the region for the next 7 days!  
 
      
 
    *** 
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    I headed back into the tunnels, making my way towards Balaka’s workshop. I was eager to get the rewards for my quest, and hopefully gain some guidance on what to do next.  
 
    Level five was the first milestone level in Argos Online. Crafting and gathering skills were available at level five, and for most classes level five was when you learned the first of your critical class skills.  
 
    As I entered the workshop, Balaka looked up at me with a toothy smile. “I saw the announcement, Apprentice. Good work ridding the garden of those pesky rodents.”  
 
    “Here,” he said, handing me a bundle of cloth and a small pile of coins. “You’ve earned your official Necromancer’s robes.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Final Exam  
 
     You have gained 200xp!  
 
   
 
    Pocketing the silver, I examined the deep purple robes and wondered what sort of enchantments were baked into them. 
 
    
     < Necromancer Robes >  
 
     The official robes of the Harvest Moon, the Necromancer’s guild of Argos. These robes offer a small amount of magic protection and provide bonuses to Intelligence and Wisdom. In addition, these robes reduce the cost of Animation type spells by 10%.  
 
   
 
    I pulled off my ragged starting clothes and pulled the robes on over my head, being careful not to get the hood caught on my horns.  
 
    Balaka came over and patted me on the shoulder. “You’ve learned almost everything that I can teach you. All that remains are the final two spells that I can teach.”  
 
    He held out a scroll. “This spell will allow you to gain control over wild undead that you might encounter. Those risen due to a curse, restless spirits, or even another Necromancer’s creations, albeit that would be frowned upon,” he explained, handing it to me.  
 
    “The spell creates a contest of wills between you and the undead, or its controller. Should your will triumph, the undead will become yours to do with as you wish. You can take control if you have the pool available, or issue it a final command and set it loose.” 
 
    Necromancy skill check – successful! “Control Undead” spell identified. 
 
    I used the scroll, absorbing the new ability. 
 
    
     You have learned “Control Undead.”  
 
     Control Undead  
 
     Range: Medium  
 
     Type: Control  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal  
 
     Exert your will over the target undead, either bending them to your will or freeing them to sate their hunger upon the closest living being.  
 
   
 
    Once the first spell was absorbed, Balaka handed me another scroll and continued, “This last spell is what can make or break your career as a necromancer.”  
 
    I opened the scroll and scanned it as the teacher continued. 
 
    Necromancy skill check – successful! “Bind Minion” spell identified. 
 
    “This spell will allow you to render the animating magics that allow your minions to function permanent. Minions bound in this way can be summoned and unsummoned at your will, but while active will require a portion of your total mana pool to be put into a reserve that serves to power them.”  
 
    I listened intently as he continued his explanation. “Bound minions are stronger and more intelligent than temporary minions, and many advanced skills will only work on minions bound to you. When active, bound minions still count against your minion pool, but you may have more minions bound than you are able to control at one time, depending on your skill. The maximum number of minions you may have bound at one time is equal to half your rank in this skill with a minimum of one.” 
 
    I nodded along, remembering what little I had read on the process. Binding allowed necromancers to create a set of minions they could summon that had better stats at the cost of a reduced mana pool. The player would have to balance their mana and minion configurations for the various situations and roles they would find themselves in. More pets meant less spell power, and vice versa.  
 
    
     You have learned “Bind Minion.”  
 
     Bind Minion  
 
     Range: Touch  
 
     Type: Enhancement  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal  
 
     This spell allows the caster to create a permanent binding on the targeted minion, linking it to the caster and allowing it to be summoned and dismissed at the caster’s touch. While active, bound minions will reserve a small percentage of the caster’s maximum mana pool to function. Current bind cost: 10% per minion; Maximum Bindings: 1 (1 Binding per 2 Ranks of this skill)  
 
   
 
    Balaka nodded. “Further training will require you to journey through the Underpassage to one of the surface cities with a Harvest Moon guildhall. I will give you a letter of introduction to prove that you have completed the basic training in our art.” 
 
    With a thoughtful look, the trainer continued, “I would recommend you go to Kaliba in the Southern Marches. The citizens there will be more… receptive to our people. The other cities might be more of a challenge, but the decision is ultimately yours. 
 
    He handed me a folded letter and a second piece of paper listing several cities with a short description of each and then gestured towards the exit. “Head to the market and supply yourself for your journey. Maybe pay a visit to our goblin friends down near the river and replenish your bone supply. Once you are ready to leave our little village, head to the Underpassage and they’ll send you on your way.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Reporting for Duty  
 
     Travel to an official guildhall of the Harvest Moon and present yourself to the local guild representative for further training.  
 
     Reward: Official membership in the guild.  
 
   
 
    I read through the parchment as I made my way to the market cavern, starting with the top of the list, which also happened to be Balaka’s suggestion. 
 
    Kaliba was a small city in the Southern Marches, known for its less refined population and might makes right style of government, overseen by a loose federation of orc clans and their demi-human allies.  
 
    I’d originally considered it as a starting city early on in my planning phase, but after reading through post after post detailing the abundance of griefers and other PvP focused players who seemed to gravitate to the area, I decided to take my chances elsewhere. 
 
    The next location on the list was Harcourt, a human city located in the Skyfire Mountains in the human kingdom of Delgaard. Harcourt was the game’s callback to Camelot and Arthurian Legends: knights, chivalry, magic and the fae all rolled into a giant ball of drama. While they wouldn’t kill you without cause, the current laws were quite loose when it came to the treatment of those not of human or fae blood, so no thank you.  
 
    Deepholme was the next. The capitol of the dwarven kingdom of Zar’din, this city was probably the most populous of the options available. It was also the worst possible option for me. Dwarves had a racial animosity towards kobolds, and within their lands, killing kobolds was sort of a pastime.  
 
    Zar’din was a typical dungeons and dragons fantasy dwarven society. The kingdom was ruled by a single dwarven king and his royal clan, with other noble and common clans dividing up the various subterranean cities and surface trading posts. It was another option easily crossed off the list which was unfortunate as most of the dwarven zones were underground where I’d thrive. 
 
    The final option was Sommervale, a small city located at the eastern edge of the Silveroak forest. Nominally a part of the Elven Kingdom of Elyr, Sommervale pretty much ruled itself with token involvement from the Elyrian nobility who had little interest in dealing with the mostly human and lupin population.  
 
    Best of all, Sommervale was a trading post where those not normally welcomed into the actual Elven woods could come to deal with the elves, i.e., kobolds.   
 
    In the end I decided I would give Sommervale a try. It had the basics of what I needed: mixed zone types, non-hostile residents, a necromancer’s guild, and from what I’d seen on the forums, a low player population. 
 
    Satisfied with my decision, I finished my walk to the merchant’s cavern and got ready to do some shopping. 
 
    *** 
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    I followed my map back to the main cavern and grinned. Every other time I’d come through the area, I’d been either broke or in a rush, but this time I could get my shopping on. I walked around the outside of the cavern, looking at the various signs above the kobold merchants. 
 
    In the closest shop, a large reddish-brown scaled kobold stood in front of a forge, hammering away at a piece of red-hot metal. A series of shelves nearby showed an assortment of kobold-sized armor pieces and weapons of various types.  
 
    Since I wasn’t playing a melee fighter, the weapons and armor weren’t that useful for me. My utility knife was usable as a melee weapon, albeit a weak one, but I didn’t intend to be in combat myself all that much.  
 
    I could, however, equip my minions for battle. All of my goblin skeletons had been broken beyond repair in the last battle, but it would be good to be prepared. Especially with my new ability to bind minions and not have to worry about reanimating them again and again. 
 
    But I was getting ahead of myself. First, I needed to see what I could get for my scavenged loot. Across the cavern in a small alcove near the tunnel leading deeper into the complex was a small, older looking kobold manning a stall full of all sorts of odds and ends.  
 
    As I neared, the shopkeeper looked up and put on a smile. “Good day, Adventurer! How can I help you today? Looking to pick up supplies, or rid yourself of any junk taking up space in your bags?” 
 
    “Good day to you as well,” I said, “I’d like to sell some things if the price is right.” I took out the Groundhog Claws, Goblin Teeth, and Den Mother’s Incisors. “What can you tell me about these?” 
 
    He leaned over the counter and picked up one of the Groundhog Claws. He pulled a small looking glass out of his pocket and examined it. 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, rotating the claw in his grip. “Groundhog Claw. Used by alchemists to add a bonus to things that involve digging. Farming, Mining, Excavation. Pretty specialized. I can give you two-and-a-half silver for each.” 
 
    “If they are so specialized,” I responded, “shouldn’t they be in higher demand? Could you do a bit more?” 
 
    The kobold chuckled and looked me up and down. “I can tell you’re new here, so I’ll let you have this round. Three silver each. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    I nodded, and we made the exchange.  
 
    He picked up one of the Goblin Teeth and examined it with his device. “Now these aren’t quite as valuable. Goblin Teeth are pretty common ‘round here, especially with the current incursion. I’ll buy these for a silver per pair, or you can hold on to them and try your luck in a surface city where they are less common. Not budging on this price.” 
 
    “What are they used for?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re another alchemical reagent. Used in potions of disease and poison resistance. Apparently, the buggers can eat just about anything without getting sick, so it makes sense,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m heading to the surface soon, so I’ll hold on to them for now,” I said and tucked them into my bag.  
 
    “Wise choice,” the shopkeeper said, giving me a wink.  
 
    He picked up the Den Mother’s Incisor and let out a long whistle. “Haven’t seen many of these recently. I’ll give you five silver each for these. A talented smith could shape these into daggers or spear tips, or a jeweler could carve them into something fancy, but it’ll probably cost you a bit more than they’re worth to get something useful to one of you caster types.” 
 
    “I’ll take the five silver each I think,” I said as I slid the second tooth across the table to the kobold and dropped the coins into my pocket. “What do you have for sale?” 
 
    The shopkeeper gave me a toothy grin. “Take a look!” and gestured behind him. The shelves were piled with stacks of random herbs, hides, and odds and ends. There didn’t seem to be any order or organization. 
 
    A menu opened up in my view, listing hundreds of random components with no order or organization. I tried reading through the list but gave up after an entire page full of different types of seeds. 
 
    “Do you have any Bone Dust?” I asked and sighed with relief as the shopkeeper began rifling through the piles of goods before coming up with a small bag full of a yellowish powder. 
 
    “Here you are, Adventurer,” he said, holding up the pouch. “Bone dust. This pouch holds five doses of the stuff. Two silver for the bag.”  
 
    I handed over the coin, eager to see what effect the Bone Dust would have on my Rot spell. “Do you have any bags? I could probably use a backpack or another satchel to carry my things in.”  
 
    He searched through his wares but came up empty handed. “No bags, sorry,” he said. “You could check with Valiki the leatherworker or Tatapa the tailor. They might be able to help you out. Anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    I shook my head and thanked the man for his help and then headed over to the leatherworker he’d indicated where I was able to find another sixteen-slot bag for five silver. I transferred my skeleton collection to the new bag, keeping my bones separate from my normal gear. 
 
    The leatherworker didn’t have anything else for me, so I proceed on to the tailor where I purchased a set of hand wraps that increased casting speed by a small amount for another eight silver.  
 
    From there I returned to the weapons merchant and spent another silver piece on several simple clubs for my future skeleton brigade. 
 
    The last thing I needed was to find someone to identify the ring I’d found. The leatherworker and tailor had both looked at me strangely when I inquired, and told me to seek out Dodoka who managed a booth that sold magical odds and ends.  
 
    I found his stall stuffed between two stone pillars near the edge of the cavern, barely visible from the main cavern. Looking at the items on the shelves, I could tell he didn’t get much business by the thick coating of dust. 
 
    As I approached, I spotted an older kobold asleep on a stool behind the counter, his head resting against the stone counter. Even with the proprietor asleep, I was able to access the shop interface and examine his wares. 
 
    Everything was much more organized, but the list was very short, and once I saw the prices on the items listed, I understood why the shelves were covered in dust. The items were priced in terms of gold, not the copper or silver that everyone else traded in.  
 
    A sign sitting on the counter read “Identification – 1 silver piece per item.”  
 
    I cleared my throat, causing the kobold behind the counter to startle upright. “How can I help you, Adventurer? Can I interest you in a Wand of Fireballs, or perhaps a Periapt of Healing?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry, I’ve never seen a gold piece, let alone enough to purchase those things. I need this ring identified,” I said and slid it and the silver piece across the counter. 
 
    The kobold sighed. “Identification, of course,” he muttered. “Run a branch of the guild store, they said. You’ll make a fortune, they said. They neglected to tell me that the assignment was in the smallest of towns where no one can afford most things from the guild. The local trainers even provide their students with their starting spells so I can’t even sell my spell scrolls.” 
 
    My interest piqued at that. “You sell spell scrolls?” I asked, a little confused. There weren’t any scrolls listed in the normal shop interface. 
 
    The mage continued studying my ring, mumbling the words of a simple spell over it. “Yes, we have spell scrolls, but back to your business. This is a Ring of Perception. It will up your Perception by one rank. If you want to sell it, I can give you fifty silver.” 
 
    It was a good price, but increased Perception was worth more. “No thank you,” I said and saw him deflate a little. “What spell scrolls do you have?” 
 
    The kobold grabbed a large crate and brought it to the counter, opening it up. A new shop listing popped into my view, showing row upon rows of scrolls, each labeled according to their school and function.  
 
    I asked about Necromancy in particular, and all of the other items disappeared from the list. The first set of scrolls were for spells I already had, except for one. I pulled it out and looked at it. 
 
    Necromancy skill check – successful! “Psychometry” spell identified. 
 
    I held up the scroll towards the mage and asked its price.  
 
    He took a look at the scroll and pulled out a small book from the box, reading searching for something. “Psychometry, Psychometry… hmmm. Ah there it is. Rank one Necromancy, yadda yadda yadda…” he mumbled as he continued to read. “One gold.” 
 
    I sighed and handed it back. “Sorry, I don’t have that much. Maybe once I’ve established myself on the surface, I’ll have enough to come back and get it. Thank you for your time.”  
 
    I started to walk away when he called out to me. “Wait! You’re the first person to even ask to see the scrolls in months. I’ll tell you what. I will trade you that scroll for the Ring of Perception. Once the guild places it for sale where there is demand, the ring will probably bring in at least a gold. And I promise you that the spell will be of more use to you then a single rank in Perception. What do you say?” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment and decided to make the deal. The increased Perception would have been nice, but a new spell seemed worth the trade. 
 
    
     You have learned “Psychometry.”  
 
     Psychometry  
 
     Range: Touch  
 
      Type: Divination  
 
     Requirements: Verbal, Material (Required): Fine Sand, Channeled  
 
     Harness the powers of the spirit world to delve into the history of the target item, gaining information on its nature and properties.  
 
     NOTE: The longer the spell is channeled, the further into its history you may delve.  
 
   
 
    I stood there with a wide grin on my face. It looked like I wasn’t going to need the mage’s identification services going forward, and definitely save a lot of time while adventuring. 
 
    Shopping complete, it was time to replenish my bag of bones. 
 
    *** 
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    I followed the twisting tunnels back to the underground river in search of some donors to my cause. Even with the shaman dead, I could still see a good number of goblins spread through the room. 
 
    Finding a good spot away from any of the green creatures, I reached into my bag and took out the skeleton of the Den Mother. It was almost three times the size of the normal groundhogs, and her claws and teeth looked deadly. 
 
    I cast Minor Undead Creation and grinned as she rose to do my bidding. Her shoulders were on the same level as my head. Hell, I could probably ride her like a horse if I needed.  
 
    Next, I started casting the binding spell and messed it up almost immediately when the interface took things to a whole new level. 
 
    Instead of just a pair of hands going through gestures, Bind Minion introduced footwork. So not only did I need to perform the necessary hand movements and chant along with the karaoke spell, but now I had to follow a choreographed dance as well. 
 
    It wasn’t that complex, but it was definitely a surprise, and an indication on how things could end up being super complicated later on. 
 
    I started the spell once again, this time paying extra attention to get the footwork right. My hands traced glowing purple designs around my giant groundhog, who I decided to call Big Mama from now on.  
 
    I chanted along with the spell, the verbal component repeated at each of the cardinal directions. “Officium tenetur ad me, tenetur in re ad me, tenetur ad me usque ad mortem.” 
 
    When I completed a full circle, glowing sigils hung suspended in the air around my minion. I performed the final gesture of the spell, clapping my hands, and the glowing purple sigils collapsed into the skeleton, sinking into her bones and causing her eyes to glow fiercely with the dark purple magic. 
 
    
     You have successfully bound the Groundhog Den Mother Skeleton (Big Mama).  
 
     10% of your mana pool has been dedicated to maintaining this binding. 
 
   
 
    My current mana total dropped by almost thirty-five percent, the cost of the spell itself plus the reserve cost of the binding. The binding spell, well… more like a ritual, was quite mana intensive, but now that I didn’t have to worry about my minion disappearing after a few minutes I could wait for my mana to fully regenerate. 
 
    I cast Dark Shield on myself just in case, and we went hunting, spotting a lone Goblin Fisher sitting near the river. We approached as quietly as possible, which in Big Mama’s case was not quiet at all, until I was close to bolt range.  
 
    I commanded Big Mama to hang back a little, and snuck closer, wanting to take advantage of the surprise attack bonus damage. I cast a Necromantic Bolt with a quick, silent gesture and it flew across the cavern and smashed into the goblin’s back, knocking it into the river. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    “Well damn,” I said as I watched the goblin being carried away downstream, its health bar slowly diminishing as it was swallowed up by the current and swept away. So much for that skeleton. 
 
    You have killed a Goblin Fisher! You have gained 20xp!  
 
    I looked around for a target that wasn’t quite so close to the river and approached, opening with a Necromantic Bolt from Stealth. 
 
    Sneak Attack Failed!  
 
    The goblin turned around and snarled as it charged towards me. I sent Big Mama to intercept and watched her take a bite out of the goblin’s side, dropping its hit points by a quarter. A second bolt and bite from the giant groundhog and the goblin was dead. 
 
    I dissected its skeleton and popped it into my bag. My mana was still looking pretty good, and Big Mama was barely scratched, so we continued on. 
 
    We hunted down another four goblins, taking them out pretty easily and replenishing my collection to the tune of four skeletons, a few coppers, a Rusty Shortsword, and three scavenged Goblin Teeth. 
 
    Restocked to my satisfaction, I headed back to the main cavern which was on the way to the Underpassage.  
 
    When I arrived, a pair of well-armed kobolds I hadn’t noticed before approached me. “Excuse me, Adventurer, but you will have to put your minion away while in a public area.” The first guard said. 
 
    “Can’t have the common folk being scared by that beast, can we?” the second added, gesturing to Big Mama who still had pieces of goblin stuck in her teeth. 
 
    I looked at Big Mama and wondered how I could put her away. A prompt appeared. 
 
    
     Would you like to temporarily deactivate your bound minion? (Yes/No)  
 
     Note: Bound minions can be temporarily deactivated and then reactivated later at no cost.  
 
   
 
    I selected yes and watched as Big Mama started to glow and blur, shrinking down until all that was left was her skull. I felt a slight rush as the mana dedicated to maintaining the bound minion was returned to me.  
 
    I picked up the skull felt a slight tingling in my hands as I focused on it. 
 
    
     < Big Mama >  
 
     Would you like to summon Big Mama (Yes/No)? ** 
 
   
 
    I selected no and tucked the skull into my bone bag, returning the guards’ smiles as they returned to their posts.  
 
    I left the main cavern behind me and followed my map towards the Underpassage.  
 
    ALARM: Time to get some sleep JT!  
 
    Oh damn, I thought, not realizing that I’d been playing for so long. Guess Sommervale will need to wait for tomorrow!  
 
    Not wanting to log out in the middle of a tunnel, I walked the rest of the way down to the Underpassage and initiated the logout process. 
 
    Closing Argos online in 10… 9… 8…  
 
    The countdown finished, and the digital world slowly resolved into the inside of a VR headset.  
 
    My eyes took a minute to get readjusted to the light as I powered down the helmet and visited the bathroom.  
 
    I set my normal alarm clock for 8AM and got back in bed, falling into a deep sleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. 
 
    *** 
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    I woke up the next morning to the blaring of my alarm. Yawning loudly, I pulled myself out of bed and dragged myself to the shower where a quick burst of cold water woke me right up.  
 
    While I was eating breakfast, my phone rang with a call from my wife and son.  
 
    “Good morning, my love,” April said. “Someone was just dying to say good morning to daddy.” 
 
    The camera panned to show my son’s face split in a goofy smile as he made grabby hands towards the camera. “Daddy!” 
 
    “Hey buddy!” I said, followed by a string of baby talk that my toddler still seemed to love. “Having fun with grandma?” 
 
    “Gama!” Diego exclaimed and broke into a fit of laughter, rolling backwards off camera. 
 
    The picture panned back to my smiling wife. “Things are going well. Mom ran out to pick up some groceries so she can make pancakes for her favorite grandson. How did things go on your end?” 
 
    “Going ok so far,” I said, making silly faces at my son who’d popped up in the bottom of the frame before focusing back on my wife’s amused face and giving her the TL/DR version of my adventures as a Kobold.  
 
    We talked about our plans for the day and rest of the week between bouts of laughter at the antics of my son who had decided that he was the star attraction of the video call… and he wasn’t wrong. Seeing them always filled me with joy, and it was a good reminder of why I was diving into this game world. 
 
    I wanted my family to have the best, and the best was not moving out of our dream home to a one-room apartment in a crappy neighborhood. Not when we had worked so hard to get to where we were. 
 
    After the call, I finished my breakfast, set a timer for lunch and got comfortable in my favorite recliner. The VR headset was fully charged and ready to go, so I slipped it on, powered it up and away I went. 
 
    Loading Argos Online…  
 
    The game world faded back into view exactly as I’d left it, the entry to the Underpassage dead ahead. I entered the room and looked around, wondering exactly what the Underpassage was.  
 
    At first, I was a little confused, as there didn’t seem to be anything in the room other than a small booth set into the far wall, but as I got closer, I could make out a large circle of symbols carved into the wall next to the booth. As I focused on the carvings a new message popped up.  
 
    Perception Check - Failed – Missing necessary skill.  
 
    I approached the booth where a wizened old kobold was sitting on a stool, gaze locked on a small book on the desk before him. As I approached, he closed the book and looked up. “Destination?” he asked in a bored tone. 
 
    “Sommervale,” I answered, scanning the area for anything else of interest. 
 
    “That will be five silver pieces,” he said, holding out a clawed hand.  
 
    I counted the coins out into his hand and watched as he deposited them into a strongbox under his desk. 
 
    “Are all destinations five silver?” I asked as he hopped off of his stool. 
 
    He gave me a condescending look and replied, “Yes. It’s a five silver flat fee for anything on the continent,” and gesture impatiently for me to follow. 
 
    The kobold moved over to the rune-carved wall and took out a large piece of chalk. He walked to the center of the wall and drew a series of runes that again triggered a skill failure message when I attempted to read them. 
 
    When he was finished, he placed his palm on the center of the drawing and whispered something under his breath. The runes burst into flame and spread to the edge of the carved circle, and with a flash, the stone of the cavern wall was replaced with a glowing portal. 
 
    The kobold gestured to the portal. “Thank you for using the Underpassage, you have 5 seconds to pass through before the portal closes. Have a nice day.” 
 
    I jumped through the portal, eager to take the next step on my journey. 
 
    You have discovered Sommervale. Map Updated. You have gained 50xp!  
 
    The Underpassage had spit me out in a small cavern with a single tunnel leading upwards towards the surface. Hints of daylight flickered in from the end of the tunnel, bathing the cavern in a very dim light. 
 
    I moved forwards slowly and paused, allowing my eyes to adjust to the dim light. Behind me was a flash of light and then the sound of wooden wheels on stone. “Move! Move!”  
 
    I dodged to the side, narrowly avoiding being crushed by a wooden pushcart as it rolled past. The owner shot me an angry glare as he continued upwards, his golden eyes glowing in the light cast by the lantern attached to the top of his cart. The lupin bared his teeth in a snarl and continued, “Dallying right in front of the portal is a good way to become someone’s boots, lizard man.” 
 
    The lupin continued on his way towards the light, and I followed close behind, not wanting to have my first death be to a glorified traffic accident.  
 
    My eyes slowly adjusted to the daylight as I got closer to the surface, but I still wasn’t fully prepared for stepping out of the cave. The sunlight was painfully bright.  
 
    I cringed and squinted against the glare, barely able to register what was going on around me. I had a vague sense of the lupin chatting with a sun elf at the mouth of another tunnel so I covered my eyes and stumbled over. 
 
    “There he is,” the lupin said, a small smile playing about his lips. “Thought he might have gotten cold feet and headed back to the deep. Almost didn’t see him standing there when I came through from Jaellia.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I said, “First time to the surface and was unprepared for the light,” my S’s a little less pronounced. 
 
    “Not a problem, Adventurer,” the lupin replied. “Welcome to Sommervale! I’m Wryn, humble merchant. I run the general store here in town. I’m sure we’ll meet again.” 
 
    With a nod to the elf, he grabbed his cart and continued on his way, winking at me as he turned away. Lupin were Argos’s werewolf equivalent. Most of the time they appeared human, except for a few telling features. Golden eyes, slightly pointed ears, and black fingernails, which became full blown claws when they shifted into their lycanthrope form. 
 
    I looked up at the sun elf who was watching me closely, taking note of the racial features I’d only read about. They were the smallest of the elven races, usually topping out at five feet tall, which was still twice my height.  
 
    Sun elves had golden skin and hair, the traditional elven pointed ears, and star shaped pupils. Sun elves were the subspecies the most attuned to magic, so it made sense that one would be in charge of the magical transport system. 
 
    My current example was pretty typical of his people, clad in red silk robes that just screamed “Mage”. Behind him was a tunnel that led back underground, but instead of a circle carved into the face of the cave there was a raised stone platform with a circle carved into its base, likely the equivalent travel system for the surface. 
 
    “Can I help you, Adventurer?” the sun elf said. “Would you like to buy passage to another location?” 
 
    “No thank you,” I replied and followed after the lupin merchant, checking my map to see how far away the guildhall was located.  
 
    I let out a long sigh. The quest waypoint, and thus the guildhouse was way off in the distance with a large swath of fog of war concealed terrain between me and it. 
 
    Luckily, the road the lupin had taken was headed in the right direction, and after a short while the trees overhead cast enough shade to give my eyes some relief. 
 
    I wondered if I could get some sunglasses or something, but settled for pulling my hood up far enough to cast enough shade over my eyes to keep them from burning. 
 
    Eventually the pathway led out of the woods, through a small wooden palisade and into the Sommervale proper. Rows of rustic looking storefronts lined the main road, each with signage proclaiming their trade.  
 
    Human, lupin, and elven children played ball in the town square, being chased playfully by a village stray. All in all, it seemed like a pretty good place to put down some roots. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    12 
 
    I walked through town, making sure to keep an eye out for other pedestrians after the second time I was almost stepped on by a random townsperson.  
 
    Most of the locals gave me strange looks, likely not used to seeing many kobolds, but they were looks of curiosity and not those of hostility that I could have encountered in most of the other starting towns. 
 
    I followed my mini-map, looking for the Harvest Moon guildhall. I moved out from the center of town, heading towards the outskirts. I passed by a warriors guild, conjurers guild, and several small temples, and then finally the beacon on my map: a small, well repaired building. 
 
    I double checked my map and looked closer at the building. A small sign hung above the door: a crescent moon with a single drop of blood dripping from the lower point, and the words “Harvest Moon” engraved below.  
 
    I walked up to the door and knocked, waiting for a few seconds before the door swung open to reveal a small foyer. A human man, dressed in a more elaborate version of my own robes sat behind a small desk, reading from a large book while taking notes in another. 
 
    He looked up as the door opened then stood in confusion, finally catching sight of me below the level of his desk. “Oh, there you are. I thought one of the spirits must have gotten lose. How may I help you, Apprentice?” he said, taking in my robes.  
 
    “Greetings, Guildmaster,” I said, handing the sealed letter to the human. “Master Balaka gave me this letter to present at the guildhall.”  
 
    He took the letter and opened it, quickly reading through its contents. “I see. Well, I’m not sure why you chose to come to this remote location, but welcome, nonetheless. It will be good to not be the only necromancer here.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get down to business,” he said, brushing off his robes. “I am Guildmaster Lucas Garr. You may address me as Guildmaster, or Master Garr. You may stay here in the guild if you wish. There is a spare room that you can use upstairs for one silver piece a night, or you may avail yourselves of the local inn.”  
 
    “I will occasionally have tasks for you to perform. Items to gather, services to render, and the like, and in return I will see to your training and advancement within the guild,” he continued, looking down at me with a welcoming smile. “Welcome to the Harvest Moon, Apprentice Kababala.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Reporting for Duty  
 
     You are now an official member of the Harvest Moon Necromancer’s guild  
 
   
 
    “Thank you, Guildmaster,” I replied. “Are there any tasks that you have for me right now?” 
 
    He flipped through a small notebook and shook his head. “Nothing at the moment. I suggest you head into town and learn some crafting or gathering skills to help keep you in coin. The materials and spells of our art are expensive,” he said with a sympathetic wince. 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Supplemental Income  
 
     Learn a crafting or gathering profession in Sommervale.  
 
     Reward: 50xp  
 
   
 
    That made things easy. I could start on my business venture and progress with the guild at the same time. I left the guildhouse and headed back towards the town center. 
 
    One of the benefits of choosing Sommervale as my starting town was that it had trainers for most of the main gathering skills, and places to use them. The forest was a great resource for lumberjacks, numerous herbs could be found in the forest and surrounding fields, there were several public garden plots for farmers, and there was even a small mine. 
 
    Squinting against the light outside, I decided that heading back underground would be quite a welcome change, so I set off in search of the local Mining trainer.  
 
    Where to begin, where to begin… I headed back to the town square and looked around until I found what I was looking for, the local smith. I stepped inside and approached the counter where a bored looking lupin woman was sharpening a small knife. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, and she looked up, her golden eyes taking stock of my current gear. “Would you be able to direct me to the local Mining trainer? If anyone would know a source of good ore and metal, I figure a smith would.” 
 
    She gave me a wry smile and replied, “A wise bet, little lizard man. We do indeed know the local Mining trainer, but you might not find him quite so friendly.” 
 
    “Really? Why not?” I asked, concerned. 
 
    She chuckled and gestured to the door. “Darr can be found at the mine. As to why… well, you’ll see when you get there.” 
 
    A new waypoint appeared on my map, marking the location of the mine. I shook my head and headed out the door. As the door was closing behind me, she called out, “If you bring me what ore you manage to dig up, I’ll give you a good deal!” 
 
    I followed my map through town, keeping my eyes shaded against the daylight.  
 
    Heading southeast out of Sommervale, I left behind the few trees that provided useful shade. My hood offered some relief, but the light was still irritating. I followed the map towards a small collection of rocks, a lone outcropping of granite poking out of the hilly terrain. 
 
    As I got closer, I spotted a tunnel leading down into the ground below the outcropping next to a small stone building built against the granite. The waypoint on my map was hovering right over the building, so I headed in. 
 
    The inside of the building appeared to be a tool shop. Pickaxes, shovels, rope, and other mining equipment lined the walls, and a long counter extended down one side with some more pricey equipment behind it.  
 
    At the back end of the building was a forge with a small, stocky, bearded… dwarf, cleaning a freshly smelted ingot. Crap! 
 
    “Oy, give me a second and I’ll be right with ya,” the dwarf said, eyes focused on his work. 
 
    I waited patiently for him to finish, hoping not to get shafted. One of the reasons I’d chosen Sommervale was to avoid dwarves.  
 
    He finished up and turned his attention to me, his expression immediately shifting into a scowl. 
 
    “Oy, ye damned vermin, what do ye think yer doin’ in me shop!” he yelled, grabbing a large hammer from the wall. “Come to rob me did ye? I’ll teach ye what a real dwarf’ll do to yerself!” 
 
    I raised my hands and backed away. “No! I came for training! The lupin lady at the blacksmith sent me here!” 
 
    The dwarf paused, his anger fading slightly as he gripped his hammer. “Damned lass, probably laughing her ass off right now at me expense. Oh, I’ll be gettin’ her back don’t you worry. Now what’s this about training? Why should I teach the likes o’ you?” 
 
    “Well, master miner,” I said, hoping the game wouldn’t make it too difficult even with the racial enmity between dwarves and kobolds in the mix. “I’m just trying to learn an honest trade and be of use to my guild and to Sommervale.”  
 
    He looked me over and stroked his long black beard. “I don’t trust ye, Adventurer, but as part o’ me contract says I’m ta train those that the town sends me way, I’ll give ye a chance to prove yerself.” 
 
    He tapped the side of his nose and then gestured to a map on the wall. “Mine shaft eight’s got a bit o’ a myconid problem. We had to shut down the shaft to keep ‘em from spreadin’ any further. Lot’s o’ rich veins down that shaft, and now that yer here, we can get ta clearing them out! I’ll even throw in some equipment fer yer trouble in addition to yer training if ye succeed.” 
 
    
     QUEST OPPORTUNITY: Tit for Tat  
 
     Master Miner Darr has offered you a deal. Clear out the myconid infestation currently present in Mine Shaft Eight and he will teach you the Mining profession and provide you with the tools of the trade.  
 
     Rewards: Training in the Mining Profession, Mining Tools, 200xp. 
 
     Accept (Yes/No)?  
 
   
 
    “That seems fair,” I said. “I’m in.”  
 
    Quest Accepted  
 
    ***

  

 
   
    13 
 
    When I accepted the quest, Darr handed me a small key and an update appeared on my map showing me the path to the entrance to Mine Shaft Eight.  
 
    When I entered the mine, my eyes felt a million times better, and I was filled with a deep sense of comfort. It was good to be back underground. I passed by several humans working away in the main shaft, freeing large chunks of ore from the cavern walls. 
 
    Towards the back of the main shaft was an elevator to the lower levels. It had options for the current floor, marked as “M”, and fourteen additional shafts.  
 
    I rode the elevator to the eighth floor where it opened into a small tunnel that ended at a newly installed door. I took out Big Mama’s skull and summoned her back from wherever minions spent their time when not active, my max mana dropping by ten percent as she took form.  
 
    Next, I took out two goblin skeletons and animated them. I armed the first with the Nailbat that I had been hanging onto, and the second with the Rusty Shortsword that it may have once wielded in life. Once they were standing, I started the binding spell to keep them around, but as soon as the first casting completed I got a message reminding me of the limitations of my abilities. 
 
    You have reached the maximum number of Bound minions. You may only have 1 bound minion per two ranks in the “Bind Minion” spell.  
 
    Well, now I know where I’m putting points next level, I thought with a sigh and then cast Dark Shield on myself. 
 
    I unlocked the door and stepped inside, looking around for signs of whatever the hell a myconid was. Seeing nothing, I sent my minions forward and closed the door behind me.  
 
    The entryway was a medium sized room filled with piles of old, broken mining equipment. I scanned the piles for any useful gear but there was nothing that I could use. 
 
    There was a single passage leading further into the mine, with a tunnel large enough for Big Mama and the two goblins to move down at the same time.  
 
    I commanded them to move forward, Big Mama in the center with a goblin on either flank. I followed close behind, keeping my eyes peeled while I mentally guided my minions onward. 
 
    As we followed the tunnel around a bend, I spotted four creatures standing at a crossroads. I halted my minions and peered over Big Mama’s shoulders, trying to get an idea of what we faced.  
 
    The creatures looked like large gangly mushrooms, but instead of a solid stalk leading down to the ground these had stalks that split into primitive legs, and above their heads hovered their names in white. 
 
    <Myconid Sporestalker>  
 
    The creatures turned our way, their faces splitting into wide gaping maws. The mouths of the two closest opened even wider, stretching further than should have been possible, and expelled balls of viscous green slime. 
 
    The slime splattered onto Big Mama and my Nailbat wielding goblin, coating their bones with a vile green sputum but having no noticeable effect.  
 
    Two more balls crashed in on Big Mama and dripped onto the floor as my minions stood there waiting for instruction. 
 
    I directed all three minions to attack while I cast Rot on the back myconid, using a pinch of Bone Dust from my pouch. The spell took hold as my minions collided with the front rank.  
 
    Big Mama sank her teeth into the lead Sporestalker who seemed to be perplexed by the lack of effect of whatever their breath weapon was supposed to be.  
 
    A Nailbat thudded in once, twice, and a third time on the same target, smashing its mushroom-like cap into mush and dropping it to the ground. 
 
    The other skeleton joined in the fun, hacking away at the second creature on the front line with its shortsword. I cast Necromantic Bolt, shooting it past the scrum and striking the victim of my Rot who was slowly melting before my eyes.  
 
    Instead of the infrequent pulses of damage I was used to, the Bone Dust enhanced Rot cloud was continuously in effect, rotting away the targets flesh with an audible hiss.  
 
    My bolt blasted into its shoulder, tearing its arm off and leaving a puddle of goo where the limb splatted onto the tunnel floor. 
 
    The untouched myconid joined the fray, opening its mouth wide and biting down on Big Mama’s skull. The creature’s jaws had surprising strength, and Big Mama’s health dropped by a third as the thing latched on and began beating at her body with its clublike appendages.  
 
    I started to cast another Necromantic Bolt targeting the rotted Sporestalker but redirected to the one latched onto Big Mama when my Rot spell finished it off. 
 
    The bolt slammed into the creature, knocking it off of my skeleton whose health was down to ten percent.  
 
    My goblin skeletons ganged up on the injured myconid, Rusty Shortsword and Nailbat taking large chunks out of its health with each hit.  
 
    I called Big Mama back, not wanting to risk having her destroyed and joined the fight, casting Drain on the mushroom creature. I siphoned away the last of its life force before sending my minions to finish off Big Mama’s first victim that was regaining its feet. 
 
    They fell on it with mechanical precision, finishing off its remaining health in no time. 
 
    
     You have killed 4x Myconid Sporestalker! You have gained 200xp! 
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 9%  
 
   
 
    All of my minions had suffered at least some damage, Big Mama being the worst of the lot. My mana was at a decent level, so I cast Mend Bone on all three of them, draining my mana but restoring them all to full after a couple minutes.  
 
    Once healed, I ordered the skeletons to stand guard while I searched the corpses for anything of value and let my mana recharge.  
 
    The one who was killed by Rot was nothing but a pile of mush, and the rest weren’t that much better. They had no clothes or obvious equipment, but I figured they would have some way to carry things around.  
 
    I poked at the mush with my knife and struck something hard in the center of its form. I used the knife to scrape away the goop and found a small fibrous sack that could have been its stomach. I sliced it open and found a few lumps of rock inside.  
 
    < Unidentified Rock > x 3  
 
    I shrugged and put them into my bag. They automatically stacked into one slot, which was nice. I searched the rest of the body but found nothing else of value.  
 
    Next, I focused on the body and activated Dissection. Only two icons appeared: A green droplet and a small mushroom, both grayed out. I focused on the icons, trying to see if I was missing a specialized tool or something. 
 
    Dissection unavailable. Current dissectible materials are damaged beyond use.  
 
    “Ahh,” I sighed. There was a cost to rotting your opponents to death. I moved on to the next body, again cutting open its stomach and removing the one rock I found there.  
 
    I attempted Dissection and both icons were available, but they were both orange. I decided to try anyhow, going for the green teardrop. The corpse blurred as the progress bar ticked by. 
 
    Dissection Failed.  
 
    I collected four stones from the last two stomach pouches and attempted to dissect them again but both attempts failed. I did get lucky on the last body, triggering my Scavenger skill and finding a bit of extra loot growing under the myconid’s cap. 
 
    <Myconid Spore Pod> x1  
 
    I tried identifying it, but the only thing the system revealed was that I lacked the skills necessary to identify the item. I considered casting Psychometry but didn’t want to use up the time I had left on my unbound goblins’ animation timers.  
 
    The first fight had been pretty quick, but healing them up afterwards took a couple minutes leaving them just under fifteen minutes. 
 
    I approached the intersection, looking down each of the intersecting tunnels. To the right I could barely make out a large shape just at the edge of my vision, while the current path and the left branch headed downwards, further into the mine. 
 
    I decided to head down the right path. I knew there was something there, just not quite what.  
 
    I dropped into Stealth and moved a short way down the tunnel until the object I’d spotted at the end of the tunnel became clear.  
 
    Growing along the floor and taking up a good chunk of the dead-end tunnel was a massive growth of some sort. The surface of the monster was slightly translucent, and just under its skin were the remains of one of the former workers, or at least that’s what I assumed based on the mining pick suspended in the creature next to the corpse.  
 
    I focused on the creature and two separate tags appeared. 
 
    
     < Myconid Devourer >  
 
      < Human Miner Corpse >  
 
   
 
    The corpse was gray, but the Devourer was yellow, representing a decent challenge. I took another step forward, and the thing began to shift.  
 
    Stealth Failed! You have been detected  
 
    Before I could react, the creature’s skin split and expelled a green glob similar to the Sporestalker right at me. 
 
    I ducked to the side, avoiding the loogie which hit the wall to my left. Some of the liquid splashed onto my legs and tail and I immediately started to feel ill as the spots where the liquid touched my flesh began to itch.  
 
    My health bar changed from a vibrant red to a sickly looking green and started pulsing. 
 
    
     Save vs. Poison: Failed  
 
     You have been poisoned! Reaction speed decreased! Duration 1 minute.  
 
     Note: Poison duration and effect proportional to amount of poison absorbed  
 
   
 
    I tried to retreat, but it was like I was moving underwater.  
 
    I mentally ordered Big Mama to come and pull me back down the tunnel, and she complied, carrying me like a kitten back to the tunnel entrance where I was able to see the creature extend a long pseudopod, grasping at the position where it had detected me. 
 
    The poison wore off a minute later and I shuddered. If I had taken the full brunt of that attack, I’d have been the next rotting corpse taking up space in that creature’s stomach.  
 
    Their green goop was some sort of paralysis poison, and I was quite susceptible. But luckily for me, it seemed my skeletons were completely immune which would give me a nice advantage in taking out these mushroom men and completing the quest. 
 
    I pulled out one of my groundhog skeletons and animated it, not wanting to risk the goblins or Big Mama just to test my theory about the slimy creature.  
 
    I sent the groundhog down the tunnel and watched as it approached the spot where I had been attacked.  
 
    It scuttled along; its eyes glowing as it sniffed around the corridor in imitation of its previous life until it reached the same point I’d reached before.  
 
    The Devourer struck, spitting out another glob of green nasty that splashed all over the animated skeleton to no effect.  
 
    I wondered if there was a way I could see the effects on my minions the same way I did on myself and got a prompt. 
 
    Would you like to turn on notification messages for your minions? (Yes/No)  
 
    I selected yes, and another note appeared. 
 
    Note: You can customize the messages and notifications that you receive by entering the Options menu. Also be aware that prior messages can be viewed in the Event Log.  
 
    I focused on viewing the Event Log and a window opened in the left side of my display showing hundreds of lines of text scrolling by. I skimmed through the list. The messages I was used to seeing were interspersed here and there with numerous other messages. Hits and damages, abilities and the like. The Sporestalker spit was a type of damage over time poison while the Devourer’s was a paralytic. I skipped over most of it until I got to the last couple of entries. 
 
    
     Myconid Devourer attacks Groundhog Skeleton with Paralysis Poison Spit  
 
     Groundhog Skeleton has been hit with Paralysis Poison Spit!  
 
     Groundhog Skeleton is immune to poison.  
 
   
 
    A quick glance at my minion timers showed none were close to expiration, so I sent my minions charging in and then followed behind. The newly added groundhog was first to reach the Devourer and leapt towards it, its skeletal mouth open to rip into its flesh.  
 
    A pseudopod formed out of the myconid’s mass and swatted the groundhog out of the air, sending it skittering down the hallway into the stone wall where it crumpled into a pile of inert bones. 
 
    I pulled a pinch of Bone Dust from my bag and cast Rot on the enemy. The caustic fog sank into the creature and started eating away at it, dropping its health bar tiny bit by tiny bit. 
 
    The shortsword wielding skeleton slashed into the appendage and severed it at its base. The severed appendage spread into a slimy puddle when it hit the ground at the skeleton’s feet. Another pseudopod formed from the devourer’s body and swiped at the goblin, sending it stumbling back a few steps with a glancing hit.  
 
    Big Mama and Mr. Nailbat reached the creature at the same time. Big Mama’s teeth bit through the creature’s membrane and tore out chunks of gelatinous ick while the Nailbat skeleton smashed at its bulbous form.  
 
    The Nailbat seemed to have little effect, so I directed the skeleton to switch to its claws instead. Its claws tore into the creature almost before the Nailbat hit the ground. 
 
    While my minions tore into the creature and Rot slowly ate away at its form, I cast Necromantic Bolts, taking large chunks off of its health with each hit. 
 
    Another pseudopod lashed out and sent my now weaponless skeleton skittering into Big Mama, knocking her off balance and opening her up to another attack from the myconid which shattered her shoulder and left foreleg. She stumbled backward and narrowly avoided a third attack that would have pulverized her skull. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and cast bolt after bolt at the creature, watching my mana dwindle with each attack.  
 
    My sword wielding minion slashed at the thing wildly, opening up long tears in its “skin” that were slower and slower to close.  
 
    The unarmed skeleton ripped at one of the gaps with its claws, tearing the devourer’s membrane. With a soft slurping sound, the skeleton fell through the rent and was sucked into the slimy mass.  
 
    I could see it flailing about inside of the creature as its own hit points started to drain. 
 
    I blasted the devourer with the last bits of my mana while my skeletons continue to attack. My inside guy succumbed to the internal pressure of the thing and stopped moving as its hit points reached zero, but he had done his job, and as my final bolt crashed into the monster, its health hit zero. 
 
    
     You have killed a Myconid Devourer! You have gained 100xp!  
 
       
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 12%  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 6!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 8 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, and Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    I added my points into Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune, and put skill points immediately into Necromancy, Dissection, Scavenger and Minor Create Undead. I held onto the four remaining skill points until I had a minute to sit and plan their most efficient use. 
 
    The timer for my remaining minion was just about up, so I cancelled the spell and gathered the intact bones and weapons into my bag. I healed Big Mama back to full, reattaching her shattered forelimb.  
 
    From what I could tell, as long as the minion wasn’t destroyed, I’d be able to repair it with my spell, but anything else and there was a good chance the bones would be irreparable. 
 
    When it died, the devourer had collapsed into a pile of goo that oozed over the tunnel floor. With no desire to touch the goop, I used one of the clubs I’d purchased for my minions to push around the remains to reveal anything useful. Luckily, the goblin skeleton was mostly intact, and I was able to put it back together with some quick repair magic.  
 
    I also found a human skeleton, complete with a mining pick. The pick needed repairs as the wooden shaft was a bit… digested, but it would probably do for now.  
 
    On the human bones, there was a golden locket with a picture of a woman inside, a silver wedding band, and few coppers.  
 
    When I picked up the locket and ring a quest prompt appeared. 
 
    
     QUEST AVAILABLE – Missing Persons  
 
     Unfortunately, not everyone managed to evacuate the mine in time. Maybe someone in town is looking for news of the unfortunate miner before you.  
 
     Quest Option 1:  
 
     Criteria: Seek out the woman from the locket and bring her news of her lost husband, and his ring.   
 
     Reward: 100xp, Reputation with the people of Sommervale, Additional Mystery Reward.  
 
     Quest Option 2:  
 
     Criteria: Pawn the Ring and the Locket at the local Rogues guild.  
 
     Reward: 100xp, Reputation with the Rogues Guild, coin commensurate with the value of the items and your Bargaining skill  
 
   
 
    There was really no question as far as I was concerned. I’d be seeking out the miner’s wife and letting her know what happened to her husband. I’d even return his bones… if she asks for them. 
 
    Underneath all the slime there was a small solid mass that seemed to be the core of the creature. Buried inside of it was another stomach pouch with six more of the unknown rocks.  
 
    My options when I tried to dissect the core were both orange rated and showed a droplet and a small puddle of slime. There was no reason to not try, so I selected the green droplet and watched the progress bar fill. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Myconid Poison Gland (Paralysis)! You have gained 25xp!  
 
    The rest of the disgusting mass dissipated, leaving an empty and thankfully slime-free dead end. With the slime gone, the wall where it had grown was now visible, with a thick vein of what looked like metal running through it. 
 
    I was pretty sure I’d found my first copper vein, but without the actual skills to verify it, I couldn’t be certain. 
 
    With the current dangers in the past, I set Big Mama to guard the tunnel and sat down, ready to finish spending my skill points. 
 
    
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
     Natural Weapons:1 
 
     Scavenger:6 
 
     Stealth:1(2) 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Dissection:6 
 
     Necromancy:6 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> General Skills <><><> 
 
     Perception:3 
 
       
 
     <><><> Spells <><><> 
 
     Bind Minion:1 
 
     Control Undead:1 
 
     Cripple:1 
 
     Dark Shield:1 
 
     Drain:1 
 
     Mend Bone:1 
 
     Minor Create Undead:6 
 
     Necromantic Bolt:5 
 
     Psychometry:1 
 
     Rot:3 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Skill Points:4 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
       
 
   
 
    I wanted to permanently bind another minion, so I added two points to that spell right off. I would have loved to add more to Perception, but I needed to keep my offensive abilities up to snuff so I raised Necromantic Bolt up to six and then put the last point into Rot. 
 
    As I put the last point into place, I realized I should probably have kept something in reserve in case I could learn any new spells or skills from the guild. Too late now.  
 
    I looked through my collection of bones. I had three goblin skeletons, Little Fat, a groundhog yet to be named, and the poor miner. The temptation to have my first human minion was strong, but I didn’t want to mess up my chances at that quest, so I resisted. 
 
    I took out one of my goblin skeletons and added the Nailbat to the pile of bones. I cast Minor Create Undead and then followed it up with the Bind Minion spell, locking away another ten percent of my mana.  
 
    I decided that my bound minions deserved their own names, so I named my new goblin Negan after a character from a TV show from my youth who was known for his fondness of that particular weapon. 
 
    I animated a second goblin and named it Rusty, after the shortsword that he’d be wielding. Temporary names for temporary minions, but they would do for now. 
 
    I recast Dark Shield and headed back to the intersection and continued straight, leaving the main tunnel for last. I activated Stealth and led the way, trying to be as stealthy as possible with my minions trailing behind. 
 
    As I rounded a bend, a pair of myconids came into view. The pair was slightly stockier than the Sporestalkers and seemed much less threatening.  
 
    A few seconds of concentration brought up their info. 
 
    < Myconid Worker >  
 
    The names were gray, so there was a good chance that they were the trash mobs of this “dungeon.”  
 
    Wondering what these did differently, I ordered Negan and Rusty to charge and held Big Mama back until I could get a feel for our new opponents.  
 
    When the workers saw the skeletons bearing down on them, they reached behind them and grabbed a pair of pickaxes from where they were leaning against the wall, their mouths opened wide in fury. 
 
    Negan dodged a sloppy overhand attack from his opponent and smashed the Nailbat into its head, ripping out a large chunk of its crown along with almost half of its hit points. Rusty fared a little worse, taking a hefty blow to the shoulder that cracked his collar bone and dropping his hit points by a third before he could bring his sword to bear.  
 
    Goblin Skeleton (Rusty) has suffered a critical hit! Left arm is now disabled.  
 
    The skeleton barely paused in his attack, ignoring his useless limb as he brought his shortsword across in two quick slashes that left the worker with a sliver of hit points remaining.  
 
    Even for a trash mob I was surprised with how fragile they were. The goblins who’d graciously donated their bones to my army had been level four, so I expected the minions to be around that level in power, unless the magic animating them added a little something extra. 
 
    Big Mama and I entered the room just as Rusty finished off his opponent, another slash chopping the worker in half. 
 
    Negan was still battling his target, playing more of a cat-and-mouse game. The mostly blunt damage of his weapon much less effective than a blade.  
 
    I shrugged and finished it with a single Necromantic Bolt. 
 
    You have killed 2x Myconid Worker. You have gained 20xp.  
 
    I looted the workers, finding large stacks of the unknown stone in their stomachs and the picks they were wielding.  
 
    When I activated Dissection there were two options available. One appeared to be a dust of some sort and the other a small mushroom. Both were gray, so I crossed my fingers and selected the dust icon first. 
 
    Success! You have obtained Myconid Worker Spores! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    Unfortunately, the corpse disappeared without a chance at the other item. On the second worker I opted for the mushroom looking icon first.  
 
    Critical Success! You have obtained Myconid Flesh x4! You have scavenged Myconid Heartmeat x1! You have gained 25xp.  
 
    I was pretty sure that Scavenger was supposed synergize with gathering skills like Dissection, but so far it had seemed to be a purely active skill with the gold sparkles. It was good to see that it would work with the normal harvesting stuff too.  
 
    And if that wasn’t good enough, the corpse reappeared, and I was able to try for the second component as well.  
 
     Success! You have obtained Myconid Worker Spores! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    I tucked the rocks and picks into my bag, frowning as the empty slots grew fewer. The mystery rock filled up one inventory slot with a stack of twenty and then bled into a second slot. I considered tossing it since I was running out of space, but decided to hold on to it until I needed space or could identify it. 
 
    ***
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    The path ahead of me split, the main tunnel continuing slightly to the right with the intersecting path leading left. Both directions led deeper into the mine, the right path splitting again further down while the left was a single passage as far as I could see. 
 
    There was a slight breeze flowing in from the left, carrying the sound of bubbling water and moisture dripping from some underground water source. 
 
    Darr had mentioned the myconids taking a liking to the hot springs in the mine, so the left path seemed to have a better chance of finding their source.  
 
    I dropped into Stealth and headed into the left tunnel, trying hard not to alert whatever lurked below to our approach.  
 
    The tunnel sloped down and opened into a wide cavern with a bubbling pool the size of a small lake taking up most of the area. Several clusters of myconids were resting near the water, thriving in the moist heat.  
 
    At the far end of the cavern was another devourer growing on the wall, half submerged in the bubbling water. 
 
    I counted the closest group of myconids. Three workers and one Sporestalker, easy pickings for me and my minions.  
 
    Better safe than sorry, I thought and refreshed my Dark Shield, recast the animation spell on Rusty to refresh his timer and then prepared to rumble after my mana was back at full. 
 
    I ordered my minions to be still and crept forward to my bolt’s maximum range. Huddling against the edge of the tunnel to present as little of a profile to my target as I could, I cast Necromantic Bolt at the Sporestalker and sent it streaking across the cavern into its back. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    Half of the stalker’s body was blasted away, dropping it to the ground with only thirty percent of its health bar remaining. The closest workers started to panic, looking around for the source of the bolt but unable to spot me in the darkness.  
 
    I sent a second bolt into one of the workers, cutting it in half. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    The remaining workers spotted me and headed my way. Behind them the Sporestalker regained its feet and started dragging itself towards me, letting out a strange grunting cry that caught the attention of a second group of workers. 
 
    I cursed. Adds were always a risk, but my minions should be able to deal with the workers as long as I assisted. I drew my knife in my off hand and hoped I wouldn’t need it as I ordered my minions to attack.  
 
    Big Mama dashed forwards, crashing into the original pair of workers in a hail of teeth and claws while Rusty advanced towards the adds. Negan moved forward to guard me in case anything got past the others. 
 
    I entered the cavern and shot another bolt at the Sporestalker, scoring a glancing hit as it dropped to the ground at the last minute, shaving off a small chunk of its crown, and health bar. 
 
    I advanced towards where Big Mama was fighting, her health close to eighty-five percent from the bludgeoning blows of the workers. Her opponents were much worse off, each down below fifty percent, which was better than I expected.  
 
    These workers must be buffed or something from the pool, I thought.  
 
    As long as they were still alive, I figured I could take advantage of the situation to buff myself a little. I cast Drain, targeting the less wounded of the two and smiled as the purple lightning latched onto the myconid and transferred its life force to me, raising my hit point bar with each pulse. 
 
    Big Mama bit into the other worker, savaging it with a quick shake of her head.  
 
    My Drain victim took advantage and surged past her, charging at me.  
 
    I focused on the spell, continuing the chant required to channel the spell as I prepared to defend myself with my dagger.  
 
    The myconid raised its arms to strike as it closed, but didn’t make it very far before Negan stepped between us and smashed it to the ground with his Nailbat, doing minimal damage but delaying it for long enough for my spell to finish it off. 
 
    Big Mama’s health bar suddenly dropped to almost nothing, and I looked over to see another Sporestalker had come out of nowhere and taken a bite out of her spine while the worker she’d been savaging twitched on the ground at her feet. 
 
    Groundhog Den Mother Skeleton (Big Mama) has suffered a critical hit, mobility decreased by 75%.  
 
    I sent Negan charging in and cast Necromantic Bolt at the newcomer, hoping I wasn’t too late.  
 
    The creature raised some sort of chiseled stone blade in its mitten-like hand and brought it down on Big Mama’s skull just as my bolt slammed into it. Big Mama’s bones collapsed to the ground in a heap as her health hit zero. 
 
    
     Groundhog Den Mother Skeleton (Big Mama) has suffered a critical hit.  
 
     Groundhog Den Mother Skeleton (Big Mama) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
   
 
    Silver lining: the weight of her bones crushed the life from the injured worker. 
 
    Screw that guy, he’s going down! I thought and cast Rot with a pinch of Bone Dust on the bastard just as Negan reached him, the Nailbat colliding with the stone blade the Sporestalker raised in a hasty parry. 
 
    I glanced toward Rusty and saw he was in bad shape as well, his bones chipped and cracked. Negan’s fight wasn’t going well either.  
 
    As I watched, the Sporestalker landed another blow that dropped his hit points by ten percent.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, pulled out a leg bone and tried to give Negan some help. I completed the Cripple spell and snapped the bone, wondering at the last minute how it would affect something with no bones. 
 
    The Sporestalker seemed to crumple a bit as the spell sank into its structural tissue, another layer of its flesh dropping off it cringed in pain. Negan took full advantage, smashing away with his bat.  
 
    I mentally directed the skeleton to aim for the creature’s weapon arm and was relieved when it obeyed, bashing away at the thing’s weapon arm until it released its hold on the stone sword.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I spotted the first stalker as it rejoined the fight and spit a glob of poison in my direction. 
 
    I dashed to the side, tripping over myself in an attempt to get out of the way. I avoided the full brunt of the attack, but the glob clipped my left leg, soaking through my scales and turning my health bar green as the poison took effect. 
 
    You have been poisoned with Slow Death poison. You are taking 1 damage per second for 1 minute!  
 
    “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I cursed. Even with the hit points I’d drained earlier I wasn’t going to survive the poison unless I could heal myself, and the only healing I had was Drain.  
 
    I let the creature know just how much I appreciated its poison with a Necromantic Bolt right to its face and it finally went down for good. 
 
    I sent Negan to help Rusty, who was down at ten percent health. The shortsword wielding skeleton had managed to turn the tables on his opponents, chopping huge chunks out of their bodies at the expense of his own health. With Negan’s help they should be able to finish them off.  
 
    Negan’s previous opponent took the opportunity to spit a glob of poison onto his back as he rushed away. 
 
    
     Myconid Sporestalker attacks Goblin Skeleton (Negan) with Slow Death Poison Spit  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Negan) has been hit with Slow Death Poison Spit!  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Negan) is immune to poison.  
 
   
 
    I narrowed my eyes and cast Drain on it as it turned to pursue, drawing its attention back to me. Its health began to drop even faster as the Rot and Drain combined, the healing from Drain barely enough to counteract the damage from the Slow Death poison.  
 
    Abandoning any sense of tactics, the Sporestalker lunged at me with its mouth opened wide. I quickly jumped back, almost losing my concentration and breaking the spell. The poison continued to count down, but the myconid was on its last legs.  
 
    Negan put down the first of the workers with a mighty smash, but Rusty was so damaged he was barely able to swing his sword.  
 
    Not wanting to lose another skeleton permanently, I ordered Rusty to disengage and make way as Negan rushed over to the remaining worker. 
 
    A quick glance at my health bar and the poison duration made me smile. I’d made it past the danger zone and had enough health to survive the rest of the poison DoT if I could avoid being mauled. 
 
    My mana was running low though, so I stopped channeling Drain and rushed towards where Negan was putting down the last of the workers, leaving the cursed Sporestalker to the mercy of my DoT. 
 
    It tried to give chase, but didn’t even make it halfway to me before crumbling into a pile of mush, its body completely devastated by the twin afflictions. 
 
    
     You have killed 5x Myconid Worker. You have gained 50xp.  
 
     You have killed 2x Myconid Sporestalker. You have gained 100xp.  
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 33%  
 
   
 
    I collapsed onto my tail, watching my hit points count down with the last of the poison as I caught my breath.  
 
    Out of combat regen kicked in and my mana and health slowly recovered. Once my mana reached acceptable levels, I called my remaining minions to me and repaired them, dropping my mana back to almost nothing.  
 
    I ordered them to stand guard while I recovered fully and then headed over to see if I could salvage anything from Big Mama’s remains.  
 
    Her skull and spine were shattered into hundreds of pieces, and my attempts to cast Mend Bone were unsuccessful, so I said goodbye to the Den Mother and collected her two intact leg bones and some of the smaller bits that I hoped to make into dust at some point and tucked them into my bag. 
 
    I headed to her killer’s… well, couldn’t really describe the pile of mush as a corpse anymore, and searched the glob with one of my clubs as a tool. I found its stomach pouch and collected a single stone from inside. The murder weapon was also there for the taking. 
 
    < Stone Shortsword >  
 
    I tucked it into my bag and continued looting, finding another twenty-four stones and dissecting the spore sacks from two of the workers and a poison gland from the intact Sporestalker. 
 
    My mana quickly refilled while I looted and dissected the various mushroom men. I worked my way closer and closer to the water, keeping my eyes out for any additional wandering mobs.  
 
    As I got closer, I noticed a small whirlpool in the lake where the water was being pulled down a hole to somewhere deeper in the mine. 
 
    I briefly considered jumping in and riding the water slide to the next floor, but when I dipped my toes into the pool, I had to cover my mouth to muffle a yelp. It burned! 
 
    I hopped on one foot for a few minutes until the burning faded, trying not to draw any more attention to myself.  
 
    Glancing towards the end of the lake, I started formulating a plan on how to deal with the devourer growing there. 
 
    Rusty had done an okay job, so I rewarded the minion with Big Mama’s place in my bound minion roster. Once that was done, I took out another goblin skeleton and created a new temporary minion and had it stand off to the side.  
 
    I took out the stone shortsword and considered if I should equip my latest minion with it. I had no clue what the sword could do and I didn’t want to sabotage my minions, but I didn’t have the material components for the Psychometry spell either.  
 
    On the one hand, I had other weapons that the skeleton could use, but the devourers were resilient to blunt damage, so cutting edges would do a lot more. The nails in Negan’s bat likely helped it, but he would likely underperform in comparison to Rusty. 
 
    Screw it, I thought and handed the stone sword to the new skeleton, naming him Fred after the Flintstones character since he was wielding what looked like a flint sword. 
 
    I took the Nailbat from Negan so he could use his claws and sent Negan and Rusty in as the first wave. Negan ended up being the lucky recipient of the Devourer’s loogie, the green sputum coating his bones like a sad imitation of his former goblin flesh but having no other effect. 
 
    
     Myconid Devourer attacks Goblin Skeleton (Negan) with Paralysis Poison Spit  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Negan) has been hit with Paralysis Poison Spit!  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Negan) is immune to poison.  
 
   
 
    The skeleton powered through and ripped into the slime mold creature’s flesh with his claws. Rusty arrived as well and started slashing as I took out some Bone Dust and put Rot onto the myconid. 
 
    The devourer lashed out with a pseudopod, knocking Negan back towards me. I sent Fred in to take his place, using the stone shortsword to good effect. The two blade wielding skeletons cut large gashes into the Devourer’s membrane while doing their best to parry its attacks. 
 
    I repaired Negan and sent a Necromantic Bolt blasting into the Devourer, adding to the damage already done by my minions and dropping its health to under fifty percent.  
 
    When my minions failed to block and were damaged, I rotated them out, alternating repairs with Necromantic Bolts. 
 
    The formula seemed to work pretty well, except in terms of mana efficiency. When it dropped below fifteen percent, I stopped healing and focused on blasting the Devourer with Necromantic Bolts.  
 
    I ran out of mana when the enemy had two percent health and sent in all of my minions in at once, hoping they could kill the slime mold before taking critical damage themselves.  
 
    It almost worked. Unfortunately, Negan didn’t have a weapon to parry with since I’d taken away his nail-bat and took a blow to the face that ended his existence, returning the mana tied up in his binding which I used for one final bolt to end the creature’s life and avenge my minion. 
 
    
     Goblin Skeleton (Negan) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned! 
  
 
     You have killed a Myconid Devourer! You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 60%  
 
   
 
    I sighed as I picked through Negan’s bones, gathering up the leg bones for later use. The mine was really costing me in terms of viable skeletons. I’d run out of goblin bones if things continued as they were going.  
 
    Shaking my head, I searched through the remains of the Devourer, finding the bones of another poor miner, this time without any identifying jewelry or accompanying quests.  
 
    There was a slight glow coming from a crack in the rock deep within the Devourer’s flesh, barely within my reach. Cringing against the nasty feel, I pushed my arm deep into the mushy slime and touched the glowing object, producing a small wooden scroll case. 
 
    You have obtained Wooden Scroll Case! You have gained 5xp!  
 
    Scavenger had paid off once again. I popped open the scroll case and unrolled the scroll, hoping for something useful. 
 
    Geomancy skill check – failed! You lack the correct school of magic to utilize this item  
 
    I had spoken too soon. At least it should fetch a decent chunk of change if the prices that the mage in the starting area had been charging were any guide. 
 
    Digging a little more earned me a small leather coin purse that was rotten so bad it crumbled in my grip, spilling the coins it contained onto the cavern floor. I watched a silver piece bounce into the scalding hot water and scowled at the lost coin, just out of reach. I tossed the rest of the silver and copper coins into my bag and sat down to rest. 
 
    My Rot spell had ensured that the corpse was too damaged to dissect, so no extra goodies there. 
 
    I moved away from the goopy puddle and animated my fallen bat boy’s replacement, keeping the name Negan and handing him his namesake’s weapon before binding him.  
 
    I recast Dark Shield, refreshed Fred’s timer, and headed back up the tunnel to the last fork, turning down the next hallway and deeper into the mine. 
 
    *** 
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    The tunnel continued downwards and eventually branched once again. To the left the passage continued deeper into the mine. The right fork had a steeper grade and bent to the right, leading back towards the surface.  
 
    Glancing at my map, the right fork looked like it would lead back up to the intersection where I’d first encountered the myconids. I decided to head down the left path and explore the right on my way back. 
 
    The tunnel spiraled downwards, limiting my visibility of what lay ahead. Not wanting to stumble into a fight, I proceeded with extreme caution, milking my limited Stealth skill for as much as it was worth and having my minions follow at a distance. It was a wise choice. 
 
    What lay at the end of the tunnel was the stuff of nightmares. The cavern was incredibly humid, and the air was full of the smell of sulfur mixed with rotting broccoli. At the far end of the cavern, water spilled out of a hole in the ceiling, likely the destination of the whirlpool in the lake above.  
 
    The hot water splashed against the wall and trickled down to fill a small pool that would probably be a great place to soak away one’s aches and pains if not for the thick coating of sickly green slime. 
 
    Walking around the outside of the pods was a large myconid, easily twice the size of the worker type. In one hand it held a long staff with a flat end like a giant spatula that it used to occasionally tend to the source of the slime: small fungal growths that looked suspiciously like cocoons. 
 
    I focused on the giant myconid and winced when the text came up orange. 
 
    < Myconid Gardener >  
 
    My first dungeon boss, I thought with a smile.  
 
    A quick scan of the room showed no other myconids waiting to help out the boss, so at least I wouldn’t have to worry about adds, unless those mushroom cocoons could pop.  
 
    Since it was a boss, there was bound to be some sort of mechanic. Going in spells blazing against an orange foe was unlikely to result in anything other than my death, so it was time to be smart about it. 
 
    The cocoons were the most obvious thing, likely to produce some sort of adds, or buff the boss or something else that would skew things to my detriment.  
 
    Dedicating a minion to taking them out was probably a wise plan. Worse case I’d waste a little time, but that was better than getting swarmed by some sort of fungal face hugger. 
 
    Partially destroyed mining scaffolding covered the walls of the room, except for the area closest to the pool. Stacks of supplies- torches, bundles of rope, shovels, and other miscellaneous gear - were piled at intervals along the walls, readily available to the miners who would have been working nearby if not for the invaders.  
 
    The supply pile nearest to the pool was bigger than the others. There were barrels, likely used to cool the water for drinking prior to its fungal smoothie infusion.  
 
    I snuck along the wall to the nearest supply pile, leaving my minions in the tunnel entrance to prevent triggering the fight early, and searched through the goods. There were several unlit torches, a coil of rope, a pile of moldy biscuits that almost made me vomit, but nothing useful to me for the battle.  
 
    There was a small satchel with four slots. It was nothing special, but my hoarding tendencies meant inventory space was tight, and four spots were four more potential sources of cash.  
 
    I grabbed a canteen and sniffed its contents. When no foul smells assaulted my senses, I took a sip and smiled at the taste of clean, if a little stale, water. I tucked the canteen into my new bag and gathered some other supplies: a coil of rope, a fire-starting kit, and a small iron pot.  
 
    Cooking was bound to be a crafting skill I could learn at some point, so I might as well grab what supplies I could for free. 
 
    My appetite for looting temporarily satisfied; I turned my attention back to the boss and formulated a plan. I had three medium minions active taking up six of my nine minion pool slots. I could raise another medium skeleton and a small skeleton, or three small skeletons, but they would only be temporary, as my rank in Bind Minion wouldn’t let me bind more than two… yet.  
 
    I opened my inventory and sorted through my bones. I had two more goblin skeletons, two human skeletons and Little Fat remaining.  
 
    At least that makes my choices easier, I thought. One medium and one small it is.  
 
    That decision made, I searched for a good place to make my stand. The scaffolding held some promise. I could likely use it to gain a height advantage on the boss and cast my spells from range while my minions skirmished with the creature.  
 
    According to the game clock, it was close to my scheduled time to log out for lunch, but I didn’t want to logout until the boss was done. I mentally adjusted the alarm and focused on my task.  
 
    I had no idea what this boss could do, or any special mechanics I needed to kill it, or really anything, but I figured it would be a learning experience either way. “Victory over the Boss” or “Discovery of the Death System.” 
 
    I laid out the bones of Little Fat and the human skeleton with one of the mining picks as a weapon, refreshed Dark Shield and animated the two new minions. 
 
    Temporary minions would last about thirty minutes at my current rank, giving me more than enough time to handle the boss.  
 
    Ready to rumble, I ordered my minions to stay put and crept through the cave towards the scaffolding I planned to use as my base.  
 
    I climbed into position and waited until the boss wandered back towards me and came into range. I opened with Cripple, using one of the late Big Mama’s leg bones to fuel the spell and ordered my minions to begin the attack. 
 
    The Gardener stumbled as the magic took hold, but quickly recovered and turned towards me. Rusty and Negan arrived seconds later and grabbed its attention with their attacks. 
 
    The boss swiped at Rusty with its strange staff and missed as the skeleton stepped back. The flat edge of the Gardener’s weapon cut through the air like an axe, its edge glowing slightly and leaving a faint trail in the air as it passed. 
 
    I silently directed Little Fat to make her way along the outskirts of the room and await further instructions and sent Fred around to try and flank the boss. The human skeleton remained in reserve.  
 
    Another dose of Bone Dust disappeared as I cast Rot on the boss and smiled as it settled in. I was a little worried that the boss creature would be resistant to my spells or have a counter mechanic like the shaman. 
 
    Its health bar was barely moving though. The minor cuts and tears that Rusty and Negan were able to land were doing almost no damage, but at least the slow debuff was allowing my small skeletons to avoid the creature’s massive and slow-moving staff.  
 
    A quick glance showed Fred was in place, so it was time for phase two of my plan.  
 
    I mentally ordered Fred to strike as my hands moved through the gestures for Necromantic Bolt. 
 
    The spell lanced into the Gardener, dropping its health by a disappointingly small amount. It did, however, cause the creature to become fixated on me once again, putting its back in perfect position from Fred to make his entrance. 
 
    The tiny goblin skeleton leapt in and brought its stone shortsword down into a powerful slash into the bosses back, dropping its health by six percent. Sneak attack for the win! 
 
    The gardener lurched and let out a high-pitched screech, the sound having a physical effect as it rippled outwards form the boss. When it crashed into me, the room started to spin and all I could do was grab hold of the scaffolding to keep myself from falling from the rickety structure. 
 
    You have been affected by Myconid Gardener’s Disorienting Shout! Stun Duration – 10 seconds  
 
    I clung to the wooden rail, unable to think straight and tried not to get motion sick as I watched my minions fight the boss without my direction.  
 
    It slammed its staff into the ground, producing a wave of rock that smashed into Fred and sent him flying through the air. The skeleton’s health bar dropped by half as he landed and skidded along the stone.  
 
    Rusty and Negan rushed in to attack the myconid’s back, but it turned on them before they could do much damage. 
 
    When the stun ended and I could act again, I sent my human minion to join the fray. The human skeleton rushed in with the pickaxe raised in a two-handed grip over its head and smashed it into the Gardener’s hip. 
 
    The boss’s health dropped to just under eighty percent, the massive blow a lot less effective than it looked from my vantage point. It wasn’t looking good for me and mine. 
 
    I cast another Necromantic Bolt and shot it into the boss, doing some more damage as I directed Little Fat to begin her work destroying the pods on the water’s edge. 
 
    The Gardener blasted Negan with another wave of earth, tossing him through the air into the piles of supplies and dropping him down to fifteen percent health between the original hit and the damage from the collision.  
 
    I sent another bolt lancing in, knocking off a chunk of rotten flesh from the thing’s abdomen thanks to the secondary effects of my Rot spell. 
 
    The boss’ health dropped to seventy-five percent and its demeanor changed. A progress bar appeared above his head and started to fill as he planted his staff into the ground and ignored my minions’ meager attacks.  
 
    It took a few seconds for my old MMORPG reflexes to kick in and the alarms to go off. I ordered my minions to run and watched as they shambled away as fast as their tiny legs could carry them.  
 
    The progress bar completed, and the myconid lifted its staff and slammed it into the ground. A wave of rolling earth expanded outwards, catching Negan in its effect. 
 
    Instead of tossing him through the air like the boss’ initial attacks, the wave washed over him like water and swallowed him up, leaving nothing behind but a single skeletal foot sticking out of the once again sold stone floor. 
 
    Goblin Skeleton (Negan) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned! 
 
    As the bound mana rushed back into my pool, I cast another bolt and ordered my minions back in. I’d lost Negan to the boss’s ability, but my minions had managed to drop its health to seventy percent while it was ignoring them. 
 
    A small geyser of ooze drew my attention towards the pool.  
 
    Little Fat was having a field day smashing through the pods while my skeletal legion and I kept the Gardener’s attention, and I hoped it wasn’t a waste of time. 
 
    Myconid Gardener is no longer affected by Cripple 
 
    I grimaced as the boss began moving faster, and both Rusty and Fred paid the price as it lashed out with his staff, dropping them both down to almost nothing. I ordered them back as I reapplied Cripple and cringed as my mana dropped even further. 
 
    My human skeleton struck the boss a few times with the pickaxe, taking off another chunk of damage and scoring a critical hit that broke off one of the boss’s hands.  
 
    That blow combined with my hail of bolts managed to drop the boss’s health to the fifty percent mark, which if my luck so far was any indication, would result in another phase trigger. 
 
    As expected, the Gardener planted his staff and another progress bar appeared. A series of green lines snaked out from the butt of the staff, leading back towards the pool and connecting with the remaining pods… All three that Little Fat hadn’t gotten to yet.  
 
    I ordered Fred and Rusty back in to assist the skeletal miner in a free-for-all attack fest while the boss was distracted. 
 
    The boss looked confused as his casting bar climbed past fifty percent and green energy pulsed along the lines to the pods. Little Fat popped another as it began to shudder like an egg about to hatch, spilling a half formed myconid into the water where it dissolved into slime. 
 
    The boss physically wilted as its hit points dropped a full ten percent.  
 
    The two remaining pods deflated as pulses of green energy flowed toward the boss healing it back up to fifty percent.  
 
    The pods returned to their previous state and the boss lashed out, finishing off Rusty and knocking the hit points of my pickaxe wielding skeleton below half as well.  
 
    Little Fat continued her pod destroying efforts, and I blasted away at the boss with Necromantic Bolts, using the mana I had gotten back when Rusty died to avenge him. 
 
    The last pod burst beneath Little Fat’s claws and the boss went insane, tossing his staff to the side. A glowing red skeletal face icon appeared over the boss, and it completely ignored my other skeletons and stomped towards Little Fat with single-minded determination.  
 
    I ordered her to flee, and the poor little gal tried, but she had no chance. 
 
    It stomped down on Little Fat and the entire cavern shook with the force of the blow. I collapsed to the scaffolding and heard an even more horrible sound. 
 
    With a sharp crack, the rickety structure collapsed around me, burying me in a pile of rubble.  
 
    A sharp piece of broken railing popped my Dark Shield and impaled me through the abdomen, effectively nailing me to a barrel. 
 
    Through gaps in the rubble, I saw the boss heading my way, its hit points slowly falling as Rot and the continued efforts of my remaining human and goblin minions chopped away at it, which it ignored. 
 
    I tried to move but was well and truly stuck. I reached down to try and see if I could find the bottom of the shard holding me in place, but came back with a handful of grit instead.  
 
    Confused, I scanned the area and smiled as I got a good look at the barrels forming part of my current prison. 
 
    I started to laugh. Well, a bit late for learning mechanics, I thought as I read the label once again. 
 
     <Blasting Powder>  
 
    I glanced back towards the boss. It was getting close. Its health was nearing thirty percent as the continued free-for-all attacks from my remaining skeletons did their work.  
 
    I figured I was dead regardless of how things played out, and I didn’t want to lose all my bones, so I sent my minions back to the entrance of the cave, abandoning their attack.  
 
    I had a crazy idea, which could work but I didn’t want to have to have to go farming bones before taking this boss on again. 
 
    The detritus around me started to shift as the boss began to rip away my wooden prison, and protection.  
 
    I took the Firestarter Kit out of my bag and tried to strike a spark into the open barrel. 
 
    Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
    “Argh!” I screamed and tried again. 
 
    Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
    Again and again I tried as the boards above me shifted painfully and the boss’ reaching claws got closer. 
 
    
     Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
     Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
     Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
   
 
    Completely uncovered, I looked up into the rotting face of the Myconid Gardener and growled. Its inhuman features looked down at me with the promise of an extremely painful death as it raised its hands high overhead. 
 
    I closed my eyes and continued my frenzied attempts. 
 
    
     Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
     Skill check – Failed – You lack the appropriate skill  
 
     General Skill: Survival – Unlocked!  
 
     Skill check – Success!  
 
   
 
    A shower of sparks flew from the kit and into the exposed powder just as the Myconid’s fists began to descend. 
 
    With a flash, the powder caught, and I was consumed in fire, and then everything went dark except for the scrolling notifications. 
 
    
     You have killed Myconid Gardener! You have gained 500xp!  
 
     You have killed 20x Myconid Sporepod! You have gained 100xp!  
 
       
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 98%  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 7!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 9 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
       
 
     You have died!  
 
     Human Skeleton minion has been dispelled.  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Fred) has been dispelled.  
 
       
 
     Respawn in 35 minutes.   
 
     NOTE: Additional death penalties will apply once you have reached level 10.  
 
   
 
    The irony of the “Survival” skill name would have had me cracking up if I possessed a mouth, or body for that matter. The “afterlife” was just a dark, gray void with nothing but a large timer counting down to when I could respawn and a small menu with three options. 
 
    
     Log Out  
 
     Access External Applications  
 
     Watch Death Scene Recording  
 
   
 
    Watch death scene? Really? Curious, I clicked it and watched as the darkness turned into a giant video screen showing the boss room from a third-person, top-down view. The scene focused on my avatar, following as I snuck through the room, my body slightly blurred showing Stealth was active. 
 
    The battle played out, and I winced when I got to see just how thoroughly Little Fat had been smashed, and again as my kobold was impaled in the scaffolding crash.  
 
    I held my nonexistent breath when the boss stomped its way over to my impromptu fort and started digging… and then BOOM!  
 
    The video went white, and then slowly faded back into view centered on the crater that now occupied the side of the room where I’d detonated the blasting powder. 
 
    There was no trace of my avatar left. Not even a red smear. My remaining minions clattered to the ground where I’d sent them to wait, and the video faded to black. 
 
    I glanced through the log and confirmed that I’d gotten credit for killing the boss and the quest was updated. I figured killing the boss would have finished the quest, but I guessed there were still a few random myconids somewhere in the mine shaft I hadn’t found yet. 
 
    I’d delayed my lunch for the battle, and with thirty minutes or so until I could continue my adventure, it was an ideal time to log out. 
 
    *** 
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    I logged back in after lunch and winced as the sun assailed my newly reformed eyes. I pulled the hood of my now ragged cloak up and took a look around at my surroundings. 
 
    Headstones of various shapes and sizes, statues and mausoleums filled the graveyard, and a well-maintained pathway led back to the east.  
 
    I opened up my map to see where I was in comparison to the mine and was relieved to see that the graveyard was only a short distance to the north. 
 
    I took stock of my equipment and saw that everything was in its place, except for my robes, which had been shredded by the fall and the explosion. I’d have to find a tailor to repair them or see if they had something better in stock. 
 
    I’d leveled up with the death of the Gardener and still had points to spend, so I added them as I made my way back to the mine. I put one stat point each into Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune. Then I increased Necromancy, Dissection, Scavenger, Minor Create Undead, and Necromantic Bolt, leaving four points for other skills.  
 
    I put two into Bind Minion and kept two in reserve for any new skills that might be available once I got back to the guild. It had been two levels since I last checked in so there was bound to be something. 
 
    The mine came into view and I increased my pace, moving as quickly as I could with my current stamina pool. I skipped past the mine building and went straight into the mine, following my previous path back to the site of my death.  
 
    When I arrived at the entrance to the boss room, I found the collapsed bones of Fred and my human minion. I scooped the human bones into my bag, repaired the goblin bones, and reanimated Fred.  
 
    The boss room was empty of any additional monsters, so I headed in and reclaimed the Rusty Shortsword and the broken remains of Rusty before moving to the blast site.  
 
    The Gardener had been reduced to a scorch mark and several fist size chunks of fungal salsa, splattered across the room. I’d almost given up hope of finding anything useful when eureka! A chest was sitting in the middle of the pods Little Fat had chewed through. 
 
    I rushed over and popped it open, anxious to see what kind of loot my first dungeon boss would drop. The chest interface was similar to my inventory. A grid of boxes with icon representations of the items in each square.  
 
    In this instance there were four spots with colored question marks. Two were white, one was yellow, and one was orange. 
 
    I touched the white icon and it turned into a swirling cloud, resolving into a round shield banded in bronze. I pulled it out of the chest examined it. It seemed pretty sturdy, so I handed it to Fred who slipped it onto his left arm. 
 
    The next white icon turned into a bronze battleaxe. It would be a two-handed weapon for my goblins, but the humans could probably wield it with one. I slipped it into my bag and reached back into the chest. 
 
    I touched the yellow icon which transformed into a small bag containing a whopping three gold, ten silver, and twenty-four copper which went right into my main inventory. 
 
    And now for the orange, I thought and crossed my fingers. I reached in and tapped the icon, watching as the mist swirled and resolved into a small red book. I pulled it out and examined it, wondering what the RNG had spit out for me. 
 
    <Tome of Runecraft>  
 
    From what I could remember from my research, Runecraft was one of the crafting skills in the game. It was the equivalent of enchanting in the old school MMOs and allowed you to enchant items and even apply runic tattoos to people at later levels. And it was rare. I flipped open the book and started reading. 
 
    Would you like to learn the Crafting Skill: Runecraft? (Yes/No)  
 
    I could probably sell the book for a nice chunk of gold, but a single payment wasn’t worth the skill’s long-term potential, so I selected yes and smiled as the messages rolled in. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Runecraft” skill.  
 
     Runecraft – This crafting skill allows for the inscription of runes to add additional status effects to both characters and items. Each rune is composed of several components, each of which can be combined to produce various effects. Runes can be learned via examination of existing runes or from a crafting trainer.  
 
     Runecraft XP: 0/500  
 
     Starting runes: Lesser Rune of Protection, Lesser Rune of Strength  
 
     Lesser Rune of Protection: +1% damage reduction.  
 
     Items needed: Bronze Chisel, Iron Dust.  
 
     Lesser Rune of Strength: +1 Strength Attribute. 
 
     Items needed: Bronze Chisel, Ogre’s Blood  
  
 
     NOTE: Each Craft or Gathering skill is associated with its own, independent experience pool. Perform the associated crafting or gathering actions to obtain experience for these pools. Crafting and Gathering skills may not be increased through the use of skill points.  
 
   
 
    Since there was nothing I could use right now, I brushed away the notifications and headed over to examine the hole I’d made in the mine.  
 
    The explosion had blown a decent sized hole in the cavern, exposing a wall streaked with something shiny. I lacked the skill to tell exactly what it was, but I was pretty sure it was ore.  
 
    I turned to leave and almost tripped on something. Looking down, I found the fire-starting kit I’d used to blow myself up. Apparently, it had survived the conflagration. With a grin, I tucked it back into my bag as a good luck charm. 
 
    I checked my current quest progress: ninety-eight percent clear. It was time to get back on the hunt. I took out my remaining two goblin skeletons and the human skeleton and started raising my new undead force. 
 
    I raised two goblin skeletons and the damaged human skeleton, repairing any damage and then binding all three. One became the latest incarnation of Rusty and got his namesake sword. The second goblin received a pickaxe and the name Tiny, and the human had the honor of wielding my shiny new battle axe. I named him Yuri.  
 
    Three minions bound, locking away thirty percent of my mana pool for maintenance. Ouch. I’d have to strongly consider adding any more permanent pets to my force if each was going to drop my mana pool by that much.  
 
    My minion pool was at eight out of ten, so if needed I could raise one more medium, or two more small minions to help out in a pinch… if I had the bones. But the only skeleton I had available was one I didn’t want to mess with in case it was needed for the quest. Four should be enough to deal with the two percent left in the mine. 
 
    I gathered my things and headed back out of the boss room. At the first intersection I headed right, sloping back up towards the surface, minions trailing behind.  
 
    It was an unexplored tunnel, so I moved with caution. After a short distance I reached a widening in the tunnel. As I entered the room, two Sporestalkers appeared out of the shadows and attacked. 
 
    The mushroom men were vastly outnumbered, and without the advantage of their poison spit attack they went down pretty quickly under the onslaught of my skeletons and spells. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Myconid Sporestalker! You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Quest Update – Mine Shaft 8 Cleared – 100%  
 
     Seek Out Darr for your reward!  
 
   
 
    “Finally,” I sighed, resting for a moment before looting and dissecting the corpses. I found another three of the mysterious rocks and a handful of copper, but none of my Dissection efforts bore fruit. 
 
    With the last of the myconids slain, the air lost some of the musky smell I hadn’t even noticed was there until it was gone. It felt… cleaner.  
 
    The tunnel continued ahead, rising back towards the surface. Looking at my map I was pretty certain it would reconnect with the first branching of the shaft near the exit, so I led the way forward. 
 
    As I exited the mine itself, I decided to dismiss my minions until later. 
 
    Would you like to temporarily deactivate your bound minions? (Yes/No)  
 
    I clicked yes and watched as they dissolved into mist and flowed into their skulls, weapons and all. I picked up all three and dropped them into my bag for later and then dismissed Fred and collected his gear into my bag. 
 
    I walked into the stone building and found Darr seated behind the counter, making updates to a ledger of some sort. He looked over as I entered, his face again displaying his ire at having to deal with me. 
 
    “What do ye want lizard? Can’t ye see I’ve got work ta do here!?” he growled, his face beginning to flush with anger. 
 
    “The myconids are no more, Master Miner,” I said, watching his color return to normal. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE: Tit for Tat  
 
     You have gained 200xp!  
 
     Reputation with Master Miner Darr has increased from Despised to Tolerated  
 
   
 
    The miner frowned and grumbled under his breath before beckoning me forward. “Well, a deal is a deal, and we dwarves always keep our promises,” he said, pulling a large sack from under his desk and tossing it to me. “Ye can work any o’ the mines, but I recommend ye start in shaft one. It’ll let ye get the hang of things without collapsin’ the mountain onto yer head. Now get out of here and don’t come back ‘til yer at least rank five or ye need to buy more equipment. And watch out for rats!” 
 
    I took the sack outside and examined it. 
 
    
     < Mining Kit (Basic) >  
 
     This kit contains the basic tools and equipment needed to begin your mining career:  
 
     -Mining Primer 
 
     -Beginners Mining Pick 
 
     -Beginners Prospecting Pan 
 
     -Beginners Crucible 
 
     -Beginners Ingot Mold  
 
     Capacity: 100 (Mining goods and tools) 
 
   
 
    I reached into the kit and pulled out the primer, flipping it open and reading the first page. 
 
    Would you like to learn the Gathering Skill: Mining? (Yes/No)  
 
    Affirmative! 
 
    
     You have learned the “Mining” skill.  
 
     Mining – This gathering skill is the art of extracting ore and other natural materials from the earth. This gathering skill includes three sub-skills: Mineralogy, Prospecting, and Smelting. 
 
       
 
     -Mineralogy allows for the identification of minerals, ores, gemstones, and other such items. 
 
       
 
     -Prospecting allows the Miner to test samples taken from an area to determine the location of nearby ore deposits. This skill interacts with your map, indicating likely locations for optimal extraction. (Needed Item: Prospecting Pan)  
 
       
 
     -Smelting allows for the melting down of ores into ingots usable by other professions. (Needed Items: Forge, Crucible, Ingot Mold.) 
 
       
 
     Mining XP: 0/200  
 
   
 
    I glanced into my inventory to try and make sure everything fit when I noticed the Unknown Rocks were glowing slightly. I took one out and looked at it closely. 
 
    Skill Check: Mining (Mineralogy) Successful! – Copper Ore Identified! You gain 50 Mining XP!  
 
    Great! I already had forty-four Copper Ore that I’d gotten from the bellies of the myconids. I had no clue why they’d be full of metal, but the developers probably had come up with some justification. I didn’t really care. To me, it was bonus money. 
 
    I wanted to dive on in and smelt it, but I really needed to get back to town and turn in my quest with the Guildmaster, maybe learn some new spells, and offload a bunch of loot. 
 
    I tried putting the Copper Ore into the Mining Kit and it dropped in without a problem. Since that worked, I grabbed the rest of the ore stacks and added them as well, cleaning out three spots in my normal bags.  
 
    I was even able to put the Mining kit into the other bag, even though physically it should have been impossible. Go, go gaming physics! 
 
    With everything sorted, I headed back towards town. 
 
    *** 
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    I made my way northeast, past the outlying farms and houses and headed to the town center where most of the merchants could be found. I spotted a wandering guard and asked for directions, following them to the local alchemist. 
 
    The small shop was typical for a fantasy setting, a small sign bearing the picture of two potion vials, one red and one blue hanging over the front door, below which hung a placard reading “Proper Potions.” 
 
    The inside of the shop had a very pungent odor, a mixture of the scents of the hundreds of different types of herbs filling the shelves within.  
 
    I made my way past shelves filled with a veritable cornucopia of strange and smelly substances to a counter in the back.  
 
    The woman sitting behind the counter spared me a brief glance as I approached before turning her gaze back to the small alchemical apparatus bubbling on the countertop. Her chestnut brown skin, lush green hair, and even brighter green eyes marked her as a dryad. 
 
    I watched as she added a small pinch of some substance to the mixture and cut the heat, stirring slowly as the new ingredient dissolved into the mixture. The dark brown liquid slowly transformed to a rich, vibrant red, at which point she poured the mixture into a series of vials waiting on the counter.  
 
    She turned her attention back to me and nodded a greeting. “Welcome to Proper Potions, Master Kobold. How can this humble establishment help thee today?” 
 
    “Hello, Master Alchemist. I have some components that may interest you, and would also like to learn what wares you have to sell.” I responded. 
 
    “Come then,” she said, “Show me what thou hast and wish to sell.” 
 
    I took out the Goblin Teeth, poison glands, heartmeat, myconid flesh, and spore sacks, and placed them on the table before her. I waited as she examined them, consulting a small notebook with each.  
 
    “Truly interesting specimens, Master Kobold. The teeth are uncommon in these parts, and poison cures quite popular, so I can offer thee two silver pieces per tooth.” 
 
    I agreed to the price and tucked the silver into my pouch, glad I had held onto them. Had I sold them in the starting village I would have gotten a quarter as much. 
 
    She continued, “The Myconid flesh, young kobold, has no worth to me. Thou might eat it, although it is an acquired taste. These glands are much more common due to the infestation, but because of the danger involved in obtaining them, are worth something. The paralysis poison can be quite a boon to big game hunters, so I can offer thee eight silver for it; the slow death less so, and thus worth only one silver to me.” 
 
    The poison glands were worthless to me, so I gladly sold them for the offered price and listened as she examined the spore sacks and heartmeat. 
 
    “These are something I have not seen before,” she said while paging through her notebook. “They may be of value… or may not. I could not in good conscience offer thee coin for these without first ascertaining their worth. I would very much like to study these, Master Kobold, so I would like to propose a deal.” 
 
    I was intrigued. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “I will take these items off of thy hands and study their usefulness. Once I have determined their use, I will pay thee a fair price appropriate to their function. Doth this arrangement suite thee, Master Kobold?” she offered. 
 
    No coin now, but the potential for profit later on. It was a gamble, but also a chance to get in good with one of the local merchants, so I decided to go with it. 
 
    “I accept your offer, Master Alchemist. The potential knowledge is worth the risk in my mind,” I said. 
 
    She flashed me a smile. “Then we have a deal. Since we are to be partners in this, thou may address me by my name, Ambree Valynwood,” she said, offering her hand. 
 
    I took her hand and shook it, “It’s nice to meet you, Ambree. I’m Kababala.” 
 
    “Thou wished to purchase something as well, Kababala?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I said, and she pulled a large book from behind the counter and set it down before me. 
 
    “I have quite an extensive collection of common herbs, potions, spell components, and common recipes for those who practice my art. Please take a look through my inventory and see if there is anything that thou would like.” 
 
    The shop’s inventory was so much easier to navigate than the kobold general merchant had been. The menu was broken into broad categories that could then be expanded to reveal more specific options. 
 
    
     Potent Potions 
 
     -Potions 
 
     -Ingredients 
 
     -Spell Components 
 
     -Recipes 
 
   
 
    It was glorious. First things first, I needed spell components. I mentally opened that menu and my view was filled with an extensive list of items.  
 
    Abandoning the clunky interface, I decided to try a different approach. Looking up at the alchemist, I asked, “Do you have Bone Dust and Fine Sand?”  
 
    She nodded and gestured back to the book which was filtered down to the two items I had requested.  
 
    
     Potent Potions 
 
     -Ingredients 
 
     --Bone Dust– 2cp per dose. 
 
     --Fine Sand--1sp per dose. 
 
   
 
    The Bone Dust was pretty cheap, so I paid the eight silver for two full stacks of the component. The Fine Sand was another story. I thought the price of the component would be less than the cost of identification but no luck. At least I’d be able to do it myself though, so I bought ten doses of Fine Sand.  
 
    I searched for the Bronze Chisel, Iron Dust, and Ogre’s blood needed for the Runecrafting recipes, but she didn’t carry the first two, and the blood was out of stock.  
 
    I navigated back to the main list and then opened the Potions category. She had healing potions, mana potions, rejuvenation potions that gave a little of both health and mana, and a decent selection of buff potions, all in various strengths ranging from affordable to where-can-I-sell-a-virtual-kidney. 
 
    I filtered the list to the lesser and minor versions of the potions which were more appropriate to my level and eliminated the buff potions as well. They were luxuries I couldn’t afford. 
 
    The lesser potions cost one silver and restored ten points of their respective pools each, with the rejuvenation potions restoring five of each pool. The minor potions restored thirty points, and fifteen each for the rejuvenation and cost two silver a piece. 
 
    I bought three minor healing and three minor mana potions to cover any emergencies for twelve silver and tucked the potions into my bag. 
 
    I scanned the Recipes section. There was a decent selection, but the prices were daunting. Every item was priced in gold pieces, including the Alchemy primer that cost ten gold. 
 
    “Mistress Valynwood, would you be able to teach me how to recognize herbs and other components during my travels? The Herbalism skill could help me find additional things that might be of use to you.” 
 
    She looked at me, considering and responded, “I could do so, but would require a service from thee in return. Should thou complete my task, I will provide thee with the knowledge ye seek.”  
 
    Flipping through her notebook, she continued, “I require the blood of forest orcs to complete an order. Bring me ten vials of their blood and I shall teach thee the skill thou seek, and gift thee a Potion of Regeneration as well.” 
 
    
     QUEST AVAILABLE – Blood and Sweat  
 
     Obtain ten doses of Forest Orc blood and provide them to the Master Alchemist Ambree Valynwood at the Proper Potions store. 
 
     Forest Orc Blood 0/10  
 
     Rewards: 300xp, Herbalism skill and materials, Minor Potion of Regeneration. 
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
    I accepted. “You have a deal.” I said, “Do you have any vials I can use to collect the blood?” 
 
    She reached under the counter and placed a small case of vials on the counter, pushing it across to me. I tucked them into my bag and bid her goodbye. 
 
    My next goal was the tailor which was luckily right across the street from the alchemist. Its proprietor was a human who seemed to lack any semblance of personality appropriately named John Smith. He repaired my robes with robotic efficiency and zero small talk, taking my silver and then ushering me on my way. I took a brief look through his inventory, but none of the clothes were small enough to fit me, and the charge for alteration was pretty ludicrous.  
 
    From there I returned to the Harvest Moon, entering the Necromancer’s guild as the sun began to set on Sommervale. The Guildmaster was in the same area as my last visit, sitting and reading, when I approached. 
 
    “Welcome back, Apprentice Kababala. Have you finished your quest?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Guildmaster. It took a bit longer than anticipated due to some cultural complexities, but I succeeded and am now an apprentice miner.” I answered. 
 
    “A Miner? Not the profession I would have sought personally, but I guess it is quite fitting for your subterranean people. Good work, Apprentice.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Supplemental Income  
 
     You have gained 50xp!  
 
   
 
    “I see you’ve gained in strength since you were here last,” he said with an approving look. “I think you’re ready for your next lesson.”  
 
    He took a scroll from his robes and handed it to me. “This spell will allow you to form a closer link with your minions, allowing you to share your knowledge, abilities, and even mana should you wish it.” 
 
    I took the scroll and opened it, selecting yes when prompted if I wanted to learn the new spell. 
 
    
     You have learned “Dark Blessing.”  
 
     Dark Blessing  
 
     Range: TouchType: Enhancement  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Material (Required): Caster’s Blood  
 
     Create a link with your bound minion, sharing your skills and mana pool with the target minion. This blessing may only be cast on a target affected by Bind Minion. Up to one minion, plus one minion for each 5 ranks of this skill (rounded up), may be affected.  
 
   
 
    The Guildmaster nodded to me and smiled. “Good. With your new skills you should be able to create a minion who can assist from afar, wielding offensive spells or mending your other minions. Be on your guard though, as it will use your mana to do so, until you become more skilled and gain the ability to grant your minions pools of their own. Come back once you have reached tenth rank and I will teach you how.” 
 
    I knew a dismissal when I heard one, so I left the guild, thinking about my new spell. I’d saved two points from my last level up but putting them in the new skill wouldn’t do anything for me right now, so I might as well put them into something that would be immediately useful. I put the points into Rot, bringing it closer to the cap. 
 
    With that done, it was time to play detective. 
 
    *** 
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    I took out the silver wedding band. There were no identifying markings or engravings to tell me who it belonged to so I had two options. I could either go door to door asking questions or try some magic. It was an easy choice.  
 
    I took out some of my recently acquired Fine Sand and cast Psychometry. I placed the ring in my left hand and followed the guide, sprinkling mana infused sand over the ring with my right hand while chanting the spell. “Reliqua saeculi, dicite mihi historia,” I chanted, and the ring began to glow.  
 
    The glow flowed out of the object and into the air, resolving into a floating text box. 
 
    
     Psychometry Check – Item Level 2 vs Psychometry Rank 1 – Bonuses/Penalties: None  
 
     Success! You have identified a <Silver Wedding Band>  
 
     The wedding ring of Samuel Westgrove, Human Miner of Sommervale. Samuel was working in Mine Shaft 8 when the first myconids appeared in the mine. He held off the invaders while his fellow minors fled the area, buying their lives with his own.  
 
     Properties: +2 Charisma. Value: 1gp  
 
   
 
    Now I had a name at least, and the locket had a picture, so that was a start.  
 
    I headed back towards the center of town and approached the first guard I saw. After a brief discussion, the guard gave me directions to the Westgrove farm which was located on the northeast edge of town. A convenient marker appeared on my map.   
 
    I followed it to the indicated farmhouse and knocked on the door. After a minute or so, the door swung open to reveal the point of a crossbow bolt, aimed directly at my face.  
 
    “What do you want?” the wielder said, her voice tense. I looked past the bolt, seeing the face from the locket and tried my best to look non-threatening. 
 
    “Mrs. Westgrove?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded slightly, keeping the crossbow trained on me. “Yes, I’m Rebecca Westgrove. Who’s asking?”  
 
    “I have unfortunate news about your husband.” I responded, opening my hand slowly to reveal the wedding ring and golden locket. 
 
    Her eyes began to tear up, and she lowered the crossbow, a sob wracking her body. Two young children appeared from behind her skirts, hugging her.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Mommy?” the little girl asked, confusion and sadness filling her voice. 
 
    The woman gathered herself and hugged the children before sending them back into the house to clean up. She turned back to me. “How did it happen?” she asked. 
 
    “I wasn’t there when he died,” I replied, “but from what I put together your husband died a hero. The mine shaft he was in was attacked by myconids and he held off the attackers so his companions could escape.” 
 
    She smiled sadly. “That sounds just like my Samuel, putting others before himself.” Her eyes teared up again and she held out her hand. 
 
    I dropped the ring and locket into her hand and she held them to her heart, a tear flowing down her cheek.  
 
    “Would you help me recover his body?” she said between sobs. “My uncle is a High Priest in the capital and might be able to bring my Samuel back to us. If you can bring it to me, I’ll reward you.” 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE – Missing Persons  
 
     You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Your reputation with the Citizens of Sommervale is now Neutral. (Was Stranger)  
 
     Update: Mrs. Westgrove has requested you recover her husband’s body from the mine so that she might have him resurrected. 
 
     Option (Accept) – Additional rewards - 100xp! Mystery Reward Upgraded to <Rare>  
 
     Option (Decline) – Mystery Rewards <Uncommon>  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
    Considering I had the man’s bones in my bag already I accepted right away.  
 
    “Thank you so much,” she said, reaching down awkwardly to hug my reptilian form. “When you have him, please come back and I’ll have a suitable reward ready.” 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly and began, “Well Mrs. Westgrove, I have his body with me now. I thought you might have wanted to bury him, so I brought it with me. Unfortunately, it is only his bones, as the rest of his body was… uhm… well, eaten by a giant slime mold.” 
 
    “Oh! My poor Samuel!” she gasped. “Please put the bones on the wagon in the back and I’ll meet you there with your reward.”  
 
    I nodded and headed around back while she went inside. I found the wagon easily and laid out Samuel’s bones on the wagon bed, adding his pickaxe and copper pieces as well. Should the resurrection succeed, he’d be needing them.  
 
    A short time later the lady of the house returned holding a small bundle in her hands. She looked down at the pile of bones and sobbed as she removed a cloth from her bag and covered the bones.  
 
    Her husband’s bones properly covered, she unwrapped another parcel, revealing a small bag. 
 
     “This belonged to my Uncle Wendel, the Dawnchaser,” she said as she offered the bag. “He was a wizard of some fame before he perished. This was one of his creations and I think it fitting that you have it.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Missing Persons (part 2)  
 
     You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Fortune check! Critical Success! Mystery Reward upgraded from <Rare> to <Unique>! 
 
   
 
    I took the bag and smiled as the messages scrolled by. 
 
    
     You have obtained <Dawnchaser’s Satchel>.  
 
     This item is now Soulbound.  
 
     Item Name: Dawnchaser’s Satchel  
 
     Rarity: UniqueType: Bag of HoldingCapacity: Special 
 
     Devised by the famed enchanter, Wendel the Dawnchaser, this bag of holding was engineered to facilitate his expeditions to map the unknown reaches of the continent. The capacity of this bag is directly related to the mana pool of the wielder, granting one slot for each point of mana in the caster’s mana pool.  
 
   
 
    I whistled and looked up at the widow. “I cannot begin to thank you enough for this, Mrs. Westgrove. I will use it well!” 
 
    She nodded and headed back to the house. “Safe travels! And try not to end up in the stomach of a dragon like my Uncle Wendel!” 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    19 
 
    I transferred the items from my normal bags to the satchel and then headed back to the mine. It was starting to get dark and hunting orcs in the dark was probably a bad idea. These types of games usually made things more dangerous at night, regardless of my particular ability to work without light. 
 
    I followed the signs to Mine Shaft One and examined the area. It was, in essence, one long spiraling corridor, dotted here and there with veins of copper running through the walls.  
 
    I re-summoned my minions and ordering them to guard me while I got down to business. Taking the Beginner’s Mining Pick from my bag, I approached the nearest gleam of copper and focused on the wall, waiting for some sort of interface to pop up. 
 
    After a few seconds of watching the rock with no updates I shrugged and decided to try things the old fashioned way. I raised the pick over my head and brought it smashing down into the wall. 
 
    It didn’t even leave a scratch, but it did bring up a new system message. 
 
    Mining Check – Unsuccessful! – No known ore deposits at that location.  
 
    “What?” I said, thinking there had to be something wrong. The wall was obviously copper ore. How could there be no known deposits? I hit the wall again with similar results, this time with an additional prompt. 
 
    
     Mining Check – Unsuccessful! – No known ore deposits at that location.  
 
     Would you like to initiate the Mining tutorial? (Yes/No)  
 
   
 
    I narrowed my eyes and clicked yes. 
 
    
     Welcome to the Mining Tutorial!  
 
     This tutorial is designed to introduce new players to the process of Mining. We hope you enjoy your new gathering skill. 
 
       
 
     QUEST RECEIVED – Mining Tutorial – Stage 1/3 – Prospecting  
 
     In order to extract materials using the Mining skill you must utilize the prospecting skill to locate ore deposits available for extraction.  
 
       
 
     Criteria:   
 
     1 – Collect a handful of dirt from the area. (0/1)  
 
     2 – Place the dirt in the prospector’s pan. (0/1)  
 
     3 – Add water to the pan to separate the ore flakes from the dirt. (0/1)  
 
     4 – Examine the results (0/1)
  
 
     Reward: 50 Mining XP.  
 
   
 
    “Alrighty then” I said and reached down to collect a pile of loose dirt and rocks from the tunnel floor. 
 
    Quest Update – Collect a handful of dirt from the area. (1/1)  
 
    I took out the prospector’s pan and added the dirt and water. A set of guide hands similar to those used for spell casting appeared and made a circular motion. I followed the guide, swishing the mixture of dirt and water around and after a few seconds the muddy water started to disappear. 
 
    
     Quest Update – Place the dirt in the prospector’s pan.  (1/1)  
 
     Quest Update – Add water to the pan to separate the ore flakes from the dirt. (1/1)  
 
   
 
    I finished swirling the water around until the only thing left was a small collection of copper flakes, arranged in a strange pattern.  
 
    
     Mining Skill Check (Mineralogy) Success! Copper Identified!  
 
     Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
   
 
    I tilted my head to the side and the pattern of flakes rose from the pan and superimposed itself onto my map, marking two copper veins in the nearby walls. 
 
    
     Quest Update – Examine the results. (1/1)  
 
     Quest Complete – Mining Tutorial – Stage 1/3 – Prospecting  
 
     You have gained 50 Mining XP!  
 
   
 
    So that’s how it works, I thought. Okay, let’s get on with it.  
 
    I took my pickaxe and approached the closest node, which was exactly where I was trying to mine earlier, but apparently the game required everything be done in order. Probably made keeping people from Mining above their level easier. You had to be high enough to find the nodes before you could even try to mine them. 
 
    I approached the wall, pick in hand and smiled as part two of the tutorial engaged. 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Mining Tutorial – Stage 2/3 - Extraction  
 
     Now that you know where the ore is, you have to extract it.  
 
     Use your mining pick to strike the targets presented on the ore.  
 
     The closer you strike to the center of the target, the better.  
 
     Criteria: Obtain chunks of ore from the Copper Vein (0/10)  
 
     Reward: 50 Mining XP.  
 
   
 
    I focused on the wall and the vein became clear. Several targets appeared on the wall, about five inches across.  
 
    A ghostly image of a pick appeared, quickly striking the target on the wall. I slowly moved my pick along the same line, tapping the target dead center, but with minimal force. 
 
    Mining Skill Check – Failed!  
 
    Gotta put some muscle into it after all, I thought and gave it a good swing, striking the very edge of the circle. But it worked. A small chunk of coppery rock fell to the ground at my feet. 
 
    Mining Skill Check – Successful! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
    The same target remained for the next couple of swings, and as I chipped away at the vein, I started to get the hang of it. My stamina dropped by a decent amount with every swing, the effort of swinging the heavy pick with my miniature lizard muscles taking its toll, but some progress was better than no progress.  
 
    The first strike seemed to be a fluke with the one hit, one ore result. Most chunks took several hits to dislodge, draining a lot of stamina in the process.  
 
    By the time I’d acquired my tenth chunk of ore, my stamina was almost zero and I could feel a stiffness in my overworked, digital muscles.  
 
    I stretched out my back, hearing a crackling as my spine shifted back into place, and then bent down and collected my hard-earned goods from the floor. 
 
    
     Quest Update – Obtain chunks of ore from the Copper Vein (10/10)  
 
     Quest Complete – Mining Tutorial – Stage 2/3 – Extraction 
 
     You have gained 50 Mining XP!  
 
     You have reached Mining Rank 2!  
 
   
 
    Nice! Level two already. From what I’d read, the higher your skill, the better metals you could find and mine and the better the chance of getting a chunk with each hit. 
 
    Now what, I thought, and the system answered. 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED – Mining Tutorial – Stage 3/3 – Smelting  
 
     Now that you have extracted ore, you’ll need to smelt it into ingots before it can be used by other crafters. Journey to the nearest forge and use the Crucible to melt the ore. Once the metal is in its liquid form, pour it into the mold to set.  
 
     Criteria: Smelt copper ingots from the ore collected. (0/5)  
 
     Reward: 100 Mining XP.  
 
   
 
    The journey up to the surface wouldn’t take that long, but I had no clue how long smelting would take, and according to the clock it was getting close to dinner time, so I decided to stay in the mine and see how much ore I could gather before it was time to go.  
 
    After dinner I’d head up to the surface, finish the quest, and then smelt whatever else I’d gathered by then. 
 
    My stamina had recharged, so I started thwacking away at the wall again. I zoned out a bit, ignoring the system messages as I played the glorified whack-a-mole game that was Mining, a small pile of ore gathering at my feet.  
 
    Before I knew it, my stamina had run out again, so I knelt down to rest and read through the system text I’d been ignoring. I’d gained another level in Mining near the end of the run, bringing me to rank three. 
 
    I started collecting the ore and dumping it into my satchel. Halfway through the pile I stopped, confused as I picked up something that didn’t register as ore. Looking at it closely, I noticed a gleam from under a layer of dirt, and as I rubbed it a bit, I was rewarded with another system message. 
 
    Mining Skill Check (Mineralogy) – Successful! <Uncut Malachite> identified.  
 
    I gathered the rest of the ore, twelve chunks in all, and then sat down to rest and review the logs to see what had generated the malachite. Ahh. There it was, on my fifth attempt. 
 
    Mining Skill Check – Critical Success! Scavenger skill triggered! You have gained 50 Mining XP!  
 
    “Yes!” I exclaimed, glad to see proof that Scavenger worked like I expected it to with normal gathering skills. But the stamina limitation was a lot more annoying than I thought it would be.  
 
    Raw numbers on paper were one thing, but having to sit around and watch the stamina bar refill was a lot more… boring… than I expected. Then again, it was in effect a new job. It couldn’t all be fun and games. 
 
    I looked around at my skeletons who were standing around, guarding me from any threats. Shaft one was a relatively safe spot, no rats to be seen, but once I descended into the deeper levels, I figured there would be more dangers to challenge my entourage. 
 
    I looked at Tiny, my pickaxe wielding minion. No stamina problems for you little guy, I thought with a sigh as I stood back up and faced the vein. There was still a bit of ore left in it, and I was determined to get it before logging out for dinner. 
 
    “Ok.” I said, “Focus on the vein, hit the target, and collect the ore. Nothing to it.” 
 
    I raised the pick to strike but had to check my string when Tiny got in the way, raising his pickaxe and striking the wall, once every couple seconds. I stared silently, my jaw hanging open as the system messages scrolled by. 
 
    
     Goblin Skeleton (Tiny): Mining Skill Check – Fail. Minion does not possess the necessary skill.  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Tiny): Mining Skill Check – Fail. Minion does not possess the necessary skill.  
 
     Goblin Skeleton (Tiny): Mining Skill Check – Fail. Minion does not possess the necessary skill.  
 
   
 
    I mentally ordered Tiny to stop, and then sat down, a rush of excitement coursing through my veins as I read through the Dark Blessing skill again.  
 
    With a massive grin I targeted Tiny and initiated the spell. 
 
    I botched the spell the first time, stumbling through the motions in my excitement.  
 
    I took a deep breath and calmed myself, starting the spell again in a much more controlled manner. 
 
    “Participatur scientia potestas est,” I chanted, following the Karaoke prompts as I performed another set of ritualistic movements around my minion. Glowing glyphs floated in the air, feeding on my mana.  
 
    The last step was something new: Blood. Specifically, my own. I used my claws to cut a small gash in my palm, following the spell prompts to trace a glyph upon the skeleton’s brow in my blood. 
 
    As I finished the blood glyph, the entire construct flowed inwards and was absorbed into the skeleton, and a new window appeared on my interface. 
 
    
     Please select the Skill(s) to be shared with your target.  
 
     Skill Slots available (1): (Unassigned)  
 
   
 
    My grin was almost wide enough to split my reptilian face in half when my eyes found the Mining skill in the list. If I was playing with a mouse, I probably would have broken it mashing the button to select it. 
 
    Confirm Selection for Dark Blessing: Mining? (Yes/No)  
 
    “Hell Yes!” I shouted, watching the last of the purple glow settle into the skeleton. 
 
    And now for the moment of truth, I thought and commanded the skeleton to mine. 
 
    I crossed my fingers as Tiny turned back to the wall and began methodically swinging his pick. Every few hits a chunk of ore fell to the ground and I almost couldn’t contain my excitement.  
 
    I’d expected the skeletons to be bodyguards; tools to help me level and survive to reach the resources I needed, but now… the possibilities were incredible! 
 
    I watched the logs as Tiny hacked away at the copper vein. Copper ore chunks began to litter the floor, a new one joining them every few swings.  
 
    His success rate was about fifty percent, which wasn’t too bad for an automaton. Can’t expect a skeleton to be that talented at whack-a-mole after all.  
 
    I chuckled as I ordered Tiny to stop and put the additional ore into my bag. I had a lot to think about over dinner.  
 
    A grin still plastered across my face, I dismissed my minions, collecting their skulls and logged out. 
 
    *** 
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    I made myself a quick meal, heating up some of the food my wife and I had prepared so I wouldn’t succumb to the temptations of the pizza gods. With the home cooked food available, the allure of pizza was null and void. 
 
    Sitting at my desk, I booted up my PC and dove into the economy forum for Argos. The exchange rate between game coin and dollars was pretty steady, hovering around a four to one, gold coin to dollar ratio, which was pretty good.  
 
    Where people got the money to spend on digital coins was beyond me. But if they were buying, I’d be selling. 
 
    Copper was the most common metal, with each bar usually selling for its equivalent weight in copper coins, plus or minus the whims of the market. Each bar had around forty coins worth of metal and took ten ore.  
 
    At the end of my mining spree I’d gathered twenty-six ore, including the quest. Enough to smelt two copper bars assuming there were no issues during smelting.  
 
    Each bar should be worth a base of four silver, so after converting to real world money I had made… $0.20. It was a little underwhelming. 
 
    Theoretically, once I reached a high enough Mining skill to cap out the gathering rate for copper, which would happen around Mining rank five, I could gather enough copper to potentially make around $3.00 an hour. Plus whatever I could sell the gems for.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if my character’s stamina could handle the physical labor, but knowing I could have my minions do some of the work made the prospect much more viable. 
 
    There was still an unknown factor of smelting time. The ore itself was worth less unprocessed, so I couldn’t skip that step, but my overall profits might be cut if smelting was too time intensive. 
 
    I updated my current spreadsheets and formulated a course of action for the night. First thing’s first, I needed more mining minions.  
 
    With my current rank of Dark Blessing I could only share skills with two of my bound minions. Once I reached rank six that would increase to three, and then an additional one every five ranks past that.  
 
    Skills being capped at the overall character level introduced some added time requirements for leveling, but hell, I might as well enjoy the game while pursuing my goals.  
 
    I forced my mind off its current track, avoiding the yawning abyss of a rabbit hole before me. I wanted to get back into the game and test my hourly calculations, not map out my character’s progression for an infinite future. 
 
    I saved the updated docs and powered off the machine. I got everything ready for bed, set my alarms and gave my wife a video call.  
 
    Instead of my April’s beautiful face on the other end of the call I got a weird view of my mother-in-law’s ceiling bouncing along accompanied by the giggling of my son and my wife’s voice calling for him to hand over the phone. 
 
    The video whipped down to show a very interesting view of the inside of a toddler’s mouth as he attempted to literally eat my face. 
 
    April recovered the phone and turned the camera on herself. I let out a snort as a bit of toddler spit on the camera distorted her face into something more fitting in a Picasso painting. 
 
    The image shifted as she took a seat and brought Diego onto her lap, a weary yet amused expression on her face as the little guy squirmed and giggled in her arms. 
 
    “Good evening, dear,” she said followed by Diego’s exuberant “Daddy!” 
 
    He was wearing a tiny little bathrobe and his hair was still wet from the bath.  
 
    “Hey buddy!” I said with a giant grin, “Did you have a fun time in the bath?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said in is tiny voice, “Mama make bubbles!” 
 
    “Oooo. A bubble bath,” I said. “That sounds awesome! You know, Mommy and Daddy used to take bubble baths before you were born.” 
 
    “JT!” April exclaimed. “When he’s talking in full sentences, he’s going to repeat something and then YOU are going to get to explain it to the daycare.” 
 
    I snickered, “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    It was almost bedtime for the little guy, so I stayed on the line while April tucked him into his crib. We took turns reading to him from one of his favorite books until he succumbed to the rigors of being a toddler and fell asleep.  
 
    After that we chatted about my current progress and the updated calculations. When she was having a hard time keeping her eyes open, we said our goodbyes. I blew April a kiss, told her I love her, and ended the call. 
 
    *** 
 
    I logged back into the game, appearing in the mine where I’d logged off. The walls had the same shiny streaks as before, but the markers on my map indicating the valid mining nodes had all disappeared. 
 
    There was a skittering sound behind me, so I turned just in time to see a giant rat leaping through the air, its jaws open wide. 
 
    I barely registered the blur of its white nametag as it knocked me to the side, its teeth cutting a shallow gash along my arm.  
 
    I grabbed Yuri’s skull from my bag and summoned him as the rat dashed at me again, scoring another cut on my stomach and knocking me back again.  
 
    My health bar was below half after the rat’s assault, and my stamina wasn’t much better. Being knocked around like a soccer ball was tiring.  
 
    Luckily, the summoning delay was up, and Yuri went on the attack. He charged in, his battle axe slicing towards the giant rodent. 
 
    It twisted away, taking a glancing hit from the axe, and then struck at Yuri while he was overextended. A few chips of bone flew through the air as the giant rat bit down on my minion’s forearm. 
 
    While the rat was distracted, I sped through the casting of Dark Shield, not wanting to lose any more flesh to the vermin.  
 
    Yuri’s counterattack landed, the battle axe sinking into the rat’s side and dropping its health below thirty percent.  
 
    The rodent screeched in pain and started to hobble away, but I wasn’t about to let it get away.  
 
    I cast Drain, the dark magic stealing the creature’s life force and sealing my wound.  
 
    Faced with the new attack, the rat abandoned its attempt to flee and readied itself for another leaping attack.  
 
    But Yuri was having none of that and with a quick chop the rat was dead. 
 
    You have killed a Giant Mine Rat. You have gained 30xp!  
 
    I glared at the rat angrily. That was a “welcome back” I could have done without, but when I spotted the telltale glow of extra loot shimmering from its tail the feeling quickly faded.  
 
    I activated my Scavenger skill, claiming the tail before dissecting the rest of the creature for its skeleton and a few chunks of meat. 
 
    Without any additional surprises creeping around in the darkness I was able to summon the rest of my minions.  
 
    I glanced between Yuri and Rusty, debating which would make a better workhorse. From a purely defensive perspective, it would make more sense to pick the goblin, Rusty, and leave the human Yuri to guard, but I wanted to see if there was any difference between a human skelly and goblin skelly in terms of mining performance. 
 
    Curiosity won out over practicality in the end and I replaced Yuri’s axe with one of the picks I’d obtained when cleaning out Mine Shaft Eight.  
 
    Another ritual of Dark Blessing later and I had another skeleton capable of making me some money. 
 
    I took out my pan and gathered some dirt, added some water, and swirled it around, marking the nearby nodes on my map once again. 
 
    Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
    I sent Rusty to stand guard at the end of the corridor and set an alarm for one hour. As the timer started to tick, I ordered Tiny and Yuri to each start mining, each on their own vein and started on my own. 
 
    The system messages began rolling in, distracting me from my efforts. Annoyed, I focused on hiding them for the time being and sighed as they disappeared from my view. 
 
    With that distraction removed, I worked out a slow rhythm for myself, focusing on accuracy more than speed and keeping my pace such that my stamina regen could keep up. On average I was able to make attempts every ten to fifteen seconds, breaking off a chunk with every couple of hits.  
 
    I got into the routine. Aim, strike. Aim, strike. I entered a bit of a trance until the timer went off, telling me the hour was up. I ordered the skeletons to stop mining and took a look at our efforts. 
 
    First, I gathered the ore piled at my feet, counting out one hundred and five copper ore and two uncut malachite. Tiny’s pile had sixty-six ore, and Yuri’s eighty.  
 
    My thoughts that the human skeleton would produce more that the goblin were correct. I guess I’ll need to find some more human skeletons, I thought and added it to my mental to do list. 
 
    I started to do the math in my head, two hundred and fifty-two ore gathered… eight more from the remnants of my previous haul to make things even.  
 
    Twenty-six copper bars after smelting, at four silver per bar would give me ten gold and four silver which would then sell for… two dollars and fifty one cents..  
 
    Still a little underwhelming with the additional minion, but copper was the lowest rank material after all, and that total wasn’t counting the malachite, smelting time, or any other unknowns. 
 
    I read through the logs. I’d gained several levels in Mining which would increase my yield in the future, but I still worried that it might not be enough.  
 
    Once I’d reached rank four, the XP I received for each success dropped to seven per, then to five per once I’d hit fifth. It dropped again once I reached rank six, giving only three per success and would likely continue to diminish as my skill improved. 
 
    My hour-long trial complete, it was time to head to the surface and see just how big a time sync smelting was going to be… and complete the tutorial quest. 
 
    I turned system messages back on, gathered my minions, and headed towards the surface. 
 
    Another rat scurried out of the tunnels between me and the exit, the last mistake the rodent would ever make. 
 
    I blasted the little bastard with a Necromantic Bolt and sent all three of my minions to attack. When they were done, the rodent was so full of holes that Dissection didn’t even give me the option to try for its hide. Its skeleton joined the rest in my bag. 
 
    I dismissed my minions outside of Darr’s shack and tucked them into my bag before entering and heading towards the forge fire. 
 
    “What do ye think yer doing back here, lizard man?” the Dwarf said, glaring at me. 
 
    “Smelting?” I replied, gesturing towards the forge fire in the back. 
 
    The dwarf considered it for a moment and then nodded. “Ye make a mess and yer ta clean it. Understand?” he grumbled. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. It was still a little disconcerting to hear the added hiss when I spoke, but what should I expect from my reptilian mug? 
 
    I headed to the fire and took out my crucible and mold, setting them near the fire, and willed the smelting process to begin. 
 
    A ghostly overlay of the crucible sitting in the fire appeared, showing where to place the tool. I placed the crucible in the indicated spot and an interface appeared, showing the capacity of the Beginner’s Crucible to be fifty ore.  
 
    Seeing that gave me hope, if I could smelt more than one ingot at a time it would really cut down on the time needed, and if the beginner version of the crucible could handle fifty ore, chances are the more advanced types could process even bigger batches. 
 
    I started a timer and added the ore, watching each piece almost instantly liquify as they entered the crucible. Once it was full, it turned green and a new guide image appeared, showing the metal being poured into the mold. 
 
    I gingerly touched the crucible’s handle, surprised that it was cool to the touch. Go, go game mechanics! I set up the mold and poured the liquid metal into it. There didn’t seem to be a lot of room for error, but that could also have been due to my Mining skill. 
 
    The indentation in the mold filled in seconds. Once full, the ingot immediately popped out of the mold and clattered to the ground. The molten metal continued to spill from the crucible, repeating the process over and over until all five bars were complete.  
 
    I stopped the timer as the final bar popped itself free of the mole. One minute, soup to nuts. Perfect. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Mining Tutorial – Stage 3/3 – Smelting  
 
     Criteria: Smelt copper ingots from the ore collected. (5/5)  
 
     You have gained 100 Mining XP.  
 
   
 
    I spent the next five minutes smelting all of my ore into bars, raising my skill closer to seven and ending with a total of twenty-five copper bars.  
 
    Making sure that everything was as clean as it had been when I arrived, I gathered my tools and headed out.  
 
    My eyes welcomed the cool darkness of night, but I had no clue what would be open in town when I got there. With a wary glance at the surrounding wilds, I summoned my minions and swapped out their mining picks for axe and sword.  
 
    With just a hint of paranoia, I decided to play it extra safe and took out some goblin bones and animated a new Fred, handing him the stone shortsword and banded shield. 
 
    That done I headed towards the village, keeping my eyes open for any surprises. I heard movement a time or two, but my Darkvision was unable to penetrate the shadows of the surrounding hills. The starlight was just enough to shift my vision into the normal light spectrum. 
 
    The source of the movement stayed in the shadows, or in my imagination, and I made it safely to town. The night guards provided directions to one of the few establishments that was still open: the auction house.  
 
    Argos Online, like the MMORPGs of my youth, provided an in-game auction house to facilitate trade between players. Most cities, and any major towns worth travelling to would have a branch of the Auction House, and that branch would always be open for business. 
 
    It wasn’t free. The game collected a small percentage of all transactions as a fee, but it was a steal when you factored in the convenience. 
 
    The building was empty except for the Auction House clerk, a scholarly looking human with a close-cropped black beard, the barest hint of gray speckling the edges.  
 
    “Good evening,” I said, giving the clerk my friendliest grin. 
 
    He gave a bored nod in return and gestured to a small kiosk looking device standing against the wall to the right of his desk. “All auctions are available through the Merchantrix,” he said. “Come see me once you have completed your business and I will retrieve your items or coin.” 
 
    I moved over to the “Merchantrix” and touched the single gemstone glowing on its surface, opening a new interface.  
 
    It was pretty typical for an MMO. There were two main choices: Buy and Sell, with an adaptive display that shifted based on what was selected.  
 
    I chose “buy”, and the interface shifted to present a plethora of filtering options. I set up a search for copper bars to check the current market price of copper bars and was happy to see they were in demand.  
 
    The average price per bar was hovering just over four silver. There were outliers too. Someone was asking for ten silver a bar, and there was one auction that had a stack of twenty bars for only twenty silver, most certainly a typo. But their mistake would be my gain. 
 
    I selected that option, clicked “buy” and confirmed my choice, jumping on it before someone else could pounce, and a small drawer slid out of the kiosk. 
 
    Please deposit 20 Silver Pieces to complete your transaction.  
 
    I put the coins in the drawer and it closed, the interface glowing briefly green. Seconds later a small slip of paper appeared on the top of the device and a message appeared. 
 
    Present you receipt to the local clerk to obtain your purchase.  
 
    I took the paper and presented it to the clerk. He looked at it briefly and walked into the back room, returning a moment later with a small stack of copper bars on a tray. He put the tray on the counter before me and motioned for me to take it before walking away. 
 
    I took the bars and added them to my own, bringing my total up to forty-five, and then returned to the kiosk. 
 
    When the interface popped up, I selected “Sell” and followed the instructions to set up my auctions. I set a starting price, and buyout price. From what I remembered from my gaming days, the buyout price was pretty much always used for crafting materials. If a craftsman needed a material, they weren’t going to want and sit around waiting for an auction to end. 
 
    I set my price to four silver even, making it the cheapest option for copper bars in the listings, putting two stacks of twenty bars up for auction.  
 
    After each auction was set, the Merchantrix collected the materials via a larger drawer and provided a receipt to allow me to claim my proceeds once the auctions were complete. 
 
    The final five ingots I put up for sale individually, with the cost set to five silver. Sometimes craftsmen just needed one of a resource to fill out an order, so I’d present the option. It was more expensive per bar, but they wouldn’t have to buy an entire stack to get the one needed. 
 
    I looked through my inventory and saw the uncut malachite sitting there. I toggled back over to the “Buy” side of the auction house and searched for the uncut gems.  
 
    “Nice,” I said with a whistle. Uncut Malachite was selling for almost three gold a piece, so I quickly set up auctions to sell off the gems while the price was right. 
 
    I still had a decent bit of coin, so it was time to upgrade my gear. I set the filters to eliminate anything that couldn’t be used by my race, limited the search to my current level, and added my class to the mix. 
 
    Each additional criteria diminished the list of presented auctions, but in the end there were still several hundred options to go through.  
 
    I searched through the Armor pieces first. The majority was trash: ragged cloth, or clothing with no bonuses whatsoever, but mixed in here and there were some decent pieces.  
 
    None of the bonuses were good enough to replace my class robes… but then again, no one said I couldn’t change clothes when I needed to cast my animation spells... 
 
    I filtered the list further, restricting the list to magical gear only and the list shrank until there were a few decent options. Unfortunately, buying a complete replacement set would wipe out the coin I had managed to collect so far, so I had to make some tough choices.  
 
    In the end, I limited my armor purchases to a Raven’s Skullcap that would give me another plus one to Intelligence for nine silver. 
 
    Next, I searched the jewelry, reading through the bonuses on all the rings and necklaces and grimacing at the price. The minor bonuses available weren’t worth the cost with my current budged.  
 
    I fiddled with the filter, looking for items that had bonuses to Mining and found a few, but again the cost was more than I could afford.  
 
    I bought a pair of basic wooden shields for Rusty and Tiny, and replaced their current weapons with some basic bronze shortswords.  
 
    The auction house had them cheaper than I’d seen them listed in the NPC shops, so it was worth the six silver. Finally, I picked up one more mining pick to have ready for when my Dark Blessing skill was high enough for a third mining skelly. 
 
    I took the receipts to the counter and collected my gear, popped on my new hat and tucked the rest into my satchel.  
 
    The night air was nice and crisp, and it was time to do some hunting and head back to the mine. I was just over a hundred XP from my next level, so if I could find something worthwhile to kill, I’d be able to raise my Dark Blessing skill up to six and put a third minion to work.  
 
    *** 
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    I headed out of town in the direction of the forest, stopping briefly to buff up and re-summon my minions. The mark on my map for the orc slaying quest seemed a good place to find some XP. I was still hesitant to go into the woods alone at night, but my prospects were limited so I turned in that direction and began the hunt. 
 
    A few minutes after the lights of the town faded in the distance, I heard a rustling off the side of the path and froze. I dropped into a crouch and peered in the direction of the sound but couldn’t see anything.  
 
    I willed disposable Fred to head towards the noise, watching closely as he moved through the woods. With a rustle from above, a large dark form dropped out of the trees and slammed him to the ground, knocking his hit points down to a sliver. 
 
    A large feline head reared back, barely dodging Fred’s flailing shortsword. I caught a brief glimpse of yellow text spelling out the attacker’s name. 
 
    <Nighthunter>  
 
    The cat dodged aside as my other minions closed and let out a savage roar. I cast Cripple on the beast to slow it down. My minions would need every advantage I could give them.  
 
    Fred pulled himself upright, and I directed my shield wielding minions to form a line with Yuri in the back. His superior height and reach allowing him to swing over the smaller goblin’s heads. 
 
    I positioned myself in the back, casting Necromantic Bolts at the Nighthunter whenever I had a clear shot, knocking off chunks of its health bar with each hit.  
 
    Enraged by its wounds, the cat gathered itself and leapt, using Rusty as a springboard to leap over the shield wall to claw me.  
 
    I tried to dodge, but the panther was much faster than me even with the debuff and its claws cut four lines of searing pain down my chest, dropping my health to just under half.  
 
    You are bleeding!  
 
    My health started to trickle away as the cat reared back to strike again. I clutched at the wound and backed away.  
 
    Using the cat’s fixation to their advantage, my minions struck. Rusty drove his shortsword deep into the cat’s side, scoring a critical hit.  
 
    The cat flinched away from the blow, landing closer to the other skeletons. Tiny bashed the injured Nighthunter with his shield, stunning it for the second. Yuri struck, burying his axe in the cat’s spine and finishing it off.  
 
    The mighty hunter dropped lifelessly to the ground, its corpse landing next to the skeletal remains that were once named Fred. 
 
    You have killed a Nighthunter. You have gained 100xp  
 
    I sat on the ground, holding my wounds as my health ticked down from the bleed effect. I chugged a healing potion when my health reached the single digits and sighed as the magic restored enough of my health to survive the rest of the bleed. 
 
    I examined the dead cat, hoping to scavenge something useful from the damned thing, but sadly the corpse remained dark. 
 
    As my health slowly began to regenerate, I targeted the kitty and activated Dissection. Some new icons appeared in addition to the normal skull and hide: a tooth and a claw. Everything but the skull was of yellow or higher difficulty, so I played it safe and selected the skeleton. 
 
    The progress bar filled up and voila, one Nighthunter Skeleton. 
 
    
     Success! You have obtained a Nighthunter Skeleton! You have gained 25xp! 
  
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 8!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 10 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    Yes! I put the attribute points in their normal spots and then opened my skills. 
 
    
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
     Natural Weapons:1 
 
     Scavenger:7 
 
     Stealth:1(2) 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Dissection:7 
 
     Necromancy:7 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> General Skills <><><> 
 
     Perception:3 
 
     Survival:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> Spells <><><> 
 
     Bind Minion:5 
 
     Control Undead:1 
 
     Cripple:1 
 
     Dark Blessing:1 
 
     Dark Shield:1 
 
     Drain:1 
 
     Mend Bone:1 
 
     Minor Create Undead:7 
 
     Necromantic Bolt:7 
 
     Psychometry:1 
 
     Rot:6 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Skill Points:10 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
   
 
    I needed to spend five of those points to get Dark Blessing up to where I could have another mining minion, leaving me with five. I could only raise the skill up to eight, so putting any more points in it past the minimum required to get the extra target wasn’t worth it yet and wouldn’t be until I reached level eleven. 
 
    I put the allotted five points into Dark Blessing and then upped my core skills of Necromancy, Dissection, and Scavenger. It was getting a little difficult to manage all of the minions I had now, so I decided to hold off on raising my Undead Creation.  
 
    Having to re-summon Fred was getting to be annoying and I wanted to get him bound as quickly as possible, so I put the last two points into Bind Minion.  
 
    Fred’s bones were broken beyond repair, so I gathered his one intact leg bone to replace the one I’d used on the cat and added the rest of the bones to my scrap pile. My luck seemed to be with me a little at least as I sifted through the bones, as I was able to scavenge a pair of his teeth. 
 
    I put the shortsword and shield in my bag and then prepped the Nighthunter bones for animation. In comparison to my tiny form, it seemed huge, but rules-wise it was still a medium creature, and as such, I could raise it.  
 
    I cast Minor Create Undead and then followed that up with Bind Minion, the cat taking Fred’s place in my undead “legion”.  
 
    I looked the cat over. Its claws and teeth were likely better weapons than the goblin’s sword had been. 
 
    “I think I’ll call you Tom,” I said to the cat, naming it after a cartoon character from my youth. The cat’s name tag changed accordingly, and I nodded, turning back towards town.  
 
    I paused for a second, looking the cat up and down again. It’s big enough, maybe this could work, I thought and ordered the cat to kneel down so I could climb onto its bony back, holding on to its spine as it stood and started to walk. 
 
    After less than five steps I found myself flat on my face, nursing some bruises. 
 
    Skill Check: Failed! – You do not possess the necessary skill!  
 
    “Oh well, it was worth a shot,” I said, picking myself up and heading back through town towards the mine. There was money to make. 
 
    *** 
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    With my minions on guard, I skirted the southern edge of town and headed back to the mine, keeping an eye out for whatever had been stalking me earlier.  
 
    I made it to the mine without incident and performed a quick search to make sure there were no rats present before getting down to business.  
 
    It took a little while to find a good mining spot. My initial site at the end of the mine shaft only had a single node, which was three too few for my purposes, but moving a short distance down the tunnel resulted in a cluster of six nodes.  
 
    I moved through the casting of Dark Blessing with a feeling of anticipation, turning Rusty into minebot number three and equipping him with a not-so-shiny pick.  
 
    Soon the sound of four picks striking stone filled the tunnel and chunks began to fly while a Skeletal panther prowled the area in search of any rats. 
 
    I lost myself in the rhythm of it all, pausing now and then to collect the piles of ore building up at each minion’s feet before it despawned.  
 
    Occasionally the veins would run dry, and we had to move, but as my Mining skill increased, so too did the range of my prospecting ability so finding a new site didn’t cause too much of a delay.  
 
    Hours later my alarm went off, telling me it was time to log out for the night and get some real sleep.  
 
    I scanned my logs. My Mining skill had increased to level eight, upping my success rate but also dropping the amount of Mining experienced for each success to zero. 
 
    Shrugging, I collected the rest of the ore and took stock of the results of my six hours of work. 
 
    I counted up the ore coming to an amazing two thousand nine hundred and fifty-two Copper Ore and nineteen Uncut Malachite. Quite a nice haul! After smelting I’d have two hundred and ninety-five ingots with a few ore left over. At the current going rate of four silver per ingot, it would net me one hundred and eighteen-ish gold, with another fifty-four from the malachite, assuming everything sold.  
 
    All together a haul of just under $39.00 for my nights work. Taking into account the time it would take to smelt everything, another hour or so, I’d be bringing in right around $4.00 an hour.  
 
    It wasn’t a stellar wage… or even a living one, but if you could rake in the dough mining copper then everyone would be doing it. It was a solid beginning though.  
 
    With the gold made from mining copper I could improve my gear, level up my Mining skills, get more minion miners going, and then move up to a higher-grade metal where the margins would be better.  
 
    First to tin, and then to iron, and if I encountered any silver or gold veins along the way, those would be gravy. 
 
    I swapped out my skeletons’ picks for their melee weapons and frowned when I noticed the deteriorating condition of the Mining tools. I’d probably have to replace them before the next excursion or they might break down mid shift.  
 
    Oh well, I thought. Gotta spend money to make money.  
 
    I made my way out of the mine, and logged out, a large yawn escaping as I pulled off the headset and set it to charge.  
 
    Tomorrow’s going to be a busy day, I thought. I had to smelt all of my ore and visit the auction house, and then work on improving my yield. 
 
    My human skeleton Yuri performed much better than the goblins, so replacing Rusty and Tiny with human minions was a priority, and if I could get my hands on some dwarf bones it would be even better. 
 
    From what I remembered reading on the forums, the next undead creation spell was available at level ten and would allow the creation of the fleshier undead types, which were somewhat more intelligent than the skeletal minions and therefore potentially better workers. 
 
    Both potential improvements led to a single conclusion: I’d definitely need to level up my character more if I wanted to improve my profits. 
 
    *** 
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    My estimates on the amount of actual sleep required must have been off by a bit because I slept through the alarm, waking up to a call from my wife. I blearily answered and mumbled a greeting, perking up a bit when my son came on the call and started making faces at me. 
 
    I pulled myself out of my half-sleep and talked about the plans for the day. April and in-laws were taking the little guy to a local petting zoo and Diego was super excited. Well, as excited as a toddler can be.  
 
    I wanted more than anything to be with them to share the experience, but I had a job to do. 
 
    After the call I made myself some breakfast and took a hot shower, gradually shaking the funk. Mentally revitalized, I made myself comfortable and logged back into Argos Online. 
 
    I appeared in the clearing before the Sommervale mine in the middle of a deluge. The rain was coming down so heavily I could barely see a foot in front of my face.  
 
    A strong gust of wind sent me stumbling, catching hold of my robes and lifting me off the ground. I dropped to all fours and forced my way through the storm to the nearby smelting building, using my mini map to navigate through the storm. 
 
    I stepped out of the rain and glared down at my soaked robes, grumbling as a breeze followed me in. Darr gave me a curt nod with only a hint of glee at my current state in his eyes, which was a major improvement. I rushed over to the forge and basked in the heat, drying my robes and warming up a bit. 
 
    When I was feeling human - err kobold – again, I got to work smelting. The next hour went by in a blur of activity. Heat, pour, pop, heat, pour, pop, on and on with few breaks in between. As I picked up the last of the bars, I looked over to see Darr watching me.  
 
    “Yes?” I asked him, a bit grumpily. 
 
    “Don’t ye get testy with me, little lizard man. I was just gunna tell ye that ye should move down to shaft four or five if yer burning through copper like that. Those levels ‘ave tin veins, and if ye get real lucky ye may find a touch o’ gold or silver too. Ye gotta watch out for the damn rock elementals, but ye can get more ore from their remains when ye kill em. I’ll even make it worth yer while. I need some tin for a project fer me ma. Ye bring me a hundred tin ore and I’ll give ye a piece of gear to help ye with the harder metals. 
 
    
     QUEST AVAILABLE – Tools of the Trade 
 
     Darr has requested 100 tin ore for a personal project. Bring him 100 tin ore.  
 
     Criteria: Tin Ore supplied to Darr – 0/100  
 
     Rewards: 100xp, 100 Mining XP, Choice of one Journeyman’s Mining Tool.  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
    I nodded while packing up my things and said, “Alright, Master Darr. I’ll head down to that mine tonight and have your ore after that.” 
 
    “See that ye do!” said the dwarf, “And if ye find any earth-hearts, I’ll pay ye a good price fer ‘em, or trade ye for better equipment!” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll give you first dibs on any earth-hearts I find,” I called back as I left the building. The rain had ended, but I was relieved to see the sun was still hidden behind a wall of clouds. 
 
    I buffed up and made my way back to town, sticking to the road and keeping my eyes out for danger. The woods were much more peaceful in the morning, and I made it without any incident.  
 
    My first stop was the Auction House to see how my auctions were going and post the new metals up for sale. I entered the auction building, moving past a few other players who were staring intently at their respective kiosks.  
 
    I headed to the clerk’s station and handed over my receipts. He flipped through them and headed into the back room, returning a short while later with a single receipt and a small bag that clinked when he set it in front of me on the counter. 
 
    “Mr. Kababala, all of your current auctions except for this one has sold,” he said, handing me back my receipt for the malachite auction. “All together your sales total twenty-two gold pieces, less the ten percent auction fee.” 
 
    I gathered the receipt and coin. Nineteen gold and thirty-five silver added to my satchel. Enough to justify the upgrades I had been eying. But first I had to put the latest batch of bars up for sale.  
 
    I headed over to the closest Merchantrix kiosk and started things off with a quick search for copper bars.  
 
    The price per bar had fallen a little to three silver, eight copper per bar, but there were only three stacks at that price. I debated buying them out and then reposting at the previous four silver, but decided it wasn’t worth the effort for two copper a bar. 
 
    I created auctions for most of my bars at the current market price. The remaining fifteen bars I posted up as two stacks of five, and then five listings for individual bars.  
 
    I priced the stacks of five at the old price, and the individuals went up for five silver a pop. 
 
    With nineteen malachite I could probably start selling stacks as well. I created three stacks of five gems each with a unit price at twenty-seven silver, a little less than the going price of the single gems, and then posted the four single gems at the same price as my existing auction. 
 
    The selling portion complete, and nineteen gold in my pocket, I tabbed over to the “buy” tab and started shopping. 
 
    First, I replaced my robes with a set of uncommon cloth armor that doubled the stat bonuses from my class robes. The loss of the discount to animation spells was pretty immaterial since I could just put the robes on if I needed to do any intensive animation casting.  
 
    Next, I replaced my footwraps with gear more suited to my class, gaining a bonus to Intelligence. I did the same with the hand wraps. A one percent casting speed bonus wasn’t as useful as the stat bonuses the new gloves granted. 
 
    The selection of gear was limited due to my size, but there seemed to be enough lower-level gear to suit my needs. Come to think of it, people would be more likely to sell things in my size since they couldn’t use them, and at low level the gear might not be as cost effective for crafters to salvage for raw materials. 
 
    I found a nice belt as well that would boost my shielding magic by ten percent which was much better than my current elemental belt. 
 
    All together I ended up spending nine gold on armor upgrades, a hefty investment at this level where loot was usually in the single digits of silver, but worth it in the long run.  
 
    Next, I searched through the “Simple Weapons” selection: Knives, staves, rods, clubs, daggers, and Slings. I limited the search to items that would help with my class skills, and nothing useful popped up. 
 
    The knives available were on par with my Utility Knife in terms of skill use, so I decided to pass. 
 
    The available selection of jewelry had a lot of promise, but also a hefty cost. Rings, necklaces, bracelets, and earrings were all listed with a variety of stat bonuses.  
 
    I bought two rings, a necklace, two bracelets, and two earrings, all focused on my main class stats, shelling out another four gold and three silver for the lot. 
 
    A quick search showed that my old boots, gloves, and belt were worth only a few copper at auction, so I tossed them into my bag to sell to a vender. 
 
    I collected my purchases from the clerk and changed into my new gear, reveling in the feeling of power as my mana pool and regeneration increased.  
 
    I’d spent a giant junk of my cash, but it was worth it for the stat bonuses.  
 
    I opened my equipment screen to take it all in. All together my Intelligence was up by nine, my Wisdom up by five and my Agility was up by one. 
 
      
 
    
     Right Hand: <Empty> 
 
     Left Hand:  <Utility Knife> 
 
     Head: <Raven's Skullcap> [+1 Intelligence] 
 
     Torso:<Doublet of the Raven> [+2 Intelligence] 
 
     Legs:<Trousers of the Raven> [+2 Intelligence] 
 
     Gauntlets:<Linen Gloves of the Monk> [+1 Wisdom, +1 Agility] 
 
     Boots:<Slippers of the Sage> [+1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom] 
 
     Right Wrist:<Bone Bracelet of Intellect> [+1 Intelligence] 
 
     Left Wrist:<Bone Bracelet of Wisdom> [+1 Wisdom] 
 
     Cloak:<Empty> 
 
     Tabard:<Empty> 
 
     Waist:<Belt of the Arcane Bulwark> [+10% defensive magic efficacy] 
 
     Ring1:<Ring of Intellect +1> [+1 Intelligence] 
 
     Ring2:<Ring of Wisdom +1>[+1 Wisdom] 
 
     Neck:<Periapt of the Owl> [+1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom] 
 
     Tail:<Empty>- 
 
     Bag:<Dawnchaser's Satchel [Dimensional Bag] 
 
   
 
    Wait, what’s that? A spot for wearing something on my tail? I headed back to the kiosk and searched for the tail items at my level.  
 
    There were only three results. The prices were steep but seeing one with a bonus to both Perception and Scavenger sold me. I purchased the Ringsheath and ran over to the clerk to collect it.  
 
    The device was a series of connected rings that covered the last six inches or so of my tail. I slipped it on and blinked a few times in surprise as the Perception buff sharpened my senses and moved my tail back and forth to make sure the device wouldn’t go flying whenever I made a sudden movement. 
 
    My personal upgrades complete, I headed out of the auction house and towards the town’s shops to pick up some cheap gear for my minions. For the time being I decided to focus on outfitting Yuri.  
 
    I didn’t want to spend any coin on the goblin skeletons as I hoped to replace them soon, and anything that fit them was unlikely to be reusable on my future human minions. 
 
    The axe I’d acquired in the mines was a decent weapon so I had no need to replace it, but getting some armor was a must. To the blacksmith! 
 
    I headed back to the smith’s shop from earlier and found the same lupin woman sitting behind the counter.  
 
    “Welcome back, little lizard man. How did your meeting with our friendly neighborhood Mining instructor go?” she said with a wry grin. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and glared at the woman, which just made her laugh. When her laughter settled down, I replied, “Once I completed his errand, it went fine. I’m pretty sure I got a bit more than the normal adventurer would have though, but in the end, it paid off.” 
 
    “Well good for you,” she said. “I know. I should have warned you, but then you might not have gone, and if nothing else, I do enjoy making that surly dwarf squirm. But still, I apologize. It wasn’t a very nice thing to do to you.” 
 
    She hummed in thought. “I’ll tell you what. In return for using you for my entertainment, I’ll give you a ten percent discount on one item from the shop.” 
 
    I continued the glare for a second or two, and then nodded. “Alright. I’ll accept your apology… and your discount.” 
 
    “Great!” she responded and set a large catalog on the counter before me. “Let’s show you what we’ve got!” 
 
    
     The Iron Fang 
 
     -Weapons 
 
     -Armor 
 
     -Shields 
 
     -Smithing Supplies 
 
   
 
    I browsed through the armor selection, settling on a bronze chainmail hauberk and a bronze helmet with a nasal bar. The suit cost me two gold after my discount, but added some survivability to my human minion. And as an added benefit, I found out it could be upgraded with plates later on. 
 
    The shopkeeper accepted my coin, and I tucked the armor in my bag to keep until I next summoned Yuri.  
 
    It had been a very productive morning, and with some orc hunting as the next item on my list, the potential was there to be even more so. But first: Lunch. 
 
    *** 
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    After lunch I logged back in and headed further into the forest. The area was a lot less creepy in the afternoon and the light filtering down through the canopy was dim enough that I could see without too much irritation.  
 
    I summoned my minions and equipped them for war, storing their mining tools in my bag. Yuri looked quite formidable in his new armor, ready to take down some pig-men. 
 
    I followed the map further into the woods, heading directly west towards a thicker section of forest. I cast Dark Shield on myself and shuffled some items in my inventory to make the Bone Dust and leg bones needed for my debuffs easily accessible. 
 
    Movement in the trees ahead caught my eye, and I ordered my minions to freeze. The movement resolved into a trio of green-skinned, boar-faced orcs grunting to each other in their own language as they made their way through the woods, coming towards us. 
 
    In the front was a large male with two brutal looking tusks sprouting from his lower jaw, the edges chipped from use. Behind him were two slightly smaller orcs, their tusks half the size of the first.  
 
    I focused on the group. The leader rated as yellow while his two companions were white. 
 
    <Forest Orc Raider> <Forest Orc Warrior> <Forest Orc Warrior>                
 
    As they got closer, I was able to make out more detail. The raider had a pair of wicked looking hand axes hanging from his belt and the warriors were armed with a rusty butcher knife and a rusted longsword, respectively.  
 
    As they entered my range, I began my attack, opening with a Necromantic Bolt into the surprised raider’s left shoulder, spinning him around and knocking off a quarter of his hit points with the sneak attack. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    My minions sprang into action. Rusty and Yuri charged the raider while Tiny and Tom headed towards the warriors. 
 
    I grabbed a bone from my satchel and cast Cripple on the raider, grinning as the dark magic took hold.  
 
    Tiny reached the first warrior, raising his shield to deflect a crude swing of the orc’s rusty sword. His counterattack skidded along the orc’s ribs, leaving a small cut as the warrior instinctively lunged away. 
 
    The second warrior was not so lucky and got a face full of skeletal panther as Tom’s leap carried him forward faster than the orc could react. Tom’s jaws bit into its shoulder while his hind claws raked large furrows down its stomach. 
 
    The orc went wild, flailing at the skeletal panther and landing a few lucky punches that sent bone chips flying. 
 
    Rusty and Yuri approached their opponent much more cautiously. I ordered Rusty to focus on defense and Yuri as the muscle.  
 
    The raider let loose a war cry. Its eyes started to glow red and its muscles doubled in size. It charged forward to meet the advancing undead and utterly destroyed Rusty with a flurry of attacks before turning to Yuri.  
 
    I cursed and blasted the raider with a necromantic bolt, taking a chunk out of his bicep and disrupting his attack just enough to allow Yuri to go on the offensive. The human skeleton brought his axe around in a savage blow that cut deep into the orc’s side, dropping its health under fifty percent. 
 
    The raider spat out a mouthful of bloody foam with a roar and ignored the wound, laying into Yuri once again with a quick double strike of his axes. The bronze chainmail prevented some of the damage, but the blunt force of the blow carried through the armor and sent Yuri stumbling with a third of his health gone.  
 
    Tiny’s health bar blinked out as his opponent smashed through his defense and separated his skull from the rest of his body. That warrior didn’t get a chance to celebrate its victory, as Tom struck it from behind, abandoning the pile of bloody flesh of his first victim. 
 
    Seeing the warriors were well in hand – or claw - I focused my attention on the raider, pelting him with bolt after bolt of necromantic energy.  
 
    Yuri weathered another flurry of blows, costing him an arm and leaving him with about ten percent of his health bar.  
 
    A wild swing of the human skeleton’s axe took another chunk out of the raider’s flesh, and I hit it with another bolt before it could retaliate, finishing it off. 
 
    The remaining warrior didn’t last long after that, its life coming to an end when Tom took its head in his jaws and gave a sudden jerk. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Forest Orc Warrior! You have gained 200xp.  
 
     You have killed a Forest Orc Raider! You have gained 150xp.  
 
   
 
    While Yuri and Tom stood guard I dealt with the fallen orcs. 
 
    I looted a handful of silver and a bloodstained leather jerkin from the raider. I was hoping that his axes would be useable, but the system didn’t agree.  
 
    The two warriors also had some coin as well as a pair of leather bracers and a pair of leather boots. 
 
    When searching the second warrior, the Ringsheath on my tail grew warm and I saw the golden sparkle indicators of my Scavenger skill’s activation appear from under its ruined shirt.  
 
    I reached under the shirt and touched the glow, pulling out a sharp looking knife. 
 
    <Skinning Knife>  
 
    I tucked the knife away and activated Dissection on the raider. Bones, meat, skin, and a new option, blood, were available.  
 
    The blood option was gray with an asterisk next to it, which upon concentration revealed that due to my current quest, gathering the blood was an auto-success and was guaranteed not to prevent attempts to dissect additional components. 
 
    I collected the blood and bones from all three orcs, but all three corpses disappeared after retrieving the bones. 
 
    
     Success! You have obtained a vial of Forest Orc Blood! You have gained 0xp* (*auto-success)!  
 
     Success! You have obtained an Orc Skeleton! You have gained 15xp!  
 
     Success! You have obtained a vial of Forest Orc Blood! You have gained 0xp* (*auto-success)!  
 
     Success! You have obtained an Orc Skeleton! You have gained 15xp!  
 
     Success! You have obtained a vial of Forest Orc Blood! You have gained 0xp* (*auto-success)!  
 
     Success! You have obtained an Orc Skeleton! You have gained 15xp!  
 
     QUEST UPDATE - Forest Orc Blood 3/10  
 
   
 
    I glanced around the battlefield and sighed. Rusty and Tiny had served me well, but their bones were beyond salvaging.  
 
    Their leg bones joined my component stack, and I piled their weapons to the side to equip my next generation of minions.  
 
    I examined the new additions to my skeletal collections and was a little confused. In life, the raider had been head and shoulders above the warriors, but after Dissection their skeletons had somehow become uniform. 
 
    Game mechanics, I thought with a shrug.  
 
    Making sure the area was clear of any other threats, I healed my remaining minions and sent Tom to patrol the surrounding area and started the process of replenishing my mini-legions ranks. 
 
    Two Orc Skeletons joined the ranks of my bound horde, standing slightly taller and broader than Yuri, their tusks making their skulls even more fearsome.  
 
    Yuri’s battle axe was replaced with a shortsword and shield, that axe and the looted leather armor going to one of the new additions who I named Grunk. 
 
    The second orc got Rusty’s old shortsword and shield, and the name Slag.  
 
    I held off using Dark Blessing on the newcomers. There was no reason to spend the time and mana when there was a good chance they might not survive the day. There were at least seven more orcs to kill after all. 
 
    I gathered my minions to me as we moved further into the forest, officially entering the area marked on my map for the quest.  
 
    After a short walk the sounds of clashing weapons and a distinctly non-orcish cry of pain from ahead drew my attention. I moved forward cautiously, entering a large clearing where a battle was currently under way.  
 
    A human warrior was locked in melee with several orcs, trying not to trip over his fallen companions as he backed away. On the ground were the bloody remains of an elven woman dressed in robes and a dwarf wearing heavier armor. 
 
    The human wasn’t long for this world either. His health bar was hovering at thirty percent, and judging by my Perception skill, he was lower level than I was which meant on par with, or weaker than the orcs. 
 
    His sword and shield were darting back and forth in an amazing display of defense as he fended off the five remaining orc warriors.  
 
    Had the orcs been more intelligent opponents, he would already be dead, but they ended up stepping on each other’s toes in their excitement to get at the human. 
 
    There were several orcs on the ground as well, evidence that the group had put up a good fight before something had gone wrong.  
 
    I was too late to help the dead, but I could probably save the swordsman. I hadn’t planned on partying up with any other players but making some allies couldn’t hurt. 
 
    I ordered my minions to charge and blasted the most injured orc with a Necromantic Bolt. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    The bolt struck the orc in the small of its back and finished it off. A second bolt was already on its way to a second orc when they finally noticed our arrival.  
 
    My minions charged in to double team two of the remaining orcs, leaving the human to deal with the last pair. 
 
    My bolt struck just as Tom pounced, rolling off to the side in a ball of claws, teeth, and rusted orcish weapons. 
 
    With three of the orcs distracted, the human was able to regain his balance and start to make headway against his two remaining foes.  
 
    Yuri and Grunk took turns striking at their target, who fought with a shield that looked like a door the orc had ripped off of a hobbit house or something.  
 
    I pulled out a pinch of Bone Dust and cast Rot onto the door wielder before turning my attention to the beleaguered human. 
 
    He looked over at me and I waved before casting another bolt at one of the orcs attacking the human. 
 
    Cedric Lightstrider has invited you to join his party. Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
    “Sure,” I said and accepted.  
 
    A new display popped up on the left-hand side of my view, showing the information on the party. 
 
    
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>  
 
     [4] Cedric Lightstrider [Paladin] 
 
     HP13% 
 
     MP1% 
 
     SP15% 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     [4] Kelikk Ironside [Warrior] 
 
     HP0% 
 
     MP0% 
 
     SP0% 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     [4] Leilani Starshadow [Priestess] 
 
     HP0% 
 
     MP0% 
 
     SP0%
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
   
 
    Cedric’s hit points took another dip as one of the orcs landed a glancing blow to his leg during the brief moment of distraction.  
 
    I glanced over at Tom and saw that his initial target was just about finished. Slag should be able to finish the job, so I directed the cat to attack one of the orcs still attacking the human. 
 
    “Incoming,” I said, causing the human to give me a confused look as I rushed through the casting of another bolt.  
 
    The look of confusion disappeared as the skeletal panther leapt over the human’s shoulder and crashed down onto his target, bearing the orc to the ground before bouncing away just as my bolt struck, knocking it down under a quarter of its health.  
 
    The cat leapt back in and dug in with its hind legs, the orc squealing in pain as its entrails spilled onto the forest floor. 
 
    Now fighting one on one, Cedric was doing a lot better. He easily blocked the orc’s clumsy blows and struck back, landing a powerful blow across its midsection and finishing it off.  
 
    The last orc fell to the ground a second later, my Rot spell and Minions bypassing its door wielding skills to take it down. 
 
    
     Your party has killed 5x Forest Orc Warrior. You have gained 250xp!  
 
     
ATTENTION: When part of a party, the XP for each monster destroyed will be divided equally between the party members.  
 
   
 
    Cedric sat down hard, head bowed over his sword as he struggled to catch his breath. By the end of the fight his stamina and health were both in the single digits. 
 
    While we waited for him to recover, I gathered my minions and had them drag the orc corpses into the center of the clearing for looting. 
 
    I looked through the corpses, piling the loot off to the side in two piles. The first was from the orcs who were dead before I arrived while the second was from the orcs my minions and I had helped to kill. 
 
    “You ok over there?” I asked, receiving only a tired gesture in response.  
 
    I chuckled and went back to the corpse pile, dissecting the blood and bones from the nine orc dead. I got the hide from another, although I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with orc skin, and Scavenger produced a necklace of bones that hummed with power. 
 
    QUEST UPDATE - Forest Orc Blood 12/10  
 
    The Dissection messages scrolled by, showing zero XP for the bloods but fifteen a pop for the skeletons and hide. I tucked the bones into my bag as I obtained them, occasionally looking over at the human who still seemed a bit shaken. 
 
    “Cedric,” I said hesitantly. “Do you think your friends would care if I got rid of their corpses?”  
 
    He shrugged and gave me a thumbs up. I examined the dwarf and elf, wondering if there was anything different about dissecting players than mobs.  
 
    Some poking and prodding revealed that the bodies were mostly decorative at this point as they would respawn with all of their gear at their current level. I wasn’t sure why the bodies would be left behind, but I was glad they were.  
 
    I rolled the dwarf over and took out my knife, grinning when my Ringsheath grew warm and a spot under the dwarf’s beard lit up. I brushed aside the bushy beard and tapped a glowing necklace, pocketing the scavenged loot before getting down to the messy part.  
 
    I activated Dissection and tried not to laugh at the options presented: Skeleton, Beard, Fat, Hide, and Meat. 
 
    I had no desire to work with any dwarf gibbly bits, but the bones… the bones I wanted pretty badly. I selected the skeleton option and watched the progress bar complete and the dwarf corpse dissolve into a set of bones. I clapped my hands and gathered my prize. 
 
    Success! You have obtained a Dwarven Skeleton! You have gained 0xp* (Party Member)  
 
    I heard a gasp and looked over to see Cedric had finally decided to surface from his reverie and was watching me. “You took his skeleton?” he said. 
 
    I shrugged and gestured to my minions who were standing around the clearing. “Yes? Need to keep my legion strong, after all?” 
 
    He looked a little alarmed, but then started cracking up. “Oh, that is priceless. I can’t wait to see his face when he finds out. Can you make them dance?” 
 
    Dance, I commanded Yuri mentally and smiled as he began to do the monster mash. “Hah, apparently so.”  
 
    I moved over to the elven body and dissected her as well, taking her bones and leaving the ears, skin, and hair alone. 
 
    Critical Success! You have obtained a Moon Elf Skeleton! You have scavenged Moon Elf Essence x2! You have gained 0xp* (Party Member)  
 
    I pocketed the bones and essence and headed over to the loot piles, gesturing for Cedric to follow.  
 
    I pointed at the first pile. There was a pair of rusty bronze daggers, an iron buckler, and a pretty grimy suit of broken chainmail on top of twelve silver and twenty-three copper. “That’s the loot from the orcs you and your friends killed before I got here.” 
 
    Pointing to the second I said, “That’s from the five we took out together.”  
 
    The second pile included a large wooden tower shield, a stone battle axe, a pair of studded leather gloves, and about twenty-four silver in mixed coin.  
 
    As he opened his mouth to speak, the other players’ bars in the party window lit back up and messages started scrolling. 
 
    
     [P] Leilani: Sorry guys! That orc disrupted my spell! Hey, who’s Kababala?  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Ouch, how did they get these pain sensors past the FCC. How long did you last Ced? Hey new guy!  
 
     [P] Cedric: Oh, I survived. Kababala here saved me with his spooky friends.  
 
     [P] Leilani: Spooky friends… Oh a Necromancer! Haven’t seen many of those around. 
 
     [P] Me: Hello all, nice to meet you. You guys coming back to get your loot or should we meet you back towards town?   
 
     [P] Kelikk: $$v$$ LOOT! Anything Good Ced?  
 
     [P] Cedric: Mostly vender trash, but I’ll let you be the judge.  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Cool. Meet you guys at the tavern?  
 
   
 
    Cedric looked over at me. “Wanna get a drink with my friends? We can split the loot there.” 
 
    I glanced briefly at my character stats and saw I was a hair away from leveling. “Care to kill one more orc while we’re here? I’m about a sneeze away from leveling.” 
 
    The human shrugged, “Sure. We can find something on the way out. There are orcs all over the place.” 
 
    
     [P] Cedric: Going to kill one more goon then we’ll meet you back at the Silver Fish.  
 
     [P] Leilani: KK  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Roger Roger.  
 
   
 
    We loaded the shared loot into one of my old bags while he tucked his party’s goods into his own bag, and we were off.  
 
    I recast Dark Shield on myself as we walked and arranged my minions around us.  
 
    Cedric seemed hyper focused on the surrounding woods, and I couldn’t blame him. At level four even the smaller orcs would be a tough solo fight for him, and he didn’t have pets to take the aggro or pile on the damage. 
 
    I spotted an Orc Raider moving through the trees off to the side. I nudged Cedric and pointed it out. “Ready?” 
 
    He nodded as I continued at a whisper, “These guys can rage, so be on your guard.”  
 
    He drew his blade and raised his shield as I cast Cripple on the Raider, snapping the leg bone to crippling the enemy’s movement while Tom rushed forward to pounce.  
 
    The raider was ready and knocked the cat to the side, taking a minor wound as it hulked out.  
 
    I followed up with Rot, using another dose of Bone Dust to make sure it stuck as the rest of the group charged in.  
 
    As Cedric got close, he called out some sort of spell and slapped his sword against his shield, generating a blinding ring of light that stung my sensitive eyes as it washed over the clearing.  
 
    The effect on the raider was pretty spectacular. It immediately turned away from Tom and made a beeline straight at the human paladin. Ah, it must be a taunt ability. 
 
    My minions cut into the raider as it rushed towards its target, dropping its health to ten percent.  
 
    Cedric lashed out with his sword, scoring a glancing blow as well. The raider was still standing, and angry, and Cedric felt the full fury of that anger in the form of a collection of deep wounds that dropped his health by a third.  
 
    But the lone raider had little chance to do more than that, as the combined damage from Rot and five beings dedicated to turning it into paste finished it off. 
 
    
     Your party has killed a Forest Orc Raider! You have gained 75xp  
 
     
CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 9!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 11 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    My body filled with the rush of leveling up and the light pulsed through the woods. 
 
    “Congrats!” Cedric said, followed closely by Kelikk and Leilani adding in their accolades in party chat. 
 
    He headed over to the Raider and rifled through its pockets, coming up with three silver and a small bone ring. We added the loot to the shared bag and continued on.  
 
    As we walked, I ordered my minions to be on guard as I updated my stats, adding to my standard three, and then upped my core skills: Necromancy, Dissection, and Scavenger, with two points into Necromantic Bolt and three into Rot, bringing them up to max.  
 
    I had three points left to spend after that, and I considered raising Create Undead again, but I didn’t really have a need for any more minion points. Tracking more than four minions at a time didn’t appeal to me, so Bind Minion could stay where it was as well.  
 
    Dark blessing could allow for a better transmission of skills, but until I could rank it all the way to eleven, it wouldn’t help with my main goals. 
 
    So, with the core skills at max, I decided to start working on my secondary set. I added one point each into Dark Shield, Cripple, and Mend Bone. 
 
    We reached town with no further encounters. The local wildlife wanted nothing to do with my minions. 
 
    It was approaching dinner time, but I figured I had time to meet with the party and get my share of the loot before logging out.  
 
    I almost ran into some problems with the guards when we entered town, as I’d forgotten to dismiss my minions but quickly rectified that mistake. 
 
    
     [P] Cedric: Almost there guys.  
 
     [P] Leilani: Ales are waiting!  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Well, they will be if you get here before I finish mine!  
 
   
 
    The paladin led the way through the center of town and down one of the side streets, eventually approaching a stone building with a large wooden fish hanging from the awning. The silver paint on the fish was starting to chip, but there was no mistaking this place for any other. 
 
    We entered the common room and Cedric spotted his friends at a table near the bar. Since my head was below the table level, it was a bit hard for me to see anything.  
 
    I followed the human through the forest of tables and chairs, eventually ending up at the table where the elf and dwarf waited. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Cedric began, “Let me introduce you to Kababala.”  
 
    I hopped up on one of the chairs and gave them my biggest grin. “Nice to meet you.” I said, watching the myriad of expressions pass over their faces. 
 
    “Hah!” Kelikk belted. “A kobold! I think you’re the first player who chose kobold that I’ve met. Thanks for the assist!” 
 
    Leilani gave me a smile and said, “Thanks for saving my little brother’s butt out there. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied. “I couldn’t just stand by and let the orcs win. Especially while he was holding his own vs five of them by himself when I arrived. It was quite a show.” I gestured to the cups on the table. “Which one of these is for me?” 
 
    Kelikk slid one of the tankards of ale across the table towards me, a small bit of the amber liquid sloshing over the top as I caught it in my hands. The tankard was almost the size of my head, which didn’t really mean all that much considering my avatar’s size, but from my perspective it was impressive. 
 
    Cedric took a seat next to the chair I was standing on and took his own cup, chugging it quickly. “Ahhh,” he said. “That’s what I needed.” 
 
    I took a drink of my own, somehow managing to get all the liquid into my mouth without spilling it. Thank you, game mechanics for not making me have to lap up my drink like a dog.  
 
    The ale was surprisingly decent. “Thank you,” I said, wiping the remnants of the drink from my lips. “Now for the loot!” 
 
    Clearing off the middle of the table, Cedric and I unloaded the loot from their party’s battle, splitting it up between them before unpacking the shared bag.  
 
    “This is what was on the five that were left after you guys died,” the paladin said, sifting through the various items. 
 
    “That’s all yours,” said Leilani. “We weren’t there, so I’d feel bad taking a share.” 
 
    Kelikk looked up, his hands already sorting through the loot. He sighed and slowly sat back, leaving the goods on the table. “Yeah, that’s fair,” he grumbled, taking a drink of his ale to cover his disappointment. 
 
    I shrugged and said, “I don’t mind if Cedric doesn’t. You guys need to gear up as well, and I’ve got a bunch of levels on you so you guys can split the loot.” 
 
    Cedric replied, “Are you sure? I’d feel bad if you got nothing for saving me.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. I was hunting the orcs for a quest and got all the blood I needed,” I said and patted my satchel. “And a nice collection of future minions.” 
 
    “Future minions?” the elf asked.  
 
    I pulled out Slag’s skull from my bag and put it on the table, the soft purple glow from his eyes shining eerily. “Gang, meet Slag,” I said. 
 
    Kelikk poked the skull with a finger and grunted. “Pretty cool looking. What’s it do?” 
 
    “The skull’s basically a place holder for my minion for when it’s inactive. I can summon it back outside of town. The guards don’t appreciate undead within the walls.”  
 
    Leilani reached for the skull and paused. I nodded my permission, so she picked it up and examined it in her hands.  
 
    “I thought it would feel more…. evil, but all I’m getting is cold,” she said and put the skull back down. “I heard Necromancers were a pet class, but unlike the rest could have more than one pet. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I responded. “Depending on what we spend our points on and what resources we have available, we can have a bunch of temporary minions, or permanent minions if we go that route. Making them permanent requires another skill and locks away a good chunk of mana to maintain them.” 
 
    Cedric grinned and spoke up, “You had four in the woods, was that all of the ones you could raise?” 
 
    “Those are the ones I bound. At my current rank I could raise another medium creature, or two small critters that would last for an hour or so, but controlling them all is a bit of a hassle if I want to do it efficiently. And I’m already down a pretty big chunk of mana due to keeping those four bound. But it lets me run solo pretty well, so I guess it balances out in the end.” 
 
    “Huh,” Kelikk said. “That sounds pretty damn useful. Especially for your tiny self. You should come adventuring with us some time. See what we can do when we aren’t quite so… dead.” 
 
    “That sounds great, but I don’t have a lot of free time. Adventuring is a secondary goal for me. But when I am available, I’d love to join you,” I said. 
 
    Leilani answered for the group, “Of course. We’ve got some catching up to do anyway, and it’s about time for us to log out for today. Family party in a bit.” 
 
    “Already?” Cedric said with a scowl. “You think Uncle Tim would forgive us if we were a little bit late?” he said pleadingly.  
 
    Leilani just glared at him and his shoulders fell a bit. “Fine,” he continued. “Good to meet you, Kababala. Thanks again for the save. See you around!” 
 
    With that his character faded from view. Leilani waved and faded as well, leaving me with the dwarf.  
 
    He shrugged and said, “Family is family after all.” 
 
    “You guys are all siblings?” I asked, and the dwarf almost spit out his ale.  
 
    “God no,” he said. “Leilani’s my wife. Cedric’s her little brother. He’s had a rough go at things lately with school so she took him under her wing here. Trying to get him motivated to do better in school. His grades improve and he gets to keep playing. If not, well, not so much.” 
 
    “Bribery. Got it,” I laughed. “Well, I’ll not keep you any longer. Have fun at the party.” 
 
    The dwarf gave me a short salute and then faded as well.  
 
    I finished my ale, took out the amulet I had scavenged from Kelikk’s body, and cast Psychometry on it. 
 
    
     Psychometry Check – Item Level 5 vs Psychometry Rank 1 – Bonuses/Penalties: Scavenged Item  
 
     Success! You have identified the <Amulet of the Dwarf >  
 
     Once adorning a noble dwarven warrior, this amulet grants a measure of dwarven hardiness to the wearer, improving their Strength and Constitution.  
 
     Properties: +1 Strength, +1 Constitution Value: 4gp  
 
   
 
    Appropriate, I thought with a laugh and tucked it into my bag. 
 
    A quick glance at the clock showed I had just enough time for an errand or two, so I gathered my things and headed to the Auction House. 
 
    I handed the clerk my receipts and received a large sack of coins in return. All of my auctions had sold while I was out adventuring. Damn. 
 
    I counted out the cash. One hundred and fifty-two gold, four silver, and six copper pieces. Not bad for a night’s work.  
 
    The coins went into my bag, bringing my total wealth back up a bit and tempting me to go shopping once again.  
 
    I resisted and left the auction house, heading towards the Proper Potion to turn in my quest. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    25 
 
    Mistress Valynwood was behind the counter when I arrived, working on another potion. Quietly, so as not to disturb her concentration, I set the orc blood on the counter and waited. 
 
    She bottled her latest creation; a bubbling, foul smelling concoction emitting fumes that made my eyes water until she sealed the bottle with wax. She seemed unperturbed by the scent, likely the result of years of practice with such foul things. 
 
    “I apologize, Master Kababala,” she said with an apologetic smile. “I was not expecting customers at this hour. Normally the townsfolk are busy partaking of their evening meal at this time.”  
 
    She picked up the vials from the table and examined them before tucking them away. “Ah, marvelous. And two extra as well. Very good. Very good.” 
 
    
     QUEST Complete – Blood and Sweat  
 
     You have gained 300xp!  
 
   
 
    “Here you are, good kobold. Thy potion and Herbalism Kit,” she said and handed me a vial and a small pack. 
 
    “Thank you, Mistress Valynwood. I will make good use of this,” I said and glanced at the contents of the pack. Inside was a Herbalism Primer, a small pruning knife, and a stack of twenty glass vials. 
 
    I turned to leave, pausing when the Alchemist spoke up behind me. “One moment, Master Kababala. I have finished analyzing those components you brought to me. Would you like to discuss them now?” 
 
     “Of course!” I replied, hoping my gamble would pay off. “What did you find?” 
 
    She set the concoction she’d just finished on the counter. “This was made using the myconids heartmeat. It has some very intriguing properties. When the humours are extracted and combined with an infusion of acid from a black drake and a pinch of powdered nightshade, it produces quite a volatile concoction. Smashing this vial would produce an explosive cloud of acid that would dissolve all organic material in its area of effect. Great for eradicating vermin infestations. Once a steady source for the materials is found, it will be quite popular.” 
 
    I nodded along, hoping that “popular with the local farmers” would mean a good payday for me.  
 
    Next, she took out a small, waxed packet of paper. “This is a dust I was able to create from the spores you provided. When inhaled it will cause hallucinations and renders the poor victim quite harmless for a short time. One spore sack was enough to make ten of these packets.” 
 
    “As promised, thy reward,” she said and put a small pile of gold coins onto the counter. It was a decent payoff for my little gamble.  
 
    I started to reach for the coins and had a thought. “Mistress Valynwood, might I ask a favor instead of the coin?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow and answered, “A favor, hmm. And what favor, pray tell would thee ask of me, good kobold?” 
 
    I crossed my fingers and gave her my best smile. “Would you teach me the art of Alchemy? Seeing you turn base materials into marvelous wonders has ignited a small fire in my spirit.” 
 
    She looked at me for a minute and then nodded. “Normally I would set thee a task to test thy seriousness, but since thy assistance so far has been extraordinary, I see no need to do so.” 
 
    The dryad reached under the counter and pulled out another small pouch and handed it to me.  
 
    “Study well, Apprentice,” she said with a serious look. “The Alchemist’s path is not an easy one, but should thou persevere, the rewards shall more than meet thy dreams. Come see me when thou hast improved thy skill and I might have more to teach thee.” 
 
    I tried not to frown as she collected the coins and put them back into her pouch, but I was thinking long term and being able to make my own potions could be another potential moneymaker, or at least money saver. 
 
    I took out the Herbalism primer and used it to learn the skill. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Herbalism” skill.  
 
     
Herbalism – This gathering skill is the art of identifying and harvesting herbal and plant-based components from the natural environment. This gathering skill includes two sub-skills: Forage and Harvest. 
 
     
-Forage allows the herbalist to examine the plants and soil in an area and determine the potential locations where useful plants might be found in the surrounding area. This skill interacts with your map, indicating likely locations for useful materials.  
 
     
-Harvest allows the herbalist to correctly gather the target components without damaging or tainting them. 
 
     Needed Item: Pruning Knife, Glass Vial. 
 
     
Herbalism XP: 0/200  
 
   
 
    Next, I opened the Alchemy kit and examined the contents. An Alchemy Primer, Beginner’s Mortar and Pestle, Beginner’s Flask, and twenty glass vials. 
 
    I took out the primer and used it. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Alchemy” skill.  
 
     
Alchemy – This crafting skill is the art of harnessing the essences present within the natural and unnatural worlds, filtering them down to their pure form and harnessing that energy to produce an effect. This crafting skill has two starting sub-skills: Prepare, and Brew. 
  
 
     -Prepare allows the alchemist to transform raw materials into those that can be used in alchemical recipes, as well as some spells.  
 
     Needed Item: Mortar and Pestle.  
 
     
-Brew allows for the preparation and creation of alchemical solutions and products. Brew can be used to experiment with new and unknown compounds and may yield new recipes, but with great risk.  
 
     Needed Item: Flask. 
 
     
Alchemy XP: 0/500  
 
   
 
      
 
    You have learned the “Salve of Healing” recipe!

Salve of Healing
A thick paste that can be applied to a wound. This paste will heal between 5 and 10 hit points.
Components: Aloe Stalk, Rendered Fat. 
 
      
 
    
     You have Learned the “Lesser Acid” recipe! 
 
     A minor acid that does 4-8 damage to organic targets. 
 
     Components: Goblin Bile, Water. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Eventually, I planned to pick up all the gathering and crafting skills so I could react to the demands of the market, and I was off to a good start. I looked through the materials available in the Proper Potion’s shop and picked up twenty Aloe Stalks, Goblin Biles, and Rendered Fat for a total of three silver. 
 
    My dinner alarm began to ring, so I made my way out of the building and then logged out. 
 
    *** 
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    I ate my reheated leftovers while talking with April as she put Diego to bed, reading his favorite book about a friendly red dragon named Kaeden who loved to bake.  
 
    Once Diego was asleep, I filled her in on my progress and hopes for the night. We discussed the pros and cons of staying with copper or moving on to tin and in the end decided that tin provided a more accurate test of the long-term potential of this as a source of income. 
 
    Tin was currently selling for about six silver a bar which was a decent step up from copper, and there was less competition as well. If nothing else, I could improve my reputation with the Mining trainer and get some better equipment. 
 
    “Are you sure this is something that you want to do?” April asked with a look of concern on her face. “I know the headset thingy lets your body rest, but you’ll still be essentially working a second job every day.” 
 
    I gave her a small smile. “It’s actually kind of Zen when I get into the groove. Plus, if it’ll let us keep the house, I’d be willing to do it for even longer.” 
 
    She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I know, my love. I just don’t want you to sacrifice your own happiness for ours. Home isn’t a house, it's wherever you and Diego are.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I replied with a warm smile. “To be honest, the non-mining parts are pretty enjoyable. Brings me back to the olden days where sleep was optional, and a six pack of Mountain Dew was all I needed to function.” 
 
    She snorted. “Just don’t overdo it, okay?” 
 
    “I promise,” I said and then glanced at the time and sighed. 
 
    April looked up. “Time to go back to work?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Time to mine some metal. Glad there’s no black lung in the digital world.” 
 
    “That’s coal mining, silly,” she replied with a laugh. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Now let me go before your eyes lure me into some other activities we shared during those olden times.” 
 
    She blushed. “Goodnight, my love.” 
 
    “Love you,” I said with a wink. “Good night.” 
 
    I headed back to the bedroom and changed into my pajamas for the night. I set my alarm for three, which would give me a good seven hours or so to set up and mine some tin before I’d have to log out to get some real sleep. 
 
    Slipping under the covers, I popped on the headset and logged in. 
 
    I appeared back in the game in front of the alchemist shop, blinking to re-acclimate my senses to the virtual world. 
 
    After a quick check of my map to get my bearings, I headed back towards the mine, summoning my minions once I crossed the town alone. A fresh application of Dark Shield to keep my crunchy self safe from any attacks, and I was on my way to Mine Shaft Four to start the next phase of my mining venture. 
 
    Shaft four had a different layout than I was used to. The entrance opened into a large circular room with a multitude of tunnels leading deeper into the earth. It looked like nine separate teams had all picked a random direction and just started digging.  
 
    There weren’t any noticeable differences between the various tunnels, so I decided to let luck decide.  
 
    I took out my dagger and spun it on the ground like a deadly game of spin the bottle. The blade whirled and eventually came to a stop with its blade pointing down one of the mine shafts.  
 
    We have a winner, I thought and sent Tom ahead to scout the way while the rest of team skeleton and I followed a short distance behind.  
 
    As I travelled further into the mine, signs of tin veins appeared on the walls, shining in the rock. The tunnel ended in a dead end with a pile of old, broken equipment sitting off to the side, long forgotten by whoever had started this tunnel. 
 
    I searched through the items and got lucky, finding a bottle of some sort of liquor stashed under an empty crate. I popped the cork and sniffed the contents, pulling away as the potent liquor burned my nostrils. 
 
    Chuckling, I corked the bottle and added it to my growing hoard of random loot. 
 
    Heeding Darr’s warning, I did another sweep of the immediate area to make sure there were no elementals waiting to pounce. Finding none, I took out my prospectors pan and canteen and got started. 
 
    
     Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
     You have reached Mining Rank 9!  
 
   
 
    The swirling dirt resolved into a pattern of tin flakes that triggered another skill message and updated my map. 
 
    Mining Skill Check (Mineralogy) Success! Tin Identified!  
 
    With my map open to plan out my mining strategy, I almost missed it when a small form materialized out of the stone at the end of the tunnel.  
 
    I threw myself to the side at the last minute but still caught the brunt of the hit on my left shoulder, the force of the blow blasting through my Dark Shield and sending me rolling with a quarter less hit points. 
 
    I ordered my minions to attack and pulled myself back to my feet.  
 
    My attacker looked like an incomplete sculpture, as if someone had started carving out a dwarf but then never got past the rough shaping stage. It was short, blocky, and its arms ended in large, bulbous rock spheres. 
 
    With slow, powerful movements the elemental fully emerged from the wall. A second heavy blow from its fist cracked the stone floor as I barely dodged aside. 
 
    After a second, its name appeared in yellow. 
 
    < Disturbed Earth Elemental >  
 
    Yuri was the first to reach it, bashing into the earthen creature with his shield and quickly following up with his stone shortsword, taking a small sliver off of the elemental’s health with each blow.  
 
    Grunk arrived next, his battle axe biting in deeper, but still not as effective as I would have hoped. 
 
    Tom leapt over his skeletal allies and landed on top of the elemental, causing it to take a step to the side while the cat tried to sink his teeth and claws into its stone body. One of the panther’s incisors broke as the stone flesh refused to give. 
 
    Blasting the elemental with a Necromantic Bolt was much more effective and did more damage than all the attacks of my minions combined. I started casting a second bolt as the creature landed a crushing blow on Tom’s hind legs, smashing the bones against the wall and crippling the cat. 
 
    Nighthunter Skeleton (Tom) has suffered a critical hit, its rear legs are now disabled.  
 
    Another heavy blow sent Yuri stumbling backwards. His armor absorbed some of the damage but what got through was still enough to drop his health by half. 
 
    My minions continued to hack ineffectively at the elemental as I blasted it with bolt after bolt, draining my mana along with its hit points.  
 
    When it hit twenty-five percent, its entire form began to shake. Cracks started to form all over its body leaking a cool blue light. 
 
    We continued to chip away at its hit points as it shuddered. I was mid-casting when it dawned on me that the elemental had stopped attacking us some time ago, but by then it was too late.  
 
    With a bright flash the elemental exploded in a wave of energy that incinerated my digital self in less than a second. 
 
    
     Disturbed Earth Elemental uses – Vengeful Strike!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Yuri) has taken 341 damage!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Slag) has taken 460 damage!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Grunk) has taken 442 damage!  
 
     Nighthunter Skeleton (Tom) has taken 641 damage!  
 
     You have been hit for 237 damage! 
  
 
     Yuri has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     Slag has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     Tom has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     Grunk has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     
Disturbed Earth Elemental has been killed! You have gained 50xp (Partial kill).  
 
     
You have died!  
 
     Respawn time: 45 minutes.   
 
   
 
      
 
    I think I cursed more in the next five minutes in the black void between spawns than I had in quite a while. How did I not recognize that the thing was going to explode? I felt like such a noob. That’s what I get for letting my gaming skills get so rusty. Argh! Forty-five minutes lost. 
 
    When I finished beating myself up over my rookie mistake, I decided to try and do something productive with my time. I logged out of the game and hopped onto my PC, searching the game forums for information on these elementals. 
 
    I felt a little better when I read others recounting of their first meeting and subsequent splattering. Until the comments of course, where they were ridiculed for their noobishness. At least some of the people commenting tried to be helpful, pointing out some weaknesses of that type of monster. 
 
    Apparently, the common wisdom was that heavy, blunt weapons were the way to go. Someone even suggested a pickaxe. It was logical. What better way to lay the smackdown on a rock monster than with a tool designed to break through rocks? The key was to finish the elementals off before they exploded, which would happen after thirty seconds. 
 
    “Oh hell,” I said, a feeling of panic washing through me as it dawned on me that all of my minions had just been destroyed. What would happen to their gear? Would the items just fall to the ground? Could someone just come along and loot it? 
 
    I did a frantic search and let out a sigh of relief as I found the answer. For minions who could be equipped, when they died their items would only be accessible to the summoner, except in cases of PVP where there was a chance something would drop, but losing gear wouldn’t be a thing ‘til after level ten. 
 
    The timer ticked down and I logged back into the game, appearing in the same cemetery as before, the sound of Sommervale’s night critters echoing in the darkness. 
 
    Knowing that my minions’ gear would be safe from wandering looters, I decided it would be prudent to raise their replacements before trekking out across the nighttime wilderness. My mana pool was full, with nothing locked away for the first time in a while. It almost felt unnatural.  
 
    I cast Dark Shield and then took a look through my skeleton collection. I had ten orc skeletons, one dwarf, and one moon elf.  
 
    The moon elf I disregarded immediately. It was far too frail to hold up in melee or to the rigors of mining so I packed it away for when it was time to try my hand at a caster skeleton.  
 
    I could theoretically use Dark Blessing to assign a minion one of my spells, but it would be using my mana to cast and I didn’t want to stretch my primary resource further. 
 
    It was mining time, and I was dying to see if a dwarf skeleton could do a better job at mining than a human or orc. I finalized my choices: one dwarf and three orcs. 
 
    I raised the dwarf first, binding him and then imbuing him with Mining via Dark Blessing. I handed him one of my less damaged picks and hung the amulet I’d scavenged from his former meat armor around his neck. I smiled as the buff appeared next to his name on my interface, next to another icon I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Dark Power – This minion was raised within the borders of a graveyard. Undead created within areas sanctified to the powers of Death are imbued with additional power, increasing their strength and durability. 
Duration: While Active.  
 
    I would have to plan all of my undead raising excursions more carefully going forward.  
 
    Awesome, I thought and finished up on minion number one, naming him Gimli after the well-known literary figure.  
 
    The three orcs joined him soon, each getting their own pick and names: Larry, Moe, and Curley.  
 
    Curley got the crap end of the stick. I couldn’t cast Dark Blessing on him yet so he’d have the luxurious position as mine guard and elemental speed bump. 
 
    I could still raise a temporary minion with the two Minion Points left in my pool, which was tempting. It would probably be wise at this point just to have some more watchdogs to warn me of any elementals popping out of the walls, but since I wasn’t interested in their combat prowess, raising them at the graveyard would only mean I’d have to refresh the animation magic sooner. 
 
    That decision made, I lead my troop back to the mines and to the site of my death.  
 
    The area was filled with shattered bones, my former minions now nothing more that scattered shards covering the floor.  
 
    I gathered their melee weapons and stuffed them into my satchel while Gimli equipped the bronze chainmail and leather boots.  
 
    The hauberk covered him down to his shins and was tighter across the shoulders than it had been on its previous, human owner, and the helmet was a tight squeeze too and barely fit over the dwarf’s thicker skull, but armor was armor and the undead didn’t complain. 
 
    Gimli was going to be my tank from now on, and as such would get as many armor pieces as I could put on him.  
 
    Curley got the leather jerkin which at this point was pretty much tatters, but was still better than nothing. I handed him the battle axe as well since he was on sentry duty. 
 
    Ok, time for attempt number two of the evening, I thought as I panned the dirt and identified the nearby tin veins, earning another ten Mining XP.  
 
    I raised another orc skeleton and equipped it with one of the shields and a club. Then I instructed it and Curley to stand back-to-back in the center of where we were mining and attack anything that came into the area that wasn’t one of us. 
 
    I set Gimli, Larry, and Moe on their own nodes, and started to mine. 
 
    The fifth skeleton acted as a good alarm clock, reminding me to pause to gather the ore whenever its timer ran out.  
 
    Taking stock of my progress, I counted ninety-seven ore in my pile, eighty in Gimli’s, and one hundred and twenty-two between the two orcs. A total of two hundred and ninety-nine ore and three Uncut Aquamarines. My Mining XP had reached the cap as well. 
 
    It was an auspicious start, and the next two hours went similarly, with another five hundred and ninety-eight total ore and five uncut gems. I had more than enough to fulfill the quest and still have a lot left over to auction.  
 
    During hour number four, an elemental decided to crash my mining party, putting my sentry system to the test. 
 
    The first warning I had was Curley dashing towards the wall close to where Moe was mining, axe raised.  
 
    I quickly commanded all of my minions to assist, and they started hacking away at the elemental with their pickaxes, taking huge chunks out of the elemental’s rocky body with each hit. 
 
    It lashed out with both fists, knocking Larry through the air to crash against the wall and dropping his health down to thirty percent.  
 
    The constant attacks from the rest of my minions quickly dropped it down to the trigger point of its self- destruct ability.  
 
    Not wanting a repeat of earlier, I pushed them to attack faster and added in some necromantic bolts, burning its health down to zero with close to 5 seconds to spare. 
 
    You have destroyed a Disturbed Earth Elemental. You have gained 150xp!  
 
    I looted the creature and found a nice surprise, a small sphere glowing with the same energy that it used to explode. A quick examination confirmed its identity, an <Earthheart>. 
 
    I activated Dissection for the hell of it and was a bit surprised when a pair of options appeared: a chunk of ore and a gemstone. The ore icon was white and the gemstone was orange, so I decided to play it safe and chose the ore option. 
 
    Critical Success! You have obtained Tin Ore x18 (Mining/Dissection Synergy)! 
You have gained 25xp. 
You have gained 0 Mining XP (Cap Reached)  
 
    The rest of the elemental’s remains faded from view, leaving no opportunity to try for the gems. At least the elementals provided rewards that were worth the effort it took to dispatch them, and depending on how much the Earthheart was worth to Darr, it might be a worthy goal to seek them out in the future. 
 
    I repaired Larry and checked the clock. I had just under three hours before I had to call it a night, so with a sigh, I set my minions to task and returned to the grind.  
 
    *** 
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    The rest of the night was uneventful, and by its end I had gathered a grand total of one thousand seventeen hundred and ninety-one ore and sixteen uncut aquamarines. 
 
    If the going rate of tin stayed the same, it would add up to about five dollars an hour for my work, plus whatever the gems brought in.  
 
    I gathered my minions and was heading to the exit when a glimmer along the wall caught my attention.  
 
    A closer look revealed a small vein of something that looked brighter than the tin I’d been working on all night. Curious, I took out my pan and did a quick scan of the area. 
 
    Bingo. A silver vein! I thought. Sleep can wait.  
 
    I formed the minions around me to guard against any unwanted visitors and dug in. 
 
    The silver vein was pretty small, and the target circles were a bit smaller than those in the tin veins, so it was a challenge, especially since my skill was capped.  
 
    The higher the character’s skill in relation to the target material, the bigger the targets, but since my skill was capped, there was no easing of the difficulty as I went, and no XP gained from the process. 
 
    The vein disappeared after an hour of mining, and while I was pretty good at the mini game, it was mind numbing and I was by no means flawless in my play. 
 
    After collecting the silver ore, of which I got forty-six, and two uncut emeralds, I tucked my pick away and continued my trip towards the exit. 
 
    I’d almost reached the central cavern when I heard a sound ahead. I ordered my minions to remain still and dropped into Stealth, wanting a closer look. 
 
    There was a flickering light coming from the room and two humanoid forms. The first was banging away at a tin vein while the second stood nearby, a large maul resting on his shoulder.  
 
    They’d wedged a torch into a crack in one of the walls, giving them a fifteen foot or so circle of light without interfering with their mining, or ability to defend themselves. 
 
    They were talking, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying from where I was, so I snuck closer, curious as to whom my mining neighbors were. 
 
    More details were visible as my eyes adjusted to the torch light.  
 
    The one standing with the maul was a human warrior of some sort. Bronze chainmail with some of the plate add-ons covered his vulnerable areas, including a bronze helm similar to the one that now adorned Gimli’s head. A few stray wisps of black hair peeked out of the bottom of the helm, and the player must have chosen the palest shade of skin available for his avatar, making him look like a twilight vampire, sans sparkles. 
 
    His companion was another human, this one clad in sweat-soaked workman’s clothes. His blond hair was plastered to his scalp by a sheen of sweat, and he was hacking away at the tin vein with his pick with no effort whatsoever to pace himself.  
 
    “How long is this going to take Gavin?” the crow looking one said, tapping his foot impatiently. “I don’t want to have to fight any more of those stupid elemental things.” 
 
    The blonde, Gavin, looked over at his friend and said, “It’ll take as long as it takes Sev. Longer if you keep interrupting. It’s bad enough I run out of stamina so quickly, let alone the interruptions.”  
 
    He continued to chip away at the ore, glancing over at his pale friend between strikes. “You want more plates? That means more bronze. More bronze requires more tin. More tin requires either buying it. Or mining it.” 
 
    Wiping the sweat off of his brow he glared at Sev. “And since you don’t want to pay the nine silver a bar price, or get your hands dirty mining it yourself, you get to stand guard duty while I mine it.” 
 
    Sev raised his arms in surrender. “Fine, just don’t take too long. We could be out there killing orcs or moving on to trolls!” 
 
    I sensed an opportunity to make a buck or two, so I walked into the light and raised my hand in greeting. 
 
    Sev screeched like a teen girl at her first viewing of a horror movie and pulled his maul forward into a combat stance. 
 
    “Get ready, Gavin! Some sort of lizard rat thing!” he yelled, glancing at his companion who was looking at him like he was an idiot. 
 
    I tilted my head to the side in puzzlement and began to speak when the man leapt at me, swinging his maul in a giant overhead smash that would have probably ended me if it landed. I dodged to the side and hissed at the man. 
 
    Attention: You have been attacked by another player! The initiating player has been flagged for PvP! You may retaliate without penalty. See the PvP FAQ for more information!  
 
      
 
    “Woah! Quit it!” I yelled as I stepped back, but the human kept on coming. I dodged again and called to my minions, keeping my distance while he followed me farther from his friend who was yelling at him to stop as well. 
 
    He wound up for another swing but was interrupted as Larry buried his pickaxe in the man’s shoulder, quickly followed by Moe’s, and with that respite I cast Cripple on the man. 
 
    He shrieked in pain as the magic took hold, his arms and legs seizing as he struggled to bring his giant weapon to bear. 
 
    “Back off, Sev!” Gavin shouted, but the other human ignored him, too preoccupied with being picked to death. 
 
    Curley and Gimli arrived soon after, locking in the human’s fate. Sev’s nametag was gray in my interface, so he must have been at least two levels below me, and at the rate my skeletons took him apart he was probably much lower than that. 
 
    “This zone is bullshit,” the human warrior yelled. “Why the hell do they have red necromancers with orange minions in a tin mine?” 
 
    “It’s a player you tool!” Gavin shouted. “You attacked a player!” 
 
    Sev finally seemed to hear what his friend was saying and stopped fighting. I cut off my current spell, but wasn’t quick enough calling off my minions.  
 
    Larry’s pickaxe crashed through the man’s helmet and into his skull, dropping him to zero and sending him to respawn. 
 
     “Ahh… sorry?” I said to the remaining player. “Sometimes it takes a second or two to get them to change what they’re doing.” 
 
    The human sighed and a notification popped up. 
 
    Gavin Proudmoore has offered his surrender. Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
    I chose yes, not wanting to have to kill their team’s smart one. 
 
    
     PvP Terminated. Hostile Party has Surrendered. You win!  
 
     You have gained 0 Prestige for defeating an opponent less than half of your level.  
 
   
 
    “So… what’s the deal with your trigger-happy friend?” I asked, kneeling down to see if my Scavenger ability had created anything fun on the player’s corpse.  
 
    I didn’t notice any of the normally sparkling bits that would notify me of that skill in action but did see a small glowing pouch. It was labeled as “PVP Spoils” and inside were a couple silver coins.  
 
    “Did these come from his inventory?” I asked. 
 
    Gavin nodded. “Yeah, if you start a PVP and lose, the game drops some of your coin as loot. Idiot must have turned off his PVP notifications for some reason, otherwise it would have asked him if he was sure he wanted to attack you.” 
 
    I laughed and tossed him the pouch. “Give him his coin back when he respawns. He’s going to need it for repairs. I’ll take something much more useful to me from him.” I said with a wide grin, taking out my knife. 
 
    The dissection was quite profitable. I even got some experience from harvesting some new alchemical components. All told, the human warrior yielded one human skeleton, one “Heart of a Warrior”, and five doses of “Blood of a Vanquished Foe” before dissipating.  
 
    Gavin watched with a mixture of horror and fascination. “Did you just cut up my friend for parts?” he asked. 
 
    “Yup,” I said, holding up each piece in turn. “One human skeleton destined to join my undead legion one day. One ‘Heart of a Warrior,’ likely useful in some potion or other that I don’t yet have a recipe for,” and holding up the vials of blood, “blood of an idiot, well, not really, but that would be a good name for it, hah. ‘Blood of a Vanquished Foe.’ Again, something for later when I learn more recipes.” 
 
    He sighed. “Well at least it was worth your time. But now I’m going to have to mine even more to fix the idiot’s armor.” 
 
    “I could save you some time,” I offered. “I just finished my own mining. I could sell you the tin ore cheaper than the Auction House. How much do you need?” 
 
    Gavin got a faraway look in his eyes and started counting things loosely on his fingers, mumbling numbers to himself as he did some calculation. “I need about four hundred and fifty more ore to finish up what I promised to make him, with a little cushion for repairs.” 
 
    “I’ve got that much. I’ll sell it to you for eight copper a piece,” I said, beginning the negotiations and watching as Gavin calculated out the total cost.  
 
    The blond sighed. “I don’t have that much. I could probably do five copper tops. Most of my coin is tied up in half-finished pieces of armor. Leather is pretty expensive. Even the little bits I need to make the strapping on the plates.” 
 
    I looked at the human. His name was gray, so he was likely low level as well, which made me feel a little pity for him. But I was in this to make money for my family, so I couldn’t just give stuff away, and definitely not for less than I could make on the auction house.  
 
    “Do you have any finished armor pieces that would fit my skeletons? I’d be willing to trade value for value.” 
 
    He glanced into his bag and his eyes went blank for a few seconds before he replied. “I’ve got some very basic bronze chain mail pieces that I made for another friend that I could trade you. He won’t be logging in for a few days so I’d have time to replace it. I’ve even got some copper alloy plate I had made that we never used because bronze was so much better that I could throw in on top of that, enough to reinforce two chain suits at least. 
 
    I thought about it for a minute, doing my own math. Buying the original hauberk had run me two gold with a helm, the hauberk being one and a half gold of that, and the full set of bronze chain was close to six. Enough for about a hundred ore at market price. The plates I was clueless on, but the bronze equivalents ran almost three gold for the body set, so I figured the copper would probably be around one. So, he was offering up eight gold worth of stuff. I could work with that, and we’d both get a deal as I was sure it cost him a lot less to make it. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I’ll trade you the ore for the chain set, plates, and twenty gold.” 
 
    The human thought about it for a few seconds and then sighed, agreeing to the price. “Fine. It’ll save me hours toiling away here and listening to Sev bitch about it.” 
 
    He held out a hand a small table appeared between us with an interface similar to the inventory format. One side for each of us.  
 
    I put the ore into my side, watching the stacks fill up twenty-three slots on the table, and he added the armor and coin to his own.  
 
    There was a small accept button on the lower right of the interface, so I pressed it. He did the same, and the table rotated around. The armor and coin accessible to me, and the ore to him.  
 
    I called Gimli over and equipped the new chain pants, boots, and gloves, as well as all of the copper plate add-ons, making him look like a proper tank.  
 
    The new set of chain I gave to Larry and added the coif as well for some extra defense. 
 
    “Thanks man,” the human said. “And sorry about Sev. Hopefully he’ll have learned his lesson. Look me up if you need more armor. I’ll give you a discount. Fifteen percent off the Iron Fang’s prices.” 
 
    “Once I get my own crafts in order, I’ll extend to you the same. But for now, I need to run. I’m already an hour past when I was supposed to log off. Later!”  
 
    I exited the mine and checked to see if the smelting hut was open, but the door was closed and the inside was dark so I’d have to finish up in the morning. I dismissed my minions, collecting their skulls logged off, falling asleep almost as soon as I took off the headset. 
 
    *** 
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    I woke up on time the next morning and experienced a brief moment of panic when I saw the clock before I remembered it was Spring Break and I wasn’t hours late for work.  
 
    Crawling out of bed, I performed my morning routine and then settled in to eat breakfast and have a call with the fam. 
 
    My wife was having a day to herself while my little man spent some quality time with the grandparents, so we made it a quick call since everyone was itching to get their day started. 
 
    Once my hunger was satisfied, I headed back to the bedroom and logged in, excited to get an early start on the day. 
 
    As the game came into focus, I glanced around. It was a cloudy morning. Wisps of fog still rising off of the moist ground outside of the smelting hut as the morning sun crested the horizon.  
 
    Darr’s door was open, so I headed inside and found the dwarf working at the forge, smelting what looked like bronze. 
 
    “Ye get me tin ore, lizard?” he said as he finished up his current task. 
 
    Putting my biggest kobold grin on, I replied, “Of course I did. Even got one of those Earthhearts you wanted.” 
 
    Greed flashed in his eyes at the last, and he headed over. “Give it here, give it here.” he said, holding out his hands. 
 
    “We haven’t discussed price yet, Darr, and after that runaround you gave me to teach me Mining, I’m not feeling very generous.” I said, getting the stage set. 
 
    “Aye. I did ye a disservice there, lizard man, but yer kind and mine, well, they don’t usually be gettin’ along. But I’ll tell ye what. Ye sell me the Earthheart and I’ll give ye a letter from meself that ye can use if ye ever find yerself talkin’ to another o’ me kind whose head is just as set against ye as I was. How’s that fer ye?” 
 
    Something to work around the negative reputation penalty with dwarves? I thought. I’ll take it.   
 
    Trying not to let my excitement show, I replied, “Ok Darr, I can agree to that. Now what will you pay me for the heart? Or what can you trade?” 
 
    He headed back behind his counter and placed some items on the table. “These’ll give ye a decent bonus ta yer skill and take less o’ a beating than yer current tools. I can give ye either five gold fer the heart, or one o’ these. These’re also what I’m offering for the tin I asked ye to get, so choose wisely. 
 
    <Journeyman Pick>
<Journeyman Prospectors Pan>
<Journeyman Crucible> 
 
    I examined each of the tools. The pick gave a nice plus two to Mining which would help me out quite a bit due to the level cap. The pan had a bigger range of scanning, and the crucible could melt up to a hundred ore at once. I wanted all three. 
 
    “Could I buy one of these from you, Darr?” I asked, gesturing to the tools. 
 
    “Sorry, lizard man. ‘Tis against the guild rules ta sell ‘em. I can only hand ‘em out in reward fer services rendered or trade ‘em fer more Earthhearts if ye find ‘em.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll trade you the Earthheart for the pick,” I said and handed him the small item. He slipped it into his own pack and then wrote my letter of recommendation, handing it to me with a begrudging smile. 
 
    I tucked my new pick and the letter into my pack and pulled out the ore he’d requested.  
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE – Tools of the Trade 
 
     Criteria: Tin Ore supplied to Darr – 100/100  
 
     You have gained 100xp. You have gained 0 Mining XP (100 reserved). 
 
   
 
    He accepted the ore with a small nod of gratitude and gestured to the remaining tools. “Which’ll it be?” 
 
    After a little thought I chose the improved crucible. Having a bigger detection range was nice and all, but speeding up smelting, even by a few seconds could help me maximize my profits. 
 
    Our transaction complete, Darr sat down behind the counter and started fiddling with something, so I left him to it and headed over to the forge. There was work to be done. 
 
    With the new crucible things went a lot faster. All one hundred and thirty-four tin and four silver bars were done in less than thirty minutes. I gave thanks to the merciful devs for the very tangible difference between the apprentice and journeyman gear. 
 
    With the smelting done, I headed over to the auction house and put my new wares up for auction. None of the items I’d posted before bed had sold yet, but it had only been a few hours so it wasn’t too much of a surprise. 
 
    Searching for tin showed that the current market price was nine silver a bar, which was more than it had been yesterday when I did my initial research. I put six stacks of twenty up for eight silver and eight copper a bar, and then three stacks of five at the current market price of nine silver a bar. 
 
    The last ingot I posted for nine and a half silver. 
 
    Silver bars were much more expensive, running close to three and a half gold per bar. I put up the four silver bars at the going rate. 
 
    The gems were worth a bit more than I anticipated. Uncut Aquamarines were selling for six gold each, and the emeralds were a whopping twelve gold a pop.  
 
    I posted the Aquamarines in stacks of five, with the left over getting its own single auction. Each emerald got its own separate listing as well.  
 
    Once everything was posted, I did a quick search for better equipment. The available improvements at level nine were negligible compared to my current gear, which was disappointing.  
 
    I managed to find some more appropriately sized shields for my minions at a good price and picked them up along with some harnesses that would allow my skeletons to sheath their weapons when mining, saving me the effort of swapping out their gear manually. That ran me another couple of gold. 
 
    Shopping done, I was at a loss as to what to do next. I was only a few hundred XP from hitting level ten. Level ten was another milestone level, so it should come with some nifty new skills. 
 
    I didn’t have any quests, so I went looking for a jobs board or quest board or whatever the equivalent for Argos Online was.  
 
    I was on my way to the Silver Fish to check for leads when I saw Cedric, Leilani, and Kelikk coming out of the inn. I waved in greeting as they headed my way. 
 
    “Hey, Kababala. Good to see you,” Leilani said with a smile.  
 
    Kelikk’s greeting was a much more painful slap to the back while Cedric just nodded. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I said. “Could you point me towards the quest board or wherever I can pick up some quests?” 
 
    “Quest board?” Cedric asked, confused. “What’s that?” 
 
    Leilani stepped in. “It’s an old school MMO thing, Ced. They used to have static bulletin boards where you could get repeatable quests or bounties or the like.”  
 
     “They don’t have quest boards in Argos,” she continued. “There’s a herald in the inn that handles all the quest giving. Guess they want the players to have some sort of interaction with an NPC, especially to get rewards. No instant items in your inventory here.” 
 
    “We just got a couple quests,” Kelikk said. “You want to join us for a bit? We can share them.” 
 
    I considered the offer and nodded. Things would be much more efficient in a group, with a much better chance of gathering more components and the like from Dissection, even sharing. 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” I replied and accepted the party invitation that followed. 
 
    “Welcome to the team,” Cedric said. 
 
    Kelikk grunted. “Wait a second while I share the quests.” 
 
    
     QUEST SHARED: Trouble in the Northern Woods [D]  
 
     Reports of an Ogre rampaging through the northern woods have reached the local constable. They are not equipped to handle such a monster so have put out a bounty on the Ogre.  
 
     Criteria: Slay the Ogre Marauder in the Northern woods.  
 
     Reward: 200xp, 1 gold  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     QUEST SHARED: Eviction [D]  
 
     Bandits have been causing issues on the northern trade route. Follow them to their source and eliminate them. 
 
     Criteria: Clear out the Bandit Lair to the North of Sommervale.  
 
     Reward: 500xp, 5 gold.  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     QUEST SHARED: Stolen Goods [D]  
 
     The Telquist Merchants guild has reported one of their caravans missing. The caravan was carrying a special delivery of cloth that they would like returned.  
 
     Criteria: Recover Stolen Cloth 0/10  
 
     Reward: 100xp, a 10% discount with the Telquist Merchants.  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No) 
 
   
 
    I accepted all three quests. “What’s the D for?” 
 
    Cedric began to snicker and opened his mount to respond but Leilani cut him off. “Phrasing, Kababala. Phrasing.”  
 
    I realized what I’d said and had a good chuckle before she answered, “It means the quests are tied to a dungeon. We think the ogre is the boss of the bandit lair that the other quests are tied too, so we’re planning on clearing it out today.” 
 
    “Sounds good. So, what did you guys want me to do? DPS? My minions can serve as off tanks or DPS as well if we need them all. Each one cuts into my mana a bit so I’d rather not have them all going when I’m not running solo.” 
 
    Kelikk stroked his beard in thought. “More damage is always a good thing, but if it’s tight quarters, then I think you’re right and maybe just one, or two at most.”  
 
    “Also, I don’t think I can heal them,” Leilani added. “My spells all say living target.” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s fine. I can fix them up between fights. Just gotta keep them from being totally fragged or their bones become useless.” 
 
    Cedric smiled. “Okay! Let’s go kill some bandits,” he said and lead the way out of town.  
 
    As soon as we left the town’s perimeter, I summoned Gimli and Curley and had them trade weapons, making Gimli look pretty similar to his donor. 
 
    “Hey Cedric,” I called, and all three of my companions turned to towards me.  
 
    I gestured to the dwarf skeleton and mentally commanded it to dance, laughing as it obeyed, breaking into a pretty amusing jig similar to Irish step dancing. 
 
    “Is that him?” Cedric asked and gestured to Kelikk.  
 
    I nodded, and he started cracking up.  
 
    Kelikk just looked confused, as did Leilani. 
 
    “Oh, that’s great,” Cedric said, turning to Kelikk. “Hey bro, at least your bones can dance.” 
 
    Leilani giggled as it clicked, but Kelikk still looked a bit clueless so I filled him in. “That’s your skeleton, Kelikk. Or it was your skeleton in the meat suit you were wearing when you died to the orcs. Rinse, re-use, reanimate, and all that.” 
 
    “Hah!” the dwarf laughed, turning to Leilani. “Next time we’re at a family function you’ll have to call up Kababala to summon you a skeletal me to dance with you on the fast tracks.” 
 
    Our laughter filtered through the trees as we made our way towards the dungeon. 
 
    *** 
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    The quest markers on my minimap all led to a single point deep in the woods north of Sommervale where the woodlands bordered the mountains. 
 
    The journey was uneventful, and eventually we reached the area indicated on the map.  
 
    There were five bandits lounging around the outside of the entrance to an old, abandoned mine, judging by the rusty and broken tracks and pile of carts stacked as a makeshift barricade in front of the opening. 
 
    Two of the bandits had bows and the rest were armed with short swords and daggers. Their clothing was in pretty rough shape, and they looked like they lived a pretty rugged life. 
 
    I glanced at the party interface and saw that my companions had gained some strength since we last adventured together, each of them reaching level six. They must have had a busy night and morning. 
 
    The tags for the bandits were white for me, which put them in the eight to ten level range. I was a little worried about how my groupmates would hold up, but I’d have to trust them to know their limits. 
 
    As we hunkered down out of site of the enemy and started to plan I got a feel for their group dynamic. 
 
    Leilani was the brains of the operation, keeping an eye on things from the back lines while healing and providing limited crowd control. She had a nifty spell called Mesmerize that could target an enemy and put them into a trance for a little over a minute at her current rank. We couldn’t do any damage to it or it would break the spell, but it effectively took something out of the fight. 
 
    Cedric was their tank. His heavy armor, high defensive stats, and taunt ability to hold the enemies’ attention while Kelikk doled out the damage. 
 
    I’d already seen Cedric’s taunt, which should be able to catch the three melee mobs. I’d send Gimli in with him and Kelikk while Leilani mesmerized one of the archers and I focused on the second with Curley and my own spells. 
 
    Plan made; it was time to put it into action. I arranged my bag so my components were easily accessible, cast Dark Shield on myself, and crept forward.  
 
    
     [P] Leilani: Ready?  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Ready!  
 
     [P] Cedric: Go Go Go!  
 
     [P] Me: Ready!  
 
   
 
    We ran towards toward the bandits, Cedric leading the way. The enemy spotted us as we entered bow range and the two archers started shooting. The arrows clattered off of Cedric’s and Gimli’s shields as they closed with the enemy melee fighters. 
 
    I blasted the archer on the right side of the entrance with a Necromantic Bolt, taking a nice chunk out of his health and disrupting his shot, sending the arrow flying over the heads of our tanks.  
 
    A cloud of glittering dust surrounded the other archer who stood there drooling, bow dangling uselessly at her side. 
 
    Cedric triggered his taunt as the front lines clashed, drawing the enemy to him while Kelikk chopped into the distracted foes’ flanks.  
 
    The non-drooling archer dodged my next bolt and got off a shot, his arrow finding a chink in the armor covering Cedric’s arm.  
 
    The paladin’s sword dropped momentarily, leaving him open to an attack from a sword wielding brigand who capitalized to land a nasty cut into his side. 
 
    Cedric’s hit points dropped below half, but a golden bolt from Leilani healed the worst of his wounds. 
 
    My next Necromantic Bolt slammed into the archer just as Curley reached him. The bandit’s bow was a poor defense against a two-handed swing of a battle axe, and the archer’s futile attempt to block with it resulted in a broken bow and the axe lodged in the poor man’s shoulder. 
 
    The bandit’s health dropped to a sliver, and he made a valiant effort to draw his short sword, but another bolt of necromantic energy took him down before it had cleared its scabbard. 
 
    His target dealt with, Curley pulled his axe free and charged the back of the bandits’ line. 
 
    Kelikk was pretty much untouched, but his former skeleton was a bit the worse for wear. Once Cedric’s taunt had worn off, the brigands had managed to score some solid blows, even past his new shield.  
 
    One of the melee fighters was down, his skull split in half by an axe.  
 
    Kelikk buried his axe into the kidney of another brigand just as Curley arrived, his surprise attack finishing it off just as a slash from Cedric took down another. 
 
    Golden flashes of light healed the remainder of Cedric’s wounds, and then all that was left was the lone, drooling, archer. She didn’t last very long. 
 
    
     Your party has killed 2x Bandit Archer! You have gained 50xp  
 
     Your party has killed 3x Bandit Rogue! You have gained 60xp  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 5%  
 
   
 
    We looted the bodies, finding a small pile of silver and copper, a short bow, a quiver of fifteen arrows, and some mixed pieces of leather armor.  
 
    We gave the armor and bow to Curley with the understanding that we’d split it up later. But in the meantime, we might as well get some use out of it, and the skeleton was the only one in need of armor.  
 
    Plus, another ranged DPS could be useful. The battle axe hung on his back next to the quiver, ready in case melee was in order. 
 
    “So, five percent cleared,” Cedric said. “And pretty decent loot and XP too! Looks like this dungeon’s going to be awesome.” 
 
    “Don’t get too ahead of yourself, Ced,” Leilani replied. “This was the first encounter. They’ll probably get harder from here on out.” 
 
    While they talked, I went from body to body, searching for anything I could scavenge or dissect.  
 
    None of the corpses had anything scavengable, but I was able to collect the bones and hearts of three of the bodies before it was time to move on.  
 
    Human skeletons were always useful, and the three doses of Heart of a Rogue could be useful for something, eventually. 
 
    As we entered the cavern, Leilani saw me glancing back at the corpses and said, “Sorry, Kab. Can’t wait for you to skin and debone every mob or we’ll never get anywhere.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I get it. Just a shame to see all those future minions slipping away, but I got some bones, so I’ll deal.” 
 
    The tunnel descended into the earth, turning sharply to the left as we went along. Cedric and Gimli led the way, side by side. I guided the skeleton with my will, keeping him in lockstep with the Paladin.  
 
    There were torches every ten feet or so, keeping the tunnel fully illuminated, much to my chagrin. 
 
    We’d gotten about twenty feet down the tunnel entrance when a soft click followed by Cedric’s scream revealed a trap. A series of spikes had emerged from the wall and pierced deeply into the paladin’s side. 
 
    His hit points were at ten percent and falling as the bleeding affect took hold. The spikes slid back into the wall, allowing a bright torrent of blood to pour from the wounds as he fell to the ground writhing in pain.  
 
    A golden flare from Leilani was the only thing that kept him from going to respawn immediately. The bleed effect was pretty serious, but Leilani knew her craft and soon had it under control. 
 
    Judging by the amount of damage that first trap had done, I didn’t think any of us other than Cedric would have survived the hit. We’d made a pretty rookie mistake by forgetting about traps… especially in a bandit’s den.  
 
    I had a potential solution for that once we were all healed up. Good thing I had a bunch of skeletons sitting in my bag. 
 
    Cedric sat up, his wounds finally healed, and grinned at his sister. “Hey, sis. When I said I wanted to be a holy paladin, that wasn’t the holey I was thinking of.” 
 
    The moon elf groaned and patted Cedric on the head. “Really? Any more jokes like that and I might forget to heal you next time,” she said playfully.  
 
    “Any of you guys have any sort of Trap Sense? Or a high enough Perception to detect them?” I asked. “I’ve got an effective five in Perception, and I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The other three shook their heads, and Kelikk answered, “Not a priority stat for any of us, so we’re flying blind. Got to hope that we don’t hit many of those traps or we’re going to get pretty messed up before we even reach the boss.” 
 
    “Ah well,” I said. “So much for all those nice bones. I’ll trigger the traps with some expendable minions.” 
 
    I pulled out two orc skeletons and animated them, having them stand to the side until everyone was ready. “Just let me know when you’re ready to continue,” I said with a toothy smile. 
 
    Kelikk gave me a thumbs up and I sent the minions skipping down the corridor, “Wizard of Oz” style. About twenty feet further down the corridor another set of spikes shot out of the ceiling, shattering the unfortunate minion who’d triggered it.  
 
    Orc Skeleton has triggered a deadly spike trap! Orc Skeleton has been destroyed.  
 
    A few feet past that the other skeleton triggered a different trap. A cloud of noxious vapors poofed out of a hole in the ceiling… some sort of poison that didn’t bother the skeleton one bit.  
 
    Orc Skeleton has triggered a berserker gas trap! Orc Skeleton is immune to poison.  
 
    We followed behind, avoiding the spots where the traps had been triggered in case they worked more than once and skirted the remnants of the poison gas.  
 
    When we rounded the bend we found my skeleton standing in front of a small wooden door, waiting for further instructions.  
 
    “Ready for the next room?” I asked, and when they nodded, I had the skeleton open the door and go through.  
 
    The door opened towards us, and nothing happened immediately when the door opened, but when the skeleton stepped through a series of darts shot out of the wall and embedded themselves into its skull and rib bones, doing some structural damage but nothing serious, at least not at first. 
 
    Orc Skeleton has triggered an acid dart trap! Orc Skeleton is coated in acid!  
 
    The skeleton’s hit points were slowly draining in my interface and I saw a little icon next to his name that looked like a drop of acid and understood. 
 
    The melting skeleton led the way into the room, providing an interesting sight for the bandits waiting within. 
 
    Cedric moved forward and I directed Gimli to do the same. The room looked like some sort of guard room and was manned by five well-armed brigands.  
 
    Each wore a suite of heavy studded leather and wielded a long sword and a small wooden shield. They drew their blades and formed a line before advancing. 
 
    “I’ll mez the center one!” Leilani yelled, her arms moving through the spell’s complex gestures.  
 
    Cedric stepped forward and activated his taunt ability, grabbing their attention right before the moon elf’s spell took hold.  
 
    My surviving trap detector was slowly dissolving, so I sent him forward to crash into the enemy before they reached us to possibly spread the acid love. He didn’t last long. 
 
    Kelikk moved to our left flank, so I ordered Curley to equip his axe and support the right. I then began the process of casting Rot on each of the non-mesmerized bandits.  
 
    Their hit points began to tic down as Kelikk and Curley got to work, cutting into the bandits focused on getting through Cedric’s defenses.  
 
    Leilani kept the healing flowing at a good pace, making sure both Cedric and Kelikk stayed near full. Kelikk’s target was not long for this world, and Cedric had his well in hand as well, so I focused on the one battling Curley.  
 
    The orcish skeleton was taking a beating, his health bar down to forty percent already when my first Necromantic Bolt slammed into the bandit, staggering him.  
 
    That got his attention. The bandit’s eyes locked onto me and he pushed past Curley, trying to get into our back field. 
 
    Cedric’s situational awareness was on point. He belted out an insult to the bandit’s parentage, and the man lost all interest in me. The power of MMO taunt mechanics at work. 
 
    Curley took full advantage of his shift in focus and buried his axe in the back of the bandit’s skull, dropping him to the ground. 
 
    Kelikk finished his target with a brutal chop and turned to the next when the mesmerized warrior regained his faculties.  
 
    The bandit leapt forward and stabbed the dwarf in the flank with a surprise attack, doing more than half of his hit points in a single shot and sending Kelikk stumbling to the side. 
 
    Leilani acted immediately, closing her husband’s wounds with a quick burst of healing that drained her mana at an alarming rate. “Starting to run low on mana here,” she called. 
 
    I sent Curley to help Cedric with his opponent. The skeleton plowed into the bandit causing an opening the paladin used to put the criminal down.  
 
    By that point my Rot spell had stripped away most of the final bandit’s flesh, and with four opponents fully focused on removing the rest it didn’t last long. 
 
    
     Your party has killed 5x Bandit Enforcer! You have gained 250xp  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 10%  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 10!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 17 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, and Endurance pools have increased!  
 
     You have reached a new plateau! See your trainer for additional info!  
 
     You are no longer immune to the penalties imposed due to death. Death will now result in the loss of a percentage of the experience you have gained towards your next level. Some of this experience may be regained by accessing your corpse. Current XP Penalty: 50%.  
 
   
 
    My body swelled with light as I leveled, and I could feel myself levitating off the floor. The light filled me with a feeling of bliss as I reached a new tier of power.  
 
    When I finally drifted back down to the ground, my party members were gathered around, cheering me on. 
 
    Cedric sent me stumbling a few steps with a slap to the back. “Congrats, Kab!”  
 
    Leilani and Kelikk each gave me a solid high five and congratulations as well and then started looting while I assigned my points. 
 
    I applied my stat points to Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune as per usual and then moved on to upgrading my skills. When I upped Necromancy, a new message appeared. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in the Necromancy school of magic! 
A single specialization choice is now available! See your trainer for details!  
 
    “Nice!” I said, earning a questioning look from my companions. “Just ranked my first skill to ten and it said to seek out my trainer to specialize. Can’t wait to get back to town and see what options are available.” 
 
    Leilani looked over and said, “Yeah, a lot of skills have bonus perks every ten levels. The level ten bump is usually pretty good. I think they programmed it that way to emphasize the importance of focusing on your core skills. Take a look at how many skill points you got, too.” 
 
    I did as told and gasped. “Woah! Five extra skill points! Awesome!” 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied. “Another great perk of hitting level ten. Think they are so you dig into the new skills from your spec.” 
 
    Grinning like a kid on Christmas Eve, I raised Dissection, Scavenger, Necromantic Bolt, and Rot to ten as well and read through the updates. 
 
    
     You have reached Rank 10 in Dissection! 
A single use of the skill can now be performed on the target to obtain all available materials. The chance of obtaining each component remains the same, but the target can now be broken into all of its pieces with a single skill use! 
  
 
     You have reached Rank 10 in Scavenger! 
You now have a chance to find useful items in the environment and break down crafted items into their base material as if you have the appropriate crafting skill to do so. If you do have the appropriate crafting skill, this skill will increase the chance of success for break down attempts. 
 
     
You have reached Rank 10 in the Necromantic Bolt Spell! 
When this spell strikes the killing blow against an enemy, there is a chance that the enemy will arise as an animated minion to serve you for 30 seconds. This minion does not affect your Minion Pool.  
 
     
You have reached Rank 10 in the Rot Spell! 
This spell no longer requires Bone Dust to be fully effective. If Bone Dust is used, this spell gains the added debuff “Weakness!”  
 
   
 
    “Damn,” I said. “So many new effects! Now I’m even more torn on how to spend the rest of my points.” 
 
    After reading through my skill list a few times, I decided to play it safe and save the rest of my points for when I got back to town. I already knew the trainer has something special in store, so I didn’t want to miss out by jumping the gun on my other skills. 
 
    My companions had finished looting, so I moved to the first corpse and started Dissection, using the brand-new option to take everything. As I activated the skill, the progress bar appeared as normal. The speed was a bit slower, but even with the added seconds the end result was more than worth the wait. 
 
    
     You have gained: Human Skeleton x1, Heart of a Warrior x1, Blood of a Warrior x5, Bandit Scalp x1. You have gained 15xp.  
 
     NOTE: You can toggle desired items in the Dissection interface to eliminate any materials you do not want. Reducing the chosen items may affect the necessary time.  
 
   
 
    I tucked all of the materials into my bag and then headed to the next corpse, doing the same, but only getting the Skeleton and Blood that time.  
 
    A quick glance showed the party was waiting, so I left the rest of the corpses to rot. At least I’d replenished the bones I’d lost to the traps. 
 
    After fixing up Gimli and Curley I did a cursory scan of the weapon racks in the room. They were half full of weapons, but they were pretty much for decoration as far as players were concerned.  
 
    Any normal attempts to interact with the environmental items resulted in them turning to dust after a few seconds and reappearing in their starting location. NPCs could grab and use them all they wanted, but to players, dust. 
 
    According to my new rank ten Scavenger perk that might no longer be the case, so I put it to the test. I scanned the weapon and armor racks, looking for something out of place.  
 
    The rest of the party was peering through the cracks on the doors leading out of the room and discussing something, but my curiosity was overriding my good sense.  
 
    And it paid off. The telltale sparkling of a salvageable item was barely visible under a stack of rusty weapons. “Oh yeah, come to daddy,” I said and reached out to claim my prize. 
 
    Cedric saw what I was doing and called out, “Don’t bother, Kababala. That stuff is just decorative and will disappear. No matter how pretty it is it’ll just be a disappointment.” 
 
    I flashed him a grin as I touched the sparkly bits. 
 
    Success! You have obtained an Enforcer’s Blade! You have gained 10xp!  
 
    A sturdy iron broadsword appeared in my grip and I nearly fell over, barely able to hold the thing. I gave Cedric a wink and dragged the blade over to the rest of the party, examining it closer. 
 
    
     < Enforcer’s Blade >  
 
     This sturdy iron blade can be wielded with one or two hands and grants the bearer increased threat generation. Critical hits have a chance of inflicting the target with fear. 
 
     Value: 15 gold  
 
   
 
    “Wait! How’d you get that?” Cedric asked. “That stuff should all be worthless.” 
 
    Kelikk and Leilani came over as well, examining the blade. “Better than anything we picked off of those goons,” the dwarf said. “Where’d you find the blade?” 
 
    “The Scavenger skill gives me a chance to find extra loot on things and at level ten that extended to the environment.” I explained. 
 
    “That seems very useful,” Leilani said. “Where’d you learn that skill? That seems like something everyone should be gunning for.” 
 
    “Well, it’s actually quite easy,” I said, grinning my biggest toothy grin. “Re-roll as a kobold. It’s a racial skill.” 
 
    “Hah!” Kelikk barked and looked at Leilani, who was shaking her head and glaring at the dwarf. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “I’d make a damn sexy lizard!”  
 
    “No,” she said in a very definitive tone before turning to me. “Don’t give him any ideas. He has a history of character A.D.D. and while he’s always been good about keeping up, I’d rather not lose any out of game time with my husband while he did so.” 
 
    I shrugged and offered the sword to Cedric. “This better than the one you have now?” 
 
    He picked it up easily in one hand and examined the blade, swinging it in a figure eight. “Oh yeah. This thing is way better than my bronze blade.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Consider it part of the party loot.” 
 
    Everyone seemed happy with that arrangement. The blade, while potentially useful for one of my minions was worth far more to my party member. I’d rather have their good will and take my share out of the overall loot later. 
 
    Cedric tucked his bronze blade into his bag and sheathed the Enforcer’s Blade in its place. “Where to next?” he asked. 
 
    The dwarf gestured to the closed door on the west wall. “Through there looks like a dead end, but there’s something moving around. My Delver’s Sense lets me get a decent preview of the map for underground things, but doesn’t extend into the bestiary. “ 
 
    Pointing to the east, he continued, “Through there is a much bigger room that extends further in. Couldn’t hear anything through the door but there are likely more bandits. I think we should clear out the dead-end first. Don’t want to leave anything at our backs in case we have to run.” 
 
    “What do you guys think?” I asked.  
 
    Cedric just shrugged while Leilani seemed to be more thoughtful. 
 
    “I think the dead end is probably the best bet as well,” she said. “If nothing else, it’ll be more XP.” 
 
    “Sound good,” I agreed.  
 
    We moved over to the door and I examined the handle. It didn’t look like the door was locked, but there was no way for me to tell without trying to open it.  
 
    I gestured for them to wait and went over to one of the remaining bandit corpses. I quickly dissected its bones and raised a new minion to play doorman.  
 
    No traps went off as it opened the door, but the foul stench that emerged was almost as effective. 
 
    Crouched over the half-eaten body of a cow was a giant, gangly humanoid with rubbery looking green skin and a wild, matted mane of coarse black hair.  
 
    The system identified the creature as <Unknown Forest Troll>, and it was yellow to me. 
 
    I ordered my skeleton back as the thing raised its nose and started sniffing and spammed party chat telling my companions to move back quickly. 
 
    The troll went back to its meal as I slowly pulled the door closed.  
 
    “We need a plan,” I said. 
 
    “What do we need to beat a troll?” Cedric asked, looking to the more experienced party members for guidance.  
 
    “Anyone have any fire spells?” Kelikk asked. Both Leilani and I shook our heads.  
 
    “Acid?” he continued. 
 
    I shrugged. “I can make some basic acid, but it probably won’t do much to a beast like that. Thing is at least level eleven so four to eight damage isn’t going to mean much. My Rot spell might be able to counter its regeneration if that’s what you’re worried about and there are torches all over if we need to burn it when we are done.” 
 
    “That’ll have to do, I guess,” Kelikk said and turned to Leilani. “What do you think, dear? Think we can take it?” 
 
    She thought for a minute and shrugged. “It’s only one creature so we should have an advantage. And if we fail all we have to worry about is time. So, sure.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that,” I replied. “I get to enjoy the death penalty now, which will cost me half of the XP I’ve gained towards my next level… but I just leveled, so let’s try it.” 
 
    My companions crouched down, and Leilani began to outline a strategy using odds and ends from her bag as placeholders. “Ok, Ced. You know what you need to do. Try and keep from getting too dead, kay?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Sis,” he replied. 
 
    “Kababala, you lay on the debuffs while your bone boys circle around and attack his flanks, then blast it.”  
 
    I nodded and she continued. “Kelikk darling, you get to live your DPS fantasy and just chop up the nasty troll. And don’t die. If you do, you get to make dinner since you’ll be in limbo for a bit, kay?” 
 
    The dwarf chuckled. “Nothing like avoiding making her a sammich to keep me from being reckless.” 
 
    I laughed as Leilani glared at the dwarf. Cedric tried to hide his own amusement.  
 
    The plan complete, it was time to kick some rubbery green behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    30 
 
    We burst through the door, Cedric leading the way, followed by the skeletons, Kelikk, me, and then Leilani bringing up the rear with my trap detecting orc. 
 
    I broke left and started casting Cripple as soon as I reached my position. I directed Gimli and Curley around the outside of the room while my throw away pet charged past us at the creature. 
 
    The troll stood up, towering over everyone. It was more than eight feet tall with long, gangly arms ending in claws that scraped against the stone of the floor.  
 
    Roaring out its displeasure at having its meal interrupted, it grabbed the mangled cow and threw it at Cedric who barely dodged the flying mass of meat and bone. My orc skeleton wasn’t so lucky and became one with the cow. 
 
    Orc Skeleton has been destroyed!  
 
    The troll yowled in pain as my Cripple spell took hold, its bones and muscles warping slightly, robbing it of some of its speed.  
 
    Cedric stepped forward and unleashed an attack I hadn’t seen before, dashing forward with his shield held high. He charged across the room, leaving a trail of golden light behind him and slammed into the troll’s hip, causing it to take a step backwards to catch its balance and dropping its health by a sliver. 
 
    The troll responded with a massive right-hand slash, scraping across the paladin’s shield and dropping his hit points a touch with the sheer force of the blow.  
 
    Kelikk leapt forward with an overhand slash aimed at the troll’s flank, but it spotted him coming and caught the blow on its forearm, taking a nasty cut but robbing the blow of most of its power.  
 
    Curley and Gimli reached their positions and charged toward its flanks as I cast Rot, adding a pinch of Bone Dust for the bonus effect.  
 
    The wound on the troll arm was almost healed by the time my DoT landed, but the healing stopped as the necrotic fog sank in. The creature’s skin took on an even more sickly tinge and its muscles sagged as the secondary debuff took hold. 
 
    Cedric lashed out in a series of blows with his sword, cutting into the creature’s hand and forearm as the troll tried to claw him.  
 
    A spray of blood erupted as Curley buried his axe in the troll’s thigh, dropping its health by about five percent with the sneak attack. The troll roared and backhanded the skeleton, launching it across the room and knocking its health down to less than twenty percent. 
 
    Gimli struck from the other side, slicing his shortsword through the troll’s calf.  
 
    I sent a series of Necromantic Bolts into the troll as it turned its attention on the dwarven skeleton, throwing a backhanded slash that was intercepted with his shield absorbing the majority of the blow. 
 
    With everyone in position, we fell into a routine. Cedric used his taunt skills whenever they were available to keep the troll focused on him, while Kelikk, Curley, and Gimli cut at its flanks.  
 
    Leilani kept Cedric alive, sparing an occasional heal for Kelikk when he was too slow to avoid the troll’s attacks. 
 
    Things were going smoothly until the troll hit fifty percent and a nasty black liquid started oozing from its pores. 
 
    “Here we go!” Kelikk yelled. “State change!” 
 
    
     Forest Troll is no longer affected by Cripple!  
 
     Forest Troll is no longer affected by Rot!  
 
   
 
    “It dispelled the debuffs!” I yelled, immediately moving into the gestures for Rot and glancing at my mana which was at forty percent. 
 
    “GARA NI’OKA BARTOOTH!” the troll roared, spitting everywhere as the black liquid continued to flow, coating its claws and teeth. 
 
    Bartooth uses Shadowblood!  
 
    Kelikk, Cedric, and the two skeletons continued their assault, but the damage they were landing wasn’t enough to overcome the troll’s regeneration.  
 
    I finished the spell and sighed as it took hold and stopped the creature’s healing. 
 
    I started casting Cripple as well, getting halfway through the spell when the oozing substance finally came into play.  
 
    The troll lashed out with a quick series of attacks, the dark substance extending outwards from its claws, slicing through Cedric, Kelikk, and Curley as if their armor and weapons weren’t there. The physical claws scraped against their armor, but the shadowy counterpart continued through, barely even slowing as they slashed through flesh and bone. 
 
    Cedric’s health plummeted to twenty percent and Kelikk to less than ten from that blow. Curley… well, Curley exploded into a pile of broken bones and leather armor. 
 
    Orc Skeleton (Curley) has been destroyed!  
 
    I finished casting Cripple, slowing the monster enough for my companions to regain their footing and defend themselves while Leilani reacted to the blow.  
 
    Her first spell shot out and healed some of Cedric’s wound, and Kelikk chugged a bright red potion to keep himself going. 
 
    Gimli had escaped the shadowy slash and continued to cut into the troll’s ankles, catching its attention.  
 
    I ordered the skeleton to back up quickly, giving my party mates more time to heal up.  
 
    After the troll’s special attack, the shadowy liquid had been expended, but it was slowly replenishing itself.  
 
    Judging by the speed the liquid was gathering, we had a little while until it could do its shadow Ginsu attack again. Unfortunately, it didn’t need a special attack to deal with my minions. 
 
    A quick slash knocked Gimli’s shield wide while its other followed through, tearing through the copper plates and chainmail and leaving the dwarven skeleton with a bare sliver of health.  
 
    The troll raised its claws to strike but turned away as Cedric cut into its back with his shiny new sword.  
 
    Hoping it would work, I tried to dismiss the dwarven skeleton. I didn’t want to lose my best miner to a troll. When the magic took hold and transformed him into his compact skull form, I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    Casting Necromantic Bolt with my main hand, I reached into my bag and pulled out Larry’s skull. My bolt blasted into the troll’s face, scoring a critical hit and knocking off another six percent of the creature’s health and earning me the seconds needed to summon Larry to take Gimli’s place. 
 
    Kelikk dashed back in and used some sort of ability that caused his muscles to bulge and his form to shimmer like the heated air over a fire.  
 
    His blows seemed to take on a whole new level of power as he cut into the beast’s flank once, twice, and a third time before the troll was able to react.  
 
    Roaring in anger, the monster backhanded him across the jaw, dropping his health back down below half and sending him sprawling. 
 
    Leilani sent a bolt of healing his way, sealing up some of his wounds as he regained his feet.  
 
    I continued my barrage of Necromantic Bolts, and Leilani drank a mana potion to shore up her dwindling pool. The amount of healing required to keep up with the beast’s damage was staggering. 
 
    “Guys,” Leilani said, “the more we cut it, the faster it’s gathering its shadow gunk so get ready. I’ll try and shield you this time Ced, since we know what’s coming.” 
 
    “Got it,” the paladin answered, his breath becoming a bit more ragged as the fight continued.  
 
    The beast’s hit points dropped further, thirty percent, twenty-eight percent, each attack dropping its hit points further.  
 
    At twenty-five percent, the black blood reached its peak. As the boss reared back to attack, Kelikk and Larry dashed to the side and Leilani shouted, “Divina Protector!”  
 
    A glimmering golden bubble appeared around Cedric right before the troll lashed out. Its first two strikes crashed into the shield, both physical and shadow claws being stopped completely, but its third strike shattered the bubble and cut into the paladin within, dropping his health to eighty percent.  
 
    Our tactics had improved, and both Kelikk and Larry had avoided the shadowy claws of doom. We doubled up our attacks, and I quaffed a mana potion when my mana started getting low.  
 
    I reapplied Rot to make sure the thing couldn’t heal, and we slowly brought the beast down to ten percent, and then lower. 
 
    At five percent things got even weirder. 
 
    “GARAMAK BARTOOTH DAMANA!” the troll yelled and its eyes dissolved into pits of blackness as the flow of black blood increased. 
 
    “It’s enraging!” Kelikk shouted, and we focused our attack.  
 
    The troll attacked without any control, ignoring any sort of targeting priority. Larry took a direct hit to the face and collapsed into a pile of bone shards.  
 
    Orc Skeleton (Larry) has been destroyed!  
 
    The rush of mana as the bond was broken let me keep going, casting bolt after bolt as Cedric and Kelikk took turns trying to kite the troll while inflicting as much damage as possible.  
 
    Leilani even started contributing, shooting the troll with bursts of what looked like moon shaped darts until with a final roar, the troll collapsed, dead. 
 
    
     Your party has killed Bartooth the Shadowblessed! You have gained 333 XP!  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 15% 
  
 
     Cedric has reached level 7!  
 
     Kelikk has reached level 7!  
 
     Leilani has reached level 7!  
 
   
 
    I saw my first level up from the outside, watching each of my companions’ eyes gloss over in pleasure as they levitated a foot above the floor and pulsed with a bright white light. 
 
    “Congrats all,” I said when the process was complete. 
 
    They thanked me and then got that glazed expression on their face that said they were accessing their menus, so I decided to tidy up. I collected Gimli’s skull and the gear from Curley and Larry, tucking it into my bag for later. 
 
    Along the back wall was a large iron chest. That could wait until everyone was ready, but maybe I could slice and dice in the meantime. 
 
    I knelt next to the troll’s corpse and saw one of my favorite sights in the game: the sparkle of a scavengable bit.  
 
    Success! You have gained a Shadowtouched Talon! You have gained 20xp!  
 
    I tucked it into my bag and activated Dissection targeting the beast. I scanned the list of potential components, skeleton, skin, muscle, heart, blood, bile… quite a laundry list of bits. I shrugged and left them all selected and started the process. 
 
    The progress bar went by extremely slowly, and my party members were moving again before it was finished.  
 
    Cedric spotted the chest and they headed over. Kelikk waved me over, but I gestured for him to wait while my Dissection finished up. It wasn’t long, and after a few seconds the progress bar completed, consuming the corpse and leaving my harvest behind. 
 
    Success! You have received: Forest Troll Skeleton (1), Forest Troll Blood (5), Forest Troll Bile (1). You have gained 40xp!  
 
    I collected the items, tucked them into my bag, and joined the party at the chest. 
 
    “Cut up anything good?” Cedric asked.  
 
    I nodded and told them what I’d butchered from the beast and the talon I’d managed to scavenge. 
 
    “Nice,” Kelikk said. “That talon can probably be crafted into a pretty useful dagger or something.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said. “I could use a replacement to my starting ‘Utility Knife’. Not that I plan on wielding it in combat, but it’s what I use to cut up the beasties, and some buffs would be useful in the long run.” 
 
    I gestured to the chest. “Who wants to go first?” 
 
    Kelikk bowed to the moon elf. “Ladies first, of course,” he said and dodged as she swatted at him playfully before heading over to the chest. She popped open the lid and looked inside, smiling as she pulled out a staff carved of white wood with a clear gem at the tip. 
 
    “Oooo,” she said. “A Purified Oaken Staff. Increases healing spells by five percent when cast using the staff. Nice.” She tucked it into her bag and then pulled out a small sack of coin and two vials of purple liquid. “Nine gold, four silver, and eight copper, plus two potions of mana regeneration. A pretty decent haul. Next?” she said, gesturing to the chest.  
 
    Cedric stepped forward and reached in, pulling out a shining steel helmet with a Roman style crest. “Helm of the Centurion, solid armor with a plus two to Strength and Constitution… and a ten percent resistance to stun effects! Awesome!” He gathered the rest of his loot: ten gold, two silver, nine copper, and a health potion that could restore over two hundred hit points. 
 
    Rubbing his hands together like a cartoon villain, Kelikk stepped up and reached into the chest and pulled out a leather cloak.  
 
    He looked at it and raised an eyebrow in confusion. “Werehide cloak… huh? Bonus to defense against weapons that are lower in quality than silver. Has a once-a-day use that increases Strength and Agility by five for one minute. Not bad, not bad.” He collected his coin and some healing potions as well. Then it was my turn. 
 
    I crossed my fingers and walked up to the chest, looking inside to see what the RNG had wrought for me. I felt the warmth of the Scavenger’s Ringsheath against my tail and glanced down.  
 
    “Yes” I hissed, seeing five icons. Two white, one yellow, one orange, and one clear, filled with the sparkles associated with my Scavenger skill. I crossed my fingers and selected that one first, watching it blur and resolve into a small scroll. I pulled it out of the chest and opened it up. 
 
    Abjuration Skill Check: Fail. You lack the skill necessary to use this item.  
 
    “Boo,” I said. “My Scavenger kicked in and I got this as extra loot, but I can’t use it. Do any of you know the Abjuration school?”  
 
    My companions shook their heads, and Leilani added. “Priests don’t have the same schools. Our spells come from tablets, Old Testament style.” 
 
    I chuckled, tucked the scroll into my bag and then reached for the orange choice. It spun in place and resolved into a kobold size staff. I pulled it out and looked at it.  
 
    
     < Architect’s Staff>  
 
     This staff can hold up to five charges of a non-channeled spell. Each charge requires five minutes to prepare. Casting time of the stored spells is instant. 
+1 Intelligence, +1 Wisdom 
 
     Value: 25 gold.  
 
   
 
    “Now we’re talking. A plus one to Intelligence and Wisdom and the ability to store five spells in it that I can cast instantly. Takes five minutes a spell to program, but in a pinch it’s hella useful.” 
 
    The yellow option netted me ten gold, one silver, and four copper, and the two white selections gave me two potions of mana which could restore a hundred mana a pop. 
 
    “Nice haul!” Cedric said, preening in his new helmet. “What do you think? Badass right?” 
 
    Kelikk gave him a pat on the back. “Pretty badass, Ced. Pretty badass.” 
 
    We searched the rest of the room, finding only the broken bones of my poor minions. “Can we pause for a minute while I fix up my minions in case we need to do that again?” I asked. 
 
    My companions nodded and began doing some field repairs on their own armor while I did my thing. First, I summoned Gimli back and healed him back to full. It took a couple of castings as he was pretty banged up.  
 
    Next, I raised two orc skeletons to replace Curley and Larry and equipped them, binding them and naming them after their predecessors. And the good thing was that these stooges looked identical, so no one would even know there was a cast change. 
 
    Larry went back into the bag, freeing up that chunk of mana but leaving Gimli and Curley to do their thing. 
 
    *** 
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    We left the troll’s lair behind, closing the door to keep the smell contained and headed over to the door on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    Pausing for a second to refresh my shield, I sent Curley forward to be our doorman and hoped I wouldn’t lose another skeleton to traps. 
 
    With a mental nudge, he opened the door and stepped to the side, giving us all a clear path forward. Cedric and Gimli took the lead, forming a mini shield wall, while Leilani and I followed close behind. 
 
    The center of the room was split by a series of long tables - high school cafeteria style - covered in wooden dishes piled high with foods of questionable origin.  
 
    Seated at the table was a group of ten bandits. The nearest raised the alarm and the bandits leapt to their feet and drew their weapons, turning towards us with looks of pure malice. 
 
    “Back to the door!” Leilani yelled and followed her own advice. 
 
    I slipped out behind her, turning back so I could place my minions appropriately.  
 
    Once Kelikk and Gimli were through, Cedric positioned himself in the door frame and raised his shield. I sent Gimli to assist, and together they formed a wall of flesh and bone across the opening. 
 
    Fighting in the mess hall would have given us more room to maneuver, but we were outnumbered. Setting up a chokepoint at the doorway was a great call. Leilani knew her stuff.  
 
    I called Curley to me and glanced at Kelikk who was watching me curiously.  
 
    “Don’t judge me,” I said and climbed onto the skeleton’s shoulders. I hope this doesn’t need the riding skill, I thought as I peered over my companions’ heads. 
 
    From the higher vantage point I could see the bandits forming into a line of their own on the other side of the door.  
 
    There were four Bandit Rogues, four Bandit Enforcers, and two Bandit Lieutenants who appeared to be better equipped versions of the Rogues.  
 
    I relayed the information to Kelikk and Leilani and started chain casting Rot onto their front line. 
 
    My tenuous perch made getting the Bone Dust from my pouches a bit troublesome, so I cast the unbuffed version of the spell, afflicting the first three bandits to reach the door with the DoT.  
 
    The one in the lead charged through the door, attempting to smash through our warriors but ran into the brick wall that was Cedric’s shield. Kelikk took up position behind Gimli, using his longer reach to attack the bandit over the skeleton’s shoulder, scoring a deep gash into the enemy’s shoulder that caused him to drop his shield arm. 
 
    Cedric and Gimli struck simultaneously, their swords piercing the bandit’s body high and low, finishing him off.  
 
    DoTs in place, I climbed down off of Curley and had him equip his bow. The added ranged damage more valuable than a little height at the moment. 
 
    Another bandit tried the same technique as his friend and met a similar end.  
 
    “Guess the AI’s a poor student,” Kelikk laughed as he buried his axe into the next bandit to try to break through. An arrow sprouted from the bandit’s eye as Curley landed a critical hit, dropping him to the ground. 
 
    I heard someone shouting from the other room but couldn’t see what was going on. All I had to go off of was the system message that flashed across my view. 
 
    
     Bandit Lieutenant uses ‘Band of Brothers’!  
 
     Bandit Lieutenant uses ‘Band of Brothers’!  
 
   
 
    “What happened in there, Ced?” I asked, but it was Leilani who answered. “The Lieutenants just buffed them somehow. Be ready for incoming!” 
 
    Her warning was almost too late as the two Lieutenants charged together through the door, lashing out at the last moment with twin kicks that sent Cedric and Gimli staggering backwards. Their gambit opened up enough room for some of their companions to come through and widen the line of engagement. Kelikk stepped forward to plug the gap on the right flank, but our left was open. 
 
    I blasted the Rogue that tried to slip through with a Necromantic Bolt and ordered Curley to draw his axe and attack. My bolt hit the bandit in the face, dropping his health by half and sending him stumbling back. 
 
    Cedric activated his area taunt skill, tangling the enemy up as they all struggled to get to him. The paladin’s hit points dropped steadily from the blows they were able to land, but Leilani was on her game and kept the healing flowing to her brother. 
 
    While the Lieutenants were focused on the paladin, I set my minions to full offense. Gimli began bashing at a bandit with his shield and sword, and even head butted the man when the opportunity arose.  
 
    Seeing that situation well in hand, I sent another bolt at the flanking rogue just as Curley buried his axe in the man’s stomach.  
 
    The bandit’s health dropped down to a sliver from the skeleton’s blow and my bolt finished him off. The light fled from the bandit’s eyes to be replaced with a dark purple glow as the rank ten perk for Necromantic Bolt took hold, animating the bandit’s corpse where he stood.  
 
    A new minion bar popped into my view; a zombie to do with as I chose, well, for thirty seconds at least. 
 
    I ordered it to turn on its buddies and smiled as it turned and stabbed its friends in the back. 
 
    The battle was going in our favor. The Lieutenants were both on the ground, and only a single Enforcer and three Rogues remained of the enemy force. We’d forced the bandits back through the doorway, and their remaining Enforcer was at death’s door, trying to defend from three directions at once. 
 
    Kelikk buried his axe in the warrior’s back dropping him to the ground but took a shortsword to the kidney for his efforts, sending him to his knees in pain, with barely five percent of his hit points left. 
 
    Cedric stepped forward and intercepted the enemy’s follow up, taunting the Bandit and kiting it away from his brother-in-law, giving Leilani time to heal him. 
 
    The remaining Rogues were quickly dispatched by Cedric, Gimli and Curley, with a bolt or two from me when I got a good line of sight, and Leilani was able to save her hubby from his ignoble fate.  
 
    
     Your party has killed 4x Bandit Enforcer! You have gained 200xp  
 
     Your party has killed 4x Bandit Rogue! You have gained 80xp  
 
     Your party has killed 2x Bandit Lieutenant! You have gained 150xp  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 25%  
 
   
 
    *** 
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    After the rush of battle faded, I went to work fixing up my skeletons while Kelikk started looting.  
 
    My bandit zombie turned to dust when the animation spell wore off, leaving a small pile of coins and a bronze dagger behind. 
 
    I followed behind Kelikk, dissecting once he’d completed looting. I had enough bones to last me for quite a while so I limited my Dissection to the heart and blood. 
 
    Removing the skeleton as a selection dropped the Dissection timer by almost half, so I was able to slice and dice the two Lieutenants, all four Enforcers, and one of the Rogues before it was time to move on, collecting four warrior hearts, one rogue heart, twenty doses of warrior blood, and four doses of rogue blood.  
 
    I still had no clue what to do with it all and at this rate I was going to run out of vials, even with each vial holding five doses each. If nothing else, I should be able to get a few coins from Mistress Valynwood.  
 
    The loot was pretty uniform, except for a better, studded leather tunic that one of the Lieutenants dropped. We put that on Curley and added his current armor back to the pile.  
 
    So we’d gathered a decent assortment of random loot. There were a lot of leather armor bits that could be sold or broken down by a talented leatherworker, or scavenger; a decent collection of bronze weapons; and a few gold worth of silver and copper coins.  
 
    And that wasn’t counting the boss loot which was unique to each person and not part of the communal pot. 
 
    With the bandits disposed of, we were able to explore the mess. There were two doors leading off to the north at either end of the room.  
 
    Kelikk walked around the perimeter, expanding the map with his dwarven racial Delver’s Sense. I did my own search, looking for that telltale glimmer of scavengable loot.  
 
    Towards the far end of the central table, I spotted a glowing bottle and nabbed it.  
 
    
     < Château de Verai, 402 >  
 
     A potent vintage of the once prestigious winery, now known for brewing a vintage only the truly desperate would imbibe. Luckily, this is an older vintage from before the fall.  
 
     Effects: Intoxication, +2 Charisma, +2 Constitution, -2 Intelligence, -2 Wisdom. 
 
     Value: 250 gold  
 
   
 
    There was a tag hanging from the neck of the bottle, written in an elaborate hand.  
 
    “To the most magnanimous Lord Bellwether,” I read aloud. “I was told of your love of fine wine and hoped this would satisfy your refined tastes. I look forward to our future business dealings. Your obedient Servant, Baron Carmichael.” 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Stolen Goods  
 
     Optional Criteria: Deliver the bottle of Château de Verai, 402 to Lord Bellwether in Sommervale.  
 
     Additional Rewards: Unknown  
 
   
 
    “Hey. What’s that side quest? You found a bottle of wine?” Kelikk shouted from across the room.  
 
    I held up the bottle and gave him a thumb’s up, dropping it into my bag and heading to meet the others in the center of the room. 
 
    “What’s the deal with the bottle?” Cedric asked. “I saw the quest prompt. What kind of reward is ‘Unknown?’” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s a gamble. It could be really good, or a complete waste of time. The bottle itself is worth two hundred and fifty gold. So, the question is if the reward be worth that?” 
 
    Leilani’s eyes widened. “Wow! That’s a lot of gold. Do you think the reward would be worth that?” 
 
    Kelikk stroked his beard. “Hmm. I don’t know. This type of quest has its pros and cons. Turning it in might get us an awesome one-time reward, or a crappy reward but unlock some other quests down the road. Or it could just be a ‘ha, ha, stupid players’ kind of quest. We won’t know unless we finish it.” 
 
    “True,” I added. “Last quest I had with this type of decision I chose the good guy option and got a unique item out of it. So, the gamble is definitely worth it in my book. If nothing else we earn the thanks of a Baron, and I’m guessing the merchant who was expecting that cloth shipment.” 
 
    “All that gold though…” Cedric groaned. “That’s a lot of money.” 
 
    Leilani nodded. “I see… It is a lot of gold but the favor of a group of nobles could unlock a lot for us in the future. Play the long game, bro.” 
 
    “Ugh! Fine!” the paladin said, muttered to himself under his breath.  
 
    Kelikk and Leilani shared a knowing grin and tried not to show their amusement at his antics. 
 
    “So,” I said and gestured towards the first door. “What do we have behind door number one?” 
 
    *** 
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    Cedric started paying attention as Kelikk described our options. The closer of the two doors led to another small room. Normally Delver’s Sense could only give you a glimpse of what was behind a door, but the room on the other side was so small that the entirety of it fit within the skill’s radius, which was about fifteen feet. 
 
    Beyond the second door was another tunnel leading deeper into the compound.  
 
    Following our previous strategy, we decided to tackle the small room before heading deeper. 
 
    Once again Curley got the honor of opening the door.  
 
    A gust of hot air carrying the smell of roasting meat blasted out of the room followed closely by a massive, fat orc. 
 
    It drove through Curley and into Cedric, pushing us back into the mess hall. I leapt out of the way and finally got a good look at our foe.  
 
    Wearing a chef’s hat made of stitched together hides, the massive orc held a rusty cleaver in one hand and a meat hook in the other. The hook was attached to an equally rusty chain that was wrapped around the orc’s arms and lost in the rolls of his belly fat. It was both terrifying and hilarious. 
 
    He stood close to seven feet tall and was almost as round. He shouldn’t have been able to physically fit through the doorway, yet by some miracle of game physics, he had. 
 
    His sheer mass was enough to press us all back, and as we rushed to get back into formation, he struck. 
 
    With a guttural laugh, the orc whirled the chain above his head and pulsed with a dim yellow light.  
 
    The glow flowed up the chain which split into three and shot out, wrapping themselves around Cedric, Leilani, and me. 
 
    My arms were trapped at my sides and I couldn’t move. 
 
    With a mighty heave, the orc tossed the chains upwards where they attached to a set of previously unnoticed hooks driven into the rafters and lifted us into the air. 
 
    Feruk the Chef has used ‘Hung out to Dry’ on you! You are imprisoned!  
 
    A debuff icon appeared on my screen with a thirty second timer as the chef stalked Kelikk with his oversized cleaver. 
 
    I tried to direct Gimli and Curley to surround the enemy, but the system said “no.” 
 
    You may not execute external commands while imprisoned.  
 
    Instead, the skeletons followed their basic programming, attacking the thing that had attacked their creator. So with little care for Kelikk’s ability to fight effectively, they charged in and began hacking at the enemy, opening large gashes in his bulbous flesh. 
 
    Kelikk’s health dropped to forty percent as the orc landed a cut across his midsection. He staggered and tripped over a bench, falling under the table which likely saved him as the orc’s cleaver crashed into the table instead of his skull. 
 
    His prey out of sight, the chef turned on the skeletons attacking his flanks. Curley blocked a massive slash with the haft of his axe but still lost eighty percent of his health as his skeletal arms gave way and he was slammed to the ground.  
 
    Gimli drove his blade into the orc’s side while he was distracted, dropping his health down by a few percent before he too was knocked away with a backhanded slash. Luckily his shield proved more effective than Curley’s axe and the damage wasn’t too severe. 
 
    My timer was in its final seconds and I was frantically planning what to do when Kelikk appeared from under the table a bit further down, his health back to eighty percent.  
 
    He cracked his knuckles and let out a low grunt as he rushed back in. Halfway to the target the air around him started to shimmer and coarse fur the color of his beard sprouted from his skin. A set of small tusks poked out from under his mustache, giving the dwarf the look of a miniature boar.  
 
    The cloak!  
 
    The dwarf charged across the room and launched himself through the air. He brought his axe around in an overhand chop and buried it in the chef’s shoulder, dropping his hit points by fifteen percent. His second strike took off another five percent and sheared off a section of the obese chef’s gut.  
 
    The timer hit zero and the chains unraveled, dropping us to the ground as they returned to the chef’s waiting hand.  
 
    He whipped the chain around in a broad circle, the weighted hook smashing through Curley and knocking Gimli and Kelikk away, before whirling it above his head once again. 
 
    The chains started to glow and Kelikk tried to yell something, but his words came out as savage squeal instead of words.  
 
    I managed to get a single spell off before the chains lashed out again, my Cripple spell taking effect just as the chain left his hands. 
 
    The chains wrapped around Kelikk and Gimli, leaving the rest of the party free. Kelikk struggled against the chains, his increased Strength causing them to flex slightly.  
 
    Paying too much attention to what my companions were doing almost cost me. A hint of movement out of the corner of my eye gave me just enough time to avoid being cut in half.  
 
    I wasn’t the closest available target, but apparently I’d done something to piss off the chef and was now target numero uno. Even Cedric’s taunt seemed to do nothing to decrease his desire to get to me. 
 
    I jumped and ran as fast as my little legs could carry me, weaving from side to side as the giant nightmare chef tried to turn me into something’s dinner.  
 
    At one point I bobbed when I should have weaved. Something massive struck me from behind and I went flying through the air, a line of pain throbbing from my shoulder to hip. My Dark Shield absorbed a lot of the blow, but the damage that got through was still enough to drop me down to three percent. 
 
    Scrambling weakly to get away, I turned to see the orc standing over me with his cleaver raised high to deliver the killing blow.  
 
    Cedric appeared just in time, his glowing shield slamming into the chef’s gut and sending him sprawling with a bright flash of light. 
 
    Almost immediately, a warm soothing sensation filled me and my wounds began to close as Leilani’s healing landed. 
 
    I regained my feet and looked around. Cedric was kiting the orc around the room, his direct attack finally gaining the chef’s attention. I took advantage and began blasting the orc with bolts, the bonus damage from striking from the back adding up. 
 
    We followed their duel, making sure to keep Cedric in range of Leilani’s healing, and Feruk in range of my bolts. 
 
    The orc’s health dropped steadily, reaching forty percent and then thirty percent. When my damage output was enough to aggro the boss, Cedric would use his taunt skill and we would keep going.  
 
    The chains unraveled and Kelikk and Gimli rejoined the fray, the dwarf and his skeleton exacting vengeance on the fat orc. 
 
    I was still a little hurt, and Feruk was at five percent and dropping fast so I moved into Drain range.  
 
    Leilani called out “Kababala what are you doing?” worry in her voice. 
 
    Looking back at the elf, I gave her a wink and then yelled out, “Your feeble skills are no match for the power of the dark side,” and cast Drain.  
 
    I cackled as purple lightning sprang from my fingers and latched on to the mortally wounded orc, siphoning its hit points to finish my healing and then some. 
 
    The last of the chef’s health bar disappeared and it fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    
     Your party has killed Feruk the Chef! You have gained 300xp.  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 35%  
 
   
 
    Surprisingly, the orc had nothing on him that was lootable or scavengable, and the body was in such a crappy condition I doubted I’d be able to harvest anything useful… but I tried anyway.  
 
    The Dissection menu gave options for all the normal orc things, but this guy had an extra one for lard. I selected that, and the bones option. It would be poetic to use this thing’s skeleton to replace Curley.  
 
    I activated the skill and watched it do its thing. 
 
    Success! You have obtained: Big Boned Orc Skeleton, Orc Lard x9! You have gained 15xp!  
 
    I laughed and tucked the harvest into my bag. Big boned, my ass. 
 
    “All that for no loot?” Cedric complained, “What the hell?” 
 
    Leilani responded, “Maybe there’s something in the room he came from?” 
 
    We headed into the back to the kitchen and there it was. Sitting on the counter near the back wall was an iron banded chest.  
 
    But that wasn’t all I saw. One of the shelves near the door had a large book sitting on it, sparking away. I touched the book and it appeared in my hands.  
 
    Success! You have obtained a Cooking Primer! You have gained 10xp!  
 
    “Yeah! Go, go, kobold racial!” I said, showing them the book. “This’ll save me a lot of time trying to cozy up to some innkeeper or fetching snails for some weirdo chef.” 
 
    “You want to cook?” asked Kelikk with a laugh. “Well, to each their own!” 
 
    Leilani shrugged, and Cedric looked like he couldn’t have a care in the world as he approached the chest. I tucked the book into my pocket and prepared to reap the rewards of chef-slaying. 
 
    We each took our turn pulling our loot from the box. We all received the same amount of coin, a few potions applicable to our roles, and a single uncommon item suited to our characters.  
 
    Leilani got a snow-white cloak that, contrary to what you would expect of a bright white garment, gave her a reduction to her aggro generation.  
 
    Kelikk pulled a set of bracers that gave him a bonus to Strength, and Cedric found a necklace that could be used once a day to completely negate the next physical attack. 
 
    My loot was a pair of mana potions, forty silver, and a circlet that gave a plus two bonus to Intelligence with a one time a day ability that improved Perception by five called an Assessor’s Crown. It was an improvement to my current headgear, so I placed it on my head. Being custom for me, it had cutouts for my horns and fit perfectly. 
 
    Each point of extra Intelligence was another bump to my mana pool and spell damage. Keep ‘em coming! 
 
    I took a bottle from a nearby shelf and poured it onto the ground in memory of Curley. 
 
    “This one’s for the homies,” I said with a grin, eliciting an answering smile from the Leilani and Kelikk and a completely puzzled look from the Cedric. 
 
    “Huh?” he asked, and the others just chuckled as I answered. “Before your time Ced, before your time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    34 
 
    We left the kitchen and headed towards the other door, pausing briefly as I replaced Curley with the new, Big Boned Orc Skeleton. Curley’s equipment fit the skeleton, even if its bones were a bit more… robust, and it had no issue wielding a battle axe or shooting a bow. There were only a few arrows left anyhow, so our extra ranged DPS was going to be limited for the time being.  
 
    I named the new minion Eric after another cartoon character of my youth. After all, he’s not fat, he’s big boned. Respect his authoritah. 
 
    After our time-honored tradition of skeletal trap detection, Cedric and Gimli led the way through the door and formed up.  
 
    The path ahead sloped gradually downwards, and it was suspiciously empty of any foes. Deciding to play it safe, I took out another Orc Skeleton to serve as a sacrifice, handed him a pair of clubs, and sent him running down the hallway like a madman.  
 
    After three short steps a blade flashed out of the side of the tunnel, cutting his skull, and both of its clubs in two. 
 
    “Well… that was a good idea,” Kelikk chuckled. “Think there are any more surprises like that ahead?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably. These bandits do like their traps,” I said and pulled out another Orc Skeleton to repeated the process.  
 
    Giving it my last club, I sent it to lead the way for the party, letting them all pass while I cast Dark Shield on myself and then followed behind. 
 
    When we arrived at the end of the corridor, we found the new skeleton impaled upon two crossed spears in front of another door. Its porcine skull was strung like a bead on the spear tip, looking at me accusingly.  
 
    I gestured at the skeleton and turned to my companions. “This is why dissecting all the bones is important. That’s four so far sacrificed to take one for the team.” 
 
    Kelikk grumbled. “Point made,” he said as he pressed his ear against the door and listed while his dwarfiness filled in our maps. “I hear a bunch of them talking in there, probably another big group.” 
 
    Cedric’s shoulders sagged slightly, but a look of resolve crossed his features and he readied his shield.  
 
    “Use the door and corridor to bottleneck them?” I asked.  
 
    My companions nodded their agreement and Cedric and Gimli formed a wall in front of the door with Kelikk on the left flank nearest the door, and Eric in the back lines with Leilani and me to provide ranged support. 
 
    Kelikk kicked in the door and glanced in the room, counting the enemy before getting back into position. “Ten rogues, two lieutenants,” he said. 
 
    I nodded and ordered Eric to open fire. The skeleton drew back his bow and launched an arrow into the next room.  
 
    I heard a muffled cry and then the sound of orders being shouted. A second and third arrow followed the first, and then the enemy was at the door. 
 
    As the first rogue rushed through, Kelikk’s axe lashed out and removed the bandit’s head from his shoulders with a single hit. His body fell, tripping up his companions as they piled through after him, weapons at the ready.  
 
    The dwarf took a step back and Cedric stepped into place, showing himself to the incoming forces as he released the glowing pulse that was his taunt.  
 
    Gimli stepped in next to him while Eric shot the last of his arrows into the pack clogging the doorway. 
 
    I sent a steady stream of Necromantic Bolts into the press of rogues in the doorway until they’d all pressed through into the corridor.  
 
    The Lieutenants directed their troops from the rear while the rogues clashed with Cedric and Gimli. After the arrows were gone, Eric joined the scrum on the right flank, chopping into an unlucky rogue who was squared off with Gimli. 
 
    “Get the intruders! For gold and glory!” the lieutenant called out, releasing a pulse of energy that flowed over the bandits, causing them to fight with a renewed fervor. 
 
    Bandit Lieutenant uses Call to Arms!  
 
    “Give ’em the what for!” yelled the second lieutenant, releasing another pulse a second before my Necromantic Bolt struck him in the open mouth, dropping his health by almost half. 
 
    Bandit Lieutenant uses Strike True!  
 
    The enemy’s blades took on a slight glow and their strikes became more accurate, finding the chinks in our tanks’ armor.  
 
    Kelikk was bleeding from several wounds as well, having suffered from the enemies’ improved accuracy during his last engagement. 
 
    Leilani, as always, was on top of things. Her healing spells were in the air almost before they were needed, keeping Cedric and Kelikk alive as they fought against the buffed foes. 
 
    Cedric’s taunt ran its course, and the bandits began to split their attention between their attackers, chipping through Gimli’s armor and putting some damage on Eric as well. 
 
    As bandits were felled by our superior levels, more came to take their place, but it was apparent that even with the buffs we were ahead of the game. I focused fire on the lieutenants, dropping the injured one with two more bolts and then doing a number on the second. 
 
    The bright light of the paladin’s taunt flashed out again and from then on it was just a matter of cleaning up.  
 
    The lighter armored rogues went down to the combined might of our melee fighters and the second lieutenant earned another round of bolts that put him in the dirt.  
 
    By the end, Gimli was looking pretty beat up with only five percent of his health left since Leilani couldn’t heal him, but the only sign of damage on our living party members was the missing mana in our elven priestess’ status bar. 
 
    
     Your party has killed 10x Bandit Rogue! You have gained 200xp  
 
     Your party has killed 2x Bandit Lieutenant! You have gained 150xp  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 55%  
 
     Cedric has reached level 8!  
 
     Kelikk has reached level 8!  
 
     Leilani has reached level 8!  
 
   
 
    “Congrats,” I cheered. “You’ll be catching up with me soon at this rate. Can’t wait to see what kind of skills you guys’ll get after this one.”  
 
    A quick search of the area showed we were clear of enemies for the moment, so they handled their level up while I started the looting and dissecting. 
 
    I replaced the skeletons I’d lost and then toggled that option off, sticking with blood and hearts. After it was all said and done, I collected thirty-one doses of Rogue Blood, five Rogue Hearts, one Warrior Heart, and three of Warrior Blood, as well as a nice Scavenged ring I’d have to identify later. A good haul. 
 
    I healed up my minions and then seeing my group was still debating their point expenditures, I cast Psychometry on the ring. 
 
    
     Psychometry Check – Item Level 1 vs Psychometry Rank 1 – Bonuses/Penalties: None  
 
     Success! You have identified a < Bandit’s Signet >. 
 
     A ring, once the property of some poor soul, most recently part of the bling of one sad excuse for a bandit, this ring gives a small bonus to one’s Charisma.  
 
     Effects: +1 Charisma Price: 2g  
 
   
 
    I finished the spell just as the others completed their upgrades. “All done?” I asked. 
 
    Leilani nodded and gave me a curious look. “What was that spell?” 
 
    “What? Oh. That’s Psychometry. Basically identify. I was just checking out a ring I scavenged from one of the bandits. Anyone need Charisma?” I asked. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You can identify items!? Holy crap man, we’ve been spending like, twenty silver a piece to get things identified.” 
 
    “Wow, twenty silver? I mean, the component does cost ten silver a pop, and that’s what the merchant in the starter zone was charging so I figured it was a wash. If you want, I’ll ID your stuff at cost when we get back to town and I can get more components.” 
 
    Her smile nearly split her face in two. “I could almost hug you, scaly little lizard man.” 
 
    “It’s no problem. Really,” I replied as we headed over to the loot pile where the others were sorting through the haul.  
 
    There was nothing spectacular. A studded leather kilt had dropped, so we equipped Eric with that, packed up the rest and then headed into the next room.  
 
    Beds lined the walls, and at the foot of each was a small footlocker that taunted us with the potential of loot. We rushed around the room searching for anything we could take, but the chests were all decorative, full of dirty clothing. 
 
    Kelikk did his thing, mapping out the edges of the room and then reporting back to us. There were doors leading to the north and west.  
 
    To the north was a door bearing a large, wrought iron lock, beyond which he thought he heard the sound of someone crying. His racial filled in the map with what looked like a small room on the other side of the door. None of us had any skill with picking locks so we were going to need to find the key. 
 
    Kelikk attempted to kick the door in, but the lock didn’t budge, so we headed west.  
 
    I summoned a dummy skeleton and prepped him for trap duty, sending the poor sap to open the door and lead the way forward.  
 
    *** 
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    We reached the end of the short corridor without encountering any traps. It ended in a large double door, splattered with blood.  
 
    Kelikk approached the door and mapped out the interior. “Looks like another big room,” he said.  
 
    We edged forward and opened the door, Cedric leading the way. 
 
    In the center of the room was an ogre seated on a massive throne. Leaning against the throne was a club the size of a small tree, easily big enough to crush me with a single blow. On the other side of the throne was a large iron chain running from an opening in the ceiling to the floor where it was attached somehow.  
 
    As we entered the room, the ogre perked up and looked at us with a smile.  
 
    “Ahh, fresh meat for Haraak. You will make a good meal,” the ogre said, picking up his club and kicking out the peg that was keeping the chain fastened.  
 
    The chain shot up into the ceiling and a giant portcullis crashed down behind us, trapping us in the room. 
 
    Kelikk chuckled. “Looks like we found the boss! Let do this!” 
 
    Cedric raised his shield and charged forward with Kelikk and my minions close behind. He dashed in, his shield alight, and crashed into the ogre’s knee, knocking him a step back.  
 
    The ogre swung his club in a wide arc, knocking Eric through the air before the club stopped short on Cedric’s shield. Kelikk and Gimli stopped forward and buried their weapons into the ogre’s thigh, Kelikk’s axe opening a wide, bleeding gash while the skeleton’s shortsword sank into the muscle. 
 
    The boss’ movements slowed as my Cripple spell took effect. I followed up by casting Rot, using another dose of Bone Dust to enhance the spell. 
 
    The noxious magic sank into the boss’ flesh and it began to decay. I switched to Necromantic Bolts, casting them as quickly as possible and watching as our combined damage slowly chipped away at the ogre’s health bar. 
 
    The boss reared up and smashed his club down into the ground, creating a shockwave and a spray of jagged stone.  
 
    Several sharp pieces of rock bounced off of my shield, but several broke through and sank into my skin, dropping my health by a quarter.  
 
    Luckily for my minions, the lack of flesh made them less susceptible to the attack and they escaped with only minor damage.  
 
    Cedric was at ground zero. His shield was able to absorb the brunt of the attack, but the shockwave alone was enough to drop him down to sixty percent. 
 
    Kelikk took the full brunt of the spray. His flesh was in tatters, dripping blood from hundreds of tiny cuts with barely more than a quarter of his hit points remaining. 
 
    Leilani was far enough away to avoid the blast, staying at the very edge of her range. Golden bolts of healing flew from her hands to wash over Cedric and then Kelikk, sealing some of their wounds. 
 
    Kelikk growled and charged back in, activating his rage skill and chopping into the ogre with a quick flurry of blows, opening several more gashes in its hide. 
 
    Our combined efforts had only managed to shave about five percent from the boss’ health so far, which was worrying as both myself and Leilani’s mana bars were dropping rapidly. 
 
    Cedric activated his taunt and turned the boss so we’d have its back, and Leilani cursed as she moved to keep the paladin in range.  
 
    The bonus back-strike damage helped a lot, but the boss was still incredibly hearty and had more than ninety percent of its health left.  
 
    When we reached the ninety percent mark, the boss went mad and started smashing the ground around him in a frenzy.  
 
    Haraak uses Blind Frenzy!  
 
    Eric took a direct hit and disappeared from my status window in an instant.  
 
    Big Boned Orc Skeleton (Eric) has been destroyed!  
 
    I ordered Gimli to retreat out of range and sighed as he managed to deflect an attack that surely would have turned him to dust as well. Even the partial blow dropped his health by more than half and disabled his shield arm. 
 
    Dwarven Skeleton (Gimli) has suffered critical damage. Its left arm is now disabled.  
 
    Kelikk, for a change, managed to get out of the way without getting hit while Cedric backed out slowly, using a combination of dodges and deflections to get clear.  
 
    The ogre continued its rampage, destroying the throne in his frenzy and sending splinters of wood and stone skittering across the room.  
 
    After about thirty seconds of mad smashing, the ogre knelt to catch his breath and an icon appeared next to his health bar: “Exhausted,” with a twenty second timer. 
 
    “Quick!” I shouted. “We’ve got twenty seconds! Let him have it,” and followed my own advice, sending a barrage of Necromantic Bolts into the boss while the melee fighters cut and chopped away. 
 
    By the time the “Exhausted” timer ran out we’d dropped the ogre’s health to sixty-seven percent, and he was not happy. 
 
    He surged to his feet with an ear-shattering roar that knocked me back, stunning me. 
 
    
     Haraak uses Stunning Roar! You are Stunned! Duration: 5 seconds  
 
     Dwarven Skeleton (Gimli) was hit with Stunning Roar! Dwarven Skeleton (Gimli) is immune to Stun.  
 
   
 
    My body refused to follow my commands. Stunned icons appeared in the party window next to everyone’s names.  
 
    The ogre swung his club like bat full strength into the stunned Cedric, sending him flying to crash into the stone wall where he crumpled to the ground, his hit points critical.  
 
    I was surprised he had survived the blow, but apparently, he had a lot more hit points than I thought.  
 
    Our tank out of commission, the boss turned to his attention on Kelikk, but Gimli stood in the way.  
 
    The skeleton drove his sword into the ogre’s stomach and wrenched it out with a gout of blood. 
 
    My stun wore off just as the ogre raised his club to smash Gimli to bits, so I quickly unsummoned the dwarven skeleton. He was much too important to my mining operation to get smashed. The club slammed down through the swirling mist that was my minion’s transition form and into the ground, sending another shockwave through the room. 
 
    Cedric peeled himself off the floor and dashed back in leaving a trail of light behind as Leilani pumped him full of healing. 
 
    I drank one of my mana potions, restoring a small chunk of my pool and then summoned the rest of my bound minions. 
 
    Larry and Moe rushed in with shields raised and shortswords ready to strike. My mana pool dropped lower as the mana needed to sustain the minions was locked away, but I had enough left to keep going. 
 
    Kelikk and my two skeletons began working on the ogre’s back while Cedric kept his attention. All the while my Rot spell slowly disintegrated the ogre’s flesh little by little as my crippling magic slowed his movement.  
 
    The boss’ health dropped to sixty percent and he started to freak out again. Kelikk called out, “Clear,” and ran away from the boss.  
 
    Cedric fell back as well, and I directed my minions to follow suit. 
 
    Haraak uses blind frenzy!  
 
    The boss rampaged around the room while we maintained our distance, waiting for our opportunity at the end of its tantrum.  
 
    As soon as the frenzy was over, we renewed our attack with a vengeance, keeping an eye on the countdown as the ogre’s health fell to fifty, and then to forty, percent. 
 
    When the counter hit five seconds Leilani called out, “Ced! Shield coming to you in three. Taunt now!”  
 
    Cedric activated his skill and raised his shield as the boss rose to his feet.  
 
    “Divina Protector,” Leilani yelled, and a golden bubble surrounded the Paladin just as the boss roared. 
 
    
     Haraak uses Stunning Roar! You are Stunned! Duration 5 seconds  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Larry) hit with Stunning Roar! Orc Skeleton (Larry) is immune to stun.  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Moe) hit with Stunning Roar! Orc Skeleton (Moe) is immune to stun.  
 
   
 
    With less than a third of its health remaining, the boss was in rough shape, but that didn’t stop it from attempting to turn Cedric into paste.  
 
    The ogre turned towards the paladin and attacked with a massive swing. The club connected with the golden bubble with the sound of thunder, creating a lattice of cracks across its surface. 
 
    He raised his club again to follow-up but stumbled as my stooges slashed into his hamstrings. A backhand blow sent Moe across the room, cracking his hip and leaving him immobile.  
 
    Orc Skeleton (Moe) has suffered critical damage. It has been immobilized.  
 
    The distraction was long enough to run out the rest of the stun, and then we were back in action.  
 
    Good job, Moe. Way to take one for the team. I thought as I unsummoned him. I was running low on mana and the chunk that was reserved to keep him active would be of much better use in casting spells than keeping him around.  
 
    Larry continued slashing at the ogre’s legs, doing little more than annoy the thick-skinned brute.  
 
    Kelikk, on the other hand, was much more effective. He leapt in, burying his axe in the boss’s lower back. The bleeding icon appeared on the boss’ health bar next to my Rot and Cripple icons, which were getting close to expiring. 
 
    Cedric kept the boss focused on him, somehow absorbing or deflecting most of the damage from the beast’s gigantic club with his sword and shield while Leilani healed him.  
 
    Her mana low, she pulled out a large blue vial and drank it down. Her mana bar jumped up ten percent and continued to climb as she took a short break from casting. 
 
    I drank another mana potion and refreshed my debuffs on the boss, using another set of components to maximize efficacy.  
 
    The ogre’s health started to drop faster as its flesh lost some of its hardiness under the continued effect of Rot, and with each hit, small chunks of foul-smelling flesh went flying. 
 
    The boss hit twenty percent and started to frenzy again. We booked it to the edges of the room to wait it out and get a few seconds of rest in.  
 
    Cedric was getting tired, his breath coming in gasps. “My amulet won’t work again today, and you just used your bubble, how we going to do this one?” he said.  
 
    Ah, the amulet. I thought. That’s why he survived that first hit.  
 
    I nodded. “I’ll send in the skeletons to keep him occupied when he comes around. Hopefully that’ll keep his attention for long enough.” 
 
    Kelikk shook his head. “No. We need to burn him down, guys,” he said and turned to Leilani. “You too, darling. We need to finish him now or we’re bound to lose someone.”  
 
    Leilani looked worried but nodded in agreement just as the rampage came to an end and the boss collapsed to a knee. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Kelikk shouted, rushing across the room, axe held high.  
 
    Larry joined him, bashing and slashing for all he was worthwhile I emptied my mana on bolt after bolt after bolt.  
 
    Next to me the elven priestess added her own damage spell to the mix while Kelikk and Cedric cut and slashed into the beast’s flanks. 
 
    The ogre’s health dropped bit by bit as the timer ticked down. It was going to be super close.  
 
    We almost made it. The boss was at one percent when the timer hit zero and he activated his stun, the blast sending me stumbling as the debuff set in. 
 
    
     Haraak uses Stunning Roar! You are Stunned! Duration 5 seconds.  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Larry) hit with Stunning Roar! Orc Skeleton (Larry) is immune to stun.  
 
   
 
    I cursed silently, unable to turn to see the certain doom I knew wasn’t far off. I resigned myself to my fate, but then something unexpected happened. 
 
    With a loud crash, the ogre collapsed to the ground, dead.   
 
    
     Your party has killed Haraak the Bandit Chieftain! You have gained 400xp  
 
     
QUEST Update: Slay the Ogre Marauder in the Northern woods. [COMPLETE]  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Eviction – Clear out the Bandit Lair: 95%  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 11!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 13 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    The light and bliss that accompanied leveling up filled me while I was still stunned, and once it was over and the stun cleared, I looked around in confusion. “What happened? I thought we were royally screwed there when we didn’t finish him off?” 
 
    Kelikk laughed. “I think the DoTs go it. Either that or your skeleton scored a critical hit. I was busy staring at my toes so didn’t see. Who cares?” he said with a grin. “We won! Congrats on the level!” 
 
    I sat down and sighed, winded from the rush. 
 
    Leilani sat next to me, rubbing her temples. “I’m glad that’s over, but the place isn’t cleared? Did we miss something?” 
 
    Cedric pointed towards the small metal door at the far wall, “Maybe something’s in there? Or through the locked door?” 
 
    “Probably,” Kelikk said and kicked the ogre’s corpse. “For that much effort you better have some good loot.” 
 
    I assigned my points while the others explored the room, dropping the stat points in their normal place and then moving on to skills. I raised my core skills to the cap and then dropped enough points into Dark Blessing to bring it up to eleven and allow another miner. 
 
    When I added the tenth point, I had to stop myself from dancing a jig as I read through the skill improvement. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in Dark Blessing! 
You may now imbue your minions with up to two skills from your character’s skill list!  
 
    I had no idea what second skill I would assign, but there was a lot of potential there that I would have to explore once we were done with the dungeon. 
 
    I had a reserve of points left between levels ten and eleven, but it had been three levels since I’d visited my trainer and I knew that there were new skills waiting for me, so I decided to reserve the points just in case the new skills were worth raising. 
 
    Next, I activated Dissection on the ogre’s corpse and read through the list. Skin, muscle, heart, blood, bones, and brain were available choices.  
 
    I knew the blood was used in the Strength Runecrafting recipe, but the rest were a mystery. I left everything selected and started the process, twiddling my thumbs as the progress bar slowly filled, much slower than any other Dissection I’d ever performed. 
 
    Critical Success! 
You have obtained the following: 
Ogre Skeleton, 
Ogre Heart x1, 
Ogre Blood x12. 
You have Scavenged Ogre Essence x3! 
You have gained 50xp.  
 
    Collecting my spoils and Eric’s gear, I looked around the room, searching for anything else I could scavenge to no avail.  
 
    The party was standing near the metal door. Kelikk held up a key ring. “This was the only loot on the giant bastard, hopefully there’s some sort of loot though this door.” 
 
    The dwarf found the proper key and unlocked the door, pushing it open to reveal a treasure room. The walls were lined with racks of weapons of various types and there were shelves full of vases and other curios.  
 
    Along the back wall was a stack of ten bolts of cloth, and sitting right next to them was a large, oak chest with golden banding. It was much more ornate than anything else I’d seen so far in the game. 
 
    “Hey. There’s the cloth,” I said, pointing towards the stack in the back. I collected the bolts, the magic of game mechanics allowing me to easily collect the massive items. 
 
    Quest Update: Recover Stolen Cloth 10/10  
 
    While collecting the cloth I caught a glimpse of something sparkly on one of the shelves. Pushing aside a collection of decorative objects I found a small dragon statue sparkling towards the back. 
 
    
     Success! 
You have obtained a Dragon Statuette! 
You have gained 10xp! 
  
 
     < Dragon Statuette, Unknown >  
 
     A small magical statue of a dragon. 
Unidentified  
 
   
 
    Tucking it into my bag to examine later, I turned back to the party who were busy looking through their new acquisitions from the chest.  
 
    Cedric was strapping on a new iron breastplate while Leilani laced up a set of long cloth gloves and Kelikk ran around like a mad man, chopping at the air with a new wicked looking axe. 
 
    Chuckling at his antics, I stepped up to the chest and took my turn. There were five icons inside: one white, three yellow, and an orange. 
 
    I started from the bottom, pulling out a nice pile of four gold, six silver, and three copper pieces from the white slot; a bronze chain hauberk, a bronze morning star, and a pair of mana potions from the yellow slots; and a cape made of dark fabric from the orange slot. 
 
    
     < Mistwalker’s Cape >  
 
     Properties: 
+1 Intelligence, 
+1 Agility, 
Mistwalk: This spell effect allows the character to teleport up to 5 yards for every charge expended. Charges renew every 5 minutes. 
 
     Charges: 2/2  
 
   
 
    Kelikk strapped his new axe to his back and looked us over as he tucked the old one into his pouch. “Nice new digs, guys. What do they do?” 
 
    I grinned at the dwarf and said, “This,” using a charge from the cape to teleport behind him. I felt myself grow lighter and then I was looking at the back of the dwarf’s head. As I started to fall, I grabbed on to his shoulder and shouted “Boo” into his ear. 
 
    The warrior jumped and twisted around. I hopped away and laughed along with the rest of the party. 
 
    “Not cool, bro.” Kelikk said and paused for a few seconds. “Well, it is kinda cool. Teleportation and all that.” 
 
    “It also buffs Int and Agility, so it’s useful all around. The teleportation runs on charges. I can use one at a time for five-yard teleports, or both together for ten, and it gets a charge back every five minutes. What’s the new axe do?” 
 
    “Ahh, it’s beautiful,” he said, patting the axe handle like a favorite pet. “Plus two to Strength and Dexterity, and an increased crit chance. Poor NPCs don’t know what’s coming for them.”  
 
    “How about you guys?” I asked, looking to Cedric and Leilani. 
 
    The priestess held up her hands, showing off the elbow length silk gloves. She twirled her fingers and they lit up with a pale silver light. “I can invoke these every five minutes to give me a ten percent boost to my healing spells, and they’ll stack with the staff’s bonus too!” 
 
    Cedric thrust out his chest, the new shining breastplate catching the light as he responded, “Almost double the armor of my old chest piece. And plus two to both Constitution and Charisma.” 
 
    “Charisma?” I asked, raising one of my eye ridges. 
 
    Leilani giggled. “Yeah,” she said. “You wouldn’t know it from his personality, right,” earning a scowl from her brother.  
 
    “It’s the attribute that impacts his paladin skills,” she continued, giving the Paladin a teasing grin. 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “That reminds me.” I pulled the Charisma ring I’d found earlier and tossed it to Cedric.  
 
    “Plus one Charisma ring! Nice!” he said, giving me a high five. 
 
    “Enjoy, kid,” I said with a smile and clicked my claws against my horns. “I’m pretty enough without the points.” 
 
    Kelikk burst out laughing, shaking his head. “Pretty enough without the points. Hah.” 
 
    *** 
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    While my companions finished searching the room, I took care of my minion management.  
 
    I summoned up my remaining minions one by one, repairing their broken bones before putting them back into their skulls for later.  
 
    Next, I animated a new Curley and equipped him with his previous version’s gear, leaving him active to serve door duty. 
 
    The room was sadly bereft of any additional loot, so we gathered ourselves and headed out. 
 
    We backtracked through the boss’ room, finding a small winch that had been revealed after the boss’s death which opened up the portcullis.  
 
    We headed back to the locked door and Kelikk handed me the keys. I, in turn, handed them to Curley and had him open the door. 
 
    Our original thoughts were accurate. It was a prison with a single large cell built into the far wall. Inside were prisoners, both human and lupin.  
 
    Each was connected by a thick chain to a large metal ring set into the center of the room. Almost all of them were wounded in some form, and their clothing had been torn so that it was nothing but rags. 
 
    As we entered, they cowered against the walls. Several human women huddled together in the corner, their clothing ragged and their ankles bloody from the chains.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid. We’re here to free you,” I said, holding up the key ring, but instead of coming forward they cringed away from my reptilian form.  
 
    I sighed and turned to Cedric. “Time to put your Charisma to work, Ced,” I said, tossing him the keyring and backing away so as not to spook the prisoners further. 
 
    A few moments later Kelikk and Leilani joined me, followed by Cedric leading the newly healed prisoners out of the room. They shied away from the skeleton, some even turning to head back towards the cell, so I dismissed him and tucked his skull in with the rest. 
 
    After that it was just a slow progress out of the cave system, and as each prisoner crossed some invisible line at the dungeon entrance, the final few percentage points on our quest tracker ticked up until it was complete. 
 
    We accompanied the motley group back to Sommervale, where the guardsmen met us and escorted them away, leaving us to our own devices.  
 
    “To the Silver Fish!” Kelikk shouted, raising his fist into the air, “I can already taste that XP and we’ve got loot to split!” 
 
    I chuckled and followed the party to the Silver Fish and to the innkeeper, a lupin named Skarvi. 
 
    “So, adventurers,” the innkeeper said in greeting. “I’m hoping you have some good news for me?” 
 
    Leilani took the lead. “The bandits are no more. We cleared out their base, freed their prisoners, and rid the world of their Ogre Chieftain Haraak.” 
 
    The innkeeper’s face split in a wide grin. “Amazing! And what of the lost goods? Were you able to recover them?” 
 
    “Oh! Yes. We have the missing cloth,” she answered. 
 
    “Perfect!” Skarvi replied, handing us each a small stack of six gold. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE: Trouble in the Northern Woods [D]!  
 
     You have gained 200xp!  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE: Eviction [D!]  
 
     You have gained 500xp!
  
 
     Cedric has reached level 9!  
 
     Kelikk has reached level 9!  
 
     Leilani has reached level 9!  
 
   
 
    The innkeeper continued, “Bring the cloth to Lord Bellwether’s warehouse on the west side of town, he should be there.” 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATED: Stolen Goods [D]  
 
     Deliver the recovered goods to Lord Malcolm Bellwether at his warehouse in Sommervale.  
 
     Reward: 100xp, a 10% discount with the Telquist Merchants.  
 
   
 
    “Congratulations once again!” I laughed. “What is that? Three levels for each of you from this dungeon? Pretty sweet progress!” 
 
    Kelikk chuckled. “One to ten is pretty quick, as you’ve already seen.” 
 
    “True. It did take me a bit longer to reach eleven though,” I said as I glanced my map. “You guys ready to finish the last one? I should probably log out for a little after that to eat or my body’s going to hate me later.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Cedric said. “I wanna see what that bonus objective lands us!”  
 
    Kelikk and Leilani just smiled and nodded, and off we went. 
 
    The lord’s warehouse was a short walk across town. A bored looking guardsman met us at the door and directed us to wait in a small office while Lord Bellwether was apprised of our arrival.  
 
    It was a pretty short wait. The lord was anxious to recover his goods and came as soon as he heard of our arrival. I unloaded the cloth and stacked it on the lord’s desk, watching as he examined each for signs of damage or tampering, muttering under his breath about fraying and stains. 
 
    “Well then, adventurers, it seems you have done me and my house quite a service,” he said in a slight British accent. “It was quite a tragedy what befell my caravan. I had hoped that Baron Carmichael would have sent more guards, but from the rumors I hear, the ogre’s band was quite formidable.” 
 
    I took the lead slipping the bottle of wine from my inventory. “It was quite a dangerous undertaking, my lord. I’m glad we were able to assist with the recovery of your cloth, but also glad we were able to recover this,” I said and held out the bottle. 
 
    His eyes went wide as he read the label and the message attached. “Oh. This is truly a blessed day,” he said with a smile. “Did you know that there are only five bottles of this vintage known to exist? And to think, Baron Carmichael saw fit to gift one to me! Oh yes, you have done me a great service and I shall reward you appropriately. As agreed, you shall all receive the discount to my house’s wares, but I want to do something special for you if you can wait. Or I can give you each twenty-five gold now for your service? What would you have of me?” 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATED: Stolen Goods [D] 
 
     Choose your reward: 
 
     1) 25 gold, 10% discount to house Telquist merchants, 100xp. 
 
     2) 10% discount to house Telquist merchants, 100xp, Delayed Special Reward. 
 
   
 
    My choice was easy. I was playing the long game. “My lord, I would love to see what special reward you would choose for me. I’ll wait.” 
 
    Leilani opened her mouth to answer but Cedric burst in, “I’ll take the gold please!” 
 
    Both Leilani and Kelikk chose option two as well, knowing that that sort of reward would be much better than coin. 
 
    
     You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Your name has been added to the House Telquist ledgers as a 10% discount holder.  
 
     QUEST RECEIVED: The Long Game 
 
     Lord Bellwether has promised you a special gift for your services. Await the delivery of that gift. 
 
     Reward: A specially selected gift from Lord Bellwether. 
 
   
 
    The lord flashed the three of us who had chosen to be patient a grin, then gave Cedric a disappointed look and handed him a small sack of coins. 
 
    “If you will excuse me,” he said. “I need to see to my business. I will send a runner once I have decided on your rewards.” 
 
    With that, the lord left the office and the guard escorted us out of the building. 
 
    “I messed up, didn’t I?” Cedric asked when we got outside.  
 
    I felt a little sorry for the kid. He’d acted on his impulses as opposed to thinking the situation through, and had probably missed out on something much better down the line. At least in the game it would have a limited effect and maybe teach him a lesson or two for the real world. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ced,” Leilani replied. “Twenty-five gold is a nice reward. The rest of us are still gambling, hoping we hit the jackpot, but Lord Bellwether could just end up sending us a fruit cake made with his special recipe or something.” 
 
    “Right,” I added. “Sometimes the gamble doesn’t pay off. For twenty-five gold you should be able to find a great upgrade for your armor.” That brought a smile to his face.   
 
    After a short discussion, we headed to a nearby clearing and sorted through the loot from the dungeon.  
 
    All in all, there were thirteen gold and five silver pieces as well as several full sets of hard leather armor in various states of repair, a dozen bronze daggers, and a mixture of long and short swords, also bronze. 
 
    Since they’d let me take the Cooking book, I decided not to mention the enforcer’s blade when it came time to split it all. 
 
    After a bit of discussion, I added the studded leather Curley’d been borrowing back into the pot, and we split the pile four ways.  
 
    I collected my cut of the coin and the looted gear and we broke for the afternoon. I took my haul to the local shop and sold the unnecessary items for a few gold and then seeing it was almost 2PM I logged out to get a late lunch. 
 
    …
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    I made myself a sandwich, checked my messages, and did a bit of my actual schoolwork that needed to get done. I’d been neglecting it so far, but if I put it off too much longer I’d be scrambling at the last minute… much like many of my students would be for their next term paper. 
 
    Lesson plans for the next marking period were due when I returned. Luckily, the standardized testing schedules required a standard format and plan amongst all participating schools. Unluckily, that standard format left little room to actually teach more than what was on the test.  
 
    I could have banged out the required plan in under an hour, but I knew I’d likely be at it for most of the afternoon as I tried to squeeze some semblance of actual education into the nooks and crannies allowed by the standardized format. 
 
    Hours later, I was interrupted by the rumbling of my stomach. I looked at the clock and realized it was dinner time. Damn, when I was in the zone, I was deep in the zone. So much for doing a little work and then logging back in. 
 
    I warmed up some food and gave the wife a call, entertaining her with my adventures of the day and the likely impact on my mining venture. Adding another body to the plan would increase my yield by quite a bit. More ore meant more money. 
 
    Diego was asleep in the background, completely tuckered out from his adventures with the grandparents.  
 
    I tried not to be upset that I wouldn’t get to tell him good night, but I didn’t want to wake him. I blew them both a kiss and ended the call. It was time to learn some skills and make some money. 
 
    … 
 
    I logged into the game and headed straight to the guild. The Guildmaster was at his customary position at his desk and looked up as I entered. “Ahh, apprentice… or should I say potential Journeyman? I can see you’ve gained some power since last we spoke. Are you ready to begin the next phase of your training?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said, looking at the trainer eagerly.  
 
    He reached into his desk and removed two scrolls, handing the first to me.  
 
    “The Miasma spell will allow you to extend the afflictions present on your enemy to others in a small area. As your ability in the spell increases, so too shall the area. First you must apply Rot, or another affliction to a single foe and then cast Miasma on it. Should the spell take hold, your affliction will be drawn forth and spread to all those within range of the spell. At first rank it will reach all enemies within five feet of the original target.” 
 
    Scanning the scroll, I saw that the spell required rank nine Necromancy. 
 
    I could have had this spell for the bandit den had I come here first. It would have been so useful in that dungeon.  
 
    Damn it, I thought. From now on, go to the trainer EVERY LEVEL. 
 
    He held out the second scroll. “So far you have worked with bone as your medium. This scroll will improve your Create Undead spell to allow for the animation of more… specialized minions: Zombies and Ghouls.” 
 
    I smiled, excited at new options for my mini-legion.  
 
    “Zombies are slower, less intelligent, and less able to adapt quickly to your orders, but they can suffer much more damage than a skeleton can,” he said. “And as a bonus, they can heal by devouring other organic material.” 
 
    He paused and gave me a pointed look. “That means living things, or corpses. They aren’t picky.” 
 
    I nodded and he continued. “Ghouls on the other hand are quick and cunning, but quite fragile. Their claws and teeth excrete a paralyzing poison that is quite useful against living targets.” 
 
    He gestured to me and continued. “And now that you have reached… nay, surpassed rank ten in the Necromancy spell school, you are ready to select a specialization.” 
 
    I grinned as he continued, “There are two paths forward for those of our art. The first is the Path of Bone. Necromancers who choose this specialization focus on the physical. They learn to enhance their minions’ corporeal forms, making them stronger and tougher, and at higher ranks one can even build upon their minions, shaping the bones to their whims. Unfortunately, that comes at the expense of some of their mental faculties.” 
 
    It definitely sounded interesting. Having tankier minions was definitely a draw, but the last part about losing mental abilities worried me.  
 
    “What do you mean by losing mental abilities, Guildmaster?” I asked. 
 
    He looked down at me and shrugged, “The enhanced minions are more powerful, but have trouble following complex instructions, or adapting to change.” 
 
    I nodded and he continued, “The second option is the Path of the Soul. Many have the strength of will to master the manipulation of flesh and blood, but only the strongest of will have the ability to manipulate the soul.”  
 
    “Necromancers who specialize in this path harness the escaping life force of the dying and use it to both fuel their spells and enhance their minions. Where the Path of Bone enhances the minions physical form, the Path of the Soul increases their mental capacity. But be warned, some minions may have some… quirks.” 
 
    He smiled at me and held out two small vials, one in each hand. “Which will you choose? The Path of Bone,” he said and lifted his left hand, “or the Path of the Soul,” and lifted his right. 
 
    I considered the choice, weighing the pros and cons of each path in my mind, but in the end, I couldn’t risk the mining potential of my minions. While strength might make them more adept at smashing rocks, if they were too dumb to hit the target, or if I had to spend the entire night micromanaging them I’d probably lose my mind. 
 
    “I will follow the Path of the Soul,” I said and took the vial.  
 
    He tucked the other vial away and gestured towards the door. “Travel to the Sommervale cemetery and find the mausoleum of Kelveraath Vel’dim. Drink the potion while within the tomb and the trial will commence. Should you triumph, the art of Soul Mastery will be yours.” 
 
    
     QUEST RECEIVED: Trial of the Soul  
 
     Travel to the mausoleum of Kelveraath Vel’dim and drink the potion given to you by the Guildmaster. Undertake the Trial of the Soul.  
 
     Rewards: Soul Mastery (Rank 10 Necromancy Specialization), 200xp, Journeyman’s Robes.  
 
   
 
    Interesting. So, the lower ranks were focused on the body, and rank ten introduced the soul. I couldn’t wait to see what that held in store… but it would have to wait until tomorrow. Kid’s got to eat, so Daddy’s got to mine. 
 
    “Thank you, Master. I’ll return when the trial is complete,” I replied, clutching the scrolls in my hands as I left the guild house. 
 
    As soon as I was outside, I used both scrolls. 
 
    
     You have learned “Create Undead.”  
 
     Minor Create Undead has been upgraded to Create Undead  
 
     Range: Touch 
 
     Type: Animation  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Material (Required): See Below 
 
     -Animate Skeleton: Animate the skeletal remains of a creature of size <Medium> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Versatile. 
---Required Material Component: Skeleton
---Minion Pool Required: Small[1], Medium[2] 
 
     -Animate Zombie: Animate the remains of a living creature of size <Medium> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Damage Resistance, Cannibalistic Healing. 
---Detriments: Slow, Low Intelligence. 
---Required Material Component: Fresh Corpse
---Minion Pool Required: Small[2], Medium[3] 
 
     -Animate Ghoul: Animate the freshly killed remains of a living creature of size <Medium> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Nimble, Paralysis Poison, Cannibalistic Healing. 
---Detriments: May not wield weapons, fragile.  
 
     ---Required Material Component: Fresh Corpse
---Minion Pool Required: Small[3], Medium[4]
Minion Pool:  11 (4 + Rank)  
 
   
 
      
 
    
     You have learned “Miasma.”  
 
     Miasma  
 
     Range: Long 
 
     Type: Special  
 
     Requirements: Somatic  
 
     Spread the debilitating spells in effect on a single target to all enemies within the spell radius. 
 
     Radius: 4 feet + 1 foot per 5 Ranks.  
 
   
 
    Damned if it wasn’t making spending my skill points even more difficult. Skeletons were by far the best choice for my mining bots, but the other undead types would likely serve a lot better in battle.  
 
    If I could store the animation spells in my staff, I could create some ghouls on the fly if I had enough points. Keeping them bound wouldn’t serve me in the long run right now.  
 
    A zombie on the other hand would make a pretty good tank. No more risking my dwarf bones in battle. But first I’d have to find a suitable corpse. 
 
    Ok, I thought. A new skill to rank up, and an oldie but goodie that had been upgraded. Time to make some choices.  
 
    Currently I had eleven points in my Minion Pool, so I could have up to five medium skeletons, or one zombie and four skeletons, or one zombie and two ghouls… So many options. 
 
    In combat, having a zombie tank and then a mix of skeletons and zombies would probably be optimal, but I couldn’t sacrifice my bound skeletons in order to keep ghouls ready.  
 
    I’d need to up my skills at least a little to be able to bind one more minion in order to keep a zombie tank in my pocket for combat situations, while keeping my four mining skeletons. The ghouls would have to be on the fly. 
 
    I put two points into Bind Minion, bringing my total available bindings up to five and allowing for me to add a zombie without sacrificing any of my workhorses. Ah what the hell. I added another point to bring it to ten to see what improvement It would unlock. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in the Bind Minion Spell! 
The amount of mana required for each bound minion has now been reduced by half. In addition, you may now re-summon minions within 20 feet, +2 feet per rank above 10 in this skill.  
 
    It was definitely worth it.  
 
    Cripple was lagging behind in terms of level, and with Miasma able to spread the love to nearby opponents it was high time I invested more in the skill. Dark Shield was also behind the pack, and it had saved me from death several times, barely. 
 
    With that in mind, I decided to split my remaining points between those three skills, adding in Drain to the mix at the last second, putting three points in each. 
 
    Leveling complete, I took a short trip out of town to do some minion management, collecting the gear in need of repairs before dismissing them and heading back to town. 
 
    A quick stop at the blacksmith and a couple of gold later, and I had a brand-new pick for my fourth mining minion. 
 
    The trip out to the mine was uneventful. The local wildlife was much lower level so did its best to avoid me, and I had no interest in chasing down animals for minimal loot.  
 
    I cast Dark Blessing on the three stooges, giving them Mining and adding Scavenger as their second skill. Go, go, tenth rank perk!  
 
    I was afraid it wouldn’t let me assign Scavenger since it was a racial skill, but the system didn’t seem to mind. I added it to Gimli too, completing my mini minion mining menagerie before descending to the tin mine. 
 
    As I performed my first prospect of the day, my Mining skill increased, an occurrence I should probably get used to due to the way the gathering skill caps worked in the game. 
 
    
     Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
     You have gained 100 Mining XP from a reserved quest reward [Tools of the Trade].  
 
     You have reached Mining Rank 10! Your prospecting radius has been increased by 25%. Durability loss on mining equipment is now reduced by 50%.  
 
   
 
    I searched the mine until I found a good spot with a group of veins close enough together to maximize my minions. I didn’t want to spread out too far and invite attacks from the elementals, but they were bound to occur anyway. 
 
    We put in a solid eight hours of manual labor with only three breaks to deal with some angry elementals. Each of the creatures dropped an Earthheart, which was more than enough to forgive the interruption. 
 
    I’d hoped to use my fourth minion to mine an additional vein, but the mine didn’t have enough nodes close enough together to truly maximize its potential. Having him assist with one of them worked for a while but tended to deplete that vein sooner than the rest. 
 
    In the end I had him shift between assisting the other minions, keeping everyone on roughly the same schedule. 
 
    At the end of the night, I was satisfied with our progress. My Mining had reached rank eleven and was capped again, and I had gathered a boatload of ore and uncut gems.  
 
    As I gathered the last of the load, I calculated the total. Over forty-two hundred ore and sixty uncut aquamarines. It was quite a productive night.  
 
    If all the metal sold I’d be earning about ten bucks an hour for my labor. Tin and copper were stepping-stones. To really get things moving I’d need to find an iron mine.  
 
    It was almost time for my alarm, so I headed out of the mine and logged off near the smelting hut. 
 
    *** 
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    The next morning, I woke refreshed. I performed my normal morning ritual and then hopped back into the game to get some smelting done and see what I could squeeze out of Darr in trade for the Earthhearts. 
 
    After a bit of haggling, I managed to get the upgraded pan, mold, and two more of the Journeyman Picks in return. It was well worth the trade. 
 
    Virtually drooling over his new acquisitions, Darr headed off to the mine and left me to my lonesome. 
 
    It took me almost two hours to fully smelt all of the ore with the upgraded equipment, yielding four hundred and twenty-nine ingots. 
 
    Darr hadn’t returned by the time I finished, so I put out the forge fire and closed the door behind me as I left for the auction house. 
 
    There were a few players doing their business when I arrived, but we mostly ignored each other; more interested in business than socialization. 
 
    When my turn came, I handed over my receipts and waited with bated breath to see the results.  
 
    Not everything had sold, but the sack of gold the clerk handed me was definitely enough to put a smile on my face. One hundred and forty-two gold and nine silver.  
 
    I scanned the receipts for the auctions that hadn’t sold and hummed to myself. Most of my gem auctions hadn’t sold.  
 
    I guess they must be a bit more niche than metal, I thought. I’ll have to see what they are useful for and reassess. 
 
    Doing a quick search at the Merchantrix kiosk for the current market prices, I was glad to see that tin was still a desired commodity. I put the bars up in stacks of twenties, fives, and a few singles, covering the various quantities that seemed to be selling well.  
 
    I didn’t add any more gem auctions and let my current stash sit in my bag. Maybe I’d learn whatever skill made jewelry and turn them into something I could sell at some point down the road. 
 
    Commerce complete, I had an appointment with a mausoleum and a class quest.  
 
    I headed to the graveyard and followed my quest marker to the mausoleum. I summoned all of my minions and was pleasantly surprised that they received the graveyard buff even when I brought them back in from their inert form. They must really want necromancers to play in the graveyard. 
 
    I took the time to fully stock my new staff with spells, putting four charges of Create Undead and one of Necromantic Bolt into the slots. I double checked to make sure my minions were fully healed and cast Dark Shield. I was as prepared as I could be. 
 
    I stepped into the tomb and looked around. In the center of the mausoleum was a single stone sarcophagus, devoid of any carvings or markings of any kind. Seeing nothing to give me any clues of what to expect, I took out the potion, had my minions form up behind me, and drank it in a single gulp. 
 
    A wave of disorientation washed over me and I found myself lying on the floor. My entire body felt cold, and numb. I felt something detach with a pop and feeling came rushing back into my limbs.  
 
    I regained my feet and looked around. “What the?” I yelled and leapt away from the body lying on the floor of the mausoleum. My body, well, my avatar, looking up at the ceiling with blank, dead eyes.  
 
    I reached out towards my body and noticed I could see through my hand. I was some kind of ghost.  
 
    The sound of something tearing filled the crypt and I spun around. Hanging above the sarcophagus was a swirling portal, slowly drawing me towards it. 
 
    A pulse of light on the side of the sarcophagus drew my attention to a previously nonexistent inscription. A single word: “Resist.” 
 
    My eyes widened and I pulled away from the vortex, exerting everything I had to resist its draw.  
 
    Other spectral forms, drawn from somewhere, came flying through the walls of the mausoleum and were sucked into the vortex, each one increasing its power. 
 
    I tried grabbing the floor as I started to slide, but my spectral hands couldn’t find purchase. Nothing I was doing any good.  
 
    In my mind I heard the memory of the Guildmaster speak once again, “Only the strongest of will have the ability to manipulate the soul.”  
 
    I focused on staying still, picturing myself resisting the pull of the vortex with every shred of willpower I had. I felt myself enter a tug of war with the vortex and came to a stop. 
 
    Willpower check…. Success!  
 
    The vortex started to spin faster and expand and I felt a wave of anger momentarily breaking my concentration. I slid several feet closer to the portal before regaining my focus. 
 
    Willpower check…. Success!  
 
    The sense of anger turned to rage, and the vortex bulged, reaching towards me, but I was ready for it and bore down with my will. 
 
    Willpower check… Success!  
 
    The surface of the portal lashed out and grabbed hold of me. A tentacle like extrusion wrapped around my arm and started to draw me in.  
 
    I focused my will and pulled back, managing to slow my movement but unable to completely counter the portal’s pull. 
 
    Willpower check… Tie!  
 
    I clawed at the appendage, but my fingers barely had any effect. The Guildmaster’s warning rang again in my ear and I had an idea.  
 
    I split my focus between resisting the pull and striking the portal’s appendage. My progress towards the portal increased but when I clawed at the appendage, a glowing purple light suffused my claws and I severed the tendril and moved away as the portal’s pull lost most of its strength. 
 
    Willpower check…. Critical Success!  
 
    The portal howled and black ichor spilled into the room as the vortex collapsed in on itself, disappearing with a pop.  
 
    With a sharp yank I was thrown back into my body, and my muscles ached as if I’d just finished a marathon. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Trial of the Soul  
 
     You have successfully completed the Trial of the Soul, return to the Harvest Moon for your rewards.  
 
   
 
    I left the mausoleum, my minions in tow and headed back to the guild, making sure to dismiss my minions before entering town.  
 
    As per usual, the Guildmaster was seated at his desk when I arrived in the guildhall, reading a thick book with a title that seemed to squirm on the cover when I attempted to read it. He closed the book and looked down as I arrived.  
 
    “Welcome back,” he began as his eyes locked onto my own, seemingly piercing me to the core. “Journeyman Kababala, I am glad to see that you passed the trial.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE: Trial of the Soul  
 
     You have gained 200xp! 
 
   
 
    He reached under his desk and produced a large book, a small, polished gem, and a folded set of robes. “Here are your rewards,” he said, handing me the book. “This will instruct you in the art of Soul Mastery, an advanced art that will allow you capture the fleeing spiritual essences of your foes upon their death.” 
 
    My expression must have conveyed a small portion of my anxiety upon hearing that because he waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t look so worried. The name of the skill is misleading. You’re not actually trapping their immortal souls. The energy harnessed is just the last remnants of their life force. That energy does still retain an imprint of its former owner, which is useful for our purposes.” 
 
    He laughed a bit and continued, “If we were really capturing souls the gods of light would have eradicated our order eons ago,” and I sighed in relief. 
 
    He handed over the gem and said, “Read the book and I will explain how to use this.” 
 
    I opened the book, confirmed my desire to learn the new sub-skill and watched as a mixed cloud of dark purple and bright green circled me and was absorbed into my body. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Soul Mastery” sub-skill!  
 
     Soul Mastery - This sub-skill allows the character to harvest the residual life essence, referred to as the “Soul” of living enemies and trap that essence within specially prepared gemstones. That stored energy can be used to enhance spell casting or provide enhancements to animated minions. 
 
       
 
     Dissection Skill Updated: The “Soul” option has been added for all beings in possession of such. This option will be available for 30 seconds following death.  
 
       
 
     Create Undead Spell has been updated to add the new optional material component: Soul Gem.  
 
   
 
    “Good,” the Guildmaster said. “That gem is suitable to serve as a soul gem of moderate power. You’ll need to obtain others for your own use, eventually. Be mindful of the energy you seek to capture. If the gem is not strong enough… you may lose a hand. Literally.” 
 
    “Do you have any more gems I could purchase?” I asked in a rush. “And what do they do when used to create undead?”  
 
    The Guildmaster chuckled. “No, I don’t have any gems for sale, but any cut gem will do. As for your second question, it depends on what you want them to do. The most basic enhancement is the addition of a mana pool of their own. The minion will be able to cast spells should you share that skill, without having to utilize your own mana. In addition, the type of soul used can improve the minion’s abilities. The soul of a warrior will make the undead a better fighter, while that of a mage grants a bigger mana pool and faster casting speed, etc.” 
 
    “And you can use them to enhance spells?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied with a nod. “You can use the soul energy to boost the power of a spell. The more powerful the soul, the more powerful the enhancement. Each use will drain the entire soul gem, so make sure to keep a good collection on hand if you intend to do that often. I’ll let you discover the various effects on the spells on your own.” 
 
    I grinned as the implications of the new skill danced through my mind. 
 
    He coughed and snapped me out of my daydream. “One additional thing. Your skill with Necromancy is now solid enough that you may begin to study other schools of magic. Your skill with them will never be able to rise above half your current rank in the Necromancy school, but it may be of use in shoring up some of the spells that our focus lacks. At journeyman rank, you may learn one additional school. Return when you reach your next level and I will have another spell to teach you,” he said and waved me to the door.  
 
    “Can you teach me other schools?” I asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” he replied. “You will have to find a teacher willing to provide you with that training. I can, however, provide a letter of recommendation that you may present to a master that may assist you in convincing them if you wish.” 
 
    “Please,” I said and waited while he wrote out the letter.  
 
    He placed the folded letter on top of the robes and handed them over. “These are the robes to mark your station as a Journeyman of the Harvest Moon. Wear them well.” 
 
    I smiled and took the offered items, examining the robes as I left the guild. 
 
    
     < Journeyman’s Robes >  
 
     The ceremonial robes of a Journeyman of the Necromancer’s guild.  
 
     Properties: +3 Intelligence, +3 Wisdom, 20% mana cost reduction to animation spells.  
 
   
 
    The robes were crafted of a deep, purple silk, and blew my current gear out of the water. I immediately equipped the new robes and tucked the old shirt and pants into my pack. 
 
    I was dying to get out there and start collecting souls, but first I wanted to unload some of the alchemical items I’d collected on the way.  
 
    I headed over to the Proper Potion and sold all of the blood, hearts, and muscles I had gathered, except for the Ogre’s Blood that I could use in my Runecrafting, whenever I got around to it. 
 
    All together I was able to exchange the materials for fifteen gold, three mana potions, and three health potions; a decent sum considering otherwise they would likely be sitting in my inventory for quite a while. Although, thinking about it after the fact, I probably should have sold them at the auction house to other players, but at least I’d have a better reputation with the Alchemy trainer once I pursued that craft. 
 
    Odds and ends accomplished; it was time to execute the next phase of the plan: iron. 
 
    *** 
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    I headed back to the smelting hut to talk to Darr about where I might be able to find a mine rich with iron. When I arrived, the dwarf was at the forge, smelting some bronze from ingots of tin and copper. 
 
     “Good mornin’ to ye, lizard,” he said. “I see ye’ve been keeping busy by the sacks of ore ye’re always in here smeltin’. I shoulda thought ta charge ye rent! Hah!” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “Yeah. I’ve been spending a lot of time in the mine, but it’s time for more.” 
 
    The dwarf looked up and raised an eyebrow. “Really now? And what, pray tell, do ye intend ta do now, little lizard man?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could point me to an area where I could mine some iron,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “Hah! An iron mine? At yer level? Good luck with that!” he laughed, singeing his beard in the forge fire before hastily patting it out. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, getting a little concerned. 
 
    “The closest mine for iron is the Sunken Forge about a day and a ‘alf north o’ here by horse. Or if ye don’t fancy a walk, ye can take the underpassage. But. And I’ll say it loudly so ye don’t misunderstand. But, the place is crawlin’ with enemies that’ll probably make quick work o’ the likes of ye. Ye might have tangled with the orcs o’ the forest and come out on top, but the clans that roam the cave systems near ta the mine be of more hearty stock.” 
 
    “Ye might make it in the door. Ye may even find a vein or two before one o’ their patrols comes sniffin’ around, but after that ye’re toast,” he finished, chuckling to himself. “Go up there and some mountain orc’s likely ta ‘ave himself a new pair o’ kobold hide boots.” 
 
    It couldn’t be that hard, I thought. I was basically a party of five all by myself. I shook my head at the dwarf and exited the building, heading back to the auction house and blacksmith to get ready for the trip. 
 
    I stopped outside of town and stripped my minions of their current gear. With my new minion options, it was time to assign some more specialized roles.  
 
    However much I liked having a dwarven tank, I didn’t want to risk Gimli any more on the front line, so I’d need to find a replacement, preferably a zombie. A big, meaty zombie. Then I could keep my star miner tucked away.  
 
    I wasn’t going to waste any money on magical gear for my skeletons, but I did want them to be properly equipped to go against a higher-level foe. I sold their old gear and my share of the loot from the bandit dungeon for just over two gold and then spent twenty-eight gold on new gear from the blacksmith, putting a giant smile on the Lupin woman’s face. 
 
    I bought a full set of bronze plate, a tower shield, and a wicked looking spiked mace for my future tank. While not the most damaging weapon, a mace was pretty egalitarian when dealing damage, regardless of the enemy nature. Lightly armored opponent? Smash it. Heavily armored opponent? Smash. Undead? Smash. Animal? Smash. Plus, maces usually didn’t require speed to be effective, and I was expecting zombies to be slow. 
 
    For my other three minions I picked up a mixed kit so they could serve multiple purposes, acting more like skirmishers. As such they couldn’t be quite as armored as the tank, but I didn’t want to rely on leather alone.  
 
    In the end I decided on some light brigandine, and for weapons they each got a small recurve bow, two quivers of arrows, and a two-handed mace for when things got up close and personal, or DPS was needed.  
 
    When I eventually got my soul train on, I’d replace one of the skirmishers with my moon elven skeleton for added support or DPS. She’d get my hand-me-downs. 
 
    And just in case I picked up a set of new gear for Gimli as well, equipping him with a small crossbow, round shield, and single-handed axe in true stereotypical dwarven fashion.  
 
    Once I raised my zombie, Gimli would have to hand over his amulet, but he wouldn’t need it from his position of safety in my bag. 
 
    Shopping spree complete, I headed out of town and into the woods to find myself a suitable tank minion, summoning and equipping my mini-legion as soon as we were outside of town. 
 
    It wasn’t long until I ran into a roaming patrol of forest orcs. A single raider led two warriors along the forest trail.  
 
    All four of my current minions were equipped with ranged weapons and opened fire as soon as the orcs were in range.  
 
    My minions turned the raider into a pincushion while I blasted the warriors with Necromantic Bolts, knocking off huge chunks of their health with each hit. The lower-level orcs never even made it to melee before falling to the ground, dead. 
 
    
     You have killed 2x Forest Orc Warrior! You have gained 200xp.  
 
     You have killed a Forest Orc Raider! You have gained 150xp.  
 
   
 
    I rushed over and activated Dissection on the raider, pulling out the gemstone and selecting the Soul option from the menu, ignoring the rest.  
 
    Soul Harvest… Successful! 
 
    Instead of the normal progress bar and blurring animation, a bright green image of the orc lifted out of its corpse and was sucked into the gemstone, causing it to vibrate and glow with a soft green light.  
 
    Not wanting to waste a moment, I cast Create Undead on the raider’s body, selecting the zombie option. I followed the game guides for the updated spell, chanting and drawing the modified diagrams around the corpse.  
 
    A glowing spot for the gem appeared on the corpse’s forehead, giving a brief window to add the optional component. I did so, and the gem crumbled to dust as the soul energy was absorbed. 
 
    Congratulations! You have created your first soul infused minion. Using a soul gem during the animation process will result in a stronger minion. Additionally, using the soul of the creature to animate its own shell is even more effective.  
 
    The zombie rose to its feet and awaited instructions. Its eyes glowed the same green as the soul gem instead of the purple I was accustomed to, and its movement seemed more… organic than that of my normal skeletons. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that had to do with the fact that the zombie still had flesh and muscle, or if it was due to the soul gem’s influence, but I didn’t really care.  
 
    After equipping the zombie with the gear I’d purchased, I did some tests to see how the zombie performed in comparison to my skeletons. As I expected, the meat puppet was much slower, trading speed for heartiness.  
 
    Satisfied with my choice, I bound the zombie as my last available minion and named him Hoss.  
 
    Ready for the next phase of my plan, I returned Gimli to skull form and headed towards the underpassage.  
 
    The sun elf manning the underpassage was surprised at my choice of destination but didn’t turn me away.  
 
    The portal was as I remembered. Five silver pieces to travel to the closest portal to the mine. It was another five silver for a small potion that I could smash on the gate on the other side to allow me back through, since there was no attendant on the other side. 
 
    As I passed through, I looked back to see the attendant shaking his head sadly. With the NPCs all acting like I was going to die, I was starting to feel a bit anxious. 
 
    The portal spit me out in an abandoned cave with little sign of any recent usage. Even the carved runes that made up the portal were worn and looked ill-used. 
 
    My anxiety already high, I cast Dark Shield on myself and summoned my full minion contingent. Hoss took the lead, his tower shield forming a nice wall between me and whatever awaited us outside. The three stooges followed behind, bows ready to open fire on anything that might appear. 
 
    I directed the zombie forward and followed close behind as we exited the underpassage and towards the surface. Darr had provided the coordinates of Sunken Forge which, according my mini-map was a short distance to the north. 
 
    The tunnel snaked its way to the surface, opening eventually into a narrow valley cutting through the mountains from east to west.  
 
    I breathed in the crisp mountain air and let out a sigh. Soon I’d be able to get my mining operation moving.  
 
    The sound of some rocks trickling down the hill drew my attention to the side where a large orc stepped out from behind a boulder. Its skin was the color of red clay and its tusks and musculature were almost half again as big as its forest dwelling cousins.  
 
    I focused on the orc and cringed as I read its bright red tag.  
 
    < Mountain Orc Scout >  
 
    I tried to creep back into the cave but we had already been spotted.  
 
    Faster than I imagined such a large creature could move, it reached over its shoulder and pulled out a javelin and launched it directly at me.  
 
    I directed my minions to run and headed back towards the gate and turned to run but barely made it a step before a flash of pain erupted in my back and the sharp head of the javelin erupted from my chest. 
 
    I fell forward as my health dropped to zero and my vision faded to blackness. 
 
    
     Mountain Orc Scout critically hits you with his Iron-tipped Javelin for 110 damage!  
 
     You have been killed!  
 
     You have lost 693xp due to the death penalty!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Larry) has been dismissed!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Moe) has been dismissed!  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Curley) has been dismissed!  
 
     Orc Zombie (Hoss) has been dismissed!  
 
     Respawn Time: 55 minutes.   
 
   
 
    Well shit, I thought. Guess I should have listened to all of those NPCs. Ah well, nothing to do about it now.  
 
    I’d have to go collect my skulls and then get the hell out of dodge, level up, and then head back once I was strong enough to deal with the mobs myself. The mountain orc was red, so it could be level fifteen or sixteen. One-shotting my fragile self wasn’t any big feat, but it being able to do it at range before I could use the aggro system to keep it off my back was a definite problem. 
 
    I logged out and did a quick search for the Sunken Forge. According to the game’s forums it was a zone for level fifteen to twenty.   
 
    The zone was named after the mine itself, which was a small complex that opened up into a dungeon on the lower levels. The mine used to be a thriving dwarven city before the entire place was drowned when a mine shaft collapsed under a mountain lake above, causing the entire mine to fill with water. 
 
    A mine with a dungeon full of soggy undead sounded like my cup of tea, and might even be a good destination to bring Cedric, Leilani, and Kelikk to later on for some good loot and XP. But first I’d need to level a bit more. 
 
    Ah well, I thought as my respawn timer ticked by. Might as well get some work done. 
 
    An early lunch and a backlog of work emails were more than enough to occupy my attention until it was time to dive back in. 
 
    *** 
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    It was early afternoon by the time I was able to get back into the game, having gotten lost in the endless rabbit hole that was an unattended inbox.  
 
    I forked over another five silver to the portal attendant, ignoring their knowing smirk and went back through the portal. Being as stealthy as possible, I crept up the tunnel and collected my minion skulls from where they had fallen upon my death.  
 
    My corpse was still lying at the end of the tunnel, propped up on the mountain orc’s javelin. I tiptoed over and tapped it with my claw and smiled as it dissolved into a small cloud of light that rushed into my body. 
 
    You have recovered a portion of the experience lost due to death! You have recovered 349xp!  
 
    There was a shout from somewhere on the surface and I ran, smashing the return potion against the gateway and hopping through the portal as soon as it was wide enough to fit. 
 
    I had a tough road ahead of me. I would definitely need to gain a few levels before I’d be able to return to the Sunken Forge and the iron it contained, and that meant spending my time adventuring for the next few days.  
 
    With the gold I’d made so far I had enough to cover the rental fee for the VR hardware and the subscription for the first month of game access.  
 
    Since I’d hit level ten, there was a risk of losing money should I die, so I decided it was best to settle those bills while I could. I initiated the currency transfer, watching three hundred and twenty gold disappear from my inventory as its cash value was deposited into my back account.  
 
    Operating expenses paid, every coin I made from then on would be pure profit. 
 
    Time to grind out some levels, I thought and headed to the Inn. There was a short line of other players waiting their turn to talk to the innkeeper, but it wasn’t that long of a delay. 
 
    When it was my turn, I stepped up and greeted the Lupin, “Hello good sir, I am told that you are the man to speak to about tasks in the area that need to be accomplished. Are there any available that would be appropriate for me?” 
 
    The innkeeper looked me over and rummaged behind the bar for a few seconds, returning with a small stack of papers. I scanned through the listings provided, discarding a bunch of random delivery quests that I knew would drive me crazy. The experience wasn’t even worth the time. 
 
    There were a few dungeon quests as well, but those would require a party and since I was currently running solo, I’d have to pass. 
 
    Note to self, I thought. Make sure to get the contact info for Kelikk, Leilani, and Cedric. They might be game for some more dungeon crawls.  
 
    After eliminating most of the pile I was left with three standard hunt and kill type quests, which were perfect for my current goals. 
 
    
     QUEST ACCEPTED: Something’s Bugging Farmer Phil  
 
     Phil Hammelson has requested aid in ridding his fields of an insect infestation. A nest of giant ants has popped up in his most productive field and stripped the crops and he wants them gone. 
 
     Criteria: Destroy the Giant Ant Drones (0/30)  
 
     Reward: 200xp, 3 gold, Traveler’s Waybread 
  
 
     QUEST ACCEPTED: Something’s in There! 
 
     Adventurers have reported strange sounds coming from within a large cave in the woods to the west. A scout was sent in but never returned. Search the cave and remove any threats found within. 
 
     Criteria: Clear out the cave.  
 
     Reward: 400xp, Random Magical Trinket. 

QUEST ACCEPTED: More Bandits!  
 
     A small band of bandits was spotted in the northern woods attacking travelers. Their latest attack was on a small caravan where they captured the daughter of Samel Herrington, a local jeweler. Master Herrington has offered a substantial reward for her return.  
 
     Criteria: Rescue the Jeweler’s daughter. 
 
     Reward: 400xp, 10 gold and a personal boon from Master Jeweler Samel Herrington.  
 
   
 
      
 
    I headed out of the inn and opened my map to view the newly added quest markers.  
 
    The bandits and mysterious cave were west of town while the farm was to the east. They were all about the same distance away, so I decided to start with the farm and then loop around. Plus, that route would give me a chance to grab the graveyard buff for my minions on the way. 
 
    But first I needed to stock up. My new Soul Mastery skill needed gems to work. I headed to the auction house first and did a small search for cut gems and cringed. They were damned expensive.  
 
    The lowest gemstone, Malachite, which usually sold for close to three gold a piece in the rough were nine gold when cut, and I only had about twenty gold left after settling my bills.  
 
    I searched for other listings, hoping there would be someone trying for a quick buck and underpricing their items, but the best I could find was a pair of Rough-cut Malachite for sixteen gold.  
 
    Grimacing, I bit the bullet and bought the gems, hoping it would be worth the expense in the long run, and then made my way out of town. 
 
    I made a slight detour to the graveyard and summoned Hoss and the Stooges for the graveyard buff before continuing on to the Hammelson farm.  
 
    When we arrived at the farmhouse, an older man was pacing in front of the house as if waiting for someone but as soon as he caught sight of us he ran back into the house and slammed the door behind him. 
 
    With a sigh, I approached the door and knocked. “Mr. Hammelson? I was told you needed some help with your fields.”  
 
    The door opened a crack and the man peered out at me with a wary look.  
 
    I gave him a toothy smile and continued, “Where are these ants?” 
 
    The door opened a little more and he pointed towards the fields to the northeast of the farmhouse, not saying a word, but the quest markings on my map updated to show several small areas off in that direction.  
 
    Giving a nod of thanks to the silent farmer, I followed the markings into the fields. A tall, corn-like crop that reached high above my head covered most of the area, limiting visibility. 
 
    I followed Hoss as he pushed his way through the stalks, emerging into a veritable wasteland.  
 
    Torn up crops littered the area. Corn stalks had been ripped from the ground and dragged towards a large mound of loose dirt where a large ant the size of a cow was currently stuffing a bundle of stalks into a hole at the top of the mound. 
 
    There was only one ant on the outside of the hill that I could see, but that was no guarantee that it was alone. Its nametag was white, so it would likely be an even fight. But I’d be surprised if there weren’t any more ants in the area just waiting for some new prey to come along. 
 
    Bugs typically had a tough carapace that would serve as pretty decent armor. Bows were probably useless against the hard carapace, but maces should do swimmingly.  
 
    I directed the stooges to arm their maces and get ready to attack. I ordered Hoss forward, having him bang his shield with his mace to draw the ant’s attention.  
 
    The insect dropped its bundle of plants and reared back, raising its forelimbs threateningly before charging at the zombie.  
 
    Hoss raised his shield and braced himself, catching the full force of the blow on his tower shield. He slid back through the loose soil and lost a small sliver out of his health bar.  
 
    In response he brought his spiked mace down on the ant’s thorax, crashing through the hardened chitin and taking off almost thirty percent of the insect’s health in one shot. 
 
    The bug let out a loud chittering screech and more ants swarmed out of the anthill in our direction.  
 
    The stooges rushed forward and met them halfway, laying into the horde with wide swings of their giant maces, bashing the giant ants’ carapaces with each blow.  
 
    I cast Cripple on the first ant and then followed up with Rot, prepping for my first casting of Miasma which turned out to be the easiest spell I’d encountered so far. 
 
    With three quick gestures of my primary hand the spell took hold. A pulse of purple light radiated from my target, spreading outwards and into the ants within arm’s reach of my target, afflicting them with the same debuffs as the first. 
 
    The debuffs did their work, giving my minions an even greater advantage as they went full murderhobo on the insects.  
 
    The skeletons didn’t get off completely unscathed. The giant ants were able to find the gaps in the skeletal minions’ armor without that much trouble. Larry suffered some serious damage before he was able to finish his target and Moe was almost torn in half by a pair of more aggressive drones. Only a timely intervention by Hoss saved me from having to replace the minion. 
 
    In the end, ten giant ant corpses littered the field, their chitinous bodies in various states of crushed.  
 
    
     You have killed 10x Giant Ant Drone! You have gained 500xp!  
 
     QUEST UPDATE - Destroy the Giant Ant Drones (10/30)  
 
   
 
    I rushed over to the last ant corpse, grabbing one of the gems from my bag as I triggered Dissection. 
 
    Dissection Options: Carapace, Acid, Pincer, Meat.  
 
    There was no soul option, which did make a certain kind of sense. Bugs weren’t exactly known for their soulful nature, after all.  
 
    With a shrug, I toggled the option to dissect everything and then repeated the process for all of the corpses, netting seven pieces of Ant Chitin, twelve doses of Minor Ant Acid, eight chunks of Ant Meat, and three Giant Ant Pincers, as well as the small XP gain for each Dissection. 
 
    When the last Dissection completed, there was a rumbling underfoot, putting me on guard.  
 
    I shifted nervously for a bit but nothing else arrived to attack. Instead, the mound sank back into the ground, leaving almost no trace of its existence and the marker on my map disappeared. 
 
    The nearest marker was two fields away, giving me time to recast my personal shield and repair my minions on route.  
 
    Mend Bone had no effect on the injured zombie, which worried me for a second before I remembered one of the bonus abilities of that form of undead: Cannibalistic Healing. 
 
    I grabbed a hunk of the ant meat from my bag and handed it to the zombie tank. As soon as he had the flesh in his hands he went to town, biting and swallowing mouthfuls of meat in a single gulp. The sounds were just… disturbing. I looked away, focusing on his health bar in the interface that was climbing with every gulp.  
 
    Three chunks of Ant Meat later and he was good as new. 
 
    For the next marker I approached more cautiously, unsure of the number of ants that would be present on the surface. This field had two drones stripping the field of its crops while another, larger ant stood nearby.  
 
    I scanned the new ant and its name popped up in yellow.  
 
    < Giant Ant Soldier >  
 
    I lined up my minions to attack, wanting to focus on the soldier first since we didn’t know what it could do. 
 
    Every so often the drones would disappear back into the anthill, dragging their stolen crops below. As soon as the soldier was alone in the field I struck, using a Necromantic Bolt to pull. 
 
    The dark energy blasted into the soldier’s carapace, dropping its health by twenty-five percent. The ant charged towards me, mandibles double the size of the drones’ clicking in agitation.  
 
    As it got closer, I spotted another addition: a viscous green liquid was seeping from its maw to coat its mandibles.  
 
    Hoss collided with the ant’s flank as it rushed in, his mace soon joined by those of the skeletal minions. 
 
    Beset by on all sides by mace wielding undead, the ant ceased its efforts to get to me and focused on his attackers.  
 
    A snap of its mandibles clipped Larry’s arm off at the shoulder, rendering him unable to wield his two-handed mace for the rest of the fight.  
 
    Frowning, I ordered the disabled minion to retreat and blasted the soldier with another bolt, finishing it off just as the first drone exited the hill.  
 
    I pointed my staff at the soldier’s corpse and used one of my charges of Create Undead on the bug, trying to create another zombie. A dark purple pulse emerged from the staff and surrounded the corpse but then fizzled out with no effect. 
 
    Create Undead Failed! Insufficient Minion Pool to create: Zombie. Current Pool [9/11]  
 
    “Damn it!” I exclaimed. I’d wasted a charge. I’d have to raise my skill level if my plan for spontaneous minion creation was going to work out, especially when solo.  
 
    The drones poured out of the anthill and raced towards my minions, clicking and clacking their mandibles.  
 
    I got to work, casting Cripple and Rot on an ant in the middle of the swarm and then hitting it with Miasma just as the front ranks collided. The ants clustered up just as the wave of necromantic energy pulsed out from patient zero, spreading the afflictions to most of the troop. 
 
    Larry was standing off to the side, useless, just taking up pool points for no reason. 
 
    Duh, I thought to myself. I directed Larry to pick up his arm and then dismissed him, freeing up enough of my minion pool to raise a ghoul. 
 
    I used another of the stored Create Undead spells from my staff, watching as the magic transformed the soldier’s body into something out of a nightmare.  
 
    The insect’s body shriveled like a raisin in the sun while its limbs and mandibles stretched and became longer, more like those of a spider than an ant. The last segment of its front two legs transformed further, growing into long, stiletto like points with jagged, serrated edges.  
 
    I ordered the new minion to attack and watched as it leapt upon its former kin, forelegs piercing through their chitin with ease. The drones didn’t have a chance. 
 
    
     You have killed Giant Ant Solider! You have gained 75xp!  
 
     You have killed 8x Giant Ant Drone! You have gained 400xp!  
 
     QUEST UPDATE - Destroy the Giant Ant Drones (18/30)  
 
   
 
    The bugs had no actual loot, but I was able to dissect them for another sixteen pieces of Ant Chitin, eight doses of Minor Ant Acid, ten chunks of Ant Meat, and six Giant Ant Pincers. 
 
    Hoss devoured another three pieces of meat to regenerate his health, and I repaired the skeletons.  
 
    The XP for the ants seemed a bit underwhelming for their relative level. They’d have to be between ten and twelve to register as white, and the soldier being yellow should be either thirteen or fourteen, but the XP didn’t seem to reflect that.  
 
    Maybe the whole group is considered together, I thought. 
 
    Again, the anthill disappeared with a rumbling and churning of the ground and it was on to the next marker. 
 
    I dismissed Moe and brought Larry back from limbo to repair his arm and give him a chance at vengeance at the next marker.  
 
    The ant hills turned out to be relatively standard. There was no soldier at the next marker, so Hoss led the way with his shield and aggro’d the swarm.  
 
    The ghoulish soldier crashed into the enemy, cutting into the drones with his sharp claws but then fell to the drones’ retaliation, leaking a nasty smelling ichor into the dirt. 
 
    I re-summoned Moe as the stooges began their own rush, and I cast my debuffs targeting a drone near the center of their group.  
 
    Miasma spread the afflictions to the rest of the enemy group and the three stooges hit the lines, smashing through the drones.  
 
    Apparently, we’d hit the bonus anthill, as the ants continued to emerge after the tenth and my minions started to take more damage as they smashed the ants to smithereens. 
 
    One Drone broke free of the scrum and rushed me, mandibles spread wide.  
 
    I raised my staff defensively as it pounced, its mandibles reaching around the staff to pierce my wrist.  
 
    A sharp pain shot up my arm, followed by a burning sensation as the ant’s acid started to digest my flesh.  
 
    I pulled away, tearing my arm even further, but at least what would probably have been a bleeding wound was cauterized by the acid.  
 
    The wound continued to burn and my hit points dropped down to thirty percent. Warding the ant off with my staff, I cast Necromantic Bolt point blank into its head, sending it skittering backwards.  
 
    It leaped at me again, but before I was buried under the insect, I remembered my new cloak, and triggered Mist Step to teleport behind it as it crashed down on my previous location. 
 
    I sped through the gestures for Drain as quickly as I could, and as the ant recovered and turned to face me the purple lightning of the spell reached out and started sucking the life away from the insect.  
 
    Its hit points fell as it regained its feet while mine began to rise, and as it gathered itself for another leap, I timed a second teleport to get away from the insect and closer to my remaining minions. 
 
    Luckily, I was able to maintain the spell through the teleport, draining the rest of the drone’s life force to replenish my own, and then some. 
 
    
     You have killed 12x Giant Ant Drone! You have gained 600xp!  
 
     QUEST UPDATE - Destroy the Giant Ant Drones (30/30)  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 12!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 14 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, and Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    The warm glow of leveling up filled me, but was quickly dispelled as my attention was drawn to a large eruption of earth further to the north where a small pack of soldier ants were bursting onto the surface. 
 
    *** 
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     QUEST UPDATE – Something’s Bugging Farmer Phil II (Optional) 
 
     After destroying the drones of the local colony, the queen has sent her soldiers to the surface to avenge her children. Destroy the soldiers before they destroy you.  
 
     Criteria: Destroy Giant Ant Soldiers (1/5)  
 
     Reward: +200xp, Class Appropriate Reward (Yellow)  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
   
 
    Four red dots appeared on my map as I accepted the updated quest, showing the locations of the soldier ants as they spread out searching for me. There were only four which was confusing, but after checking my logs I saw that the game was counting the soldier I’d killed earlier. Maybe it was left over from someone else’s version of the quest?  
 
    My minions were still injured from our last battle so I needed to find some cover so I could repair them before they’d be ready to face more soldiers. So as soon as I spotted an opening, I rushed my minions into one of the fields, hiding in the center of a clump of extra tall corn.  
 
    Trying to be as quiet as possible, I moved between minions and healed them one by one, saving the zombie for last to avoid his chomping from giving us away. 
 
    I had to pause several times when the soldiers passed nearby. Thankfully, the game wasn’t as merciless with its mob tracking skills as it could be.  
 
    Once everyone was healed, I tried to concentrate enough to upgrade my character but barely got my stat points allocated before the soldiers returned to the area. Screw it, I’ll do it later.  
 
    I tracked the Soldiers’ positions on my map, making note of their current patrols and waiting for an opportunity to catch one by itself.  
 
    I had a pretty loose plan for how to take out the tougher soldiers. Hopefully I could pull it off without attracting the rest.  
 
    If I could draw it into the corn, at least two of my minions should be able to get off surprise attacks before they were noticed. The damage multiplier should put a pretty good hurting on the bug and allow us to take it out quickly. 
 
    I positioned Larry and Moe in the corn, a little more than an ant’s width apart with myself between them and waited for the next soldier to pass by.  
 
     As soon as it was in range, I cast a Necromantic Bolt into the back of its thorax. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    The soldier’s health fell by thirty percent as my bolt blasted a hole through its carapace, exposing its gooey insides.  
 
    The Soldier turned towards me and charged. I dashed back through the corn between my minions, the stalks whipping at my face as the ant followed me into the gap. 
 
    From behind I heard the snapping of corn stalks as the soldier entered my trap followed by two satisfying crunches as my minions struck, destroying the giant insect. 
 
    
     You have killed Giant Ant Soldier! You have gained 75xp!  
 
     Quest Update: Destroy Giant Ant Soldiers (2/5)  
 
   
 
    Apparently, I had overestimated the Soldier Ant’s durability. 
 
    The ant had done a number to my cover, so I moved camp to another, undamaged section of the field, avoiding the patrolling ants until we were ready. 
 
    The routes of the remaining three ants were closer together than the first, so there was a chance my initial pull might attract more than one so I positioned Curley and Hoss to intercept, and then attacked. 
 
    Moe and Larry turned it into paste, but my concern about the second soldier joining in was justified. Hoss’ hit points dropped by a quarter as he and Curley engaged with the add. 
 
    I emerged from the corn to see the giant insect standing over Hoss. Its mandibles had torn a nasty hole in the zombie’s chest, and as I watched, acid dripped from its maw onto my minion’s face, dropping his hit points by the second.  
 
    Curley was on the ground a few steps away, only slightly damaged as he climbed back to his feet.  
 
    I ordered Larry and Moe to assist and directed Hoss to turn his face away from the soldier and hopefully save himself from irreparable damage.  
 
    I cast a quick bolt at the ant and it turned towards me, its acidic drool splattering the ground.  
 
    It stepped off Hoss, who was hanging on by the skin of his teeth, and rushed towards me. 
 
    A second bolt left my hand just as the two skeletons reached it, the combined blows of their maces and my magic dropping the soldier to under twenty percent.  
 
    It lashed out at Moe, snapping his femur even through the armor and leaving traces of acid behind to further damage the bone.  
 
    The skeleton dropped to the ground, overbalanced from his swing. A quick strike from the soldier’s foreleg shattered his skull and extinguished the dark light in his eyes seconds before Larry’s blow to the soldier’s back came crashing down. 
 
    
     Orc Skeleton (Moe) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     
You have killed 2x Giant Ant Soldier! You have gained 150xp!  
 
     Quest Update: Destroy Giant Ant Soldiers (4/5)  
 
   
 
    I glanced at my map to see where the last soldier was and sighed in relief. It was all the way on the other side of the farm.  
 
    Hoss was still down on the ground, a mass of chewed on and melted flesh… but he still had a few hit points left. There was a giant hole in his armor from the ant’s massive mandible, but the rest of it was in ok condition, other than a few pock marks from splashing acid. 
 
    The zombie turned its head towards me and a wave of nausea threatened to do me in. His head was almost completely melted from the acid. All that was left of his face was a single eye socket set amidst a mushy ball of meat.  
 
    The back of the skull was still somewhat intact, but it was barely connected to the rest of the body by a half melted spinal cord. It was bad. 
 
    I ordered the minion to rise and it just flailed weakly on the ground.  
 
    How can I heal this thing, I thought? It needs to eat flesh to heal, and well, its mouth is gone… Hell, most of his skull is now a giant mouth. Hmmm… I wonder. 
 
    I took out a small chunk of Ant Meat and dropped it into the gaping hole that was the zombie’s skull, watching closely.  
 
    At first the meat sat there unmoving, but then small tendrils of undead flesh started to flow over the meat like a rotting amoeba. The flesh around the meat started to regrow, slowly reforming into Hoss’ zombie mug as it healed. 
 
    I dropped in a handful of meat chunks and then rushed over to the soldier’s corpse, dissecting it for more meat to heal my zombie back to full. 
 
    By the time I was done, the last ant had completed his patrol and was headed back towards us, and I was down a minion.  
 
    I tossed a new orc skeleton on the ground and positioned the newly restored Hoss in the returning soldier’s path with Larry and Curley in position to flank. 
 
    I rushed through the Create Undead spell, trying my best to ignore the red dot on my map getting closer and closer. 
 
    The soldier charged in when it caught sight of my minions, leaping at the last instant and crashing into them.  
 
    All three of their health bars started to drop, and the distraction caused me to miss one of the gestures in the spell. The magic collapsed, the mana I had already put into the casting evaporating along with the bones.  
 
    “Damn it!” I yelled and turned to the battle to see my minions all smoking as acid ate away at their forms. 
 
    Growling in frustration, I started contributing to the fight, casting Cripple on the ant and then chaining Necromantic Bolts while my skeletons struck at the ant’s flanks. 
 
    The additional damage from my spells combined with the increased flanking damage were enough to finish off the ant, but not before he had chewed through most of Hoss’s hit points and reduced both skeletons to less than half health. 
 
    
     You have killed Giant Ant Soldier! You have gained 75xp!  
 
     Quest Update: Destroy Giant Ant Soldiers (5/5)  
 
   
 
    As the soldier’s corpse hit the ground, there was a thunderous crash from across the field. The earth erupted in a geyser of dirt and stone as an ant the size of an elephant burst from the ground, emitting a shriek of fury. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE – Something’s Bugging Farmer Phil III (Optional) 
 
     The Queen is not pleased. After your bloody murder of her drones and the summary execution of her soldiers, the Ant Queen has come to deal with matters herself.  
 
     Criteria: Destroy Giant Ant Queen (0/1)  
 
     Reward: +100xp, Upgrade Class Appropriate Reward (Yellow) to Class Appropriate Reward (Orange) 
 
     Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
   
 
    I looked across the field and could see the orange difficulty Ant Queen trashing a section of the field in her fury.  
 
    Cursing under my breath, I looked around for any avenues of escape.  
 
    I would need all of my minions at peak to take on an orange creature but they were pretty trashed and needed repairs.  
 
    The Queen Ant seemed content to rampage across the way glaring in my direction every so often. 
 
    What’s she waiting for, an invitation? I thought, wondering why she hadn’t attacked.  
 
    The quest prompt blinked again in front of me, waiting for my answer and then it clicked. I hadn’t answered the quest prompt yet. The AI wasn’t attacking because I hadn’t accepted the quest. 
 
    I ignored the quest prompt and moved over to the soldier’s corpse, dissecting it and collecting its meat, some chitin, and another giant mandible.  
 
    Hoss scarfed down the ant meat, healing up as I attended to the skeletons.  
 
    I kept one eye on the Queen the entire time, losing sight only briefly when I raised a replacement Moe and the steps of the ritual took me out of line of sight. 
 
    New Moe equipped his gear as I started casting Bind Minion on him, trying to maximize the strength of my force, but before I could begin another prompt appeared that put an end to that idea. 
 
    Pending prompt, “Accept Quest – Something’s Bugging Farmer Phil III,” will expire in 10 seconds  
 
    Crap. I guess unbound Moe will have to do for now, I thought and accepted the quest before the timer ran out. 
 
    The instant I accepted the Queen turned towards me, abdomen expanding as a casting bar appeared over her. 
 
    Ant Queen begins casting Acid Rain!  
 
    I ordered my minions to run towards the Queen at an angle and followed as fast as my little legs could carry me. 
 
    Ant Queen casts Acid Rain!  
 
    The Queen raised her head to the sky and spit a giant stream of acid into the air towards where we’d been standing. Droplets rained down over the area, burning the crops and remaining corpses.  
 
    A drop landed on my robes with a sizzle, making it clear I hadn’t cleared the area of effect. With a quick mental trigger, I used my cloak to teleport clear of the rain.  
 
    The drops that had already landed on me ate into my skin, dropping my hit points by five percent. 
 
    The Queen, having done her thing, turned towards me and advanced, her gigantic body moving slowly across the ground.  
 
    Hoss charged in at my command and smashed into the Queen’s foreleg, cracking the thick carapace as his shield struck home.  
 
    The Queen had much smaller mandibles than her soldiers, but her forelimbs were massive. She raised her uncracked forelimb and brought it crashing down onto Hoss’ shield, driving him to his knees and dropping his health by twenty percent with the force of the blow. 
 
    She was strong, but I could do something about that. I grabbed a pinch of Bone Dust from my bag and cast the enhanced version of Rot onto the queen, following up with Cripple to slow it down.  
 
    By then the stooges had reached their places around the Queen. I ordered them forward, each charging in from the insect’s flanks and rear, their spiked two-handers aiming for the Queen’s bulbous abdomen. 
 
    Three cracks echoed across the field as the maces struck home, shattering pieces of the Queen’s giant thorax armor. Her health dropped to less than half and her back legs collapsed as a pain-filled screech filled the field. 
 
    A broad swipe of her forelimb knocked both Larry and Curley across the field, smashing through their damaged armor and breaking numerous bones. The skeletons skidded along the ground, their health bars almost empty from the blows. 
 
    Hoss struck the Queen’s injured foreleg with his own mace while her attention was elsewhere, widening the crack left by his shield and regaining the Queen’s attention.  
 
    The Queen shifted her weight slightly, releasing some pressure on the injured limb. Seeing an opportunity, I target her injured leg and directed Moe attack it as well. 
 
    The skeleton ceased smashing the Queen’s thorax and moved over to swing into the injured forelimb, his spiked mace breaking off a large chunk of the chitin.  
 
    The Queen took her weight fully off that leg, resting on the other as she swung the injured limb at the offending skeleton. He raised his mace to parry, absorbing some of the blow but not enough to keep from being launched across the field. 
 
    My bolt spell slammed into the injured limb above the cracks but still did a small amount of damage. The next bolt, however, was on target and blasted into the Queen’s tender flesh. 
 
    The skeletons managed to regain their feet and resume their attack, albeit with a bit less gusto due to their wounds.  
 
    Because of the damage we’d inflicted, the Queen was forced to rely upon her uninjured forelimb for support which drastically reduced her attack.  
 
    Taking advantage of that, I had my minions perform hit-and-run attacks, dashing in and then retreating once she moved to counter. 
 
    Their alternating attacks were a lot slower than a combined effort, but also a lot safer for my goons. I was all about the long game.  
 
    Rot continued to eat away at her hit points, and my minions’ guerilla tactics combined with a steady stream of necrotic bolts whittled away at her massive health bar until she reached ten percent. 
 
    Her body took on a slightly red glow and her abdomen started to swell. 
 
    Her health started to drain away, and I immediately ordered a retreat, trying to get my minions clear in case she was pulling a self-destruct like the elementals. 
 
    Ant Queen begins casting, Spawn Brood  
 
    The casting bar completed and the Queen’s abdomen exploded, leaving her with a barely a sliver of health remaining.  
 
    Hundreds of rat sized ants swarmed out of the Queen’s ruined body, spreading out in search of something, anything to devour.  
 
    Hoss was the closest of the undead, unable to move as quickly as the others due to his zombie nature.  
 
    The swarm washed over him like a wave and he disappeared under the mass of tiny insects. His health started to drop slowly, his unwanted passengers ripping into his rotting flesh in the gaps of his armor. 
 
    I ordered the zombie to drop to the ground and roll around, watching as his corpse flattened hundreds of ants as they ate away at his flesh.  
 
    The swarm hit the skeletons next, their acidic bites taking small nibbles from their bones.  
 
    “Stop, Drop and Roll” was less effective with the skeletons, but still managed diminish the swarm somewhat. 
 
    The ants were almost on me so I did what any sane person would do when faced with the threat of being eaten alive by a swarm of bugs. I tried to run.  
 
    Somehow portions of the swarm had managed to get between me and freedom, so I was forced to run in a circle around the Queen, Benny Hill music playing in my mind and I dodged small clumps of ants and looked for a way to escape.  
 
    One after another, the fate of my minions became clear. 
 
    
     Orc Skeleton (Larry) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
     Orc Skeleton (Curley) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
   
 
    My stamina was not up to that much running, and I couldn’t cast while sprinting. I was barely able to keep ahead of the swarm which grew with each of my minion’s deaths. There were hundreds of crushed ants on the ground, but still hundreds more gunning for me.  
 
    Orc Zombie (Hoss) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    The swarm was coming from both sides and I had nowhere to go but into range of the Queen, who even injured could probably take me out with a half-hearted slap.  
 
    Damn this encounter really, really, needed some AOE nukes. Or…  
 
    A desperate idea popped into my head as my stamina neared zero.  
 
    I glanced at the Queen and saw she was still somehow alive. She must have had some sort of last stand ability, because I could see Rot still active on her, but her health hadn’t moved since she exploded.  
 
    Orc Skeleton (Moe) has been destroyed!  
 
    Well, here goes nothing! I thought and ran away from the swarming ants towards the Queen. As I approached, I triggered the last charge of Mistwalk and teleported onto the Queen’s back, barely keeping my balance.  
 
    The waves of the swarm arrived and climbed up their mother in an attempt to get to me, and I closed my eyes and started casting, focusing my full willpower on completing the spell.  
 
    I could feel the insects climbing up my legs as I moved my arms through the motions.  
 
    My Dark Shield flashed with each bite, blocking out the tiny pincer bites, but slowly eating away the shield.  
 
    The first bite pierced the shield as I completed the last gesture of the spell. 
 
    Willpower check… Success!  
 
    The spell leapt from my hands and into the Queen and then bursting forth in a wave of dark energy as the Miasma spell spread Rot to the entire swarm. 
 
    My hit points dropped as more and more ants sank their pincers in and I leapt.  
 
    I landed in a heap just beyond the swarm and rolled forward, crushing some ants and flinging others off.  
 
    My health was down to ten percent, and if this gambit failed, I was done. At least it would be quick? 
 
    I crawled backwards, away from the swarm that was heading my way once again.  
 
    The leading edge of the swarm reached me and I thought for sure I was done for, but then the ants started to drop.  
 
    One after another they collapsed into pools of rotten goo as the Rot spell finished melting them from the inside out. 
 
    Soon all that was left were a few stragglers that were outside of the range of the Miasma’s radius which, luckily for me, was measured from the target and not limited to a static radius from the center of the casting. 
 
    The Queen turned her gaze on me and squealed as I crushed the last of her swarm with my staff, her temporary immunity dying with her last child. She followed a second later. 
 
    
     You have killed a Giant Ant Queen! You have received 500xp!  
 
     Quest Updated - Destroy Giant Ant Queen (1/1)  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE – Something’s Bugging Farmer Phil I, II, & III  
 
     You have received 500xp!  
 
     See the farmer for your material rewards.  
 
   
 
    I collapsed, my stamina pool virtually nil, and tried to catch my breath. I glared at the Queen’s corpse. My minions were all dead. Their gear was probably ruined, and now I’d have to raise a whole new legion and get all their gear repaired before I could move on to my next quest. 
 
    Well, let’s see what bits this giant ant has for me.  
 
    I crawled over to what was left of the Queen and initiated Dissection. The list of options did a little to assuage my injured wallet: Chitin, Giant Ant Claw, Strong Ant Acid, Ant Meat, Ant Egg Sac. 
 
    I selected them all and started the process, claiming my spoils about two minutes later. 
 
    Critical Success! You have received: Ant Chitin x22, Strong Ant Acid x12, Ant Meat x49, Ant Egg Sac x1, Giant Ant Claw x1  
 
    Hope the quest reward is worth almost being eaten alive, I thought as I collected my minions’ chewed up and acid etched gear and headed back to the farmhouse. 
 
    *** 
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    Phil was waiting at the edge of the field, looking at his ruined crops when I arrived. He seemed a bit more cordial now that I’d gotten rid of the ants. As I approached, he looked behind me and said, “It’s done then? The ants are gone?” 
 
    I gave him a thumbs up, still a bit tired from my recent run. “The drones, the soldiers, and queen are dead.” 
 
    A smile split the man’s face and he beckoned me to follow. “Amazing! Let’s go get you your reward,” he said and headed to his home. He ushered me in and bid me take a seat while he fetched the rewards from the back. I sat there, resting my head in my hands as my stamina finished recovering from the ordeal.  
 
    A woman came out of another room and placed a bowl of stew before me. “Phil’s a good man, but he doesn’t always remember the finer points of hospitality. Please, eat,” she said and then took a seat across from me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and dug in. It was amazing. From what I could tell it was a standard beef stew, but it was the best beef stew I had ever eaten. I finished the bowl and grinned as a new buff appeared on my screen. 
 
    Hammelson’s Beef Stew: +5 Constitution, +10% cold resistance.  
 
    “Wow that was delicious. One day I hope to make something half as good as this,” I said, resisting the urge to lick the bowl. 
 
    “You’re a cook?” she asked with a curious smile. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but I have a primer and plan to learn how soon.” 
 
    She raised a finger and said, “Wait here,” and headed into the back, returning a few minutes later with a rolled-up scroll. “When you’re ready, here is a recipe for that stew. It’s the least I can do for the adventurer that kept our farm from becoming an ant colony.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said with an exuberant smile. “Now I’m even more motivated to learn so I can have more of this stew!” 
 
    Phil returned from the back room then and smiled at his wife, glancing at the bowl. “Thank you for feeding our guest, dear. I was so distracted by everything it completely slipped my mind.”  
 
    She stood and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “One day I’ll teach you proper hospitality, my love,” she said and then turned back to me. “Safe travels adventurer. And thank you once again.” 
 
    The farmer set a small sack on the table and slid it over to me. “Here is your reward. Three gold pieces and a stack of waybread to keep you fed on the trail. I threw in a little something extra since you had to deal with a lot more than was expected,” he said with a smile. “It’s of no use to us. I found it when clearing the southern field last season. I hope it will be of use to you.” 
 
    I thanked him and looked into the bag and found three slots similar to the ones in dungeon chests, although only the third slot was a mystery.  
 
    I took the coins and waybread from the first two slots and added them to my satchel, crossing my fingers as I tapped the question mark.  
 
    Mist filled the orange slot and resolved slowly into a long string of crow skulls mounted on a thick leather belt. A set of intricately carved silver buckles latched at the front of the belt. It was gorgeous. 
 
    I scanned the item and whistled in appreciation as its abilities were revealed. 
 
    
     Belt of the Crow  
 
     Created by the necromancers of old, this belt is infused with the essence of the Crow. Harnessing this essence, the user may transform into a flock of crows to travel. While in this form the caster moves at triple their normal speed and gains flight. This ability may not be used in combat, and any damage suffered while in this form will return the character to their normal form.  
 
     Properties: Murder Form, +4 Intelligence  
 
   
 
    Oh… it was definitely worth the effort of killing the queen, I thought as I thanked the farmer once again and left his house. 
 
    I buckled the belt on over my robes and activated the new ability, marveling in the sensation as my avatar transformed from its reptilian form into a murder of crows. My consciousness rode slightly outside of the cloud, giving me an almost third person view of the cloud as it took to the air, moving in sync with my thoughts.  
 
    We sped towards Sommervale, speeding over the tops of the trees and reaching the town in a fraction of the time it would normally take. 
 
    I brought the murder to the ground within sight of the gate and willed myself to retake my normal form. The crows flew into a tight spiral and condensed back into my kobold self and my consciousness snapped back into place. 
 
    My first stops were the tailor and smith to have my damaged gear repaired. I grumbled as I handed over nearly two gold between the two and then headed towards the auction house to hopefully cheer me back up. 
 
    The clerk took my receipts and returned with a large bag of coin and another small bag. He handed them to me and said, “Here is the coin for your sales and the items from your auctions that have expired.”  
 
    All of the metal and one of the emeralds had sold as well one of my stacks of uncut aquamarines. The remaining gems had been returned at the end of their allotted auction time.  
 
    I tucked my proceeds away, smiling as I counted out the three hundred and eighty-two gold I’d earned for my efforts.  
 
    It had been a few levels since I’d upgraded my gear, and that much gold in my pockets was just begging to be spent, especially with the likes of those mountain orcs to contend with. Plus, I was still a bit exhausted from the battle with the ants and needed something to calm my nerves before dinner.  
 
    But first things first, I had tons of stuff to sell. I searched for example auctions for the various components I had on hand and found several of the ant parts listed in the various component categories.  
 
    Ant chitin was selling for a decent price at three silver per piece, while the pincers were going for six; but the real kicker was the Giant Ant Claw I’d taken from the Ant Queen which was currently selling without a buyout price and had several bids upwards of fifty gold each.  
 
    I’d have to check and see if the forums had any info on its uses before posting anything. I could take a chance on the auction, or I could post it up at a nice buyout price around where they’d sold for in the past and hope for a quick payout. 
 
    I put the chitin and pincers up for sale at the market price and put the claw back in my bag for later. Next, I checked on the acids. They were selling for coppers so I decided to hold on to them and check at the Proper Potion to see if they could be of use to me.  
 
    The strong acid was worth a bit more, but I kept that as well, and the meat was too useful for healing zombies to sell, or at least it would be once I managed to raise a new tank.  
 
    There were no entries for the Egg Sack, so I added that to my list of things to discuss with Mistress Valynwood the next time I paid her a visit.  
 
    That done, it was time to find some shiny goodies for me.  
 
    I set the filters for my new level and scanned through the listings. I started with body and leg armor, but nothing was quite up to par with my Journeyman’s Robes. Likewise, my belt, cloak, head piece, and staff were all better than what I could purchase for my level, and the tail slot items were all geared towards the more dexterous classes. 
 
    The jewelry options were much better. I was able to upgrade my rings, bracelets, and necklace for items that granted a plus two bonus to Intelligence and/or Wisdom.  
 
    On a whim I searched for Dissection knives and was delighted to find a nice level ten blade that looked like an oversized scalpel and had a nice plus two bonus to Dissection with a fifty percent chance to cause a bleeding wound if used as a weapon. 
 
    Altogether I spent twenty-eight gold on the new upgrades, a small portion of what I was making in the mines. I collected my purchases from the clerk and equipped my new gear, tucking the old stuff away for use by an eventual caster minion. 
 
    I was halfway to the alchemist to complete my daily business when my dinner alarm went off, so I finished my trek across town and logged off in front of the Proper Potion. 
 
    *** 
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    While my dinner was heating up, I looked up the Queen’s claw and egg sack on the forums. The claw turned out to be a rare ingredient used in high end enchantments that normally sold at auction between one hundred and fifty and two hundred and fifty gold. I figured I could capitalize on the rarity and get about two twenty-five for it if I put it up with a buyout price. 
 
    I logged back into the game after my nightly call with my family which was cut short by the most feared of natural disasters in parenthood: The diaper blow-out.  
 
    I missed them both terribly, but there were some experiences that didn’t need to be shared over the internet, and that was one of them.   
 
    Argos Online came back into focus, the night air calm and cool. A notification appeared, reminding me that I still had unspent points from my prior level.  
 
    With a grin, I opened up my character sheet and got to work. Necromancy, Scavenger, Dissection, Necromantic Bolt, and Rot all received their customary bump to keep them at the cap, leaving nine points for the rest. 
 
    I shivered as I remembered the feeling of those ants chewing through my shield and decided it was time to up my defense a bit. I put five points into Dark Shield, raising it to rank ten and unlocking a new ability. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in Dark Shield! 
This spell may now be used to protect friendly targets.  
 
    Next, I decided to raise Create Undead to increase my minion pool and allow for some flexibility in my minion choices. Running my normal minion contingent left little room for on-the-fly additions, and instantly raising a ghoul in the middle of combat with my staff was something I was looking forward to exploring further. 
 
    I added four points to Create Undead, bringing it up to eleven and unlocking its rank ten perks. 
 
    You have reached rank 10 in Create Undead! 
Minions may now be animated with a specific skill archetype: Tank, DPS, Support. 
Minions created with an archetype receive bonuses and skills appropriate to their archetype. This bonus is cumulative with any benefits gained via Soul Mastery. For example, a minion assigned the Tank archetype would gain abilities related to maintaining aggro and damage mitigation, while one assigned Support might have a small healing spell. Additionally, this skill can now be used on targets within 30 feet.
Minion Pool:  15 (4 + Rank)  
 
    I’d already started the process of assigning my minions more specialized roles, so the updated spell granting abilities to support those roles was a great addition. With the right collection of souls I could build a solid, fully functional party for when I was solo.  
 
    They wouldn’t be as good or versatile as a player party, but it would do in a pinch. 
 
    That bit of business done, I closed my character sheet and headed towards the door of the Proper Potions alchemy shop.  
 
    Mistress Valynwood was working behind the counter when I entered. “Good eve to thee, friend Kababala. Hast thou come to pursue thy alchemical arts at last?” the dryad asked, a hopeful expression on her face. 
 
    I cringed a little as I answered, “Not yet, Mistress Valynwood. My other studies have monopolized my time lately.” 
 
    She looked disappointed at my answer, a small frown forming at the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “But I did find something that you might be interested in,” I said, placing the vials of acid and the egg sack on the counter. 
 
    The Dryad looked through the acids with a grin. “Very nice,” she said, searching through the vials. When she reached the strong acid, her smile widened. “This will be quite useful for my advanced research.” 
 
    She gathered the rest of the acids in a pile. “These are used in the lower ranked recipes, which thou wouldst know had thou studied.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, examining the Egg Sack. “This is something I have not seen before. If thou keep bringing me these interesting things, I may have to offer thee a permanent job.” 
 
    I chuckled and said, “Would you like to make the same agreement as last time? If your research proves useful you will reward me appropriately? I’ll even throw in the acid in good faith.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Thou art quite the astute apprentice. I agree to thy terms. Pray return in a day or so to see if thy new material hast yielded anything of use.” 
 
    I left the shop with a smile on my face, hoping that this gamble would pay off as well as last time.  
 
    No risk, no reward, I thought, leaving the store behind and heading towards the Necromancer’s guild, anxious to see what my teacher had for me at level twelve. 
 
    The Guildmaster was in his office, doing whatever it is NPCs do when not interacting with the player base.  
 
    He glanced up as I entered and looked me over. “Well Journeyman, it seems that you aren’t wasting any time,” he said and retrieved a scroll from his desk. 
 
    “This spell can be a double-edged sword,” he said as he handed it to me. “When active, this spell will create an aura of pure necromantic energy around you that will enhance the speed and strength of your undead while weakening any living enemies.” 
 
    He looked at me and raised a finger for emphasis. “But this ability comes with risk. The range of the aura is small, so in order to properly apply it you will need to be much closer to the enemy, so you will need to be more vigilant lest you find yourself vulnerable.” 
 
    Nodding in acknowledgement, I activated the scroll. 
 
    
     You have learned “Aura of the Grave.”  
 
     Aura of the Grave  
 
     Range: Aura, 9 feet +1 per rank
Type: Aura 
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal  
 
     This spell surrounds the caster with an aura of necromantic energy that enhances their allies and applies a penalty to enemies within range. 
Note: Living Allies and Undead Enemies are affected at 50% potency.  
 
     Duration: Upkeep (5 mana per minute)  
 
   
 
    So, at rank one I’d have an effective range of ten feet which wasn’t that bad. I usually tried to be further away from the line of battle than that but I wasn’t all that worried about being closer.  
 
    I’d have to test it out and see if it was worth the danger. The upkeep cost seemed pretty low and would be negligible compared to my mana regeneration when out of combat, but in combat I could see it turning into an issue if things went on for too long. I’d have to see how it functioned in practice to know for sure. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need?” the Guildmaster asked. 
 
    I shook my head and headed for the door, ready to get to work for the evening. 
 
    “Come back when you reach the next level!” he called after me. 
 
    I headed to the graveyard to replace my minions and prepare for tonight’s mining adventure.  
 
    I laid out my last three orc skeletons and three piles of gear to get started. The spell was almost second nature at this point so when the guide suddenly changed I was caught off guard and almost fumbled the casting.  
 
    About a halfway through the spell, one of the glyphs that I’d normally draw was replaced with a menu where I could choose from three options. Each archetype had a unique glyph that would replace the generic one I’d been using since I first learned the spell. 
 
    I selected the DPS option and then drew that in place of the original. The rest of the spell was unchanged. 
 
    When the spell was complete, the skeleton shifted and rose from the ground, looking more refined than the generic skeletons I was used to.  
 
    The new minion’s health bar popped up in my interface with its new name.  
 
    < Orc Skeleton Warrior > 
 
    I ordered the skeleton to equip its gear and repeated the process with the other two, creating two more warriors. I bound all three and granted them all Mining and Scavenger with Dark Blessing, and named them after another trio from the movies of my childhood. 
 
    With all the prep work done, I headed to the mine with my three amigos: Steve, Chevy, and Martin. 
 
    The night went by in a blur. Prospect, mine, gather, repeat, broken up only by the occasional elemental insurrection or eureka moment when I found a silver vein hiding amongst the tin.  
 
    The night’s efforts yielded two earth hearts, almost fifty-four hundred tin ore, sixty silver ore, seventy-four uncut aquamarines, and four uncut emeralds. Not bad for Mining rank twelve.  
 
    By the end of the night I was having trouble keeping my eyes open, even in the game, so I left my character at the entrance to the mine and logged off as soon as the alarm sounded, falling asleep seconds after my head hit the pillow. 
 
    *** 
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    The next morning I woke refreshed, eager to get a start to my day. The morning routine went by quickly, a breakfast of my favorite cereal doing double duty of filling my belly and eliciting amused laughs from my son as I catapulted bits into my mouth for his amusement under the tolerant gaze of my wife. 
 
    I was already halfway through the week, and even with the amount of tin I was able to gather in a shift I had a lot more to do before I could turn this into a real source of income. 
 
    Darr was hard at work in the smelting hut when I logged back in and was happy to trade the Earthhearts I’d obtained for journeyman mining picks for the last two minions who needed the upgrade. 
 
    I completed smelting the last batch of ore and then hit up the auction house to keep the commerce engine churning, posting the tin up for sale and getting a read on the gem market. 
 
    My bag was full of uncut gems, so I put about half of them up for sale at half the current market price, hoping to make at least some money from them.  
 
    I left the auction house behind and headed out of the town, summoning my three amigos once clear of the town limits.  
 
    The skeletons stood guard while I recharged my staff’s Create Undead slots. I cast Dark Shield on myself and then, remembering the upgrade, cast it on my minions as well.  
 
    Opening my map, I located the area where the bandits had been reported and headed that way, leaving Sommervale behind and entering the woodlands.  
 
    I headed north along the edge of the woods and then cut into the woods, a ways north of where the orcs had made their camps earlier.  
 
    I briefly considered a detour into the orc camps to pick up a new zombie tank but didn’t want to waste any time when I knew a nice bandit corpse would be of much more use to me. 
 
    Eventually I reached the area indicated on my map and heard the sound of voices filtering through the trees. I scanned the trees as I crept closer to the source of the voices, keeping my eyes peeled for sentries but finding none. I hoped the lack was due to the bandits’ stupidity and not my low Perception score. 
 
    I edged my way forward and glanced through the trees, emerging on the edge of a small clearing. A ring of tents filled the far end of the clearing, built around a central fire pit.  
 
    Several bandits were seated around the fire, laughing and eating cuts of meat from a deer that was roasting on a spit. The tents blocked most of my view, so I was only able to get a glance at the bandits. 
 
    As I crept towards a better vantage point, a group of bandits emerged from the tent circle and headed into the forest south of my position. Three of the bandits were wielding short swords and one had a hunting bow. 
 
    If I could take out the patrol, it would make the main camp a bit easier to deal with, especially with their bodies to bolster my ranks.  
 
    The beginnings of a plan taking shape, I ducked back into the woods and led my minions through the forest on a course to intercept the bandit patrol.  
 
    A short time later I spotted the bandits through the trees, kneeling over a felled deer. The one with the bow was busy cleaning the beast while the others watched.  
 
    < Bandit Hunter > < Bandit Rogue>  <Bandit Rogue>  <Bandit Rogue> 
 
    All four bandits showed as white, so they shouldn’t be that difficult to take out. The archer would be my primary target. I had no interest in getting skewered by arrows.  
 
    I ordered my warriors to equip their own bows and ready their shots, taking aim at the hunter while I cast Necromantic Bolt.  
 
    All four missiles released almost simultaneously, flying through the woods towards their target. 
 
    
     Sneak Attack Successful!  
 
     Sneak Attack Damage Multiplier x2!  
 
   
 
    My bolt and two out of the three amigos’ shots hit, taking out the hunter before he was even aware of the threat.  
 
    The other bandits gasped and drew their weapons, turning towards the source of the attack.  
 
    Another round of missiles sailed through the air as the enemy rushed towards us. My bolt blasted one of the rogues in the chest, causing him to stumble in pain as his health bar dropped to half. An arrow followed my bolt, dropping his health even further. 
 
    With no time for another volley, my minions dropped their bows and charged, pulling their maces free as they reached the bandits. 
 
    I started casting another bolt, hoping to complete the spell before the bandit reached me but was too slow. When he came within range, I aborted the cast and raised my staff to defend.  
 
    He lashed out with his sword and I managed to deflect the blow, getting knocked back in the process.  
 
    He raised his sword again, and I thrust my staff between us, triggering the stored Necromantic Bolt at point blank range.  
 
    The dark magic blasted into his gut, causing him to double over in pain as his health dropped to under five percent. With a quick swing, I cracked him on the back of the skull with my staff, taking him down. 
 
    In the meantime, the remaining bandits were overwhelmed by the amigos, their light armor not up to the task of blocking the skeletal warrior’s massive two-handed maces.  
 
    
     You have killed a Bandit Hunter! You have gained 100xp!  
 
     You have killed 3x Bandit Rogue! You have gained 240xp!  
 
   
 
    I rushed the hunter’s corpse and initiated Dissection, selecting the soul option and starting the process, trapping the man’s essence in a Rough-cut Malachite. The soul energy drained from the bandit’s corpse and rushed into the gemstone.  
 
    WARNING! Bandit Hunter Soul Energy exceeds the recommended capacity of Rough-cut Malachite! 
 
    The gem started vibrating violently in my hand and then cracked. Deep down I knew something was going horribly wrong and reflexively tossed the gem away, seconds before it exploded in a bright flash of light.  
 
    Soul Harvest… Unsuccessful! 
 
    “Damn it,” I cursed, wondering how I was supposed to tell what kind of gem I would need for each soul.  
 
    I grumbled a bit at the loss of the gem, but decided to try again on one of the rogues before the timer for soul collection ran out.  
 
    WARNING! Bandit Rogue Soul Energy exceeds the recommended capacity of Rough-cut Malachite! 
 
    The rogue’s soul flowed into the gemstone and I cursed as it started to vibrate wildly one again. I readied myself to toss it away, but instead of cracking the vibrations slowly reduced to a slight hum. 
 
    Soul Harvest… Successful! 
 
    The gem didn’t break, but holding it, I could tell it was very unstable and unlikely to last for very long. The rogues were probably at the maximum level that could be stored in the lowest tier gem. 
 
    I directed the amigos to collect the rest of the corpses and bring them to where the hunter had fallen to make things easier, looting a few coins and some arrows from the group, but more importantly gathering the candidates for the role of zombie tank. 
 
    The hunter seemed a bit heartier than the rest, so I had the amigos drag the others a short distance away and started casting.  
 
    I raised the hunter as a zombie, selecting the tank specialization and imbuing it with the soul taken from his rogue friend.  
 
    As the dark purple magic settled into the body, its muscles and bone structure shifted slightly, adding some extra mass, resulting in a much sturdier looking zombie than the original Hoss had been. 
 
    < Human Zombie Warder >  
 
    Hoss’ gear fit the human zombie perfectly, turning it into a grade A meat shield. I cast Bind Minion on the new zombie, and not feeling especially creative kept the name Hoss.  
 
    A quick look at my stats showed I had six minion pool left to play with. I could raise another two zombies, or a ghoul and a skeleton, but without knowing what was waiting in the bandit camp it would be hard to decide.  
 
    I’d have to see what the camp contained, and where the merchant’s daughter was being kept. Maybe I wouldn’t have to kill the entire camp to complete the quest… regardless of the experience and potential loot involved. 
 
    I shrugged and ordered my minions to be on guard and then activated my belt, bursting into murder form and flying up through the forest canopy.  
 
    I flew over the trees towards the bandit camp, searching the forest below for any signs of movement. After about a half a mile I finally got a good view of the campsite. Six smaller tents were arranged in a semicircle around the cooking fire.  
 
    The other side of the fire was occupied by a much larger tent with a small pavilion in front.  
 
    The aerial view allowed me to count how many were in the camp, and it didn’t look good. 
 
    There were at least twelve bandits lounging around the fire, a mixture of archers, enforcers, and rogues. Under the large awning sat a richly dressed man, dining with a frightened looking girl, probably no older than fifteen.  
 
    I could see the tracks her tears had drawn through the dirt and dust covering her face, and her eyes darted between the well-dressed man and the other bandits in fear. 
 
    The well-dressed man registered as yellow and was labeled “Bandit Chief.” 
 
    
     Quest Update: More Bandits!  
 
     You have located the merchant’s daughter at the bandit camp northwest of Sommervale. Rescue the young lady and escort her safely back to her father.  
 
   
 
    I flew back to my minions and returned to my normal form, trying to come up with a plan of attack that wouldn’t result in me getting mobbed by bandits.  
 
    More than two-to-one odds were not something I saw myself surviving, especially in an environment with no bottlenecks. It was going to take a bit more than storming into camp, guns blazing. 
 
    If I could somehow split them up, I’d have a better chance, and the more of them I took out, the more corpses I would have to replace my own losses. 
 
    It was all going to depend upon just how intelligent the AI for the NPCs was. A lot of games had strict aggro logic based on range, where others allowed the NPCs to make intelligent, tactical choices. I was hoping for the former here.  
 
    I had a plan. Best-case scenario I’d be able to lure some of the bandits into the woods and take them out without pulling the entire camp. Worst-case I pulled the entire camp and ran as fast as my little legs could carry me and hope that there was an aggro radius I could escape before the bandits caught me. 
 
    I unsummoned everyone but Chevy, freeing up enough of my minion pool and raised all three of the rogue corpses as ghouls.  
 
    Their bones popped as their arms stretched and long, filthy looking claws sprouted from their fingertips. Their shoulders popped, and with a tearing sound their mouths split open at the cheeks, revealing rows of needlelike teeth dripping with a nasty green substance. 
 
    Honestly, I was a bit freaked out. Seeing a ghoul ant was one thing, but the human version was nightmare fuel. 
 
    Chevy hid behind a nearby tree with his bow ready, the skulls of his fellow minions nearby just in case. I activated my belt and flew into a nearby tree, finding a nice solid perch from where I could keep watch.  
 
    With a slight shiver of sympathy for the bandits, I set my plan in motion. 
 
    I instructed my ghouls to head in the direction of the camp and slay anything that they might meet along the way. Once they got to the camp, they were to attack the bandits around the fire and then retreat into the woods and return here. And not to attack the female human. Definitely do not attack the female human. 
 
    The trap laid, I activated Stealth and waited for the party to begin. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    Ok, here we go, I thought as the sounds of branches snapping filtered in from the direction of the bandit camp.   
 
    With one ghoul down I had enough points to summon another minion so I activated Martin and had him ready his bow as well. 
 
    The ghouls came skittering into the clearing with the bandits close behind. I counted six enemies, more than I wanted but not an overwhelming number.  
 
    I ordered my skeletons to open fire and watched as two arrows appeared in the chest of the lead bandit, dropping him to the ground. 
 
    Their luring duties complete, I allowed the ghouls to join the fray, watching in horror as they leapt upon the closest bandits. Their claws ripped through the bandit’s leather armor like cloth, while their teeth tore free huge globs of flesh that were quickly consumed, healing their wounds with each gulp. 
 
    A bandit rogue stepped over to help his companion and drove his blade into the ghoul’s back, severing its spine and dropping its health to a bare sliver.  
 
    With a twist, the bandit tore the blade free of the emaciated undead, ending it, but also leaving himself open to the second ghoul’s lunge. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    Arrows continued to rain from the woods as the amigos continued their barrage. Three of the bandits were down, but so were two of my ghouls, and the remaining bandits were almost in range of my archers.  
 
    I commanded them to switch to melee and then entered the fray myself, casting Cripple and then Rot on the rearmost bandit as they reached my skeletons. 
 
    Miasma quickly followed, spreading the debuffs to the remaining bandits just as the final ghoul leapt into attack. 
 
    The Bandit Enforcer spun, slashing through the ghoul’s head in midair as he blocked a two handed blow with his shield. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    I reached out with my mind and re-summoned Hoss and Steve, who appeared on the bandit’s flank and immediately bashed a hole in the man’s skull.  
 
    A Necromantic Bolt struck another bandit on the top of the head, knocking him to the ground where a two-handed mace from Larry assisted him the rest of the way to the afterlife. 
 
    The sole survivor went down in seconds as he was mercilessly circle beaten into a pulp by my entire undead force. 
 
    
     You have killed 4x Bandit Rogue! You have gained 320xp!  
 
     You have killed 2x Bandit Enforcer! You have gained 200xp!  
 
   
 
    I activated my belt and flew down to the ground, looting the bandits. My Scavenger skill kicked in twice, resulting in some extra coin, but nothing especially rewarding.  
 
    The rest of the gear was pretty shabby, so I left it on the corpses, hoping it would provide some benefits for the next batch of minions. 
 
    I ordered my minions to drag the corpses with us as we moved closer to the bandit camp. There was a nice ambush spot a short distance from the clearing where a group of large trees formed a natural wall along the game trail I was following.  
 
    I had the skeletons place three of the bandit corpses in strategic locations in the woods around the kill zone and then unsummoned all but Chevy. 
 
    With an evil grin, I took Hoss’ skull and buried it in the middle of the clearing under a small layer of dirt. Chevy took up position in the trees away from the campsite, with the other two skeleton skulls nearby. The remaining bandits became my next trio of ghouls.  
 
    My kill zone prepped, I flew up into the trees again, making sure to keep all of my skulls, and pre-placed corpses within range. 
 
    Party time, I thought as I sent the ghouls in with the same orders as before. Within minutes I heard screams from the direction of the camp, followed by a loud voice barking orders.  
 
    My ghouls came racing back through the woods with a line of bandit enforcers trailing behind with their shields pressed together in a defensive formation.  
 
    They walked forward at a slow pace, eyes fixed on the ghouls who I had dash in to threaten their formation, but none took the bait.  
 
    Behind the line of four enforcers were two hunters, their arrows ready. And behind them was the Bandit Chief, watching the clearing with a wary eye. 
 
    The chief barked an order and two of the enforcers dropped to a knee as the hunters drew their bows and fired. The arrows thunked into one of the ghouls, piercing its heart. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    Good, good, I thought and ordered Chevy to fire on the archers. His arrow flew through the air but was intercepted by a raised shield as the kneeling men regained their feet. 
 
    I drew my ghouls further back, trying to draw the enemies forward. A few more steps and the line would pass over Hoss’ spot, and then we could begin the chaos.  
 
    The ghouls dashed in again, causing the front line to flinch, but a quick order from the chief straightened their backs.  
 
    The front line moved forward slowly as the archers tried to pick off my ghouls, who I had dashing and dodging around while Chevy continued to fire from cover, keeping the shield men on their guard. 
 
    The bandits took those critical steps forward as the enforcers tried to strike the ghouls with their long swords. 
 
    One blow clipped a ghoul’s arm, lopping off its clawed appendage and sending it skittering back in pain. The bandit took another step forward, trying to capitalize on his initial attack, and the entire line was forced to either abandon their overzealous friend or move forward to reestablish the line.  
 
    They moved forward, falling into my trap. It was time for some fun. 
 
    Chevy stepped back into the woods and was dismissed, his skull settling to the ground and relinquishing some of my minion pool.  
 
    At the same time, I summoned Hoss and watched as he solidified behind the shield wall and went on the attack, his mace and shield bashing into the backs of the shield wall. 
 
    The line panicked and turned to address the new foe as the chief bellowed to hold the line and lashed at Hoss with his own blade, but it was too late.  
 
    While the men were distracted by the zombie in their back line, the ghouls struck, their claws sinking into the enforcer’s flanks, their poison slowing the men’s reactions even further.  
 
    I pointed my staff at one of the strategically placed corpses and used a charge of Create Undead, raising another ghoul that immediately struck at the opposite flank. 
 
    The shield wall collapsed into chaos as bandits succumbed to their wounds or to the ghouls’ poison and the archers struggled to draw their blades.  
 
    The bandit chief was the only one to keep his cool, driving his blade into Hoss and snuffing out his unlife before turning on the ghouls. 
 
    Human Zombie (Hoss) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    I cast Cripple on the chief and then started to cast a bolt when he looked up at me and scowled.  
 
    A flick of his wrist sent a dagger flying through the air faster than I could dodge. My Dark Shield flared and popped as the blade broke through, absorbing enough of the damage to spare me a serious wound. But physics was a bitch.  
 
    The force of the blow was enough to knock my off of my perch, sending me crashing to the ground and knocking off a good chunk of hit points and stunning me for three seconds. 
 
    
     Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
     Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
   
 
    I glanced up to see the bandit chief bearing down on me, the last of my ghouls doing its best to delay him. The man parried the ghoul’s blows and pressed onwards, a determined grin on his face. 
 
    I mentally reached out and summoned the amigos back to life, ordering them to attack and cringed as the last ghoul lost its life to a well-timed slash of the chief’s sword. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    The chief gave me a savage grin and charged me, blade raised to strike.  
 
    His eyes widened as his gaze slipped behind me, and he dove to the side as three arrows flew through the air where he used to be standing.  
 
    I shot a Necromantic Bolt at his rolling form and scored a glancing blow, dropping his health below fifty percent. He regained his feet and rushed at me again, swinging his blade in a broad figure eight which deflected the incoming arrows. 
 
    Bandit Chief uses Blade Shield!  
 
    I cursed and used my staff to blast him with another bolt, this one barely penetrating his shield and dropping his health a sliver.  
 
    His ability ended as he slashed at me, the sharp edge hitting only air as I teleported five yards behind him with my cloak.  
 
    I ordered the amigos to switch to melee and then discharged another Create Undead into a nearby bandit corpse, creating another ghoul to harass their leader. 
 
    The ghoul leapt onto the Chief who barely got his blade up in time, impaling the ghoul on its length, but not soon enough. The ghoul’s claws pierced the bandit’s armor and its poison took hold.  
 
    With a lurch, the bandit pulled free and took a step back, the ghoul falling lifeless off of his blade as his muscles started to seize. 
 
    Human Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    The chief was now paralyzed, having taken one too many wounds from the ghoul’s poisoned claws.  
 
    I was still injured, so I ordered my skeletons to hold off their attack as I cast Drain, siphoning the rest of the bandit’s health to heal my wounds.  
 
    Utter hatred filled his eyes until the end.  
 
    
     You have killed 4x Bandit Enforcer! You have gained 400xp!  
 
     You have killed 2x Bandit Archer! You have gained 100xp!  
 
     You have killed a Bandit Chief! You have gained 250xp!  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 13!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 15 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    *** 
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    When the flash of bliss that accompanied leveling was over, I looked around the field at the carnage I had wrought and grinned, glancing down at the former bandit leader. 
 
    Seconds later the chief rose again, this time as a Zombie Warder. I cast Bind Minion, naming him Chief in honor of his former glory. 
 
    I ordered my new tank to hand over all of his valuables, collecting eleven gold in coin, a small iron key, three nicely cut aquamarines, and a magical throwing knife that I’d identify later.  
 
    I cursed when I found the gems since the window for capturing the bandit’s souls had long since expired.  
 
    I sent Chief over to Hoss’ remains to swap out his tattered leathers for the slightly less tattered bronze chain and plate and directed the rest of the squad to start piling the bandits in the center of the clearing. 
 
    While they played cleanup duty, I took a seat against a tree and opened up my character menu to spend the points from my new level.  
 
    The stat points went to the holy trinity of Intelligence, Wisdom, and Fortune as always. Then the five core skills got their due, leaving me with ten to round out the rest. 
 
    Getting skills up to rank ten was really a priority at this point, so I decided to aim for that. There were several candidates for the bump, but the spell I used the most was Cripple. I dumped five points into it, bringing it up to the magic number. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in the Cripple Spell! 
This spell no longer requires a material component for its base function. Now, when the component is utilized, the spell gains the additional effect of reducing the target’s resistance to necromantic damage by 10%.  
 
    Dark Shield had saved me there at the end, so I decided to make that one of my core skills going forward and raised it to the cap for three points.  
 
    The final points I put in Create Undead and Drain. That one extra minion point would put me at sixteen, allowing me to run four ghouls at once for maximum carnage. 
 
    That complete, I reviewed my current stats. 
 
    
     <><><> General Info <><><> 
 
     Name: Kababala 
 
     Race: Kobold 
 
     Class: Necromancer 
 
     Level: 13 
 
     Experience: 11907/13700 
 
       
 
     <><><> Pools <><><> 
 
     Hit Points:78/78 [100%] 
 
     Mana:1972/1972 (2465) [100%]  
 
     Endurance:924/924 [100%] 
 
       
 
     <><><> Attributes <><><> 
 
     Strength:10 
 
     Agility:10(11) 
 
     Constitution:10 
 
     Intelligence:56(79) 
 
     Wisdom:27(37) 
 
     Charisma:10 
 
     Fortune:27 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Attribute Points:0 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
       
 
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
     Natural Weapons:1 
 
     Scavenger:13(15) 
 
     Stealth:1(2) 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Dissection:13(15) 
 
     Necromancy:13 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> General Skills <><><> 
 
     Perception:3(11) 
 
     Survival:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> Spells <><><> 
 
     Aura of the Grave:1 
 
     Bind Minion:10 
 
     Control Undead:1 
 
     Cripple:10 
 
     Dark Blessing:11 
 
     Dark Shield:13 
 
     Drain:2 
 
     Mend Bone:2 
 
     Miasma:4 
 
     Necromantic Bolt:13 
 
     Psychometry:1 
 
     Rot:13 
 
     Create Undead:12 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Skill Points:0 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
       
 
     <><><> Crafting Skills <><><> 
 
     Alchemy:1[0/500xp] 
 
     Herbalism:1 [0/200xp] 
 
     Mining:12(14) [2399/2400xp] 
 
     Runecraft:1   [0/500xp] 
 
   
 
      
 
    I smacked myself on the forehead as I read through my skills. I had completely forgotten about my new aura spell. That could have made things a bit easier, although might have gotten me killed since I would have needed to be closer to the fighting for it to work. 
 
    Continuing to read, I stared at my crafting skills. I hadn’t touched anything but Mining, and I still had a Cooking primer in my bag waiting to be used. The game had way too many things to do, and I wanted to do them all.  
 
    Originally, I wasn’t quite sure that I’d enjoy actually playing the game, but this was actually turning out to be pretty fun. It brought back memories of World of Warcrack and other MMOs I’d spent way too many nights playing in college, back when I had loads of free time.  
 
    I shook my head and chuckled. My minions had finished collecting the corpses, so I headed over and looted the pile. I collected all the coin and a few iron weapons that might be worth something and headed out with Chief in the lead. 
 
    We moved through the now abandoned camp and headed towards the main tent. My minions ripped open the smaller tents as we passed to make sure there were no enemies hiding within.  
 
    It was glad a good thing too. Tucked under one of the former bandit’s bedrolls was a small bag, shining with the telltale glow of something that could be salvaged.  
 
    I paused our advance and reached into the tent, collecting my bonus loot which turned out to be three vials, conveniently labeled as Agility potions. I tucked them away as we continued our venture to the leader’s tent.  
 
    I pushed aside the flap and heard a gasp from the left. The young woman was seated in the corner, her wrists bleeding from where she had tried to free herself from the iron shackles binding her. A thick chain connected the shackles to a large wooden stake driven deeply into the ground. 
 
    On the other side of the tent was a small wooden desk with a small chest resting on top, beckoning me with the promise of more loot.  
 
    I ignored the chest for the time being, approaching the merchant’s daughter with hands held out unthreateningly.  
 
    “Your father sent us to rescue you. We’ll have you home in no time,” I said to the girl, moving closer and holding out the key that I’d taken from the bandit leader. 
 
    Tears began streaming down the girl’s cheeks as she sobbed. “Th-thank you! That horrible man! He said he was taking me to m-m-marry someone and t-take my f-f-father’s business!” 
 
    I patted her arm gently, unsure if my clawed hands would be of any comfort but still compelled to try. “What’s your name?” I asked and used the key to unlock her shackles.  
 
    The next thing I knew she was clinging to me, sobbing into my robes. I awkwardly patted her on the back and let her get it all out until she calmed down and took a seat on the floor. 
 
    “My name is Dove,” she said, sniffling. “I was coming back from visiting my grandmother in Mountainside when they came out of nowhere! We only had a few guards, and they all died before they even knew what was happening.” 
 
    “And then they killed Mara too,” she said with a sob, breaking down once again and soaking the front of my robe with her tears.  
 
    Once she had calmed down, I headed over to the leader’s desk and opened the box. Inside was a stack of letters and a pouch containing two nicely cut emeralds. I opened the letter and started reading. 
 
    
     Derin, 
 
     Contained herein is partial payment for services rendered. Please deliver the package to the agreed upon location as soon as possible. The remainder of your payment will be rendered upon delivery. 
 
     VK 
 
   
 
      
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: More Bandits!  
 
     You have rescued the Master Herrington’s daughter from her captors, destroying their little band. In the leader’s quarters you discovered a twist to the plot, revealing that the bandits had been hired to abduct the merchant’s daughter and deliver her to an unknown location.  
 
     Criteria: Deliver the letter and emeralds to Master Herrington (Optional)  
 
     Reward: Unknown  
 
   
 
    I warned the girl about my minions before we exited the tent, not wanting to scare her any further.  
 
    She seemed a bit shaken but handled it rather well. I led her through the woods and back towards Sommervale, keeping a watch on our surroundings.  
 
    The trek was relatively uneventful, and we made our way back to the city with only a few stops along the way for the girl to rest. 
 
    I dismissed my minions as we approached the gates, and Dove took the lead, guiding me towards her father’s home. 
 
    *** 
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    Dove’s father’s home would more accurately be described as a mansion. It was a huge, sprawling affair with several outbuildings, all enclosed within a small walled off estate on the northern edge of town. 
 
    She led the way through the main gate, each step gaining speed until she was running for the door, calling out for her father. 
 
    I had to sprint to keep up, taking at least two steps for each of the human girl’s.  
 
    The door opened as we reached the front stairs and an older man stepped out, his salt and pepper hair framing a hawkish face. His eyes widened when he saw Dove, whatever he’d been holding in his hands forgotten as he rushed forward to meet her with open arms and cried, “Little Bird!” 
 
    The girl dove into his arms and started weeping hysterically as she clung to his chest. I stood by awkwardly as the two wept, lost in their reunion.  
 
    When things settled down, the man glanced up and looked at me curiously. “Are you the one responsible for rescuing my Little Bird here?” he asked. 
 
    Dove looked up and pointed my way. “Daddy, this kobold came and killed all of the nasty bandits! Their leader said they were taking me away to be married so someone could take your business!” 
 
    The man got a thoughtful look on his face and beckoned for me to follow as he escorted his daughter back inside.  
 
    “Dove, why don’t you head upstairs and get cleaned up,” he said with a forced smile. “You look like you could use a nice bath with lavender oil right now. I know I sure could.” 
 
    The girl hugged her father again. “That does sound wonderful. A nice bath and my own bed. I think I could sleep for a week,” she said with a yawn and headed for the stairs where a woman dressed in servant’s garb waited to assist her.  
 
    When she was gone, Master Herrington let the smile slip. “Please accompany me to my study so we can discuss your reward,” he said and then led the way further into the house. 
 
    I looked around in wonder. Every room was full of fancy, and expensive looking furniture and artwork. Herrington was really rolling in the dough, and wasn’t afraid to show it.  
 
    His study was just as impressive. The walls were lined with shelves full of books and other curios. The centerpiece of the room was an intricately carved mahogany desk with chairs to match. He took a seat behind the desk and motioned for me to sit. 
 
    I settled in and sighed. Not only was the furniture beautiful, but it felt like sitting on a cloud. 
 
    Herrington gave me an appraising look. “Thank you for rescuing my little girl, adventurer. As promised, here is your reward,” he said in a serious tone, setting ten gold coins on the desk in front of me.  
 
    “What I don’t understand is all of this talk of marriage. Dove is only fourteen, and I won’t even consider requests to court her from the local boys, let alone marriage offers. And why would bandits even claim such a thing?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Looks like the bandits were hired by someone,” I said, taking out the letter and emeralds from the bandit chief’s belongings and slid them across the desk. “The leader of the bandits had these in his tent.” 
 
    Master Herrington took up the letter and read through it, his expression growing angrier with every word. He growled and picked up one of the emeralds, producing a small lens of some sort from his desk and peering through it at the gem.  
 
    “How dare she! That cursed bitch!” he growled, slamming the gem and letter back onto his desk. 
 
    He took a moment to compose himself, taking a few deep breaths and gently rearranging the gem and letter on the desk. “Thank you again, adventurer,” he said in a controlled voice. “This has been quite… educational for me.” 
 
    
     QUEST COMPELTE: More Bandits! 
 
     You have gained 400xp! Your reputation with the Herringbone house has increased to Friendly.  
 
   
 
    “I take it you know who sent the letter then?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at me and frowned in thought, taking my measure before answering. “Yes. My former partner, Valerie Kel. She’s been obsessed with taking what is mine ever since I dissolved our partnership several years ago. Her last attempt was a proposed betrothal between Dove and her scoundrel of a son. The nerve of that woman, thinking that I would allow my daughter to marry that dullard.” 
 
    “But I won’t have to worry about her schemes any more, thanks to you,” he said with a gesture towards the letter and emeralds on his desk. “With this evidence I am sure that Baron Carmichael will see to it that she never bothers me and mine again.” 
 
    He tapped his fingers against the desk in thought. “I will need to present these emeralds as evidence, but I wouldn’t feel right not compensating you for their value,” he said, closely examining the gems as he continued. “I could replace the gems with those of equal value from my stock if that is satisfactory. Or there is something else you would like in trade?” 
 
    A translucent window appeared in front of me with a list of available options.  
 
    
     -- Two fine cut emeralds of Master Herrington’s design.  
 
     -- One Necklace of Intellect +4.  
 
     -- Training in Jewelcrafting.  
 
     -- 50 gold pieces.  
 
     -- A permanent 20% discount with shops run by Herrington Enterprises.  
 
   
 
    Damn it, I thought, knowing right away what I was going to choose. All of the options were valuable, but the ability to create my own gems to use for Soul Mastery was too good to pass up. I selected the training option and the window disappeared. 
 
    “An aspiring jeweler, hmm?” he said with a grin. “It is a very lucrative profession, but it does require a lot of hard work to make it so.”  
 
    He collected the evidence and tucked it into a drawer, pulling out a small pouch in its place. “Take this,” he said as he handed it over. “It includes everything you will need to begin your new craft. Thank you again for saving my Little Bird, and feel free to visit if you ever have need of training or new designs.” 
 
    Knowing a dismissal when I heard one, I nodded in thanks and made my way out of the house.  
 
    As soon as I reached the main road, I opened up the kit and peered inside. Within the small bag was, of course, the Jewelcrafting Primer and the tools that went along with it: a small vice, a magnifying glass, miniature chisels, hammers, and even a small saw. 
 
    I opened the book and hit accept. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Jewelcrafting” skill.  
 
     
Jewelcrafting – this crafting skill is the art of creating beautiful jewelry that both improves your look, and your abilities. This crafting skill includes three sub-skills: Lapidary, Infusion, Jeweler.  
 
     
-Lapidary allows for the cleaning, cutting, refining, and engraving of precious gemstones.  
 
     Needed Item: Jewelers Tools, Vice, Magnifying Glass. 
 
     
-Infusion allows for the use of mana to bring out the magical properties of a completed gem or piece of jewelry.  
 
     Needed Item: None. 
 
     
-Jeweler allows for the creation of finished jewelry and the setting of gems.  
 
     Needed Item: Jewelers Tools, Vice. 
 
     
Jewelcrafting XP: 0/500  
 
       
 
     Starting Jewelcrafting Designs:   
 
     -Rough-cut Malachite C: Uncut Malachite              Yield: 1 
 
     -Copper Ring BlankC: Copper Bar, Forge              Yield: 30 
 
     -Copper SettingC: Copper Bar, Forge              Yield: 60 
 
     -Lesser InfusionC: A Cut Gemstone, 200 mana              Yield: 1 
 
     -Ring of <Attribute>C: Copper Ring Blank, Infused Gem, Copper Setting              Yield: 1 
 
     
Skill Synergy Detected: Lapidary/Mining – The skill necessary to clear and cut gemstones can be applied on a macro level to more efficiently separate ore from the surrounding rock.  
 
   
 
    Now that was interesting, I thought. Being a jeweler helped with my Mining efficiency? Score!  
 
    Maybe there would be more of synergies as I learned more skills. Since I was on a roll, I pulled out the Cooking Primer and used that as well. 
 
    
     You have learned the “Cooking” skill. 
  
 
     Cooking – this crafting skill is the art of creating food and drink that can provide enhancements. This crafting skill includes three sub-skills: Butcher, Baker, Cook.  
 
     
-Butcher allows for the harvesting of meat and organs from living organisms.  
 
     Needed Item: A small blade.  
 
     
-Baker allows for the preparation and baking of breads, cakes, and other such foods.  
 
     Needed Item: A Fire or Oven.  
 
     
-Cook allows for the preparation and cooking of standard food items.  
 
     Needed Item: Appropriate Cookware.  
 
     
Cooking XP: 0/500  
 
     
Starting Cooking Recipes:   
 
     -Waybread – a traditional traveler’s staple, grants +5% out of combat regeneration for 6 hours. C: Flour, Water, Salt  
 
     -Cooked Meat – Take meat, apply fire, yum. grants +1 Constitution for 6 hours. C: Meat, Salt (Optional)                
 
     
Skill Synergy Detected: Dissection/Butcher – The art of precise surgery lends itself to the removal of the tasty parts of living creatures. All attempts to harvest meat or organs using either skill have an increased efficiency.  
 
   
 
    Another winner! I thought. Being able to get extra meat from my dissections would be very useful in keeping my zombies healed.  
 
    I headed back into town, going through my new recipes and putting together a plan to use them. I was really excited by the prospect of being able to create my own gems to fuel my Soul Mastery skill, and once I was set there, I could sell the cut gems for more coin, or use them to make magical jewelry which seemed to always be in demand.  
 
    I entered the Silver Fish and found an empty table in the corner where I could work without interruption. I ordered an ale to keep the innkeeper off my back and settled in.  
 
    I took out my jewelers’ tools and mentally initiated the Jewelcrafting skill. A new quest appeared, followed by the crafting menu which was similar to the Dissection interface. 
 
    
     QUEST ACCEPTED – Jewelcrafting I – Lapidary  
 
     Lapidary is the basis of the Jewelcrafting craft skill. Use the skill to craft 10 rough cut gemstones. 
 
     Criteria: Successfully cut 10 rough cut gemstones. 0/10  
 
     Reward: 200 Jewelcrafting XP  
 
   
 
    There was only one choice available, <Rough-cut Malachite>…  
 
    With a groan, I hung my head in my hands. I had a grand total of zero malachite left in my inventory. I’d sold them all during my time mining copper.  
 
    So much for grinding out some gems. 
 
    I finished my ale and headed to the auction house, grumbling the entire time. A quick search for uncut malachite reminded me why I had sold them all off. The current market price was almost two gold a piece. I could afford it, but I didn’t want to buy them when I could just mine them myself. 
 
    I had a good supply of Uncut Aquamarines in my bag from my tin mining, but a brief search for Jewelcrafting recipes that made use of the gem came up blank. 
 
    I had a choice. I could either pay premium for gems or revisit the copper mines for a bit to load up on malachite I could use to grind Jewelcrafting until I gained enough skill to pick up designs for the higher tier gemstones.  
 
    It was just about lunch time, so I logged out and made myself a sandwich while I weighed my options. 
 
    I hopped onto the forums, and some quick searched confirmed my fears. Leveling Jewelcrafting was an expensive endeavor. It required a lot of gemstones to rank up.  
 
    According to the top threads on the subject, it was also one of the slower going professions in terms of progress. The base chance of a successful cut was just around fifty percent for same level recipes. So even if I was able to grab a recipe for aquamarine, I’d be pretty much throwing away the gemstones.  
 
    I put together a quick spreadsheet and did some calculations. Buying the gems and sticking with my current tin production would actually be less cost effective than going back to the copper mines and finding the gems on my own.  
 
    Well, the numbers don’t lie, I thought, planning for a night of copper mining.  
 
    In the meantime, I’d get back to my leveling and finish off the quest to clear out the spooky cave. The sooner I gained a few more levels, the sooner I could make another run at the Sunken Forge. 
 
    *** 
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    When I got back into the game, I visited the clerk to see if my auctions had sold, collecting another two hundred and eighty-five gold from the sale of some ant parts, some tin, a stack of aquamarines, and the emeralds.  
 
    I cancelled the rest of my gemstone auctions, paying five gold as a cancellation fee. The fee was well worth it when compared to the cost of the gems themselves, and I hoped to be able to use them soon. 
 
    All in all, I was up another two hundred and eighty gold, and half of the previous night’s tin was still pending sale.  
 
    The loot I’d collected from the bandits fetched another handful of gold from the blacksmith, helping to offset the cost of repairs.  
 
    The door to the shop opened, admitting some familiar faces. “I know you want to play more, but it’s your own fault that you have to retake that exam, Ced,” Leilani said as she walked into the shop, followed closely by Cedric and Kelikk. “Next time you should think about studying instead of playing games. Mom’s going to give me a lecture from playing with you for this long as it is.” 
 
    “But sis, what am I ever going to need statistics for? I’m going to study biology in college, not math,” Cedric grumbled, “and I’m acing Bio!” 
 
    Kelikk chuckled and stroked his beard, gazing around at the weapons and armor with a hungry look on his face. Eventually he noticed me standing there and waved. “Hey Kababala! How’s it going?” 
 
     “Hey guys,” I replied. “It’s going pretty good. Selling some loot before heading out to explore a spooky cave for a quest. Want to join me?” 
 
    Cedric’s eyes lit up, but a glare from Leilani was enough to snuff out his excitement. “My darling brother here has been slacking with his statistics studies and has to retake his midterm tomorrow or risk failing the class, so I don’t think we’ll have any time to run quests today.”  
 
    Kelikk nodded. “We just finished up clearing out a den of some sort of mutant rats in the sewers and needed repairs, or we’d already have logged off.” 
 
    I looked at the human paladin, his avatar a lot older looking than the teenager behind the controls and felt a little sympathy. “Statistics isn’t that bad,” I said with a smile. “I mean, you’re playing a game that’s pretty much run on statistics. Probability math, number correlations, weight tables... You’re swimming in it, kid.” 
 
    At the perplexed look on his face, I was pretty sure the thought had never crossed his mind.  
 
    I chuckled and continued, “Plus, if you intend to go into any sort of research-based career, you’re going to have to know how to measure and present the results of your experiments. Acing Biology is great, but Statistics will be important too.” 
 
    Something I’d said must have sunken in. The perplexed look was gone, replaced but one of consideration. “Never really thought of it that way. Math is just… so boring,” he said sullenly before throwing his hands into the air in surrender. “Fine! I’ll go study for my stupid exam… after I get my gear repaired.” 
 
    He walked over to the shopkeeper and started handing over his gear, muttering to himself about how this or that was unfair and how he was old enough to make his own choices. I saw the like pretty often in my classroom. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” the elf said, sighing as she looked at her brother’s avatar. “He’s got a good brain between those ears when he actually chooses to use it. Hopefully he takes this seriously or we won’t be seeing him in here for a bit.” 
 
    “No worries. Educating the youth of tomorrow is my job after all. Getting a kid to realize why knowledge is important is almost as important as giving them the knowledge itself,” I said, earning a surprised look from the pair. 
 
    “You’re a teacher?” she asked.  
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I teach world history, but I have a background in both history and economics, as well as a smattering of computer science. If your brother ever needs some extra help, let me know and I’ll see if I can point him in the right direction.” 
 
    Leilani gave me a heartfelt smile. “Thank you so much. It means a lot to me. Hopefully you’ve managed to light a fire under his ass and he’ll study enough today to pass that exam.” 
 
    I laughed and nodded. “My pleasure. Well, I’ve got a spooky cave that I can hear calling to me so I’ll bid you good afternoon and take my leave,” I said, waving to Cedric on my way out. “Good luck on your exam, Ced!” 
 
    Remembering my dilemma from earlier, I paused in the doorway and turned back. “Hey, can I get your contact info? It would make it a lot easier to team up instead of just randomly running into each other.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Kelikk replied. “Let me add you to my contact list and then…” 
 
    Kelikk would like to add you to his contact list. Would you like to Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
    I clicked yes and then repeated the process with Leilani and Cedric. 
 
    “Good,” Leilani added. “Having two adults in the party will be quite helpful.” 
 
    Kelikk nodded. “Definitely, that would make things…” he paused, finally parsing his wife’s comment. “Oh you,” he said, giving Leilani a faux glare and laughing. “I’m a young soul, what can I say.” 
 
    I was still chuckling at the exchange when I arrived at my destination, minions freshly summoned and ready to serve.  
 
    Before delving into the cave I recharged the spells in my staff and buffed up, giving myself and all of my minions Dark Shield and then casting Aura of the Grave.  
 
    I followed the new set of guiding hands and quasi-Latin karaoke, watching as a 10-foot bubble of necromantic energy pulsed out from my tiny reptilian form and over my minions, strengthening them. Conveniently, the game added a visual indicator for the edge of the aura in the form of a dim, yet easy to see dark purple circle.  
 
    Chief took point, leading the way into the dark cave with Martin and Chevy on his flanks, their maces ready. I had Steve equip his bow and follow behind, prepared to act as rear guard or ranged DPS as the situation demanded.  
 
    As we moved deeper, I scanned the cave, looking for any indication of the mysterious disturbances reported within. 
 
    The tunnel was barely wide enough for my three minions to move through shoulder to shoulder, providing a strategic advantage as far as I was concerned. Any enemies would have to go through my minions before they could get close to me. 
 
    In the distance I could hear the sound of dripping water, but anything beyond that was drowned out by the scraping of my minions’ feet on the stone.  
 
    Wanting to get a better idea of what we were walking into, I decided to put my Stealth to the test and scout ahead.  
 
    A quick command froze my minions where they stood. I squeezed between Chevy and Chief and then ducked into Stealth as I moved forward, leaving my minions to stand ready in case I had to make a hasty retreat. 
 
    I hugged the wall of the tunnel, tiptoeing further into the cave. After a few minutes of skulking, the tunnel opened up into a wide cavern with a small pool of crystal-clear water at its center. 
 
    The surface of the pool rippled as drops of water fell from a large stalactite growing from the ceiling, and the silhouettes of several doglike forms lounged along its banks. Scattered amongst the dogs were several nests of some sort, but instead of twigs and sticks, the nests were constructed out of bone and other bits of former adventurers. I tried to get an idea of their numbers, but I was too far away. 
 
    Scouting accomplished, I started to back away slowly. Halfway up the path my tail clipped a loose rock and sent it skittering down the pathway.  
 
    Several heads perked up near the pool, zeroing in on the sound. With a flash, the creatures abandoned their nests and rushed towards me, faster than any animal had any right to be.  
 
    As they came closer, I was able to make out more of their features. What I’d mistaken for dogs, or wolves of some form were something completely different. 
 
    Instead of hair or fur, their bodies were covered in small green scales. Their heads were more reptilian, but completely eyeless and instead of eyes and ears, their heads were covered in a web of long, interconnected quills that pulsed and vibrated around the creature’s fang filled maws. 
 
    The lead creature got close enough that my Perception kicked in, revealing the name of the beast in white. 
 
    < Laeshhound >  
 
    The hound’s quills flared in a large fan and began to vibrate, emitting a pulse of sound that washed over me and left me slightly dizzy.  
 
    A sound somewhere between a tuning fork and a didgeridoo filled my ears, causing me to stumble off balance and bounce off the wall, losing precious ground as I raced back towards my minions. 
 
    
     Laeshhound has afflicted you with Sonic Dissonance! 
Your agility has been reduced by 5!  
 
     Duration: 30 seconds  
 
   
 
    I stumbled again and glanced back. The beast was about 30 feet out, its maw dripping in anticipation of its potential meal.  
 
    Cursing, I activated my cloak and teleported the rest of the way to the mouth of the tunnel where I’d left my minions, the instant travel combining with my vertigo was enough to send me crashing to the ground. 
 
    I crawled through Chevy’s legs and used Steve as a makeshift ladder to regain my feet and prepare for battle. The sound of claws scrambling on stone echoed up the tunnel, and as the first laeshhound came into view, it let out a piercing screech that was soon answered by five others. 
 
    Chief took a knee at my direction, allowing Steve to fire arrows at the advancing beasts. I couldn’t see past my minions, but an echoing yelp told me at least one of the creatures had been wounded.  
 
    The scratching of claws on stone grew louder, so I commanded the front line to engage. With a loud clash, the first hound collided with Chief’s tower shield, its claws scrambling for purchase at the top before the combined swings of the flanking skeletons crashed down.  
 
    That small glimpse was enough for me. My Rot spell slowly took form as I fought to control my hands while they moved through the spell gestures.  
 
    Mid-spell I lost my balance and stumbled to the side, wasting both mana and time. My equilibrium was still shot from the creature’s sonic attack, so even the simple gestures of the spells were proving to be a challenge when the world refused to stay still. 
 
    I braced myself against the wall as more creatures engaged my front line, trying to shake off the disorienting effect.  
 
    Chief let out a shout that drew the creatures’ attention, likely a taunt granted by his tank specialization.  
 
    I caught a glimpse of the shattered remains of the first hound laying on the ground at my minions’ feet and grinned. My staff didn’t require any intricate gestures, just point and click.  
 
    A pulse of dark purple suffused the fallen hound and transformed it into a ghoul, its already powerful claws and teeth becoming even more deadly as it bit into its former pack mates. 
 
    A series of yelps echoed from the middle of the enemy and the pressure on my minions let up briefly. Through the gap between Chief and Chevy I could see a pile of the beasts, biting and snapping at something underneath. 
 
    The sonic dissonance debuff wore off, and I was finally able to cast again, targeting a hound in the middle of the pack with Cripple just as they finished off my ghoul. 
 
    Laeshhound Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
    I completed the casting, breaking a leg bone in two, and watched as the improved form of Cripple took hold.  
 
    The targeted beast visibly slowed as a dark purple tint spread throughout its body and settled on in its limbs. The afflicted creature was slow to join its friends on the line, snapping and clawing at my minions but finding it difficult to reach beyond Chief’s tower shield.  
 
    The coloring made it easier for me to keep track of the creature, allowing for a quick application of Rot and then Miasma, spreading the afflictions to the entire pack.  
 
    I moved closer until my aura overlapped the enemy, the effects of the spell ramping up the power of both Rot and Cripple to do a number on the enemy. 
 
    Since Steve wasn’t doing anything useful at the time, I dismissed him to free up enough of my minion pool to allow for some ghoulish shenanigans.  
 
    Two more laeshhounds fell to the mace wielding amigos and then arose as ghouls as I expended the remaining charges in my staff. The fresh undead ripped into their former pack mates, adding poison and sheer savagery to the mix and turning the tide firmly in my favor until with a yelp, the last hound fell.  
 
    
     You have killed 7x Laeshhound! You have gained 840xp!  
 
     Quest update: Cave Cleared: 45%  
 
   
 
    Sending my minions to form a defensive wall on the far side of the pile of corpses, I rushed in to try for some souls.  
 
    I activated Dissection on the first and smiled when the option for the soul appeared alongside the standard beast bits, and something called ganglia, which I guessed were their weird quills based on the picture.  
 
    With only three gems available, and expensive ones at that, I had a dilemma. I didn’t really want to waste them on animal souls. Sure, the laeshhounds were pretty scary predators, but unless they could mine, I doubted they would be worth more than a human or dwarf soul.  
 
    I decided to forgo the souls for the time being and stuck to the material bits. After all was said and done, I was only able to salvage a few pieces of hide and ganglia due to the rotten nature of the bodies, but I was able to get four skeletons, eight chunks of meat and twelve doses of blood from the less damaged ones. 
 
    I set the remaining ghouls to guard us and fed Chief some chunks of ant meat while I repaired the skeletons, recast Dark Shield, and then rested to replenish my mana.  
 
    My mana regen was a bit slower due to the maintenance cost of the Aura buff, but it had proven that it was worth the cost.  
 
    Chief led the way forward and down to the nests, the other minions circling the area in case of any roaming critters.  
 
    The nests were, as I suspected, made from the bones and equipment of some unfortunates who’d fallen prey to the hunting pack. I took a while to search through the ragged piles, hoping for something to trigger my Scavenger skill, but luck wasn’t with me. After about ten minutes I decided to give up and continue further into the cave. After all, there was more to kill. 
 
    A tunnel continued deeper into the earth to the northeast, its walls so narrow that we were forced to move single file as we descended into the darkness. I sent the ghouls roving ahead to trigger any traps or other hazards that might be in the way and then followed behind, my bound minions in tow. 
 
    A chorus of shrieks rang out from further up the tunnel and the dissonance debuff appeared on the status bars of my ghouls. The shrieks were quickly followed by the sounds of rending and tearing flesh as the ghouls went on the offensive.  
 
    I rushed down the tunnel and into an elongated cavern to see my ghouls wrestling with another half dozen of the same type of laeshhounds from the first cavern. Behind them, standing twice as tall was a bigger, nastier looking beast, its name a worrisome orange. 
 
    < Laeshhound Alpha Mother >  
 
    I sent Chief and the two summoned amigos forward just as the first of the ghouls fell.  
 
    
     Laeshhound Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
     Laeshhound Ghoul has been destroyed!  
 
   
 
    As soon as the points were available, I summoned Steve from his skull and sent him forward to join in the fun and started casting my debuffs onto the hounds, planting Cripple and Rot like a seed in one and then spreading the love to the rest of the pack with Miasma. 
 
    The Alpha Mother was standing back, letting her minions do her dirty work as her own crest stood tall, filling the room with a low vibration that seemed to enhance the lesser hounds. 
 
    Chief taunted the pack as the three skeletons took down two of the laeshhounds that had been wounded by the ghouls. I reanimated one with the last charge from my staff and then switched to Necromantic Bolts.  
 
    The newly risen ghoul was quickly put down, the other hounds turning on it in a coordinated effort. Its brief unlife did serve its purpose though, distracting them while my minions and spells put an end to the rest of the pack. 
 
    As the last hound fell, the Alpha Mother barreled in, her crest of flaring out and pulsating with a sonic attack.  
 
    I covered my ears, hoping to avoid a repeat of the dizzies to no avail. A wave of force blasted into me, sending me flying through the air, a fresh application of sonic dissonance taunting me from my status bar. 
 
    A small stalagmite put a halt to my flight, the impact dropping me to less than a third of my hit points as I slid to the ground. 
 
    As soon as I could get the vial to my mouth, I downed a minor healing potion, sighing as my cracked bones and bruised flesh knit back together.  
 
    Orc Skeleton (Steve) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    I glanced up in time to see the Alpha Mother’s jaws finish crushing my minion’s now inert form and shake him like a rag doll before tossing him to the side.  
 
    Chief rushed forward and smashed his tower shield into the beast’s flank, sending it stumbling a step before it reared back and let loose another wave of sound, this time focused on the zombie.  
 
    I watched his rotting flesh disintegrate from his bones as the sound waves washed over him, dropping his hit points by the second.  
 
    The focused attack stopped suddenly when the beast’s head was knocked to the side by a mighty hit from a mace. Blood sprayed across the ground as the mace tore through the raised crest. 
 
    Slowly, making sure to keep each motion as controlled as possible under the dissonance debuff, I struggled my way through the Cripple spell, almost fumbling the final step where I snapped a leg bone in half. 
 
    The magic sank into the Alpha Mother’s flesh and slowed her strikes. Her thick scaled hide slowly changed color as the secondary effect took hold.  
 
    Glaring at the time remaining on sonic dissonance, I started working my way through the Rot spell. 
 
    A swipe of her forelimb sent Chevy crashing to the ground, hit points close to zero and her follow up bite removed the skeleton’s head, helm and all. 
 
    Orc Skeleton (Chevy) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    The debuff finally wore off and I finished casting Rot, adding some additional damage and robbing the laeshhound of some of her strength. 
 
    Hoping I wasn’t going to live to regret it later, I pulled Gimli’s skull out of my bag and summoned him forth to assist his brothers. 
 
    Martin and Chief had done a number on the beast and it was down to less than forty percent. Luckily the damn thing wasn’t a boss, just a powerful mob.  
 
    The dwarven skeleton charged in and drove his axe into the beast’s flank, taking off another chunk of its health while Chief focused the monster’s attention on him.  
 
    I cast bolt after bolt into the hound, and my remaining skeletons continued to attack as it writhed in pain. 
 
    A wild attack knocked Chief away, dropping his health to almost nothing. I quickly unsummoned the zombie to preserve him for future battles and then redoubled my efforts.  
 
    Gimli sunk his axe into the Alpha’s neck as it snapped at him, ripping his shield away and breaking several ribs with a rake of its claw.  
 
    From the opposite flank Martin’s mace crashed in, slamming into the beast’s head and knocking it to the ground, near death.  
 
    One last Necromantic Bolt blasted into the Alpha Mother, finally ending the fight. 
 
    
     You have killed 6x Laeshhound! You have gained 720xp!  
 
     You have killed a Laeshhound Alpha Mother! You have gained 250xp!  
 
       
 
     Quest update: Cave Cleared: 99%  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 14!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 16 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, And Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    After the pulse of energy from leveling up had passed, I rushed to the Alpha mother’s body, draining its soul into one of my three gems. That much power was worth saving, even if it didn’t have thumbs. 
 
    I sighed with relief when the gem didn’t explode in my face, and with the soul timer no longer a consideration, I sat down to catch my breath and read through my messages. 
 
    At level fourteen there was a good chance that I’d be able to handle that mountain orc that had one-shotted me on my last trip to the Sunken Forge, though I’d still have a problem if they had any friends nearby. But it was progress. 
 
    I allocated my points to the normal stats, then increased my skills as well, bringing my core abilities on up to fourteen, leaving ten to spread around. 
 
    I’d likely get another spell or two the next time I stopped at the guild, so I wanted to keep some points in reserve, but not too many.  
 
    If I put one more point in Create Undead I’d have the pool necessary to have all of my current battle minions out and raise two ghouls, so that was definitely in.  
 
    I considered what else to raise, but a glance at my minions’ health bars and the thought of how many times I was going to have to cast Mend Bone to fix all the damage answered the question for me. It was time to upgrade Mend Bone. 
 
    I closed my eyes and spent the points, trying not to think of what else they might have been used for. My minion pool rose to the magic number of seventeen and Mend Bone to rank ten, leaving me a single, solitary point in reserve for whatever skills I might learn upon my return to the guild. 
 
    
     You have reached Rank 10 in the Mend Bone spell!  
 
     This spell has been renamed “Mend Flesh and Bone” and will now work on all summoned minion types. Additionally, the range of this spell has been increased to 20 feet.  
 
   
 
    “Yes!” I yelled and then immediately covered my mouth, looking around worriedly at what my outburst might have attracted. There was still one percent of the cavern left to clear and there was no telling what kind of monster that one percent might be. 
 
    I looked back over at the corpses, sighed, and got to work. I had bills to pay, and the pile of lizard-pups was a trove of potential gold.  
 
    I dissected as many skeletons and hides as I could get my hands on, and as much blood and meat as I could get.  
 
    I repaired Gimli, returned him to the bench, and then summoned and healed Chief with a mixture of some Ant meat and my new spell.  
 
    It was still more efficient to let the Zombie feast on the flesh of my enemies to heal, but the spell would work to repair my minions in the middle of battle if needed. 
 
    Martin had been created from the last of my orcish skeletons. All I had left were humans, a moon elf, and a collection of larger skeletons that were beyond my ability to control.  
 
    I repaired Martin and then sent him to guard while I used some human skeletons to create some replacement amigos, giving them the full treatment: animation, binding, and Dark Blessing. 
 
    The new Chevy and Steve were both shorter than Martin, which was even more amusing considering their namesakes.  
 
    They equipped their gear while I refreshed Dark Shield on everyone and then it was time to move forward.  
 
    Towards the end of the room, I noticed another pile of ruined equipment, this time with a small clutch of eggs.  
 
    Much to my surprise, I saw one of the eggs sparkling with the glittering light of my Scavenger ability. I reached out gingerly and took hold of the egg, examining the object as it was copied into my hand. 
 
    < Laeshhound Egg >  
 
    The other eggs started to crack and I jumped back, smashing them with my staff before a misstep sent me tumbling down the side of the nest to land hard on a pile of split and broken bones. 
 
    
     Quest Update: Cave Cleared: 100%  
 
     Quest Complete: Something’s in there!  
 
     You have gained 400xp!  
 
     See the innkeeper for your material rewards.  
 
   
 
    While reading the update text a metallic glint caught my eye, drawing my attention to a small gap in the cavern wall that hadn’t been visible from up above. A closer look revealed the metal to be a chain, hanging down from somewhere on the other side of the stone. 
 
    I reached out and gave the chain a tug and the entire cave started to shake.  
 
    The natural stone of the cave wall split and opened like a door, revealing a hallway of worked stone. 
 
    “Well… damn,” I said, regaining my feet and looking into the new area. 
 
    
     Quest Available: The Forgotten Tomb [D]  
 
     You have discovered a hidden entrance to a long-forgotten tomb. Will you discover the mysteries held in its depths?  
 
     Criteria: Explore the Forgotten Tomb.  
 
     Rewards: 1000xp  
 
     Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
   
 
    “Yes!” I said out loud, accepting the quest.  
 
    A full thousand XP for the quest, plus whatever I could find in the dungeon itself… It’s perfect, I thought. But I am definitely going to need a party to tackle this… I really hope Cedric studied for that test. 
 
    Several seconds later, the stone rumbled again as the opening closed, leaving no trace of the door on the stone wall. 
 
    Looking into the crack I could still see the chain, and another tug confirmed it would continue to open the door. 
 
    Just in case anyone else ventured into the area, I piled some rocks and bones into the crack to hide the chain from view and climbed out of the bone pit, daydreaming about what the tomb could hold as I made my way out of the cave and back to town to collect my quest reward before dinner and a night full of mining for Malachite. 
 
    *** 
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    As soon as I got back to Sommervale, I went directly to the Necromancers guild. I had no interest in a repeat of last time where I’d gone through an entire dungeon without a critical skill. The Guildmaster was as always, studying behind his desk and was happy to turn over the spell scroll that had become available when I hit level fourteen.  
 
    
     Vampiric Link  
 
     Range: Touch
Type: Enchantment  
 
     Requirements: Verbal, Material (Required): A piece of the target  
 
     Enchants the target weapon with the ability to transfer part of damage done by the weapon to the target of the spell. Lifesteal granted: 1% per 5 ranks of this skill.  
 
     A target may be affected by only a single instance of this spell per 10 ranks in this spell.  
 
     This spell may be active on 1 weapon-target pair for every 5 ranks in this skill.  
 
     At Current Rank: 1 instance for 1% Lifesteal.  
 
   
 
    It was an amazing spell that could do wonders for Chief’s survivability, or Cedric. Hell, especially Cedric. Enchanting Kelikk’s axe to funnel health to Cedric would mean we could take on even tougher opponents without putting more of a strain on Leilani’s healing skills. 
 
    A grin still plastered on my face from the new spell, I wandered over to the inn to turn in my quest.  
 
    When I arrived, the place was completely full, packed with PCs and NPCs alike. It was dinner time, so the NPC presence made some sense, but I wasn’t sure why players would be waiting in line for some fake food, and then I heard the music.  
 
    “Ahh,” I said, listening as the inn quieted down and a stringed instrument of some sort started playing. I approached the door, leaning close to the hostess and whispering. “Can I go inside to talk to the innkeeper? I’ve got a quest to turn in. 
 
    She gave me a look that said she clearly didn’t believe me and frowned. “Sorry, but you’ll have to take a number and wait your turn just like everyone else,” she said and gestured to the people lounging in the grass near the inn where they could wait and still hear the music from inside. 
 
    With a sigh, I took the little slip of parchment with the number fifty-nine written on it and took a seat on the grass nearby, waiting for my turn. 
 
    “Now seating number forty-one! Forty-one!” the girl called out, escorting the lucky customers inside when they came forward. 
 
    The music was enjoyable, but it was hard to hear clearly through the inn walls, so I gave up trying and moved a little further away so as not to disturb those who were still trying to enjoy the music with my own antics. 
 
    Earning a few strange looks, I refreshed the Create Undead slots that I’d expended in my fight against the bandits. The ability to instantly turn a fallen enemy into an engine of death and destruction was an amazing ability that I intended to use as often as possible. I considered replacing the Necromantic Bolt slot with another insta-minion, but decided that the bolt was still useful for those “oh shit” moments.  
 
    Once that was done I decided to work on some upkeep. It had been a while since I’d reorganized my bags, and shoving in random bits of meat and hide had resulted in quite a mess. Well, not a physical mess, buy my inventory looked like an old school hard-drive in desperate need of a defrag. 
 
    Each of the various crafting and gathering professions I’d acquired had come with their own convenient bag to hold their tools and components, and luckily for me there was no limitation on nesting bags so I was able to sort the various items into their appropriate slots and then tuck them away within my satchel. 
 
    Once everything was sorted, it was much easier to catalog. My component supplies were pretty good. I had enough Bone Dust and leg bones to last awhile, and I still had eight doses of fine sand for Psychometry. 
 
    I had enough basic components to work on my Alchemy, whenever I had time for that, and a slew of other random items that I’d either picked up on a whim, dissected, or purchased due to some concern or another that had yet to come up. I mean, fifty feet of rope could be critical to survival… when it came up. 
 
    I guess I’m a hoarder, I thought with a shrug. The Dawnchaser’s Satchel had spoiled me. Why bother throwing anything out when I had a virtually unlimited inventory. 
 
    I continued sorting things out, using different sections of the inventory grid to separate items into “keep”, “auction”, and “needs research.” 
 
    What's this? I had totally forgotten about the dragon statuette I’d salvaged in the ogre’s treasure room. I pulled it out and examined it again. 
 
    < Dragon Statuette, Unknown > 
A small magical statue of a dragon. 
Unidentified 
 
    The hostess had posted up a convenient “Now Serving” sign, and they were only up to fifty, so I still had a pretty long wait; I decided it was time to make use of some of that fine sand and see if the statue had any useful properties. 
 
    Sprinkling the sand over the object, I cast the spell and watched as my mana sank into the statuette and it started to glow.  
 
    
     Psychometry Check – Item Level 10 vs Psychometry Rank 1 – Bonuses/Penalties: Scavenged+, Kobold+  
 
     Success! You have identified a < Statuette of Dragonkind >.
 
< Statuette of Dragonkind >  
 
     In ages long past, the Drahk ruled the world of Argos with an iron grip. As the favored children of Dragons, the Drahk used their physical and magical might to subjugate all who would stand against them, until the fall.  
 
     
New Gods ascended from the elves, dwarves, and humans, bestowing their people with gifts that rivaled those of the Drahk. Thus empowered, the mortal races formed an alliance and threw off the yoke of the Drahk oppression, destroying their empire and driving their people underground.  
 
     
Over time, this once proud race became small and frail, and forgot their previous status, and even their name.  
 
     
Now referred to as kobolds, the Drahk people are a shadow of their former selves.
  
 
     At the height of the Drahk rule, Statuettes of Dragonkind were used by the ruling clans to harness the energy of their Dragon ancestors and bestow it upon those deemed worthy, usually in return for personal service to the Emperor. 

The alliance sought out and destroyed those that they could find, but some were secreted away, hidden in the hopes that one day the Drahk would rise again and regain that which was lost. 
  
 
     Properties:  
 
     -Draconic Veil – Only members of the kobold race can detect the magical emanations of this object.  
 
     -Kobold Evolution – 1x Ever – Use of this object will initiate the first stages of racial evolution. This will begin the quest – Draconic Legacy.  
 
     -Quest Item – This item begins the racial quest line – Draconic Legacy  
 
     -Soulbound – This item may not be lost, stolen, or given away.  
 
     Value: Priceless, May Not be Sold  
 
   
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, glancing at the statuette in my hands. I’d heard that Argos had some sort of racial quest system available where you could eventually become a more powerful version of your starting race, but I’d never heard of one for kobolds… then again, not a lot of people actually played kobolds so…  
 
    My face split in a gigantic grin. Had the statuette not been Soulbound I would have had to sell it. It would have been much too valuable to hold on to. My financial goals would have taken precedence over my inner gaming nerd doing a mental happy dance at the chance to play through a legendary racial quest line.  
 
    But it was Soulbound. No selling, no giving away, nothing. So I used it.  
 
    The core of the statue started to pulse with a soft golden glow that grew brighter with every passing second. Eyes turned my way as the statue lit up the clearing with an almost unbearable light. I gave them a weak grin and a shrug and then turned my attention back to the statuette.  
 
    With a flash, the glow was sucked back into the statuette, and then nothing. 
 
    I looked down at the miniature dragon, a curious expression on my face. “Why didn’t it-‘ 
 
    Before I could finish the thought, the statue’s eyes popped open and it turned to look directly at me. Beams of golden light shot forth and enveloped me in light and heat, and then there was blackness. 
 
    
     Statuette of Dragonkind casts Draconic Evolution on you!  
 
     You take 42,391 damage!  
 
     You have lost 454xp due to the death penalty!  
 
     Respawn Time: 70 minutes.   
 
   
 
    Well shit. That was unexpected, I thought as I cursed myself for not doing more research before activating random legendary magic items on myself.  
 
    I watched the replay of my death, cringing as the searing eye beams reduced my reptilian avatar to cinders and then dissolved into a golden mist that mixed with the ashes of my former self and then disappeared, leaving behind a small piece of paper with the number fifty-nine printed on it, which was quickly snatched up by a waiting lupin. 
 
    Chuckling silently in the void, I logged out, planning a trip to the local shawarma place to fill my seventy minute timer. 
 
    *** 
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    After a tasty Mediterranean dinner and a brief call with my family, I logged back into the game, wondering if the whole statuette thing had just been some sort of elaborate trap.  
 
    I logged back into the death screen, the final seconds of my death timer ticking down. As the timer hit zero, my vision swirled and resolved into the graveyard. I took a step forward and then stumbled, feeling dizzy and disconnected from my body as a wall of text scrolled past my eyes. 
 
    
     Congratulations! You have unlocked the Kobold sub-race: Drahkling. This is the first stage of evolution available for the kobold race. Please take the time to review your new racial stats and abilities. A onetime use of the character appearance editor will be made available now.  
 
       
 
     As a part of this process the Death penalty has been refunded.  
 
       
 
     You have gained +2 to each base attribute.  
 
     Racial Ability: “Natural Weapons” upgraded to “Superior Natural Weapons”  
 
     Superior Natural Weapons – The claws and fangs of the Drahkling sub-race are sharper and stronger than those of the base kobold; as such, your natural weaponry will now do additional damage.  
 
       
 
     Racial Ability: “Tough Hide” Unlocked  
 
     Tough Hide – Drahklings possess a fraction of their draconic ancestors’ natural resistance to damage. You now possess a minor resistance to damage. This skill may not be increased with skill points.   
 
       
 
     Racial Ability: “Lesser Breath Weapon” Unlocked  
 
     Lesser Breath Weapon – Harnessing your draconic heritage, you can produce a cone of magical fire from your mouth. This skill may be used once every hour per five ranks in this skill. This skill may not be increased with skill points. Use of this skill at your current level will cause exhaustion for 5 minutes after use.  
 
       
 
     QUEST RECEIVED: Draconic Legacy  
 
     You have taken the first steps on the path to reclaim your legacy. Seek out and find additional Statuettes of Dragonkind to progress on your path towards greatness.  
 
     Criteria: Obtain another Statuette of Dragonkind (0/1)  
 
     Reward: 5000xp, Racial Evolution II  
 
       
 
     Entering character editor. Acknowledge to proceed.  
 
   
 
    I read through the wall of text, each new ability heightening my excitement. The refund of the death penalty XP was nice, but even if it’d stuck it would have been worth it.  
 
    I mentally acknowledged that I was done reading and was transported back to the character customization area. 
 
    My avatar had been subtly transformed. The snout was slightly longer, as were the pointy teeth contained within. Likewise, the neck, torso, and tail were elongated and more serpentine in appearance.  
 
    A small ridge of spines now started on the avatar’s brow and extended all the way down to the base of the tail. The claws were at least an inch longer than they had been and looked down-right deadly. 
 
    Some of the options that had been limited in the initial character creation interface had been expanded, allowing for some additional features and tweaks that allowed for an even more draconic flavored kobold. 
 
    The cap on horn length had been raised, allowing me to extend my current horns to a full six inches in length, and a new option for a dorsal crest let me add a spiny ridge from head to tail.  
 
    My neck and tail gained a bit of length, while my torso and limbs gained some mass, reflecting the added armor. I adjusted the rest of the features to maintain my minimal size profile, while keeping my proportions in line so I didn’t look like a caricature.  
 
    Giving my new and improved avatar a once over, I nodded in satisfaction and locked in the changes.  
 
    I re-materialized in the graveyard, feeling a bit awkward in my updated form. I moved around the area, getting used to the new me while my mind slowly adjusted to the slight shift in balance and Perception.  
 
    I would have loved some more time to play around with my new skills, but I’d already spent too much of my mining time fooling around trying to get the look of my avatar just right, and really needed to get to work, so fun would have to wait until morning. 
 
    Summoning my mining minions back to active duty, I headed towards the mine, stopping at the smelting shack to consult with Darr and find out what shaft would be ideal for my malachite mining purposes. 
 
    Mine shaft three had a large concentration of copper veins and thus the best chance for malachite finds. It did have a pretty severe rodent infestation though, which made it unpopular with the lower levels. The mine hired parties to clear them out every so often, but one hadn’t been through recently. 
 
    I wasn’t too worried about rats though. I was probably way over-leveled for the area. 
 
    I took the elevator down to the third level and headed in. The mine had a pretty generic layout; a single long corridor with multiple side corridors running perpendicular.  
 
    Further in, the tunnels became less regular, but nothing that was unexpected. I headed towards the deepest parts of the mine, hoping that there would be higher concentrations of metals there. I renewed all my buffs except Vampiric Link before we went in. I wasn’t expecting any combat.  
 
    I decided to keep Aura of the Grave up in case it had any impact on the mining since its upkeep was negligible out of combat. 
 
    I pulled out my pan and water and started prospecting, loving the upgraded radius from the Journeyman Pan. 
 
    
     Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 10 Mining XP!  
 
     You have reached Mining Rank 13!  
 
   
 
    Always having gathering skills at the cap was a bit silly, but since my Mining skill would always be on the same level as my character level, I’d constantly be hitting the cap, then busting through the next time I went back to Mining. 
 
    Although this session’s efforts wouldn’t be doing anything to raise my Mining skill due to the quality of the nodes, my prospecting had revealed a large concentration of copper nodes that should result in quite a successful haul. 
 
    I stationed Chief at the center of the cavern, weapons ready to deal with any rats brave enough to disturb our Mining operation while Gimli and the three amigos joined me in clearing out the copper nodes in the area. 
 
    ... 
 
    After about four hours of constant mining we had worked our way through the entire shaft. The number of veins had petered out. My latest prospecting attempts had uncovered only one or two veins in the entire area of effect, and they were small, yielding only a couple hundred ore apiece. I had exhausted the mine.  
 
    I checked my bags and tallied up what I’d found and was quite shocked. With four minions and myself mining I’d managed to gather over twelve thousand units of ore, and a hundred and sixty-seven uncut malachite. More than enough to grind out some levels of Jewelcrafting. 
 
    I still had four hours left in my dedicated work shift, so I headed down to Mine Shaft Four to mine tin for the rest of the night. I’d have to do some research on the bronze bar market. With that much copper ore in the bag, and a bunch of tin about to be mined I could probably produce a nice pile of bronze. 
 
    The rest of the night went by in a flash, netting twenty-eight hundred tin ore and thirty-nine more uncut aquamarines. I’d be set for my Jewelcrafting grind for a while. 
 
    Another day, another dollar. 
 
    *** 
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    Mornings were pretty routine by that point, both in and out of the game. The only difference that day was that I’d decided to do some research into bronze before logging in.  
 
    It was a pretty straightforward process, mixing the right ratio of copper and tin bars to produce the bronze. I had no clue if it was how you made bronze in real life, but considering the game method would result in an end product worth more than the sum of its constituent parts, I wasn’t going to complain. 
 
    A message was waiting for me from Kelikk when I logged in, letting me know that Cedric’s exam was this morning and if all went well, they would be on after lunch.  
 
    Perfect timing, I thought. I should be able to get all of my errands done and get it some solid Jewelcrafting grindage before then. 
 
    I headed over to the smelting hut and found Darr hard at work, finishing up a large batch of smelting in a crucible almost as big as my avatar.  
 
    “Good morning, Darr,” I said, watching as he poured the last of the bars and started to clean up. “How do I get ahold of one of those?” I asked, gesturing to the gigantic crucible. 
 
    The dwarf laughed. “Goin’ ta be quite a while till ye can get yerself a master’s pot,” he said with a smirk. “But I can rent it ta ye if yer interested. It’s not cheap, but might be worth yer while.” 
 
    “How much is it, and how many bars can it handle at once?” I asked, hoping that I wouldn’t have to spend the entirety of my morning here smelting copper. 
 
    The dwarf looked me over, considering. “Normally I’d charge thirty gold a session, but fer ye I can do twenty.”  
 
    My eyes widened at the price. That was a lot of money for a simple rental fee.  
 
    Darr just chuckled and held up a hand. “Now before ye get all crazy about the cost, let me tell ye what the master’s pot can do fer ye,” he said. 
 
    I nodded, gesturing for him to proceed. 
 
    “Firstly, fer the rental ye get the master’s crucible and mold, so ye’ll be gettin’ the full benefits o’ the entire set,” he said, gesturing to the large mold sitting nearby. “Together ye’ll be able to work five hundred ore at a time and mold fifty bars.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with a smile. “That would speed things up a hell of a lot.”  
 
    He nodded, his own smile growing to match my own as he continued. “And second, ye get to pay me, and not spend the rest o’ yer life bent over a fire, grumbling ta yerself about wastin’ time like ye do every other damned time ye’re in here.” 
 
    “Wait a sec, I don’t-“  
 
    “Yes, ye do,” he interrupted, waving me off. “I’ve been half tempted ta put in an order at the general store fer a good cheese to enjoy with yer whine, and I’m tired of it. Ye get a discounted rate, so I can ‘ave some peace.” 
 
    I grumbled for a second. I didn’t whine. I mean, I didn’t think I did. I might have cursed about how long it took once or twice, but not all the time. But even if it was true, I shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth… if the math checked out. 
 
    I did some quick calculations. Upping my smelting capacity by a factor of ten was nothing to sneeze at, and while it would probably take longer per batch, I’d definitely be gaining time overall. And since making bronze required double the smelting, I’d be making out in the long run. 
 
    “Okay, Darr. I’m in,” I said and reached out to shake the dwarf’s hand, careful not to catch him with my claws. 
 
    Instead of taking five or more hours to smelt everything, it took three. And as a bonus, once I started smelting bronze out of the finished copper and tin bars, I was able to gain enough Mining experience to reach the level cap. 
 
    Most of that time was used refining the copper and tin ore into bars. After that, combining the ingots of copper and tin in the correct three to one ratio was surprisingly fast.  
 
    Using all of my current tin collection, I ended up with over eleven hundred bronze bars with about four hundred copper bars left over. 
 
    I paid the dwarf his twenty gold and returned the tools before heading to the auction house. The rest of my pending auctions had sold, another two hundred and thirty-seven gold flowing into my accounts. 
 
    The price of copper bars had fallen to thirty-four copper a bar, but bronze was going strong at thirteen silver a bar.  
 
    I decided to hold on to the copper and use it to make more bronze after my next tin run, and put all the bronze up for auction. 
 
    A quick search for laeshhound bits came up blank, so I held onto those as well until I could get a better idea of their worth. It would really suck to miss out on some lucrative sales if I misjudged the price and put them up for a fraction of their value. 
 
    My business concluded, I did one final search, just in case, for any records of Statuettes of Dragonkind, but as expected the auction came up blank. I wasn’t surprised. Being able to buy those at the auction house would have been pretty broken considering their power. 
 
    I left the auction house and checked in at the Proper Potions to see if there had been any progress on my current investment. Mistress Valynwood wasn’t there, and her assistant was less than helpful, only willing to reveal that the dryad was busy in her private lab. It was a shame, too, because I was sure she would be interested in the laeshhound bits. 
 
    The Silver Fish was empty, so I was finally able to collect my reward for clearing out the cave from the innkeeper before settling in to do some crafting. 
 
    
     < Cat’s Eye Key >  
 
     An enchanted key that can be used to open any Dungeon Boss Treasure Room or chest. When used, the treasure contained within has a chance to be upgraded for all party members (Soulbound)  
 
   
 
    I ordered some ale and took a seat at a corner table, ready to get to work.  
 
    The Jewelcrafting menu appeared with my current Lapidary options: Rough-cut Malachite.  
 
    Setting an uncut malachite before me, I mentally activated the skill and watched as the gemstone morphed in an amorphous blob with a progress bar on top, similar to the way the Dissection skill functioned. 
 
    It took about thirty seconds to process the gemstone and produce a result. I was a little disappointed by the simplistic interface, but like Dissection, I figured the process of actually cutting a gem would be way too complex for the developers to effectively implement in a way that was fun. 
 
    Unsuccessful. The Uncut Malachite has been destroyed. 
You have gained 10 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
    At least even failure gives some XP, I thought, grabbing another uncut gem from my stash and trying again. 
 
    Unsuccessful. The Uncut Malachite has been destroyed. You have gained 10 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
    I grimaced. The forums did say Jewelcrafting was one of the harder crafts to improve, so I kept on trying, crossing my fingers and hoping my luck would kick in. 
 
    
     Unsuccessful. The Uncut Malachite has been destroyed.  
 
     You have salvaged some Malachite dust from your attempt.  
 
     You have gained 15 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
   
 
    So it wasn’t a black or white pass/fail kind of check after all. The dust must be some sort of consolation prize so you didn’t always end up empty handed after a failure. I wondered if the gem dust would be useful for anything. 
 
    
     Success! You have created a Rough-cut Malachite.  
 
     You have gained 20 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
     Quest update – 1/10 Rough-cut Gems complete.  
 
   
 
    Finally! I thought. One success out of four so far.  
 
    I was glad I’d decided on the mining route and had picked up a pretty big pile of gems to grind through, because with a twenty-five percent success rate it was going to be a long road until I could fully support my soul collection. 
 
    With a sigh, I immersed myself in the grind, churning through my gems and watching the messages scroll by. 
 
    
     Success! You have created a Rough-cut Malachite.  
 
     You have gained 20 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
     Quest update – 2/10 Rough-cut Gems complete.  
 
     Success! You have created a Rough-cut Malachite. You have gained 20 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
     Quest update – 3/10 Rough-cut Gems complete.  
 
     Unsuccessful. The Uncut Malachite has been destroyed.  
 
     … 
 
   
 
    I tucked the finished gems and consolation dust into my bag, glad that I didn’t have to deal with the failures which disappeared into the land of dissected bodies and lost socks.  
 
    It took another six tries to complete the quest. 
 
    
     Quest update – 10/10 Rough-cut Gems complete.  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE – Jewelcrafting I – Lapidary  
 
     You have gained 200 Jewelcrafting XP  
 
     You have reached Jewelcrafting Rank 2!  
 
       
 
     QUEST RECEIVED – Jewelcrafting II – Infusion  
 
     Infusion charges a gem with mana, preparing it to be used in the creation of magical jewelry.  
 
     Criteria: Infuse 10 gemstones using the Lesser Infusion design. (0/10)  
 
     Reward: 200 Jewelcrafting XP  
 
   
 
    The next part of the quest was a little concerning. If infusion was anything like lapidary, I’d probably end up blowing up more gems than I successfully infused, resulting in even more lost materials.  
 
    I’d definitely need more than ten cut stones with my current rate of failure, so I took out another handful of uncut stones and got to work, grinding through another forty attempts.  
 
    Somewhere during the process I reached rank three in Jewelcrafting, and by the end I had created twenty five finished gems and four more doses of malachite dust. 
 
    Now that I had some backup gems, and a higher rank, it was time to try out infusing.  
 
    The starting interface was the same as lapidary, but when I selected the design and selected the gemstone a new window popped into my view, floating in midair with a strange layout that I had yet to encounter in the game.  
 
    Centered on the top of the window was a timer, currently reading “00:00:20” and below that was a sliding gauge labeled “Mana Infusion Rate” with a small button with a picture of a lock in the unlocked state next to it. 
 
    At the bottom of the screen was a small graph of some sort labeled “Infusion” that was currently empty.  
 
    The rest of the screen was taken up by a grid with two arrows on the right and bottom edges, with a small circular crosshair lined up between them.  
 
    Within the crosshairs was a small sphere, and lastly, there was a small box with a gear on it at the bottom right corner of the screen.  
 
    
     Attention: As this is your first usage of the Infusion interface, the game will provide a demonstration the process. This demo can be accessed at any time via the help menu if you would like to view it again. 
 
     Would you like to watch the demo now? (Yes/No) ** 
 
   
 
    Yes, I thought, activating the tutorial and watched as all of the controls on the screen grayed out and faded into the background. A second later, the timer reappeared at the top of the screen, highlighted with a golden glow. 
 
    Each infusion design has an associated time limit. This limit is static for the recipe and may not be exceeded. For this demonstration, we will use the “Lesser Infusion” design which has a time limit of 20 seconds.  
 
    The timer faded to gray as the golden glow shifted to highlight the Mana Infusion Rate gauge. 
 
    This gauge allows the player to set the rate at which mana will be fed into the gem. This rate will directly impact the difficulty of the physical skill portion of this crafting system. Please note that each infusion recipe has a mana requirement, which must be met in order to successfully complete the design. Once the rate has been set, it is locked in for the duration of the crafting attempt.  
 
    The indicated gauge filled to half and the lock next to it shifted from the open position to the locked position before the entire widget faded to gray. 
 
    In the center of the grid, the sphere started to glow. 
 
    This sphere represents the target for the skill-based interface. The object of the game is to keep the sphere within the targeting reticule.  
 
    The crosshairs lit up, as well as the two arrow symbols on the bottom and right of the grid. 
 
    
     These arrow symbols control the position of the targeting reticule. The bottom arrow will move the reticule from right to left, while the arrow on the right will move the reticule up and down.  
 
       
 
     The object is to keep the target sphere fully within the bounds of the reticule. While the sphere is fully within, mana will be added to the “Infusion” meter at the bottom of the screen at the rate locked in. 
 
       
 
     While partially within the reticule, mana will be added in proportion to the amount of the sphere contained. Reticule size will increase in proportion to Jewelcrafting rank. 
 
       
 
     In order to successfully Infuse the target object, the player should ensure that the required amount of mana, and no more, is added to the bar.  
 
       
 
     Adding too much mana may result in a catastrophic failure as the gem is unable to contain the power.  
 
   
 
    With that, the small sphere began to bounce around the grid, Pong style, while a pair of ghostly hands moved the two sliding arrows on the grid’s sides to move the reticule, keeping the sphere within the circle.  
 
    The gauge at the bottom of the screen started to fill up as the timer counted down towards zero, reaching one hundred percent just as the timer completed. 
 
    The small gear icon at the lower right of the screen highlighted next, and the messages continued. 
 
    
     Alternatively, the physical skill interface for this crafting skill may be disabled via the options menu. Disabling this interface will result in the game utilizing a random pick based upon the player’s skill level in relation to the difficulty of the infusion. 
  
 
     Forgoing the physical skill interface will result in a lower chance for critical success results for most recipes.  
 
   
 
    That was interesting. The game provided an option for people who didn’t want to deal with playing a mini-game in order to craft.  
 
    At higher levels, or for grinding I could see why you wouldn’t want to have to play through an entire game every time you made something, but with my limited resources I wouldn’t want to automate the process and chance losing more materials.  
 
    Now that I knew what to expect, I settled in to try my hand at Infusion. I selected the design and activated the interface. I could set the mana infusion rate between one to fifty, which was a bit counterintuitive.  
 
    The infusion required two hundred mana, so setting it to anything less than ten would mean an automatic failure. So why even give that option? Maybe the interface was generic, so another recipe could only require a minimum input.  
 
    Setting it to ten would require perfect accuracy, while setting it higher would give me more leeway to mess up, but could require some late game juggling to keep from overcharging. I shrugged and set the rate to the max. How hard could four seconds be? 
 
    The ball appeared as I locked in the rate, followed by a three second countdown to let me get my hands in position to move the sliders.  
 
    When the timer hit zero the ball took off like a bat out of hell, bouncing around the grid like a five-year-old hopped up on Mountain Dew and Pixie Sticks.  
 
    To make matters worse, the reticule looked smaller than the ball which made getting the full infusion per second impossible even with perfect accuracy. 
 
    I did my best but by the time the counter reached zero I’d barely filled the infusion bar by thirty percent. 
 
    
     Unsuccessful. The gemstone has been destroyed.  
 
     You have gained 20 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
   
 
    I tried again, starting at the bare minimum that would allow success to get a better feel of the interface. I could always ramp it up from there once I got the hang of things. 
 
    With the lower infusion rate the ball moved much slower, making it easier for me to keep up with the bouncing ball, but the size of my reticule was still too small to allow for any error.  
 
    I failed again but managed to get all the way to fifty-five percent and luckily didn’t break the gemstone.  
 
    
     Unsuccessful. You managed to salvage the gemstone.  
 
     You have gained 20 Jewelcrafting XP. 
 
   
 
    I amped up the infusion rate bit by bit until I found a sweet spot where I was able to keep the ball in the target for long enough to reach the full two hundred mana needed. It took four additional attempts, and one more destroyed gem, but I did it.  
 
    
     Success! You have created a Lesser Rough-cut Malachite. You have gained 40 Jewelcrafting XP.  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Infuse 10 gemstones using the Lesser Infusion design. (1/10)  
 
   
 
    I took things slowly, working my way through the processes again and again, creating the nine more needed for the quest. I lost two more gems overall, one exploding with a small spray of shards when I charged it up too far. Luckily no one was hurt.  
 
    My Jewelcrafting gained a rank, which increased the size of the targeting reticule, making it much easier to keep the ball centered. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Infuse 10 gemstones using the Lesser Infusion design. (10/10)  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE – Jewelcrafting II – Infusion  
 
     You have received 200 Jewelcrafting XP!  
 
       
 
     QUEST RECEIVED – Jewelcrafting III – Jeweler  
 
     The Jeweler sub-skill allows for the shaping of precious and semiprecious metals and gems into pieces of jewelry that can enhance stats, abilities, and even allow for special skill usage.  
 
     For this tutorial, you will create several pieces of finished jewelry  
 
     
Criteria:  
 
     1 – Use the “Copper Ring Blank” design to create 30 Blanks. (0/30)  
 
     2 – Use the “Copper Setting” design to create 60 Settings. (0/60)  
 
     3 – Use the materials created in steps 1 and 2 in conjunction with your infused gems to create 10 “Ring of <Attribute>”. (0/10)  
 
     Reward: 500 Jewelcrafting XP  
 
   
 
    The next step would require a forge, and it was almost time to meet up with my party, so I decided to hold off until after a bit of adventure. In the meantime, I decided to grind out some more gems and then get some lunch before meeting up with the group. That was, of course, if Cedric passed his stats test. 
 
    By the time I ran out of Uncut Malachite I had another seventy-two cut and a few gems worth of dust to add to my collection. It was a pretty good supply for collecting potential souls, or to practice infusion on. I’d raised my Jewelcrafting skill to five as well, making the rest of my tasks a bit less daunting. 
 
    I tried another infusion and confirmed that the reticule had grown again, making it even easier to complete the infusion. After the dungeon I’d have to find Master Herrington’s shop and get some designs to cut better quality gems. I should have held on to some Uncut Malachite for better cuts too.  
 
    My lunchtime alarm flashed across my screen, so I cleaned up my mess and logged out to get something to eat. Hopefully the group would be on when I logged back in and we’d be able to tackle the dungeon. And if not, I was sure I could find some solo quests to occupy my time. 
 
    Spring break was almost over, and I needed to get at least one more level before I’d be ready to tackle the iron mines again. 
 
    *** 
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    After a tasty bowl of Kraft Blue Box Mac and Cheese, I logged back into the game. I looked on my friends list and saw all three of them were online and started writing a message to see how things had gone.  
 
    While I was still drafting the message, a party invite came in from Leilani, beating me to the punch. 
 
    
     [P] Cedric: I got an A! Wooooohooooo!  
 
     [P] Me: Congrats!  
 
     [P] Kelikk: Hey Kababala, we are at the auction house. Want to meet us here?  
 
     [P] Me: Sure, I’ll be right over. I’m at the Silver Fish.  
 
   
 
    The auction house was a brief walk across town, so it didn’t take very long for me to arrive. I checked in with the clerk to see if any of my auctions had sold since this morning and was pleasantly surprised to find half of my bronze listings were gone, netting me slightly over four hundred gold. 
 
    Cedric, Kelikk, and Leilani were all gathered around one of the kiosks, finishing up their business when I concluded my business with the clerk and headed over.  
 
    Cedric waved as he dashed past me, on the way to collect his latest purchase. 
 
    A minute later the paladin rejoined us, a bright white cloak wrapped around his shoulders. The cloak virtually screamed “Hit Me!” to the world. Kelikk patted him on the shoulder with a chuckle. 
 
    I flashed a toothy grin. “Nice new threads, Ced. Congrats again on the test.” 
 
    “Thanks man,” he replied. “Once I started looking at it all from a gamer perspective, things just started to click. I even used some of the formulas and stuff from class to decide on this cloak. It doesn’t help me with my Strength or hit points, but it does a hell of a job generating threat so I can use my mana to buff myself instead of saving it all for taunts.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Awesome. I’m all for that. I only just broke triple digits in hit points at level fourteen, so anything that keeps me from getting hit is a major plus in my book.” 
 
    “Really? We just hit thirteen and I’ve already got around fifteen hundred hit points, although that is mostly due to my maxed-out Heartiness skill, but damn. I guess mages are pretty crunchy,” the paladin responded. 
 
    Sighing, I replied, “Yeah, well, kobolds have a natural penalty to hit points, so it’s a bit worse than it would be for another race. Luckily, my Dark Shield and minions have been able to keep me from getting squished too often.”  
 
    “So, what do you guys say we go and raid a hidden crypt?” I asked and shared the quest with the party, watching their eyes glaze as they read through the notification.  
 
    “Oh yeah!” Kelikk replied as Leilani and Cedric nodded. 
 
    “Do you guys need to pick up anything before we go? I need to restock on potions, especially since we’ll be heading into the unknown. Give me a minute and I’ll grab some from the auction house,” I said and headed over to the kiosk, doing a quick search and picking up a few health and mana potions for a gold a piece. 
 
    The others did the same, picking up some supplies they thought they might need on a dungeon delve, and then we were off. 
 
    We arrived at the cave a short time later, Chief and Chevy rounding out the party with a second tank and ranged DPS. I wasn’t sure if we would have to worry about any respawns within the cave so we decided to be cautious and buff up before going in. 
 
    I cast Dark Shield on everyone, earning some surprised looks from the party. “I finally raised it to rank ten and now I can cast it on others. Those level ten perks are quite useful.” I also cast Vampiric Link, enchanting Kelikk’s axe to feed health to Cedric, making our tank even more survivable. 
 
    The dwarf looked at me and smirked. “You sure are full of surprises today. Wait ‘til I get to show off my new tricks!” 
 
    I sat down to rest while my mana recharged, watching the other party members dole out their spells. Cedric had a few self-only buffs that I hadn’t seen him use before. A Strength and Constitution buff called “Power of Faith”, and an active threat generation aura aptly named, “Light of the Martyr”. 
 
    Leilani had some new ones as well, increasing each of our primary stats by five each with a spell called “Blessings of the Moon”.  
 
    She’d also picked up some additional crowd control abilities and an area healing aura she could channel if things got dicey. 
 
    I put up the Aura of the Grave and we headed in with Cedric and Chief forming a shield wall at the front. 
 
    Leilani created a glowing ball of moonlight with another spell as we left the daylight behind, producing enough light for our human companion to see by, but not enough to be a problem for my sensitive eyes.  
 
    We moved slowly through the tunnels, but after we reached the cavern with the pool it became obvious that we didn’t have to worry about anything respawning. Even the nests of the beasts had despawned, leaving a peaceful pool of water.  
 
    We continued on, single file with Cedric in the lead, until we reached the room where the Alpha’s nest had been. That cavern was empty as well, and I started to panic thinking that the entire thing was gone, including the hidden entrance. 
 
    I rushed over to the crack and pulled out the bits I’d piled to hide triggering mechanism and let out a loud sigh when I found the chain in place. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said, giving the chain a tug and gesturing towards the wall. “Open Sesame!” 
 
    With a slow rumble, the cavern wall opened to reveal the dungeon entrance.  
 
    Cedric and Chief lead the way forward with myself, Chevy, and Leilani in the backfield. Kelikk stood behind the warriors, ready to strike should the opportunity arise.  
 
    The rough stone of the cavern walls changed over to worked stone as we descended. The gradual ramp downward soon became a stone staircase that descended even further into the earth.  
 
    The floor was coated with a thick layer of dust, and when I glanced behind us, I could see where our footsteps showed our passage into the dungeon, marking us as the first adventurers to enter it in many, many years. 
 
    The staircase ended abruptly at a set of large, intricately carved doors. Each door was embossed with the image of a radiant sun, a few flecks of gold still clinging to parts of the once richly decorated carvings.  
 
    The style of the stonework surrounding the door seemed different than that of the stairway, but I couldn’t put my finger on why.  
 
    Kelikk seemed to come to the same conclusion and stared the seam where they came together. “This staircase is a lot newer than the door,” he said, bending down to get a closer look. “My Delver’s Sense is telling me that these stairs were built at least a century after the door, and the rest of the tunnel is the same as the stairs. Like someone had to dig through the mountain to get to the entrance.” 
 
    “Weird,” I said. “do you know what it means?” 
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Maybe it’ll come up later? Maybe it’s just some fluff for the dungeon. Won’t know ‘til it becomes relevant… if it does.” 
 
    Kelikk got back into place, and I sent Chief forward to open the door. It resisted for a moment, but then popped opened with a loud creak that could likely be heard throughout the dungeon.  
 
    Leilani sighed. “Well, whoever, or whatever, is inside now knows it has visitors.” 
 
    I looked to her with a shrug. “Let’s hope it’s more ambiance than alarm system.” 
 
    The zombie pulled the door the rest of the way open. A gust of air emerged from the tomb, carrying with it the faint smell of incense and something I couldn’t identify and carrying away a lot of the dust in the corridor as the air pressure inside the building equalized. 
 
    Cedric and Chief led the way through the door and into the tomb, their eyes frantically scanning the room beyond for any threats. 
 
    Leilani’s glowing ball flew with them, its soft light revealing a small stone antechamber. The walls on our left and right were lined with statues of elves and humans, their features intricately carved in an effort to immortalize their subjects. Words in an ancient language were inscribed into the stone bases at the statues’ feet, unreadable to any of our party members. 
 
    Each of the statues were carved with the same style robes, and each held a staff in their right hand topped with a radiant sun identical to those carved on the doors. 
 
    At the end of the chamber was a large open doorway, the radiant sun again making an appearance in the archway overhead. 
 
    “Anyone else finding it a bit strange for something so obviously related to the sun to be buried underground?” Leilani asked, gesturing around the room. “Sun doors, sun staves…” 
 
    I just shrugged. “Who knows what weird video game logic is at work.” 
 
    Kelikk chuckled. “Could be a random dungeon for all we know, location unimportant. Or it could be part of the flavor,” he said as he moved around the room, letting is his racial skill fill in a bunch of the map. 
 
    Finding nothing of interest in the entryway, we continued through the archway and into a gigantic room.  
 
    The glow of Leilani’s spell was insufficient to illuminate the entire thing, but from what I could tell the room was massive.  
 
    Directly ahead of us there were rows and rows of what looked like sarcophagi. I couldn’t be sure with the thick layer of dust on top, but the lids looked like some sort of glass or crystal.  
 
     At the edges of my Darkvision I could barely make out what looked like walls with doors leading off to our right and left near where the corners of the room would be. 
 
    I glanced up, expecting to see fancy arches and buttresses like you’d see in a modern-day church or cathedral but instead there was only rough stone, like the earth had swallowed the place but missed a few places. 
 
    “Hey, Kelikk,” I said, pointing towards the edges where the worked stone and natural stone met, “What do you make of that?” 
 
    “Damned if I know,” he said, shrugging. “What is this place?” 
 
    Cedric chimed in, taking a few steps forward towards the sarcophagi, “And what are these things? They look like some sort of coffin.”  
 
    He took another step into the room and a message appeared. 
 
    
     Quest Update: The Forgotten Tomb [D]  
 
     Your trespass upon this cursed ground has not gone unnoticed. Those enthralled by its nefarious energies have been awoken. Will you survive?  
 
     Criteria Update: Discover the source of the curse.  
 
     Rewards: 1000xp  
 
   
 
    We all looked at one another in confusion and turned back towards Cedric who was staring the nearest sarcophagus.  
 
    A low grinding sound filled the room as the lids of that, and every other sarcophagus started to slide open. Seconds later, a chorus of shattering glass filled the room as the lids, which were apparently some sort of crystal, crashed to the floor. 
 
    One after another, undead started to rise from within the sarcophagi, clad in a mixture of robes, armor, and weaponry. They turned their gazes in our direction, the sockets of their bleached white skulls glowing an ominous red. 
 
    “Hey Kababala,” Leilani said with some apprehension in her voice. “Anything you can do about those things? It is your thing and all.” 
 
    “Uhh,” I replied, scanning the four closest undead whose tags all came back as white.  
 
    < Accursed >  
 
    “I have a control undead spell, but I haven’t put any points into it so I don’t see it working. Best to just put them down.”  
 
    “Well, try something,” Cedric said as he and Chief formed a defensive line in front of us. 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” I yelled, as more of the Accursed arrived in our circle of light from further into the room. This spell wasn’t very complicated, but I hadn’t had any opportunity to cast it before.  
 
    Making the appropriate gestures with my hands, I chanted along with the spellcaster karaoke, “adinventionem facito alterum, adiuro te ad voluntatem meam,” and watched as my dark purple mana washed over the closest of the Accursed, flowing into its eyes and turning them purple for a split second before being swallowed by the red. 
 
    Control Undead Failed – The magic animating the Accursed is beyond your ability to control.  
 
    “Yup, these things are too powerful for my spell. Take them out!” I said, having Chevy switch to melee since his arrows were going to be pretty ineffective against the undead. His mace, on the other hand was quite good at smashing bones. 
 
    Chevy took the left flank, with Chief and Ced in the middle and Kelikk on the right. Leilani and I took up positions behind them in support.  
 
    The debuff portion of Aura of the Grave was only going to be half as effective since the foes were undead, but half was better than nothing, and the enhancements to my minions were still at full strength. 
 
    The first wave of skeletal Accursed came into range. Their movements were halting and jerky, much less refined than my own minions, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t rip us all to shreds if given the chance. 
 
    Cedric activated his area taunt, catching the first group of enemies and drawing them in. I instructed Chief to pick off any stragglers with his own skills and to watch Cedric’s back. 
 
    Leilani sent her light flying up to the ceiling further into the chamber, giving us a better idea at the size of the enemy force.  
 
    There were so many I didn’t even bother trying to count them. It was going to be a long fight. 
 
    Our melee fighters seemed to have things in hand, smashing and slashing the undead as they reached our lines. The enemy was still trickling in, so we had time to deal with them in turn. Once their number started to pile up, it might be a different story, so I turned my attention to taking out the newcomers before they could get close enough to add to the brawl. 
 
    I focused on one skeleton after another, my Necromantic Bolts smashing through rib cages and occasionally shattering a skull, but there were so many Accursed that it hardly seemed to matter.  
 
    They were like the ant drones, their difficulty rating less about individual power and more about the overall strength of numbers. 
 
    Soon enough our front line was being pushed back, and even Cedric’s taunt aura wasn’t enough to keep Kelikk and Chevy from taking hits.  
 
    Kelikk’s axe was chopping into Accursed bones left and right, sending an almost constant river of red mist streaming from his axe to Cedric to heal his wounds, but there was only so much a single axe could do. 
 
    Chevy’s mace was smashing away as well, crushing the bones of his estranged cousins with no mercy, and even Chief’s mace had little issue finding targets amidst the press. 
 
    Step by step we gave ground, moving backwards towards the antechamber, leaving the floor littered with broken bones and ceremonial clothing.  
 
    The majority of the Accursed were focused on our tanks, their gilded swords and staves raining blows upon our shields, their sheer weight making it difficult for our party to land any return blows for fear of hitting our allies. 
 
    Luckily my debuffs didn’t need accuracy, just a valid target within my line of sight. I targeted one of the skeletons near the front of the press and cast Cripple and Rot in rapid succession. Its health bar dipped to almost zero as Chief smashed its ribcage apart with a well-timed counter, and I barely finished casting Miasma before it was destroyed. 
 
    Luckily the spell spread my debuffs to a good portion of the pile before patient zero was put down, making their blows hurt a little less when they did get through, and doing a little bit of damage over time, even if they had no flesh left. 
 
    I glanced at my minions’ health bars and saw that Chief had taken quite a bit of damage. Chevy had some wounds, but was holding up ok.  
 
    I cast the improved version of my mending spell and targeted Chief, dark magic streaking from my hands to cover the zombie and repair his rotting flesh. 
 
    “Sis, let me get below fifty percent so I can use my pulse!” Cedric shouted from the pile, barely audible over the sound of weapons striking metal and bone. 
 
    Leilani abandoned her current spell. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Ced,” she called out and switched her attention to her husband who could do with some minor healing.  
 
    The paladin’s health started to drop as the blows from the Accursed horde broke through his defenses. His health bar jumped up a tiny bit every time Kelikk landed a blow, but it was a pittance compared to the rate at which the skeletons were doling out damage. 
 
    We lost another few feet of ground as the enemy forces surged forward, the sheer mass of their numbers enough to force our retreat.  
 
    Cedric’s health hit the fifty percent mark and he raised his sword to the air and shouted “You. Shall. Not. Pass!” in a poor Gandalf impression, taking several more wounds as the skeletons made their critique of his performance known.  
 
    A second later he drove his sword into the ground point first. A bright golden aura erupted from the point of contact and blasted through the skeletal horde, destroying those at the center of the blast and sending the rest flying through the air, giving us a respite from the constant press. 
 
    There were maybe twenty of the Accursed left after the explosion, and Cedric was on one knee, breathing hard.  
 
    The surviving Accursed pulled themselves to their feet, and those who were out of range moved forward to take their place.  
 
    Chief stepped forward, guarding the exhausted paladin as the Accursed returned, his rotted flesh knitting together as I hit him with another casting of Mend Flesh and Bone.  
 
    I moved forward to keep him and the enemy within my aura, as well, and helped as much as I could with conveniently placed bolt spells. 
 
    Some of the first wave of skeletons never regained their feet, the damage from my Rot spell, combined with the increased necromantic damage from Cripple, doing them in.  
 
    Kelikk and Chevy rushed forward to support the Zombie Warden and keep him from being completely surrounded by the seemingly endless horde of Accursed. 
 
    Several of the newcomers ignored the tanks and focused on our flanking warriors, their gilded swords and spears taking chunks out of the less beefy warriors’ hit points.  
 
    Leilani cursed as she was forced to split her healing between her husband and brother who was still struggling with the aftereffects of his ability.  
 
    I started casting repair on Chevy but was too late. His own skeletal form, even armored, wasn’t durable enough to take the pummeling from multiple opponents, and a particularly nasty crit from an enemy sent his head flying into the darkness, his body dropping like a puppet with its strings cut.  
 
    Cedric regained his feet, but still looked exhausted. He headed back towards the fight, pushing through his weariness and striking at the Accursed that had destroyed my minion.  
 
    His hit points were back up to eighty percent after his brief rest, and the healing pouring in from the Vampiric Link and Leilani’s healing. He smacked his sword on his shield, activating his taunt ability once again, relieving the pressure on Chief and Kelikk enough to give them time to recover. 
 
    The enemy came close to surrounding Cedric as he slowly retreated, kiting them backwards in an undead conga line.  
 
    Seeing the enemy strung out like that gave me an idea. Their line would be a perfect target for my new dragon’s breath skill, and I was dying to try it out. 
 
    “Hey, Ced!” I called out and rushed towards the tank. “When I say ‘now’, spread your legs and raise your shield!” 
 
    “Uhmm. Okay,” the paladin responded and readied himself. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”  
 
    I got into position directly behind him, waiting for his next step.  
 
    “Now!” I said, and ducked under his legs, activating my new Lesser Breath Weapon attack. I could feel a burning pressure in my throat, yearning for release. And I did. I thrust my face forward and opened my mouth, expelling a bright cone of fire over the line of Accursed, incinerating those closest to me and badly burning those towards the back.  
 
    I turned my head from side to side, washing the enemy with my flames. Those who were not destroyed were left on fire, slowly burning away.  
 
    The fire came to an abrupt halt to be replaced with a crushing exhaustion and I stumbled backwards, falling to the ground. 
 
    The horde had been mostly destroyed, and the remaining Accursed were quickly cut down or succumbed to the flames. 
 
    
     Your party has defeated The Accursed Horde.  
 
     You have gained 500xp!  
 
     
Quest Update: The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     Broken and burned, the Accursed horde has fallen… for now. The curse permeates every inch of the once proud Hall of the Setting Sun and will restore the Accursed within 2 hours of their destruction. 
 
     Quest Timer Active: 2:00:00 until the horde will be restored. 
 
   
 
    “What kind of dungeon did you bring us to Kababala? A horde of undead, quest timers. And what the hell was that fire thing! Kobolds can’t breathe fire!” Kelikk said with a laugh. 
 
    I gave him a big toothy grin from my seat on the floor and pulled back my hood to show off my new horns and crest. “Remember that statue I found in the bandits’ lair?”  
 
    They all looked at me, confusion on their faces. Leilani was the first to speak. “Yes? What about it?” 
 
    “It ended up being a racial quest item that I could use to evolve my race,” I said between breaths, still recovering from the aftereffects of the racial skill. “Now I’ve got the sub-race of Drahkling. Came with a bunch of new racial bonuses, one of them being that breath weapon. I can use it once an hour at this point, but it really takes its toll, basically zeroing out my endurance for five minutes.” 
 
    The paladin and dwarf were just staring at me, but Leilani was nodding along. “I’ve heard about those types of items and quests before. Not sure what there is for humans, but I know elves and dwarves have some.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. So, if you guys ever find any small dragon statues like the one in the bandits’ lair, please hold on to it for me. Or buy it and I’ll pay you back.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Cedric as he searched through the remains of the Accursed horde. “So, I don’t see any loot for any of these skeletons. Lame.” 
 
    I climbed over a pile of broken glass and looked into one of the sarcophagi, seeing nothing within either. “I’m sure there will be something as we go along. There would be too many complaints if there was nothing at all. Maybe the bosses will have something good.” 
 
    The remains of the Accursed didn’t even register as bodies, so I couldn’t dissect anything. While the others continued their fruitless search, I reclaimed Chevy’s equipment and then raised, bound, and blessed another of my human skeletons to take his place.  
 
    We continued through the hall, counting exactly fifty sarcophagi bereft of their contents spread throughout the large rectangular room.  
 
    In the center of the room was a large, dark altar with the floor carved into a giant sun with six rays radiating from the center.  
 
    The surface of the altar held yet another sun, but it was missing something. There were four deep indentations where the rays met the sun disk, lining up with four of the larger rays engraved onto the floor.  
 
    I looked over the indentation. Each of the rays with the missing bits were pointing directly towards doorways leading out of the room. The other two, complete rays pointed towards the door we had entered from, and a solid, unmarked wall on the far side of the altar. 
 
    “Check it out,” Kelikk said, gesturing to the altar. “There are missing pieces up here, and these sun rays are pointing towards those doors. How much do you want to bet each of those doors leads to a piece of this thing?”  
 
    He chuckled. “Classic dungeon puzzle. Once we get all those pieces, it’ll probably spawn the boss or open the way deeper or something,” he said, and with a smile took out a potion from his pouch and offered it to Cedric. “Take this, it’s dangerous to go alone.” 
 
    Cedric looked confused. “What? I’ve got a bunch of potions,” he said. “And I’m not alone…” 
 
    Leilani laughed as Kelikk grumbled. “Uncultured savage. I see your education is still lacking.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Hopefully there is no water temple.” 
 
    Kelikk gave me a giant grin. “Now there’s an educated man!” 
 
    Cedric sighed and gestured towards the doors. “Okay, Boomer. Which door first?”  
 
    The dwarf sputtered as Leilani and I burst out laughing, eventually calming down enough to formulate a plan. We gathered around the altar to see if there were any other clues, but in the end, we had to choose blindly. 
 
    “Let’s start with the left door back the way we came and then go clockwise around the room.” Leilani said. 
 
    The rest of us agreed, there was really no reason to try one door over the others when there was no other information to go on. We renewed our buffs and then headed over. 
 
    *** 
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    The door was one of simple wood, carved with another sunburst. Unlike the normal sun symbol we’d seen throughout the rest of the dungeon, this one was only half of the solar disk, rising above, or sinking past a horizon. It was impossible to tell with the color of the door long faded.  
 
    We opened the door slowly, revealing a small, dust covered chamber. 
 
    At the far end of the room was a large sarcophagus, its cover crafted like all the rest out of some form of glass or crystal, its transparency obscured by centuries of dust. Looking upwards I could see that the walls ended well before the natural stone began. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I said. “I think this entire place was once open to the sky. If they were sun worshipers, it makes a little sense. Glass topped sarcophagi, open roof. The dead would always be exposed to the sunlight. It’s sort of poetic if you think about it.” 
 
    Cedric nodded. “That’s kinda cool. But why build it underground? And if it wasn’t built here, how did it get here?”  
 
    I saw Kelikk open his mouth to answer as we approached the sarcophagus, but his answer was cut short when a spectral form appeared in the air above it. The spirit resolved into that of an armed and armored figure, his vestments adorned with the sun insignia seen all over the temple. 
 
    A hollow voice spoke into my mind, vibrating through me, and from the looks on my companions’ faces they were sharing the same experience. 
 
    “As the sun arose in the eastern sky, the Lady of the Dawn came to the temple and warned of an evil within. Full of pride and weakness, the clergy failed to see what was laid before them, ignored her warning, and drove her away. Before long it was too late.”  
 
    “In the end, the Dawnrunners stood together and were able to contain that which was our downfall, but the cost was… everything.”  
 
    “Do you have the strength to do what we could not? The keystone of dawn lies within my crypt. Prove your strength, and it, and all contained within shall be yours.” 
 
    The spirit sank towards the sarcophagus and knelt atop it, radiating an invisible force that pushed us back towards the door. 
 
    
     Quest Update – The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     You have initiated the Trial of Strength! Reach the Knight of the Dawn’s sarcophagus to obtain the Keystone of the Dawn.  
 
     Criteria: Reach the Sarcophagus. (0/1)  
 
     Reward: Keystone of the Dawn, contents of the Sarcophagus  
 
   
 
    My feet slid against the floor as the force wave reached me, sending me sliding all the way back to the wall furthest from the sarcophagus. Leilani soon joined me.  
 
    I commanded Chief and Chevy to approach, but they couldn’t make it more than fifteen feet towards the goal. 
 
    Cedric and Kelikk were much closer, struggling and pushing against the spirit’s aura. They made it to ten feet, and then seven.  
 
    The paladin seemed to hit a wall when he reached the five-foot mark, unable to move forward no matter how hard he pressed forward. 
 
    Kelikk was two steps beyond that, his muscles bulging and veins popping out with the strain. I silently rooted him on as he pressed forward, his feet slipping slightly as he took another step. 
 
    Cedric tried to push forward again but fell with a crash when his legs gave out. He slid back across the floor until he collided with Chief, tripping the zombie who fell on top of him and joined him on his roll. 
 
    They came to a rest at my feet and I gave Cedric a smile as I helped him up. “Next time I’m going to insist you buy my minion dinner before having a tumble.”  
 
    The look on his face was priceless, but I didn’t have time to savor it as things with Kelikk were progressing well. I heard a grunt from the dwarven warrior as he took another step forward, approaching to within a single step of the sarcophagus.  
 
    A glance at the party window showed his endurance was almost spent, but he might have enough for one final push.  
 
    With a roar, fur sprouted over the dwarf’s body and tusks sprouted from his mouth. His muscles rippled and flexed as he took a final step and reached out to touch the sarcophagus. 
 
    As soon as his flesh touched the glass, the pressure in the room disappeared, and the spirit rose again into the air as his voice once again rang inside our minds. 
 
    “You, Kelikk Ironside, have proven that you possess the strength and determination necessary for the task at hand. The Keystone of Dawn and all contained within my sarcophagus are yours, as well as a single boon that is within my power to grant. Choose now and may the Light of the Sun be your guide.” 
 
    The dwarf stood there for a minute, his eyes focusing on something only he could see. A smile slowly formed on his face as he looked up at the spirit. 
 
    “You are sure of your choice master dwarf? Choosing that will forever bar you from many other paths that would now be available to you.” 
 
    Kelikk nodded. “Oh yeah. That’s the one I want.” 
 
    “So be it.”  
 
    The spirit clapped and a golden light wrapped around Kelikk and soaked into his cloak, turning it from a drab leather to a shimmering curtain of energy that then was absorbed by the dwarf himself. His flesh rippled and his features blurred for a second before settling.  
 
    The spirit nodded to us all and then faded. 
 
    Quest Update: Pass the Trial of Strength (1/1)  
 
    Kelikk stepped up to the sarcophagus and pushed the lid to the side, revealing the Keystone of Dawn, a small stone sunray that looked like it would fit into one of the depressions on the altar. Along with the keystone was a full set of steel scale armor, with a matching shield and longsword, all marked with the sun motif of the temple. 
 
    He claimed the armor for himself but gave the sword and shield to Cedric since they were much better suited to his fighting style.  
 
    Cedric offered up his old gear to equip one of my minions, so I traded out Chief’s shield and mace for the much better quality shield and enforcer’s sword. 
 
    “Well, there’s the loot you were looking for, Ced,” Leilani said before turning to Kelikk and giving him a teasing look. “Now Darling, what was it that the nice ghost gave you?” 
 
    The dwarf turned towards his wife and chuckled. “You’re looking at a grade A were-boar, baby!” he said with a giant smile. “The spirit took the enchantment from my cloak and made it a permanent part of my character.” 
 
    “Nice, bro!” Cedrick said and gave him a crisp high-five. 
 
    Kelikk grinned and continued, “I got a new skill called Lycanthropy that upped my Strength and Agility by two and gave me a nifty new shifting skill. It’s close to the lupin racial ability, but instead of a wolf I can turn into a boar-man. Stronger, faster, and made of bacon, what could be better?” 
 
    Her almond-shaped eyes wide, Leilani just looked at the dwarf and shook her head. “Leave it to you to find a way to make yourself into a breakfast meat. At least I won’t have to carry you as much going forward.”  
 
    He snorted and said, “As if,” and headed towards the door. “What are you waiting for? We’ve got three more stones to find.” 
 
    Cedric shrugged at his sister and followed. “Onwards. To glory!” 
 
    *** 
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    Before heading to the next door, we paid a visit to the altar, making sure the keystone did, in fact, fit. As soon as the stone slid into place, it fused with the altar and refused to move. 
 
    “Guess we know that works,” I said, and gestured towards the next door.  
 
    On the surface of the door was another carving showing the midday sun in all of its glory. We opened the door and headed in, finding another sarcophagus surrounded on all sides by carvings of the sun in its various states and pictures of staff bearing priests healing the sick. 
 
    We approached the sarcophagus and another spirit arose from its lid, resolving into the form of a human woman clad in robes adorned with a golden sun who, like the other spirit spoke directly into our minds. 
 
    “When the Lady of the Dawn sought to warn us, we looked at her with scorn and drove her away. How dare she question the motives of our holy order? How dare she imply that we were compromised? Our own arrogance, our own hubris, and yes, our own foolishness was the beginning of our downfall.” 
 
    “When the cancer was finally revealed and our blinders removed, all we could do was salvage what was left and fight for what we once represented. But it was almost not enough.” 
 
    “Our minds were clouded, our wisdom in doubt. Is yours? Can you hold back the darkness and bring light once again to our halls? Light the beacon of hope and hold it steady until the darkness has been defeated. Accomplish this and the Keystone of Midday will be yours, as will the possessions of my former life.” 
 
    
     Quest Update – The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     You have initiated the Trial of Wisdom! Light the Beacon and drive out the darkness.  
 
     Criteria: Pass the Trial of Wisdom: Maintain the Beacon until the darkness has been defeated. (0/1)  
 
     Reward: Keystone of Midday, contents of the Sarcophagus  
 
   
 
    The room was engulfed in a magical darkness, broken only by a pinpoint of light hanging in above. With a sharp jab of pain in my midsection, a chunk of my mana was ripped free and drawn towards the light, forming a connection between. 
 
    The pinpoint blazed into a miniature sun, and I could finally see my companions again. Each of them was likewise connected to the light. 
 
    Ced and Kelikk were curled on the ground, struggling against the pull of the light and I could feel my own mana being drained faster than my regeneration could replenish it.  
 
    I cancelled Aura of the Grave, hoping that would help offset the drain of the beacon, but the cost was still more than my full regen.  
 
    The tethers connecting Cedric and Kelikk to the sphere snapped as their mana bars hit zero, leaving them to lie gasping on the floor. 
 
    Leilani stood strong, her focus firmly on the glowing sun. The tether connecting her to the beacon was glowing brightly as her mana regeneration provided what the beacon needed.  
 
    I unsummoned my minions, hoping to gain a few more seconds but almost as soon as the bound mana returned to my pool, it was drained away. With a final pulse, the tether tying me to the beacon snapped, dropping me to the floor with a flash of pain and leaving Leilani to carry the burden alone. 
 
    Her eyes were closed, and a peaceful expression washed over her face as the sphere continued to grow brighter.  
 
    I had to turn away the light was so bright, watching indirectly as the darkness that had engulfed the room was slowly driven back by the growing light.  
 
    The dark energy evaporated before the beacon’s purity until with a final flash, the remnants of shadow clinging to the corners of the room were purged. 
 
    With one last pulse, the connection to Leilani disappeared, leaving behind a glowing white sun that slowly faded from view, returning the room to normal. 
 
    The spirit looked down at Leilani, a bittersweet smile on her face as she spoke one again. 
 
    “Leilani Starshadow, you have proven your wisdom is greater than our own. That your willpower is strong enough to drive back the darkness that would have us all as its slave. Please, take the Keystone of Midday and spread your light through this tomb, so that it might once again know glory. The contents of my sarcophagus are yours, as is a single boon that is within my power to grant. Choose now and may the Light of the Sun be your guide.” 
 
    We watched her face as she read through her options, surprise evident on her features. With a resolved look, she nodded and looked up at the spirit, who nodded and smiled warmly. 
 
    “Such wisdom for one so young. That you would choose something that does nothing for yourself just shows how wise, and how worthy you are of my blessing. Your choice, and the other that you agonized over, will be yours in appreciation for your dedication.” 
 
    Leilani’s mouth dropped open at that as a wave of golden light washed over her, and when the light disappeared, so too did the spirit. 
 
    Quest Update: Pass the Trial of Wisdom (1/1)  
 
    “Oh, ho, ho,” Kelikk laughed. “What did our illustrious lady elf choose for her boon?” 
 
    Leilani looked at us, and I gasped in surprise. Her eyes had been replaced with miniature star scapes. It was like seeing into outer space.  
 
    She grinned and said, “The Priestess of Midday offered me a couple things. Some bonuses to my stats and mana regeneration, reduced cost to my spells, the first step on the path to becoming a star elf, and the ability to resurrect my party members in battle once a day.” 
 
    “What?” Kelikk barked. “There’s no resurrection magic in Argos. That’s insane! But looks to me like you chose Star Elf, eh?” 
 
    “No darling,” she said with a grin. “I chose resurrection. That would be much more useful to those in my care than something for me, which is why I think she decided to give me both.” 
 
    She looked over at where the spirit had been floating and smiled. “I chose my friends and companions over personal power. Now my sub-race is unlocked and listed as Stargazer, whatever that means. And I can resurrect once a day.”  
 
    I gave her a giant toothy smile and a thumbs up as we approached the sarcophagus, collecting the next keystone and the priestess’s treasure.  
 
    In addition to the stone, the sarcophagus had a full set of silk clothing bearing the blazing sun theme of the dungeon, perfect for Leilani’s build. It was much better than her current gear, so we insisted she take it, regardless of her protests. She had earned them after all.  
 
    “You having epic gear means we don’t die, Sis,” Cedric explained, finally overcoming her reluctance. 
 
    She looked quite striking in her new silk shirt and pants, earning a few whispered comments from her husband that left her blushing, much to Cedric’s chagrin.  
 
    Returning to the main altar, we placed the stone in its spot and moved onto the next door, racing against the dungeon timer which had just over an hour remaining before the horde respawned. 
 
    *** 
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    The carving on the next door was that of a what I assumed was a setting sun, which would make sense since we’d been going clockwise and had already recovered the stones of dawn and midday. 
 
    As with the previous two tombs, a large sarcophagus rested against the far wall of the room, but there the similarities ended. To either side of the sarcophagus were statues of a massive, heavily armored orc.  
 
    Armor stands lined the rest of the walls, displaying battle worn suits of plate forged in various styles, each badly damaged and stained with the blood of their former owners.  
 
    As we approached the sarcophagus, another spirit arose.  
 
    Clad head to toe in thick plate armor, the spirit must have been truly massive in life. The visor of his helm was opened as he gazed down, revealing two large tusks jutting from his lower jaw, their broken tips almost touching the green skin of his massive nose as he spoke. 
 
    “The Knights of Dusk had followed the Lady of the Dawn in many campaigns abroad, defeating the forces of evil that sought to subjugate the lands of light, but when she came bearing warning of a threat from within, we hesitated. I could see the disappointment in her eyes as she left us, having been driven out and accused of heresy for her words. We should have trusted in our ally. We should have stood with her and confronted that which was right before our eyes.” 
 
    “When the truth was revealed, it was too late. The cancer within struck our order like a coward, poisoning our food and drink. In the end some were able to resist the poison and stand firm with our brothers and sisters to stave off total annihilation, but we failed to truly defeat the darkness.” 
 
    “Do you have the resolve to endure the burning light of the sun? Can you stand to face the light of truth that we did not? Do so and earn the Keystone of Dusk, and the treasures buried here with me.” 
 
    
     Quest Update – The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     You have initiated the Trial of Endurance. The light of truth burns us all, but can you survive?  
 
     Criteria: Pass the Trial of Endurance: Show your resolve on your trek to the Sarcophagus. (0/1)  
 
     Reward: Keystone of Dusk, contents of the Sarcophagus  
 
   
 
    The spirit hung in the air and a blazing column of sunlight burst through the ceiling, centered on the sarcophagus.  
 
    I could feel the heat radiating off of it from across the room and my eyes started to burn in agony. I turned away from the column and pulled my cloak over my head, blocking out the light. “Nope, nope, and a whole lot of nope.” 
 
    I could barely make out what was going on in the room, catching a glimpse of Leilani crouched nearby with her eyes shielded as she tried to cast a spell. I glanced at my party window and saw that both Kelikk and Cedric’s health were dropping rapidly as the sunbeam burned through their flesh while they moved towards the sarcophagus. 
 
    Kelikk’s hit points were dropping rapidly, and Leilani called out, “Hun, get back here. I can’t heal you both!” 
 
    “Argh,” Kelikk cursed in frustration and jumped back before dropping to the floor in an attempt to put out the small fires still smoldering in his beard.  
 
    I squinted and tried to look at what was going on with Cedric but could only make out his silhouette as he moved step by step towards the sarcophagus. 
 
    Leilani cast healing spell after healing spell on him, but his hit points were dropping faster than she could keep up and after another minute he had to withdraw as well. 
 
    “Damn that hurts,” he said as Leilani healed him back to full. “I think I need to go a bit faster this time, I let the pain get to me a bit and I think that’s what got me. Let’s recharge and I’ll head back in.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Leilani asked, concern evident on her face. 
 
    He flashed a confident smile and nodded. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Leilani glanced over and Kelikk. “You stay back this time. You may be made of bacon now, but no need to get yourself fried. And all my healing’s going to Ced this time.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugged and sat back against the wall. “Go get ‘em!” 
 
    I shielded my eyes with the hood of my cloak as he dove back into the light, his skin burning as he pressed forward. Leilani’s healing spells kept his hit points out of the red as he moved forward, but the further he went the worse it seemed to get, and eventually even his sister’s healing wasn’t enough to keep up with the damage. 
 
    He was maybe two steps from the goal when his hit points dropped to critical, Leilani’s healing barely keeping them him alive.  
 
    “Fall back,” she cried, “I can’t keep up. My mana’s almost out!” 
 
    “No,” he growled, taking another step forward. “I can do it. I WILL do it.”  
 
    His hit points dropped to zero as took the last step forward, his lifeless body collapsing against the sarcophagus. 
 
    The room was suddenly dark, well, dark relative to the light that had been cast by the column of solar fire and the spirit hung above the crypt. 
 
    The spirit stared down at Cedric’s corpse and breathed out a cloud of golden light that settled over the paladin. His body rose into the air and his scorched flesh healed before our eyes, leaving a very surprised Cedric standing before us all, blinking but obviously alive. 
 
    He looked around in surprise, his eyes still a bit dazed from the experience. “Did I make it?” he asked, finally looking up to the spirit. 
 
    “Cedric Lightstrider, you have proven that you possess the resolve necessary to face what lies ahead and complete that which we could not. Take the Keystone of Dusk from its resting place within and use it to reclaim this place in the name of the Light. The contents of my sarcophagus are yours, as is a single boon that is within my power to grant. Choose now and may you always stand firm in defense of the Light.” 
 
    Our human companion looked like a kid in a candy store, his smile growing wider and wider as he read through the offers being presented to him. Eventually he nodded, and the spirit continued. 
 
    “A worthy choice Cedric. Kneel before me and you shall have your reward,” the spirit said and drew a ghostly broadsword that shone with an inner light.  
 
    The spirit touched Cedric on the right shoulder and said in a reverent tone, “As the sun rises in the morning, we are born, as you are now born anew.” 
 
    The spirit lifted the sword and brought it over to his left shoulder. “By the light of the midday sun, we shine at our brightest, as you are destined to do,” the orcish knight continued before raising the sword again and placing it on Cedric’s brow.   
 
    “And by the fading light of dusk, our life may fade as well, but resolved we will remain,” he finished, placing the sword upright between him and our human companion. 
 
    “Do you, Cedric Lightstrider, pledge to follow the tenets of our Holy Order. To protect, to defend. To guide, and to avenge, and in all things exemplify all that is good and just in this world?” 
 
    Cedric looked up, a fire in his eyes as he said, “Yes. I so swear.” 
 
    The spirit nodded solemnly. “Then I, Sir Tarik the Unbroken, do induct you into the Knights of Dusk and the Order of the Blazing Sun. Arise, Sir Cedric Lightstrider, and welcome.” 
 
    For a second I thought I saw a circle of spectral figures standing around the room, saluting our companion, and then they were gone. 
 
    Quest Update: Pass the Trial of Endurance (1/1)  
 
    Cedric stood up and turned back to us, giving us a huge grin. 
 
    “Sir Cedric, eh?” Kelikk asked. “What did you choose as your boon?” 
 
    “You’re looking at the newest Knight Bastion of the Order of the Blazing Sun,” he said proudly, puffing out his chest. 
 
    “Care to elaborate?” Leilani said, punching her brother in the arm. “What’s a Knight Bastion, and what is the order of the Blazing Sun?” 
 
    “It’s a class specialization for paladins, focusing on armor and damage mitigation. I gained a new skill that gives me an extra ten percent to my armor score and some nice skills that I can use to increase my damage reduction, but the best is the class specific skill that lets me choose a party member that is my sworn charge and I get bunch of bonuses to all my stats and skill while they are close by, and a once per day skill that makes me unkillable for thirty seconds that I can trigger if my charge is in danger.” 
 
    The kid was obviously super psyched by his new class and abilities, so we let him ramble on about his new stats and abilities and then gently reminded him of the respawn timer and pushed him towards the sarcophagus. 
 
    The newly minted knight opened the sarcophagus and found the keystone and a breastplate and greaves of shining steel, emblazoned with the symbol of his new knightly order. Both were much better than his current armor and after putting it on, the combination of the new armor with the sword and shield Kelikk had given him made him look like quite the knight. 
 
    *** 
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    We returned the keystone to the main altar with thirty-five minutes left on the respawn timer and then rushed over to the last door.  
 
    The center of the door where the carvings on the others had been was blank, which seemed strange. Had the people who put together the temple not completed it?  
 
    The room was packed floor to ceiling with bookshelves holding hundreds if not thousands of tomes. Every conceivable surface was piled high, and I was surprised we were even able to get the door open. 
 
    I scanned the books, virtually drooling over the potential skills and spells they might contain, but for a change my luck and Scavenger didn’t kick in.  
 
    Not wanting to waste any time, we approached the sarcophagus and triggered the encounter. 
 
    The spirit was dressed in long, dark robes and held an intricately carved staff in her hands. The tips of her long, pointed ears peeked out from beneath her floor length hair, which floated around her as she rose into the air and spoke into our minds. 
 
    “The darkness did not come from without. There was no foreign influence, no external cause for blame. Instead, there was only the greed and lust for power that can grow within any heart. A perceived slight. Fragments of an overheard conversation taken out of context. That was all.”  
 
    “We, the Sages of Midnight, were charged with the study of those things that dwelled in darkness. Duty bound to guard against those dangers that might one day challenge the order, but in our preoccupation with outside threats we failed to see the darkness growing within.” 
 
    “We ignored our own, shuttered within our libraries, always studying and experimenting to deduce new ways to fight the darkness. But when the darkness revealed itself, we were as ignorant as the rest.”  
 
    “Do you have the knowledge and the focus to see what we could not? Does your mind possess the power to pierce the veils woven against us and to find the truth? Prove yourself and you may claim the Keystone of Midnight and those items interred within my tomb.” 
 
    
     Quest Update – The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     You have initiated the Trial of Knowledge. Can you pierce the veils of shadows hiding the corruptions within the temple?  
 
     Criteria: Pass the Trial of Knowledge: Use your wits to pierce the veils of shadows and discover the clues that eluded the Sages of Midnight so long ago. (0/1)  
 
     Reward: Keystone of Midnight, contents of the Sarcophagus  
 
   
 
    A large book appeared in the center of the room, opening to reveal row upon row of text that seemed to crawl across the page, shifting and flowing with every passing second. 
 
    From behind me I heard Leilani’s voice. “This one’s all you lizard man, just looking at that is giving me a headache and I think Kelikk and Ced may have passed out from just a glimpse.” 
 
    Ignoring their sputtered objections, I turned my attention to the book and focused on the text, trying to force it to hold still with my will. 
 
    Upon closer examination I could see that it wasn’t the text that was moving. There was a layer of shifting darkness on top of the text, and it was that darkness creating the crazy shifting surface.  
 
    I focused my will on the page, trying to see through it. 
 
    
     Quest Ability: “Pierce the Veil” Unlocked.  
 
     Pierce the Veil  
 
     This ability, when applied to an obfuscated object can reveal that which is hidden beneath. Each casting of this spell can be maintained at a cost of 10% of the initial spell casting cost, for however long the caster wishes.  
 
     Cost: 250 mana  
 
   
 
    My eyes widened at the cost. That much mana was steep even with my gigantic mana pool. And we didn’t have time to recharge if I screwed up.  
 
    I studied the page, looking for a good place to target with the spell. The shifting darkness seemed to cover the entire book except for the brief glimpses I’d seen through.  
 
    Picking a spot at random, I activated the ability and watched as the cloaking magic fled from the point of contact like an oil slick when a drop of oil lands in its midst. The radius was small, barely enough to uncover a tenth of the book. There had to be a better way. 
 
    I watched the obfuscation move over the surface, the spell flowing around the newly revealed area like water around a rock, and my mana slowly drained as I held the first spot, looking for something like a weak point. 
 
    Readying the skill for another use, I targeted an area already partially visible within the swirling eddies and activated it.  
 
    The magic struck the already partially revealed section of the page and spread further than my first attempt, revealing a good portion of the page and disrupting the flow of the cloaking magic.  
 
    Adding that second instance of the spell increased the drain on my mana, and I wasn’t sure how many more I’d be able to maintain. 
 
    I found another spot on the page, midway between the revealed sections and waited for another window. When I activated the skill, the opening spread further, connecting my prior two attempts and expanding them all.  
 
    The uncovered text was written in a language that I couldn’t read, but I didn’t think that was the point.  
 
    With some additional strategic ability targeting, and good timing I was able to build upon the progress I had made, and after another three activations there was only a small portion of the page still obscured, but my mana was almost out.  
 
    The remaining shadows were flowing faster than I could track, making targeting a weak point virtually impossible.  
 
    I figured I had one last chance to complete the puzzle, and if my timing was off, I’d probably have to start over.  
 
    I locked my eyes on the pattern and counted slowly in my head. I closed my eyes, not wanting visual cues to interfere with my timing and hoped that my luck would kick in. 
 
    One, two, three, ok, here we go. One, two, activate!  
 
    I opened my eyes as the spell take hold, clearing away the swirling shadows and expanding to meet up with the rest of the cleared pages. 
 
    With a sharp crack, the surface of the book shattered like a pane of glass, revealing the book. A blank book, which then disappeared. 
 
    The spirit nodded to me as I collapsed to my knees, my mana in the single digits. 
 
    “You, Kababala of Tobaladalaka Village, have pierced the veil to see that which was hidden from us by the darkness permeating our Order… and found it to be nothing. They hid nothing from us. It was our own failing, our own fixation on our books and our studies that led us to ignore the pain and heartache afflicting our brother.” 
 
    “When he brought the darkness down upon us all, claiming vengeance for past wrongs and justifying his own acts of cowardice and betrayal with claims of divine providence, we could do nothing to save him. Had we acted earlier, had we known what festering disease had taken hold in his heart, we might have saved him. But in the end, we could only imprison he who had the potential to be the greatest of us.” 
 
    “You have completed the Trial of Knowledge, and the contents of my sarcophagus are yours, as is a single boon that is within my power to grant. Choose now and may your mind always see through the shadows to the truth.” 
 
    
     Choose your reward:  
 
     1) Improve your Perception skill by 5 points.  
 
     2) Increase your Intelligence stat by 5 points.  
 
     3) Gain 5 skill points that can be distributed to spells only.  
 
     4) Learn the location of another Statuette of Dragonkind.  
 
     5) Gain a class-specific magic item of ‘Unique’ status.  
 
   
 
    The rewards were pretty nice, but none seemed to rise to the level of those that my companions had received. Then again, considering the improvements that the first stage of the racial evolution quest line had granted it was probably up there in power. 
 
    With that in mind I made my selection. My world map opened and a new quest marker appeared, linked to my bloodline quest. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Draconic Legacy  
 
     The Sages of Midnight were renowned for their study of arcane history until their fall. During their studies, rumors of the location of a small statue of Drahk origins were uncovered and noted in their library, but never followed up on. This location has now been imparted to you. Seek out your heritage deep in the ruins of Sal’a on the southern shores of Savala.  
 
   
 
    My companions looked at me expectedly, so I gave them the rundown on my rewards.  
 
    Ced looked a little bummed for me, but once I explained that I’d gotten a lead on the second stage of the quest he seemed a bit more excited. 
 
    I opened the sarcophagus and took out the Keystone, a large book, and a jet-black amulet, carved into the shape of the sun.  
 
    
     < Amulet of Midnight >  
 
     An amulet prized by High Sage Ellynri Sunspire, designed to assist her in her long hours of research and study. 
 
     Properties: +2 Intelligence, +5 Perception. Pierce the Veil x1. 
 
     Pierce the Veil (Charges: 1): This ability can dispel one illusion or obfuscation spell per use. Mana Cost: 500. After each use the mana cost must be imbued into the item to recharge it.  
 
     Limitation: Daily.  
 
     (SOULBOUND) 
 
       
 
     Grimoire of Boundless Knowledge  
 
     This grimoire contains the combined knowledge of the Sages of Midnight, allowing for the user to benefit from their research.  
 
     Properties: Once every level, this book may be used to learn a new skill or spell that you meet the level and other prerequisites for without needing access to a trainer. Alternatively, this book may be used to raise a single already known skill by 1. 
 
      (SOULBOUND)  
 
   
 
    “What did you get?” Leilani asked, looking at the book. I briefly explained its properties to them all and I think their jaws may have hit the floor, literally. Not having to go back to town every time you leveled up was pretty awesome, plus an extra skill point at levels when nothing else was available would get pretty powerful as time went on. Go, go hidden dungeon loot! 
 
    I opened the book but there were too many things for me to go through right now, so I just focused on raising my Create Undead by one and then dropped the book into my satchel.  
 
    I changed out my amulet and glanced at the timer. “Shit! Fifteen minutes ‘til respawn, we need to get a move on!” 
 
    We left the Sage’s room behind and headed to the altar, putting the last keystone in place with a snap.  
 
    The altar started to glow the color of sunlight on a summer day, and with a flicker of light, the four spirits from the trials appeared facing the altar. 
 
    The Knight of the Morning placed his spectral hand on the Keystone of Dawn and spoke. “Our strength was not enough to stop he who we once revered. These adventurers have proven themselves stronger, let them now do what we could not.” 
 
    The spirit of the woman from the trial of wisdom placed her hand on the Keystone of Midday and spoke, “We failed to heed the warning signs. Our hubris, our pride, and our foolishness blinded us to what was right in front of our eyes. These adventurers have proven themselves wiser than we, let them now do what we could not.” 
 
    Sir Tarik the Unbroken placed his hand on the Keystone of Dusk. “We could not defend those who we swore to protect. How does one protect another from the darkness within their own heart? Our resolve was lacking, but these adventurers have proven themselves resolute. Let them now do what we could not.” 
 
    “Our eyes trained outwards,” the Sage of Midnight began, placing her hand upon the Keystone of Midnight, “we failed to see what lurked within. Old books and tomes blinded us to the plight of our own brother. All of our knowledge was rendered useless by our own self-indulgence. But these adventurers have proven themselves more knowledgeable. They have seen the truth. Let them do now what we could not.” 
 
    The four spirits stood and faced the entryway, watching as a fifth spirit appeared. A tall, sun elf woman clothed in armor similar to the Knight of the Dawn stood before the assembled spirits and spoke, her voice echoing what must have been her message in centuries past. 
 
    “My brothers and sisters. I come before you today with a heavy heart. I have concerns regarding Brother Marcus. There is something broken within, and my men have brought concerns to me of his behavior on the battlefield, speaking of a look of enjoyment, of bliss in his eyes as he gazed upon the wounded. A delay in his actions as he heals his brothers, as if to prolong their pain a bit longer. I pray that whatever haunts his soul can be laid to rest, and that the light of the sun once again may shine brightly within his heart.” 
 
    The response from the spirits was that of scorn, of affront, and insult. They argued, and taunted, and insulted the woman.  
 
    Brother Markus was a favorite of many of the masters within the temple, his skills and demeanor praised by all, and in the end, the Lady of the Dawn walked away, sadness etched onto her face as she slowly faded from view. 
 
    The four spirits returned to the altar and faced the north wall, Sir Tarik speaking for them all. “The boy had wrapped us all around his fingers. He learned to mask his true heart with false compliments and flattery, all the while harboring hatred and darkness. When word of the Lady of the Dawn’s death in battle reached us, we thought nothing of it. People die in wars. It was only much later, after Marcus had risen to the rank of High Priest, that his involvement become known.” 
 
    “Decades we lived in his presence,” the Sage of Midnight continued, “ignorant to his true goals, until the night of his ascension to the head of the clergy, as High Priest of the Blazing Sun.” 
 
    The Knight of the Dawn continued, a heavy expression on his face. “He corrupted the ceremony somehow, inverting the power gathered to bless his station to that of shadow, murdering the assembled high council of our orders.” 
 
    The human priestess spoke up. “We four were gathered on the fringes and escaped the brunt of the assault and were able to act. Brother Marcus was also a victim of his own pride and believed his ascension would grant him the power of a god. But it did not. We rallied our remaining forces and cornered him here, the resting place of our faithful.” 
 
    Sir Tarik gestured towards the wall opposite the entrance and continued, “And there, we brought him low. Our once-loved brother, now a thing of shadow and darkness. As he lay defeated, ranting of all the wrongs done to him by the order. His parents, soldiers in our armies, dead because of us. A forced life of service. A lack of wealth, lack of power, lack of love… all laid at our feet as he struggled against his bindings.” 
 
    All four bowed their heads in sadness as Sir Tarik continued, “Even in his tainted state we could not bear to destroy the boy who was once so loved by many of us, and in our moment of weakness he laid a curse upon us all. A flood of darkness poured from his heart and surrounded the temple, drawing it deep into the bedrock below, forever denying the faithful laid to rest here the light of the sun, the symbol of our faith.” 
 
    The sage gestured towards the wall and the stone dissolved into mist, leaving an alcove containing a single coffin. The stone was so black that it absorbed the ambient light.  
 
    “Within that prison lies Brother Marcus. We have remained to await those who could finish the task that we could not. Please, put Brother Marcus to rest so that his soul, and all that have been interred here, may finally find peace,” the Knight of the Dawn said as he and the other spirits faded from view. 
 
    The stones on the altar started to glow, forming a bright beam of light that shot into the dark coffin and shattered it into a million pieces, releasing a wave of darkness into the room. 
 
    
     Quest Update – The Forgotten Tomb  
 
     Quest Timer – Disabled  
 
     Brother Marcus has been released, and the guardians of the temple have called upon you to put his spirit to rest.  
 
     Criteria: Defeat Brother Marcus (0/1)  
 
     Reward: +2000xp  
 
   
 
      
 
    ***
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    The darkness swirled and coalesced into a humanoid form as we struggled to get into formation. I summoned my minions, not wanting to take any chances. Whoever had designed the dungeon had put in a hell of a lot of effort, so I wasn’t going to underestimate the power of the boss. 
 
    Chief moved forward to stand near Cedric and the three amigos ran over to stand on the raised altar with arrows knocked, ready to take advantage of the high ground. 
 
    Kelikk was standing near the tanks, so I dashed over and cast Vampiric Link on his axe and linked it to Cedric for maximum effect. Then, planning ahead a bit, I took a bunch of Laeshhound skeletons out of my bag and placed them around the room to potentially become a flanking force later on. 
 
    A piercing cry filled with rage, hatred, and pain rang through the room, the force behind it driving me to my knees in pain.  
 
    I looked to its source and saw the shadows had formed into the shape of a man, albeit a man formed of pure darkness, dressed in clothing made of darkness, and wielding a staff forged of darkness. There was definitely a theme. 
 
    The shadow’s name appeared over his head in a nice, bright orange. 
 
    < Brother Marcus > 
 
    There was nothing sane about his expression as he stepped out of the rubble of his prison, scanning his surroundings as if looking for something, or someone.  
 
    His eyes locked onto Cedric, clad in the raiment of the Order of the Blazing Sun and his features twisted into a rictus of hate. His eyes began to glow, and seconds later black beams of darkness lanced out and crashed against the knight’s shield, driving him backwards. The beams continued for several second, draining Cedric’s health even more. 
 
    I ordered Chief to charge, and my archers opened fire as I cast Cripple on the shadowy boss. The spell seemed to take effect, but I couldn’t be sure since the normal indicators were swallowed by the shadows that swirled around his form. 
 
    A trio of arrows blossomed from Marcus’ shoulder and chest as the amigos opened fire, and Chief’s sword lashed out to cut into his shadowy chest.  
 
    The beams cut off abruptly, leaving Cedric wounded, but alive, finally letting Leilani’s healing spells get to work restoring the health he had lost to the attack. 
 
    With a gesture from Brother Marcus, shadows surged from the floor and sent Chief flying through the air to land in a heap, his health down by a third.  
 
    Marcus turned his shadowed eyes on Leilani, focusing on her new raiment. The look of hatred in his eyes intensified and they began to glow once again like they had prior to his first laser eye attack. 
 
    Black beams shot from his eyes, but before they could connect, a bristling ball of coarse hair, wicked looking tusks, and a giant axe slammed into his side. It chopped deeply into his dark flesh as it screamed, “Don’t”, chop, “touch”, thwack, “my”, hack, “wife!” The last hit was accompanied by a very porcine snort. 
 
    Dark black blood started to seep from the shadow’s wounds, turning to mist and then flowing back in to reform his flesh and refill his health bar.  
 
    Marcus turned his attention to the were-boar, reaching out with a lightning quick movement to grasp Kelikk by the throat. 
 
    I cast Rot on the boss in hopes of negating at least some of his regeneration and the spell took root just as another barrage of arrows lodged in his chest.  
 
    Kelikk was lifted from the ground, his health dropping by the second as the boss choked the life out of him.  
 
    A bright streak of light flashed across the room and smashed into the boss, knocking him back into the rubble and freeing Kelikk from his grip.  
 
    The light faded, revealing Cedric standing there with the boss’ shadowy blood slowly dissolving in the light radiating from his shield. 
 
    The shadow’s health climbed back over seventy percent. Each second we weren’t applying more damage allowed him to recuperate further.  
 
    Instead of simply standing, Marcus' shadowed body collapsed and reformed upright. His eyes turned toward the party with a malevolent awareness. 
 
    Chief rushed in from where he had fallen, striking a quick blow with sword and shield as Kelikk renewed his attack from the other flank. 
 
    Abandoning his previous tactics, Marcus lashed out with his staff. His dark form whipped through the air like a Shaolin master, his staff connecting with all three of his current foes while he ignored their attacks. His shadowy flesh seemed more than able to repair what they could dish out. 
 
    A vicious thrust of the staff pierced through Chief’s chest plate, dropping his health into the red. A second later a pulse of dark energy ran down the staff and my zombie became a pile of armor pieces and rotten salsa. 
 
    Human Zombie Warden (Chief) has been slain. Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    Kelikk and Cedric moved to strike the shadow’s flank, but their weapons passed through thin air as the boss collapsed into a pool of shadows and then exploded in a wave of force that sent them both flying through the air. 
 
    Brother Marcus reformed moments later, moving his hands in arcane gestures in time with the casting bar that appeared above his head. 
 
    I looked over towards Kelikk and Ced who were regaining their feet and saw wisps of shadows forming around their boots. 
 
    “Quick! Move, don’t stand in the AOEs!” I yelled, darting to the side and ordering my minions to do the same. 
 
    Leilani looked down and her eyes widened as she jumped backwards just in time. Columns of shadow thrust upwards from the floor, connecting to the ceiling in pillars of dark energy. One of my archers was caught in the blast and transformed into a pile of armor and dust. 
 
    Human Skeletal Warrior (Chevy) has been slain. Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    The pillars of darkness dissipated, leaving cracked and pitted stone where they had erupted.  
 
    That was close, I thought and turned back towards where the Marcus and Cedric were exchanging blows. 
 
    The Knight’s shield was glowing brighter with every hit it absorbed, and Marcus was doing his best to avoid its touch while using his staff like a spear.  
 
    Kelikk’s shape-change had worn off, and he was now back to his old dwarven self, his axe chopping, only to be deflected by the spinning staff of the shadow man. 
 
    My skeleton’s arrows seemed to be doing very little against the boss, so I ordered them into melee mode, their two handed maces able to serve as a distraction if nothing else. 
 
    Necromantic Bolts flew from my hands, and after several passes we dropped the boss back down to where he was before his disappearing act.  
 
    Cedric must have noticed something that was hidden to me because as Marcus began to disappear into shadows again, he let loose a bright flash of light from his shield that washed over the boss and forced him to re-materialize where he stood, and for a second the shadows receded from his flesh. 
 
    Marcus’ hit points started dwindling quickly under our combined assault, his flesh no longer able to keep up with the damage in the face of the Knight Bastion’s light, but he wasn’t going down gently.  
 
    Cedric was getting low on hit points, and Martin fell apart as the boss performed some sort of whirlwind melee attack, striking everyone in range.  
 
    Orc Skeletal Warrior (Martin) has been slain. Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    The shadow’s health dropped below forty percent and as long as we could keep going at our current rate we should have it in the bag.  
 
    He lashed out again with his staff, and then with a flicker of darkness, collapsed into the shadows again and blasted our melee fighters away. 
 
    Human Skeletal Warrior (Steve) has been slain. Your bound mana has been returned.  
 
    Instead of reforming near his prison, a shadowy pillar appeared about fifteen feet from Leilani and me and reformed into human shape. 
 
    “Shit! Run!” I called and dashed to the side as the boss shot a bolt of black energy at me. I wasn’t quick enough, and the bolt crashed into me, sending me flying. My Dark Shield flashed as the blow hit, absorbing most of the damage but not the secondary effects.  
 
    My health dipped down to sixty percent and an icon flashed in my view with the message: 
 
    You have been silenced! Duration: 30 seconds.  
 
    Turning back, I saw that Leilani hadn’t escaped the boss’ attacks either, but while I’d been targeted with some sort of bolt attack, she’d been hit with something far worse.  
 
    Marcus stood facing her with arms raised, chanting in an unknown tongue as tentacles made of pure darkness emerged from the floor and wrapped around Leilani’s body, trapping her arms and legs in a shadowy web.  
 
    Her mouth opened in a silent scream as her health was drained away by the attack. 
 
    The others were too far away to help, so it was all up to me, but without the ability to speak I was limited in my options.  
 
    I pointed my staff at the two closest Laeshhound skeletons, raising them and ordering them to attack as I charged at the shadow creature, hoping to disrupt whatever spell he was using to keep Leilani pinned.  
 
    I dropped my staff and leapt onto his back, sinking my claws into his shadowy flesh and ripping outwards, trying to peel him like an orange. 
 
    He let out a howl of agony as his health dipped below the halfway point again and his concentration broke, dropping Leilani to the floor where she silently gasped for breath.  
 
    He reached back to pull me off and managed to get a handful of my robes and pulled. I ripped my claws through his flesh one more time and bit the back of his neck, trying to hold on.  
 
    I shook my head like a dog with its favorite chew toy, opening a nasty wound that slowly wept shadows. 
 
    He pulled me around and held me up by the back of my robes. My feet dangled off the floor as his eyes bored into mine and started to glow with the beginning of his gaze attack.  
 
    I gave him a big smile and a look of confusion flashed across his face as I opened my mouth and activated my breath weapon.  
 
    Dragonfire gushed from my throat and into his face, burning away his protections and ruining his own attack.  
 
    He screamed and thrust me away, sending me spinning through the air with fire streaming in all directions before I was able to end the ability. 
 
    I slammed against the altar and fell to the ground, looking up just in time to see the laeshhounds pounce.  
 
    His staff lashed out, narrowly missing the first hound as it flashed by, boney jaws tearing another chunk out of his shadowy flesh.  
 
    The second hound wasn’t so lucky. The boss’ staff crashed down onto its skull and drove it into the stone floor, reducing it to shards. 
 
    Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain.  
 
    Behind the boss I could see Kelikk and Cedric running towards us, so I directed the last hound around towards me, keeping his attention away from my closing allies. 
 
    The boss reached out and made a grasping gesture with his free hand and the same shadowy vines that had trapped Leilani before snaked around the skeleton’s form. I could hear its bones crack and break as the spell crushed the unlife from it, but it had served its purpose as a speed bump. 
 
    Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain.  
 
    With a splash of blood and shadows, the point of a sword exploded from the boss’ chest, dropping his health bar even further as the shadowy tendrils struggled to repair the damage, snaking around the weapon. 
 
    Kelikk’s axe chopped into the boss’ shoulder, knocking off even more of his hit points and nearly severing his left arm. 
 
    Marcus’ health dropped into the red as my companions ripped free their weapons, and he collapsed to the ground, head bowed.  
 
    Kelikk raised his axe and brought it around in a wicked swing to sever the boss’ head and finish him off, but his blow crashed against a shield of glowing light. 
 
    “What the hell!” the dwarf yelled and then stumbled back as the spirits of the four guardians appeared around us. 
 
    “That is not how this must end, Kelikk Ironside,” the Knight of Dawn said, placing a spectral hand on the dwarf’s shoulder. “We failed our brother once, and we shall not do so again. The shield will soon fail, and when it does, you must harness your strength and restrain Brother Marcus so that he may not escape.” 
 
    The spirit of the elven sage gestured to me. “Not all is as it seems, friend Kababala. When your companion has a hold on our brother, you must pierce this shadowy form and reveal his truth. Only then can the light be returned to this place.” 
 
    The human priestess gestured and the beacon from the Trial of Wisdom appeared in the air above Leilani, who had somewhat recovered from the boss’s spell. “Leilani Starshadow, when the veil has been parted, you must light the beacon to drive out the darkness, but the darkness is a greedy master.” 
 
    “So, you,” Sir Tarek continued and gestured to Cedric. “Sir Cedric Lightstrider, must become a bastion against its hunger, you must grasp the darkness and endure the pain it will bring, resist the temptations it may offer, and keep it from fleeing to another host for as long as it takes for the light to destroy it.” 
 
    The sage spoke again, “Will you assist us in this, our final task?” 
 
    I looked around and saw we were all nodding, expressions resolved. Leilani chugged a large mana potion and her mana shot up close to full and I did the same while Kelikk and Ced gulped down healing potions. 
 
    “Good,” said the Knight of Dawn. “Then be prepared. The time to act, is NOW.” 
 
    The dome over Brother Marcus cracked and burst apart as he stood, the fragments of light disappearing in a flash.  
 
    Kelikk dashed in and wrapped him in a bear hug, trapping his arms at his sides as the boss struggled. The muscles of Kelikk’s arms started to bulge with the effort of containing the shadowy boss and I could see his stamina draining in the party window. 
 
    I stepped forward, still exhausted from my breath attack but more than capable of using an item. I laid my hand over his heart and triggered the Pierce the Veil ability from the sage’s necklace.  
 
    The darkness washed away from the man’s chest in a ripple, exposing a very real, flesh and blood body. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes as a blinding light appeared behind me, sending the shadows into full retreat. The darkness peeled away from its host, forming into tendrils that reached towards the cold stone of the dungeon floor in an attempt to escape the light. 
 
    Cedric reached down and took hold of the tendrils of darkness, pulling them up like weeds from the stone and holding them steady in the light.  
 
    The shadows ceased their struggle to escape and instead wrapped themselves around the Knight’s form, flowing over his armor in an attempt to find cracks that they might exploit. 
 
    He grunted in pain and closed his eyes as the darkness started to squeeze, his health bar starting to drain. His pained expression lessened as he activated a skill and a soft glow emerged from his skin. 
 
    Leilani’s mana was draining quickly, but the light was definitely having an effect. The edges of the shadowy tendrils were losing their crisp edges as bits and pieces broke away and dissolved into ash. 
 
    Marcus was shadow free, the entirety of the shadowy substance focusing on claiming a new host. 
 
    The light started to dim as Leilani’s mana dropped towards zero, and Kelikk’s stamina had long since been expended. Luckily Marcus was now limp in his grip. 
 
    The shadowy substance surged over Cedric and I thought for a second he had given in, but with a scream of pain, he pulsed with an inner light and the darkness covering him dissolved into dust and slowly floated away. 
 
    Cedric and Leilani both collapsed to the ground, their respective pools exhausted from the effort, and Kelikk laid the unconscious body of the former boss monster on the altar. 
 
    The spirits gathered around us as Marcus’s eyes blinked open and took in his surroundings. Something in his eyes changed when he caught sight of the spirits looking down on him, and he began to weep. 
 
    The sage reached down and cupped the man’s cheek. “Rest now brother, your nightmares are over. It is time to go home.” 
 
    The man looked up at the spectral forms, a soft smile touching his lips as the tears streamed down his face. A whisper passed from his lips, carried by his last breath. The words were barely audible, but their meaning reverberating throughout the tomb. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The life faded from his eyes as his body aged before us, the weight of hundreds of years all coming to bear in a few seconds, leaving only dust.  
 
    A glimmer of light appeared before the altar and transformed into the form of a small boy clothed in a simple robe bearing the device of the order.  
 
    The boy stood there, looking lost and afraid until another spirit arrived, the Lady of the Dawn phasing into existence as she approached from the entrance.  
 
    The boy jumped in excitement and ran to her, leaping into her arms with a joyful squeal. 
 
    “Is it really time to go, Aunt Ali?” the child asked. “Do I really get to see my mom and dad now?” 
 
    The lady smiled at the child and answered, “Yes, Marcus. It’s finally time to go home.”  
 
    The child climbed down and turned back to us, giving us a happy wave as he and the lady walked hand-in-hand towards the temple entryway. 
 
    With each step that they took, the entire tomb seemed to vibrate and shake. The bits and pieces of the fallen undead and their broken sarcophagi slid across the ground to reform in their original locations.  
 
    The ground beneath us shifted and I gasped as the cavern ceiling above us started to ripple and shift, and I felt that pseudo-weightless feeling of being in an elevator as the cavern disappeared altogether, revealing a bright blue sky.  
 
    A beam of pure sunlight reached down from the sky to caress the spirits of the Lady of the Dawn and young Marcus, taking them to whatever afterlife awaited them. 
 
    I turned back to my companions and the other spirits, tears streaming down my reptilian cheeks. Traces of the same adorned my companions’ faces as well, although Cedric had tried to hide the evidence in a typical teenage boy fashion. 
 
    The four guardian spirits turned to us once again and started to fade, their final words floating on the wind.  
 
    “Thank you, brave adventurers. We have completed our charge and must now move on to whatever the light has planned for us. This tomb will be our legacy, and we hope that one day the hard lessons learned by our order can prevent others from making the same mistakes. Within the prison chamber you will find your reward. Go forth, and take with you the light.” 
 
    And then they were gone. 
 
    
     QUEST COMPLETE: The Forgotten Tomb [D]  
 
     The Tomb of the Blazing Sun has been cleansed of the darkness that dwelled within, and in turn a soul was redeemed. Once a symbol of hope, and a formidable force for goodness, the Order of the Blazing Sun has been reborn again into the world.  
 
     You have gained 3000xp!  
 
       
 
     ACHIEVEMENT: UNIQUE INSTANCE COMPLETE – The Forgotten Tomb is a static instance. Your cleansing of the Tomb has returned it to the surface where it will remain as the Tomb of the Blazing Sun. Former members of the order will be called here to reestablish the once proud temple, and its enemies will seek to bury it once again.  
 
     NEW NPC FACTION UNLOCKED: Order of the Blazing Sun.  
 
     You have gained 2500xp!  
 
     Your status with the Order of the Blazing sun is now Ally.  
 
       
 
     GLOBAL ANNOUNCEMENT: Rejoice, forces of the light, for today a lost order has returned to the world of Argos. The Order of the Blazing Sun has been reborn again to stand strong against the forces of darkness!  
 
       
 
     CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 15!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 17 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, and Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    The insane amount of experience from the quest and the bonus for completing the unique instance was enough for us all to reach our next level, and the pulse of bliss was at least a small band-aid for the massive kick to the feels that the quest had delivered. 
 
    I looked around at my companions and grinned, motioning to the back room. “Ready to see what kind of loot this puppy’s got?” 
 
    *** 
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    We headed to the back room where the broken sarcophagus had transformed into a large, golden banded chest. 
 
    Cedric rushed over and was about to pop it open when I called out to wait. 
 
    “Huh,” he said in confusion. “Do you want to go first?” 
 
    I shook my head and took out the Cat’s Eye Key and held it up so the others could see. “Think this will work here?” 
 
    Kelikk’s face split in a giant smile and he gestured to the chest. “There’s a keyhole, so I don’t see why not.” 
 
    I put the key inside and turned it. The key dissolved and a small, slot machine view appeared above the chest with a single reel that was already spinning.  
 
    As the symbols spun by, I could see that there were stops with stars, blanks, and every so often an elusive double star. 
 
    There was a small button floating in front of the reels that read “stop.”  
 
    With a smile for my companions, I closed my eyes and looked away from the reels. 
 
    “No whammy, no whammy, no whammy… STOP!” I yelled and pressed the button before turning back to the reels to see what we had won.  
 
    The reel was still spinning as its momentum played out. Blank, Star, Star, Star, Double Star…. finally coming to rest on a single star. 
 
    “Damn that was close,” Kelikk said with a heavy sigh. “But one is better than none! Let’s see what we’ve got!” 
 
    I opened up the chest and whistled. For me, there was a set of black robes almost identical to those worn by the Sage of Midnight.  
 
    Cedric got a bright white tabard with the order’s insignia, and Kelikk received a new cloak dyed to match the color of the rising sun. 
 
    Leilani received a cloak as well. Hers was bright white with a golden sun emblazoned on it.  
 
    Kelikk, whispered into my ear, just loud enough to make sure the others could hear him, “Watch out Kababala, there are Whitecloaks nearby.” 
 
    His wife glared at him, and Cedric looked clueless, once again revealing his lack of proper geek culture.  
 
    I chuckled. “At least it’s not a rainbow stole, then I’d be doubly screwed.” 
 
    Kelikk burst out laughing. “See! See! He gets it!” 
 
    Leilani sighed and said, “Yeah, well, not everyone has read those books, hun.” 
 
    The dwarf and I shared another laugh as we finished up looting. In addition to our unique items, we each received a nice collection of coin, gems and potions. 
 
    I traded my coin and potions with the rest of the party in exchange for their gems, scoring an Exquisite Cut Aquamarine and three Rough-cut Emeralds. 
 
    And the robes. Oh, the robes… were GLORIOUS. 
 
    
     < Robes of Midnight >  
 
     Crafted for the Sages of Midnight, the scholarly branch of the Order of the Blazing Sun, these robes were imbued with enchantments to assist the sages in their pursuit of knowledge.  
 
     Properties: +10 Intelligence, +10 Wisdom, +10 Perception, Comprehend Languages (3x per day)  
 
     Comprehend Languages: When invoked, this spell allows the user to read and understand any non-magical written or spoken language for 30 minutes.  
 
   
 
    “Wow,” I said, looking up from my item to see a similar expression on my companions faces. “Epic?” I asked, and they slowly nodded, except for Cedrick who shook his head. 
 
    I gave him a reassuring smile. “Sorry, Ced. You did make out like a bandit earlier though-”  
 
    He shook his head and whispered, “Not Epic… Unique…. It was Sir Tarik’s own tabard when he was a Knight Bastion before the fall. It’s a scaling item. Right now it gives a plus nine to Strength, Constitution, and Charisma and a five percent threat generation buff, but it’ll get better as I level.” 
 
    Kelikk slapped his nephew on the shoulder as we all congratulated him on his awesome loot. “That’s gotta be the best piece of gear I’ve seen in the game! Congrats man!” 
 
    Leilani’s cloak gave her a big bonus to her Wisdom and a smaller one to her Intelligence and Dexterity, as well as cutting the cool downs of her crowd control and bubble spells by half. And Kelikk’s cloak gave a big boost to his Strength, Dexterity, and critical hit chance. 
 
    We had made out like bandits.  
 
    When we left the prison room, the changes to the temple were almost complete. All of the broken bodies of the former accursed were now lying in state, their glass-topped sarcophagi allowing the rays of the sun to once again reach the faithful.  
 
    The prison dissolved into nothingness and was replaced by a small chapel, leaving no trace of any damage whatsoever. 
 
    I collected my minions’ gear and shoved it into my bag, cringing at the rips and tears that were going to cost me a pretty penny to repair before my minions would be ready to rumble again.  
 
    The two laeshhound skeletons I’d set up earlier and not used were gone, swallowed up in whatever changes were overtaking the temple. 
 
    “I think that if I ever meet the man who wrote that dungeon, I’m going to be faced with a hard choice,” I said, looking out over the almost fully restored temple as we left it behind. 
 
    “Huh?” Cedric responded, looking at me quizzically. 
 
    “Well, I have to decide if I want to punch him for making me go through that or hug him in thanks for the emotional rollercoaster there at the end. Or both,” I replied. 
 
    Finding our way down off the mountain was easier than I expected, the developers having taken mercy on us and providing a convenient roadway down to the area close to the cave entrance. 
 
    About halfway back to town Leilani paused and her gaze went distant for a second as she read something. A look of irritation crossed her features and she sighed.  
 
    “Sorry Kababala,” she said. “You’ll have to make it the rest of the way back on your own. We have to log out. My mom’s car broke down on the freeway and we need to go and pick her up.” 
 
    Cedric sighed and looked to his sister. “Can’t I stay on for a bit longer?” he asked with a hopeful look in his eyes. “I’ve got all these new skills, and we just leveled…” 
 
    She gave him a sad shake of the head, “Sorry bro, you know the rules. No solo play ‘til you get your GPA up. So sayeth the supreme Father and Mother.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said in the way that only a teenager could say it and logged out.  
 
    Leilani gave me a small smile and faded away as well. 
 
    Kelikk chuckled and looked at me. “I feel bad for the kid. He’s finally found something he really enjoys, and he’s struggling through school, so he may end up losing it. He knows it too, and its probably not helping things,” he said with a sigh. “You going to be OK getting back to town?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be fine,” I said, empathizing with his situation. “If Ced needs help with his schoolwork I’d be happy to help. As I said before, I am a teacher by profession and while I may not be a Rhodes scholar, I do know my way around a high school curriculum, and a coach’s whistle.” 
 
    Kelikk gave me a thoughtful look. “Maybe someone the kid admires will be able to get through his thick skull. Your tip already helped him pass his statistics class. I’ll talk to the wife and see what we can do.” 
 
    We shook hands, and the dwarf flickered out of existence, leaving me to make my way back to Sommervale on my own. 
 
    With a shrug, I activated my belt and took to the air. 
 
    *** 
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    I arrived back in town and went about my rounds. I sold what was left of my minions’ armor for scrap. The bronze armor wasn’t really on par with their level anymore. The smithy didn’t have a large selection of iron armor, at least not at a price that I wanted to pay so I decided to see what I could find on the auction house. 
 
    Mistress Valynwood was still hard at work researching what I had given her, with no end in sight, so I cut my visit short so as not to raise any more questions about how much I’d been neglecting my studies, sticking around only long enough to restock my potions before making my way to the auction house. 
 
    The clerk handed me a tiny sack of coins in return for my receipts and I looked at him strangely as I opened it up. The remaining bronze had all sold, and instead of handing me a bag of gold the clerk had elected to pay in platinum. 
 
    Seventy-six platinum and six gold filled the pouch. I glanced around to be sure no one was watching before tucking them into my pouch. I had no desire to put a target on my back. 
 
    My minions still needed armor, so I hopped on to one of the Merchantrix kiosks and started my search. After a bit of digging, I found a set of auctions with a name attached to it. Apparently one of the perks you could get as a high-level crafter would let you sell items under your brand on the auction house. 
 
    Normally the auction house was kept anonymous to prevent griefers, but Mr. Balin Skoggison had quite an enterprise going on. 
 
    I was able to purchase full upgrades for my skirmishers in iron for twenty-five gold a pop, and a full set of iron plate for my next zombie tank for fifty gold. It hurt my soul to spend so much, but if I was going to be taking on the monsters near the iron mines, I’d need every advantage I could get. 
 
    I decided to keep their weapon forms but was only able to find mauls in iron. Big blunt weapon. Same difference; minions smash. 
 
    After collecting all of my new goods from the clerk, I started towards the guild house to see if there were any new abilities to learn but paused. Let’s see if it’s worth the walk, I thought and took out my new book.   
 
    I flipped through the pages until I found the section on Necromancy and there it was, Greater Create Undead; a spell most definitely worth the trip. 
 
    I did a drive by on my guild master, staying just long enough to learn the spell and then heading out. I had things to do, bodies to find, and undead to raise. 
 
    
     You have learned “Greater Create Undead.”  
 
     Create Undead has been upgraded to Greater Create Undead  
 
     Range: 30 feet 
 
     Type: Animation  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal, Material (Required): See Below. 
 
     Rank 10 Perk: Minions Archetypes.  
 
     -Animate Skeleton: Animate the skeletal remains of a creature of size <Large> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Versatile. 
---Required Material Component: Skeleton
---Minion Pool Required: Small[1], Medium[2], Large[3] 
 
     -Animate Zombie: Animate the remains of a living creature of size <Large> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Damage Resistance, Cannibalistic Healing. 
---Detriments: Slow, Low Intelligence. 
---Required Material Component: Fresh Corpse
---Minion Pool Required: Small[2], Medium[3], Large[5] 
 
     -Animate Ghoul: Animate the freshly killed remains of a living creature of size <Medium> or less to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Nimble, Paralysis Poison, Cannibalistic Healing.  
 
     ---Detriments: May not wield weapons, fragile. 
---Required Material Component: Fresh Corpse 
---Minion Pool Required: Small[3], Medium[4] 
 
     -Animate Wight: Animate the freshly killed remains of a living creature of size <Medium> to serve you for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Intelligent, Spell Caster, Mana Vampire. 
---Detriments: Fragile, Vulnerable to Flame, Mana Starved. 
---Required Material Component: Fresh Corpse, Soul Gem (Common+)
---Minion Pool Required: Medium[5] 
 
     -Animate Shade: Give form to a captured soul, creating a servant for a short time. 
---Special Abilities: Incorporeal, Life Sense, Drain Life. 
---Detriments: Incorporeal, Fragile. 
---Required Material Component: Soul Gem (Uncommon+) 
---Minion Pool Required: 8 
 
     Minion Pool:  19 (5 + Rank)  
 
   
 
    Holy wall of text, Batman! I thought, trying to focus on all the new information. 
 
    Greater Create Undead lifted the maximum size of my minions to large, at least for skeletons and zombies. It also added some new types of undead that required soul gems to create.  
 
    Both new forms held promise in a combat sense, but damn they took up a lot of minion pool. Hell, a single shade would take almost half of my entire pool. I’d be sticking with my zombie and skeleton legion, at least for the foreseeable future.  
 
    It was Thursday, and the time allotted for my trial run was running out. My wife would be getting home just after dinner time on Friday and I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to spend every second of Friday night with them. Come hell or high water I would be logging out by 5PM. 
 
    Just the thought of seeing them again after a week of separation brought a smile to my face. Video calls were a pale substitute. 
 
    I shook my head and put my mind back on the task at hand. I added my stat points where they always went, and then maxed out my core skills: Necromancy, Dissection, Scavenger, Necromantic Bolt, Dark Shield, and Rot. I dropped a point from last level into Greater Create Undead, maxing that out as well and brining my total minion pool to twenty, making room for some bigger boys. 
 
    Considering the location I was heading, the Sunken Forge, I had only one real choice. The Sunken Forge was rumored to be full of undead, and while I could probably take them out, making them my bitches was a much more efficient use of my time, especially with the risk of losing my own minions. 
 
    I put all ten of my remaining points into Control Undead, raising it all the way to eleven. 
 
    You have reached Rank 10 in Control Undead! 
This spell can now be expanded to affect all undead within an area equal to 1 foot per rank of this skill. Using it in this way increases the chance of failure. Additionally, instead of attempting to control the target, you may choose to neutralize the targets instead. Undead affected in this way will ignore the caster and any in his thrall for the duration of the spell. 
Duration: 10 + Rank minutes 
 
    Flipping open the book, I concentrated on raising Control Undead by one more, using its ability for this level to raise the skill to twelve. 
 
    That taken care of, it was time to get some food and talk to the family for a bit before hunting for souls and bodies in the woods. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    59 
 
    After a quick meal and call with the family, I dove right back into the game. I dropped by the inn to see if I could find any leads on level appropriate creatures from which to create my next wave of minions. I had enough human skeletons to replace the amigos, and the new gear I’d purchased should keep them alive for the time being, but I was overdue for an upgrade. 
 
    The innkeeper had a couple of bounty style quests, but only one fit what I was looking for.  
 
    
     QUEST AVAILABLE: Raiders in the Hills  
 
     Several caravans travelling north from Seahaven have reported gnoll raider activity in the area.  
 
     Criteria: Destroy the gnoll raiders along the southern road. (0/10)  
 
     Rewards: 500xp, 20g  
 
   
 
    I accepted the quest and headed out of town to the southwest along the road to Seahaven. Once I was past the town border, I moved off-road to do some casting.  
 
    I took out my last four human skeletons. I raised the first three as skeletal warriors and armed them with the upgraded skirmisher gear I’d picked out and raised the last as a skeletal warden to serve as my temporary tank.  
 
    Once everyone was dressed for their roles, I cast Bind Minion on the lot and then cast Dark Blessing on the latest version of the amigos so they’d be ready for the night shift if I didn’t find any replacements.  
 
    The warden I aptly named Temp, unwilling to take the time to think up a real name for the placeholder tank. He’d be replaced with a zombie as soon as I found a fresh body.  
 
    I refreshed the charges in my staff and paid the five hundred mana to recharge my necklace as well, getting everything ready in case of future conflict.  
 
    Seahaven was a long way to the southeast, and while one day I’d like to take in the sights, I had a timetable to keep. I unsummoned my minions, tucked them into my bag, activated my belt, and followed the road from the air. 
 
    The road ran through the relatively flat grasslands that made up the border of the great forest to the west. The woods themselves would be clearly visible from the road and could provide cover to an ambushing force. 
 
    To the east the grasslands transformed into rolling hills, spotted here and there with small clumps of trees and shrubs, but also full of numerous shallow valleys that would be hidden from anyone on the road. 
 
    After a while I spotted signs of a recent battle on the road below. The remains of a dozen wagons were spread around the area, still smoldering. I flew down and landed just out of sight of the burning wagons, taking cover behind a copse of trees and returning to kobold form.  
 
    Summoning my minions, I moved slowly around the trees to get a better look at the road. Another caravan was approaching from the south, their outriders ranging ahead to investigate the smoldering wagons of the first wagon train.  
 
    Behind the destroyed wagons there were several piles of discarded baggage that looked strangely out of place and my buffed Perception score must have kicked in hardcore because my eyes started picking out the silhouettes of large, bestial humanoids hidden within the wreckage, waiting in ambush. 
 
    < Gnoll Raider > 
 
    There were twelve gnolls that I could see, all with white names. They were large bipedal humanoids that looked like a cross between a professional basketball player and a hyena. Several of them held large wooden crossbows, trained toward the approaching outriders who were getting closer by the second. 
 
    I dumped four of my laeshhound skeletons onto the ground and used the charges in my staff to raise them almost instantly as Skeletal Warriors, sending them charging in to disrupt the gnoll crossbowmen that were lining up their shots on the approaching caravan guards. 
 
    The skeletal hounds rushed across the dirt towards the back of the archers, jaws wide. One of the other gnolls noticed them and turned, barking out something in its own language to the others, who leapt up and turned towards the threat.  
 
    They saved themselves from being hit from behind, but revealed themselves to the riders in the process.  
 
    Those guards thus warned wheeled around and rushed back towards their wagons, the rearmost rider narrowly dodging the desperate shot from the gnolls. 
 
    The skeletons reached their targets, leaping upon the gnoll archers who brought their crossbows to bear. The nimble hounds easily dodged the hastily lined up shots and leapt upon the hyena-men, tearing into their flesh with tooth and claw. 
 
    The ambush was in shambles, but the gnolls fell back into line at the command of their leader, a brute of a beast who stood head and shoulders above the rest. His name popped up in yellow.  
 
    < Gnoll Raider Commander > 
 
    The commander was directing his minions to form up ranks, gesturing about with a two-handed sword almost as tall as he was, and he was huge. 
 
    I directed my hounds to play cat and mouse with the gnolls, dashing in for some quick strikes before retreating, buying as much time as possible before the caravan guards returned. At least I hoped they were going to return, or else it was going to be a very, very bad time for me.  
 
    While none of the gnolls had spotted me yet, I was pretty sure the aggro mechanics would act like a beacon for them to follow. 
 
    The gnolls formed up between the ruined wagons, using their bulk to protect their flanks as they formed a defensive perimeter guarding from both north and south. 
 
    One of the skeletal pups was too slow on the retreat and took an axe to the face, crushing its skull into dust. The wielder took a nasty wound to its forearm as another of the skeletons took a bite out of crime.  
 
    Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain!  
 
    My initial targets were bleeding on the ground, the savage surprise attack having done its job twice over, but the hard part was about to begin.  
 
    Arrayed on my side of the wreckage were six towering hyena-men, their mouths frothing with anger as they lashed out at my skeletal hounds. Only obedience to their leader was keeping them in place, and I could see even that fraying as the warriors became more and more frustrated as my skeletons dashed in and retreated out of reach. 
 
    The gnoll leader barked some additional commands and a look of determination appeared on several of the gnolls as they moved to obey. They dropped back behind their companions, appearing seconds later with large, barbed spears that they threw, impaling two of my three remaining minions and pinning them in place. 
 
    Another barked command sent a pair of gnolls out from the line. The first carried a large maul and rushed over to deal with my trapped minions while the other guarded his flanks against my the hound that had avoided the spears. 
 
    
     Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain!  
 
     Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain!  
 
   
 
    That didn’t stop the last hound from trying though. It rushed in and snapped at the gnolls flanks, managing to get in a few more bites before it too was it too was hit by a well-aimed spear and mercilessly bludgeoned to death. 
 
    Laeshhound Skeletal Warrior has been slain!  
 
    Things were about to get messy. I could barely see the caravan in the distance, and it looked further away than I remembered. I was screwed.  
 
    A pair of gnolls started creeping my way, following the tracks of the hounds towards my position while the others took off towards the caravan, their raid still on even if the ambush had been ruined. 
 
    I waited until they were far enough away and then ordered my minions to attack those coming towards me. 
 
    Temp rushed forward and bashed into the first, sending it stumbling back a step as three arrows and a Necromantic Bolt sunk into its chest. Its health dropped to less than half from the combined surprise attack. It flailed about wildly with its two-handed axe in an attempt to fend off Temp’s continued assault. 
 
    The second gnoll came around the corner and rushed my archers who dropped their bows and pulled their mauls from their backs, ready to brawl.  
 
    I continued to blast the first gnoll, each bolt taking a chunk out of its hit points. As my last bolt hit home, Temp landed a blow with the Enforcer’s Blade that finished it off.  
 
    I turned back to where the second gnoll was fighting the amigos. It was really doing a number on them. All three were at less than half health, barely holding it together through sheer numerical advantage.  
 
    Temp’s health was running low from the fight with the first gnoll, so I hit him with a Mend Flesh and Bone before sending him charging in to help his skeletal brothers with a well-timed taunt. 
 
    His shield slam sent the gnoll stumbling, momentarily stunned, leaving it open to the one, two, and three crushing mauls aimed at its exposed flank. 
 
    It took a step forward and then fell to the ground, dead, its meat well and thoroughly tenderized. 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Destroy the Gnoll Raiders along the southern road. (1/10)  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Destroy the Gnoll Raiders along the southern road. (2/10)  
 
     You have killed 2x Gnoll Raider! You have gained 400xp!  
 
   
 
    I did a quick scan of the area to make sure all the gnolls had been dealt with and then rushed over to the corpses. 
 
    I activated Dissection and harvested their souls, collecting the bright green life force in two of the gems I’d held on to for that purpose. I looted the bodies, collecting a few coins for my efforts but nothing else. 
 
    Sending the amigos to stand guard, I had Temp drag the corpse of the less tenderized gnoll to an uncluttered patch of ground and then got to work, raising the hyena-man as a Zombie Warder, complete with his own soul-juice.  
 
    My new tank stood tall, towering over me and the rest of my minions. It was truly an impressive sight. Looking between Temp and the new guy, I was suddenly concerned that the gear I’d picked up wasn’t going to fit, but when I’d searched the auction house there were only two sizes of gear available. One that would fit most of the playable races, and tiny sizes for Kobolds and the other miniature humanoids. 
 
    I had Temp hand over all of the tank gear to the new zombie and sighed in relief as it magically adjusted to fit the much larger form. The sword and shield stayed the same size, which made it look like the gnoll was wielding a shortsword and heater instead of a tower shield and longsword, but there wasn’t much I could do about it at that point, and they should be perfectly functional. 
 
    Giving Temp a mock salute, I cancelled the spells holding him together and watched as his bones clattered to the ground.  
 
    That freed up one of my bound minion slots, which I promptly filled with the new Zombie Warder who I named Banzai after one of the hyenas from an animated film from my youth. 
 
    I still had nine points free in my minion pool, so I raised the other gnoll corpse as a Zombie Warrior, and then headed back towards the road to see if I could get a better view of what was going on with the caravan.  
 
    The gnolls were still heading towards the caravan and had almost caught up. I had little chance of catching up with the force before they reached the caravan on foot. Luckily, I had other means of transportation. 
 
    I sent my temporary zombie shambling off towards his living companions and then unsummoned my bound minions and collected their skulls.  
 
    Disappearing in a cloud of black feathers, I took to the air and raced towards the pending battle, my vantage point giving me a good view of the trouble that was brewing below.  
 
    Seeing that the gnolls were gaining ground, the caravan master had ordered the wagons into a circle, forming a wall of wood surrounding the civilians and merchants in the middle.  
 
    The outriders whom I’d saved from certain death were talking with a short, round halfling man, who seemed to be in a state of panic as he watched the gnolls approach.  
 
    Standing nearby was a small group of human soldiers wearing chain hauberks with pot helms and spears, and two other humans that looked vaguely familiar who looked almost as panicked as the halfling. 
 
    When I got closer, I recognized them as the duo from the mine shaft, Gavin and Sev. Last time I’d seen them Gavin was wearing sweat stained workman’s clothes and Sev was well, dead, so it wasn’t a surprise when it took so long to recognize them. 
 
    In place of the workman’s attire, Gavin was outfitted in a set of fancy looking half-plate, and the pale-skinned Sev was decked out in an even heavier version of the same. 
 
    Directing the murder to circle down, my multiple feathered parts came back together about ten feet behind the two adventurers who had gone on guard when the cloud of crows had sparked a bit of panic from the civilians within the wagon circle. 
 
    I raised my hands as Gavin aimed a massive crossbow towards me and Sev pulled a giant warhammer off of his back.  
 
    “Woah! Woah!” I said, giving Gavin a grin. “I came to help you guys out, and this is the welcome I get?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s that super scary kobold from the mine.” Gavin said, flashing his companion a mocking grin.  
 
    I chuckled and returned the greeting. “Hey, Gavin. Looks like you’ve been doing pretty well for yourself, present situation notwithstanding.” I said, gesturing to his fancy armor and then nodding to his pale companion. “And hello to you as well, Sev.” 
 
    Sev nodded. “Sup. Sorry about the mine, but that place was super creepy already, and then you show up with a bunch of skeletons… well, even creepier.” 
 
    “No hard feelings. Your skeleton more than made up for it.” I responded, chuckling at the guy’s look of discomfort. 
 
    Shifting to a more serious tone I continued, “So there’s a band of gnoll raiders headed this way. They’ve got a leader of some sort that’s able to keep them organized, so expect smart opponents. I set my dogs on them while they were waiting in ambush so your scouts would see the ambush, and I had hoped you’d bring the cavalry to assist. But it looks like your caravan master chose a different path, eh?” 
 
    Gavin motioned to the halfling. “Master Timmin made the call. We were on our way back to Sommervale and hired on as guards for a few extra coins. No one told us about the gnolls until we were halfway here.” 
 
    “So much for easy coin,” Sev said and shook his head, pointing down the road to where the gnolls had halted their run and formed into ranks. “Looks like the shit’s about to hit the fan. At least we’re closer to Sommervale than to Seahaven, so when we die we’ll respawn there,” he added with a laugh. 
 
    “Want to party up?” I asked and Gavin grinned. 
 
    Gavin Goldshanks has invited you to join his party. Accept? (Yes/No)  
 
     “Goldshanks?” I laughed as I accepted the invitation and looked at the party menu. 
 
    
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>  
 
     [11] Gavin Goldshanks [Archer] 
 
     HP100% 
 
     MP100% 
 
     SP100%
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     [10] Sev Daywalker [Bloodknight] 
 
     HP100% 
 
     MP100% 
 
     SP100% 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
   
 
    “Holy crap! You’re level fifteen? Maybe we aren’t screwed,” Sev said as we headed to where the scouts and the caravan master were still discussing strategy. 
 
    “Master Timmin,” Gavin said. “We’ve got some reinforcements.” 
 
    The halfling looked over at me and sniffed in disdain, “A kobold? Pitiful. He’s even smaller than I am.”  
 
    He looked back at Gavin and Sev and said scornfully, “Just do your job and protect my investments or I’ll ensure you never work again on this continent!” 
 
    
     QUEST UPDATE: Raiders in the Hills  
 
     Additional Criteria: Defend the Wagon Train. (0/1)  
 
     Reward: +200xp, Additional XP bonus for each guard that survives the attack.  
 
   
 
    The scouts gave me an apologetic look behind the halfling’s back and sighed as he retreated inside the wagon circle. 
 
    “Wow. What a dickhead,” I said and then looked around to make sure I hadn’t offended the NPC guards. 
 
    A few muffled laughs was enough to let me know my first impression of the caravan master was an accurate one if his own hirelings were so ready to agree with a stranger.  
 
    One of the guards flashed me a grin. “He does pay well at least.” 
 
    The scouts climbed onto the wagons as their horses were led away, readying their bows and watching where the gnolls were forming up into a brick of hyena flesh, four wide and three deep. The first rank held massive shields made of splintered planks that looked like they’d been ripped straight from the wreckage of the previous caravan.  
 
    “Looks like we’re running out of time,” I said as I took out Banzai’s skull and cast Dark Shield on the party.  
 
    I tossed my warriors’ skulls up onto one of the flanking wagons as well, earning a strange look from the scout. 
 
    “Ok everyone, don’t hit my undead,” I said and called my minions back to activity.  
 
    The skeletal amigos equipped their bows and knelt down on top of the wagons, earning some cautious looks from the scouts.  
 
    Banzai’s appearance caused more of a stir as he moved forward into a defensive position in next to Sev and the spear wielding guards.  
 
    I quickly cast Dark Shield onto Banzai and then climbed on top of a stack of crates so I could have a clear view of the battle while keeping the front line within range of my aura when it was cast. 
 
    
     [P] Me: I probably should have asked this sooner, but what do you guys do? 
 
     [P] Sev: I smash. He pew, pew, pews. 
 
     [P] Gavin: I’m an Archer, I specialized in crossbows so can fire this big mamajama pretty well. Sev’s a Bloodknight. It’s a hybrid tank/DPS class. He gains more armor and mitigation the more damage he does. But he’s got to constantly be swinging, or he loses the buff, so it’s a marathon. 
 
     [P] Me: Ok. The gnoll zombie’s a tank, the skeletons are all DPS, and I’ll be rotating between fixing the zombie, debuffing the enemy, and DPS. 
 
   
 
    As we finished up our little conversation, the gnolls picked up speed to jog towards us and I cast Aura of the Grave, watching the bubble rush out of me and just barely reach Banzai. 
 
    When the gnolls got into arrow range, the scouts and my skeletons fired, their arrows arcing towards the enemy lines.  
 
    Most of the arrows were blocked by their makeshift defenses but a few managed to get through. A loud twang rang out behind me as Gavin fired his monster crossbow. The bolt shot across the field and pierced through a gnoll’s giant shield and nailed the wood to its bearer’s chest, dropping its health by almost a third. 
 
    
     [P] Me: Hey Gavin, if you can get a bead on their leader, take him out. If we can eliminate him, I think these guys will fall apart. 
 
     [P] Gavin: Roger, Roger! 
 
   
 
    When the gnolls were about twenty feet out, the front rank split and the back ranks threw a volley of heavy barbed spears towards our ranks. Whatever intelligence that was left over from Banzai’s former life gave him the insight to raise his shield at the right time, blocking the pair of spears aimed for his large form.  
 
    Sev whirled his hammer and deflected a spear coming his way out of the air, avoiding a painful wound. Nearby, one of the guards wasn’t so lucky and was hit by two of the nasty projectiles, pinned to the ground through his stomach and thigh. 
 
    The next in line looked over to his companion and winced as the man collapsed, sliding slowly down the spears until halted by the barbs. We weren’t even fully engaged and we were already down a man.  
 
    The rest of the spears missed their mark, embedding in the ground or in the wooden wagons, but they had served their purpose: distraction. 
 
    The gnolls charged in, funneled into the narrow space between the wagons to be met by our tanks and a wall of spears.  
 
    The gnolls leading the way took heavy damage as our spearmen set their weapons to take the charge. The press of the back ranks of gnolls drove the first rank forward, impaling them even further on the spears. The spearmen were well trained, extracting their spears and thrusting them into the injured gnolls, critically injuring or killing the initial strike force.  
 
    Banzai and Sev were anchoring the center of the line, the gnoll zombie’s massive form able to hold back the weight of the initial assault while Sev applied his massive hammer to the enemy, gathering a trail of red mist behind his hammer as it smashed into the hyena-men.  
 
    I targeted one of the gnolls in the middle of the pack and cast Cripple and Rot, adding the components for maximum effect and then spreading the love to the rest of the pack with Miasma. 
 
    Arrows continued to rain down upon the heads of the gnolls from the amigos and caravan scouts, filling the shoulders and chests of the massive beast-men with feathered shafts and chipping away at their hit points. As I watched, one unlucky gnoll took an arrow to his eye and dropped like a stone. 
 
    The second wave of gnolls surged forward as their commander barked out an order, the gnolls fighting with renewed fury. 
 
    Another loud twang cut through the sounds of battle as Gavin’s next bolt flashed through the air and struck the gnoll commander in the shoulder, passing completely through the creature and leaving a hole the size of a baseball in his flesh.  
 
    The commander’s health dropped twenty percent from that single shot, but instead of being crippled by the massive wound he seemed to grow in power. 
 
    Banzai’s health was getting low, so I cast my repair spell and then turned my gaze back to the boss who was leading his remaining forces in a brutal charge, his gigantic claymore lashing out at the spearmen, cutting several of them down and opening the way for more gnolls to break through. 
 
    I targeted the boss with another Cripple, slowing him down and making him more susceptible to my spell damage. A series of Necromantic Bolts halted his charge and allowed our lines to regroup, Banzai dashing in and sending the commander stumbling slightly and gaining the boss’ aggro. 
 
    Engaged now, the boss was still able to do quite a bit of damage due to the reach of his weapon, and the wounds he was taking in turn were minor in comparison to what he was dealing out.  
 
    I cast Rot on the boss, watching his muscles sag slightly as the corrosive mist sank into his flesh.  
 
    The scrum was getting crowded with the gnolls pressed together tightly. It was the perfect spacing for Miasma, and with another casting I spread the debuffs from the commander to the remaining gnolls. 
 
    I scanned the masses as I cast my Necromantic Bolts into the tight cluster of enemies. Since the gnolls were all around my level, the damage that Sev and Gavin were able to apply wasn’t as effective due to the level difference, but was still pretty impressive for their level. 
 
    The gnoll commander let out another battle cry and pressed forward, driving Banzai back with a massive front kick that sent the warden flying through the air to crash into the side of a wagon.  
 
    The zombie’s health dropped to close to twenty percent from the blow, and he slowly struggled to regain his feet.  
 
    Sev stepped into the gap. His hammer was a blur, and his flesh was coated in a layer of fresh red blood. 
 
    He threw himself at the enemy, his hammer crushing the chest of one gnoll before lashing out to strike the gnoll commander on the hip, wounding the joint and sending him stumbling with a limp in his step. 
 
    The commander retaliated with a loud roar, his giant claymore flashing through the air to strike the Bloodknight across the midsection.  
 
    Sev folded over the blade and was pushed backwards, his legs giving out from underneath him as his health dropped by a quarter.  
 
    He started to rise almost immediately, but by the time he rejoined the battle his skin had returned to normal, the brief period of idleness being enough for him to lose his bonus from the constant carnage.  
 
    Alternating between repairing Banzai and blasting gnolls with bolts, I watched the enemy forces dwindle.  
 
    Some of the footmen were crawling away from the fight, bleeding out and likely to die, so I activated my cloak and teleported down off of the crates and force fed them some healing potions to get them back into the fight. 
 
    The commander was facing off with the three remaining spearmen that were in fighting shape, his giant sword breaking their spears and landing several wounds amongst the NPC warriors. 
 
    Sev and Banzai arrived before the gnoll leader was able to finish them off, giving the wounded soldiers enough time to retreat back to the wagons. 
 
    Sitting at less than twenty percent health, the gnoll commander was now the lone survivor of his little band, the rest being systematically removed by hammer, bolt, or arrow.  
 
    The commander didn’t seem to give a damn. His eyes were bloodshot and wild, and his claymore was doing a fine job of taking apart both my zombie and Sev together, but another loud twang put an end to it all as Gavin’s crossbow bolt lodged itself halfway through the commander’s skull.  
 
    “Got him,” Gavin said from behind me and I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    
     Your Party has killed 12x Gnoll Raider! You have gained 800xp!  
 
     Your Party has killed a Gnoll Raider Commander! You have gained 150xp! 
  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Destroy the Gnoll Raiders along the southern road. (13/10)  
 
     QUEST UPDATE: Defend the Wagon Train. (1/1)  
 
     QUEST COMPLETE: Raiders in the Hills!  
 
     You have gained 700xp!  
 
     Bonus: 4/10 Spearmen remaining. You have gained 100xp!  
 
     Please see the innkeeper to collect your monetary reward.  
 
     
CONGRATULATIONS! You have reached Level 16!  
 
     You have gained 2 Intelligence!  
 
     You have gained 3 Attribute points and 18 Skill points!  
 
     Your Hit Points, Mana, and Endurance pools have increased!  
 
   
 
    All three of the players present for the battle were surrounded by the glow of leveling up. I’d already been most of the way through the level from the giant amount of XP from the tomb quests, so the combined XP from this one and the gnolls were more than enough to bring me over the finish line. 
 
    I resisted the temptation to immediately jump into my character stats and rushed over to the commander’s body instead, capturing his soul in one of the Rough-cut Emeralds I’d gotten from the tomb.  
 
    Sev and Gavin had chosen to get their loot on as well, searching through the pile of gnolls for anything useful.  
 
    Once all the bodies were looted, Gavin and Sev started piling up the loot off to the side while Gavin examined each piece with a critical eye. 
 
    Letting them do their thing, I tried to collect as many souls as I could in the Rough-cut Malachite I’d crafted. Unfortunately for me, out of the five corpses I was able to get to before the timer ran out, I was only able to capture a single soul. Losing four cut gems hurt, but not as much as it would have if I’d had to purchase them. 
 
    I started dissecting the gnolls, looking to see what I could take from these beasties since I didn’t need their bodies for making zombies. I collected six Gnoll Skeletons, five pieces of Gnoll Hide, nineteen doses of Gnoll Blood, and a Gnoll Liver.  
 
    After that I headed over to Gavin and Sev, who were still looking through the loot. There was a small pile of gold and trinkets, a bunch of bloody and torn mixed leather armor, and a few standard large weapons. Nothing that was really useful to me other than to sell. 
 
    “Nice fighting guys. That crossbow really packs a punch! And damn Sev, your hammer was crushing it out there,” I said with a chuckle as Gavin groaned at my pun. 
 
    Sev just nodded, looking through the gold and trinket pile while Gavin responded, “You too. Those archers really helped keep the gnolls honest, and while it was weird to have a giant armored gnoll zombie fighting for us, he was doing pretty well for an NPC tank.” 
 
    “Find anything interesting?” I said, looking at the piles. 
 
    “Mostly junk armor and weapons. If you don’t want any of them, I’ll just break them down for parts,” he replied. “There are a couple baubles in there that aren’t identified, so I don’t know what they do. I’ve got the Appraise skill so I can tell they’re worth between two and five gold each, so it’s likely a minor effect.” 
 
    He shrugged and continued, “We can have them identified when we get to Sommervale and split them then. The money comes to about twelve gold each.”  
 
    He handed me the coin while Sev loaded the armor and weapons into a large sack that he dragged over to one of the wagons. 
 
    I nodded. “If you want, I can identify the items here. I’ve got the reagents on me,” I said, moving out of the way as the remaining guards dragged some gnoll remains out of the way of the wagon train. 
 
    Gavin grinned. “That would be great,” he said and handed me two rings and a bracelet crafted from bones. 
 
    I took a seat and cast Psychometry on each of the items in turn, revealing them to be minor baubles that added one to Strength. They were of much more use to Gavin and Sev, so I insisted they keep them and received a few more gold instead. 
 
    I gathered my minions up, repairing my skeletons while I sent Banzai to chow down on the gnoll corpses I hadn’t bothered to dissect to heal.  
 
    When I was done fixing the skeletons and went over to the pit to gather the zombie warden after his meal, I saw the fallen guard’s bodies lying in with the fallen gnolls. They’d been stripped of their arms and armor and just tossed to the side like yesterday’s trash.  
 
    “What the hell?” I said out loud, looking around for the fat little halfling dickhead. 
 
    I spotted him near the front of the wagon train and headed over. “Master Timmin, I think someone put your guards’ bodies in the wrong place,” I said and gestured over to the pile of dead. 
 
    The halfling looked at me and sneered. “They’re where I ordered them to be. I don’t have room in my caravan for wasted space.” 
 
    I know they were NPCs, and it was just a game, but damn that was cold. I almost regretted saving the caravan.  
 
    “Last time I do something for you, fatty.” I said and spat at his feet, leaving him sputtering and stammering at my insult. 
 
    My minions rejoined me as I made my way along the wagon train until I spotted Gavin sitting near one of the rear wagons. The golden-haired human was working over a small fire, knocking dents out of Sev’s breastplate and tightening up some of the loosened rivets. 
 
    “Hey guys, I’m heading back to Sommervale now to turn in my quest and then heading to the mine for the night. You guys need anything before I go?” I asked. 
 
    Sev just shrugged, but Gavin paused his work and set the breastplate aside, looking up at me. “You wouldn’t happen to have any iron, steel, or even bronze on you, would you? I’m running low with all the repairs our illustrious Bloodknight needs every day.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not. I’ve got a couple of leftover pieces of ore, but not enough for any bars. I’ve got a crap-ton of uncut gems, and some hides of various types if you need leather.” 
 
    The archer shook his head. “Nah, I’ve got a friend that does all my leatherwork for me. I don’t have nearly enough time to work on another profession after both armorer and weaponsmith.” 
 
    “You’re a weaponsmith as well? Any interest in either of these?” I asked, taking out the Giant Ant Claw and Shadowtouched Talon. 
 
    He examined both and his eyes bugged out a bit. “Damn, these are a bit above my current skill level but eventually I could use these to create some rare weapons that sell for thousands of gold a piece. You looking to sell?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did some research on the ant claw and saw it sold for up to two hundred and fifty gold, so I could take two hundred for it if you want,” I said. 
 
    His excitement faded and he replied, “Too rich for my blood. I’m barely breaking even between mats and sales of what I can make now.” 
 
    After thinking for a minute, I offered him another deal. “How about this? I’ll give you the claw and the talon for now, and when you sell whatever you make from them later on, you give me twenty percent of whatever the sale price was. Or once you can craft steel, you craft me a set of full plate for whatever minion I have acting as a tank at the time.” 
 
    His face lit up again and he thrust out his hand. “Deal!”  
 
    We shared contact info and I added them to my friends list before handing over the mats and taking my leave. I dismissed my minions, gathered their skulls and then used my travel form fly back to town.  
 
    On the way I spotted a lone zombie gnoll trudging along, still barely halfway to the second caravan. With a mental chuckle I dismissed the magic holding it together and watched it fall lifeless to the ground once again. 
 
    Darkness had fallen by the time I reached the inn, and it was packed once again. After a short wait I was able to enter and collect my bounty from the gnolls.  
 
    The common room was bustling, full of people eating, drinking, and just having fun with friends. In one corner of the room, a group of players was seated at a table playing what looked like a game of Texas Hold ’em, and in another section of the room was a roped off area where people were tossing knives and daggers in a more brutal version of darts. Everyone was smiling. 
 
    I ordered a mead and took a seat near the knife throwing range, enjoying my drink and the general atmosphere while I assigned the points for my current level. 
 
    I maxed out Dark Blessing, increasing the number of minions I could grant skills to by one. With that upgrade I could give skills to my guard or have five miners working at a time, depending on the size of the mine.  
 
    So far, the copper and tin mines could only support a few miners at a time, but in areas of higher ore concentration it might be possible to increase my workforce. 
 
    It would also allow me to create a support caster for my current party. A healer to keep the meat shield full while I focused on defense. And it would have its own mana pool to since I could fuel it with a soul. 
 
    But to do that I’d have to raise Bind Minion again or get rid of Gimli or one of the amigos to free up a slot.  
 
    The temptation to have a pocket healer was too much, so in addition to upping my seven core skills to max I raised Bind Minion to twelve to unlock that extra slot. 
 
    I used the freebee from the grimoire a two of my remaining points to increase Vampiric Link to four, leaving three in reserve in case the Guildmaster had something nice waiting for me.  
 
    With all of the updates I could have up to twenty-one points worth of minions under my control at any point, maintain six bound minions, and bless five of them with up to two skills from my character. I was a virtual party of one. 
 
    I finished off my drink and paused for a second to enjoy the nice, mellow buzz from the mead as I left the inn and headed towards the graveyard. 
 
    The honor of becoming my first caster minion went go to Leilani’s elven bones, empowered by the soul of a Gnoll Raider and my own arcane prowess to become a Skeletal Magus.  
 
    Bind Minion added her to my permanent minions, and Dark Blessing granted her the ability to cast Mend Flesh and Bone and Dark Shield.  
 
    I named her Healz in honor of her intended role, at least until I found a corpse capable of becoming a wight. 
 
    Glancing at her status bar I had to laugh. My healer minion had more hit points than I did. Its mana was abysmal, but at least it would be able to cast a few healing spells before running dry and wouldn’t be stealing my mana for its initial castings.  
 
    I summoned the rest of my ever-growing legion, cringing at the giant amount of mana required to keep them all active and then headed to the mine. 
 
    Another night in paradise. The first Prospect upped my skill to fifteen, but from there on out it was a no XP venture.  
 
    After that it was… well, it was a job, and except for the rare interruption by an angry earth elemental, it was just as uneventful. 
 
    Once my “shift” was complete and I’d gotten everything that I could out of the mine, I counted up my ore and gems and logged off for the night. 
 
    *** 
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    I woke up early the next day, performed my morning rituals, and scarfed down my breakfast before calling April for our morning chat. 
 
    “Hey love,” I said with a smile when she answered the phone, the video showing Diego playing on a bed next to a half-packed suitcase. “Can’t wait to see you guys tonight! Feels like it’s been forever.”  
 
    She came into frame and flashed me a smile while tucking some clothing into the bag. “It’ll be nice to be home. I miss our bed.” 
 
    I gasped in mock hurt and she continued, “I miss you too, dummy, but Mom’s guest bed has seen better days.” 
 
    April sat on the bed and picked up the phone, centering the picture on herself. “So, today’s the big day, right? Time to see if the whole thing will work?” 
 
    I nodded nervously. “Yeah. I leveled my character up enough that I shouldn’t get turned into chunky salsa just by going near the place at least. Theoretically iron should sell for enough to cover our needs, but I won’t know if I’ll be able to mine enough until I get there and try.” 
 
    She gave me a sympathetic smile, “Either way I am proud of you for doing this for us, and regardless of where we live, we’ll be happy as a family.” 
 
    I gave her a warm smile as we said our goodbyes, ended the call, and then hardened my resolve. I had a lot of work to do before I could call my venture a success. 
 
    First up I’d rent the master’s tools again and get all that ore smelted and up on the auction house, then make a circuit of the town to pick up some more potions and see if there were any new spells waiting at the necro trainer. 
 
    Then off to the Sunken Forge to start mining some iron.  
 
    I logged back into the game at the smelters hut and got straight to work. I traded Darr two of the Earthhearts for an hour’s rental of the master smelting tools and smelted all of the tin I had gathered the night before. Then, using the remainder of the copper I had left over to make some bronze, I ended up with one hundred and thirty-six bronze bars and six hundred and thirty-five tin bars with one lonesome copper bar left over. 
 
    The bronze smelting even earned me enough XP to reach the next rank in Mining, bringing the skill on par with my current level. 
 
    It all went up on the auction house; one last giant load of the tier one and two metals. Hopefully the last of those types. 
 
    Even if the Iron didn’t pan out, I’d at least proven that I could earn something by mining tin and copper. There was an upper limit to what the mine would yield in a day, and I was pretty sure I was hitting that cap with tin, and definitely with copper. 
 
    I stopped by the Proper Potions shop to check into my investments and found Mistress Valynwood there. She’d been holed up in her laboratory for the past few days, so I hoped she had some good news for me. 
 
    She looked up as I entered the shop and gave me a gigantic grin, reaching behind the counter to take out a vial of a viscous purple liquid and a small sack of coins. “I was hoping thou wouldst visit today, friend Kababala. I have something for thee!” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Thine egg sack posed quite a quandary. It was rich with potential for many things, holding the essences of earth, life, and water in abundance. I admit, I did get quite caught up in my work. Hast thou any more of these that I might purchase?” 
 
    I shook my head and replied, “Unfortunately not, but if I ever run into such creatures again, I’ll make sure to bring them your way. You might be able to hire adventurers to track down the anthills in the area and procure more, but I’m not quite sure how that would work.” 
 
    “That is regrettable,” she answered with a weary sigh. She picked up the potion and swirled it around. “These would fetch quite a price were I able to secure a steady supply.”  
 
    She handed me the vial and a small pouch of coins. “This one is for thee. An ‘Elixir of the Queen’s Domain.’ Should thou find thyself in a cave system or dungeon, this elixir will allow thee to harness the queen’s essence to gain knowledge of the area. Simply find thyself a safe location where thou wilst not be disturbed and drink it. Thine awareness wilst spread throughout the system and map out every nook and cranny. The larger the system, the longer it will take, and should thou be disrupted, the process will end.” 
 
    “Wow!” I said. “Mapping out a new zone or dungeon ahead of time would be amazing. Thank you!”  
 
    I tucked the potion into my satchel and looked into the pouch, finding twenty-five gold. 
 
    “I know that it is not much when compared to the value of the potion, but my recourses are not infinite,” she said with a small smile. 
 
    “No worries, Mistress Valynwood. The potion itself is an amazing prize by itself. I hope you can find a source for the egg sacs so you can make more,” I replied with a grateful nod. 
 
    “It is quite amazing what one can do when they properly apply themselves to the art of Alchemy is it not, apprentice? How art thine own studies progressing? Hast thou mastered the basics yet?” 
 
    I looked down, embarrassed. I still hadn’t even tried to level my Alchemy or Herbalism skills. “No Mistress, I am quite the slacker as they say. I’ve been busy adventuring and pursuing other ventures, including some that you might be interested in.”  
 
    Hoping to change the subject, I piled the various bits and pieces of potentially useful components on the counter before her. 
 
    “Ah apprentice, it is only because thou dost continue to bring me such nice things that I can forgive thy negligence of our art,” she said, looking through the collection of blood, meat, and organs spread before her. 
 
    As she finished, I took out the pièce de résistance, the laeshhound egg, and handed it to her as her eyes widened even more.  
 
    “What, by all the gods is this?” she asked, examining the egg closely. 
 
    “I encountered a pack of beasts called laeshhounds in a small cave a few hours from here. After defeating them I found a nest with that egg. It was the only one that hadn’t been destroyed in the fighting. The scaly hide, ganglia, and some of the blood are from those creatures if that helps,” I explained. 
 
    “Thou dost continue to amaze me, friend kobold. Most adventurers are handing such things off with the auctioneer with no regards to the potential discoveries that might be unlocked by true masters of their arts. I will buy the gnoll blood and liver from thee of course, but I know of no recipes that call for components from these laeshhounds. If thou dost wish to again enter into an arrangement, I would be happy to do so with the ganglia, blood, and this wondrous egg.” 
 
    “Of course that would be acceptable. Do you have any recommendations for what I should do with the hides?” I asked. 
 
    She paused for a moment. “Perhaps Galowyn would be interested. He is the local leatherworker whom I contract for bags and other goods. He owns a shop in town, but I will warn thee, he is not the most… friendly of individuals. If he gives thee any problem, please inform him that thou art there at my direction.”  
 
    A new tag appeared on my mini map, showing the location of the leatherworker. 
 
    “Thank you. That is most appreciated,” I said and bid her goodbye after a small bit of shopping, restocking my potions supply in preparation for my trip to the north.  
 
    While I was in the shop interface, I spotted the listing for Queen’s Domain potion and almost choked. The current selling price was ten platinum. Damn. 
 
    I followed my map to the leatherworker and entered the shop, looking around at the different leather armors that were available. Everything was much heavier than I could wear with my current class, and my minions were better off in heavy gear. 
 
    With no interest in the selection, I quit browsing and approached the counter where a moon elf, old enough to have gray in his hair and the beginnings of wrinkles around his eyes was busy punching holes with an awl through a thick piece of leather. 
 
    Without looking up the elf said, “Welcome to the Black Elk leatherworkers, my list of goods is on the counter. Have a nice day.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in buying anything, Master Galowyn,” I began, and the elf looked up at me with a glare. “Mistress Valynwood said that you might be interested in some strange hides that I’ve gathered during my adventures.” 
 
    At the mention of the dryad’s name, the glare faded from Galowyn’s face but he still seemed a bit annoyed. He put down the piece he was working on and tapped the table. “Let’s see what new and unusual things you adventurers seem to think might be useful.” 
 
    I put the laeshhound and gnoll hides on the counter and he sniffed, looking at the gnoll hide with a bored expression, then looking more closely at the laeshhound hide. “The gnoll’s worth about two silver each. Good for making armor, but I’m not familiar with the other skin. I’d need time to examine it and run some tests. Leave me a piece and come back in a day or so and I’ll give ya a deal.” 
 
    I tossed the entire stack on the counter. “I’ll leave it all with you in case you get inspired. If it’s no use to you, then I can always sell it on the auction house later. If it is, then we can discuss the price. The beast it came from was called a laeshhound. It was a blind, subterranean lizard-dog that had some sonic based abilities, if that helps.” 
 
    The elf looked at me closer. “Alright kobold, I’ll do as you say. You’ve certainly got a little steel in your spine, and I am tired of working with the same old same old. Come back tomorrow and we’ll see what we see.” 
 
    From there I headed to the guild house, briefly speaking with the Guildmaster. I collected another new spell, this one called Spectral Field. 
 
    
     You have learned “Spectral Field.”  
 
     Spectral Field  
 
     Range: Long 
 
     Type: Offensive  
 
     Requirements: Somatic, Verbal  
 
     Call upon the spirit world, creating a shifting field of spectral energy that seeks to ensnare enemies who enter its influence.   
 
     Area: 10 foot diameter circle.  
 
   
 
    Keeping those three reserve points had been a wise decision. I added them to the new spell and recharged my staff, filling all of the empty slots with charges of Greater Create Undead.  
 
    My errands were done. It was time to try my luck at the Sunken Forge. 
 
    *** 
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    I stepped out of the Underpassage and into the tunnel leading up to the surface near the entry to the Sunken Forge. Being there again made me a bit anxious, the memory of being one-shotted by the orc scout still fresh in my mind.  
 
    At sixteenth level I should be able to take the mountain orcs if I ran into them, or at least I hoped so. I summoned my combat squad and cast Dark Shield on everyone, Vampiric Link on Chevy’s maul, and Aura of the Grave after my mana had regenerated.  
 
    Then we were off. I had Chevy and Banzai go out first, forming a wall that I hid behind, putting myself and Healz in the center with the other two amigos on either side, doing double duty as body blockers and ranged DPS. 
 
    My eyes scanned the surrounding terrain, looking for any hidden enemies. My bonuses to Perception were amazing, so I was pretty sure I could spot any normally hidden critters. Any specialized stealth mobs would probably be beyond my ability though. 
 
    A glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye was the only warning I received before the arrow struck. My Dark Shield flared and robbed the projectile of most of its force before it struck my side, dropping my health by a quarter and knocking me to the side. 
 
    The form of a Mountain Orc Scout shimmered into being as its stealth faded and I couldn’t help but grin. Vengeance shall be mine! I thought and sent my minions charging its position. 
 
    I almost felt bad for the lone orc as my minions rushed forward and attacked. 
 
    TWANG! Another arrow buried itself in Banzai’s zombified flesh, doing a sliver of damage to the undead gnoll seconds before it and my skeletons reached melee range. 
 
    The orc snarled and tossed his bow to the side, nimbly dodging out of range of the undead and grabbing a pair of hatchets from his belt. 
 
    His focus on my minions played into my hands and I launched a Necromantic Bolt that slammed into the scout’s chest, dropping his health by twenty percent. But more important than the damage, it broke his concentration leaving him vulnerable to the onslaught of the three amigos. 
 
    I’d like to say they didn’t circle beat the orc to death… but they circle beat the orc to death. In the end there wasn’t even enough left to dissect anything from.  
 
    You have killed a Mountain Orc Scout! You have gained 200xp!  
 
    Banzai made good use of the orcish hash, slowly healing his own wounds while Healz removed the chips and dings that the skeletons had sustained in the encounter. 
 
    I knelt down and let my natural regeneration repair my wounds, and when my mana was high enough, I recast Dark Shield.  
 
    It was a relief to know that I had gained enough power to take on mountain orcs, especially after getting one-shotted the first time I’d made the trip. The single orc didn’t have a chance against my small legion. 
 
    We left the ruined scout behind and headed towards the mine. Eventually we reached a small crest in the path and I spotted the entrance to the mine, blissfully clear of any enemies. Banzai and Chevy led the way down the path with the rest of us following in formation, heading directly for the cave mouth. 
 
    I sighed with relief as we passed through the mine entrance, a little of the tension momentarily leaving my shoulders as we stepped out of the sunlight and into the… mountain orc camp. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed, counting the figures sitting around a small campfire just inside the mouth of the cave. Six mountain orcs of various sizes were currently devouring some sort of spitted animal carcass that was roasting over a large fire, their large tusks easily ripping through flesh. 
 
    An orc on the far side of the fire gave a grunt as it spotted us, pointing us out to the rest of its kin.  
 
    My archers opened fire while I quickly stumbled through the casting of my newest spell, centering the effect on the roasting spit. 
 
    The orcs tossed aside their food and grabbed their weapons, bellowing a war cry and surging towards us just as I completed my spell.  
 
    Deep purple tendrils reached up from the floor and lashed out at the gathered orcs, wrapping around their legs and holding them fast. Only three of the orcs made their way through, either dodging the grasping tentacles or ripping their way free. 
 
    Banzai rushed forward and intercepted the orcs as they reached the edge of my spell, knocking the first back into the tendrils while parrying the blow of another with his sword.  
 
    Chevy rushed the remaining orc, his maul whipping around to meet the orc’s center of mass. I could hear the monster’s ribs crack as its health bar dropped by almost half from the single blow. 
 
    I targeted the same orc with a pair of Necromantic Bolts that knocked its hit points to zero. One down, I turned just in time to see another orc break out of my spell and swing its axe at my side.  
 
    I brought my staff around to block the blow, but it blasted through both my weak defense and my Dark Shield to dig into my side. 
 
    I hissed and dashed backwards, triggering my stored Necromantic Bolt from my staff as I ran and called Banzai to intercept the orc before it could do any more damage.  
 
    I sighed as his rotting form jumped between me and the enraged orc and smiled when my Dark Shield was refreshed by an attentive Healz.  
 
    Martin and Steve switched over to their mauls and were in the process of finishing off Banzai’s original target.  
 
    As the zombie squared off with another orc, a cloud of darkness surrounded him and his damaged flesh knit itself back together under the tender ministrations of our Skeletal Magus. 
 
    Two orcs were down with four remaining, and it was time to turn the tables on the foe. 
 
    I pointed my staff at one of the fallen mountain orcs and used a charge of Greater Create Undead to raise it as a ghoul and sick it onto its brethren, its slavering form leaping onto the back of its former ally and biting through its neck to finish it off.  
 
    I almost felt bad for the remaining three orcs as I set their former clanmate on their restrained forms and had my warriors fill them with arrows, ending the small orc party once and for all. 
 
    You have killed 6x Mountain Orc Unblooded! You have gained 900xp!  
 
    Unblooded…. Well, at least they were manageable. I looted the bodies, finding a bunch of relatively useless leather armor bits and crude weapons and some coin.  
 
    I sent the ghoul deeper into the cave to scout a bit, and then started dissecting the bodies, liberating the skeletons from all but one body which I left intact. 
 
    I called Healz over and removed my spells holding her together, severing the animation magic. I gathered the elven bones and then turned to the orc body that I’d saved to become her replacement. 
 
    I set my minions up to defend from both directions and started casting Create Greater Undead, raising the orc as a wight fueled by the soul I’d collected from the gnoll commander.  
 
    A few minutes later, a wight magus arose in its place. The orc’s ruddy skin and muscular form shrank as its flesh lost all color and turned dry and leathery.  
 
    I bound the wight and named it Walker, since the thing now looked like the enemies from a popular TV show when I was young. I cast Dark Blessing and was surprised to see that it already had two spells of its own.  
 
    The first was a short-range channeling spell called Mana Leech which would allow the wight to drain mana from its target. The other was Necromantic Bolt. 
 
    It would be nice having another ranged DPS caster in the party, as well as a healer. I used Dark Blessing to imbue the wight with Mend Flesh and Bone and Dark Shield, giving it a good range of support as well as its innate offense.  
 
    I handed the new wight a pile of my old caster armor and accessories and watched its mana pool grow. 
 
    My party complete once again, I directed the wight to heal the remaining minions and headed deeper into the cave, finding a spot far enough from the surface to minimize the potential for mountain orc interruption. 
 
    The cave went deeper into the earth, spiraling downwards before opening into a small room lined with broken and rotten racks containing the rusting remains of old mining picks and shovels.  
 
    This must be the place, I thought. 
 
    There were only two ways into the room, so I stationed Banzai and Chevy at one path and the other two amigos plus my ghoul at the other. I sat down and pulled out the Queen’s Domain potion and drank it down, letting my senses expand. 
 
    A creeping sensation washed over my skin and my Perception split into a hundred separate views, tiled like I was in a Google hangout or old school Zoom call.  
 
    Each of the viewpoints took off in different directions, following every pathway within the cave complex and filling out my minimap for the area. As the probing went deeper, I saw more and more undead roaming around, guarding a dwarven-looking ruin.  
 
    Further and further they went, mapping out the entire cave system and then snapping back to my sitting body. 
 
    I blinked away the remnants of the strange sensation and looked at my game map interface, seeing that the entire mine and the underlying dungeon were entirely mapped out, complete with notifications of what enemies could be found where. It was definitely worth the price. 
 
    I found a section of the map that seemed promising for my mining operation, but there was a problem. Between my current location and the mine I wanted was another camp of orcs. 
 
    My map showed three creatures, but I had no way of knowing what kind of orcs they were until I got close enough to see them with my own eyes. 
 
    Better safe than sorry, I thought as I replaced the expended Undead Creation charge in my staff with one of Spectral Field. It was much harder for the enemy to murder your face if they were tied up in shadowy tentacles.  
 
    I followed the tunnels deeper into the mine, senses alert for any wandering creatures the potion may have missed. As we neared the orc camp, I ordered my minions to halt and crept forward, making full use of my Stealth skill. 
 
    Flickering torchlight from ahead forced my sight back into the visible light spectrum, and revealed the first of the mountain orcs. 
 
    < Mountain Orc Berserker > 
 
    I grimaced when its name appeared in yellow, but with my legion behind me I should be able to handle it.  
 
    A quick peek revealed another two mountain orcs, both yellow as well but of a different variety. 
 
    < Mountain Orc Warrior > 
 
    The berserker had a pair of axes hanging from its belt while the others each carried wicked looking swords that looked just different enough from the orcish weaponry from the Lord of the Rings movies to avoid a copyright suit. 
 
    I started to back away slowly, focusing on stealth but something must have given me away. The berserker stiffened and raised his porcine nose to sniff the air. 
 
    A low growl emerged from his throat, and he turned in my direction, the other orcs soon joining him. 
 
    I froze, hoping things might settle down. I was fully concealed in the darkness and I wasn’t making any noise. There was no wind to carry my scent to them either, so I hoped that whatever had set them on edge had nothing to do with me. 
 
    After a moment the orcs seemed to calm down and I breathed a sigh of relief. The tunnel was barely wide enough for a Banzai to fit and I didn’t want the amigos to be out of the fight. 
 
    I made my way back to my minions and prepared for the battle to come. I didn’t think we’d have trouble with three orcs. We had the numerical superiority, but any additional advantages would be good. 
 
    Each minion got their own Dark Shield and, after regenerating my mana, I activated Aura of the Grave and moved us towards the orcs as quickly as Banzai’s rotting form could jog 
 
    The orcs must have heard us coming as they met us in the tunnel. The berserker snarled and started to foam at the mouth as he charged, a soft red glow emanating from his muscles as his speed seemed to double. 
 
    My ghoul rushed forward at my command. I hoped the fast moving undead could stall the orcs long enough for the rest of my minions to push into the room, but with a casual flick of its axe, the orc separated the ghoul’s head from its body and continued its charge undeterred. 
 
    I ordered Banzai to drive through the berserker. We needed to get out of the corridor and into the room to give the amigos room to fight. 
 
    Banzai intercepted the berserker’s charge with his shield and pressed the orc backwards. Even the berserker’s enhanced strength was not enough to resist the fully armored gnoll zombie’s momentum. 
 
    We burst into the room, Chevy and Martin taking the flanks while Steve and Walker stayed in the backfield with me. 
 
    I put Walker on healer duty as Steve pulled out his bow and took aim at one of the orcish warriors. 
 
    The berserker’s frenzy had only increased since his encounter with the battering ram that was Banzai, and he seemed to be gaining in power as the fight progressed. 
 
    I hit the glowing orc with Cripple, the cracking of the spell’s leg bone component accompanied by a pulse of magic that slowed the rabid creature and lowered its resistance to necromantic damage. 
 
    Martin and Chevy each engaged a warrior, barely surviving the blows of the orc’s massive swords due to Walker’s healing. 
 
    A glance at the wight’s mana bar showed he couldn’t keep it up much longer, so I ordered Steve to switch to melee and help out his brothers. 
 
    I cast Rot on the berserker and then Miasma, spreading the afflictions to the rest of the orcs and then switched to Necromantic Bolts. 
 
    With this many minions up my mana pool was already hurting, and the rapid fire debuffs really did a number on the rest.  
 
    The berserker, even slowed and rotting, was like an avatar of destruction. Banzai’s shield had been reduced to a wooden ruin and the zombie wasn’t much better. The massive zombie’s health was below half, but at least the berserker wasn’t in any better condition. 
 
    A crack to my left drew my attention as Martin scored a massive blow to his opponent’s face, knocking him stunned to the floor. 
 
    I ordered him to finish the creature off, but as his maul smashed down a glowing red shield appeared, intercepting the blow. 
 
    Instead of caving in the orc’s chest, the skeleton’s own chest glowed to match the shield and caved in. Martin’s health bar dropped to zero and he collapsed into a pile of ruined bones and armor. 
 
    Orc Skeleton (Martin) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    “What the hell!” I yelled as my mana pool jumped. 
 
    A fourth orc shimmered into existence near the back of the room, this one clad in furs bedecked with gruesome of bone talismans. Its name came up white. 
 
    < Mountain Orc Bonecaller > 
 
    I cursed and sent a bolt in the newcomer’s direction and scoring a hit that dropped its health by a decent chunk. 
 
    Chevy and Steve finished off their opponent and turned on the berserker who’d managed to reduce Banzai to ruin.  
 
    I cursed and cast my repair spell on the zombie, instructing the wight to switch targets, draining the orcish caster instead. 
 
    The downed warrior regained its feet and moved to help its raging companion, chopping into Steve’s back with a mighty blow of its blade, dropping the skeletal warrior to a sliver of health.  
 
    I started to dismiss him back to dormancy but a savage backhand from the berserker ended him before I had the chance. 
 
    Orc Skeleton (Steve) has been destroyed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    Banzai lashed out to take advantage of the berserker’s distraction and cut deeply into the orc’s forearm, nearly severing its hand. 
 
    Cursing I blasted the injured warrior with another Necromantic Bolt, scoring a critical hit that sent it scrambling to be met by an avenging blow from Chevy’s maul. 
 
    Two down, two to go. 
 
    The wight closed on the bonecaller and raised his hands. Tentacles of blackness shot out of his fingertips and collided with a glowing barrier around the orcish caster, scrambling over the transparent dome and attempting to find purchase. 
 
    The bonecaller flashed a chilling smile, pulled a fetish from his furs, and tossed it onto the ground at the wight’s feet.  
 
    The small object skidded across the stone and then burst into a cloud of purple energy that engulfed the wight. 
 
    When the cloud disappeared, all that was left was an unanimated corpse that toppled to the ground. 
 
    Orc Wight (Walker) has been dispelled! Your bound mana has been returned! 
 
    A flash of red in my periphery drew my attention back to Banzai’s health bar as it dipped below ten percent. The berserker koala hugging my tank, the jagged bone of its mangled wrist embedded in the zombie’s chest and its teeth sunk into his rotting shoulder. 
 
    I didn’t have time to cast healing and didn’t want to lose my main meat shield so I dismissed the minion, sighing as he disappeared and dropped the berserker to the ground. Chevy was quick to take advantage of the opening and caved in the orc’s chest with a meaty crunch. 
 
    Gnoll Zombie (Banzai) has been dismissed! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    I looked back towards the orc just in time to catch a spear of bone to the stomach, losing a third of my health bar as the magical projectile blasted through my Dark Shield and pierced my flesh. 
 
    Clenching my jaw against the pain, I directed Chevy to attack the caster and quaffed a healing potion. 
 
    The skeleton smashed his maul into the bonecaller’s shield, crashing through the barrier and knocking the orc backwards, but before he could follow up on the attack, the caster tore another talisman from its furs and tossed it at the skeleton’s feet. 
 
    Orc Skeleton (Chevy) has been dispelled! Your bound mana has been returned!  
 
    I snarled and smashed the bonecaller with another Necromantic Bolt, dropping it down to twenty percent as I dodged its answering Bone Spear, barely avoiding being skewered. 
 
    Mid-leap I blindly shot the Spectral Field from my staff in the orc’s direction, barely catching it within the spell’s area to minimal effect. 
 
    The purple tendrils wrapped around the caster but couldn’t seem to find purchase, leaving the enemy free to move unhindered. 
 
    I growled and regained my feet, glaring at the grinning bonecaller. 
 
    I started casting another Necromantic Bolt to wipe that smug look off of the bastard’s face but he finished his spell first. 
 
    A rush of force washed across the room and swept up the fallen bones of my minions, transforming them into a solid mass that wrapped itself around my body, trapping me up in a cocoon that left only my head free. 
 
    You have been affected by Bone Prison! You are imprisoned! 
 
    Well, shit, I thought, unable to move my arms, legs, or tail.  
 
    I triggered my cloak, but instead of teleporting free I was met with a very unwelcome message. 
 
    Mistwalk failed! Bone Prison prevents all type of movement. 
 
    The orc chuckled again and limped in my direction, saying something distinctly unpleasant sounding in some language I didn’t understand. 
 
    I struggled against the prison, trying unsuccessfully to break free of the bones of my former minions. 
 
    The orc pulled an ornately carved bone knife from within his furs and started chanting, the runes on the blade glowing more brightly by the second. 
 
    The shaman only had about twenty percent health left. I’d almost had him. Another bolt probably would have done it too. 
 
    I snarled and bared my teeth. Screw this guy. I thought. I’m not going out like this. No stupid orc is going to gut me like a pig. I’ll bite his face off before I let him ruin this for my family. 
 
    The orc shuffled closer, almost within range of my teeth. The glow of the dagger was bright enough to rival the light of the torches in the room, brighter than the light of the fire. 
 
    FIRE! I thought, baring my teeth in a wide smile that caused the orc to pause for a second in confusion before raising the knife to strike. 
 
    I’m a motherfucking dragon, bitches! I thought and triggered my racial ability, breathing a cone of dragonfire right into the bonecaller’s face. 
 
    It screamed as its flesh began to melt, stumbling away from my fiery onslaught. I kept my breath weapon trained on it and watched as its health bar drained down to nothing. 
 
    
     You have killed a Mountain Orc Berserker! You have gained 250xp! 
 
     You have killed 2x Mountain Orc Warriors! You have gained 300xp! 
 
     You have killed a Mountain Orc Bonecaller! You have gained 200xp! 
 
   
 
    I sighed as my breath ran out, leaving me exhausted… and still imprisoned. 
 
    It took another four minutes for the spell to wear off, the force holding the bones in place disappearing suddenly. 
 
    I pulled myself out of the pile, kicking the traitorous skulls of the amigo’s out of the way before rushing over to the caster’s corpse and trapping his soul in one of my better gems. 
 
    Looting the bodies yielded a few coins and some shoddy weaponry which I tossed to the side. It wasn’t even worth lugging around in hopes of selling. The bones of the warriors and berserker though, those were welcome additions to my collection. 
 
    I had to repair the berserker’s wrist, but once that was done it was primed and ready to replace an amigo. I tucked the rest of the components I’d harvested from the berserker and warriors in with the rest of my loot and handed the meat to Banzai to devour once he’d reformed. 
 
    The corpse that had been my wight was no longer fit for any type of service, so I stripped him of my caster gear and left him to rot. 
 
    Once my mana recovered, I used the bonecaller’s body to replace the wight it had poofed, keeping the name Walker, assigning him the same skills with Dark Blessing, and equipping him with my old caster gear.  
 
    None of the trinkets on the orc’s furs had been magical, so I tossed them and the rest of the trinkets into the corner with the rest of the refuse. 
 
    I raised the three melee skeletons to replace the amigos, keeping the names and skill loadouts. It took a little time to rebuild and reequip my legion, but I didn’t want to go further into the mine without them at full strength. 
 
    With the final (I hoped) obstacle between me and my goals eliminated, I headed out. 
 
    Luck was with me and I reached my intended dig site with no further issues, pulled out my journeyman’s pan, and got to work. 
 
    
     Mining Skill Check (Mineralogy) Success! Iron Identified!  
 
     Mining Skill Check (Prospecting) Success! You have gained 25 Mining XP!  
 
   
 
    My minimap had quite a number of Iron Ore veins marked out, so without any time to waste, I summoned Gimli and got to work. The sound of picks hitting stone ringing throughout the cave system attracted some attention from the enemies below.  
 
    Occasionally, a wandering zombie from the dungeon below would be drawn towards the sounds of mining, or maybe it was the life-force that still beat in my living chest that called to them. Either way, the one or two that did make it all the way to our current work site were easily dispatched.  
 
    First, I’d attempt to control them, and if successful would have them attack their allies, or stand perfectly still while the other minions put it out of its misery. 
 
    Even with the interruptions, I made good progress, and at the end of the eight-hour test run, I had gathered over thirty-two hundred iron ore and forty-nine uncut sapphires. 
 
    Each iron bar was currently priced around three gold, so with smelting times, the auction house’s cut, and the willingness of the playerbase to purchase, I’d brought in just under two hundred and fifty dollars’ worth of iron during the current session.  
 
    If I could duplicate that hourly rate on a consistent basis, it would more than make up the money lost from the termination of my coaching contract. I’d have more time for my family as well. A definite win-win situation. 
 
    Mission accomplished. 
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    I looked up from my computer as the bell rang and the students began filing into the room, bantering back and forth about their adventures over spring break. Beach trips, vacations to far off destinations, and even a few whispers of young love flitting throughout the air. 
 
    I heard a couple groans as they logged into their workstations and looked up their grades from their midterms, but those were few and far between. Over the weekend I’d taken the time to go through their exams and take note of the areas that needed a bit of a refresher. 
 
    As things began to settle, I looked again at the past due mortgage payment notice sitting on my desk. Three words stood out on the page: “Paid in Full.” 
 
    Reading those three little words was like lifting a freight train from my shoulders.  
 
    I’d set myself a modest schedule over the weekend, logging into the game after my wife and son were asleep and getting in around six hours of work a night. The gold from the gathered iron and a onetime dump of most of my gathered gems at less than half of the going value, when added to the gold I’d gathered during the week was just enough when transferred into real money to pay off what I owed in back payments on my mortgage.  
 
    And the future was looking promising as well. When I’d logged in and stopped by the auction house before work this morning to pick up the last of the gold, I had a couple of messages waiting in my queue.  
 
    Mistress Valynwood had something to show me, as did the leatherworker. Plus, an invitation had arrived from Lord Bellwether asking to meet.  
 
    When it rains, it pours… or in my case, monsoons. I’d also received a message from Kelikk and Leilani to discuss hiring me as a tutor for Cedric to help him get through his senior year. 
 
    Things were looking pretty good. 
 
    The second bell rang, signaling the start of the class so I stood up, tucked away my papers, and faced my students. 
 
    “Welcome back everyone!” I said with a smile. “I hope you all had a great spring break, because now it’s time to get back to work. Open up your exam results and let’s get started!” 
 
      
 
    *** The End *** 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ending Character Sheet – Kababala 
 
    
     <><><> General Info <><><> 
 
     Name: Kababala 
 
     Race: Kobold 
 
     Subrace: Drahkling 
 
     Class: Necromancer 
 
     Level: 16 
 
     Experience: 26407/28900 
 
       
 
     <><><> Pools <><><> 
 
     Hit Points:115/115[100%] 
 
     Mana:2607/2607 (3725) [100%]  
 
     Endurance:1058/1058 [100%] 
 
       
 
     <><><> Attributes <><><> 
 
     Strength:12 
 
     Agility:12(13) 
 
     Constitution:12 
 
     Intelligence:67(97) 
 
     Wisdom:32(49) 
 
     Charisma:12 
 
     Fortune:32 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Attribute Points:0 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
       
 
     <><><> Racial Skills <><><> 
 
     Darkvision: N/A 
 
     Lesser Breath Weapon:1 
 
     Scavenger:16(18) 
 
     Stealth:1 
 
     Superior Natural Weapons:1 
 
     Tough Hide:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> Class Skills <><><> 
 
     Cloth Armor:1 
 
     Dissection:16(18) 
 
     Necromancy:16 
 
     Simple Weapons:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> General Skills <><><> 
 
     Perception:3(21) 
 
     Survival:1 
 
       
 
     <><><> Spells <><><> 
 
     Aura of the Grave:1 
 
     Bind Minion:12 
 
     Control Undead:12 
 
     Cripple:10 
 
     Dark Blessing:16 
 
     Dark Shield:16 
 
     Drain:5 
 
     Mend Bone:10 
 
     Miasma:4 
 
     Necromantic Bolt:16 
 
     Psychometry:1 
 
     Rot:16 
 
     Spectral Field:4 
 
     Create Undead:16 
 
     Vampiric Link:4 
 
       
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
     Unused Skill Points:0 
 
     <><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
 
       
 
     <><><> Crafting Skills <><><> 
 
     Alchemy:1   [0/500xp] 
 
     Cooking:1   [0/500xp] 
 
     Herbalism:1   [0/200xp] 
 
     Jewelcrafting:5   [2346/2500xp] 
 
     Mining:16(18) [3199/3200xp] 
 
     Runecraft:1   [0/500xp] 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Notes 
 
    Hey there everyone! Thank you for reading Extra Credit! I wrote this book almost immediately after my first draft of Crimson Sands, which feels like an eternity ago and it has gone through many, many revisions in that time as I gained more experience and found my style. 
 
    I've always had a fondness for kobolds, and necromancers, and well, if you've read my Sosaku Online series you're well aware of why that sort of character wouldn’t work in that game world. So… I created another! I hope you enjoy this game world as much as I enjoyed creating it. 
 
    Please take the time to leave a review. Reviews are very important to the success of us independent authors as it helps us reach more people. I want to say a massive thank you to everyone who’s given me the gift of their time and patience, on my incessant revising of this one. 
 
    Thanks to my wife, Mindy for editing along the way, and my best friend Adam Guenther for giving it another round of editing and feedback. Thank you to my beta readers: A. Guenther, M. Klein, D. Monath, and M. E. Robinson who took the time to provide me with their insights and feedback. And thank you once again to the community of writers and fans at the LitRPG Forum Discord, LitRPG Legends Discord, and LitRPG Authors Guild Facebook group who shared their insights with me. 
 
    Extra Credit was always intended to be a standalone book, but I might revisit it at some time in the future if the inspiration hits me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    About the Author 
 
    J. Arthur Klein A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away... well, not really that long ago... or far even, but for the purpose of this description we will pretend... A boy-child was born to a pair of loving parents, and this boy-child would grow, nurtured and loved... but also steeped in the culture of the 80s and 90s, so you can probably guess how he turned out... As a gamer! A lover of Sci-fi and Fantasy books, and a student of Computer Science.  
 
    All of these things have merged together, like Captain Planet and the Elements... nah, Voltron (The lions, not the wierdo cars). Much cooler, to form the man, the myth, the author: J. Arthur Klein. 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/JAKFiction 
 
    Discord: https://discord.gg/Anzm9TGePB 
 
    

  

 
   
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup 
 
    

  

 
   
    More LitRPG Groups 
 
    
LitRPG Forum: https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 
LitRPG Rebels: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGRebels 
LitRPG Books: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books 
 
    LitRPG Legends: https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpglegends/ 
GameLit Society: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
 
    LitRPG Adventures: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures 
 
    The Fantasy Nation: https://www.facebook.com/groups/TheFantasyNation
LitRPG Releases: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 
LitRPG Portal: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal 
Fantasy, Fiction & LitRPG Books and Audible: https://www.facebook.com/groups/618412771839288 
READ: LitRPG. Fantasy. Sci-fi: https://www.facebook.com/groups/181286032649395 
 
    Fantasy Unlimited: https://www.facebook.com/fantasyunlimited.org 
 
    Royal Guard Publishing: https://www.facebook.com/Royal-Guard-Publishing-108332411477396 
 
    Aethon: https://www.facebook.com/AethonBooks 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    LitRPG Marketplace
 For more books of this type organized by subgenre, check out the LitRPG Marketplace on Amazon! 
 https://www.amazon.com/litrpg 
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