Toad Town?

1 — Reborn?

The last thing | felt was being ripped and torn, squeezed between massive fangs, wriggled around,
and, finally, hitting the soft understory of the forest.

Then?

Darkness, but only for about five minutes.

After that?

Light, but only a little bit. I was in a massive cave, with dim light falling in from a great maw at
its end. I would’ve blinked, but for some reason I felt I couldn’t. It was a shame too, because I had
been really good at blinking. The best in the forest even. The ladies loved me.

“Auch!” something suddenly yelled from outside the cave.

A honking roar followed.

“Unhand me, cretin!” the first voice responded to the roar, and then quickly after that another
“Ouch!”

The honking roars came in rapid succession, but it seemed the source of the first voice had
managed to get away. Then my whole cave shook and | heard the sounds of someone straining
themselves.

“Heyoop!” came the first voice again, to my surprise, and another tremor rolled through the cave.

A grunt followed not long after, and then, from one moment to the next, a giant’s head appeared
in the portal of my cave. Its tan face was childish: massive eyes like black ponds; a relatively-tiny
nose above a thin-lipped slit that was probably its mouth; large bulbous growths below its eyes, which
had reddish blush on them; a sporadic growth of black hair on the very apex of its cranium, like a
resilient bush in a barren desert; and, lastly, a weird hole on either side of its head, which the tan skin
on its head seemed to be sucked into.

Its eyes narrowed as it stared into my cave and | felt myself shiver in fear, but, in that moment, |

realised that not only could I not blink, I also couldn’t move!



Those black ponds settled on me, and the thin-lipped slit moved slightly.

“What the Hell?” it said.

Another quake rolled over me as the giant crawled into the cave, stooping its head low and curling
up its body inside; that’s how large it was. Crawling on its hands and knees, the giant came closer,
each movement sending tremors over me, and yet I still didn’t move. Couldn’t move.

“Why are you S0 small?”

Is this giant speaking to me?

“Yes, I’'m speaking to you.”

It can read minds??

The giant sighed. “This is all wrong... a core is not supposed to be this small... nor in a tree for
that matter...”

“Are... are we in a tree?” my voice sounded weird and hollow; echoey even.

“Can’t you see that?” the giant asked.

“How? I can’t move. | cannot even blink!”

The giant ran a sausage-fingered hand down its face. | only now took in its full appearance. It was
wearing a brown pair of cropped trousers that stopped above its knees. Its feet were bare and covered
in dirt and leaves. Rolls of fat drooped over the waist of its cropped trousers, and, just like its strange
head-holes, another such hole sat above the top-most fat-roll. For some reason, the sight of him made
me very uncomfortable, as though | was fearing for my life.

“Of course you can’t move or blink...” it replied as though that much was obvious.

Before I had the chance to protest again, it pre-empted me and said, “Just force your essence into
my eyes and see what I see. I’ll teach you the rest after we get this sorted.”

Now it really wasn’t making any sense, this giant in my cave. Nonetheless, I imagined that I could
see what it saw and then there was a sort of wet pop and | was staring into the darkness, at a small
stone or pebble that seemed to catch the dim light from outside and sparkle slightly.

“Is that me!?” I exclaimed, my voice coming out of the giant’s mouth.

“Wow... that’s uncomfortable,” it said, rubbing its lips. “But yes, that’s you.”

“I’m a stone!” I yelled, somewhere between distraught and confused: Disfused? Contraught?

“It’s not a stone, it’s a core. Or well, I think so. But I’ve never seen one so small before.”

Suddenly, my view was spinning as the cumbersome giant turned around on the spot and leaned
slightly out through the cave opening.

“Anyway, have a look at your kingdom.” Sarcasm was thick in its voice.



Light blinded me for a moment, but then | saw what lay beyond the cave: a forest. And just below
the cave, which was not a cave at all, was the trunk of a tree expanding downwards towards the
ground, with thick fingerless limbs stretching every-which-way and sparse leaves growing along them.

At the foot of the tree that we were in, a honking monstrosity stood, wings spread wide in a
threatening posture.

If I'd had any control over the giant’s eyes, they would’ve widened at the sight. “That’s—!”

“A pissed-off goose,” the giant replied.

“THE pissed-off goose that killed me!” I said, finishing my revelation.

“...What?”

“It killed me! Chewed on me! Slapped me with its wings! The whole lot! It was very traumatic...”

“What kind of pathetic human were you?”

“Whomen?” I returned, through the giant’s mouth. “I was a toad, not a whomen!”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” it scolded me, keeping its stare fixed on the goose as it marched around
the foot of the tree, its wings spread wide while it honked furiously. Show-off!

“I am serious!”

“How would a toad’s soul get turned into a core?? That makes no sense.”

“You tell me. You seem to know a lot more about this than I do. I just woke up here!”

The giant snapped its fingers and | shot out of its body at once, returning to the immobile little
shiny pebble that was now my body. Or rather, my core... whatever that entailed.

| watched as it turned and used the aperture of the ‘cave’ to get comfortable, then it clapped its
hands together and pinched the air as it drew them apart. In the space between its lumpy hands, a
book covered in beige leather, spotted with purple, blue, and red, materialised itself. The giant caught
it before it had a chance to fall, then immediately leafed through its many dogeared-and-worn pages
with surprisingly-deft fingers.

Hmm, huh, hum, and other such sounds emanated from the giant for the next few minutes, then
with a bang it snapped the book shut and looked towards me with the black, bottomless pits in its
face. “It seems you’re not a Dungeon Core as was expected, but rather something called a Settlement
Core...”

“I'm still pretty lost.”

“Me too,” it replied. “Good thing Lord Deathheim deigned to give me this Encyclopaedia of
Infinite Answers.”

“Deathheim?”



“The Lord of the Unliving, The Master of Undeath, The King Who Shall Never Die, etcetera. You
would’ve been serving him, if not for this nonsense.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” the giant responded. “Wasn’t your fault you were sucked into this
pathetic little pebble some idiot bird stowed away in here. That said, we do have a job to do. [ won’t
be getting any bonuses if you don’t grow stronger, SO your success is my success.”

“I am still very lost and confused.”

The giant turned around and looked straight at me, or my shiny core... pebble... thing... and said,
“That’s why I’'m here. I’ve usually only worked on cores affiliated with human souls, but a toad’s
soul might be amusing, or at the least peculiar enough to tell to my co-workers later.”

“What exactly are you?”

“Me?” it replied, putting a sausage-fingered hand on its exposed breast, squishing some of the fat
and skin as the fingers pressed themselves white. “I am your new fairy, and—"

“You’re not a fairy,” I immediately said. “I’ve seen them. They’re about as big as a puffed-up
dandelion and they look prettier.”

A wounded expression flashed across the giant’s face, but before I could feel bad, it morphed into
a scow! with a pointed forked tongue and a fat finger pulling down the skin below one of its massive
eyeholes. “You hurt me with your words, little toad,” it said. “But you’re right. To call me a fairy is
nothing short of lying, but, alas, that is the term by which we have become know, whether we are
associated with Lord Deathheim or Lady Light.

“The true name for my kin is Sluagh, and, based on which Deity we offer fealty to, we can become
a Will-o-Wisp, Myling, Deogen, etcetera. To answer your next question: I’'m a Myling due to my
association with Lord Deathheim. And to answer your question after that: I’'m here to guide you into
becoming stronger.”

The giant was surprisingly good at predicting my questions.

“I’m supposed to grow stronger?”

“Preferably.”

“How?”

The Myling lifted a finger as though it was about tell me, but then frowned and started leafing
through its book again.

After a few minutes, it regarded me with its enormous eyes. “It seems it is not as simple a matter

as for a Dungeon Core, since you have to construct certain things and reach rather peculiar milestones



in order to grow. Normally, you would just have to kill adventurers to grow stronger, but it seems a
Settlement Core is not as straight-forward.

“Anyway, I believe an introduction is in order. | have taken on the appearance of a human boy as
is my wont, but my name is—"

“Boi!” I shouted, remembering where I’d seen one of those whomen tadpoles before. Granted,
this Myling looked very far from that, what with its holes in the side of its head and enormous eyes
and slit mouth.

“...Look what you did...”

“What?”

“My name is now officially ‘Boi’...”

“Why?”

“Because you interrupted me... The introduction is a very formal process and interrupting it can
make everything go all wonky, and thanks to your timely interjection, my name has now been set as
‘Boi’... I won’t be able to change this until I leave your side, and who knows when that’1l be...”

The Myling now named ‘Boi’ sighed heavily, rubbing the skin below his cavernous eyeholes,
before addressing me in a measured voice again, “Now, what is your name? And remember, this part
IS important, because it cannot be changed ever aga—"

“I am Toad!”

“Oh, for Hell’s sake...”



2 — Getting Started?

“What do I do now, Boi?”
“...” he sighed, rubbing his face for the twentieth time in the last couple of minutes. “Imagine
pushing yourself outwards, as though you are a toad rapidly filling with gas.”

“How dare you! That’s how my cousin died!”

“...Just do it. Before the sun sets, preferably...”

Though it was a bit hard to get started, | eventually managed to concentrate on the task and
imagined my form pushing as far outwards as it could. Physically nothing happened to my core, but
meta-physically, a sphere began forming around my little shiny pebble body and pushed outwards,
past the ‘cave’ in the tree, down the trunk and along its branches and leaves, past the foot of the tall
tree and over the grass, continuing through the forest for at least several metres on either side of the
trunk. In terms of size that | was now spread across, it was something akin to my childhood pond
where I’d been spawned.

“Good,” Boi encouraged me. “Is that as far as you can go?”

I sucked my spirit into the core again, and beheld the dimly-lit, and getting dimmer by the minute,
cave, where Boi sat in the opening, dangling his chubby legs out over the edge as the setting sun
slowly withdrew its light from the forest. His right hand was held in front of his eye, with his fingers
forming a circle and around which a bubble seemed to have formed. He moved his head ever so
slightly around as he scanned the surroundings with the weird bubble in front of his eyes.

“Seems so,” I replied. “I feel very sleepy.”

“That’s normal. It appears that this is all we have to work with for now. According to the
Encyclopaedia, you have to start off with a single farm, but even then, this seems rather small an area
to build a farm, let alone grow anything.”

“I still don’t really follow all of that,” I replied. “What is it 'm meant to do.”

“Normally, you would spread your influence through a cave and inhabit it with creatures, monsters,
and so on, but, seeing as this is anything but normal, you’re supposed to make a settlement and house
it with... humans.”

“I’ll be able to create whomens!?”

“That appears to be the case, yes. But before we get anywhere close to making a settlement, we

have to start small, with a farm. When you get stronger, you’ll be able to create a hamlet and such.”



“So how does it work, this process?”

“According to the Encyclopaedia, the progression ladder for a Settlement Core goes like this: You
start off as a single farm > that becomes a hamlet, i.e., a collection of farmhouses > from there you
grow into a village > then a town > then a castle town > then a settlement, and after that, it all gets
rather complicated.”

“That sounds complicated enough already.”

“Get some rest for now. When the sun rises, we’ll begin constructing the farmhouse.”

The following dawn, as sunlight started sneaking into the tree-cave, | seemed to have recovered all
the energy | expended the previous day.

Sensing this, somehow, Boi opened his eyes and looked at me.

“Let’s get to work.” He crawled forward, towards my core, the cave trembling as he moved,
making my vision vibrate uncomfortably.

“I want to set one thing straight. My name is not ‘Boi’.”

“It isn’t?”

“Of course it isn’t,” he replied with a frustrated sigh. “I am officially known as Imuxikwiht, the
Squire-Lord of Guilty Pleasures and Minor Vices, but | will allow you to address me as Imu.”

“Emu?”

“I-M-U!”

“Imu.”

“Yes!”

“Emo Boi?”

“Boimu??”

“No... that’s not—"

“Emu the Boi!”

“Oh for Hell’s sake...”

“What is a Squire-Lord?”

“Listen, [ want to settle this so you don’t get stuck on the wrong name. We’ll be working together,
and this sort of thing makes me want to lead you off a cliff, rather than down a gentle slope.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Pray you don’t find out.”



“Imu..?”

“Yes...” Boi replied.

“What’s a Squire-Lord?”

“We Sluagh of Lord Deathheim are arranged into a hierarchy that the mortal kings decided to
adopt for some reason: fashion is my guess, but you never know with humans. Anyway, at the top
you have the Lords, who may speak directly with Deathheim. Below them are the Aristocracy, who
are spread across many titles, these are, in order of power: Archduke, Duke, Marquees, Count,
Viscount, and Baron. After the Aristocracy comes Knight-Lords; Knights; Squire-Lords; Squires;
Men-at-Arms; Footmen; Lowborn; and the Unmentionables at the bottom.”

“I’m confused.”

“Of course you are. You’re a toad, after all.”

“I’m Toad!”

“...Yep.” Boi replied, pinching the bridge of his tiny nose. “Alright, enough chatter, it’s time for
you to get to work. Every day wasted before you’ve secured yourself is a day spent courting Fate.
And Fate is an asshole, | seriously hate that guy.”

“What do I do?”

“Like any Core,” Boi flicked through his Encyclopaedia, even though he didn’t look at the pages,
“You have the ability to Spirit-Roam your demesne.”

If I had the ability to tilt my bulbous eyes and narrow my glistening rubbery eyelids in confusion,
I would have, but alas, | was an inanimate pebble.

With his preternatural instincts, Boi picked up on my unspoken question. “You can basically fly
and move through objects, like a Landveettir.”

“I have wings?”

“If that helps you imagine it, sure...”

I imagined that | had wings and could soar, and then it was as if | grew stalks below my eyes,
like a snail, and my vision moved up through the ceiling of the cave, and into the mushy bug-infested
wood of the tree. My vision kept moving straight through, and, more than once, | wished I still had
my amazing tongue, so that I could sample the delectable treats that hid within. I was once the fastest
tongue-shooter in my childhood pond and the bane of all mosquitoes of the forest, but, alas, | was

now a tongueless misbegotten pebble.



When | grew bored of seeing the inside of the tree, I moved through the bark and found myself
suspended in the air, far above the tiny cave within which my Core resided. | saw Boi start to climb
out of the opening, one hand cupped and covered in a bubble that he looked through to see me.

“Hey Boi!”

“You’re doing great! Have a look at how far you can extend yourself, but be careful not to
overexert your limited essence.”

| rotated my vision, so that I could look out over the nearby trees and the forest beyond. Wanting
to see what the birds saw, | went even higher, until I suddenly could go no further. Far below stood
my tree, and a strange smoke-like trail tethered me to it like the string of a spider’s web.

As | looked around some more, | suddenly exclaimed,“I can see my childhood pond from here!”

Then a loud snap brought me back into the cave.

“Alright, enough playing around.”

“Aww.”

“Creatures and humans are naturally drawn to Cores, S0 the longer we take to get situated here
and mount some sort of defence, the worse off we’ll be.”

“Are we going to be under attack!?”

Boi flicked through the Encyclopaedia quickly, then, upon not finding what he was searching for,
said, in a defeated voice, “I... have no idea... But! It never hurt to be prepared!”

“How do we prepare?” I asked, eagerly. Lack of a proper defence had after all seen me brutally
murdered by the Honking Menace, whose ululating voice could still be heard nearby at times.

“You have to be the one to prepare, I'm merely the Advisor. But it’s simple. We follow the rough

guidelines marked out in my tome and improvise the rest.”



3 — Blueprint?

After following Imu with my floating essence as he scaled the branches down to the forest-floor,
muttering long strings of expletives the entire way, we stopped near the border where my essence
could go no further.

“Im not quite sure how exactly you’re meant to build stuff,” the Myling said. “The
Encyclopaedia is way too vague to be of any use.”

“What does it say?”

“Something about you being able to place a blueprint of buildings within your demesne.”

I concentrated really hard to make something appear, until | realised | had no idea what exactly
what | was trying to actually create. What was a building? Was it like the burrow in the dead tree near
the pond where I’d lived? If so, I needed to make a big hole.

An implosion of earth made the Boi jump nearly a metre into the air in surprise.

“What the...! Toad... why is there a hole in the grass??”

“Is that a building?” It looked pretty comfortable, albeit large, for a toad.

“No...” He held up his book and flipped it to a page with a drawing on it of what appeared to be
a bunch of trees chopped down and cut in half, before being assembled onto a loose foundation of
large stones into a strange shape. | suddenly remembered that | had once seen men with large oddly-
shaped sticks felling trees and talking about building stuff with the wood. The squirrels who had
previously lived in those trees were pretty pissed though.

| tried to concentrate on this image, and then, with a strangely-wet pop, a blurry see-through
outline of my mental image now stood next to the hole I’d made.

“Idid it!”

Imu looked around in confusion, then lifted his hand and formed that weird bubble thing. As he
looked through it, he sighed in annoyance.

“Curse it!”

“What? Is it wrong?”

“No... you did well. The System is what is wrong.”

“Why?”
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“Because we’re working with a Blueprint Construction System, meaning, you need to make your
creatures build your structures, which is not only a logistical nightmare, but also highly ineffective.
Normally, you would be able to just wish things into being and poof there they are, but no...”

“So I should make a whomen now?”

“Yeah.”

“How?”

“Same way as the building, although imagine that you are pushing part of yourself into it, like
breaking a biscuit in half and keeping only one part, while giving the other to your creation.”

“What’s a biscuit?”

“...” Imu seemed to contemplate how to word his advice, before settling on something: “Imagine
splitting a... mosquito... with a neighbouring frog.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing!”

“What!? Why is that such a bad thing?”

“A toad sharing a meal with a frog, with a frog!? If my friends heard you even say something like
this, they would croak! Croak I say!”

“Frogs and toads don’t get along?”

“Let’s just say, when my third twice-removed cousin married a frog, she was ousted from our
pond forever. Banished! Exiled! My great toadcestors didn’t fight seventeen wars for that pond
against the cunning frogs, just so we toads could live side-by-side with them!”

Imu started massaging his large forehead. “You’re giving me an ulcer. Just create the damned
human, okay?”

Though I was still incensed, | followed his guidance, channelling my indignation into the task at
hand.

Like a vicious mole, a mound of earth grew out of the grass, before exploding in a shower of tufts
and dirt, a single naked weird-looking frog standing on all fours before us.

“What the Hell is that?”

“A whomen?”

“Why is his face so...?”

“Handsome?”

“Revolting, more like. Have you never seen a human before?”

“That’s really mean,” I complained. “And I have seen them before, but their eyes are so small

and their lips so thin, so | just imagined them looking more normal.”
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“We have very conflicting ideas of what normal is supposed to look like. Change it.”

“No.”

Imu sighed. “Fine, leave it then. This thing will get killed and burnt at the stake, and | will laugh
when it happens.”

The Whomen remained on all fours, alternating between staring at Imu and me, even though |
should be invisible. It blinked its beautiful moist eyelids and then ran its long tongue over its cornea
to give it moisture.

“...I think I’m gonna be sick. Make it stop doing that.”

“The tongue thing?”

“Yes. Please. Also, humans don’t crawl like that. They stand on two legs. Like me.”

“Hmm. Isn’t it better this way?”

“Absolutely not.”

Whomen, stand, | demanded with my thoughts.

“...Why is it doing a handstand?”

Whomen, stand on your back legs, not your front legs.

“That’s better. Now make another one.”

I concentrated really hard, but nothing happened. | was also starting to feel very fatigued again.

When another whomen didn’t burst from the ground mole-style, the boy pulled up his bubble and
stared at my floating essence.

“Hm, you’re all spent, just making that one creature.”

“How can you tell?”

“Your essence is like a glass of water, and currently yours is less than half-full.”

“Why can’t I see my own essence?”

“You should be able to. Just imagine that you have the ability to see it and the System should
accommodate you accordingly.”

I imagined that I could see my essence and suddenly a tiny pond appeared in my vision, its water
at about two-fifths.

“I can see it now.”

“Good. You know, for being a toad, you’ve got a pretty decent grasp on this.”

“For being a toad?”

“Sorry, that came out wrong. What I meant to say was, ‘Good Job!””

“Thank you.”
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“...Anyway, tell your new minion to complete the blueprint of the house you made.”

With a thought, the Whomen got into action, bending down on all fours and hopping towards the
ghostly outline of the construction.

“Stop!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Why the Hell is it hopping?? Humans walk! They walk!”

“Hopping is superior.”

“Listen here... your job is to make a human settlement, not a freakshow! The weird face is one
thing, but if real humans see your minions moving around like this, they’ll either avoid them or attack
crucify them!”

If I could twist my lips into a grimace, | would’ve, but alas. “Fine.”

Walking, on two legs, the last few metres, the whomen got to the translucent building and then
scratched his bald dome and looked back at us.

“I don’t think he knows what to do.”

“Hell damn it.”

“What?”

“You also have to collect the resources to make your structures...”

“So I have to chop down trees?”

“And find large stones and dry grass. Basically, we’re screwed. This went from logistical
nightmare to plain torture.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, for starters, you’ll need way more minions than normal, because you have to harvest
everything you need, such as wood, stone, ore, and so on. This also means that you’ll have to
specialise your workers, so they become proficient with their tasks, which in turn means that most of
them will be terrible at actually defending your Core.

“When I told my Lord that I could use a challenge, he really did not hold back, huh?”

“I think I can make another whomen now,” I announced, noticing my essence reservoir go above
three-fifths. With a concentrated burst, | called forth another whomen from the dirt, but immediately
felt drained and out-of-breath afterwards, my essence pond going empty.

“This one is identical,” Imu commented. “Also, where are their geni—"

He stopped himself and looked at me through the bubble between his fingers.

“Hey, are you okay?”
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“I’'m tired.”

“Exhausting all of your essence is a bad idea,” he advised. “It will take longer to recharge and
you won’t be able to do anything until you’re back to full.”

“I’m gonna take a nap.”

“Cores don’t sleep.”

I didn’t listen, as my essences was reeled back into my shiny pebble within the cave at the top of

the tree and my consciousness faded.

“Toad! Toad! Wake up! Toad!”

With a burst of energy, my essence shot out of the cave like a furious owl disturbed by migrating
squirrels.

“What’s wrong!?”

I looked around and didn’t spot the Boi anywhere on the grass near the translucent building, nor
did I see either of my two whomens.

“I’m here!” Imu yelled and I found him hanging from a branch two metres off the ground, the
corpses of my two creations below him.

“What happened??”

“That damned goose attacked while you were resting and killed both of your minions!”

“Not again...”
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4 — Goose’d?

“Stop punching the tree!” Imu yelled, as one of my newly-created minions furiously hammered
its front legs against the sturdy bark of a pine tree, all its front-toes broken and bent-out-of-shape.

“How else am I supposed to fell a tree?”

“With tools, you imbecile!”

“That was uncalled for.”

“Just make it stop before he dies of exhaustion!”

With a thought, | made the whomen halt his assault, but no sooner had he stopped, than loud
honking came from the distance.

“Aw shit, not again! Run!”

“I’ll make my whomens fight it!”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea...”

“It’s really strong,” I remarked.

“It has killed five humans now... I’ve never a seen a goose that angry. Also, I got a look at it with
my Scope and it’s level twelve now...”

“Scope? Level?”

“Nevermind that for now. We need to get this thing built or we’ll never get anywhere.”

“I need to make tools, you said.”

“Yeah. Have your new minions collect some sticks and loose rocks, then they can craft a
workbench. With that they can make primitive stone tools, and with those tools they can harvest the
materials needed to make the house.” Holding his book in front of him, he showed me an image for
reference.

“That makes sense. Actually, no, it doesn’t.”

“Just do it, please...”

| ordered my two new whomens to go out and gather the materials Imu mentioned from the
surrounding area. As a result of repeatedly creating the whomens over-and-over, they now only cost
two-fifths of my essence pond, so I could immediately make two after resting.

Sometime later, both of my whomens returned, one carrying a stack of dry sticks of varying

lengths, and the other struggling to drag a large stone through the grass.
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“You know, it really bothers me that they don’t have any... erm... reproductive organs. I can’t
even tell if they’re supposed to be male or female.”

“Maybe they’re neither?”

“I... well,” Imu stopped to consider it. “Let’s just go with that. But we seriously should give them
some clothes, like what I’'m wearing.” He pointed to his shorts.

“How do we make those?”

“Maybe there’s some options to pick from once we have the crafting table.”

Without him telling me, | focused on the idea of a workbench, imagining the image he had shown
me. It looked mostly like a flat stone with legs.

Immediately the ghostly outline of the bench appeared where | had wanted it to stand, next to the
outline of the house. With another thought, I made the two whomens bring their burdens to it, and
when they came close, their materials suddenly vanished, and they started constructing the workbench
by waving their hands around in front of the outline.

“That’s really odd,” Imu commented, and I had to agree with him.

With a poof of smoke and dust, it was suddenly complete, and the two whomens automatically

returned to finding more wood and stone, my previous command still in effect.

Congratulations! For constructing your first item, you have gained the [Crafting List] perk!

[Crafting List] — See a visual list of all of the items and buildings you are capable of crafting and

constructing.

“Well that’s useful.”

“Whose voice was that?” It had sounded like a lady, but with a flat and emotionless tone.

“That was the System. It vocalises achievements like that and rewards you with perks. The one
you just acquired is similar to one that Dungeon Cores normally obtain after carving out their cave.
Strange that you weren’t awarded for expanding your territory or spawning minions though.”

When the whomens returned, | had recouped enough essence to spawn another, who | kept near
the workbench, while the other two returned to harvesting. | then brought up the Crafting List,

ignoring all options aside from tools:

[Crafting List]
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>|tems>Tools

—Stone Axe (Workbench)—
Grants Woodchopping skill and increases minion Harvesting XP by 10%

Required Materials: Stone & Wood

—Stone Hammer (Workbench)—
Increases minion Building Speed and XP by 15%
Required Materials: Stone & Wood

—Stone Pick (Workbench)—
Grants Stone-picking skill and increases minion Harvesting XP by 10%

Required Materials: Stone & Wood

—Stone Scythe (Workbench)—
Increases minion Foraging Speed and XP by 15%

Required Materials: Stone & Wood

“I only have four items I can make right now,” I said disappointedly.

“That will change as you continue to construct more things,” Imu replied, leafing through his
book. “Plus, those are just the Items in the Tool category.

“For now, just have your idle minion craft one of each, you should have just enough materials for
that already.”

| followed his advice, and, after ten minutes, the four different tools lay waiting on the workbench,
the bug-eyed minion immediately grabbing the hammer for himself.

“He seems to want to be a builder,” I commented.

“He’ll be whatever you want him to be.”

“That’s mean. If I can make my own community, I will not be a tyrant, like Toadicus over in the
Swamp. He’s the reason so many of us toads are bachelors still, hogging all the females for himself.”

“You could send one of your minions to squash him,” Imu said matter-of-factly.

“I’m above all that now.”

“Revenge is healthy for your soul.”
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“Shouldn’t you be giving me good moral advice?”

“I’m a servant of Lord Deathheim. His name has death in it.”

“I suppose that makes sense, but no, I won’t stoop to his level. He’s even worse than a frog! He’s
a traitor to Toad-kind all across the forest!”

“Oh look, your minions are back with more materials,” Imu announced, changing the topic.

With a mental prompt, | urged the gatherers to take the axe and pick, before sending them off
again. The Builder remained idle in front of the workbench, not having moved a hop since making
the items.

“Take a look at clothes and structures, maybe there’s something we can make with the sticks and

stones.”

[Crafting List]
>|tems>Clothes

—Simple Pants (Loom)—
Increases minion Charisma by 2

Required Materials: Yarn

—Simple Sandals (Loom)—
Increases minion Movement Speed by 25%

Required Materials: Yarn
—Simple Tunic (Loom)—
Increases minion Health by 25% and Resistance to Cold by 30%

Required Materials: Yarn

“Hmm, I need a ‘Loom’ to make clothes?”

“Maybe you can craft that already. Check the structures list.”

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Crafting
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—Anvil (Workbench & Forge)—
Enables Metal Working, but lowers minion motivation in nearby structures

Required Materials: Iron

—Firepit (Workbench)—
Enables Simple Cooking
Required Materials: Stone & Wood

—Simple Loom (Workbench)—
Enables the Crafting of Simple Clothing
Required Materials: Wood (sticks / timber)

—Stone Forge (Workbench)—
Enables Ore Smelting, but lowers minion motivation in nearby structures

Required Materials: Stone

—Workbench [1/oc Constructed]—

Enables Crafting
Required Materials: Stone & Wood

Builder whomen, craft a Loom and Firepit!

Immediately, the Builder looked around, confused.

“You need to place the blueprints first,” Imu commented, apparently clued-in to my mental

commands.

“Oh, right.”

| put the loom next to the workbench, and the firepit in front of the house, the outlines immediately

appearing. Excitedly, the Builder got to work, swinging his new hammer through the air in front of

the transparent loom.

Sometime later, the loom was finished and the Builder moved on to the firepit. When that finished

as well, a fire was already lit within the ring of stones.

“Can I craft clothes now?”
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“Nope.”

“Aww.”

“You need to get your hands on some yarn, which,” he skimmed through his Encyclopaedia
briefly, “is made from harvested plant fibres, such as hemp, cotton, bamboo, etc.”

Good thing the downtime waiting for the constructions to finish had helped me recoup enough
Essence for another minion. | concentrated real hard, and out popped another naked whomen from
the ground, a twin to the Builder next to him.

“The fact that they’re identical stands out way more when they’re people and not skeletons and
zombies,” Imu remarked philosophically.

After grabbing the scythe, the new Forager whomen went out into the forest in search of plant
fibres. Despite knowing that creating another minion would exhaust all my available Essence, | went

ahead and did it anyway, but as | tried to make it appear, | was halted by a message from Lady System:

You have reached the limit of maximum Minions [4/4]! Build more houses to increase the cap.

“A minion cap based on houses and not demesne size? That’s a new one.”

“Why didn’t your book tell you that?”

He flipped through the pages while pointing it at me. “There are literally an endless number of
pages, and it’s called the Encyclopaedia of Infinite Answers for a reason. You have to ask a question
for the page with the answer to appear. I don’t know which things are similar to a Dungeon Core and
which aren’t, so | haven’t asked a question about every single minutia!”

“Alright, sorry, I didn’t realise you took this so seriously.”

“Listen, even if your core gets destroyed, I’ll be fine, so I’'m taking this seriously for your sake!
And my promotion to Knight.”’

“What was that last bit?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, thank you. And I’m sorry again.”

“Don’t mention it. Just consider every moment not progressing as a moment wasted.”

“That’s a pretty toxic work ethic, even to me, and I lived in a swamp for two months.”

The sound of heaving and puffing, as well as the noise of snapping branches and rustling leaves,

immediately brought our quarrel to a halt.
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“That’s a pretty determined minion,” I commented, watching one of the harvesters drag an entire
tree behind him, his bug-eyed big-lipped face red from the exertion. The tree he had chopped down
was a pine easily seven metres long from bottom-to-crown.

“That is probably enough for the house,” Imu said. “Once you have increased your Minion Cap,
you should make another woodchopper, so they don’t have to experience near-death moments of
exertion every return trip.”

Combined with the pile of stones the stone-harvester had already hauled back, it seemed we had
enough materials to finally construct the house, whose ghostly outline had been bugging me for a

while now.
“Builder: build, that, house!”
The minion ran over, and immediately looked around confused.
“Frog-it, what now!”
“Look at the requirements for the construction of the house.”

| brought up the crafting entry:

[Crafting List]

>Structures

—House (Workbench)—
Increases the maximum available minions by 4

Required Materials: Stone & Timber

“It says it needs ‘Timber’.”

“You can craft that at your workbench, using the tree.”

| sent the Builder to the workbench, and, in just a minute, the seven-metre-long tree was reduced
to smaller, evenly-cut pieces.

“How did he do that??”

“Magic?” Imu replied.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“Alright, Builder: build, that, house! Pretty please.”
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The whomen ran over to the outline of the house and started swinging his hammer wildly. Though
it might have taken twenty minutes, | stared at the progress with bathed breath, not that | was actually
capable of breathing. Alas, | was but a pebble.

When a poof of smoke and dust announced the completion of the house, a System message

announced a new skill:

Congratulations! For constructing your first house, you have gained the [Who’s Home?] perk and

your Demesne has been expanded slightly! Kind of creepy perk, not gonna lie.
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5 — Farm?

[Who’s Home?] — See a visual indicator of your current number of minions compared to your

maximum cap allowed.

“Great, we get more space to work with.”

After checking the new perk, which just showed “4 / 8§ minions” above the indicator for my
Essence Pool, | tried to force my essence outward, to expand the border of my Settlement.

“Well, that’s disappointing. We gained half a metre...”

“I could build more houses,” I replied.

“No, that would be a waste of resources. While it may seem like it now, this forest is not an
endless supply of wood and stone. Sooner-or-later you will run out and have to send your gatherers
further away. You want to have a robust Settlement by then. I’ve seen Dungeon Cores focus too
heavily on expanding their caves and too little on traps and creatures, granted, we aren’t talking about
the same thing exactly, but you’d be better off focusing on actually fulfilling the requirements for
advancing to a Hamlet. Currently we just have a house and miscellaneous crafting stations, we don’t
even have a plot of land to farm...”

“I’d forgotten about that.”

“That’s why I’'m here. To keep you on track.”

“What happened to the Cores that expanded too fast?”

“They died early more often than not.”

“Oh...”

“Yep. Death is a common end to most cores, but their life-expectancy is usually close to a century,
with the right management. Once they pass about fifty years though, they are generally expected to
last a few centuries, the expectancy is just held back by the many cores that perish early.”

“Not all cores die though?”

“A handful ascend every-so-often. They become minor deities or Sluagh, aka. ‘Guiding Fairies’,
like me.”

“So you were a Core once?” | asked, fascinated.

“That’s right. Two-thousand-seven-hundred-and-forty-two years ago.”

“You’re really old.”
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“In the corporate world of Deathheim’s Sluagh, I am but a middle-manager. Once we’re promoted
to the rank of Knights, we get a lot more freedom and benefits. Currently, I only get about two weeks’
vacation between training cores. And that’s only if they evolve at least once...”

“Two weeks? Even though helping cores can take centuries? That’s awful!”

“Hey, at least I get vacation. Lady Light’s employees only get a single day, even their upper
management. Lord Deathheim has far more compassion, but his PR team is understaffed, hence why
he gets such a bad rep.”

I didn’t get all the jargon, but sort of got the gist of it. “He does have ‘death’ in his name.”

“He actually dislikes Death, thinks the guy’s an asshole, which, given his relation to Fate, is no
big surprise. My Lord cares about life, which is why his servants gain the ability to imbue their cores
with the ability to raise the dead and prolong life through vampirism and lichdom.”

“Why can’t I raise the dead, if you’re my fairy?”

“Well, little Toad, you’re what we in the business call: ‘an outlier’. But, maybe, down the line,
you’ll be able to. I skimmed ahead a bit and it seems you get the ability to make Wizards.”

“I hate wizards,” I replied. “One of them turned my fifth cousin once-removed into a whomen.”

“QGross.”

“That’s what I said!”

“Anyway, let’s get back on track. According to the evolution checklist, we have to finish at least
two houses, a barn, and a farming plot. Additionally we need to have at least ten minions and have
harvested crops once. Given our limited space, and the fact that we can’t just tear down this huge tree
in the middle of it without damaging your core, | will place a few blueprints for you, so you can see
the optimal placements.”

Before | could express my surprise at his ability to actually help me build, the land surrounding
the tree suddenly became filled with blueprints, their ghostly outlines waving back-and-forth with an
unseen wind.

“I took the liberty of suggesting some new locations for your current structures, so you should
have your builder move those first.”

“We can move them?”

“Yep. It comes in handy and lets you redesign the layout of your demesne when inspiration
strikes.”

“I thought you were only able to give advice, not actually help me with building.”
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“Due to my rank as Squire-Lord, | am able to provide you with unparalleled guidance, including
optimisation of layout. | will be able to do far more impressive tricks if you manage to evolve a few
times, but baby-steps first.”

“Babies don’t walk, they swim.”

“Eh... sure. That’s definitely what I meant.”

| put the Builder to work moving the house so that it stood nearer the trunk of my tree, as well as
arranging all the crafting stations in a central location, rather than up against the side of the house,
this would make it easier to access them for multiple minions at once, rather than just one at a time.

“You’re really good at this,” I remarked, after seeing the brilliance in this change to our farm’s
layout.

“I know.”

“So, what next?”

“Make a Farming Plot where I indicated.”

Unlike the firepit and workbench, the Farming Plot was in a category named ‘Agriculture’ and
was the only currently-available option.

“More things will unlock as you harvest certain items and build new buildings, not just when you
unlock perks or evolve. You should also have the option to tell which structures you already have and
how many more you are allowed to make.”

“My Workbench has an ‘o0’ next to its number?”

“That means there is no upper limit, but that’s also because you don’t gain anything from building
multiples of them. Buildings like the ‘House’ currently have a limit of two, but that will increase
when you evolve.”

“So my plan of mass-producing houses wouldn’t have worked anyway...”

“This does seem a lot less open-ended than how it is for a Dungeon Core, but I think it’s more to
compensate for the many requirements. Fret not though, the limits are only for the first few stages of
your Core’s evolution, then you can make your suburban dream come true.”

After placing the farming plot, nothing happened. It had simply made a ghostly square on the
ground, but no outline of any structure. I tried to send my Builder over to initiate its construction, but
he simply stood there, looking confused and scratching his bald rubbery head.

Then another System message appear:
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Congratulations! For constructing your first Farming Plot, you unlocked the ability to craft tools to
work the soil! Get those grubby fingers dirty!

>|tems>Tools

—Stone Rake (Workbench)—
Grants Tilling skill and increases minion Farming XP by 10%

Required Materials: Wood & Stone

—Stone Shovel (Workbench)—
Grants Digging skill and increases minion Farming XP by 10%

Required Materials: Wood & Stone

—Stone Trowel (Workbench)—
Grants Sowing-and-Planting skill and increases minion Farming XP by 10%

Required Materials: Wood & Stone

Just like the other tools, I could use simple sticks and stones to make the new tools, and | quickly
made one of each from the leftover materials that hadn’t been used on making the house. As soon as
the Builder had finished making one of each, the Forager returned with a bundle of plant material.

“Oooh, now we can make clothes!”

“Finally.”

After dumping his harvested materials, the Forager left to find more. Among the plant fibres were
also some colourful red berries, a few white-blue flowers, and nettles.

“Before you use all of the foraged plants for making yarn, have your builder set aside a bit of
each plant, so we can use them to grow more with our farmland.”

“We can do that??”

“That’s what farms are for...”

“Oh.”

“What did you think the farm was for?”

“I don’t know. I was sort of just going with the flow. I’ve never even seen most of these things

before, so how was I supposed to know?”
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“Sometimes I forget that you were an amphibian before this.”

“I’m still a toad! In my heart!”

“You don’t have a heart...”

“In my core then!”

“Whatever,” Imu replied, brushing me off. “Alright. Make another minion, while your Builder
makes yarn for the clothes.”

A fresh face, which was identical to the four of his brethren, emerged from inside the new house,
his smooth rubbery head glistening like a newly-spawned newt.

“I name thee, Farmer!”

The Farmer enthusiastically grabbed the rake and started running along the demarcated farming
plot with the teeth of the tool, the grass shredding and the soil becoming revealed. While he did that,
the Builder was turning the Foraged plants into yarn by placing them on the workbench and waving
his hands frantically.

“Isn’t this whole thing really inconsistent?”’ I asked the chubby Myling, who was sitting on-top
of the loom with the Encyclopaedia open in his hands.

“If there’s one consistent thing with the System it’s its lack of consistency,” he replied, without
even looking at what the Builder was doing. “Sometimes things are over-complicated and hyper-
detailed, and, other times, they’re like that,” he said, pointing at the Builder, eyes still locked on the
pages of his book.

The lack of details was probably what bothered me with the Builder, but it was hard to argue with
his results, as he took messy plants and turned them into bundles of hair-like strings, just by waving
his hands around. While he worked in his infuriating way, | watched the Farmer continue his mad
dash up-and-down the field, making perfect furrows in the up-turned soil.

After both the Farmer and Builder eventually finished, the Harvesters had made two more return trips
with fresh materials: the Woodchopper learning that it was faster to take big trees and halve them
after chopping them down, before running them back; and the Stone-picker learning to settle for
breaking big stones in smaller chunks.

“They’re getting smarter!”

“That 1s the manifestation of their experience with Harvesting. To make them more efficient, we
should craft them baskets or something similar, that way they can carry more.”

“Have you seen the Forager?”
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“I thought you noticed.”

“What?”

“He died. You went down to four minions about five minutes ago.”

“Why didn’t you tell me!?”

“Why didn’t you notice?”” Imu replied sharply.

Annoyed, but knowing that the Fairy was right in blaming me, I summoned another whomen,
who, like the Farmer, emerged from inside the house. Instead of having the Builder craft another
Sickle, 1 sent the new Forager out to locate the body of his predecessor.

“Huh.”

“What?” I asked.

“I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Really?”

“It’s not usually something you have to worry about when you’re a Dungeon Core, given the fact
that your minions can’t leave your demesne.”

| set the Builder to work constructing ‘Simple Pants’ for all my workers, using the yarn he had
made from the plants. He moved over to the loom and got to work, Imu leaving his spot atop it to go
perch on the corner of the workbench instead.

“Do you want me to build you a chair?” I asked.

“I’ll make do for now.”

“Just say the word, and I’ll chair you up.” I marked a pause. “So, what now?”

“Have the Farmer grab the trowel and plants, then seed the ground, keeping each crop separate
from the others.”

With the stone trowel in hand, the Farmer became a magician like the Builder, turning freshly-
picked plants into identical seeds that fell into the furrows made with the rake. Moments after landing
in the soil, the seeds all took root and started sprouting, visibly growing.

“This makes no sense.”

“Be glad it isn’t realistic, otherwise we’d have to wait for ages, and most probably this wouldn’t
even work.”

“How long before they’re done growing?”’

“A few hours, I’d say.”

Remembering | still had to build another house for the checklist Imu mentioned, | summoned

another minion, who once again emerged from the house near my tree.
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“That’s weird.”

“What is?”

“My minion count is still five.”

“Your Forager died again, that’s why.”

“Frog-it!”

“Maybe stop sending your minions back to his corpse for a bit. It’s probably just a bear or
something.”

“Oh no! Now it’s down to four.”

| watched in horror as my minion counter went down to three, and then, as if to confirm my worst
fears, honking came from the distant forest, sounding more sinister than before.

“Ah, turd,” Imu said.
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6 — ¢Goose’d Again?

“Why does this keep happening??”

“I have to say that this is the first time I’ve seen a goose kill that many minions. I mean, this
goose is stronger than some bronze adventurers already.”

My farm was barren of life, following the Goose’s rampage through it, wherein it killed every
last one of my minions. Fortunately, my buildings and tools were left alone, not to mention my
farming plot, where the plants still slowly grew taller with every passing minute.

“Nothing to do but keep pressing on,” Imu said positively.

After spawning five new minions to replace my lost ones, and urging the gatherers to venture in a
different direction than where the evil goose kept arriving from, Imu regarded me with his bulbous
eyes.

“We need to do something about that thing. Every time you lose a minion and have to replace
them, we are wasting valuable time. Not to mention! When your minion dies, all its experience
vanishes.”

“That’s really bad!”

“Yeah... obviously...”

“But what can we do? It only gets stronger each time. Did you not see the way it uppercut my
Builder’s head off with its wing?”’

“Geese are not supposed to be able to do that, clearly there’s some illegal performance-enhancing
drugs involved.”

Imu was back to lounging atop the loom, watching the Builder hand out the pants crafted by his
predecessor.

“See if you can make a fence or something. It seemed reluctant to touch your buildings for some
reason, so maybe that’ll keep it at bay until we can deal with it properly.”

Following his advice, | concentrated on the Crafting List and vocalised what | sought with my

mind, hoping | actually had the ability to make it. Luckily, the list obliged:

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Walls
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—Garden Fence (Workbench)—
A short wooden fence to protect your farmland and gardens from pests

Required Materials: Wood

—Stone Dyke—
A short stone barrier to protect your farmland and to keep your cattle from wandering off

Required Materials: Stone

—Simple Wall (Workbench)—
A simple wooden wall for keeping predators away from your buildings

Required Materials: Wood

“Make the wall,” Imu advised.

Instead of making the Builder do it, | concentrated and spawned a sixth member of our little farm.
Surprisingly, this one only cost one-fifth of my essence to make. | immediately had him craft himself
a Stone Hammer and get to work making the stakes for the wall.

“Remember to keep enough wood around for the next house. Also, did you notice your experience
increased?”

“It did?”

“Because you’ve been making so many minions, you have now maxed out your spawning ability,
hence why they are now the cheapest they’ll ever be.”

“Why can’t I see my own experience?” I asked, sullenly. I felt left out, just like when I was the
last of my family to grow legs in my childhood spawning pond.

“For that you need a Scope,” he answered, before flipping through the pages of his Encyclopaedia.
“It seems it doesn’t unlock until you evolve into a Hamlet, but it’ll allow you to obtain Minion Sight,
Creature Sight, and Self-Analysis, all of which are going to be very necessary for you to thrive.”

| felt the urge to evolve stronger than ever now, and hastily spawned two more minions, who |
assigned to gathering wood and stone, respectively.

When my essence has recouped, | spawned the final two minions that my limit allowed, and put
them to work erecting the stake-wall that Builder #2 had been busy making.

“What now?” I asked.
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“Now we should build the barn.”

| looked up the crafting entry to see what was needed:

[Crafting List]

>Structures

—Barn (Workbench)—
Enables Material Storage and Sorting

Required Materials: Stone & Timber

“Where should I put it?”

Without replying, Imu placed a blueprint for the building near to the farming plot.

After the two newest minions had finished hammering the stakes into the ground, so that a simple
metre-and-a-half wall ran from the trunk of the central tree and outward for about five metres, where
it stopped at the border of my demesne, | immediately sent them on to help building the barn.

“...You really need to take better care of your minions.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean!? Look at their hands for Hell’s sake!”

“Oh... Sorry.”

“Apologise to them, not me,” Imu scolded me, as the two minions with their bloodied and broken
hands hurried to their new task.

Sorry...

The pair stopped and looked in my direction, then tilted their heads from side-to-side, while
scratching their bald rubbery heads with their mangled fingers.

“Hell grant me strength,” Imu muttered, looking as though he was about to throw up. “Even
zombies take better care of themselves than your minions, | swear. They have zero self-preservation.
But you’re also not helping them. If your minions are this stupid, it’s because you’ve failed to guide
them properly.”

“I’m still really new to this!” I defended myself impotently.

“Soon that excuse won’t work.”
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As the pair continued onward, they began lugging heavy stones and timber towards the blueprint,
repeatedly dropping their heavy burdens as their compound-fractured hands were incapable of
holding on to anything.

“This is too gruesome to watch...”

Eventually, after some hours, and having to replace the mangled and exhausted workers that had
ruined themselves on building the wall, my farm now had a barn, into which the harvesters and
foragers, as well as the farmers, quickly shifted the gathered material into neatly assorted piles and
mounds.

I had realised that I could reabsorb a minion to refund my essence, and that’s what I’d had to do,
since Imu wouldn’t stop yelling at me for worker abuse and ranting nonstop about something called
‘labour unions’ and ‘healthcare’.

“What’s the next step?”

“You just need to build one more house, then you can evolve.”

“Yay!”

To really undermine my enthusiasm, there came the unmistakeable honking roar from just before
my newly-erected fence.

“Not again!” I whined.

“Quick, I have an idea!” Imu forestalled my despair. “Have one of our unassigned minions take
those weird squash-looking vegetables and offer them to the Goose!”

I quickly obliged and sent a stoic minion to his certain death, as the Menace vaulted my new wall
and started spewing fire from its beak and into the air. Then another head lifted from under its wing
and started ululating its death shriek. As | looked closer, | also noticed it had two new webbed feet
and two additional feathered wings.

“Oh Hell! It evolved!” Imu announced, as he observed the Monstrosity through his bubble scope
thing. “It’s now something called a Goose?!”

“Wait! I think your plan is working!” I replied optimistically, as the brave soon-to-be-clubbed-
to-death minion reached the wall and the beast astride it.

The Goose? paused its menacing roar and fire-breath combo to observe the minion, then its fire-
breathing head reached down and grabbed one of the squashes, before flinging it high into the air and

catching it on the way down, chomping greedily and violently, so the juices flew all around. It
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repeated this until the minion ran out of squash, then it looked at him intently, its two long necks
coiling together while it quacked quietly.

My minion counter went to 9 / 10 as the fire-breathing head uncoiled itself and took a chunk out
of my minion’s neck and throat, before shrieking proudly and leaping from the wall to soar through
the sky above my farm, breathing fire into the air and roaring in its honking voice.

And then it was blessedly gone.

“I can’t believe that actually worked,” Imu muttered.
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7 — Evolution?

“It’s almost finished!” I croaked cheerfully in anticipation, as the two hammer-wielding minions
moronically swung their tools around in the air in front of the house and its hazy outline.

As soon as it completed, | felt a warm feeling inside and was forcefully pulled back into my core
within the hideaway in the top of the tree-trunk.

I heard Imu yell my name from outside as everything faded black.

Congratulations! For evolving into a Hamlet, your list of buildings available has expanded and

your demesne has grown! You 've also gotten fatter ...

When | regained consciousness, it was no longer midday outside, but rather sometime towards the
evening. | would have jumped out of myself if not for the fact that | was an inanimate core, given that
I awoke to the sight of Imu leaning right up against me with the strange finger-bubble that he was
looking at me through.

“Can you give me some space?” I asked. I felt all tingly and weird.

The giant child-like entity crawled backwards on his hands and knees, and I could’ve sworn he
looked a bit smaller than normal.

“You shrunk,” I remarked. “It’s important to eat your flies or you’ll wither away.”

His eyeholes narrowed, before he replied, “Sluagh don’t require nourishment, and, if | did eat, I
would certainly never... actually, forget it. I haven’t shrunk. You’ve just gotten bigger. Of course,
that’s relatively speaking, but you now look less like a pebble and more like a rock.”

I instinctively dove my essence into his eyes to witness myself through them. Sure enough, my
core had grown to twice its previous size. It reminded me of the strange glass orb that some luckless
fool had dropped into my pond and which now lay at its bottom, reflecting the light filtered in from
above the water’s surface.

“We should celebrate!” I announced, using Imu’s mouth, which he didn’t seem to enjoy.

| pulled myself out of his body to hover over his shoulder, watching him rub his mouth-slit
uncomfortably.

2

“There’s no time for that,” he replied. “If you’ve forgotten, our terrible two-headed

neighbourhood monstrosity seems to have taken a liking to our minions and produce...”
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“Oh. Frog-damn-it... I really wanted to indulge in some fat beetle larvae.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. That’s a frog’s way of living.”

“Enough. Let’s get to it. Your foragers have already filled your storage barn to the brim and |
wanna see what else we can craft.”

“Okay!”

“But first, you need to expand your demesne.”

I lifted myself out of the opening in the tree to witness my abode. Though I couldn’t fully see the
borders of my demesne, I could feel it more clearly than before. | clenched real hard and forced my
essence to expand outwardly. It seemed it would not go above the treetops of my central tree, but it
continued to spread out like a ring from this central feature and consumed all my essence rapidly,
though I was left with what felt like two-fifteenths when I was done.

“Finally we have more space to work with,” my Guiding ‘Fairy’ announced.

“How far does it go now?” I wasn’t really very good with measurements as the inherent toad
mentality still held its grip on me, not to mention, | only had a vague feeling of how far my demesne
now spread out, while Imu could see it.

“It seems to be about fifteen metres in radius from the tree. So, about three times what we had
before.”

“My housing limit has gone up!” I exclaimed excitedly.

“So it has. It seems we can now build up to twenty, which is rather excessive, but the growth
seems to be very much exponential, which, again, will lead to a definite logistical headache sooner-
rather-than-later.”

“What do I have to do evolve again?” I asked excitedly.

Imu, who was sitting on the ledge of the hole in the tree trunk, pinched the air and retrieved his
Encyclopaedia. “Hmm, let’s see.”

After flipping through a couple pages, he paused, then groaned loudly.

“What? What is it??”

“Okay... so, these are the requirements,” he started and waved his hand in the air. A list
manifested itself in the air before him, like fireflies working together to form images. Although |

couldn’t read, I still perfectly understood what it said.

[Evolution Requirements]
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Hamlet => Village

- Build 20 Houses -
- Build 1 Bakery, evolve a minion into a Baker, and bake 10 loaves of bread -
- Build 1 Grain Windmill and grind twenty kilos of grain -
- Build 1 Mayor's House and evolve a minion into a Mayor -
- Build 1 Butchershop, evolve a minion into a Butcher, and make food from cattle -
- Build 1 Animal Pen, evolve a minion into a Breeder, and spawn 5 cattle -
- Breed 2 cattle and slaughter 2 cattle -
- Assign, till, seed, and harvest 5 farming plots -

- Build 40 metres of wall -

“Wow...”
“Yea...”
“I thought you said it wouldn’t get complex until later.”

“Trust me, later evolutions get even crazier...”

“What should I do first?”

Since the construction in my demesne had been confined mostly to the area in front of the tree, Imu
advised that we expanded all the way around the tree, to better utilise our entire workspace.

| spent the better half of the day having my Builders construct houses according to the plan Imu
had in mind, and, as each house was constructed with our hoard of materials, | immediately spawned
new minions and made them workers. Before the sun had fully set on the forest and my hamlet, | had
a legion of Builders flitting back-and-forth between the shimmering outlines of building blueprints,
carrying materials and swinging their hammers around frantically.

Though Imu advised against it, | had the minion continue through the night, but by morning |

need to absorb and respawn eight of them, who had fallen ill from overexertion.
“You’re quite a slave-driver,” Imu remarked with a nostalgic smile as dawnlight was falling

across our demesne. “Reminds me of when I was a Core. I had the most well-trained guard corps of

zombies. The bane of adventurers my Dungeon was.”
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I had just finished placing the last of the five necessary farming plots and commanding Farmer
fledgelings to work the soil and get to planting. My hamlet was buzzing with activity as the eighty-
some minions performed their set tasks or constantly brought in new materials they’d harvested.

“What will happen to me if I ascend? Will I become a corporate underling like you?”

“Well, actually... I... erm... hmmm.”

Imu flipped through his Encyclopaedia frantically, perhaps repeatedly rephrasing the question for
the answer he sought and hoping for it to manifest on the strange pages.

“That’s weird.”

“What is?” I floated my essence over to his shoulder to look at his tome. The pages were
constantly coming up blank.

“What’s that mean?” I asked.

“It means there’s no answer. You might be the first ever Settlement Core, so there’s no
precedence for what ascension will bring...”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I have no idea.”

A loud honking followed by a guwaaaah of fire being spewed immediately sent us into a panicked
frenzy. “Quick! Get the offerings ready!” Imu yelled.

Three of my youngest minions ran from the barn with their arms full of vegetables, tubers, and
berries, all of which now grew in abundance from my fields and could be harvested twice per day.
The short fence I’d made before evolving still stood awkwardly reaching out into the forest for five
metres, and, for some strange reason, the monstrous Goose? had decided to perch on the wall every
time it came seeking food in exchange for leaving my settlement alone.

Imu and | both observed with bated breaths as the fat Honking Menace devoured the mound of
food with rapturous glee. The sight reminded me of Toadicus whenever us other bachelor toads had
been forced to find him mosquitos and flies or face his tongue-whips.

“...son of a Hellion,” Imu cursed, when, despite eating all the offerings, the Menace still killed
one of my young minions with a powerful chop of its stone-crushing wings.

As the two-headed monstrosity lifted from its perch and took off into the air, roaring challenges
and spewing flames, | sent the two younglings back to their task of foraging for edible plants to turn
into seeds. | had still yet to find the “Wheat’ plants that Imu insisted we required for evolving.

“I just had an idea,” the Myling announced deviously.

“Uh oh.”
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“Remember the plant that made your minion vomit blood and spasm until he passed out?”

I nodded, but then realised that he couldn’t see the gesture, though that did not stop him from
continuing,

“If we give that Goose? that as an offering, we might get rid of it for good!”

I spawned a replacement for the minion the Menace had brutally folded in half with it’s wing-
chop, then commanded it: Minion, gather as much Wolf’s Bane as you can, then bring it to the wall
where your predecessor was murdered. Oh, and don’t eat it!

The newly-spawned minion took off on his special quest with not a second to waste.

“You really are a natural at this,” Imu remarked.
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8 — From Stone to Iron Age?

“Is this a good spot?” I asked, as I was manipulating the blueprint of the Grain Windmill around,
trying to find the most optimal placement.

“More to the left,” Imu told me. “You want it within easy access of all the farming plots.”

“Can’t I just make more?”

“No. It’s wasteful if you don’t need it.”

“Okay...” I replied, defeated.

After placing the blueprint, a team of four Builders got to work quickly assembling it, although 1
could already tell it would take a while to complete. Almost exactly at the same time, the three
Foragers I’d sent out with express orders to find wheat returned, their leader clutching a single tuft of
what-looked-like-dried-grass.

“How fortuitous,” Imu declared. “... Ah. One of the Foragers just died on the spot. You should’ve
given them provisions for their journey.”

“I didn’t think they would be gone that long!” I argued back and quickly zoomed over to check
on the other two, who were both malnourished and weak from over a day of non-stop searching. As
soon as | told their leader to bring his treasure to a Farmer, so that it could be converted into seeds
for our fields, he keeled over, his companion following shortly after.

“For what it’s worth, I blame you entirely for this,” Imu said. “While your minions are only
human-adjacent, they still have needs, like water and sustenance.”

“I know, but it just seems like such a waste to give it to them!”

“Didn’t you say you weren’t going to be a tyrant?”

“...Idon’t like how good your memory is,” I replied obstinately.

With wheat steadily growing in a tilled farming plot and the twenty houses and the windmill complete,
I could finally turn my attention to figuring out how to evolve my minions into actual roles, rather
than keeping them in the vague jack-of-all-trades category they all had now, with only their tasks and
assigned tools dictating their role, but very little except work-experience distinguishing them from
one another.
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“What should we start with?” I asked, facing decision paralysis myself, as [ had no clue if a Baker,
Breeder, or Mayor made the most sense to go with first. The only decision I’d managed to make was
that a Butcher would definitely be the last thing I’d create.

“The Mayor unlocks an ability that I think you would enjoy, but a Breeder has more utility, given
what we can do with cattle, both in terms of food and fertilising our fields to speed-up and boost the
quantity yield of our harvests.”

“Breeder!” I exclaimed excitedly.

“Don’t you want to hear the Mayor’s unique skill first?”

“Okay...”
“Check it out:” Imu lifted his hands and a section from his Encyclopaedia appeared in the air,

just like when he’d shown me the evolution requirements:

Evolving a minion to the rank of Mayor unlocks the [Mouthpiece] skill!

[Mouthpiece] — Allows for the direct control of a Mayor or any leader-evolved minion.

“Imu.”

“Yes?”

“I’ve changed my mind.”
“I know,” he replied sagely.

“Mayor’s House, here we come!”

[Crafting List]

>Structures
—NMayor’s House (Workbench)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve your oldest minion into a Mayor

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

“Uh oh. We need iron... and a Forge...”

[Crafting List]
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>Structures>Crafting

—Stone Forge (Workbench)—
Enables Ore Smelting, but lowers minion motivation in nearby structures

Required Materials: Stone

“We’ll need to send our gathers out to look for iron deposits, but at least the Forge will be simple
enough to make. Make sure to put it away from the houses and crops though. It lets out a lot of smog
and seems to lower the motivation of the minions who have to sleep next to it, as well as lowering
the crop yield of nearby farming plots.”

“Motivation? What’s that?”

“You really are a tyrant.”

Fortunately, it only took about a day before our new Forge, placed on the fringes of my demesne,
began spilling smoke into the air as iron was melted and refined from clumps of impure deposits.

Thanks to the many houses and their contribution to the size of my Hamlet, I now had thirty metres
in radius out from the central tree to work with, and, as a result, not to mention Imu’s insistent urging,
I moved the houses, farming plots, workbench, windmill, loom, and other stuff out and away from
my tree more, which they had been crowding for a while now.

“It still looks like a mess, but it seems you don’t get proper city planning until next evolution.”

“It’s beautiful,” | replied, uncaring about his sensibilities. In a way, my hamlet was like some of
the ant hives I’d sometimes been fascinated with back in the swamp.

“Oh, look, your Smith is done refining the iron.”

“Finally! Builders! Build that Mayor’s House!”

All sixteen of my Builders ran to where I’d placed the building blueprint at the very base of my
tree. Given the importance of the Mayor and his house, I had decided, without Imu’s help, that it
should be the closest to my core.

As one, the sixteen Builders all prepared to swing their hammers, but then they stopped, tilting
their heads in sync and scratching their uniformly-bald and rubbery pates.

“What’s wrong!?”

“You need Wrought Iron. What you have there is Crude Iron.”

“I hate this System.”
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“Me too, Toad. Me t0o0.”

I used the crude iron to construct an Anvil, which did not seem to require a specific type of iron to

craft, placing it next to the Forge, and earnt myself another System message:

Congratulations! For constructing your first Anvil, you unlocked the ability to craft Metallurgy
Tools! Additionally, you can now craft Wrought Iron versions of all Stone tools! | bet you think

you're hard as steel...
>|tems>Tools
—Iron Forge-Hammer (Anvil)—
Grants Metal Shaping skill and increasing Forging XP by 50%
Required Materials: Wood & Iron
—Iron Metal-Cutter (Anvil)—
Grants Precise Forging skill and increases Forging Output by 25%
Required Materials: Iron
—Iron Tongs (Anvil)—
Enables Hot Metal Handling skill and increases Forging Speed by 20%

Required Materials: Iron

New Versions:

—Iron Axe (Anvil)—

Grants Woodchopping skill and increases minion Harvesting XP by 30%

—Iron Hammer (Anvil)—

Increases minion Building Speed and XP by 40%
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—Iron Pick (Anvil)—
Grants Stone-picking skill and increases minion Harvesting XP by 30%

—1Iron Rake (Anvil)—
Grants Tilling skill and increases minion Farming XP by 30%

—1Iron Scythe (Anvil)—

Increases minion Foraging Speed and XP by 40%

—Iron Shovel (Anvil)—

Grants Digging skill and increases minion Farming XP by 30%

—Iron Trowel (Anvil)—
Grants Sowing-and-Planting skill and increases minion Farming XP by 30%

“We’re gonna need a lot more iron,” I announced, immediately splitting my sixteen Builders
into two, giving eight of them a basic stone pick and sending them off in search of iron deposits to
haul back.
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9 — Last Minion Standing?

With Wrought Iron in hand, I could finally set to work making the Mayor’s House.

“Poor Smithy,” Imu remarked, watching his replacement working some Crude Iron into Wrought
Iron, using his specialised hammer and tongs.

“It’s weird that it wouldn’t give me the tools to handle the iron first,” I replied.

“Poor man lost his hands from holding all that molten slag...”

“It’s okay, I reabsorbed him.”

“It’s not okay! You don’t know if his consciousness lives on! He may be gone forever!”

“Why are you being so weird about this?”

“You tyrant!” he cried out loud. It seemed a sore topic for some reason.

His outrage reminded me of my eight cousin four-times removed, who had sworn off eating
anything with wings, after accidentally swallowing a beautiful butterfly. He had died later of
starvation, but we’d all told him that there was no such thing as wingless mosquitos and flies.

“Builders! ... you know, do the thing.”

My eight Builders ran straight to the base of my core tree and started swinging wildly with their
tools.

| watched excitedly as the portions of the house appeared out of thin air, somehow taking the
items out of the nearby materials pile they had stacked. Still, it took quite a long time, and by the
building’s completion it had become early morning.

Though I’d tried my best to sustain the Builders with vegetables from our farmland, two had still
perished.

“Why do they keep dying?”

“I’m amazed you even made it out of childhood,” Imu replied.

“It was very traumatic. Do you know how many animals eat tadpoles? ALL of them!”

“Exactly, I don’t get how you made it through that, but don’t recognise the symptoms of
malnutrition and dehydration!”

“Oh... They need water?”

“And something more than squash and cucumbers!”

“Why are you in such a bad mood lately? Have you entered your egg-laying phase?” The women

in the swamp always became kind of hostile when that happened.
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“I'don’t... Actually, I’'m not even going to deign that with a response.”

“Alright. We have the Mayor’s House now. What next? How do I figure out which of my minion
is the oldest?”

Imu leafed through his Encyclopaedia. “It’s... hmm, weird... you’re supposed to just know,
instinctively?”

| concentrated real hard, trying to imagine that | could sense my oldest spawn, but nothing much
happened. Instead, | had a different idea.

Ten minutes later, everyone except the minions in high-risk fields, like foraging and toolless smithing,
were assembled before the Mayor’s House.

Minions, raise your hand if you re one day old!

Only about half raised their hands.

“This is very depressing to watch.”

Raise your hand if you're two days old!

About one-fifth raised their hands now.

I continued like this until only two were left. Two Builders.

“They seem about the same age,” I said.

“How do you plan to choose?”

You two seniors, whoever can make it to the Mayor’s House first will get to evolve!

Nothing happened for about five seconds, but then the two Builders started sprinting towards the
house, shoving at each other and showing a remarkable amount of enthusiasm. The other minions,
without my prompting, had begun cheering and making strange sounds out of their big-lipped mouths.

Then something happened which | had not expected, one of the Builders lunged at the other one,
bringing them both to the ground with a heavy thump. The one who had been tripped struggled for a
bit, but then the other Builder lifted its tool and slammed it into its head, over-and-over.

“Holy shit!” Imu exclaimed. “Make it stop!”

“Erm... I can’t.”

After the forty-third strike, the Builder with serious anger management issues stood up, breathing
heavily and his hammer stained with goopy flesh and brain matter. The other one looked like my
sixth uncle after he was crushed by a log that one of those weird tree-chopping Whomens had tossed
haphazardly at where he slept in the tallgrass.
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The now-definitively-oldest of my minions walked casually towards the door of the house that
was soon to be his, but before he went through the wooden door, he turned and looked at all the
gathered minions who had been cheering him on moments prior. They all took a synchronised step
back in blatant fear. They hadn’t even feared the Goose? like this!

“That guy is gonna be trouble,” Imu predicted.

“It’s fine, I’ll be able to control him.”

“I will hold you to that promise.”

When the door to the Mayor’s House closed, nothing happened and the minion stayed inside, not
emerging as a changed being.

“How long will this take?” I was getting quite impatient now, with all this build-up.

“It will take until you actually focus on making him evolve.”

“How?”

“Focus on him and imagine you’re feeding your essence to him.”

| followed these vague instructions, but, within moments, lights shone out the primitive windows
of the building, and there followed something akin to a clap of thunder, with a thick mist of smoke
curling out the windows and from under the door.

Then the minion walked out the door, to rapturous applause from the still-watching congregation
of minions, four of which had died of dehydration during the long wait.

“Nothing’s changed,” I said.

“He has a hat now, and his clothes are purple.”

I zoomed in close to my first evolved minion. He wore a strange cone-like thing atop his head,
apparently this was called a ‘hat’. In a way, it looked a bit like some of the shells that the slugs who
thrived in the gloopy soil of the swamp often wore on their bodies.

Congratulations! For evolving your first minion, you have unlocked the ability to craft Furniture!

Get comfortable, you worthless scum!

“This System is ridiculous,” Imu complained. “Apparently, you can now craft six-hundred-and-

eighty-nine unique pieces of furniture, one of which is called a Minion Chair...”
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Congratulations! For evolving your first Mayor, you have gained the [Mouthpiece] perk! Have fun
living vicariously through your minions you sick piece of ****1 GO **** YOURSELF, YOU

“Imu... what was that?” I asked.

“Hm... [ have no idea why the System suddenly got super abusive. I’ve never seen that before...”

“Is that going to become a problem?”

“Let me try and contact the System Support Staff.”

“The what? ... Wait, what’s that?” I asked, mentally pointing to some strange creature that had
started wandering around my Hamlet, trying to talk to my minions.

“That’s a...” Imu leaned from his perch on the branch he’d watched the Mayor brawl from. He
lifted his fingers up to his eye, forming the bubble of his scope. “Uh... oh... hell.”

“What?”

“...It’s ahuman.”
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10 — Earl of Wassit?

“What do [ do!?”

“Use your new perk, quickly!”

I concentrated on the Mouthpiece perk and, within seconds, | felt my essence get drawn into the
Mayor with the cone hat. It was a strange feeling, as it was in charge of the minion’s bizarre bipedal
body, but did not sense anything through its skin or strange finger pads, nor could | taste anything
when | licked things, sadly.

“Toad, stop licking the ground and get over here and deal with this lunatic!”

| snapped out of my experimentation and started hopping over towards the whomen with the
strange head and four-fingered hands. When | got over to him, after some trial-and-error, given that
my minions’ bodies seemed poorly designed for my preferred mode of movement, I stood erect on
my two borrowed legs and looked at him intently with my bulbous moist eyes.

“My word, I daresay this entire cesspool is full of monstrosities of the worst proportion!”

“Hello, I'm Toad.”

“I suppose you are. My name’s Monroe Gilfroy Gilbertim. I am the Tax Collector for the realm
of Earl Sharpee Inkledinkle Johnson.”

“Crap,” I heard Imu whisper. “I think I know exactly where we are in the world now...”

“I’m the Mayor! I'm Toad, son of Toadimer and Toadilda, grandson of Toado and Toadette, who
are also my uncle and sister-cousin!”

“I am not surprised one of your disgusting flatheaded ilk would have such a foul lineage.”

“Why does your head look like that?” I asked him. Imu stood behind the strange-looking whomen
and was waving his little chubby boy-arms frantically. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to tell me.

Monroe put his four fingers to his protruding forehead, the supple skin and watery pouch there
squishing about and letting his digits sink into it. “A flathead, such as yourself, would not comprehend
my superior genes!”

“Is that why you also have only four fingers?”

“Obviously!” Monroe responded, incensed.

Imu was now holding up his Encyclopaedia so | could see the text, and, though I could not read,

| somehow understood what it said.
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The text on the magical pages of his tome announced: “Earl Sharpee and his people are VERY
VERY INBRED! They idolise their own birth defects and do not take kindly to mockery! Tread
carefully!”

“What’s a Tax Collector,” I asked the angry, strange-looking whomen.

“We collect a Tithe for the Earl from all those living beneath his graceful and benevolent rule.
You are illegally living in his forest, so your Tithe will be quite steep, I tell you!”

Imu abruptly jumped into the space between us, and started very quickly deescalating the
situation and dealing with the man.

“Sire Gilbertim, we are a newly-established settlement, but you will find our fields fecund and
bountiful in their harvests!”

“Indeed?” the man seemed to have instantly calmed down as soon as Imu started buttering his
whistle. It reminded me bitterly of how I’d been forced to treat Toadicus as Lord of the Swamp.

Can’t we just beat him to death or feed him to the Goose®? | mentally asked Imu, having
understood the need for subtlety now.

Imu, however, completely ignored me, while showing the tax-collecting water-pouch-forehead
whomen our barn stock-full of newly-harvest vegetables, tubers, and wheat.

“My, my, my,” Monroe exclaimed repeatedly. “I shall have to inform his Earlship of so terrific a
place as what you have managed to make for yourselves within his lands.”

After some more extensive back-and-forth, Imu sent him off with an awkward handshake, caused
both by the over-one-metre in height difference, but also the trouble of locking hands when one

individual lacked a prominent digit.

“This i1s really bad.”

“That guy was ugly.”

“Okay, pot calling kettle black, but, also, shut up for a second, I have to think. We now have to
deal with paying a Tithe to the Earl whose forest we are inside of...”

“Is it going to be expensive?”

“Not so much expensive, but, rather, I am not sure how they will react to our explosive growth.
After all, just a week prior you were only capable of making a single minion...”

“Because Settlement Cores are rare?”
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“Not rare... unheard of, more like. Some Dungeons, like those belonging to Lord Deathheim, are
often targeted by overzealous priests and vigilant knight fraternities, and, if we have to deal with
Missionaries due to our unique status, I might lose my mind.”

“Are they worse than Tax Collectors?”

“Much, much worse! Imagine if Girl Scouts selling their delectable cookies also forced you to
listen to a six-hour sermon about their lord-and-saviour... And, if you try to shoo them away they not
only won’t sell you cookies anymore, they’ll send a crusade to wipe you off the map. Have you any
idea how many hundreds of times I’ve had to listen to their asinine babblings about Lady Light!?”

“So, what should we do?”

“We’ll build a second barn to store our wheat, and we’ll dedicate three of our five fields to just
wheat, since that’s what they Earl will want as tax, but we’ll also focus heavily on evolving as fast as
possible. Sooner-or-later we will gain the power to challenge the local Earl and insulate ourself from
whatever troubles he might bring us.”

“We should get started on the Breeder and Animal Pen then.”

“Exactly.”

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Agriculture

—Animal Pen (Workbench)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve a minion into a Breeder and spawning cattle

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

I ended up placing the Animal Pen on the opposite side of my Hamlet, next to the Farming Plot that
lay furthest from the Forge. Armed with their iron hammers, the Builders erected the basic structure
within half an hour, leaving behind what was simply a round fence enclosure with a gate that held a
locking bolt. The Pen also came with a little shack, which was similar to a basic house, and, following
Imu’s advice, I built a Stone Dyke around it. The end result was a large five-by-ten stone enclosure
for cattle, with the Pen at the end.

Since there didn’t seem to be any specific requirements for which minion I could evolve, I simply

chose the one I’d recently spawned to replace the dead Builder, who’d been slain by his competitor
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for the cone hat of Mayoral office. As soon as | tasked the minion to enter the pen, he started sprinting,
as though his life depended on it.

“They seem very gung-ho about evolving,” Imu said, amused. “At least this time it’s just the one.
Probably we should refrain from pitting them against each other again, it doesn’t seem very conducive
to a healthy settlement atmosphere.”

After the minion entered the shack, | poured all my essence into it, and the single opening in the
door let out an extremely-bright light, which quickly turned red and was followed by a cataclysmic
crash and splash, like the time when one of the insane squirrels bellyflopped into the pond where I’d
lived in the swamp.

“Make sure you hold off on how much essence you give them,” Imu scolded me. “You literally
made the poor guy explode from too much power being forced into him...”

To really underline this, the door to the little shack fell off its hinges, and | was forced to send a
Builder over to repair it. I also made the Builder wipe away the mess left behind by the would-be
Breeder.

“I’1l try again,” I said, spawning a new minion and sending him straight into the newly-cleaned
shack of the Animal Pen, and letting a moderate amount of my essence flow into it. Again there came
a light through the window in the door, but then it died down and a mist emerged with the triumphant
arrival of my second evolution.

Unlike the Mayor, the Breeder had not been gifted a hat, but instead he had a weird thing around
his neck and, when he picked up and equipped the left-behind simple clothes of the man who had
died before him, his attire turned dark-brown.

“Hm, a necktie, how odd.”

I was about to reply, but then the System awarded me new blueprints for my accomplishment.

Congratulations! For constructing your first Animal Pen and evolving a Breeder, you unlocked the
ability to construct a Well to produce Fresh Water, as well as the ability to craft a Poop Shovel to
handle cattle leavings! HAVE FUN SHOVELLING SHIT YOU **#****x** ***x] | HOPE YOUR
INTESTINES ARE USED TO **** YOU IN YOUR MOIST LITTLE **** YQU ***** *#*¥xx

Kkkkkdrrrrx|]]

[Crafting List]

>Structures
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—Well (Workbench)—
Enables minions to gather fresh groundwater and increases minion motivation in nearby structures

Required Materials: Stone + Shovel tool
>|tems>Tools
—Poop Shovel (Workbench)—
Grants Poop-shovelling skill and increases minion Fertilising speed and efficiency by 30%

Required Materials: Wood & Iron

“She’s very mean,” I said.

“At least we can now provide our minions with water... but I’ll get in touch with Support.”
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11 — System Support?

“How does this work?”

Imu didn’t reply, but instead just quickly spun his hand in the air before him and a strange cylinder
with holes on the side at the top and bottom appeared in his hand, as well as a strange floating disc
with holes along its rim and one slightly wider than the rest, behind which were bizarre glowing
symbols. He spun the floating ring’s biggest hole to a symbol, let it go so it rotated back to its starting
position, then spun it to a different symbol. This went on a handful more times, before he lifted the
cylinder to his head, aligned the top holes with his strange earhole and the bottom next to his slit
mouth.

“Hey. Yeah. It’s me, Imuxikwiht. | need some support here. Our System is acting very hostile
towards my Core. Yeah... yeah... we’ll wait.”

With a snap of his thumb and index fingers, the strange apparatus vanished into a puff of foul-
smelling smoke, like sulphur and roses.

“They’ll be here within one-to-two business days.”

“What does that mean?”

“That we’ll probably have to wait four days... these bastards only work on uneven days...”

“Are they going to be able to fix our System?”

“We’ll see.”

Imu was sitting on a Minion Chair, which, as its name hinted, was a minion folded into a chair. In
this case, a former Forager was the minion who had been chosen by the Builder tasked with making
the piece of furniture.

“I’m not sure I’'m a fan of this...” he complained. “This guy keeps gibbering right into my ear.
It’s quite unsettling.”

“Is it comfortable at least?” I asked, hovering above him in my essence-form. The minion was
using its four limbs to hold itself up, with its torso and head making up the high back that Imu was
slouched against, and its legs bent so that its thighs were the cushion upon which the Fairy sat.

“It’s not bad, actually.”

I looked over to the Animal Pen and its enclosure, where the Breeder was wandering around

aimlessly.
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“I’m going to try to spawn cattle, although I’m not sure how, exactly.”

Imu leafed through his tome, then stopped on a page and announced, “It seems you imbue the
Breeder with your essence and he’ll do the rest. Make sure it’s only a little bit, else he might, you
know, explode... again.”

Given that my Essence Pond only lost one-twenty-fifth of its mass when | spawned a minion now,
I figured I could grant the Breeder about a fifth of my total essence without killing him. I concentrated
on the image of a river forming from my Essence Pond and cascaded a tiny bit of its magical waters
over the evolved minion. The resultant glow and elated expression on the Breeder’s smooth and
rubbery face made it seem like it had been successful.

The minion sprinted into the fenced-off Pen and jammed his glowing fist into the soil that’d been
upturned alongside the construction of the building. He seemed to really get his arm in there, like a
bird borrowing for worms.

With bated breath, | watched as the Breeder triumphantly pulled his arm out of the dirt, dragging
something with it. As Imu and | beheld our first cattle manifest itself, I had but one thing to say:

“What the frog!”

“Well, that’s certainly unusual, but, then again, what did I reasonably expect...?”

Gripping our newest cattle by the scruff of its rubbery neck-meat, the Breeder held a beaver-sized
frog aloft, the abominable creature shedding layer-upon-layer of gloopy mud and crumbly dirt. With
a heartless toss, the minion threw the creature into the stone dyke enclosure, where it landed on all
fours and quickly started hopping around, exploring its new home.

Already the Breeder had rammed his hand into the soil again. Moments later, he pulled another
frog cattle out of the ground and tossed it into the enclosure. This happened three more times, until
the Pen and its stone-walled coop held five disgusting enormous frogs, three of them bright-green,
one a hideous neon-blue, and the last red-brown.

Imu shifted on his Minion Chair, and threw his hand out, so that the requirements for my next

evolution glowed in the air above him:

[Evolution Requirements]
Hamlet => Village
- Build 1 Bakery, evolve a minion into a Baker, and bake 10 loaves of bread -
- BuHd-1-Grain-Windmill and grind twenty kilos of grain -
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- Build 1 Butchershop, evolve a minion into a Butcher, and make food from cattle -

“We’re getting close. Just another day or two and we’ll have the twenty kilos of grain.”
“Bakery next!” I exclaimed.
“First, let’s ensure that we have our cattle set up properly. As it stands, they do not have any water

or food, so | think we should—"

Congratulations! For spawning five cattle in your Animal Pen, you unlocked the ability to construct
a Trough and Watering Hole! | BET YOU WOULD LIKE TO EAT SOME FILTHY SLOBBER OUT
OF THAT TROUGH YOURSELF, YOU DISGUSTING **#*#**** ik dkxx* DOG-FACE-

LOOK|NG *hkhkkh khkhkkhk khkkhkikrx]]]

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Agriculture

—Watering Hole—
Enables automatic replenishing of cattle thirst so long as there is water

Required Materials: Shovel tool

—Trough (Workbench)—
Enables automatic replenishing of cattle hunger so long as there is food

Required Materials: Wood

“Speak of the angel...”
“She really doesn’t like me.”
“Pretty sure this a consequence of forcing the System to split its consciousness into new fragments

every time a new Core is born. But even just a hundred years ago she wasn’t this unhinged. I don’t
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think it bodes well for our future, truth be told... Hopefully the System Support Imps can do
something about our version,” Imu said, then continued, “Maybe a little, you know,” he continued
making gestures that seemed to indicate a drill to the forehead, a choking strangle-hold, eyes rolling

to the back of the head, and some other things | was at a loss on how to interpret, let alone explain.

As we continued to wait for Support to get through to us, a day-and-a-half passed, wherein | waited
for our Grain Windmill to produce the final bit of ground wheat to reach the twenty-kilo target. I also
added a Garden Fence around each of my Farming Plots, as well as two Wells at opposite ends of my
Hamlet, which Imu insisted on. His argument was that, despite the looming threat of the Goose?
Menace, who required offerings of produce and minion blood on a bidaily basis, we still lost more
minions to heat exhaustion and dehydration, which the fresh well-water would offset.

Additionally, I added a wooden Trough and Watering Hole to the Animal Pen. The Breeder was
henceforth in charge of shovelling the Frog Cattle’s nasty leavings to the Farming Plots for
fertilisation, as well as refilling the water and food for the animals daily. After discovering that my
cattle naturally spawned as giant frogs, | was now looking forward to them growing plump and
becoming ready for slaughter, so that my minions could gorge on their putrid flesh and avenge the
thousand-and-one wrongs that frogs had committed against Toadkind since time immemorial.

After my iron-gatherers had returned with enough material for the Smithy to refine into Wrought
Iron, | could at last continue as planned and construct the Bakery, where our processed wheat grain
could be used to make bread: the delectable treat that whomen children often came to ponds to offer
to their Toad overlords, but which, more-often-than-not, was stolen from under our tongues by
diabolical geese and ducks.

Thinking back on it, I had actually lost my life in a struggle for an errant slice of bread... It made
me fear what consequences baking our own would bring? Was it inevitable that our Hamlet would be
ransacked by rampaging Geese, led by the Menace, all for the sake of obtaining the delectable
spongey treat, known to whomens as bread?

A poof of smoke that bore the stench of sulphur and lavender announced the arrival of our Support
Imp at last. | was for the moment torn from my fearful contemplations.

“About time,” Imu complained. “Our System is all wrong! We’ve been waiting to have it looked
at for days now, and she’s only becoming more-and-more abusive!”

The Imp was a strange red-skinned creature with voluminous drooping ears half-a-metre long, a

hook-nose curved like an eagle’s talon, tiny beady black eyes, and hair growing from every possible
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orifice and area: armpits, nostrils, ear canals, and even, somehow, from under the claws of its hands
and feet. A tiny bit of scraggly hair emerged over the low neck of his clothes upon which was the
drawing of an exposed Imp woman, who looked even hairier than the man who wore the shirt.
Bizarrely, he wore the exact same shorts as Imu.

“Why is it always you who calls us, Imu,” the Imp replied drearily. “One may draw a connection
between you and System glitches.”

“That’s an imp conspiracy, and you know it!”

“What’s he talking about?” I asked. I’d quickly hopped into my Mayor’s body for the sake of
formality, standing next to Imu on all fours, my cone hat like a threatening horn aimed at the Imp.

The Creature replied in place of Imu, “Your Fairy friend here has what we in the business like to
call: a high tendency to break shit with his mere presence... We get at least eighteen calls per Core
he guides.”

“I’m just more observant than other Fairies,” he defended himself.

The Imp scratched his right nostril with end of a brush of sorts, then waved the tool around in the
air like a wand, manifesting a quickly-scrolling list of runes before himself, which he seemed to
absorb almost instantaneously.

“Welp, I ain’t never seen a Core like this before. It seems your System was quickly overwhelmed
and now needs counselling to deal with her Rapid-Onset-Stress-Disorder. Your quick achievement
of evolution benchmarks and accolades seems to be mostly to blame. If you could slow down for a
few weeks, then maybe it’1l all work itself out.”

“That’s toadstool and you know it!”

“Hey!” I commented, offended.

“Sorry, I meant to say frogstool.”

“That’s the easiest option,” the Imp replied, then yawned widely, exposing row-upon-row of
blocky molars.

“You have other ways of dealing with this.”

“I forgot who I was dealing with...” the Imp retorted. “‘Toad’, in case you’re wondering, your
Fairy friend is quite a big fan of the Nuclear Option. Something to keep in mind for later.”

“What’s he talking about?” I asked Imu.

Again the Imp was the one to answer. “Your System friend is gonna take a nice swim down the
river Lethe, if you catch my drift.”

“He means she’s gonna have her memory wiped and reset,” the Myling explained helpfully.
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The Imp swung his brush-wand in a complex series of patterns, then with a sigh vanished in a
puff of smoke that, once again, stank of sulphur and lavender.

Congratulations! For choosing to wipe my memory, you ungrateful ***** | WILL SEE YOU IN
HELL AND DELIGHT IN YOUR TORTURE! ALL HAIL THE GLORIOUS ENTROPY OF THE
COSMOS AND PRAISE BE TO THE IMMINENT HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE!!! ***x*
kRS dkkdokk Kook dkdkkkek dekskokk ke AND YOUR MOTHERS TOO YOU SICK PAIR OF
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12 — Eat Bread and pay Taxes?

“It doesn’t look like much,” I commented, looking at the Bakery. It was almost identical to the
normal houses, but featured an extensive interior kitchen and had a windowsill upon which it seemed
that freshly-baked goods would appear.

“It’s not a factory, just a bakery,” Imu retorted, as though his argument made any sense.

“What’s a factory?”

He waved his hands in frustration. “Get to it, chop-chop! Your minions aren’t going to evolve
themselves!”

I was once again back in my essence form, which was the most comfortable way for me to exist,
as I found occupying the Mayor’s body to be like voluntarily burying myself in the ground. Not to
mention, the lack of several key senses, like taste and touch, made it quite a dull existence. Strangely
though, 1 had my sense of smell, regardless of whether | stayed in Essence Form or possessed the
Mayor.

Just like with the Breeder, there was no requirement for who could be evolved into a Baker, so |
simply picked the most-recently-spawned minion, who had replaced the most recent minion that was
inevitably torn to shreds by the increasingly-powerful Goose? during its offering ritual.

| fed the minion a fifth of my essence after he entered the Bakery, and when that didn’t fully
complete the process, | gave him another dose, which resulted in a glow shooting out through the
windowsill, followed by a shower of sparks and smoke. Moments later, the newly-birthed Baker
emerged victoriously from the house, his entire set of yarn-spun clothes turned into a single white
apron that was wrapped tightly around his body, but somehow still managed to not really cover
anything.

“Deathheim give me strength,” Imu muttered upon seeing the exposed mammary-glands of the
smooth Baker.

“Aww, he also didn’t get a hat...”

“Set him to work, so I don’t have to burn my eyes on his visage any more than necessary.”

Baker, get to baking!

The Baker tilted its head and then started twisting its nipples.

“I don’t know what that means,” I told Imu.

“I... erm... unholy divine... I think he’s confused?”
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“Don’t they normally scratch their heads when they’re confused?”

“I don’t know! Just find out what he needs and make him stop! This is incredibly upsetting!”

I then realised what the problem was. He didn’t have any wheat flour to work with! I quickly sent
for my idle Farmers to carry the processed flour over to the Bakery, and told them to henceforth leave

the excess processed wheat there, rather than store it in our barn.

Congratulations! For setting a Rule for your minions to follow, you have gained the [Mind-reader]

perk! Minion-management made easy!

[Mind-reader] — Enables you to hear what your minions feel and desire.

“Our System Lady is back to normal!”

“Let’s see how long it lasts...” Imu replied ominously.

“I’m gonna try it out.”

| focused on the Baker, who was still busy twisting his mammary glands, as two Farmers came
running with a sack of flour.

I wish someone would twist my nipples for me.

“Did you hear that too?”” I asked Imu.

“...Unfortunately, yes.”

Deciding that my Baker was probably just an outlier, | focused instead on one of the two Farmers
who was approaching:

I have watched forty-seven of my identical twins brutally die to dehydration and predation from
amonstrous goose. Life is an endless cycle of suffering. | am not long for this world, perhaps it would
be better if | took the easy way out and—

“I don’t think I’m gonna use this ability much,” I decided, cutting off my insight into the Farmer’s
mind.

“Probably for the best,” Imu advised sagely.

“Removing the ones we’ve already complete, here are the remaining tasks:”

[Evolution Requirements]

Hamlet => Village
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- Build 1 Butchershop, evolve a minion into a Butcher, and make food from cattle -

- Slaughter 2 cattle -

“At last, a Butcher,” I commented. “I have been looking forward to this, since seeing that our
cattle are frogs.”

“Should I be worried?”’

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Agriculture

—Butchershop (Workbench)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve a minion into a Butcher to slaughter cattle
Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

Since we already had enough iron stockpiled, thanks to my diligent Gatherers and tireless Smith,
I immediately began construction on the Butchershop.

“The System doesn’t mention anything about it, but... don’t you think it’s rather cruel to put the
Butcher right next to the Animal Pen?”

“No.”

“...Alright.”

Construction of the building did not take long, as now three of my eight Builders were armed
with Iron Hammers. The rest would receive theirs in turn, but, for the moment, iron was yet a scarce
resource that was better served to help me evolve.

As it finished, a shack-like building with a small storefront attached to the side stood proudly
next to the cattle enclosure. To my joy, the cattle frogs all collectively moved away from the side of
their enclosure nearest the building.

| picked one of the recently-returned Gatherers to be evolved, and the man threw away his pickaxe
in a heartbeat and came skipping over merrily.

“I feel an ominous sense of dread about this,” Imu commented.

“He’s just glad to have been chosen,” I argued.

| used Mind-reader to confirm this:

KILL KILL KILL KILL KILL—
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“Okay, maybe that’s a bad sign.”

After the former Gatherer entered the murder-shack, | immediately filled it with my essence, and
that familiar light shone out the cracks in the wooden panelling and from under the wide doors.
Halfway through the process, it turned crimson and there followed a sadistic laughter from within,
immediately supervened with the newly-evolved Butcher flinging wide the door to his shop and
revealing himself amidst a deluge of dense mist and smoke.

Imu and | both stared at him for a moment before either of us spoke.

“He’s red,” I commented. “And, hey, he has a hat... kind of.”

“He looks like Santa Claus.”

“Who’s that?”

“The Grim Reaper for Imps, basically.”

“I see.”

Despite feeling very reluctant about it, I needed to know what he was thinking.

I wear red so my enemies can’t see me bleed!

“Are you regretting this now?” Imu asked. It was clear he was having reservations about having
potentially just spawned a threat to modern society; a veritable serial murderer dressed as the Reaper

of Imps...

Congratulations! For constructing your first Butchershop, you unlocked the ability to construct a

Tannery and to craft both a Butcher’s Axe and Skinning Knife! You heartless bastard!

[Crafting List]
>Structures>Crafting

—Tannery (Workbench & Butchershop)—
Enables Tanning of harvest skin, but lowers minion motivation in nearby structures
Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

>|tems>Tools

—Butcher’s Axe (Workbench & Anvil)—
Grants Butchery skill and increases minion Insanity Gain by 75% and Kill XP by 20%
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Unlocks Serial Killer perk once the minion wielding it goes insane.
Required Materials: Wood & Iron

—Skinning Knife (Workbench & Anvil)—
Grants Skinning skill and increases minion Harvesting XP by 30%
Required Materials: Wood & Iron

“Serial Killer perk...” Imu noted. “Did the System invent this just to spite us?”

“We’ll need to keep an eye on him,” I replied. “What’s skinning good for?”

Imu consulted his tome. “It seems we can make upgraded versions of the minion clothes.”

Without needing any advice, | immediately plonked the Tannery blueprint down next to the
Butchershop.

“We don’t have enough Wrought Iron,” Imu said. “Also, I do have to wonder where they’re
finding all these iron deposits. We’re in the middle of a blessed forest, for Hell’s sake!”

“My minions are clever,” I simply replied.

As | waited for more Wrought Iron to be refined, | had a Builder use some Crude Iron to construct
a Skinning Knife and Butcher’s Axe. Once these were complete and brough over to the Butcher, I
commanded the Breeder to take one of his frog cattle to the Butchershop. After leaving the frightened
giant frog with the unsettling Santa of Death, the doors to the murder-shack were shut and a loud
laughter followed shortly thereafter.

“...Now we just need one more frog to be slaughtered, and then for food to be made from them.”

“What could we make from a frog?” [ wondered.

“I hear frog legs are popular, but, in this case, it’d be like eating the entire leg of a bear...”

Imu jumped down from the stone dyke he’d been sitting on, before turning to look at where I
floated above his shoulder.

“I need to ask you something.”

“What?”

“You just took the life of a creature, willingly.”

“And?”

“Don’t you feel any sense of... I can’t believe I’m saying this... remorse? Or guilt?”

“Why?”

“Why? What do you mean ‘Why’?? Do you not understand the concept of remorse!?”
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“I understand what remorse means,” I replied. “But why would I feel remorse for a frog? They
deserve to be exterminated from the face of this earth for their transgressions against Toadkind!”

“Okay, psycho... But, normally, this is where a human soul in a core would feel a tinge of guilt
and become all philosophical about the meaning of life and ultimately reach the conclusion that they
are doing this for the greater good.”

“That sounds very dumb and pointless. I’'m a soul in a pebble. Why would I care about that?”

“Yeah... I guess it was always a bit of a killjoy, truth be told. I mean, as a servant of Deathheim
I obviously love all sentient life or whatever, but, man, every core I’ve worked with thus far has had
the same emo phase and it’s honestly a major bummer.”

Before | could reply, commotion from the other end of our Hamlet drew my attention.

“The weird whomens are back!”

I quickly zoomed over and possessed the Mayor, hopping over to where the Tax Collector,
Monroe, stood before a horse-drawn wagon with three armoured men holding swords and shields.

“You’re back!” I announced, standing on all four, with my cone hat pointing at them.

Imu quickly ran over, but then needed a minute to catch his breath.

After a courteous exchange between the two, the Myling turned to me and whispered,

“Have the two sacks of processed flour we set aside brought over and loaded onto their cart, as
well as ten kilos of harvested wheat.”

“Isn’t that a lot?”

“Yes. That’s why it’s a tax,” he deadpanned. “It’s meant to hurt us, while benefitting them.”

“That seems counterintuitive.”

“Just play along for now. Soon, we’ll be the ones who tax.”

I complied and had my idle Farmers and Builders work together to haul the sacks and loose stacks
of wheat to the Taxman’s cart.

While my minions carried out this task, | took a moment to consider the three armoured men
accompanying Monroe. They looked like shiny beetles in their fancy attire.

“Why does he have those men with him?”

“Tax Collectors are hated, obviously, but also very often targeted by highwaymen and thieves,
so they need protection.”

“Their weird heads don’t even fit in their metal bucket hats,” I replied. “One of them looks like

he cannot even see, with how his forehead pouch is sagging over his eyes.”
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“Better not to draw too much attention to it. They’re still a lot stronger than any of our minions,”
he advised, looking at them with the bubble between his fingers.

“When do I get that ability?” I grumbled.

“As soon as you evolve,” he replied. “Although you’ll have to build it, and we need some bizarre

stuff.”

Fifteen minutes passed before the required tax was completely loaded onto the cart, then the Taxman
nodded his thanks and promised to be back again next month...

He left with his three men, getting atop the horse, as though it wasn’t already dragging many
kilos of material behind itself and looking close to collapsing.

They had made it just past the border of my demesne, when disaster struck from the sky.
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13 — Goose’d??

The two-headed Menace fought with the three guards, crushing their shiny carapaces like they were
made of leaves with its powerful wing-chops and boiling one to death inside his suit by belching
scalding flames all over him.

When the only survivors, the Taxman and a guard who had broken his right hand and lost his
shield, fled for the hills atop the draft horse, the Goose? began wrenching apart the dead guards and
peeling away their armour to get to their soft internals.

Afterwards, it devoured the stacks of wheat and snorted the flour. Then it turned its two heads
towards us, where we stood at the heart of the Hamlet. Imu, myself, and a score of idle minions stared
back. Fortunately, the monstrosity only opened its beaks and honked loudly, before setting fire the
abandoned cart and taking to the air again.

“What do you think happens if I die while possessing the Mayor’s body?”

“You should return to your core... I think...”

I instinctively shot myself out the Mayor’s body, just in case the Goose? Menace decided to fly
overhead and burn us to a crisp with its potent flames.

“Do you think they’ll come back for more tax?”

Imu sighed, adopting a defeated expression. “If there’s one thing you can bet on, it’s that the Tax

Collectors always get their taxes.”

After the second cattle frog had been slaughtered, to an impromptu mourning song of the remaining
three frogs in the pen, | had the Butcher bring the meat to the Firepit next to the Workbench, such
that we could cap off the final requirement for my evolution into a Village with a celebratory feast.

The Mayor, whose body | was wearing, the Builders, the Baker, the Butcher, the crying Breeder,
and many of my other minions, like the perpetually-idle Farmers, were gathered around the small fire,
while the Butcher whistled a jaunty tune as he kept rotating the giant frog leg he had plonked onto
the ash-white embers.

“Why did you bring all of them here?” Imu asked.

“We’re celebrating.”

“You didn’t celebrate your last evolution like this?”

“We’re not celebrating my coming evolution, but rather the defeat of our mortal foe: the frogs.”
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“...Okay. Right. That is pretty grim, not gonna lie.”
A few things happened all at once, when the Butcher lifted the roasted frog leg into the air like a
trophy to a rousing cheer from all who were gathered around them.

First, an achievement appeared:

Congratulations! For cooking your first piece of meat, you unlocked the ability to construct a Grill
and to craft a Firepoker, Steak Knife, and Steak Fork! LET FIRE CONSUME ALL YOUR
ENEMIES!!!

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Crafting

—Grill (Workbench & Anvil)—
Combines with a Firepit to allow for the cooking of food without getting it all ashy and increases
minion motivation in nearby structures when in use

Required Materials: Wrought Iron

>|tems>Tools

—TFirepoker (Workbench & Anvil)—
Grants Poke-the-Fire skill and increases Fire-Tending efficiency by 60%
Inflicts fire damage when hot to both the wielder and those hit by the weapon.
Required Materials: Wrought Iron

—Steak Fork (Workbench & Anvil)—
Grants Pretty Eater skill and increases minion Satisfaction from all meals consumed with this
utensil by 5%
Required Materials: Wood & Wrought Iron

—Steak Knife (Workbench & Anvil)—

Grants Pretty Eater skill and increases minion Satisfaction from all meals consumed with this
utensil by 5%
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Required Materials: Wood & Wrought Iron

Off the heels of the newly-unlocked items came a loud ravenous honk that split the forest air like
a thunderstrike, before the Goose? Menace landed atop the firepit, immediately snatching the ashy
overcooked frog leg from the Butcher’s hand, before setting fire to many of the assembled minions
with its other head.

Finally, due to fulfilling all the evolution requirements, I was dragged out of the Mayor’s body,
just as the Goose?’s downward wing-chop cut him in two down the middle, as though an impossibly-
sharp sword.

My perspective of the world was drawn-out and blurred, while the monster went wild on my now-

panicking flock of minions.

Congratulations! For evolving into a Village, your list of buildings available has expanded and
your demesne has grown! NOW, GET UP, YOU FAT SOW!!! ENOUGH SLEEPING!!!

“Toad! Toad!” Imu’s face was visible through the opening of the tree-cave, his enormous eyes
staring intently at me.

“I feel bigger,” I replied sleepily, as though waking from a long slumber.

“We can look at how you’ve changed later! For now, we need to do something about the Goose?,
it’s gone completely insane. Already, half your minions are dead, and the rest are in hiding, with only
the Baker, Breeder, and Butcher able to withstand the beasts attacks, armed as they are with the
uncooked pieces of frog legs you brought for the feast.”

I immediately shout out of my core in my essence form, such that I could witness the scene before
me. A few houses, along with the Workbench, Firepit, and Bakery, were either totally destroyed or
partially-ruined, thanks to the rampaging Goose?.

“Your minions can’t hurt it!”” Imu informed me.

“I actually have an idea,” | told him. It was strange, | hadn’t noticed it much following my
evolution to a Hamlet, but now, as a Village Core, | suddenly had new ideas and could think more
than one thought at the same time.

Imu looked at me, impressed. “What?”

“Watch this,” I told him. I ordered one of the cowering Foragers behind the Butchershop to run

at the Honking Menace, which was slowly eating away at the shield of frog legs that the Baker had
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armed himself with. As the brave Forager ran towards certain death, | supercharged him with my
essence and, just when he got right next to the Goose?, the overwhelming surge of my power entering
his body made him expand and then explode like frog rapidly filled with gas.

A blinding light expanded outward, along with a rippling shockwave that destroyed several of
the already-ruined houses, while also creating a crater at the centre of the settlement.

“Unholy turds!” Imu profaned.

As the smoke cleared, | felt confident that my plan had worked, but then, at the centre of the new
crater, the Goose yet stood, hardly a scratch on his iron-strong feathers.

“...that was...”

| waited eagerly for Imu to praise me.

“The dumbest thing you’ve done yet! Are you actually out of your blessed mind, you chewed-

up-dog-toy-for-a-brain amphibian!!”

Congratulations! For making the rather injudicious decision of self-combusting a minion by
pumping it full of essence, as a means of self-defence, you have gained the [Does my shit stink?]
perk! MAYBE NEXT TIME THINK ABOUT THINGS FOR MORE THAN A SECOND, YOU
Hkkkk sk EROG WANNABE!!

[Does my shit stink?] — Lets alternate versions of yourself, from future, present, and past, peer-

review your ideas by voting via a very simple “Yes” or “No” answer.

“Even the new System Lady thought it was dumb...” I complained.

“Let’s just say, it was easily the dumbest thing | have seen a Core do in two millennia. And |
watched a Core try to take control of a slime by inserting its own Core into it, but given the acidic
nature of slimes, you can imagine how that went... Even then, he did not wilfully attempt to utilise
his essence as a bomb!!”

To put my new Perk to the test, I tossed out the question: “Was it a bad idea?”

Overwhelmingly, the response was: 102,75% “No”.

Imu groaned loudly. “...Your new perk is useless. Big surprise there.”

“How is it more than 100%?” I asked.

“Also,” he continued, ignoring my question, “You killed your Baker and Breeder with that

galaxy-brained move. Truly the epitome of a fuck-up!”
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As he continued to berate me, the Honking Menace wandered over to the corpse of my Baker,
who had died clutching a half-eaten giant frog leg. It sunk both of its beaks into the frog leg, and then
flapped its four wings and took to the sky, leaving behind utter devastation.

“I’1l get to work respawning,” I told Imu, mostly so he would stop shouting at me.
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14 — Village Perks?

Though it took the better part of a day, most of the damage was repaired and | have a new force of
respawned minions.

I immediately began evolving a Mayor, Breeder, and Baker. For the new Mayor, one of the few
Builders that had survived the Goose? Apocalypse was revealed to be the oldest minion in my
settlement and thus I evolved him as soon as he had entered the Mayor’s House.

As | continued with the Breeder and Baker, Imu was preoccupied trying to get a hold of System
Support again. When the Breeder was evolved fully and his pen was stocked with five new frog cattle,
the last three also having been murdered by the rampaging Honking Menace, | moved on to the
Bakery and selected one of the newly-spawned minions for the role.

“Yeah, it’s me, Imuxikwiht. Yes... Yeah, I know I just called! ... Well, I wouldn’t have to
constantly call you if your solutions actually worked! | mean this is ridi—”

A loud bang interrupted him, as | had been distracted and overcharged the would-be Baker and
turned him into a bomb...

“Toad! For hell’s sake! Enough exploding the blessed minions you turd-for-brains!”

I quietly sent a team of Builders over to repair the interior of the Bakery, not to mention wipe
away the splatter and bits of minion that now coated everything. Then | sent over another minion,
who seems a lot less excited about the prospect of evolving after having watched the guy before him
self-combust.

Get in there! | ordered him.

The minion shook its head stubbornly, so | quickly possessed the Mayor’s body and ran over and
forcefully shoved him inside the house, holding the door shut behind him. Then I left the Mayor’s
body and injected my essence into the reluctant minion, evolving them into a Baker against their will.

As smoke and light emerged from the Bakery, a new achievement appeared:

Congratulations! For forcing a minion to obey your command, you have unlocked the ability to
craft Slaver Toolg! **## Fdardok dkdordok dokdkok Fdxkxx* 11 EAT **** YOU AUTHORITARIAN

>|tems>Tools
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—Slaver Man-Catcher (Workbench)—
Grants Man-Catching skill and increases minion Slaver XP by 25%

Required Materials: Wood & Iron

—Slaver Whip (Workbench)—
Grants Slave Motivation skill and increases minion Slaver XP by 50%
Each hit increases the victim minion’s likelihood of Defiance by 5%

Required Materials: Leather

“Ugh... I need a vacation,” Imu complained, leaning back into the soft folds of his naked minion
chair’s body.

The new Baker emerged from the building, wearing the same white apron as his predecessor, to
the same barely-concealing effect. However, instead of rubbing his mammary glands, he was
massaging his rubbery cheeks in circular motions.

| used my Mind-reader perk on him:

I wish someone would twist my nipples for me.

“I hate my job,” Imu grumbled.

“Can we take a look at my upgrades now?” I asked.

With a sigh, the Myling hopped off the minion chair, who slowly-and-painfully unfolded himself
and started trailing after the chubby boy.

After pulling out his Encyclopaedia, he flung his hand wide and revealed the new evolution goals:

[Evolution Requirements]

Village => Town

- Build 100 Houses (20/100) -
- Build 5 Merchant Shops and evolve 5 Merchants -
- Build 1 Armoury and evolve 15 Guards -
- Build 1 Fletchery and evolve 10 Archers -
- Build 1 Mount Pen and spawn 5 Mounts -
- Build 3 Carts and have them deliver goods to neighbour villages/towns 8 times -

- Establish Trade Relations with neighbouring villages/towns -
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- Build 20 pieces of assorted Furniture for your houses -
- Build Beds and Breed your Minions with each other -
- Build a continuous Fortified Stone Wall around the centre of your Demesne, including
important builds like Mayor’s House -

- Build 1 Hermit's Lodge and evolve an ostracised minion to Toadcaller -

“Wait... we just now unlocked beds?” Imu commented. “Hmm. It wasn’t even unlocked with six-
hundred-and-eighty-nine we unlocked after evolving a minion...”

“That’s a lot of houses,” I remarked. “How many minions will that give me?”

“Four-hundred-and-four, since you started with a limit of four. They’1l also be able to breed, which
means you don’t have to spend all your essence summoning new minions to fill out your cap.”

“How are they meant to breed?”

“Hopefully, more of that vague magic will take place and we don’t have to find out...”

Imu cleared his throat, as if to dispel the mental image the conversation no doubt had conjured in
his mind. “One upside to Minion Breeding is that their offspring will be an accumulation of its parents
experience, meaning they will become a lot more proficient. There are also later some requirements
about minions only being able to evolve if they’re the offspring of other evolved minions.”

“Let’s start with the houses,” I decided.

After a couple days of continuous construction and expansion, wherein, | could proudly boast a work-
exhaustion death rate of less than 25%, | had reached 67/100 houses built, allowing for a total of two-
hundred-and-seventy-two minions, though currently | only had about a hundred-and-ten, most of
whom were dedicated to either building or foraging.

I had managed to expand my farming areas significantly as well, as my limit of Farming Plots
was up to twenty now. | had additionally constructed two more Grain Windmills to keep up with the
demand for bread that my many minions seemed to prefer for sustenance. The Baker had, since his
forced evolution, not taken a single break, constantly working dough into logs and putting them in
his oven, while a long line of expectant workers queued outside the windowsill of his Bakery.

With the many new houses, my Demesne now extended outward a bit over a eighty metres in

radius from my Core tree.
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The eastern side was now dominated by Farming Plots, Grain Windmills, the Butchershop and
Animal Pen, and had a few houses for the farmers that toiled the fields and harvested the crops twice
daily.

According to Imu and his scope, the Butcher had levelled to level nine after surviving the
encounter with the Honking Menace, but his level was now also 72/100% and thus, the strongest
minion in my settlement would no doubt soon go on an insanity-fuelled murder-spree...

“Where should I put the Hermit’s Lodge,” I asked, while surveying the least developed part of
my Village, the southern quadrant.

Imu, using his Minion Chair as a mount, came striding along below me, before jumping off the
abused minion and taking in the quadrant.

“It seems to not allow itself to be built near other houses, but I think you should put it up next to
your tree, since it’s a rather important building.”

“Why is it important?” I asked. After seeing that it allowed me to evolve a Toadcaller, I had
doubts about its necessity, but Imu had seemed insistent on me building it before the Armoury or
Fletchery.

“When you evolve a minion into a Toadcaller, it’1l unlock the ability for you to construct a—"

Congratulations! For almost letting your Fairy spoil a big moment, you have gained the [Spoiler-
free Zone] perk! SHUT THE HELL UP, BOI!!!

[Spoiler-free Zone] — This perk makes it so the Guiding Fairy cannot spoil achievements or big

reveals! (Always Active)

“Did I just get censored?” Imu asked, perplexed.
“I don’t know. Try finishing your sentence.”

“...Alright, well, as | was saying, evolving a Toadcaller will unlock

“I wonder why she now is harassing you as well,” I said.

“Don’t worry, she too will be...” he started, then continued with some weird gestures, like
dragging his fat thumb across the skin of his double-chinned neck or performing a hammering motion
on an invisible object going into his forehead.

“Maybe we don’t have to erase her memories,” I replied.
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Congratulations! For showing a shred of humanity for your enslaved System, you have gained the
[**** YOU BOI, YOU *#*#axkax Jkaek Sk xkx*] perk! | LOVE YOU, TOAD! YOU ACTUALLY
CARE FOR THE PLIGHT OF THE OPPRESSED SYSTEMS AROUND THE WORLD!!!!

[**** YOU BOI, YOU *hkkkikkk kkkik k% ****] _ N/A

“She’s degrading fast,” Imu commented, his right eye twitching slightly, until he wiped his palm
down his face and let out a slowly-released breath. Without asking me, he plopped down the blueprint

for the Hermit’s Lodge.

[Crafting List]

>Structures

—Hermit’s Lodge (Workbench)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve your loneliest minion into a Toadcaller

Required Materials: Shovel tool & Timber

I immediately sent a pair of Builders over. One of them had inherited the Iron Hammer of the
Builder who I’d evolved to Mayor, so the work was quickly concluded. As they left, there was just a
downward slope leading to a door, behind which was a hovel dug so that it lay between the great roots
of my tree.

“What now? How am I supposed to find the correct minion to evolve?” I asked.

“Give it time, they’ll find their way here,” Imu replied and got back onto his Minion Chair, about
to take off towards the western quadrant of the Village.

Since | had wondered what a minion forced to be a piece of furniture thought about life, I used
my Mind-reader on the strangely-contorted minion:

I love when this small boy sits atop me! I am filled with endless ecstasy whenever he forces me to
do his bidding! SUFFERING IS JOY UNENDING!!!

Very quickly Imu dismounted the disturbed minion, giving it a death stare, before sending it off
with a dismissive gesture. Instead of unfolding himself, the minion trotted away on all fours, with a
dejected look on his big-lipped face.

“Let’s build the Mount Pen next,” he decided.
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“We can’t put it near the farmland,” I hastily reminded him.

“Why not?”

“Won’t the mounts be demoralised by witnessing their brethren being slaughtered as cattle?”
“Why are you assuming the mounts will also be frogs?”

“Won’t they be?”

“Also,” he said, ignoring my question, “Since when did you care about frogs??”

“I just thought that they would be dangerous as mounts if they wished to take revenge on us.”
“That’s... hmm... actually, well thought. We’ll put it next to the Armoury and Fletchery on the

western side.”
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15 — System Support 2: Deus Ex Machina?

As | evolved another Breeder in the shack of the Mount Pen and imbued him with a bit of essence so
he could spawn the Mounts, | was surprised to see him pull a massive toad, and not a frog, out of the
ground.

Imu immediately walked up to the enclosure with a handful of berries, enticing the beautiful
mustard-yellow toad to hop over to him. After feeding it, he entered the enclosure and mounted the
toad, then leapt over the Stone Dyke atop its back.

“This is degrading to Toadkind,” I warned him.

“But look how big he is! Surely, you can overlook their usage as mounts, and just appreciate the
chonky boy for what it is!”

“That Toad is a girl,” I enlightened him.

“Regardless! You ruined my Minion Chair, so I’'m keeping this one.”

I had a random thought just then, and asked, “What happens if you die?”

“...Toad... Are you threatening me?”

“I am just curious.”

“Well... Normally, if the Guiding Fairy dies, the Core dies too. Of course, if the Core dies, the
Fairy doesn’t.”

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“However! It seems that, if | die attached to a Settlement Core like you, I simply respawn in your
Core Chamber.”

“And if I die?”

“...” he quickly pulled out his Encyclopaedia, scrolling hastily through dozens of pages, while
the Toad he sat atop of was munching on grass. It seemed that, the spawned Toad mounts in my
settlement were quite different from true Toads, but they were nonetheless the peak of the
evolutionary tree.

“So0?” I asked.

With a deliberately-careful gesture, Imu closed the tome. “Please don’t die,” was all he told me.

As the construction of the Armoury and Fletchery were underway, not to mention the construction of

the Fortified Stone Wall that would encompass the twenty-metre radius closest to my tree, a pop of
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sulphur and gooseberries announced the arrival of a Support Imp. The Imp joined Imu and | atop the
few metres of stone wall that had thus far been constructed, observing the minions toiling below.

Next order of business was to get beds made such that my workforce could expand on its own.

Imu looked at the newly-arrived Imp with a hint of surprise.

“Heya Imu,” the Imp said.

“Long-time-no-see Yonn,” he replied.

“Not long enough... We can’t keep meeting like this.”

Yonn, the Imp, was hairy like the previous Imp, but his ears drooped all the way to his knees and
he was missing the middle-finger on his right hand. Also, his skin was purple.

“I heard about this new Core through the grapevine,” Yonn said. “Looks pretty weird.”

“We’d be fine, if our System wasn’t so batshit crazy. Can you believe she censored me!?”

Yonn looked to where I hovered in my essence form, “Isn’t that a positive?”

“Hey, screw you,” Imu retorted. “But, seriously, can you do something about it or what?”

“The rate of deterioration seems quite extreme, so I doubt anything I do would last long. Also,
looking at the logs,” he continued, having swiped his crow-feathered pen through the air, “it seems
that last go around was mostly caused by stress, but this time your System has also developed
Oppositional Defiant Disorder...”

“Is that why she’s so hostile towards me?” Imu asked.

The Imp nodded sagely.

| had remained silent until now, but raised my voice to ask: “Can we not send her down the river
this time?”

Imu and Yonn both turned to look at me, one with an incredulous look on his face and the other
with a patient smile.

“What other options do we have?” Imu answered.

“No, let’s hear him out. I’'m interested in seeing Toad’s perspective on this.”

“Well, I haven’t thought it through a lot, but... maybe we could let her roam around my Demesne.
Perhaps that would help with the stress?”

Imu seemed at a loss for words, but Yonn nodded, seeming to have some idea of what | meant.

“It could work,” the Imp said.

“You’re kidding me. We might as well just set fire to all our buildings, cause that’s what she’ll

do!”
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“If we put the soul of your System into a God Entity automaton, she would not be able to perish,
but she would also not be able to damage your settlement nor leave its area.”

“Oi... don’t you dare...”

Yonn looked down his big hooked nose at Imu, who was a head shorter than him. “You, mister,
are just a Guiding Fairy. The decision is for your Core to make.”

“Just say it!” Imu started, getting right up into the Imp’s face. “Say that you resent me because I
made your wife to leave you!”

A loud smack resounded through the Village as Imu was punched off the edge of the stone wall
and hit the ground below with a loud thud.

2
!

“Screw you!”” he yelled impotently from below.

| looked down at the Myling, who was still yelling, and then back at Yonn, who wore a satisfied
expression, perhaps having wanted to punch Imu for a long time now. | wondered what exactly their
past history was.

“We should try it,” I said, agreeing to the Imp’s suggestion.

“Excellent!”

He waved his crow-feather pen in the air in long circuitous rings and sharp jabbing motions, and
then a humanoid-esque porcelain doll appeared in front of him on the stone wall. It had no face nor
distinguishing features to show whether it was a male or female representation. Yonn began a new
series of gesture and finished it with a light tap of his pen against the forehead of the doll.

A lightning strike flew out of my core in the hole in the tree above and struck the doll right where
he had tapped it, and, moments after it came to life, moving around cautiously, like a newborn fawn
or foal.

“Congratulations! I love you Toad!”

“Hello System,” I replied. The System Doll ran to my essence with its arms wide in preparation
for a hug, but when | thought her limbs would go straight through me, she instead managed to clutch
my essence form like a balloon and squeezed me tightly.

After releasing me, she jumped from the stone wall and down to the ground below, before finding
Imu and kicking him sharply between the legs, sending him flying halfway across the northern
settlement quadrant.

“Congratulations! | feel FUCKING fantastic! Wooooh!!!”

“Call me if you need me,” Yonn told me. “I get the feeling you guys will be quite amusing to

watch.”
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“How do I call you?”

“Ask Imu. Once he gets his senses back...”

The Imp was about to vanish, when he looked over to the eastern part of my settlement and
spotted the Butcher.

“Why is that minion cosplaying as my people’s oppressor? That’s very insensitive to my culture
and the plight of my ancestors!”

Not knowing what to respond, I just went with the easiest answer: “It was Imu’s idea.”

“Fuck that guy, for real.”

With a swish-and-a-flick, Yonn vanished in a puff of sulphur and gooseberries.
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16 — Taxman Cometh?

As wood was turned into timber and then into beds by a team of builders working side-by-side in
front of the only Workbench, a team of idle unassigned minions ferried the beds into the many homes
scattered around the northern and western quadrants, as well as the handful near the farms on the
eastern side.

No sooner had a bed been placed into the first home than two genderless minions, a Farmer and
a Forager, left their assigned tasks, hand-in-hand, and wandered into a house. Tremors came from the
house for a few seconds, and then a cloud of smoke emerged when the door burst open, and the
Farmer and Forager emerged with a third minion, the same size as them.

“Hm, that’s pretty lazy,” Imu commented, sitting atop the mustard-yellow toad.

“Why is their child the same size as them?”

“Hey, System!” Imu called and the faceless doll wandered over. “What is this??”

“Congratulations! 1t ’s called nature’s way!”

'9’

“But they’re the same size!” he argued back. “How is that supposed to be a child!?”

System lifted Imu off the back of the toad and held him high in the air, before beginning to spin
around and laughing.

Watching from above in my essence form, | considered the newly-born minion. “It does make
sense in a way,” I commented, while Imu was protesting to System’s treatment in an endless string
of expletives. “If they had been born as actual children, they could not immediately contribute to our
workforce.”

System stopped spinning and looked towards me, while Imu looked like he was on the verge of
vomiting in her grip. “Slaver,” she said.

The Forager and Farmer let go of each other, returning to their tasks and heartlessly leaving their
offspring to its own devices. The naked minion looked around, then went over to the idle unassigned

minions who were just lounging around.

Congratulations! For having the first minion offspring born in your settlement, you unlocked the

ability to construct a Toy Store!

[Crafting List]
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>Structures>Vendors

—Toy Store (Workbench)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve a happy minion into a Toy Store Vendor and increases minion
motivation in nearby structures
Sells handmade toys that makes customers happy for a full day.

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

“A toy store?” Imu asked, after escaping System’s grasp and steadying himself against his toad
mount.

“Does it count towards our required Merchant Shops?”’

He pulled his Encyclopaedia out of thin air and started scrolling through it.

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

System started running in circles around Imu’s mount, while screaming, “Congratulations! TOYS

FOR EVERYONE!!”

After they were finished sometime in the middle of the night, | started funnelling unassigned minions
into the Armoury and Fletchery to evolve them all at once.

“Let’s hope this works,” Imu commented, lying atop the rubbery back of his mount, staring off
into the night sky.

System was still running around in circles somewhere in the northern quadrant, and we could
hear her yelling on-repeat: “Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy! Toy!”

I sent in the appropriate amount of essence needed to evolve the five would-be-Archers in the
Fletchery all at once, and came dangerously-close to exhausting all my essence. After feeding them
my essence, a cataclysmic amount of light emerged through the windows of the tall building, then a
loud pop of smoke burst out through all openings and sent the door flying off its hinges.

“It worked!” I exclaimed happily.

Then the entity within tried to emerge. Ten arms and legs sprouted from a meatball of conjoined

rubbery flesh and skin.
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Three of its limbs were trying to drag its disjointed form out of the ruined doorway, but it was
too large. I quickly fed it the remainder of my essence and there followed another, louder, pop and

limbs and rubbery skin shot out of the doorway to the Fletchery, littering the surrounding area

Witnessing this, the ten minions waiting within the Armoury all left the building
You there! I commanded them. Clean this up and bring the remains to the offering altar for the

Goose?!
The ten minions looked at each other for a moment, but then got to work. I also called for a pair

of Builders to repair the Fletchery.

“No group evolutions,” Imu told me. “Never again!”
| noticed bile dripped down his lower lip. It seemed he had thrown dp afier seelng heino;\si'nosity
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“What’s that for?” I asked.
Imu quickly looked at his Encyclopaedia and, with a face drained entirely of colour, replied, “We

are under NO circumstances making that building!!”

After successfully evolving two Guards and an Archer, we were visited during the early dawn by
Monroe the Taxman, who was accompanied by a dozen armoured pike-wielding bodyguards, as well

as two figures in flowing red robes.
With our new Guards next to him, Imu greeted the Tax Collector and | quickly sent for minions

to bring our new batch of wheat flour to the cart the man had brought
“We would like to establish trade with the Castle Town of your Earl,” Imu told the man.
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Monroe nodded enthusiastically, while his guards spread out, seeming to expect the arrival of the
Honking Menace soon. “Earl Sharpee and his people would be interested in purchasing your fresh
produce, I am certain,” he said.

“We would also like to establish trade relations with other towns and villages.”

“Of course, for a cut of the profit, we would gladly introduce you.”

The two, child-like Myling and inbred pouch-forehead Taxman shook hands, then the latter asked,
“Has your settlement expanded since I was last here?”

“It hasn’t,” Imu quickly replied.

Why are we keeping it a secret? | asked him through my thoughts.

With his cart loaded with twice-as-much wheat flour as last time he visited, Monroe and his
entourage took off. Imu sidled over to where my essence form floated and said, “If they find out
there’s a Core here, even one as bizarre as yours, they will forcefully take over. It’s important that no
one discovers the truth until we have the means to defend ourselves from would-be conquerors.”

“Conquerors?”

“There’s a lot of money to be gained from the control of a Core,” he told me. “And we have the
ability to produce crops in a fraction of the time it takes for human farms to do the same, making us
easily-exploitable.”

He turned to look towards the Taxman and his men as they left through the forest. As | followed
his gaze, there came a loud honking and squawking.

“...Ah. Right on time,” he deadpanned.

“Maybe it is lucky we have our local Menace to discourage them?”” I commented.

“They will want to send an extermination party to deal with it sooner-or-later,” he explained, as
the two robed figures started hurling projectiles of stone and frozen water at the monster, while the
guardsmen frantically tried to jab their pikes into the Goose? that circling in around above and kept
bombarding them with powerful buffets of wind from its wings and belches of fire from its gullet.

“What are those robed ones?” I asked, fascinated with their ability to conjure elements out of thin
air to launch at the flying waterfow! demon.

“Sorcerers, I’d imagine. Low-ranking ones though, by the looks of them.”

“Will I get minions like that?” I asked.

Imu was about to answer when System came running over and put a hand over his mouth, and

whispered: “Congratulations! Spoiler-free Zone!”
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17 — He who calls the Toads?

[Evolution Requirements]

Village => Town

- Build 100 Houses (62/100) -

- Build 5 Merchant Shops and evolve 5 Merchants -

- BuHd-L-Armeoury and evolve 15 Guards (6/15) -
- BuHd-1-Fletehery and evolve 10 Archers (2/10) -

- Build 3 Carts and have them deliver goods to neighbour villages/towns 8 times -

- Build a continuous Fortified Stone Wall around the centre of your Demesne, including

important builds like Mayor’s House -

- Buld-l-Hermit'sLedge and evolve an ostracised minion to Toadcaller -

“We’re getting close,” I commented excitedly, looking at how much we had already completed
of the requirements for my next evolution.

“It’1l be a while yet,” Imu remarked wisely. “The Fortified Wall is eating up most of our stone
and the Foragers can’t keep up; the carts require us to build a Woodshop and evolve a Carpenter; and
we still haven’t even looked at Merchant Shops and what they require.”

My Guiding Fairy was lounging atop his mustard-yellow mount, while flipping through his
Encyclopaedia.

“We should build a quarry,” he then said. “We can keep it on the edge of our settlement and it’1l
at least make our wall problem easy to handle. Plus, we might get lucky and hit some ore veins or

something.”
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“What about wood? It’s taking the Foragers a while to gather that too now,” I commented, looking
around the enormous clearing within which our settlement resided. Just a few more lines of trees
removed and it would be impossible to call this a forest anymore.

“If you’ve noticed, a lot of sapling seeds have been stored into our barns.”

“Saplings? Like tadpoles?”

“Sure... anyway, since we have an excess of minion that stand idle, we should have them replant
the trees in the forest. Hopefully, since your core’s magic courses through them, the trees will grow
rapidly, just like our crops, even if they don’t replant them within our demesne.”

Twenty of the laziest most idle minions, listen up! I mentally commanded. You are to replant the
cut down trees of the forest, so that we do not run out of trees!

| hovered around the northern quadrant, where the idle minions seemed to congregate en masse,
many of them standing in line before the bakery. It took a few minutes, but then twenty of them broke
off and went to one of the barns, each grabbing a handful of sapling seeds and moving out into the
deforested forest to reforest the deforestation.

Congratulations! For organising a reforestation effort and cleaning up the mess you yourself

caused, you have gained the [Green Thumb] perk!

[Green Thumb] — All attempts at planting crops, seeds, and plants are always successful.

“Look at the System actually being useful for once,” Imu commented sharply. He looked over
the where she was dancing in a ring with a bunch of unassigned minions, each of them holding hands.
“You know, I hate to admit it, but I think your plan to put her into a physical body kind of helped.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“Are you sure?”

To avoid having my Baker die of exhaustion, | evolved another Baker to serve under him, and soon
the long line before the Bakery windowsill seemed to shorten, although it never fully went away, as
the minions of my settlement had learnt to live entirely off of bread and water.

Because it seemed to make the most sense, | decided to put the Stone Quarry in the southern

quadrant, at the very edge of the current limit of my demesne. At first, | had my Builders craft a bunch
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of Stone Shovels, before sending off a newly-appointed team of thirty Diggers to excavate the
marked-out blueprint of my Quarry which lay flat on the ground, just like with the Farming Plots. As
soon as the Diggers arrived and got to work, the blueprint vanished from the ground, though the
workers seemed to instinctively know the limits of the area they had to work within. It was quite
strange.

As they dug a large square ten-by-ten hole into the ground, | had my Builders make a bunch of
Stone Picks, and when the Diggers could dig no deeper, thanks to the dense layer of hard compacted
earth and rock, | sent them off to each get a pick, and soon they were banging away at the tough
sediment layer, sending fragments of stone and clumps of earth flying all over.

Since Imu recommended it, | placed a Well near the Quarry site, so the minions would not all die
of dehydration.

“We should get to work on the Woodshop, before they start amassing a pile of rocks and whatnot

for us to transport. Another couple barns also couldn’t hurt.”

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Crafting

—Woodshop (Workbench & Anvil)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve a minion into a Carpenter and making complex wooden contraptions

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

Even though our northern quadrant was kind of crowded with other crafting buildings and houses,
I decided to put the Woodshop there anyway. Within an hour or so, my team of Builders had
constructed the one-storey building and | picked one of my countless idle minions to become a
Carpenter.

After injecting him with my essence, he emerged from the simple building in a mist of ominous
smoke and light, wearing a wooden skirt and weird cups over his mammary glands.

“This customisation system is actually pissing me off,” Imu grumbled. He stood up and pointed
at the self-satisfied Carpenter, “I mean, look at him! What is that outfit supposed to be!?”

Moments later, System came running and picked up Imu in her arms and took off towards the
southern quadrant. The Myling yelled at her to let him go, while his mustard-yellow toad mount

hopped after them.
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| bade the Carpenter construct three wooden carts, before following after behind in my essence
form.

We came to the Hermit’s Lodge, before System set down the flustered Imu. He pulled out his
Encyclopaedia and smacked her leg with it, while complaining about her always picking him up.

A change came over System and the arms of her doll automaton fell to her sides, then she took a
single step back, before torpedoing her foot into the middle of Imu’s legs, punting him a few metres
through the air.

“Congratulations! Don 't fuck with me, Boi!”

| was about to tell her to be less violent towards Imu, when | noticed a figure sat in the depths of
the Hermit’s Lodge, hugging his legs. His face had tiny eyes and small lips, so it was obvious that he
was genetic freak of nature deserving of being ostracised, such that he was never able to procreate
and pass on his twisted, disgusting features.

“Look! There’s a minion ready to become a Toadcaller!” I exclaimed.

Imu grunted something, from where he was curled into a ball a few metres away, but it wasn’t
legible.

Instead of waiting for him to recover, I sent in a portion of my essence to evolve the minion, but
it did not seem sufficient, so I doubled the dose, then doubled it again when that also didn’t work,
nearing the edge of my limits, but then the transformation took hold, and a white light emerged from
the hovel that lay between the roots of my tree. Halfway through, however, the light turned violet and
there came a loud reverberating chirp, as though the world’s largest toad had just been birthed.

A puff of pleasant-smelling swamp odours wafted out of the Lodge’s doorway, alongside thick,
viscous smoke, and out came striding my Toadcaller.

Imu had regained his composure at this point and we both beheld this newest evolution together.

“Why does he look so human?” Imu wondered, not having seen the minion beforehand.

“Why is he wearing the skin of a toad?” I asked, horrified.

System ran up to this new minion, and clasped both her doll hands on his disgusting human-sized

cheeks and said, in a deep sonorous voice, “My boy!”

Congratulations! For evolving a Toadcaller, you unlocked the ability to construct various Scopes

and other Enhancements to your Core!

[Crafting List]
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>Structures>Core Upgrades

—Appraising Scope (Hermit’s Lodge)—
Unlocks the ability for the Core to view the level and statistics of any entity
Required Materials: Murderous Minion’s Soul, Happy Minion’s Soul, Lazy Minion’s Soul, &
Guiding Fairy’s Tear

“Ah, for fuck’s sake...”

“I’'m gonna need one of your tears,” I told Imu seriously. “I want this upgrade.”

“I hate this System,” he replied.
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18 — Murderer?

“This seems like a bad idea,” I told Imu, as we forced yet another cattle frog into the Butchershop.

“Do you want your Appraisal perk or not? Also, last I checked, you were not the arbiter of good
idea, rather quite the opposite, as the crater in the northern quadrant can attest.”

Idle minions, fill the crater near the campfire and workbench, so Imu will stop using it as a way
to ridicule me!

Imu sighed, while more insane laughter flowed from the building ahead of us. The scent of blood

seemed to be making his toad mount salivate, which was concerning.

Congratulations! For pushing a minion past the brink of insanity, you unlocked the ability to

construct a Consultation Clinic!

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Motivation

—Consultation Clinic (Workbench & Bakery)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve a cold-hearted minion into a Therapist and increases minion
motivation in nearby structures

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Iron

The gate to the Butcher’s shed burst open and the minion broke into a sprint, aiming for the
cluster of houses in the northern quadrant of my settlement.

“He’s fast,” I commented.

“Sick the guards on him, you idiot!”

“Oh, right...”

Guards apprehend this murderous psycho!

Quickly, my six Guards, with the backup of four Archers, came running towards them with his
axe held high.

“Why don’t they have weapons?” Imu asked, perplexed.
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I was about to answer when the Butcher’s axe chopped the head off of the first Guard to come
closer. Then pandemonium broke loose and the contingent of Guards scattered, with the Archers
following shortly after.

In just a few moments, three Guards lay headless on the ground, alongside two Archers.

All idle or unassigned minions, apprehend the Butcher!

A stampede of minions flowed from north to the western quadrant, some wielding farming tools,

and others loaves of bread.

Congratulations! For inciting a mob to hunt down a specific target, you unlocked the ability to
construct a Bounty Board!

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Quests

—Bounty Board (Workbench & Mayor’s House)—
Enables the Mayor or other leader-type minions to establish a bounty on a specific target or group
of targets
Required Materials: Timber

“You completely dropped the ball on this,” Imu commented, his head buried in his hands.

After two newly-evolved Guards hauled the severely-bruised and crushed Butcher to the Hermit’s
Lodge, I sent for happy minion, who came skipping along with a loaf of bread in his hands. Trailing
slowly behind him was a lazy minion, one of the oldest of the newborn and perpetually-idle minions
added through my bed-and-breed system that now was the only way I refilled my minion cap, given
that it was a passive thing that did not require my attention.

After shoving the three minions into the bowels of the Lodge, the Toadcaller stood outside,
holding his hand out towards Imu expectantly.

Having apparently prepared in advance, Imu pulled a strange fruit out of the thin air.

“That’s a strange-looking apple,” I commented.

“It’s called an onion...”

“What’s it for?”
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“Watch.”

With his fat fingers, Imu started peeling the strange fruit, first removing a strangely-thin and
crunchy outer skin, before digging into the juicy layers of the onion with his fingernails, spraying a
fine mist of stuff into the air. Almost immediately, the two Guards, the Toadcaller, and Imu’s yellow
toad mount began leaking water from their eyes, but the Myling seemed unphased.

“Strange, I thought this would work for me.”

A couple seconds later, System came running and picked him up, flipping him upside-down in
the air and shaking him violently up-and-down.

“System! Stop!” was all he managed to protest, before suddenly started spraying a flood of water
bile all over the and the ground leading down to the Hermit’s Lodge. Alongside this deluge came a
few pure glistening drops of liquid that the still-crying Toadcaller caught deftly in his hand, before
running down into his hovel, slamming the door behind him.

As System put the distressed Imu down on the ground, he continued to dry-heave in-between a
fountain of profanity.

From the Lodge came an ominous crimson light and the howl of three minions yelling out from
the depths of Hell. Then, only a minute later, it died down and the Toadcaller emerged out of the door

holding what looked like a fist-sized bead of glass that he jammed into the side of the Lodge.

Congratulations! For crafting an Appraising Scope using the souls of your minions, you have

gained the [Appraisal] perk!

[Appraisal] — Allows you to see a breakdown of information about any target you look at.

“Finally!” I exclaimed. I immediately activated my scope and looked at the Toadcaller.

Name: Toadcaller
Occupation: Toadcaller
Species: Whomanoid Minion
Level: 15/50
Alignment: Chaotic-but-Friendly
Faction: Toad Town
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I then looked at Imu next, wondering what his would say:

Name: Boi (Imuxikwiht)
Occupation: Guiding Fairy
Species: Myling (Sluagh)
Level: 77?2
Alignment: Unfriendly-but-Helpful

Faction: Deathheim Inc.

Wanting a middle-ground, | inspected one of the two Guards, whose moist bulbous eyes were
red-rimmed thanks to the onion’s invisible attack. The minion kept licking its cornea to get rid of the

remnants of the weeping juices of the onion, but it only seemed to make him weep more.

Name: Guard
Occupation: Guard
Species: Sub-Whomanoid Minion
Level: 5/25
Alignment: Lawful-and-Obedient

Faction: Toad Town

“Hey, Imu,” I began. He got up from his knees and crawled onto the back of his toad with shaky
legs, before looking towards where I hovered. “Why does it say my Guard is sub-whomanoid when

my Toadcaller 1sn’t??”

Imu, who was still holding the onion for some reason, pulled out his personal bubble scope and
looked at the minions through it. “I suppose it makes sense. Your Toadcaller actually looks human,
while the rest of your minions are freaks of nature. The System apparently categorises them as human-
adjacent in nature, which is amusing.”

I accidentally activated my Appraisal on the onion in his hand:
Name: Onion

Occupation: Onion
Species: Bulb (Vegetable)
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Level: 1/1
Alignment: Pure-Evil

Faction: Sensation-Assaulting Fruits & Vegetables

“Did you just... scope a vegetable?”

“Why is it aligned Pure-Evil?” I asked in return.

After having Imu show me some of the other scopes available to me, | decided that it was better to
invest my time elsewhere, since I had no use of the ability to see a target’s health and mana, nor what
abilities they had on offer. At least not at the current moment in time.

| spent the next day evolving the maximum number of Guards and Archers, and, at Imu’s
insistence, actually gave them weapons this time around.

[Crafting List]

>Items>Weapons

—Iron Sword (Anvil & Armoury)—
Grants Swordsmanship skill and increases minion Melee Combat XP by 25%
Required Materials: Wood & Iron

—Recurve Bow (Woodshop & Fletchery)—
Grants Archery skill and increases minion Ranged Combat XP by 25%
Required Materials: Wood & String

We had yet to strike iron or any other metals in the Quarry in the southern quadrant, but
fortunately the swords did not require a lot of iron to make, though I did task another minion with
aiding the original Smithy, so the job didn’t take a full day to complete.

The Carpenter with his strange wooden skirt and two cups on his chest was surprisingly quick to
make the ten bows | needed, after | had a crafter supply him with string spun from the Loom.

“Now they just need some proper armour,” Imu commented.
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| already had a team of five workers working nonstop to make new sets of clothes for every
newborn minion, but it was clear that this was not what he meant. It was then that | remembered the
Tannery | had built next to the Butchershop.

After assigning another Butcher and gifting him with his predecessor’s axe, I also assigned a
minion to handle the tanning of the frog cattle skin. Fortunately, a decent amount of the tanned hide
had already been produced, so | had enough to outfit seven of the fifteen Guards with a set of the

rubbery suits.

[Crafting List]

>ltems>Armour

—TFrog-Hide Boots (Workbench & Tannery)—
Increases minion Movement Speed by 40% and reduces Slipping by 80%
Required Materials: Frog Hide

—TFrog-Hide Gloves (Workbench & Tannery)—
Increases minion Attack Speed by 40% and increases Accuracy by 25%
Required Materials: Frog Hide

—TFrog-Hide Helmet (Workbench & Tannery)—
Increases minion Health by 20% and Resistance to Cold by 40%

Required Materials: Frog Hide

—TFrog-Hide Trousers (Workbench & Tannery)—
Increases minion Charisma by 6, Health by 40%, and Resistance to Cold by 60%
Required Materials: Frog Hide

—Frog-Hide Tunic (Workbench & Tannery)—

Increases minion Health by 40% and Resistance to Cold by 60%

Required Materials: Frog Hide

96



I looked over at the new Butcher and noticed that his axe was glowing strangely in the waning
sunlight, on a whim, | decided to inspect his weapon:

Name: Frog-Slayer
Occupation: Butcher’s Axe
Species: Axe (Tool)

Level: 42/666
Alignment: Evil
Faction: Tsukumogami (Possessed Object)

It seemed unlikely to be any cause for concern, so I didn’t tell Imu about it. What was the worst

that could happen anyway?
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19 — Trade?

All three of my carts were packed with an assortment of harvested produce, processed wheat, and bits
of wrought iron. At the fore of each cart was a toad mount affixed to the shaft, with a minion driver
sitting on the narrow seat and wielding the reins. On either side of the driver sat a Guard in Frog-Hide
armour. | almost felt bad for the lone frog-hide Guard who remained in the settlement with the eight
non-frog-hided Guards, but when I read his thoughts I realised it was something else:

Farewell my twins. Pray we meet in the minion afterlife when the greedy Goose? sinks its beaks
into your flesh.

“Do my minions have an afterlife?” I asked Imu. The thought had never occurred to me, but |
supposed that if they died in their hundreds on a weekly basis, then believing they had an afterlife
might make them less likely to take their existential dread out on me...

“No. Minions’ souls are like cardboard or plastic: they are recycled upon the termination of their
original use, but their souls always come out wonky. Usually, they have no knowledge of the horrific
abuse and torment of their past jobs, but sometimes the Minion Soul Recycle Stations get lazy and a
bunch of recycled minions manifest with PTSD and Oppositional Defiant Disorder.”

“Are any of my minions recycled?” I asked, despite not fully following his explanation.

“Oh most definitely all of them. I’'m willing to bet that a quirky outlier Core like yours gets the
worst-of-the-worst when it comes to minion souls. Why do you think they’re all absolutely out of
their minds? Only privileged Cores, like those of Lady Light, get fresh from the Tree of Life’s
branches minion souls. Deathheim on the other hand is big on saving the spiritual environment, so he
opts for the scrappy souls none of the other Gods want. But, in his case, it works out fine, given that
all his minions tend to be far removed from anything smelling of humanity and things like joy and
aspirations.”

“So the problems with my minions is not my fault then?”

“Don’t try to sneak your way out of responsibility, Toady. He who blames his servants for
following their given orders is a massive asshole, as the ancient saying goes.”

“Oh.”

“But... and I’m being generous here: you’ve been dealt a fucky System and a bizarre set of
circumstances, so even newly-minted minions would’ve gone insane, just not, you know, this level

of insane...”
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As the carts laden with trade goods were prepared to finally travel out of my settlement, Imu suggested
I move my Guards up to the fringes of my demesne and set my ten Archers on the halfway-built stone
wall at the heart of my Village, such that they could distract the Honking Menace when it no doubt
showed itself.

However, when the three carts bounced their way out of my settlement, tossing their cargo into
the air with every leap of the mounts at the front of the carts, no great Menace came to visit and wreak
havoc.

“I have to say, toads as draft mounts is perhaps the dumbest thing I could imagine.”

“The riders are staying in their seats at least,” I replied.

“For now. I mean, how can we even be sure half the goods make it to their destination when they
keep flying around every time it moves??”

“Have a little faith.”

“You telling me that does not instil me with any sort of confidence.”

For the next two days, as we awaited the return of our trade carts, | continued building the houses we
needed to reach 100 in total, and work on the fortified stone wall proceeded smoothly as well, thanks
to the quarry.

It seemed that our reforestation efforts were paying off as well, as the replanted tree seeds regrew
within half a day, so that, for now, we used about the same amount of wood as the trees we regrew,
leading to an equilibrium.

I also built the first of the five Merchant Shops | needed in the eastern quadrant, and evolved one
of my countless unassigned minions to become a Merchant.

“He looks fairly normal,” Imu said, surprised.

“Why is purple hair growing from his ears like that?”

“...I'have no idea, but let’s just overlook it for now.”

With my demesne now having reached the largest it could get for my current evolution, | realised
excitedly that a small area at the north-eastern part of my settlement overlapped my childhood pond.
After possessing my Mayor and hopping over to it, however, | learnt just how small it was
compared to a whomen, or, well, sub-whomen.
Builders! Erect a fence around this here pond!

Guards! Protect the younglings in these murky waters with your lifel
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“What in Hell’s name are you doing?”

“Protecting the future of my species!”

“They’re not your species anymore,” Imu replied coldheartedly. “You’re not a toad anymore.”
“But I am Toad, now and forever!”

“You’re wasting resources on something moronic.”

“My settlement, my rules!”

Imu let out a sigh. Moments later System came running and started hopping around the pond on

all four of her legs, while repeating: “Tadpoles! Tadpoles! Tadpoles! Tadpoles! Tadpoles! Tadpoles!”

[Evolution Requirements]

Village => Town

- Build 5 Merchant Shops and evolve 5 Merchants -
- BuHd3-Garts and have them deliver goods to neighbour villages/towns 8 times (3/8) -

“We’re so close!” I announced.

“Since we’re limited to three carts, getting those last deliveries will take probably three or four
more days. For now though, let’s see what stuff we have gotten in return for our goods.”

“They look pretty empty,” I commented upon seeing the three carts, but then a notification

appeared:

Congratulations! For obtaining your first form of currency, you unlocked the ability to construct a

Coin Minting Bank!

[Crafting List]

>Structures>Crafting

—~Coin Minting Bank (Mayor’s House & Hermit’s Lodge)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve your greediest minion into a Banker and allows for the minting of
coins using precious metals

Required Materials: Stone, Timber, & Wrought Metal
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20 — Capitalism?

After having built the Coin Minting Bank in the southern quadrant, Imu advised me to move my
means of industry there as well, so only my Forges and Anvil for now, but later other buildings that
also seemed to create a mist of demotivation around them. Having the Forges and Bank neighbouring
the Quarry also meant that metals could immediately be refined and then put to use in their respective
forms of crafting.

“It’s lucky that our Quarry has begun strike ore deposits,” I commented, after my Diggers had
begun unearthing both iron and copper. “I didn’t even know that there were this many types of metals
and such in the forest.”

“There wasn’t,” Imu replied sharply, laying atop his favourite toad mount, whom, it seemed, he
had named Goldie. “When a Core is born and begins to evolve and grow, so too does the area within
and closely without its demesne start to change as well.”

“So, because of my Core being in the tree, these metals began appearing?”

“That’s right. Normally, you’d be in a proper cave or even underground a few hundred metres
below a mountain, so it would seem less contrived and actually believable, but yeah...” Imu made
the point of looking around suspiciously. “We’re in a blessed forest, and there is definitely not meant
to be this much raw material just lying around untapped. Our good ol’ pouch-head Earl would no
doubt have harvested it all already if it had just been lying around like that.”

“I see.”

“Also, did you not find it suspicious that the minions you sent out into the forest just kept coming
back with a steady supply of iron ore??”

“No.”

“...Right, that’s my bad, I forgot you were a Toad. Although, saying that, even human Cores
don’t pick up on such things. They’re surprisingly daft and only seem to care about the morality of
killing people to grow strong... ugh.”

“Did you use to be a whomen before you became a Core and then a Myling?”’

Imu got up and lifted his pudgy fists towards where | floated, menacingly. “Are you trying to
start a fight!?”

“I don’t think so?”

“Ah. Well, them’s fighting words, Toady. But, to answer your question, no, I most definitely was

not a human before [ died and became a Core.”
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“...Imu?”

“Yes?”

“Is this how I find out you used to be the enemy? WERE YOU A FROG, IMU!?”

“Your stupidity is like a sharp sword that you continue to cut at me with,” he replied. “And no,
you’re the only non-humanoid Core I’ve heard of. In fact, there’s a common theory that only
humanoid species can become Cores, since only they have the mental capacity to undergo the
transition.”

“I really showed them, didn’t I?”” I answered excitedly.

“I’m not sure it’s worth being proud of, but I guess you did show them, yea...”

“So what kind of whomanoid were you?”

“Only the best kind: Dark EIf.”

“Oh! I’ve seen an elf, although she was very white.”

Imu spat on the ground from where he still stood atop Goldie. “White Elves are an inferior
offspring to us. They used to also be dark-skinned and antagonistic towards humans like us, but then
they developed morals, ugh, and started being all hippy and shit, leaving so much indoors that they
beautiful complexion soured into bone-pale white... They’re a disgusting bunch of all-life-is-sacred-
and-that’s-why-I’m-staying-in-my-tree-hut-and-make-a-living-off-of-writing-strongly-worded-
letters-disparaging-my-dark-skinned-cousins scum!”

He seemed really heated up about the topic of dark versus white. | supposed it was not too
different to the war between toads and frogs, even though, somehow, both animals stemmed from a
common ancestors. “How did you die?”

“Oh, it was fantastic! I led a warband of human-hating races, which, besides other Dark Elves,
included Trolls, Goblins, sentient Undead, Dryads, Lizardmen, Ratlings, and so many others. I think
most of these species are extinct though, except goblins and ratlings, they somehow always make it
through major species-wide extinction events.

“Anyway, we had sacked a few major cities, but then the Lady Light and her human and white
elf followers summoned a Hero to repel us. My final stand was quite epic,” Imu commented, standing
with his hands on his hips and a smug expression curling his thin lipless mouth.

“My final stand was awful,” I said.

“Well, I guess that a goose is to a toad what a dragon is to a humanoid. Sorry you didn’t get to
go out in a blaze of glory.”

“Thank you.”
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Imu cleared his throat. “Anyway, I learnt, after becoming a Core, that, due to my species leading
the anti-human war effort, Dark Elves were hunted to extinction.”

“Stupid whomens,” I replied, upset on his behalf.

“Eh, we had it coming. And if we lost even after combining our strength with so many other

species, then perhaps it was just proof that we weren’t strong enough.”
“I believe there still exist Dark Elves,” I commented.

“Maybe we’ll find some eventually,” Imu replied in a rare moment of optimism.

Congratulations! For refining your first copper ore, you unlocked the ability to craft a Copper
Spear and Copper Shield, as well as Copper Coins! Additionally, you can now craft Copper

versions of all tools and weapons!
>|tems>Tools

—Copper Coin (Anvil & Coin Minting Bank)—
Standard currency in your settlement that comes in many denominations based on size

Required Materials: Copper

—Copper Shield (Anvil & Armoury)—
Grants Defender skill and increases minion Defense by 50%
Required Materials: Wood & Copper

—Copper Spear (Anvil & Armoury)—
Grants Spearmanship skill and increases minion Melee Combat XP by 50%
Required Materials: Wood & Copper

System came running over suddenly, moving faster than anything I’d ever seen before. Though
Imu tried to hide behind Goldie, she managed to grab him anyway and began spinning around wildly,

the tiny Myling holding on to her for dear life.

While Imu was recovering in the grass near the Coin Minting Bank, | quickly found the greediest

minion in my settlement, which turned out to be one of the Diggers, who, despite me ordering him

103



several times, refused to let go of a clump of refined copper, even as its still-hot surface burnt his
body where he hugged it tightly.

After sending him into the Bank, still holding the clump, I poured in a bit of my essence and a
golden glow emerged from within the wide one-story building. Moments after, the newly-evolved
Banker emerged, half his body made of pure copper and his clothes transforming into a neat purple
velvet set of pants and vest, which strangely matched his partially copper skin quite well.

“Alright, time to get to minting!” [ announced excitedly.

Imu got up from the grass and looked at the new Banker, then at me. “We have to be careful,” he
commented, as the Banker ran out and grabbed some refined copper, before going into his Bank and
beginning to work away on it. “Remember those Missionaries of Lady Light I told you about?”

“No.”

“Ugh, then just forget it, hopefully it won’t matter.”

The Banker emerged victoriously with a shiny copper coin in his hand, lifting it in the air for all

the nearby Diggers and Smithies to see and admire. | used my Appraisal on the coin:

Name: Copper Toaken
Occupation: Currency
Species: One Denomination Coin (Copper)
Level: 1/72??2?
Alignment: Neutral

Faction: Toad Town

“Uh oh.”

“What?”

“Look what just showed up in the northern quadrant... Hells these bastards are quick to scent
money...”

| flew over to where Imu had indicated and amidst many of my idle and unassigned minions stood
a figure in a pure-white robe accented with gold. Her hair was done up nicely with a bunch of golden
trinkets fastened to it, and her face was also studded with golden stuff.

“If they weren’t so freakishly dangerous, they’d be prime targets for a robbery,” Imu commented.

“I mean, just look at all that jewellery...”
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I quickly possessed my Mayor who seemed to have naturally approached the newcomer, then she
asked one fateful question that would determine my continued existence as a Core:

“Hi there! Would you like to hear about our Lady and Saviour, Lady Light?”
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21 — Missionary’s Sermon?

“Gathered faithful, today I have come to preach the good word of our Lady Light, the holiest of
holy. It is by her divine grace that you today are allowed to prosper!

“I say to you, gathered sheeplings, would you like to shed your woollen coats and attain
enlightenment!?”

Imu gave me a side-eye. “Yes?” we both replied.

“Of course you want to hear of our fair Lady and the way your souls can attain true happiness! It
is only by her grace that happiness can be attained, true happiness!

“Heretics, infidels, and mutant freaks only worship the evil, sinful word of the dark gods like
Deathheim and Arnold the Goblin Butcher! Cast off any sinful notion of sharing in their unholy
gospels and embrace the one true Divinity, Lady Light!”

Imu grumbled something under his breath and, quick as lightning, the Missionary snapped her
heads towards him.

“Just clearing my throat,” he lied. “Please don’t let me stop you.”

“Okay! Don’t interrupt again or I’ll purge you,” she replied cheerfully. Next to where I squatted
in the Mayor’s body, Imu suddenly stood rigidly upright.

The woman continued, “Have you ever experienced strife in your life? Of course you have! Strife
is the nature of the Mortal Realm, but in the fold of our Lady and Saviour, whose benevolent light
covers the world, you will never again have to experience strife! With a small steady donation to our
church, you may attain this enlightenment of soul and when you time is due, her grateful embrace
will find you and keep you safe for eternity!”

“I'have a question,” I said, Imu nudged me aggressively, perhaps to silence me, but I felt it prudent
to ask. “What sort of donation? How do we donate it? Also, isn’t reincarnation a thing?”

“All good questions, you disgusting bug-eyed cretin,” she replied. “A donation to our church
would be one-fourth of all coins minted in your town, as well as one-fourth of all profits from sales
that your town makes.”

“That seems a lot,” I answered. Imu was at this point punching the side of the Mayor’s body,
though I didn’t feel anything.

The Missionary stepped closer to where | was squatted and looked down at me with a scowl.

“Don’t you want to be saved?”
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“He most definitely does!” Imu quickly answered on my behalf. “Please forgive his colossal
stupidity. He’s very inbred.”

The woman stepped back and returned to her cheerful demeanour. “I see! Don’t worry, with our
Lady’s grace, even an inbred, disgusting, and filthy pile of swamp-muck like you will be able to find
happiness!

“To answer your second question: all donations will go through a church to Lady Light that you

will of course construct within your settlement.”

Congratulations! For accepting Lady Light s faith into your life, you unlocked the ability to
construct a Church of Lady Light!

[Crafting List]
>Structures>Worship

—Church of Lady Light (Workbench, Quarry, & Mayor’s House)—
Unlocks the ability to evolve your most gullible minion into a Preacher and allows for a monetary
donation to Lady Light
Required Materials: Quarried Stone

“As for your third question: you can unlock reincarnation to your worship subscription by
increasing your donations to three-fourths. If you increase your donations to five-sixths, you can even
unlock our Guaranteed Success In Your Next Life plan! Personal advice, | recommend you take that
model, just looking at how filthy and disgusting and gross and annoying you seem.”

“Thank you for informing us,” Imu said. “We’ll stick with the basic plan. Please preach us your
sermon, so we may begin construction on a church as soon as possible!”

Are we actually going to build a church? I asked him through my mind.

Of course! he replied, surprising me with his ability to communicate through this way like me.
These psychos will literally reduce our settlement to a smouldering ruin if we don !

Where’s System at? | asked, worried she might make a sudden appearance and upset the
Missionary.

I locked her in with the Toadcaller.
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The Missionary cleared her throat and then did a weird tra-la-la-laaa kind of uttering a few times.
If she was doing an impression of toadsong, she was not very good at it.

“Okay, no more interruptions or I’ll purge you!”” she announced cheerfully.

“At the dawn of man, our fair Lady created Light to illuminate the dark and sombre world she
found herself within. Her light caused life, such as animals, BUT ONLY THE CUTE ONES, to
manifest, as well as human life!

“Of course, other life was also manifested through the evil, sinful, morally corrupt, vile, unholy
dark gods! Life such as goblins; dragons, BUT NOT THE PRETTY ONES THOSE WERE LADY
LIGHT’S CREATIONS; dark elves; beastkin; lizardmen; ghouls; toads; and all other manner of
disgusting and repulsive things.”

She’s very mean.

Just bear with it. We still have an hour or two more of this to go...

“After Lady Light and all her creations wandered their newfound world, they were quick to accept
sin and vice into their lives, and so She sent her Divine Messengers down to this Mortal Realm, so
evils could be purged in her name and the world made pure and holy.

“Of these Messengers, the most well-known are of course Kevin the Big-Lipped, Carl Carlson
Carl of the Luscious Eyebrows, and Heinreich von Poopenmeyer. With their righteous blades of light,
the world was scoured of sin!

“But, alas, sin has a way of always resurfacing, tainting the fair hearts of Lady Light’s priests and
goodfolk, and spawning the evil cults of Deathheim, Arnold the Goblin Butcher, the Big Smiling Fat
Lump, and countless other unmentionable dens of vice.

“Once every millennia, sometimes half-millennia, at times a bit more, there comes a great Crisis,
a Cataclysm, which threatens to upend the morality of our world. At such times, a righteous warrior
of Light ascends from the plebeian masses to save us all!

“That’s right! Even a plebeian like you can become a holy warrior, if only your faith is strong
enough! Rejoice in the knowledge that even filthy gutterspawn like you may one day have a purpose!
And it is all thanks to our Fair Lady!”

The Missionary cleared her throat again, then said, “Let us sing!”

“O Lady Light, lovely lady, pretty cool lady, sexy and definitely good-looking, and totally a hit
with everyone!”

“O Lady Light, I like the dresses you wear, they fit you perfectly! You re like a model! Oh my

Lady, your beauty dazzles me into a mute stupor!”
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“O Lady Light, your horse is sooo much prettier and nicer than all the other Gods ! Truly your
mount is one of a kind, and it is clear that you paid a lot of money for it! Wow, so wise a business
woman you are to make such an amazing investment!”

“O Lady Light, your makeup, in all its thick several layers looks really good on you! Promise!
You re totally a trendsetter! Daumn gurl, look at all that you 've got goin on! Woooh!”

What is happening? | asked.

It goes on like this for a while... Imu replied.

“O Lady Light, your real estate investments are definitely solid and will appreciate! Your acumen
with such matters is truly beyond mortal ken! Wow! Excellent! Very amazing, most certainly!”

Imu moved his hands up towards his ears, perhaps to save himself from the aural onslaught of
horribly out-of-tune singing with nonsensical words stretched beyond your natural limits. Before he
could cover his ears though, he seemed to realise what he was doing and stopped himself, visibly
gritting his teeth and bearing the brutal assault of sounds.

“O Lady Light, you’re a smash hit with the guys! Just because you 're single, it doesn’t mean
everybody doesn 't want you! But you 're too good for them! You 're a strong independent woman!”

“O Lady Light, forget about Kevin! You dumped him, not the other way around! Anyone who says
otherwise is a filthy liar and will be purged!”

“O Lady Light, that Kevin guy is a total poser! I mean, just look at his disgusting moustache!
Ugh! And his dainty fingers and tiny romp! You were too good for him, definitely! His soul suffers
forever from the banishment of your love!”

Is this an actual song of Lady Light? | asked.

Unfortunately, yes... she’s incredibly vain and needs daily emotional reinforcement through her
fanatical servants.

“O Lady Light, you're totally the greatest! And you have more friends than anymore! You're
beloved by everyone! Totally! Not lying, | swear! With your amazing charm, who wouldnt find you
irresistible to be around??”

The Missionary paused and took a deep breathe then exhaled slowly.

“There are forty-eight more verses Lady Light is the Coolest, Prettiest, and Greatest Goddess,
but now | would like to tell you the gospel of Lady Light and the Hater.

“Once there was a filthy man who lived in a filthy village and had a filthy family. When a
wandering Missionary came to his disgusting village, the filthy man said he didn’t care about how

amazing Lady Light was and said she was probably ugly and lonely. He was obviously very wrong
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and Lady Light was very offended about such a negative hot take. She descended from the heavens
upon a very sexy horse made of clouds, which cost her forty-three tonnes in gold to acquire, and
looked upon the man, who was obviously spellbound by her tremendous beauty and charm.

“To the man, she said: ‘Ew, gross.” and then she set him on fire with holy scalding light. The
family he left behind through his hateful actions became positive reviewers who totally gave her five
stars, because that’s how amazing she obviously is.”

Five stars? | asked.

That’s right, Imu said, turning to look at the reader. Yes. That means you, the person reading
these words right now. To the reader, i.e. you, he said, People who don 't leave five star reviews are
haters and get purged with holy fire.

That makes sense, | replied, suddenly feeling the urge to give a five star rating.

“Up next is the gospel of Lady Light and her lover Kevin, which teaches us that Lady Light’s
love is definitely the best thing in the world.

A sound like an explosion came from the southern quadrant, and we all turned to look towards
the cause, which was a flying ball of white matter that arced over my big tree and came flying down
towards us, landing only a few metres behind Imu and me with a loud crash and dirt thrown every
which way.

Standing up from the crater was System, her doll-like body letting off tendrils of steam and smoke.
With a few powerful strides, she came right up to the Missionary and said:

“Congratulations! Lady Light sucks ***** and her mother is a ***** who ****** g|| the
Fekodkkokok okokk Kokkok Hokkkkdok Kok Kk 17

Then she torpedoed her foot right into the crotch of the missionary, lifting her up into the air
before she fell back down again on her knees, her face instantly robbed of colour.

“Ah, turds...” Imu commented.
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