
        
            
                
            
        

    The Elder Demon's Dilemma
Last book of the Realm of Arkon
by G. Akella



Prologue
It was a warm summer night in a vast Darkaaneese valley. A waning blood-red moon was rising over Siruat Heath, the wind having scattered clusters of heavy storm clouds as it had picked up closer to nightfall. The threat was receding, its remnants flickering in the distant east of the night's sky. Fog rising from the marshlands blanketed the gnarled trunks of grim forest giants, then crept further toward the gentle hills. It was the last night of a retreating Spring. The night before the great battle. 
Great Prince Goherym looked over the valley with its blazing campfires, then took a seat on a root protruding nakedly from the ground. He looked eastward. Soon... It would all be over soon. Would their world remain endure or would it descend into darkness? He supposed that not even the gods knew the answer. Nothing happened by accident under the stars. Mallorn trees had returned, putting an end to the terrible fratricidal war, and Providence had decided to add weight to the other end of the scales. Every people would pay a price for the sacrifice. Elves, humans, dwarves... The Ancients would not abandon their advancement, and if Merdoc was right, their victory would bring about the coming of a Beast that would all but assure the total and irreversible destruction of this world.
Goherym looked away from the flashes in the east and back at the thousands of campfires dotting the valley. Never had this realm known such an army. Nearly one hundred fifty legions of elven warriors, mages, archers and healers. Eleven human legions, seven legions of the Mountain Kingdom, and ten gods. But would that be enough to stop an army of the transformed led by the Titans who had awakened from their thousand-year-old slumber? No, not even the gods knew the answer. And though Merdoc had prophesied that the outsiders would help stop the Ancients, could his prophecy be trusted? Nearly forty thousand two-lived had joined the allied army. The best of the best. And yet, all of their strength combined couldn't rival that of a simple brigade of any of the High Houses. Perhaps Merdoc hadn't meant all of the two-lived, but two very particular ones?
The prince looked to the adjacent hill where Max was sitting in the company of his friends. He drew a sigh. Nobody had believed that the kid would pull it off, but he had! And in a way that rattled the gods themselves. Perhaps it was him and his friend, the one presently fighting Vill in the distant orcish steppe, that Merdoc had been referring to...
The Titans were still coming, and they were going to be here by midday. It was the Ancients' unity that endowed them with such great strength. Destroying just one of the three would severely weaken the other two, but the gods hadn't been able to do that last time. Indeed, the only two who had managed to deal any material damage to the enemy were the Guardian with his sacrificial attack and the winged god from Lemuria. And if it hadn't been for him... 
Alas, the winged god had passed beyond the pale, so they could not rely on his aid this time. But the prince was content to let the gods worry about other gods - his job was to stop the transformed. Goherym didn't fear death, but he didn't wish for it, either. The longer he lived, the more enemies he would dispatch to the beyond. 
The prince lowered his head, experiencing a sort of déjà vu. All this has already happened. He was young then. Still a centurion in the Wind Talkers, he had been dreaming of glory all that night. And he hadn't even gotten the chance to say goodbye. The life he had known had crumbled to dust with the Ancients' retreat. Great power had been awarded to him, along with great responsibility that fell squarely on his young shoulders. As for glory, he had gotten it in spades, yet he would trade it all in an instant for the lives of his loved ones. Only such a trade would never be offered to him.
"I often remember granddad and great-granddad," he heard a soft voice behind him.
A light smile touched the Great Prince's lips. He turned around and nodded a greeting.
"When did you learn to read minds, son?"
"I didn't, but it wasn't hard to guess. That expression on your face means one of three things. Your people, my mother, or them..." 
Orwil took a seat next to his father. They kept quiet for several minutes, each in his own thoughts. Goherym was the first to break the silence. 
"Some of us must leave so that the others may stay, son. Your grand- and great-grandfather, they paid their price then, as we shall pay ours today. I only hope that it won't prove too high." 
"Today shall be unlike any other day in the history of our world, father," Orwil shook his head. "I know that the Winged God is no longer here to aid us, but we've never had a Guardian as powerful as this one. Also, two and a half millennia is a significant period. Long enough for our gods to recover their strength." 
Goherym nodded. "Maybe you're right. But you know what to do if I turn out to be r-"
"No!" his son cut him off. "You must live, father. If only because neither I nor my brothers wish to take your burden upon our shoulders. Not just yet. And I don't want to hear another word about it!"
Orwil rose.
"I must go check on my troops." 
The ruler watched his son walk away with a chuckle.
"I will try..." he said softly.
He shifted his gaze to the adjacent hill again, and then it dawned on him. He believed it! He believed in Merdoc's prophecy! They would endure! No matter the cost, no matter the sacrifice, they would never let this realm be devoured by the Darkness!



Chapter 1
"A buddy of mine, a war pilot, once found himself in a bit of a pickle," Bonbon reined in his moose, giving Donut a pointed look.
"What kind of a pickle, pray tell?" the rogue eagerly took the bait.
"He told his wife he'd be flying off on a job, then slipped away to his mistress who lived on the same military base, next door to him." Bonbon began the story, casting oblong glances at Masyanya periodically.
"It was a summer weekend. So, his mistress wakes him up one morning and asks him to throw out the trash. My buddy is still sleepy from their wild night of passion, not fully cognizant of where he is. So he takes the trash and heads outside." Bonbon held a dramatic pause, fished for his flask and took a few swigs.
"So, he's outside with the trash..." Donut encouraged his comrade, a smile forming on his lips.
"He throws out the trash, then heads to his home out of habit. Just as he was dressed, in sweatpants and a tank-top." The bald man concluded, adding a tragic note to his tone. "He didn't get past the doorstep - the frying pan his wife happened to be holding was put to good use. He had a prodigious shiner on his face for a full month thereafter."
With another askance glance at Masyanya, Bonbon proceeded to declare the moral of the story.
"Women are the root of all evil..."
The huntress bit her lower lip at the sight of Donut struggling to keep his mirth from bursting forth like a geyser, then turned toward Bonbon with an ingratiating smile.
"If it had been me, your war pilot pal wouldn't get off so easily. In fact, he'd be lucky if I didn't remove a certain body part from him surgically. As for you," she stuck a finger at the still-grinning rogue. "Come next spring, I'm putting you on a leash! To keep you from crawling around unsavory trash sites."
"And neuter! Don't forget to neuter him!" Bonbon echoed in support. "Otherwise, he's liable to chew through the leash, run away and become a filthy belligerent animal, scratching at the windows of respectable folk, aching to get at their house pets!"
"Are you seriously listening to this level 220 troll?" Donut had had enough. "I bet he's got a hundred such stories. What do any of them have to do with me?!"
"You know that I did have a cat once..." Masyanya began, but then couldn't help breaking out in laughter.
Bonbon joined in right away, followed by Reece who was walking behind him. Donut puffed out his chest, ready to continue his rant, but then simply exhaled and waved a dismissive hand, a smile playing on his lips.
"I see the castle!" Kan, who had been in the vanguard, exclaimed shortly thereafter. 
A few minutes later we glimpsed a clearing. Before long, the road had taken us out of the woods and into an open area.
The castle of Baron Ulrich an Rayne was nearly identical to Laetan's. The sole apparent difference amounted to a massive over-the-gate tower instead of the two watchtowers. Standing on a small hill cleared of any vegetation, it was protected by a ring of stakes jutting out of the ground. Evidently, the art department had applied the same "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" principle to castles in the Borderlands as they had done to cities. And I was sympathetic, having worked in that very department. Just the southern border of Erantia numbered some thirty baronies - forcing the artists to come up with a unique design for them all would be tantamount to cruel and unusual punishment.
I touched the boar's sides with my heels to catch up to Kan just as he braked his mount to a stop.
I nodded at the castle. "Now let's hope that your theory is right, and the baron is home."
"Rest assured, prince, he's home," replied the knight-commander. "Troops in frontier castles are the last to be taken on any campaigns." 
"Fair enough." I waved forward, then steered Gloom toward the gates. 
We had made it out of the steppe only by nightfall. The orcs would not have appreciated my leaving without saying goodbye, and I had needed to speak with Kahella besides. Thankfully, I wasn't in any particular hurry - having released Gloom in the morning, I couldn't summon him again for twelve hours. In setting this condition way back when, the developers had intended to take a considerable chunk of cash out of circulation. The reason being that players preferred paying NPCs for use of their stables instead of releasing their mounts. The lucky few who had access to private stables were members of large and affluent clans who could afford their own castle. You needed either a castle or a city to build a stables, and though certain top clans had managed to avail themselves of a castle, I had heard of no clan in possession of their own city. This had not changed with the patch by RP-17 - you still needed to wait twenty hours for a perished mount, and twelve hours for a released one.
I had learned from Kahella that the allied army of elves, humans and dwarves was waiting for the Ancients in Darkaan territory, on the very border of the Great Forest. The invasion made it impossible to build portals in the Dark Lands, but joining up with the army was simple enough - you needed only to travel to Ellorian and find somebody to port you to the location adjacent to Siruat Heath. I, however, had taken a different approach. Having seen the titans in action, I knew that I couldn't hurt them even in my Elder Demon form. And I suspected that I wouldn't have the benefit of that form anyway - something inside me was certain that Jaelitte had given me all of her remaining strength in the battle with Vill. And though I had an incredible sword with an ungodly damage multiplier against Great Essences and a 0.3 percent chance of paralysis, that would not be enough. Drawing within a titan's aggro range would be tantamount to shaking a toothpick at an elephant. Setara's Shield would buy me twenty seconds, and then what?
But there could be another way. Lars had once found an equally prominent sword in a ruins on the Erantian border, on the territory of Rayne Barony. The blood of the Winged Lord was alive, and I was certain that he hadn't departed this world. Perhaps I might be able to awaken him somehow? Why else would the System have tasked me with this strange quest? 
The night was in full force. Ten hours remained until the battle, and it wasn't a fight any of us could avoid.
"Hey! Open the gate!"
The knight-commander's yelp pulled me out of my contemplations. His neck craned, Kan was examining carefully an edge of the twenty-two-foot wall. He turned to me. 
"We're going to have to wait a few minutes."
A few minutes was better than a few hours. I pulled on the reigns, stopping the razorback in front of the gate. The others all followed my lead.
I gazed up at the sky to pass the time, trying yet again to spot the Big Dipper. It was foolish, no doubt. Even if this world had become truly material and existed in the same universe as Earth, the sky here would nonetheless look totally different. And yet, I couldn't shake this childish expectation of wonder. Now, sure, the kinds of wonders I had already witnessed here would shock and amaze anyone grounded in materialistic reason, but in a world of math and magic such phenomena were commonplace. The Big Dipper, on the other hand... It was natural for people to believe in miracles. An integral part of human nature. And though I may have lost most of my humanity along the way, that part of it hadn't gone anywhere.
It was about a minute and a half before the helmed head of a sentry popped out over the edge of the wall.
"What kind of demons are you to travel at this hour of night?" he queried in a surly tone.
"The best kind of demons!" Reece retorted gleefully.
"Prince Krian of Craedia and his companions, now move it!" Kan barked at him.
The soldier leaned forward, examining us closely in the torchlight, then recoiled in alarm. 
"Master prince! Please don't mind my remark about demons, it's a common saying!" he began to patter.
"Go on, open up already," Kan hurried him along, holding back a smile. 
"Right away!" the soldier disappeared again, then shouted so loud that even the crickets fell silent.
"Jedan! Grum! Open the gate, you slackers! Kira! Report to master baron at once!"
"What do I tell him?" came a high-pitched female voice from behind the gate. "Master baron is sleeping, and the baroness will get awfully mad. I'll be on sweeping duty for the rest of the week."
"Tell him the demon prince and his people are here. And the Four-Armed One is with them!"
Metal clanged, the leaves shuddered and began sliding open. 
The general appearance of Rayne was largely similar to Laetan, but it was at least one and a half times larger than the latter. It wasn't so much a castle as a fortress. And yet, in all of my time in Arkon, I was yet to see a castle the way historians would describe one. In that sense, any fortress was still a castle in my eyes, unless, of course, it was attached to a city. The five-story keep had the shape of a polygon, spanning roughly forty yards in diameter. I counted ten more three-story structures, an elongated stables and a well directly across the gate. All in all, it was your typical level seven castle. 
Upon entering, we went right for the stables, intent on not wasting any time. There would be no escaping supper with the baron, even if was served at two in the morning. 
The baron appeared shortly after we had billeted our mounts, emerging from the keep in the company of his wife and a tall warrior named Farat. He issued some orders to a captain that ran up to him, then turned and headed our way.
"Greetings, prince," he gave me a firm handshake, a warm smile playing on his lips. 
Then he gave Kan a hard embrace, and a friendly nod to everyone else.
"What of Vaedarr? Still standing, I hope?"
"The old bird will keep standing for many ages to come," I smiled in kind, then greeted Laega and the centurion accompanying them. "And where is Kovul?"
"My brother went to Tien Mahar, the count's city residence. His squire returned to Rayne just yesterday with interesting news. The king's courier had arrived in the county a few days ago. It would seem that Teiran had been vanquished in the catacombs of Vaedarr less than a fortnight ago." Ulrich gave me a quizzical look, then turned to Kan. "He also reported that you would be heading to the Steppe."
"We just came from there," Kan chuckled, patting the baron on the shoulder. "The undead invasion has been stopped and the morts destroyed, but Vill has escaped in the nick of time."
Ulrich took a few seconds to digest the information. Then, with a sigh, he turned to his wife and spoke with plain envy.
"Did you hear that? Now that is a warrior's life! From one epic fight in Vaedarr to an even grander one in the Steppe. But we here in the boondocks are deprived of true glory."
Laega gave an indulgent smile. "Well, then, why are you keeping these heroes out in the yard? Let us feast!"
"Yes, of course." The baron stepped aside, gesturing for us to enter, and proclaimed in a triumphant tone.
"Welcome to Rayne, heroes! The grand hall awaits. Please, follow me."
Kan put up a hand in protest. "Thank you kindly, but we really are in a rush. We must be in Ellorian by morning. We came here in search of something."
"I'm listening," Ulrich said, arching his brow.
"A few years before the old Rayne was put to the torch, we had encountered ancient ruins when moving to meet Duke Kerat's clibanarii. There wasn't anything special about the site: two subterranean levels with maybe a dozen chambers each, and a wall display of a winged unicorn in the main hall above ground. That place is somewhere near, on your new land."
As Kan spoke, Ulrich's second brow crept up as well. The baron looked incredulously at his wife, hesitating for a long moment, and then explained.
"We came upon those ruins a year after expanding the border. They are directly underneath it. I built this castle right on top of them."
"You didn't block off the entrance to the underground, right?" I interjected.
"Why block off the entrance to such a convenient storage facility?" the baron gave a shrug. "But what do you expect to find there? We had checked every inch of the walls and the floor, but found nothing except layers of dust." 
I put my head on the hilt of Ruination. "It was there that Lars had found this sword. And I want to try and find any kind of information about its former owner. Will you allow me to examine the ruins?" 
"By all means. Farat will escort you to the entrance," the baron motioned toward the centurion. 
"Excellent! Kan, take everyone to the grand hall. Start the feast without me, I'll join you shortly."
"Are you certain you wish to go down there alone?" the knight-commander gave me an intent stare. 
"I am," I nodded, then followed after the centurion.
A few minutes later we were at the fortress' western wall. Farat halted by the door of a squat single-story building, producing a hefty bundle of keys. 
"Go right ahead, prince," he stepped aside with an inviting gesture. "Each chamber below is illuminated with magic lanterns. I shall wait for you here."
"It may be a while..."
"That's all right," Farat said jovially. "I've got nowhere to go." 
"Fair enough."
A stone staircase ran down right after the door. I made my way down the old cracked steps, and found myself in a room stacked with round barrels. Ten-foot-high ceilings, walls of gray stone, rough slabs underfoot... Nothing about the space seemed threatening or mysterious. With a shrug, I kept going. 
In the next chamber, slabs of gammon hung from wall-mounted wooden racks. Over in the corner stood crates of apples, alongside wooden pallets holding other receptacles, both hard and soft. A typical cellar and the perfect foundation upon which an industrious baron might build his castle.
I counted twelve chambers storing food and equipment, followed by empty ones. I kept going, keeping to the left, listening to the echo of my footsteps as I examined the walls, looking for nothing in particular. What was I hoping to find? Some kind of revelation? A clue? Would the System slip me another quest? I wasn't going to start knocking on walls - others had already searched this space through and through, finding nothing. Besides, the ruins appeared to be not much smaller than the castle built above them, so it would take a single person at least a year to search them properly.
Once at the next staircase leading down, I took a seat on a cracked step, lit up and got to thinking. Hart! There had to be a reason I had been given this quest. If Phallet were dead, there wouldn't be a quest at all, or at least the name would be different. What was it, then? The only thing linking me to the Winged Lord was the blood contained in my sword. What if...
I unsheathed Ruination. The blade of the sword shimmered a faint crimson. The sword had shone a bright white in the vicinity of morts or servants of the Ancients. This was different. Following the analogy, the shimmer ought to grow brighter if I drew nearer to the right place. I finished my pipe, knocked it out on the stone step, and went down the staircase. No changes to the blade. Let's not be hasty with conclusions, I said to myself. The wisdom of my own words proved evident in short order - as I drew away from the stairs, the blade began to glow brighter. My spirits soared. I didn't know yet what I was going to find here, but I no longer doubted that there was something here to find. 
I moved from room to room, my boots scraping against the stone and leaving tracks in the dust. Useless thoughts kept creeping into my head. What if Phallet was dead, and here I would find proof thereof? What then? A flash of rage flushed all the nonsense out of my head. There was no sense in stressing a hypothetical. And even if he was dead, that wouldn't render the situation hopeless. This world had to leave a player some kind of chance, no matter how improbable. 
It took another five minutes to reach a square room where Ruination flared like some Sith Lord's lightsaber. In the center of the room, about five feet off the floor, hovered a translucent sphere roughly one yard in diameter, inside of which white flakes moved chaotically. It reminded me of snow globes my mom would sometimes get me and Alyona for Christmas in my past life. No way the baron's people could have missed this room. Nor had this sphere been seen by Altus or Lars. No, it had appeared for me and me alone. 
I reached out and tried to touch the hovering sphere, but my hand found no resistance. Curious... I shrugged, walked over to the wall, slid down onto the slabs, laid the sword across my lap, closed my eyes, and leaned my head back against the cool stone. As the echo of footsteps faded, the ruins resumed their ages-old silent contemplation. I sat there for maybe five minutes, thinking about nothing in particular, but then my mind returned to the sphere in the center of the room. What next? I had found what I came here for. Phallet hadn't departed from this world, of that I was now certain. This sphere was a phylactery, the kind that every Great Essence had. But where did that leave me? 
Sata had said that the gods were capable of quickly replenishing their prana and astral body. But doing so required the completion of some implausible feat. In crafting this sword, the Winged Lord of Lemuria must have known that the probability of it falling into the hands of someone capable of deciphering its message was as close to zero as can be. I had done it, but would it be enough? How was I to rescue him from this snow globe? Two possible answers came to mind: I would need to either slay or wound one of the Ancients. And I sincerely hoped the latter would suffice. My death was a foregone conclusion no matter what, but liberating Phallet would give our side a fighting chance. I was under no illusion that the elves stood a chance against the titans. The only hope this world had rested with the Winged Lord. 
Rising to my feet, I sheathed the sword, cast one final gaze at the sphere, and headed briskly toward the exit. Time was growing short - we needed to be in Ellorian by morning, and Farat was probably sick of waiting by now. 
Farat... Where did I hear that name before... The realization dawned on me then. But of course! Only the resolution was shaping up be quite different than I had anticipated. I stopped, leaned back against the wall, and closed my eyes wearily. How much longer would it be? Ten hours - or less? At any rate, the prophecy would leave this world along with me. And it was all I could do to hope that I would be allowed to return...





Chapter 2
At the exact moment the golden rays of a dawning sun broke through the night's darkness, adding a touch of rose to the pale strata of clouds, Max woke up. The cool morning breeze caressed his face, tearing apart the ashy mounds and dispersing the plumes of smoke rising over the dying embers. A hundred yards behind him the trees groaned and groused their displeasure at the intrusive morning. The morning mist condensed between hills dissipated. The first dawn of summer was rising over the wasteland. And the very last dawn of his life...
Max scratched Glitch, who had awoken at the same time, behind the ear, then produced five logs he had prepared the night before and laid them carefully on the fire. Alyona was still asleep, her muzzle resting on her forepaws, her ears twitching comically. He didn't want to wake her too soon. Five presents... He smiled blissfully, stroked the soft fur of his familiar who had hopped into his lap, and turned his gaze to the military host stationed out in the heath. He had never seen this many troops gathered together - neither in this world nor in the other one. He couldn't begin to fathom how anyone could manage this mob. Thankfully, it wasn't his headache to deal with - his job in the coming battle would be to speak only with the gods.
Three human and seven elven gods were to play a role in the battle. The only one absent was Sata - no one knew what had happened to her. Of them all, he had rubbed elbows with Kirana, Loaetia and Alak, the elven god of Military Duty and Nobility. And, of course, those he hadn't met personally, he still knew of them. But there wouldn't be anytime for introductions and other pleasantries - not now, and perhaps not ever. The battle was not going to be easy. The Ancients' Aura blocked a lion's share of divine abilities, forcing the gods to fight in groups and without companions, like players clearing a dungeon. So it was during their last meeting, and so it would be today. 
The warrior tossed a chunk of meat to his familiar, looked back to his woman, and sighed. He bore no illusions as to his own fate. He had made the final decision the moment Urkhunt had told him about Alyona's pregnancy. Five presents... Redcliff had sensed it then, but Max had decided against telling the old shaman the whole truth. There was no use in telling him. The Ancients simply would not pass through the Great Forest to the Kraet Peaks. Their cursed magic would transform everything it touched, and the army accompanying them would obliterate all living beings in its path. As the Guardian, he would not let it happen, and as a father... His children mustn't live on the ruins of their home. The destruction of the Great Forest would render the entire elven race exiles. But he wasn't going to let the Titans pass. And, to that end, the additional Eternity Point would prove itself crucial. Two and a half thousand years ago, Talverus the Guardian's attack had taken fifteen percent HP off of Halephos. Max's Favor amounted to a two hundred percent multiplier, making all attacks twice as powerful. And he would be able to attack three times - at the cost of sacrificing himself. Talverus hadn't been given such an opportunity. The gods would finish off the wounded target, and as for his own life... He would trade it for the lives of his children and his people. Such an exchange he would make without hesitation. 
Max breathed in a chestful of crisp air, then bent over and scratched the belly of the weasel lounging at his feet. No, he wasn't itching to die, but, alas, there weren't any alternatives to consider. 
They had slept by the fire, the three of them. His friends had gone to the Nightcrawlers' camp last night, and nobody else dared to disturb the Guardian and his unconventional pet. The hill he was sitting on was the tallest in the vicinity, located about a quarter-mile from the right flank of the united army. He wouldn't be able to see the full battle, but he wouldn't need to - the side whose gods prove the stronger would end up claiming victory. Why bother with all these armies, then? Because it wasn't that simple. Fighters of different races taking part in the battle bolstered their patron gods proportional to their numbers, and the gods, in turn, looked out for their followers. Therefore, should one army defeat the other before the gods were done fighting, doing so would seriously increase their chances. 
As a silver of the sun became visible on the horizon, a drumbeat went up over the heath. Within several heartbeats, the camp transformed into a giant human anthill. 
The red cat rose to her feet, yawned and stretched gracefully, leaving deep claw-shaped furrows in the ground. The yawn turned into a satisfied growl. Alyona walked over, nuzzled him playfully, and slipped under his left arm. Max smiled, embraced his woman and sunk his fingers into her soft fur, working up to her neck and behind the ears. Glitch hopped nearby with a low gratifying growl. 
The bliss didn't last long, much to his chagrin. In a few minutes Alyona shifted, shivered from the chill that took her humanoid body, and reached out toward the campfire. 
"Don't you dare call me cold-blooded," she frowned, feigning outrage. 
"I would never," said Max, holding back a smile. "I'm cold myself!" 
He tossed a few more logs into the fire, then hung a teapot over the flames. Another vestige of the past. Though you could easily carry tea in your inventory, doing so would somehow strip it of its aroma. Therefore, if given the chance, players preferred to boil the water from scratch. 
"Nervous?" Alyona shouldered him lightly as she took a seat on his right.
"A little," Max didn't see a point in arguing. His gaze was still fixed on the flames.
"My man is both strong and capable. You'll manage," she said softly, putting a head on his shoulder. "And Roman will be here soon to help." 
She uttered the last phrase more for her own reassurance. Max knew his woman well enough to see how badly she missed her brother - and how much she worried. But Roman was going to be all right, there was no two ways about it. And after all this was over, he would take Alyona and his nieces and nephews to his kingdom, so Max wasn't at all worried about the fate of his offspring. He trusted Roman even more than he trusted himself. Few men could boast of having such a friend, but he could.
Max smiled as he pressed his woman to himself. "He's probably pretty swamped, you know. Catch Vill, kill Vill, collect loot from Vill... The loot distribution alone will probably take a week."
"I know you're saying that to reassure me, but keep talking," Alyona smiled in return, looking at him askance. "But how about asking the gods about the orcs? I'm sure Kirana is going to visit you before the battle."
"Who knows if anything even happened," Max sighed. "And if it did, nobody's going to tell us anything. We're all subject to this strange prophecy, remember? Trust me, the gods know just how much we care, so whatever they are allowed to tell me, they do. I don't need to press them for answers." 
"If that is so, then why are Grimnir and the other dwarf patrons ignoring today's events?" Alyona asked in a tone dripping with irony, gesturing at the buzzing camp. "After all, it's their mountains that the Ancients are marching towards. Did they tell you that, too?"
"They didn't need to, I already know," said Max. "Strange things are afoot in drow lands, and they must remain on the border until they're resolved." 
"What could be happening in drow..." Alyona began, but quickly checked herself. "Of course! Demons and the undead have all cleared the borders, but nobody has seen a single drow yet! What could it be? Was their transformation so radical? Or is somebody preventing them from going above ground?"
"My woman is smart and capable. She can figure everything out on her own," Said Max with a smirk, then rose to take the boiling teapot off the fire. "Your cup, madam? And do you have any other questions?"
"I do indeed!" Alyona gave a dramatic frown as she reached for her mug. "Seeing as you're all-knowing, tell me this. Why do elves have eight gods, humans have seven, dwarves have four - if memory serves me right - orcs have only a pair, and poor drow have only their miserable spider queen? For all the talk of balance coming from Donut, should the elves decide to attack the orcs-"
"Then their gods wouldn't support them," Max finished the sentence for her.
"Why is that?"
After filling her mug with tea, Max returned the kettle to the ground, accepted the sandwich proffered by Alyona, and took a seat next to her. "First of all, the gods don't belong to any particular race. Kirana and Sata are revered by all the races, for example. Second of all, after Velial's invasion, all the gods with the exception of Lolth had agreed not to intervene in the sentients' affairs, because they are not the only great forces present in the realm. Look no further than Urgot and his decision to join up with the Ancients. And finally, the elves have never once engaged in offensive warfare against any of the other races. The War of the Great Rift is different - they were still one people at the time. And I'm not counting any minor border skirmishes that followed." 
"One of these days, I'm going to bite you for being so smart. While in cat form," Alyona groused with a half-smile on her lips. Just then, a pocket of air began to scintillate a few yards from them. The pocket grew in size and intensity, and culminated in a soft clapping sound. 
The green ranger garb accentuated the goddess' flawless figure most agreeably. Her hair was tied up in a ponytail, and her face bore signs of heavy contemplation. Kirana's gaze fell on the weasel, lingered there for several seconds, then shifted towards Max. She nodded twice.
"Guardian! Princess! I have come to tell you that all the gods shall gather here in a few hours' time."
"Hello to you as well, Two-Faced One," Max greeted the goddess, rising to his feet after Alyona. "What is the real purpose of your visit?" he added in a private channel that only the two of them could use. 
He would sense the gods gathering even without the notice - there was no need to notify him in person. The expression on the goddess' face coupled with the fact that she had greeted them in the common tongue testified to her great anxiety. 
"I... I know you well enough to guess the course of action you've decided for yourself," Kirana spoke after a pause, gazing eastward. "It is not my place to tell you what to do, but I ask... We all ask that you don't be hasty. We have been preparing for this battle for two and a half thousand years. We're confident that we can stand up to the beasts threatening our realm." 
Max considered her words as he reached for his pipe. "I hear you, Kirana. I promise not to be hasty."
The air next to them whirred into a frenzy of sparks before materializing into Alak moments later. The new arrival gave an estranged greeting as he surveyed all those present with a bemused gaze, then addressed Kirana as he gestured eastward.
"I just got word from one of Morrigan's phantoms. The Ancients are close. They will be here by noon." 
"We knew this already. What's troubling you?" said the goddess, giving Alak a hard stare.
The elf nodded east again, clearly flustered.
"Valeph and Halephos are marching this way. Vaepar is not with them - and not even Morrigan knows where he is..."
* * *
Though somewhat obscured by the fog in the sky, the moon still clung to one of the corner towers. The wind had picked up, delivering the scent of forest grasses from the west as it drove the storm clouds eastward. The silence engulfing the castle was intermittently perforated by the cries of nocturnal birds and the footsteps of sentries walking up and down the walls. Life in this world kept on as usual. Providence didn't give a damn about dark gods or titans. All of them, after all, were but constituents that comprised it.
"Everything all right?" Farat inquired, stepping out from the shadow of a squat two-story building.
Notes of alarm were present in the centurion's voice. He must have been sensing my state - or was it written clearly on my face?
"You could say that," I nodded. "Come, I must see the baron at once. And please point me to the shrine of Sata."
"You know that there's a shrine to the Capricious One in the castle?" the centurion asked, surprised, as he turned toward the keep.
"Aye. I even know the color of the corner towers."
"In the southwestern part of the courtyard, near the wall," Farat gestured in that direction, then sighed. "Only old Yllam, the local priest, says that the goddess hasn't been answering his call. We haven't stopped the sacrifices, of course. We have great reverence for the Mistress."
"She'll be back," I reassured him. "And I sincerely hope that'll be today."
There. Finally, all the pieces fell into place. Back in Ar-Iraz's castle, during that strange display on the canvas depicting Aleon the God of Marital Bliss, the baron had ordered Farat to take his people off the walls. Truth be told, I hadn't really believed in that vision on account of Kan, Vaessa and myself being at Sata's shrine at the moment of the attack instead of within the castle walls. It just wasn't my style to hide behind others, doom-and-gloom prophecies be damned. 
I shook my head in wonder at how neatly it all came together. It was clear as day by now that one of the Ancients was presently making his way here. The bastards had somehow learned that here was the phylactery of a creature capable of hurting them, and had decided to neutralize the threat before it became a problem. Moreover, they knew that the Winged Lord was helpless in his current state, otherwise all three of them would be coming. It was with this knowledge that the Goddess of Luck had placed her implausible bet. Only that wasn't at all necessary. I wouldn't run from this fight even if I hadn't given any vows. Perhaps the whole thing had been orchestrated simply to show me the purposed point of attack, and to secure the agreement with Providence. Sata couldn't know whether my death would be final, same as I couldn't know that the Ancients' magic cannot be remedied with potions or scrolls. But none of that mattered! My bloodline would die with me, and that was a pity, but Max and Alyona would surely have kids, and I'd happily settle for them naming one of them "Roman." 
I smiled at the mental image of a horned lion cub, and that was when the final piece of the puzzle fell into place. "Even your death may remedy the situation." Those had been Sata's words during our last and only meeting. What did it mean? Simple. In order to rescue the Winged Lord Phallet, all I had to do was wound any one of the Ancients. Indeed, I wouldn't be be able kill them if I myself were dead. What could any player do against a monster more powerful than the combined might of all the gods of this world? And yet, the System didn't give impossible quests, which meant the titan was going down! I would make sure to hurt the bastard, if only just once - and that would set off into motion whatever needed to happen for the rest of them to follow suit. You'd better look after my nieces and nephews, Sata. Moreover, I was now certain beyond doubt that this would also liberate Jaelitte, seeing as the beast would essentially die by my hand. And that was a relief - I'd hate to have to pass into the Flame as an oathbreaker.
Life is good, I smiled at the moon hovering over the castle. Death wasn't so bad a prospect when it wasn't pointless. And I would make sure that it wasn't.
Once inside the keep, we took the staircase to the second floor, then went down a wide hallway to the reception hall, its walls bedecked with paintings. 
A small crowd was already gathered, maybe two dozen or so. And sure, why would a local of any kind of authority miss the visit of such unusual guests, especially given that they were due to leave in the morning? 
All the chatter faded as we entered the hall. Sitting at the head of an n-shaped table, the baron rose to his feet to utter a greeting, but the words apparently got stuck in his throat. My appearance must be truly striking indeed.
"Is something the matter, prince?" he spoke after a ten-second pause.
"Everything is the matter!" I replied, giving him a hard stare. "This castle is going to be attacked by an Ancient God, one of those who are marching on the Great Forest. He will have an army of the transformed with them. Start evacuating your people at once! I would advise you to leave as well, but something tells me you're not going to listen."
A deathly silence followed, punctuated only by the ticking of the wall-mounted dwarven clock. The baron sighed without averting his eyes, then slowly lowered himself into his chair. 
"Do you mind sharing where you're getting your information, prince?" he asked quietly. 
"Fair enough." I walked forward, took the seat that was offered to me, and proceeded to recount everything I knew. I spoke about Sata's request, about the Winged Lord, and about the direction of the expected attack, omitting only my connection to the Goddess of Luck and my deductions on Phallet's liberation. I didn't want to fill anyone with false hopes. Though I would do everything required of me, I was unlikely to live to see the fruits of my efforts. 
The condensed story took no more than five minutes. Having finished, I poured myself a goblet of wine, took a few sips, and fell silent.
Ulrich was the first to break the ensuing silence. With a shake of the head, he took a look around the table, and proceeded to speak - slowly and emphatically.
"You heard the prince! Farat, move the ballistas from the northern to the southern wall. The Ancient God would be coming up from the direction of Darkaan. Hans, Ward, round up and evacuate all the children and everyone we can't use for defense. Farat, pick up enchanted arrow points from Kyram, then start boiling tar." 
He turned toward me. "You're right prince - we're not going anywhere! Duke Kyarhat and the king have assigned us to defend the southern border, and defend it we shall. I won't pretend to hope that the garrison can survive against a god, but perhaps our deaths will in some way help those who had left for the Great Forest." 
The baron rose again, turned his head left, then right, and bellowed.
"Dismissed! Kyram, come see me before you head out. I will issue ten gold pieces for every person leaving."
I nodded my approval. The soldiers ought to be secure in the knowledge that their families won't lack for anything. Ten gold pieces per head should last a long time - assuming they're able to get away. 
I felt a hand touch my wrist. It was Vaessa. "Just don't tell me you don't have a plan. I'm not that gullible." 
Much to my surprise, I saw not a hint of alarm on the faces of my people. Bonbon was chewing as always, apparently no more perturbed by the news than a bear might be by the sight of a traffic light hanging off a tree. Reece was examining the art on the walls with great interest, and Raena was whispering something to Masyanya while sneaking him glances. The only ones who were even looking at me were Donut, Vaessa and Kan. 
"Well, how should I put this..." I pushed my goblet away as I looked back at Vaessa. "You could say that I have a plan, but at this point it's built on hot air and conjecture." 
The necromancer's daughter smiled at that. "More often than not, your hot air proves harder than the strongest steel. So, what are we doing?" 
"You're going to sleep," I got up, fixed the scabbard at my waist, and nodded at the wall clock. "The Ancient won't attack before noon. Kan, coordinate with the baron about our spots on the walls. As for me, I'll pay a visit to Sata's shrine - there are questions I'm hoping to find answers to. We'll talk again in the morning." 
I pushed the chair back in, nodded to everyone present, and made for the exit at an unhurried pace. 
The castle's shrine was maybe one tenth the size of the one at Sata's temple in Vynnern. Which made sense - a castle was no city, and every inch of this local land was worth its weight in gold. More importantly, this was the exact shrine that I had seen in that fateful vision. The same low iron-wrought enclosure, the same black-and-white marble walls, the same trimmed flowerbeds framing the same portico with the bas-relief of a fox wrapping its feet with its tail. At that moment in the vision we had already been acquainted with the shrine. No need to mess with the future. Not yet, anyway.
The gate creaked open. I walked down the path of black-and-white slabs, then pulled on the handle of a rectangular double-leaf door. 
Temples and shrines in Arkon were kept open save for the most extraordinary times. And today seemed to be a perfectly ordinary night. 
A soft scent of perfume tickled my nostrils as I stepped across the threshold, ending up in a small, poorly-lit room. Wooden benches lining the walls, ogival windows, a massive marble altar - the shrine's interior hardly differed from that of the temple in Vynnern. Only the ten-foot-tall statue of Sata towering over the altar was completely different. The goddess stood half-turned to entrance, an expression of deep contemplation on her face. Her left hand was bent at the elbow and level to her chest; her right stretched back, open-palmed, as if the goddess was calling for someone unseen. 
To the left of the altar stood a tall, wiry old man with a neatly trimmed beard. His colorless eyes shone with puzzlement. 
"Good evening!" I offered a polite greeting. 
The old man sized me up and down with a penetrating gaze. 
"Greetings, demon," he spoke with a pleasant timbre. "I admit, I never expected to meet one of your kind. I am Yllam, the caretaker of this shrine to the best of my modest-" 
He didn't finish his sentence. As his eyes fell on my earring, he froze for a moment, then jerked, his eyes flaring up with a green sorcerous color. As expected. And exactly the reason for which I came here.
"Take her hand," the old man muttered in a dry, listless voice. 
Oh, but this was something new. With a shrug, I rounded the altar, then slipped my hand into that of the bronze sculpture, half-expecting what was to come. The next moment, the dim magic lanterns on the front wall began to rock, then blazed with a vivid blue color as the floor moved under my feet. 
A sharp pain shot through the small of my back as a stench of rotting leaves filled the room. I leaned against the trunk of a felled tree to keep my balance, then wiped the tears from my eyes as I tried to figure out where the hell I ended up this time. 
Hart! A few more of these light shows and I'll go blind. Of course, all my bitching and moaning meant diddly-squat to the System that kept sending me this place or that. It took another ten seconds for my vision to fully return, and I was able to finally take a look around. 
Looking down on me from all sides were the yellow-red crowns of tall sprawling trees. Underfoot lay a thick carpet of rotting leaves, bordered by a black pool with splashing silver fish. The half-decayed tree trunk behind me was fully covered with mushrooms, their slightly inverted caps so brightly red that one could mistake the trees for being aflame from a great enough distance. I was standing in the middle of an autumn forest, and I hadn't the slightest clue how I got here. 
But before I could indulge in conjectures, the air in front of me began scintillating, and she appeared out of the formed cloud. Sata. She wore the same outfit as during our first encounter: leather half-boots, shorts, black sleeveless waistcoat. Everything else, however, was starkly different. The translucent shape and the lifeless expression on her face suggested that the goddess herself wasn't anywhere near here. The realization that this was a holographic projection helped to settle any burgeoning emotions.
"You have come..." she said in a familiar throaty voice, her lips barely moving as she looked right past me. "Don't say anything. I can't hear you anyway."
Why the charade, then? Why couldn't you just send a message through the old man? I leaned back against the felled tree trunk, thinking.
"One of the Ancient Gods is on his way here," Sata continued. "I'm sorry for not warning you earlier - I myself have only found out when it was too late. But I'm warning you now, and I insist that you don't take the fight! I cannot bear any more sacrifices... There is no possible way you can win this battle, and so you are released from your vow!"
Keep dreaming, kitty cat, I chuckled to myself. The goddess must not have been aware of my sword, nor of the phylactery of the Winged Lord of Lemuria. So let those be a pleasant surprise for her.
"I have placed these messages in all my temples, so I'm hoping that you'll visit at least one of them." The goddess' projection took a step forward, and her eyes focused on me at last. 
"I haven't told you the most important thing yet. Your friend... You can still-"
The image blinked suddenly, much like the screen of an early-generation visor. Sata was still talking, but the sound was completely gone. The trunks of trees began to bend in the most fantastical way as the carpet of leaves underfoot spun and swirled into a vortex.
"What?! I can still what?!" I bellowed as the forest flickered before finally disappearing for good.
In the next moment, I was hanging in the air, several hundred yards above ground, looking down on an enormous army of the transformed crawling across the boundless steppe. Heavy and light cavalry, heavy infantry, archers... Seventy or so thousand Darkaanese spanning over a mile from end to end. And in the vanguard, stepping heavily on the ground that blazed with black flame, was Vaepar. 
Hart! Wasn't the last time enough for you?!
The Ancient God's dirty-gray figure was shrouded in the dark film of a protective force field. As he walked, the ground before him burned a hundred yards out, yet dealt no damage to the transformed army. At level one thousand forty eight and nine hundred eighty billion HP, this was a walking death sentence for this whole realm. 
There was no doubt that the bastard was headed to Rayne. Ulrich's castle bordered the forest only to the north, so the titan would be spotted well in advance, but what good would it do? What would a garrison two hundred strong do against seventy thousand Darkaanese and this thirty-five-foot mongrel? He was taller than the castle walls! So what am I still doing here?! And what about Max? Sata must have lost all hope to dare try and tell me what could not be told. Alas, such tricks didn't work with the System. So now what? What was it I could still do for him? Sata may have released me from my vow, but I hadn't released myself! Max... I hoped beyond hope that he would survive this war. As for me, I wasn't going to leave this world until I yanked Phallet from his phylactery so he could smash this horned bastard into oblivion!
Just then, Vaepar threw up his grotesque head. Our eyes met, and my consciousness faded to black.





Chapter 3
The bright disk the afternoon sun peeked out from behind the clouds, irradiating the snowy mountaintops, glinting off the tips of lances of the army formed up in the valley, and lending a soft golden glow to the nearest hills. Having changed directions, the wind had picked up the dampness and aromas of swamp grass. 
"How are you doing?" Max looked away from the two colossal shapes on the horizon, and at Alyona sitting by the fire.
"Me? I'm all right. But I'd feel much better if I were there, with the rest of them," the girl shrugged as she motioned at the right flank of the formed army.
Max frowned. "Let's not start that again. Ellanca wasn't even given the option to be here - she stayed behind in Syruan."
"OK, so we're pregnant. Big deal!"
"Alyona..." Max sighed, then hung his head wearily.
"All right, all right, don't get upset. I understand everything, but it doesn't mean I have to feel good about it."
You could clearly see that his bride was no less nervous than he was. Then again, how could anyone stay calm after seeing the enemy appear on the horizon? To say nothing of them being level 1080 and boasting nearly two trillion HP between the two of them!
The titans moved at an almost leisurely pace, rocking heavily from side to side - as inexorable as death itself. The transformed army on their left flank was covered by a cloud of dust stretching to the very horizon. The whole thing made for quite a spectacle, but the gods fighting on their side were yet to react. And when divine beings the likes of Kirana, Alak and Loaetia are calm, what are regular mortals to do but follow their lead?
Any reasoned analysis of the situation would dismiss what was happening as surrealism at best, or delirium at worst. According to Donut, the number of players who had merited seeing a live god in all the history of the game wouldn't amount to more than a few thousand. Yet here was their player army, ten-thousand strong with two more on the way. And the craziest thing was that these gods were set to fight like ordinary players - split into two groups with a couple of tanks and three healers. The very notion of it was mind-bending, but you probably couldn't do it any other way in a world that was nevertheless governed by the game's laws. Max recalled Roman's account of Lilit soaring over the valley and destroying the entire undead army besieging the castle in a matter of minutes. Alas, there would be no such aerial miracles on this day. Not until the titans were dead, at least. The list of gods fighting on their side was nothing if not impressive. Kirana, Alak, Myrt, Setara, Loaetia, Ingvar, and several more that Max wasn't quite as familiar with: Mara, the Keeper of Secrets and Guide to the Gray Frontier, Neima, the Goddess of Life and Patron of the Druids, Dylanneus, the Hunter God, and Amerys, the Patron of Forest Spirits. After Max's buff, the HP of each god had risen to nearly one hundred billion, and their total mana reserve had quadrupled, likewise the pace of HP regeneration in combat granted to all defenders of the Great Forest. 
Max glanced over the army formed up on the heath, and felt a tiny spark of hope grab hold deep within. They were going to face two titans, not three. Could they best the enemy after all? Would they be able to cheat death on this day? No. The young man shook his head, chasing away the delusion. He couldn't afford to nurse any hope at all - he would need all of his force of will to take the final step. He had already decided on it, and he had no intentions of backing out!
"Snap out of it!" 
Max flinched, his vision focusing on Alyona who was shaking him by the shoulders.
"Sorry, got lost in my thoughts," he smiled at his wife.
"What were you thinking about?" Alyona inquired, her tone tinged with suspicion. 
Max fished out his pipe from inventory and lit up - all to buy time to fake an answer to a question he had no answers for.
"Well... We haven't discussed names for the kids. And if something were to happen to me today..." 
"Don't even think that!" Alyona didn't let him finish. "Everything that could have happened to you, already did." 
"Men are notorious hypochondriacs," Max smiled indulgently. "Still, let's brainstorm some names now?"
The young woman sized him up and down with a frown, still suspicious.
"Just you try stepping one foot off of this hill! Did you forget Kirana's orders?"
"Alyona!" Max gave an exasperated sigh. 
"Besides, what's there to brainstorm? The boys will be Roman and Max..."
"And the girls? Hope, Faith and Joy?" 
"As if!" Alyona scoffed. "Sata, Loaetia and Kirana - the three goddesses that have impacted our lives the most. An incentive to pay closer attention to their namesakes." 
"Good thinking," Max smiled, pressing his woman to his chest. "Even if naming your children after gods may be considered bad form here." 
"You're the Guardian - such conventionalities shouldn't bother you none." 
The young woman looked up at him, then nodded in the direction of the approaching army.
"When is it going to start? I'm on pins and needles already, and all this waiting..."
Max shrugged. "I'd say fifteen minutes or so. The last time, the Ancients attacked from about a half-mile distance. But don't worry so much - everything will be all right." 
"I very much hope so," Alyona shifted her shoulders, as if from a chill.
The legions of the defending army had formed in three sections. The left flank was taken up by the elves, the middle by the dwarves, and the right by King Rayan's legions alongside the Erantian heavy cavalry. The entire second row consisted primarily of elven archers and Nightcrawler shamans. They would retreat if the transformed were to break through the fifteen ranks of heavy infantry in the front. The mages were presently in front of the army, waiting for the order to cover the ground in traps and quickly retreat to safety alongside the healers and ranged damage-dealers, well behind the melee fighters up front. 
From his vantage point on the hill, Max could only observe the right flank of the defending army. Of course, he could make use of his Guardian abilities to scrutinize the formation to the smallest detail, but what would good that do? He wasn't in charge, and he could hardly be of assistance at any rate. The army's command had already done all that they could, and there wasn't anything left for him to do. Not yet, anyway...
The gods had split into two groups. Kirana, Alak, Loaetia, Mara and Amerys took up positions across from Max's hill. Ingvar, Myrt, Setara and Dylanneus stood a few hundred yards to their right. And in the middle, at an equal distance between both groups, froze the frail frame of Neima, who was tasked with the role of backup healer in the upcoming battle. Ingvar and Alak were standing a bit in front, ready to tank in this battle just as they had done in the last. There was no need for a third tank this time, which meant that Amerys would likely fight in lycarn form. However, none of the gods had shifted into combat form just yet. 
Where the hell is Vaepar... Max sighed, then stared at the varicolored icons in the corner of the virtual screen. Had he gone south of the mainland? Fallen behind on the march? Or was he attempting to sneak around the allied army and flank them? Morrigan's Phantoms had reported that he wasn't anywhere within a hundred mile radius. The titan had simply... vanished. Now what could that mean? Some kind of nasty trick on the part of the Ancients or a benevolent gift of the System? 
The next twenty minutes were total bedlam, but once the formation was completed, a tense silence blanketed the plain. Tens of thousands of eyes looked eastward, toward the enormous shapes in a cloud of dust drawing ever closer. 
A scene like this could only happen in a video game. The elves and their allies had taken up positions in the path of the transformed army, which was passing through the exact same spot as two and half thousand years ago. "The Battle for Mount Hyjal," this was what Alex had dubbed the upcoming battle, for some reason. And not just him - some of the other guys from the Blades had said the same yesterday morning. The reference was lost on Max, but he'd had neither the time nor to desire to indulge his curiosities. 
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to steady himself. One might wonder, why bother being nervous if you've already resolved to pass into the Void? But he wasn't interested in a pointless death that would squander all of his potential. No, he would need to attack at precisely the right moment. Now if only he knew how to recognize when that moment arrived...
The Ancients' figures loomed larger with each passing minute, and Max could finally appreciate first-hand just how enormous they were. As for their appearance... The game's designers never wanted for imagination, but sometimes one couldn't help but wonder just which Lovecraftian horror they drew their inspiration from. The monsters were a quadrupedal, grotesque mix of reptile and bovine, with a broad bone collar, huge horns curved outward, and a massive triangular mug. Though billed as powerful mages, for someone who grew up in the magical world of J. K. Rowling, it was damn hard to picture a giant cow casting spells.
Lost in thought, Max missed the moment when the two titans lowered their heads in one synchronous motion, letting loose a couple of fireballs at the expectant gods. Roughly ten feet in diameter, the fireballs cut through the air, splashing bits of flame and leaving a trail of thick black smoke. The whistling sound they made was reminiscent of air bomb.
"Damn..." Alyona exhaled in awe beside him.
The figures of the allied gods instantly blew up in size. Neima, Setara and Loaetia threw up their hands at the same time. One of the fireballs smashed into a translucent shield that materialized in front of Kirana's group, turning to scorching lava that dripped down to the ground. The other flew by way higher, crashing spectacularly into the peak of an adjacent hill. The earth shook as the hill transformed into what looked like an erupting volcano. A burning smell filled the air. Alex and Donut had claimed that no creature engaged in a battle involving players could attack with magic from a distance further than fifty yards. It would seem that the Ancients weren't up to speed with the user manual. 
The allied army buzzed with excitement as the legates barked their first orders and the war drum began its beat from the left flank. The front rows of the attacking army were full of large animals that resembled African rhinos. Were this happening in the real world, that would mean certain doom for the defenders. Thankfully, this wasn't the real world, at least not in the truest sense. Here, the transformed were still mobs and NPCs, their effectiveness in combat determined not by brawn but rather by mathematical formulas. 
The Ancients launched another attack a few minutes later, having drawn within six hundred yards of the defenders. Their aim was even more off this time as both fireballs cut a wide arc and disappeared in the forest. Now, sure, it wasn't easy to fire while moving, but Max suspected that the titans' misses were strategic. The heath they were standing on was once a lush forest that had been devastated by fire two and a half thousand years ago to the tune of several hundred square miles. To this day nothing grew on this soil save for rosebay, bearberry and dandelions. 
What would be the point of this? The only explanation Max could conceive was that the titans were looking to cut off any retreat paths for the enemy. 
The smell of burning intensified, making each breath a struggle. The hill that had been ignited by one of the Ancients' fireballs was still burning. Having changed color from red to black, the flames were devouring the ground as if it were a bundle of twigs.
"Look!" Alyona elbowed him as she pointed at the first rows of the transformed troops. "That's not dust! It's some kind of magic. Those freaks are up to something!"
Max followed her finger, then grunted. Alyona was right - no dust cloud could be so impenetrable. Little more than four hundred yards remained to the vanguard of the transformed army, yet you couldn't make out anything beyond the first few rows.
"What if it's Vaepar hiding in there?"
The height of the cloud was close to fifty feet, so, theoretically...
"I highly doubt it," Max shook his head after a moment's hesitation. "Gods can't be fooled by such cheap tricks."
"What is it, then?" the young woman wouldn't let up.
Max gave a carefree shrug. "They're almost here, so we'll find out soon. It doesn't matter, anyway. The titans will go down, and then the gods on our side will annihilate their entire army in the span of a few minutes."
"Do you honestly think that we're strong enough to stop them?" Alyona asked him in a private channel as another meteor whistled through the year.
"I don't doubt it," Max replied, not taking his eyes off the advancing titans. "Otherwise, what's the point of it all? Why bother gathering here? Why bother putting up a fight?"
"I wish I had your confidence," the young woman sighed and lowered her gaze.
Looking at all this fireball hurling from the side, a casual observer might deem the attackers to be total morons after all but the first two had landed in the woods behind the defenders. Were the Ancients really trying to cut off their paths of retreat? Or did they have another purpose in mind? 
"Shields up! Lances in front! Don't give them an inch!"
There came a string of explosions as the magic traps went off like popcorn, marked by visual effects of every color of the rainbow. A terrible roar went up over the heath as the massive frames of wounded beasts stumbled and fell over one another. A volley of elven arrows followed without delay, peppering the front rows of attackers. The battle had officially entered its first stage. 
The tongues of flames emanating off the auras of Valeph and Halephos shot up in the air as the titans let out a low growl and sped up, bearing down on Ingvar and Alak who had come out about a hundred yards ahead. Blinding discharges of lightning sundered the sky. As the Ancients moved, the ground around them split into deep fissures, out of which viscous lava flowed like blood from a wound. 
The entire visible section of the heath became transformed into a localized section of hell. Glitch fell down on his forepaws, stuck out his muzzle in the direction of the battle, and growled ferociously. In the blink of an eye, a black smoke blanketed the ground, then rushed toward the clashing armies. The cries of legionnaires blended with the clanging and gnashing of metal, the groans of the wounded, and the roaring of the Ancient Gods. The visual effects of spells going off all around made for for a spectacle so breathtakingly, terribly beautiful that a solid ten minutes must have passed before Max came out of his awe-induced stupor.
The first rows of the transformed had fallen, unable to break through the shield wall on the right flank of the allied army. Presently, huge piles of corpses pincushioned with arrows covered the ground before the defending elves, while the "rhinos" in the vanguard had been replaced with bipedal Darkaanese warriors in full plate. The elves hadn't given an inch, losing less than five percent manpower in the first minutes of the battle. Alas, the Darkaanese emerging from the magic cloud matched them both in level and skill. The transformed had their own healers behind them, and before long the battle became hopelessly deadlocked. With no line of sight to the front rows of the enemy, the mages and archers in the back rows kept hurling projectiles and spells into the magic cloud hovering above the two armies, hoping and praying that their attacks were having any kind of impact. 
As for the gods and their battle, though Max's view was largely obstructed, the little that hardly inspired optimism. Valeph and Halephos were pressing the tanks, swinging their monstrous horns with amazing alacrity, and making Ingvar and Alak look like amateur matadors sent into the arena by some cruel and malicious joke. Every few minutes the titans breathed out jets of black flame that burned through a quarter of the tanking gods' HP. The reserves of prana for Neima, Loaetia and Setara, all of whom were healing the tanks, had decreased by seven percent each. And given that Valeph and Halephos had lost only two percent HP in the same time frame, an objective observer couldn't help but be pessimistic.
"Look! Over there!" Alyona gripped his wrist. 
Max shook his head - the battle of the gods was downright hypnotic. But when he looked in the direction Alyona was pointing, he froze with terror. 
The magic cloud still hovered over the field of battle. Only now, hundreds of huge black birds were flying out of it. With a wingspan of about ten feet, their bare necks extended into wrinkled human heads. Each creature held a small item in its claws, the shape of which resembled a football. To the elves credit, most of the birds were almost instantly stricken by arrows, but their bodies still fell on top of the defenders' heads, popping as they crashed. Within seconds, the scene of battle became a veritable nightmare. The entire first row and some of the second became engulfed in black flame, and the cries of elves being devoured alive by flame drowned out even the din of metal. Max couldn't see what was happening on the left flank and in the center, but he could assume the situation there wasn't any better. Paying no mind to the ground burning underfoot, the Darkaanese warriors wasted no time launching an offensive. In a matter of minutes, the first rows of the elven army were broken and trampled into the ground. 
"Bastards..." Max whispered in helpless rage, clenching his teeth and his fists so hard that they hurt. 
Just then, Halephos pushed off the ground, twisting his torso unnaturally as he transformed into a two-legged stone giant. A monstrous foot smashed into Alak, catching the god by surprise, before the titan landed back on the ground. The impact of the landing seemed to resonate as far as the mountains on the horizon. The heath shuddered as the ground cracked open with deep rifts. Max and Alyona came tumbling to the ground, unable to keep their balance. The Stun debuff appeared on the icons of the five gods in the first party. With a triumphant roar, Halephos scooped up the body of Loaetia who had somehow ended up right near him, and squeezed her in his monstrous arms. The goddess' HP bar twitched, then began to rapidly dwindle. 
At that moment, Max leaped back to his feet, threw out his palm towards the titan, and mentally pressed the dark crimson icon on his action bar.
Fury of the Great Forest! 
If not now, when?!
* * *
"Krian! Dark One! Wake up!" 
The darkness dispersed in patches, giving way to Sata's face, twisted with terror. Her features were blurry, but her eyes were open wide. 
"Wake up, damn you!!!" 
My body convulsed painfully as I took a few ragged breaths, then broke into a cough from the smoke clogging up my lungs. 
"Water! Quickly!" Raena's alarmed voice sounded somewhere to my left. 
"No need!" 
I sat up, massaged my face, and finally opened my eyes. 
Holy smokes... Half of the shrine was wrecked, with a huge crater in place of the entrance, out of which spewed tongues of black flame. The courtyard was shrouded in smoke from the burning structures, and buried under blocks of granite, brick and blackened corpses. The three-story building that had stood across from the shrine had been reduced to smoldering rubble. The keep was ablaze, the flames transmuting the roof and walls into strips and isles of molten rock and metal. The gate tower was in ruins, and through the breach in the south wall I glimpsed Vaepar's giant frame. Surrounded by mounted Darkaanese, the titan was slowly moving toward the castle over burning ground. Next to him, the transformed looked like toy soldiers. Another hundred yards, and...
"Drink!" 
I accepted the cold mug from Raena's hands automatically, and took a few big swigs as I frantically tried to surmise what the hell had gone wrong?! Raena and Masyanya were the only ones with me - one was on the floor, the other on her knees. Both had soot on their faces, and a tenacious hatred mixed with hope in their eyes. 
"Where is everyone?" I inquired dryly, handing the mug back to Raena. It was a stupid question I already knew the answer to.
"There..." Masyanya sobbed, gesturing at the pile of smoking rubble next to the breach in the wall. "They're all there..." 
"The baron was visited by the priest at night," Raena quickly continued for the huntress. "He said that you were lying here unconscious, barely breathing. We know that you have these episodes sometimes, so we forbade anyone to bother you." 
A nasty howling sound cut through the air as a giant fireball crashed into the keep, leaving an uneven gap in the wall. The ground shook underneath as flames splashed all around and debris rained down on the pavement. 
"That beast appeared on the horizon about an hour ago," Raena continued, yelling over the racket with hatred in her voice as while gesturing at the advancing god. "Our people were on the wall, and I was below, as usual. He attacked from a quarter-mile away. Nobody saw it coming... Vaessa's shield didn't hold. Masyanya was the only lucky one. I managed to heal her up, and we ran here to you right away." 
"What of Ulrich?"
"The baron and his wife were in the gate tower. They're gone now," the sorceress lowered her head with a sigh. "Farat and the survivors are waiting behind the keep. They have a couple of mages, a ballista and half a century of troops, but-"
"I get it." 
I rose to my feet, eyes fixed on Vaepar looming through the breach in the wall, and shifted my shoulders to loosen my aching back. On the outside, the Ancient God resembled a triceratops, only with a smaller collar, and two horns instead of three. That and he was twenty times the size of any model I had come across at a museum exhibit. An unfathomable level and damage output anchored by nearly one trillion HP. Whoever designed this thing must have been an a full-on sociopath. Oh, and this freak bastard had just killed my friends! For no reason other than they had happened to be in his way. Time to put an end to this bloody prophecy...
"Get out of here, now! That's an order!" I roared at them while shifting into combat form. I felt like I was skirting the edge of madness. 
Masyanya gave a few frantic nods, wiped the tears off her face with her sleeves, then jumped to her feet and peered into my eyes.
"Kill him, Roman! I don't know how, but I know that you can!" she exclaimed in a voice ringing with hatred.
Without waiting for an answer, the huntress pulled on Raena's sleeve, and the two of them headed off toward the blazing keep.
I nodded, quickly equipped my helm, and walked around the crater by the shrine, stopping at the edge of a broken wall. There was no point going out to meet Vaepar - he was already a couple of hundred yards away, leaving me maybe a minute before I fell under the influence of his aura. The transformed were staying close to their god, and I doubted that they would enter onto the castle's territory - those Doberman mounts didn't seem very capable of scaling blockages. 
Hart! There are so many of them! But that's all right. Fury of Primordial Chaos would decimate anyone who got anywhere near me. My element didn't care what stood before it - a bipedal lizard on a dog or some freakshow cast out of Lemuria. The Ancients' aura was your standard AoE, and I'd be able to take it with zero risk for fifty seconds. His shield would be a different matter. I didn't know how the System classified his defenses, but I'd still have twenty seconds to work with. I wasn't going to try tanking the bastard - the plan was simply to enter his aura, Step onto the back of his neck, pop Setara's Shield and inflict maximum damage in the ensuing twenty seconds. Then let Phallet take over and finish the job.
My emotional state was rather peculiar. The gray icons of my friends had filled me with a boundless rage that hadn't abated one bit, but somehow I felt... calm. And it wasn't the kind of calmness that comes with popping a sedative. No, this was closer to what a skydiver might feel mid-dive upon deciding that there's no need to release their parachute because they're actually a bird. 
With a deafening crash, the intact section of wall twenty yards ahead was consumed by a bright fiery blast. The enemy spell went right through it, smashing into the side of the well and spreading around it in a pool of black flame. One of the shards ricocheted painfully into my shoulder. I looked up at the titan's frame, rocking evenly as he moved, and smirked. Won't be long now, you shithead. The castle will be rebuilt, but you won't be. Not in the Gray Frontier, not anywhere.
The burning rock popped open, like slate tossed into a bonfire, as the wind drove out the smoke through the breaches in the wall. The air was so hot that breathing was a struggle even in combat form. And yet, I was calm. As calm as anyone would be when expecting an outcome and not doubting it for a moment. Thirty more seconds...
With a step forward, I went to unsheathe my sword... And went nearly blind from the flash that followed. I was expecting something kind of like it, but this... The blade of my sword shone crimson with the power of a setting sun, the luminescence instantly dispersing the tongues of black flame scurrying from the crater. I focused on it... and exhaled in shock.
Ruination.
Sword: one-handed. Great Sword. [Contains a Great Essence.]
Bound item.
Durability: 15,938/20,000.
Epic scalable.
No minimum level. 
Damage: 2810-5620.
+????? additional Primordial Chaos damage.
+300 to strength,
+150 to vigor,
+300 to constitution,
7.5% to critical hit chance with a physical attack.
+300% to damage dealt to Great Essences.
+0.03% chance to paralyze a Great Essence for 30 seconds. 
Winged Lord's Reprisal. 
Creatures above level 900 suffer 2,000,000 damage when struck. The damage is doubled every second until the death of either the target or the owner of the sword. 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
Weight: 10 lbs.
So that's how it is... No one was going to help me in killing the titan, and I was a fool to have thought otherwise. And what was up with all these bloody last-second revelations?! Thank Hart for the automatic calculator implanted by the System in our heads - you needed merely to think a question to instantly get an answer. Geometric progression times two meant that by second twenty the damage would surpass one trillion, and so... 
The calculations were quickly overshadowed by a terrible realization. I looked back to the keep being devoured by the black flame, lingering on the distancing figures of the young women, then turned back toward the titan just as his own head turned in my direction. 
Twenty seconds... I had planned on popping Setara's Shield before Step through Darkness, but now I'd need to activate it simultaneously with my first attack. Too late and his shield would burn right through me; too early and the titan would live... Hart! Why did it have to be me?!!
KELLAS... a low rumbling voice echoed in my head. 
With a shift of the head, Vaepar's eyes flashed crimson as a massive dazzling sphere flew right at me. 
I rolled forward, then Jumped! Rock fragments scraped against my armor as a howling wave of scorching flame passed overhead and smashed into the shrine, wrecking a section of the western wall and igniting a couple of nearby trees as if they were poplar wool. 
That's it, you bitch! I've got my thirty seconds!
I used the broken rock to quickly get over the blockage, and then popped Sprint!
"KILL HIM!" roared Vaepar as he turned toward me. 
The Darkaaneese centuries broke into a gallop, readying their lances as they yelled out their war cries. Still over a hundred yards away while I was just a few dozen steps from the Ancient's aura. I would make it! And I didn't give a rat's ass about their 400+ levels. 
Seven-foot-long tongues of flame from the aura, smoke billowing from the ground, hundreds of attacking riders, and the colossal frame of the Ancient God... Taken together, it made for a terrible, beautiful sight. 
Ten steps... Nine... I couldn't use Jump and Step through Darkness, not just yet. 
The sun glinted off the tips of Darkaanese lances and sharp-edged helms. As Vaepar lowered his head, the cavalry commander lowered his visor with his shield hand.
Fury of Primordial Chaos! As I took my next step, a brilliant vortex spun and twisted all around me.
"Die, all you bastards!"
The knights bearing down on me dissolved in the spell's radius like moths in an inferno. And my reaction was uncontrollable, uproarious laughter. 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 301.
You have 3 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 3 stat points to allocate.
With a monstrous roar, Vaepar opened his maw and spat out a giant jet of black flame.
"Please survive, Roman, for the love of God..." I heard Masyanya whisper in the channel. 
Survive? I laughed on the inside. What could these wretches do against an Elder?! This fat, dumb, fire-spitting cow would croak before the minute was done! 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 302.
You have 4 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 6 stat points to allocate.
Stopping a galloping mount was a hard task - harder still when death itself was galloping to meet you. The Ancient's breath drowned in a rainbow of Chaos, infusing the vortex around me with dark notes. Seventy yards... Sixty. With the stream of flame exhausted, Vaepar shifted his head, pointing at me with his horns. 
Is he trying to gore me or something? I thought with mirth just as I realized it was TIME!
Infernal Rage! Setara's Shield! Step through Darkness! 
Without even bothering to keep my balance, I drove the tip of my blade into the gray bone armor under my feet. The sword slid into the monster's flesh without resistance, lodging in there for good. Well, this is unexpected. I fell flat on my belly, clutching the hilt of Ruination that was growing hotter by the second. Gods! Let me survive the half-second when the Shield expires!
1…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 2,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 95%.
Attention! Damage to your astral body changes your perception of and control over your character.
Attention! Complete destruction of your astral body results in the loss of your character!
Blood-red fissures were starting to form on the bone plate around the sword. My ears were fully clogged from Vaepar's terrible roaring. The goddess' shield shone like the sun, rendering harmless all hostile spells and blocking out the dark haze of the monster's defensive force field. Hart! I had counted on Chaos adding to my damage... And covering me in that fraction of time between the goddess' shield and my sword attack.
2…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 4,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 90%.
Attention! Damage to your astral body changes your perception of and control over your character.
Attention! Complete destruction of your astral body results in the loss of your character!
Astral body?! I felt a chill as the meaning of the system messages finally dawned on me. But Setara's Shield was supposed to block everything... Hart! There was even a moment I thought I would survive this day... It must be the astral body that was powering the Winged Lord's spell. Screw it! So we'll die together! I knew what I signed up for...
 
3…
4…
5…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 32,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 75%.
 
Dozens of arrows smashed into the goddess' shield as dark crimson blood began spilling from the cracks in Vaepar's skin. Suddenly, the armor underneath me turned to gray stone. The Ancient pushed off the ground and began to rear, slowly spreading his massive stone hands wide. Just hang on, don't get go... I clenched the hilt of the sword with both hands.
6…
7…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 128,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 65%.
The stone titan shook his shoulders left and right, the tip of his tail glancing harmlessly off of me as I held on for dear life, like a carcass hung on a hook. I would have lost my grip long ago had we been in the real world, but this world was anything but! My blade was lodged in the monster's flesh for good, and with my strength stat I could ride a bloody roller-coaster while hanging on with only one hand. 
 8…
 9…
10…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 1,024,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 50%.
Two enormous six-fingered paws capable of crushing a bull struck the shield in quick succession. Choking on fury, Vaepar spread his arms and began falling backwards.
11…
12…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 4,096,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 40%.
Due to your astral body being severely damaged, your senses of sight, hearing, taste and smell have been deactivated. 
Due to your astral body being severely damaged, your Demonic Rage Form II is unavailable.
Attention! Complete destruction of your astral body results in the loss of your character!
I could neither see nor hear anymore. The monotonous female voice and the text somehow registered in the blanket silence and darkness, but I waved them away, clutching even harder while trying not to think about the waves of pain flooding into my consciousness.
13…
14…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 16,384,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 30%.
…
Your Toughness skill has increased to 68%.
The impact against the ground knocked whatever wind I still had out of me. A terrible force tore at my body with jagged, razor-sharp hooks. I felt as if my joints were being turned inside out, and my bones were being stuffed into a meat grinder. 
15…
16…
17…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 131,072,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 15%.
…
Your Toughness skill has increased to 69%.
 
The pain was gone! It had dissolved in me entirely. Dodo... I have a sister, and she will be quite upset to hear of my demise...
A picture began to form before my mind's eye. The contours of a marble terrace. A huge red sun behind a shroud of clouds over distant peaks. Three dazzlingly beautiful young women in gold-trimmed ornate tunics and white-as-snow angel wings at their backs. Two young guys and a powerful older one with a thick black beard. The images resembled the Ancient Greeks' depictions of their gods. Is this the end? One of the women moved towards me, her gait brisk and easy over the marble floor. As her hand touched my cheek, I looked up into her eyes, filled with love and hope...
The picture shredded into thousands of pieces that were instantly devoured by the black flame. 
19…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits Vaepar for 524,288,000,000 damage. 
Attention! Your astral body has been damaged by 5%. The strength of your astral body is 5%.
…
Your Toughness skill has increased to 70%.
Goodbye, Alyona, was all that I could think before falling into complete and total blackness.





Chapter 4
9, 8, 7...
A silvery shadows alighted on his shoulder. Glitch. The goddess' body looked like a broken doll in Halephos' hands. Though she had a little over half of her HP remaining, her hands drooped lifelessly as her head swung from side to side. With a mighty leap, Dylanneus threw up his bow as a dozen arrows flew at the monster's head, leaving dark trails in the air. Neima looked frozen with her hands raised, the goddess' palms radiating a soft green glow.
6, 5, 4...
There was an ear-splitting crash from behind, as if some unseen force tore a hundred millennia-old trees from the ground. The air grew thick and the temperature increased noticeably rose.
"Max..." the shock in Alyona's voice was mixed with fear.
3, 2, 1...
Glitch growled ferociously from his shoulder. Hazy images flashed before his eyes. His ears were clogged. Dark emerald vortexes were forming from his outstretched hand, spinning...
…!
A gargantuan spear struck Halephos in the shoulder. Rock debris rained as the titan was spun around by the terrible force of the blow, arms flailing, then collapsed heavily on his back. Loaetia's body was thrown aside, where she lay on the ground motionless. 
"Bastard!"
The sensation was akin to having your skin and flesh ripped from your arm, right to the bone. Max gritted his teeth and closed his eyes to try and block out the pain. 
"What was that?" Alyona exhaled in astonishment, touching him gingerly on the shoulder.
"Hold on..." Max staggered, touching the weasel perched on his shoulder with his left hand. 
Only a quarter HP... He had planned on taking off at least a third. It would appear that the titans weren't merely hibernating these past two-and-a-half thousand years. 
Loaetia still wasn't moving, the goddess' mantle torn and soiled with blood, but at least Kirana, Alak, Mara and Amerys were finally recovering. Leaping to his feet, Alak rushed Halephos as the latter was rising. Mara threw up her staff as a thick dark cloud shrouded her figure. With a powerful blow, Halephos threw Alak back, then turned and shambled toward Loaetia.
Why didn't he aggro? Did he regard the spear as an attack from the forest? Or did he simply not give a damn about the game's laws? It was now or never!
The gods were going to run out of prana. Once Loaetia died, Neima alone wouldn't be able to keep up Kirana's group. 
Now or never...
The earth shook underfoot. Halephos froze in his tracks, turned his head north, then threw it back and let out a blood-curdling howl. Valeph joined in a second later. So filled with madness and hatred was this collective cry that even the gods seemed dazed by it. 
Wiping the sweat from his brow, Max took a step forward and spoke into the channel, trying to keep his voice level.
"All damage on Halephos! I... will help..."
"No, Guardian! DON'T DO IT!!!" Neima's face, twisted with fear, appeared before him.
He had expected something to this effect, so he gave the plea no mind. 
Five presents... The thought was warming, soothing. Max smiled, then pressed the two dark red icons on his action bar, one after another.
 
Sacrifice! Fury of the Great Forest!
An instant before that, a deathly cold burned his left ear as an icy wave rushed over his body. The growling on his shoulder became wheezing as the air regained its thickness and honey-like viscosity. 
The emerald spear struck Halephos right in the center of his chest, slicing right through and leaving a gaping hole with molten edges. The titan reeled, froze momentarily, then crumbled to the ground in a giant heap of rocks. 
The ground kept moving in rhythmic waves. Neima fell to her knees, face covered with her hands. Ingvar's sword smashed into the Valeph's horn, slicing it right off. The next moment, the Ancient was hit with a pillar of light and a flaming arrow, sending his HP flying to the eighty percent mark. Max gritted his teeth in anticipation of the recoil, then looked down at his tingling palms.
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 331.
You have gained a level!
.....................................................................
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 380.
You've earned a unique achievement, Halephos' Slayer. Halephos is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 11% increase to your physical and magic damage.
You've earned a unique achievement, Godslayer [Artifact rank]. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 5% increase to your damage to Great Essences. 
"You... you killed him!" Alyona whispered in shock, her eyes still glued to the pile of rocks. 
"Thanks to Roman," Max chuckled bitterly, took a squealing Glitch off his shoulder, and sat down wearily onto a log by the fire.
"What do you mean?" the young woman stared at him questioningly.
"Your brother just took down Vaepar a minute ago. Well, I assume it was him - who else could it be?" said Max with a smile as he kept petting his squealing weasel. "The Ancients' strength lies in their unity. When one croaks, his death weakens the others by an order of magnitude. I had explained it before, remember?"
"Do you think he's all right?" Alyona countered with a question of her own.
"I'm sure of it," Max nodded. Even if I never get to see my friend again.
His sacrifice had been in vain. With Vaepar down, the titans had been weakened enough that the gods would have dealt with them on their own. But what's done is done - there would be no do-overs.
Meanwhile, the battle on the heath continued. Having lost nearly a quarter of their troops, the allied army was regrouping and restoring a clinch-like deadlock with the enemy. With the magic shroud dissipated, you could see now that the transformed army was roughly one-and-a-half times greater in size than the defenders. Most of the Darkaanese wore helms, but you could still see by their shapes that few among them were human. As for the raid bosses accompanying the army, the very sight of them would make any stable and sensible person question the mental and emotional health of the artists behind their design. Then again, perhaps it was perfectly in line with what Salvador Dali might have conceived in their stead. Artists were sick in the head almost by default - he knew that from personal experience. And anyway, what did it matter what they looked like when he had little more than ten minutes left to live? Tuning into his inner state, Max realized that he wasn't afraid of dying. Humans usually feared the arrival of death, the pain and suffering accompanying some traumatic experience or an incurable illness, but in his case the picture would simply go dark. His main frustration was that this blunder would leave the elves without their Guardian, but at least the Silver Grove would get its one hundred and third Mallorn tree. He also hated having to upset Alyona by coming clean, but he had no choice...
 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 381.
You have gained a level!
.....................................................................
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 420.
 
You've earned a unique achievement, Valeph's Slayer. Valeph is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 11% increase to your physical and magic damage.
You've earned a unique achievement, Slayer of the Dark Gods [Artifact rank]. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 5% increase to your damage to Great Essences. 
"Three fifty two!" Alyona exclaimed, exuberant. "The only achievement I'm missing now is 'Arkon's Number One Sponger.'" The girl spun in place to celebrate, then took a seat next to him and gave his shoulder a shake. "What is with you, Max?! We've won! My husband is a hero! Why are you upset? And why is Glitch squealing? Is he injured?"
"Here's the thing, Alyona..." Max started, then stopped short, lost for words.
Funny how he feared death so much less than confessing to his own wife. Tragically funny, but funny just the same.
The scene of the battle, in the meantime, had changed radically. Setara, Myrt and Ingvar were soaring over the ranks of the transformed, with nearly half of the enemy army frozen like pillars of salt. A silence ensued where you could hear the fire slowly spreading in the forest behind them. Then the legates barked their commands, and the allied army began retreating from the Darkaanese shackled by magic. Had the gods decided to grant them all life? With the titans and their magic gone from the realm, had their followers reverted to their sentient selves? If so, only a total moron would choose to destroy their own potential electorate.
Distracted by the spectacle, he missed the moment when elven gods began materializing next to the dying fire. A bloody funeral train... The women's faces were streaked with tears while Dylanneus, Alak and Amerys had a focused grimness about them.
"What's wrong with them, Max?" Alyona whispered in a suddenly hoarse voice. "Did something happen to Roman?"
In response, Alak got down on one knee and bowed his head silently. The others followed his lead.
"What do you think you're doing?!" Max cried out in outrage, springing up from the log. Just then, Sata's translucent projection manifested in the air, just behind the kneeling gods. Wearing a skimpy top and shorts with low half-boots, the goddess looked particularly foxy with her signature fluffy tail and a pair of fancy earrings. Sata wrinkled her nose, cast a sardonic gaze over the kneeling elves, gave a mirthful laugh, winked at Max and vanished in the air just as quickly as she had appeared.
The words has stuck in his throat. Slowly - very slowly - Max raised his hand and touched his left earlobe. The earring gifted by Sata was gone. He pulled up the action bar... and shook his head in bewilderment.
Sacrifice.
Instant cast.
Cost: 1 Infinity Point.
The Guardian adds the maximum reserve of Infinity Points to the existing amount at a 99.999% risk of his astral projection getting dissolved in the Astral after 15 minutes. A mallorn tree grows in the Silver Grove.
Oh, was that all?! A probability had been added to the ability's description, and somehow Max didn't doubt that he had lucked out into that one thousandth of a percent. Urkhunt did say that, of all the gods, Sata was the only one capable of breaking the sequence of events and replacing it with another. And now that Roman had fulfilled the oath given to the fox, she had repaid the service in kind, with Max being the beneficiary. 
"What... what is happening?!" Alyona rose from the log after him, tears welling up in her eyes. 
"Everything is just fine," Max gave her a reassuring smile, then touched Alak's shoulder and added. "The Guardian's death has been invalidated. So you're stuck with me. Come, Alyona, let's see what goodies Halephos has brought us."
* * *
A salt-scented breeze touched my face. I pushed off the marble slab on which I lay, rose to my feet and turned around. I was on the same terrace as before. Was I still alive? Based on all my sensations, it would appear so. I could see, and hear, and feel. The sun still hung in the same spot as before, only its color had changed from red to orange. The terrace stood on the edge of a cliff, its broad marble banister propped up by classic rail-posts. Far below splashed the blue sea, waves crashing noisily against the rocks. Some fifty yards behind me lay a wide marble staircase, very similar to the one from Cathella. Except this one was far longer, its steps disappearing into the white clouds, with the contours of a grand palace filtering through the haze. Despite the high altitude, breathing came easy, though there was a strange bitter taste in my throat. 
At the foot of the staircase stood a white griffin statue, surrounded by trees that looked like cedars. The monster was rearing, its beak half-opened and its wings spread wide. Back on Earth, some artists drew griffins with bird feet, which I always found pitiful. One might say that it's pointless to argue about the appearance of mythical creatures that have no basis in reality, and yet, if you gave a creature a lion's torso, you had better give him lion's feet, too. Just like this here specimen on the pedestal. 
I had no weapons or armor, and no way to access my inventory. Instead, I wore a loose white tunic with a geometric pattern along the edges of the short sleeves. The same tunic worn by the winged guys and gals. I glanced behind me, then drew a disappointed sigh. No wings... Unsure of what to occupy myself with, I took a seat on one of the wide benches near the banister, and got to thinking. What was this place? And why was I still breathing? 
Well, at least the first question had a clear answer. I didn't know how, but this place had to be Lemuria. Or, to be more precise, Shallat - the great continent ruled by the Winged Lord a.k.k kellasae. The same fellas I had seen during my first visit, which seemed so long ago now. As to the second question of why I was still alive... The last thing I remembered was Vaepar suffering over half a trillion damage and me going down to five percent astral body. But wait... 
Hart! Why am I such a bloody moron!
I covered my face with my hands, shaking with nervous laughter. It wasn't enough to remember math formulas - you needed to be able to apply them, too. Though the twentieth tick in that progression would have hit for one trillion, the sum total of the preceding ticks had exceeded one trillion on tick nineteen! That's an F for you, Roman! Sit down! Indeed, Vaepar had croaked one second earlier! And even if the transformed had finished me off afterwards, I would simply resurrect by the bindstone at the castle entrance! Blind, deaf and without my combat form, but alive! But then, why did I have my sight and hearing and everything? Oh well, I wasn't going to argue. I was alive, and that was quite enough. 
With a shrug, I massaged my temples, then looked up... and smiled. 
He was sanding maybe ten feet away from me, peering into my eyes, his head slightly cocked. A young guy with the penetrating gaze of a seasoned military leader. Curly black hair, broad shoulders, firm chin, silver wings at his back, and a barely visible indigo-colored bar above his head. 
"Greetings!" I said politely, getting up off the bench. 
A soft smile touched Phallet's lips as he stepped towards me and put his hand on my shoulder. The bar above his head jerked, then shortened by about ten percent as I felt a current of electricity course through my body. 
Thank you, his voice echoed in my head. It's truly yours now...
A familiar blade appeared in Phallet's hands. He handed it to me with a smile.
Farewell...
"Thank you, but how do I..." I began to speak, but couldn't finish my question.
The moment my hand touched the hilt of the sword, the sun flared over the mountains, and the world - for the umpteenth time today - fell into darkness.
***
 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 303.
You have 5 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 9 stat points to allocate.
 
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 356.
You have 58 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 168 stat points to allocate.
 
You've earned a unique achievement, Vaepar's Slayer. Vaepar is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 11% increase to your physical and magic damage.
You've earned a unique achievement, Godslayer [Artifact rank]. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 5% increase to your damage to Great Essences. 
 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Myrt, the God of Wisdom and Battle Valor, is friendly to you. 
You received a single-use ability: Myrt's Gratitude. All the damage sustained by you and your allies, as well as your enemies' chance to deal critical damage to you and your allies, is reduced by 5%.
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Setara, the Goddess of Justice, is friendly to you. 
You can use Setara's Shield no more than once every five days.
You can also use the Shield on any of your allies. This will create a protective dome ten feet in diameter at a distance of no more than one hundred feet away from you.
Setara's Shield dispels all hostile spells and protects you and your chosen allies from all types of damage and curses for 20 seconds.
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Ingvar the Warrior God is friendly to you. 
You have earned a new rank, Knight-Commander of the Order of Punishing Steel. Now you can command groups of up to 5,000 sentient NPCs. You and the warriors under your command receive 20% increase to your physical and magic damage, 20% to armor class and all resistances, and 20% to the effectiveness of healing spells. Experience gained by sentient beings under your command is increased by 20%.
Attention! This achievement cancels the bonuses received from the Knight-Captain of the Punishing Steel achievement.
 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Alak, the God of Military Duty and Nobility, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Loaetia, the Goddess of Mercy and Medicine, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Neima, the Goddess of Life, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Dylanneus the Hunter God is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Amerys, the God of Forest Spirits, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Mara, the Goddess of Path Selection, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Sata, the Goddess of Luck, is friendly to you. 
Attention! You have won the favor of all the elven gods while not being of the elven race yourself. You received a single-use ability, Friend of the Elves. Your maximum HP is increased by 50%.
 
Your reputation has increased. The human race relates to you with respect.
Your reputation has increased. Elves relate to you with respect.
 
Your reputation has increased. Dwarves relate to you with respect.
 
You've completed the quest: Prince of Shallat.
Your astral body has been fully restored. The stats of Great Sword Ruination have been changed.
 
You've acquired the skill: Kellas' Gratitude.
Upon reaching level 500, the skill Portal to Killeheret will unlock in your talent tree. This skill will cost zero skill points to learn.
 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 357.
You have 9 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 171 stat points to allocate.
 
 
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 401.
You have 103 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 303 stat points to allocate.
 
 
Your Demonic Rage Form II has been transformed to Demonic Rage Form III. 
Demonic Rage Form III. Unique skill. Duration: unlimited. When in Demonic Rage Form III, maximum protection against all types of damage is increased by 7%, up to 95% maximum value. Infernal Rage I is transformed to Infernal Rage II. Aura of Horror I is transformed to Aura of Horror II. Furthermore, your armor class, physical and mental damage are increased by 40%.
Note that this combat form is not final, and may undergo additional transformations in the future.
 
Aura of Horror II 
Instant cast.
Cooldown: 5 minutes.
Requires Demonic Rage Form III.
The blood of a true Lord starts to boil in you, and a Fright effect is applied to all hostile sentient creatures without mental protection within a 70 yard radius, causing them to flee in terror. The duration of the effect is determined by the mental resistance of creatures affected by Aura of Horror II. With a resistance of zero, the effect lasts 90 seconds.
Infernal Rage
Instant cast.
Cooldown: 5 minutes.
Requires Demonic Rage Form III.
The elder demon falls into a frenzy for 45 seconds, with every physical and mental attack inflicting critical damage.
Upon activating Infernal Rage II, the elder demon is rid of all stun, fear and immobilization effects, and becomes invulnerable to them for the duration of the spell. 
 
Attention! Jaelitte, a new Elder Demon of Passion, has come to the Realm of Arkon! Primordial Chaos has torn through the shroud of the Great Dark Ocean, revealing new zones in the Netherworld plane: Great Volcanic Ridge, Yssarean Swale, Laddered Lowlands of Temptation, Thousand Skull Coast.
Great! More shit for me to shovel through. Getting up on my sheet, I winced from the unbearable racket, and took a lungful of the smoky, stinky air.
It was hard to describe the mixed bag of feelings bursting out of me. I felt like cursing, screaming at the sky, singing with joy and rolling on the ground with maniacal laughter. Only acting like an idiot was unbecoming of a prince. I had done it... I had done it!!! Not in my wildest dreams could I have hoped to accomplish all this, and to remain in one piece to boot! In sharing with me whatever that indigo thing was, Phallet had restored my astral body. And the System's rewards were pretty damn generous, too. Knight-Commander of the Order, Friend of the Elves, the next combat form, and, last but certainly not least, a wife! 
In the meantime, the sky above opened up, revealing the orange disk of the sun shimmering through the smoke, illuminating the burning earth and the fifteen-foot-long winged monster raging up in the firmament as it decimated the ranks of the transformed. She looks just like her mother! I thought with admiration, removing my helm to get a better view at the Elder Demon. At my wife. Despite her deadly demeanor and fifteen-foot-tall frame, she moved with elegance and grace. Facing off against level 400+ Darkaanese warriors and level 500+ raid bosses - a far more formidable host than the one her mother had destroyed in Craedia - Jaelitte seemed in full control of the situation, unleashing a storm of flame, exploding fireballs and torrents of red-hot lava upon the enemy, with each attack turning hundreds of troops into blackened corpses. The girl was probably drunk on freedom after all those centuries in captivity, and I was content to let those bastards that had come here to murder and pillage to serve as the lightning rod for her rage. 
I gave a piece of red ice a kick with the heel of my boot, then cast a dubious look at the pile of rocks lying in a big pool of mud just ahead. Where is the face and where is the ass? The question wasn't particularly material, but it was strange that Vaepar had crumbled into a pile of pitiful rocks upon death. More than strange, I'd say. All around the monster's corpse, sections of molten ground alternated with brown patches of budding plants. The pieces of multicolored ice scattered all around looked like broken pieces of the rainbow cast down from the sky.
I turned sharply around at the sound of muffled voices behind me, and my brows involuntarily arched upward. Standing up on the broken castle wall was Baron Ulrich, slack-jawed as he watched the demon frolicking over the plain. His wife and half a century of soldiers from his garrison - all of whom had supposedly perished not half an hour ago - were standing alongside and behind him with expressions no less colorful. And I couldn't blame them - my wife was a sight to behold! 
Interestingly enough, the baron's level hadn't changed. With a mental command I moved all of my party's icons into the foreground... and sighed with relief. Alive, all of them! And their levels... Even Masyanya had shot up over 300! Kan and Raena were at 373, Vaessa at 390, Bonbon and Donut at 320, and Reece at 352! Is there a dungeon left out there we can't complete with this crew? The thought made me chuckle, but the subsequent one made me grin from ear to ear. We have another Elder Demon on the team! And one that boasted level 750 and twenty three billion HP. This was the stuff clan leaders' wet dreams were made of. Of course, I doubted that Jaelitte could become an official clan member, but perhaps the System might show some flexibility and make an exception under the circumstances? 
But most important of all, at last I had the answer to the question that had been haunting me for so long. Our fates were not set in stone! What happened here today was not what I saw on that painting. Back then, Kan and Vaessa had died, and Ruination had failed me for some odd reason. Was it because I had found Phallet's phylactery? Or was it all Sata, who had tried to say to me what couldn't be said by even the gods? Anyway, this is all behind us now. We're alive, and that's the only thing that matters.  But where was the fox now? She had been freed, of that there was little doubt. And somebody had revived the baron and his troops, which couldn't have been Jaelitte. I glance at my wife and chuckled. No, reviving and giving life just wasn't her style. 
Ten or so seconds later, I was finally noticed by one of his captains. After staring at me for a few moments, he grabbed the baron's shoulder and shook him as he pointed my way, shouting something. Another moment later, I saw Masyanya appear on the broken wall. Relief flashed on the huntress' face, but then she jabbed a finger in her right ear, frowned and shook her fist at me. Hart! I pulled up the options and rejoined the channel that I had been kicked out of for some strange reason.
"...hell, Roman? Are you deaf?!" the huntress yelled, adding a few choice words that oughtn't be uttered in the presence of women and children.
"Are you sure it's not him flying up there?" Reece posed with concern, though I still couldn't see him.
"Yes, I'm sure!" Masyanya gesticulated my way frantically. "There he is, standing there with a mysterious smile! I think he's got a concussion!"
Before long, all of my friends were clambering over the debris and making their way towards me, looking around wildly.
"If he's there, then who's up in the sky?" the inquisitive mage wouldn't let up.
"That's my wife," I chortled, deciding not to keep up the suspense. "Let her fly around some more, and then I'll introduce you."
The news made Kan and Raena exchange glances while Donut nearly stumbled and Masyanya whistled. And only the sagacious necromancer's daughter seemed unperturbed, a satisfied smile playing on her lips.
"Fly around, mm-hmm..." the disheveled rogue's voice sounded strange.
"I wonder which of them will be doing the cooking," Bonbon mused, his neck craned as he walked, then scratched his head and nodded affirmatively to his own thoughts.
"This is good news," Reece said, stopping a few feet away and peering into my eyes pointedly. "Your wife, I mean. Cause we were getting worried..."
"What are you babbling about?" I frowned.
"You mentioned getting married back in Craedia, but didn't bother introducing us to your bride. And then you stopped looking at women altogether," Reece explained with a nonchalant shrug. "And considering all that you had gone through, we couldn't help entertaining the notion of all that trauma resulting in certain... mental consequences. Hell, as far as we were concerned, an imaginary wife would be the best case scenario. Even if the best mentalist in the land would be unable to help you." The mage looked up at Jaelitte contemplatively, then shook his head and concluded with utter despondence. "And, certainly, no one can help you now..."
My mind was already racing to pick the most proper response to this scoundrel, but then something incredible happened. Lita froze in midair for several seconds, breaking virtually all laws of physics, then shot up high into the sky and turned toward the castle, wings majestically outstretched. By now, the transformed army that had come here with Vaepar had been clipped to roughly half of its size. Upon realizing that nobody was attacking them anymore, the survivors turned right around and made a hasty retreat. Right, it should be another fifteen minutes or so before they can build portals again. But what was up with my bride's newfound pacifism? Or was it mercy?
I'm not sure what humans do in these situations, the familiar voice sounded in my head. I suppose I should throw myself in your arms and weep like some of your females?
Uh... I struggled to find the words. You don't need to throw yourself in my arms, no. I don't think there's a standard way to behave in these situations.
Good, Lita sniffed, then cut a hairpin turn and rose another three hundred feet off the ground.
She was maddeningly beautiful... in a deadly kind of way. This was probably what military pilots felt when admiring their . And the scoundrel was right - I was beyond help at this point. When the sight of a twenty-five-foot winged monster makes your heart spill over with fondness... There's just no coming back from something like that.
Why did you decide to spare them? I asked after getting a hold of my emotions. Don't mistake my question for blood lust, but - 
As a favor to a certain black-haired chicken, Jaelitte replied with vexation in her voice. It's not a good idea to piss off the locals. Not the right time, at least.
The Goddess of Vengeance asked this of you?! But - 
My wife didn't let me finish. Quit being so daft. The Titans are defeated, and the gods win nothing from these sentients getting slaughtered.
What do you know of - 
Your sister and your friend are alive, she interrupted me again. And you're both heroes. I should be proud to be your wife, I suppose...
I felt the weight of the world fall from my shoulders. Max and Alyona were all right! And, by the looks of things, Lita's personality hardly changed with her newfound freedom.
Your tailed friend sends her regards, by the way, but she won't get here till later, she added, then dove sharply toward the ground.
Her figure rippled for a moment, transforming into a huge scorching meteor, then roared toward us.
"Holy moly..." Bonbon exhaled in awe while my own jaw slacked in anticipation of what was about to happen.
The earth shook from the monstrous impact as one of the cracked castle walls came tumbling down. There were cries of fear and shock while Kan and Raena made automatic warding-off gestures. My wife was still a young woman at heart, and eager to make a grand entrance.
"And here's the frog princess herself," Bonbon remarked casually as Jaelitte's delicate figure appeared in the unnaturally white billows of smoke.
She looked just as she had the first time we met. Only her clothes were different now: a dark leather cloak, beige hunting pants, russet half-boots, and the hilts of paired swords peeking out from behind her back. As she regained her body, she must have automatically regained the equipment she had been wearing the day of her death. Or maybe all of her stuff had dropped into her inventory then? Who knew with this magical realm... 
The only thing disturbing the silence around us was the crackling of the castle structures being consumed by fire. I had been imagining this moment so many times, cycling through the different scenarios, thinking of my facial expressions and what I'd say... And now that it had come, the words were stuck in my traitorous throat. I had known her for a mere three months, yet it still felt like a lifetime. And throughout this lifetime, I'd wake up with a smile on my face every morning because I knew that I had her. Maybe sometime in the future I could get used to the notion of it, but for now I could do nothing but stare at her, breathless and stupefied, all the while fully realizing how moronic I must look to her.
Jaelitte's expression betrayed no emotions, like the actress from the classic film about the female Terminator. Stepping lightly on the vitrified ground, she walked up to me, looked up into my eyes, and said with her lips alone:
"Thank you..."
Then she opened her palms and gave the softest of smiles. The stone was large and deep orange, and set in the same frame of a painfully familiar ring. 
"Chaos favors you as it has never favored anyone, Dark One," Jaelitte spoke softly. "Take this. It is yours now."
You've completed the quest: Elder Demon of the Netherworld. 
You have gained a level!
Current level: 402.
You have 4 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 306 stat points to allocate.
You received: Spark of Primordial Chaos; Elder Demon's Heart.
 
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 447.
You have 149 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 441 stat points to allocate.
 
Spark of Primordial Chaos.
Encrustation stone. Artifact.
Adds ????? additional Primordial Chaos damage.
Required: epic or above tier weapon.
 
Elder Demon's Heart.
Accessory; ring.
Bound item.
Durability: 24,798/25,000.
Artifact, scalable.
No minimum level.
+447 to intellect.
+447 to strength.
+447 to spirit.
+894 to constitution.
+2682 to damage (Chaos).
+8.94% to critical hit chance with a physical or magic attack.
+8.94% to critical heal chance.
Weight: .06 lbs.
 
My wedding ring was back with me! Oh, if only its name could talk...
Jaelitte's smile became a touch more perceptible. She looked past me at the rows of my friends, her eyes unblinking.
"Hello!" she said firmly yet softly, then nodded. 
"Hi there!" Donut was the first to respond.
The others followed suit while the rogue shifted nervously from foot to foot, evidently gathering the courage for the question tormenting them all.
"And you, uh..."
"She was the prisoner of this ring," I demonstrated the signet ring to everyone, then slipped it onto my ring finger, motioned toward my wife, and added. "Jaelitte dar Rakata, daughter of Overlord Ahriman and Lilit, an Elder Demon of the Netherworld. You can skip the introductions - she has already met all of you." 
"Indeed," the demoness chuckled at last, instantly diffusing the tension. She looked at Bonbon, then at Reece. "I know you fellas better than you
While everyone was still recovering from what they had heard and exchanging meaningless phrases, I inserted the stone into the sword's pommel and focused on it. 
 
Ruination.
Sword: one-handed. Great Sword. [Contains a Great Essence.]
Bound item.
Durability: 15,938/20,000.
Artifact, scalable.
No minimum level. 
Damage: 4470-8940.
+????? additional Primordial Chaos damage.
+447 to strength.
+223 to vigor.
+447 to constitution.
+11.175% to critical hit chance with a physical attack.
+447% to damage dealt to Great Essences.
+0.0447% chance to paralyze a Great Essence for 44.7 seconds. 
Winged Lord's Reprisal. Creatures above level 900 suffer 2,000,000 damage when struck. The damage is doubled every second until the death of either the target or the owner of the sword. 
Using Winged Lord's Reprisal does not consume the astral body.
Weight: 10 lbs.
There it was. Ruination had turned into an artifact, revealing the last of its mysterious abilities in the process. And though it was more or less in line with what I had expected, make no mistake - I was giddy as a schoolgirl!





Chapter 5
To all the players and clans of the Realm of Arkon! The Ancient Gods have been vanquished! The transformed army, having sustained heavy casualties, has retreated deep into Darkaan. The forced armistice will be lifted in three days' time. 
"Max and Alyona are all right, but I don't know anything about the others," I announced to everyone after the triumphant music died down. "We'll spend the night here, then set out to Ellorian tomorrow. I don't expect Max and his group to get there before us. We also need to help out Ulrich, and take care of some other matters besides."
"Aren't you forgetting something, Roman?" Donut inquired slyly. "You know, anything else that might be on the docket?"
Sliding the sword gingerly into my scabbard, I turned toward the rogue with a quizzical look. "What are you talking about?"
"Oh, nothing major, really," Donut gave a big grin. "Only that you took down a raid boss ten minutes ago whose level exceeded one freaking thousand. And I wouldn't expect to see another one like it in this realm for the next million years."
"Yeah, so what?"
"You see, Roman," Bonbon interjected himself into the conversation. "What our mercantile friend is trying to bring to your attention is that-"
"Oh, just loot him already!" Masyanya gave an exasperated groan as she rolled her eyes. "Or these druggies will drag out their explanation for the next hour."
Hart! Of course! With a chuckle, I walked over to Vaepar's corpse and put my palm against one of the rocks. 
To my great surprise, the beast didn't drop that many items, and no gold at all. Forty five bars of black iron, each weighing two pounds, eight reels of celestial silk, ten sheets of stoneworm hide, and one hundred Black Lotus blossoms. All crafting materials of the rarest order for four different professions. Their collective value was probably astronomical, but I wasn't particularly impressed. In addition to the materials, the titan's corpse held a crafting recipe for a priest armor set of eight epic scalable pieces, twenty two vials with some brownish mixture, and eighteen tiny figurines varying in color. Without thinking twice, I transferred all the materials and the scroll to Donut, then focused in on one of the vials.
Elixir of Concentrated Might
Transmutes the essence of an epic piece of equipment, making it scalable.
Required: Piece of equipment. Class: epic. Level: 150+.
Break to use.
In the end, Vaepar didn't disappoint. Try as I might, I couldn't begin to express what an incredible drop these twenty two vials were. Well, technically speaking, they would become twenty two scalable epics. And it didn't matter whether we already had the base items. We weren't short on time, and there were still plenty of raid bosses left in this world, thank Hart. So, yeah, this was pretty badass, and yet when I listened to my inner voice, I wasn't feeling any kind of holy trepidation. Perhaps I had already reached - or more likely surpassed - my emotional capacity for one day. 
After a moment's hesitation, I transferred all the vials to Donut, and as the rogue exploded with cries of exultation, I turned my gaze to one of the figurines. A griffin! And it looked pretty similar to the one perched atop a pedestal in my last vision. With a broad chest, ginger-red fur and a head held high, the creature reminded me of a toy my parents would get me and Alyona at a nearby supermarket when we were kids. My sister and I had amassed a veritable menagerie of creatures, both mythical and real: pegasi, unicorns, elephants, giraffes, even dragons. But Vaepar must not have lived near such a supermarket, or maybe one that only sold griffins. The figurine was warm to the touch. I shrugged and focused my eyes on it... And felt an even deeper sense of shock, emotional daily capacity be damned.
 
Griffin Nestling [male]
Mount. [Capable of flight upon maturation.]
Epic. Level 250.
Bound on summon. 
Requirements: level 250, Riding skill.
Attention! XP distribution is 50%/50%.
Armor: 5000.
Strength: 500.
Agility: 500.
Stamina: 5000 (regenerates 100/hour).
Constitution: 5000. HP: 50,000.
250 stats available.
Walk: 1-2.5 mph (does not consume stamina).
Trot: 6-12 mph (consumes 1 stamina per minute).
Gallop: 25-35 mph (consumes 10 stamina per minute).
Special abilities: upon maturation.
No. Freaking. Way. A flying mount! I examined all the figurines quickly. Nine females and nine males! A real military air force! Speed and mobility! Maybe not right away, but the possibilities were mesmerizing... Hart Almighty! This nestling had better stats than even Gloom! Now, I wasn't going to trade my beloved boar for anyone, but you could have numerous mounts, and you could never have too many friends. Even as a razorback!
"Are you all right?" there were notes of concern in Lita's voice.
"More than all right!" I gave a broad smile, then presented the figurine nestled in my palm to everyone. 
"But that's... that's..." Donut stumbled, his voice hoarse with tension.
The rogue rubbed his face, shook his head vigorously, and looked up at me, his expression stunned.
"If that's a boy, then-"
"We have nine boys and nine girls," I smiled, taking another griffin out of the bag. 
"There are many that may not like this development," Kan spoke calmly as he looked over at me, "but after what happened here today, I don't think you have much to worry about. Gods can fly already," the knight-commander cast a sidelong glance at Jaelitte, a smile playing on his lips, "and by your own admission, you don't give a crap about anyone else."
I nodded at Kan as I put the figurines away, then looked around at all my comrades. "Here's the plan. All the mounts are going to be issued tomorrow in Ellorian. Any questions or concerns, we will discuss tonight over campfire. But for now, let's head into the castle before the locals die of curiosity." 
"They will sooner die of fear," Reece quipped with a glance toward Lita, then shrugged and started toward the castle.
"I hope to have a griffin of my own?" my wife inquired in a private channel as she watched him go.
"Of course," I nodded. "How could I leave you without one?"
"Thanks, dear," she smiled at me. "But don't forget your piglet, either!" 
"Don't worry, I have a good memory," I smiled back, took Lita by the hand, and led her towards the castle. 
* * *
"...is that the law of universal gravitation, which describes the force of pairwise attraction of solid bodies, is naturally present here as well, and governs the laws of motion for both bodies." Bonbon opened his palms, displaying a pair of brass spheres of different diameter to Jaelitte. "Therefore, for each pair of such bodies, the resultant force and, consequently, the acceleration, will certainly be dependent on the mass of the falling body. However, the spheres' difference in mass will be a tiny factor when calculating their contribution to this force, and as such, the difference between their acceleration values will be negligible..." 
"In other words, this law of yours works not only in a vacuum?" Jaelitte picked up one of the spheres, tossed it lightly in her palm, and looked up at Bonbon quizzically. 
The bald man nodded. "That's right. Additionally, falling bodies in the atmosphere are affected by the air resistance, which works against the direction of the body in a free fall." 
"Another factor that may impact the acceleration is the magic background of the terrain where the free fall is happening," Raena put in her two cents, sitting on Bonbon's right. 
"That's possible, but far from a sure thing," the bald man nodded. "Let's finish what we've already started, and then we can proceed with some experiments."
Damn, who would have thought that Lita would be interested in physics? She had never asked me about it, at least. Then again, she didn't have that much strength to expend it on superfluous discussions with me, and besides, a student's interest in any given subject is highly correlated to the teacher's ability to present it in an interesting manner, and I was no match for Bonbon in that respect. As for the fact that her own flying ability directly contradicted the very laws she was learning, that didn't seem to matter much. Such contradictions weren't uncommon even among the physicists and mathematicians of Earth, many of whom, despite being highly intelligent and educated people, also dabbled in pseudosciences like astrology or even the paranormal. So, maybe Bonbon had it right, and there would come a time when magic and physics would exist congruently in Arkon. Only time would tell.
As dusk fell, the setting sun painted the fuzzy crowns of distant pines with warm orange tones while still illuminating the smoking ruins of Rayne Castle, of which only four towers and no more than a dozen smaller structures remained, mostly those in the stronghold's northern section, behind the keep. Or what used to be the keep, as only two-and-a-half levels was left of the building. 
A string of wagons stretched along the northern road - the defenders' families were returning to the castle. Squads of soldiers took turns working clearing the rubble and salvaging what they could. There were no corpses to recover - thanks to a certain goddess I knew, Ulrich hadn't lost a single unit in the battle. Donut had explained that the troops fighting the Ancient God could be considered defenders of the sanctuary of the Goddess of Luck, meaning she was within her right to resurrect them all, just as Kirana had done several times not long ago. Speaking of, the sanctuary would now become a proper temple, and the roof of the rebuilt keep would be graced with the statue of the winged man I had drawn for them from memory. 
The baron looked to be in high spirits, unperturbed by all the destruction of property. And for good reason - he had come away from the battle without any casualties, and rebuilding a castle was a small price to pay for the lives of his subjects. And the fact that the titan had been defeated precisely here should win him significant glory among the local power brokers. It wouldn't surprise me one bit if this castle were to be eventually built out into a city, and the pile of rubble that remained of Vaepar enclosed and turned into a tourist attraction. 
Ulrich's behavior following today's events was a bit strange, however. And whenever Jaelitte appeared in his immediate vicinity, he seemed to tense up, if not altogether forget to breathe. As for the soldiers, they didn't dare come anywhere near, content with sneaking awestruck glances from a distance. In order to avoid getting in the way of the locals' cleaning efforts, our party set up camp west, not far from the forest, and I immediately regretted not setting out to Ellorian straight away. On the other hand, Max and Alyona probably hadn't arrived there just yet, and I wouldn't have much time or opportunity to think about the next steps. So, we would spend the night out in the open, enjoying the fresh air. Patience, Roman. You've nowhere to rush now that your wife is finally with you.
Lita hadn't had any issues joining our party, leaving Kan, Bonbon, Donut, Reece and myself to spend half the day looting corpses of varying degrees of charring. The haul was nearly three thousand gold, two epic rings for a hunter and a mage, a heap of reagents and recipes, and various other rare and uncommon junk. If it hadn't been for Donut convincing me that all this stuff would prove itself useful in the future, I wouldn't have bothered looting all these transformed bodies, and instead would have ordered to set out to the Great Forest since the baron had refused our help categorically. It would be unbefitting our noble blood or status or whatever, especially since they were already beating off volunteers with a stick. 
With everybody around me occupied with something, I could take this time to think. I broke out the flask, took a few swigs, then leaned against the warm side of my sleeping boar, and lit up. The events of the past few days had turned everything upside down, and it would take quite a while for all us to fully recover. 
Generally speaking, we found ourselves in an interesting situation. With the Ancients' demise, I had suddenly realized, to my surprise, that I didn't know what to do next. That bastard Vill had disappeared somewhere, and I had no clue as to where to look for the Nameless. Which was a shame, since without the White Dragon I probably wasn't going to get to the Azure Valley and have that long-awaited heart-to-heart with Cheney. At the same time, I was perfectly aware that any normal person in my position couldn't be bothered worrying about any of that stuff, at least not yet. Craedia was retaken, my wife was free, and apocalypse itself was averted! So what the hell was wrong with me?!
I took a deep drag, squashing the rage awakened by the memory of my mortal enemy, then looked up at the sun hanging over the forest, and chuckled. I was who I was, and there was no changing that. Logic and reason only went so far, but you couldn't lie to yourself. It was my bloody perfectionism, the need to always finish what I had started, that wouldn't let me enjoy this moment. But it wasn't only that. I was one hundred percent certain that the scum holed up in the Azure Valley would not relent. Cheney - and whoever it was that was helping him - had sicced the God of Torturous Death on me, supplied him with the blood of the Nameless, and commanded him to awaken the Ancient Gods. For as long as this valley remained hidden from the Maker, all the people I held dear were in danger. And it wasn't just about Cheney. If my suspicions were correct, something in that valley had at once turned a dark god into an errand boy and endowed him with power well above the rest of the Great Essences. And that "something" definitely needed to be destroyed. But I'd be lying if I said that I wasn't looking forward to ganking Cheney and co to single-digit levels, then releasing them into some high-end zone to "explore" the world they had themselves conceived. 
Only a trifle remained: where would we find the valley and whoever hid inside it? I My mind recalled my first conversation with Lita in which she had mentioned helping me in looking for the White Dragon.
Shoot! It would appear that my darling wife is my only lead to the Nameless! I exhaled the smoke and scratched my right cheek. In fact, the dragon had also mentioned her when we met! All right, that settled it. I would speak with my wife about the matter today-tomorrow, and go from there.
And it wouldn't hurt me to shave, I smiled, running my hand over my stubble. It's not material to the task at hand, but still, it wouldn't hurt.  
Next on the docket was Vill. And I found myself very much uncomfortable with the fact that I hadn't a clue as to what had happened there. Where the hell had the bastard gone to?! Was he succored out of the battle by Cheney or one of his lapdogs? But then, what was the meaning of his words? What could be worse for the Twice Cursed God than the true death? And if he were being succored in order to be killed, why even bother? Just to steal the kill from me and keep me from leveling? That seemed logical and absurd at the same time. To torture him? Even more absurd! What would be the point? And I doubted that the God of Torturous Death was scared of pain. No, there was something else here. But what if... what if it had activated some kind of fail-safe that dispatched him to a phylactery that would become his prison for the next several thousand year? And the reason for him asking to be finished off was that his death would not have been the true death, but he would simply resurrect at a graveyard in the Azure Valley? No, that still didn't add up... Wait! What if he had set up the "fail-safe" before becoming immortal? That was the only way it made sense. In lieu of other explanations, it was all I could do to hope that the scum had rid the Realm of Arkon from his presence for at least a few millennia. 
After taking one last drag, I knocked out the pipe and put it away when my eyes fell on Bonbon. The bald man was actively drawing something on the ground. Is this what married life was about? On the day my wife finally gets her freedom, she spends it learning physics while I contemplate matters of the realm? 
The truth was that I wasn't bothered by it. In fact, I was astounded that Bonbon was even capable of teaching her anything, as whenever I laid my eyes on Jaelitte, my thoughts immediately flowed in a very particular direction, and if it wasn't for my high mental resistance... Of course, my two-month-long abstinence surely had something to do with it. Back in the real world I would get antsy after only a few days, let alone two months. As for Bonbon and the rest of them, the first thing they saw when looking at Jaelitte was an Elder Demon, whereas for me she was your typical young hottie. Well, maybe not quite so typical. Back in Cathella, for instance, I had found myself admiring the feral beauty of Velargass, but I wouldn't even begin to desire her... And to anyone arguing that you couldn't compare a giant dragon to a delicate woman, I could counter with a few celebrated authors of Earth that would contest such a position. The truth was that Reece had been right: at a certain point I had simply stopped feeling attracted to ordinary women. My demonic constituent was growing stronger, and activating certain physiological changes in my body. It was a process that went largely unnoticed by me, but it would appear that these days my perception differed from that of others. And I wasn't worried about that, either - nature was no fool even in this magical realm. And yet, I wouldn't have minded if my wife were to come over and spend some time with me...
Oh well. I still had to sort through my stats and talents, so let her keep studying physics for now. The survival instinct remained primary even after a two-month-long abstinence. I smiled, took another chug from the flask, then put it away and opened my character menu. 
One hundred forty nine talent points! Two that had been stocked from before, and one hundred forty seven earned today. Badass! Had I broken the ring right away, I would have leveled up some fifty percent, but now in addition to the levels I got a wife, the ring itself, and a dead Vaepar with his flying mounts and a bunch of other phat lewts and bonuses. Indeed, if it hadn't been for Chaos coming to my aid thanks to the ring, I would not have slain him. And besides, it felt good to be "the good guy," inasmuch as the term could be applied to a demon. 
After quickly allocating the stat points evenly between strength and constitution, I got to thinking. If it weren't for the Chaos branch, there would be nothing to think about, but I did have it now, and it was of highest priority. After lengthy deliberation, I decided to eschew upgrading Jump. Soon enough there would be a static portal built between Erantia and Demon Grounds, which would take the element of surprise out of Step through Darkness for the locals. Besides, Step through Darkness shared a cooldown with Jump, and I could surely use the twenty one points I would save somewhere else. Maxing out my main attacks came first, naturally. One point into the talent itself and five more into connecting ones through the next tier - eighty four points in all. 
With a sigh and a fair bit of reluctance, I raised Ice Blade and Tongue of Flame to tier 22. 
Ice Blade ХXII.
Instant cast.
Energy cost: 120 points.
Cooldown: 2 seconds.
You attack the enemy with a blade of ice, dealing 608% damage on top of the weapon's base damage, slowing the target by 50% for 10 seconds with an additional 10% chance to freeze the target for 10 seconds. 
Tongue of Flame XXII.
Instant cast.
Energy cost: 120 points.
Cooldown: 2 seconds.
You attack the enemy with a blade burning with the power of fire, dealing 609% damage on top of the weapon's base damage and ignoring 10% physical defense.
Not bad at all... And the percentages gained by learning Swordsman were still in effect. Sure, as the talent grew, the multiplier effect wasn't as noticeable, but that wasn't a big deal. There were plenty of mobs in Arkon to boost these numbers. 
Next were Portal and Step through Darkness. Thirty seven points in all, including the connecting ones. 
You've learned the spell: Step through Darkness VIII.
Instant cast. 
Mana cost: 600 points.
Cooldown: 25 seconds.
Minimum level: 400.
You vanish from view and teleport to a set point within a 55 yard radius. Stepping through darkness removes all stun and movement-impairing effects.
 
 
You've learned the spell: Targeted Portal Creation III.
Casting time: 10 seconds.
Mana cost: 1500 points. 
Cooldown: 12 hours.
Minimum level: 440.
Opens a teleportation portal for the caster and his allies (no more than 20) that lasts 3 minutes to any previously visited location [margin of error - 2.9 yards].
Truth be told, the portal upgrade wasn't at all essential, but the remaining twenty eight points would be more than enough for Chaos, and between the redundant Jump and this Targeted Portal, I would sooner choose the latter. 
And now, Chaos... This part was simple enough: eleven points into Power of Primordial Chaos to max out the skill at two hundred percent, five into Spear of Chaos, and five more into Blaze of the True Blood that had opened in the AoE branch. And the remaining seven points went into Concentration of Primordial Chaos, a neat passive skill. 
Spear of Chaos VII.
Instant cast.
Effective range: 50 yards.
Mana cost: 2100 points.
Cooldown: 2 seconds.
Deals 166,800-211,200 Chaos magic damage to the enemy.
 
 
Concentration of Primordial Chaos VII.
Passive skill.
Primordial Chaos helps those who walk its path. Your maximum constitution is raised by 70%. 
Blaze of the True Blood V.
Instant cast.
Duration: 35 seconds.
Mana cost: 7000 points.
Cooldown: 120 seconds.
Primordial Chaos harshly punishes its enemies. The caster selects a zone of Unstable Fire 35 yards in diameter within a radius of 70 yards. Any creatures caught within the spell's range suffer 21,340-38,720 Chaos damage every second. The zone of Unstable Fire moves along with the caster. The cast cannot be interrupted, and the spell remains active even after the caster's death.
An AoE dealing damage while moving!!! NO FREAKING WAY! But I would rejoice and deliberate on it later - there have been too many emotions for one day... I appreciated every bit of it, certainly, but let's save some for tomorrow, eh, Providence? 
With a smile, I took out my pipe and began to stuff it with tobacco unhurriedly. What else was there? 
Sata had run off somewhere, and it was unclear when she would reappear. 
Fifty three more levels until I was capable of visiting Lemuria. And I could already head to Pangea right now. Oh, and Ruination was back with me... All the question marks had disappeared from the sword's description, replaced by the phrase: Using Winged Lord's Reprisal does not consume the astral body. I remembered the text at the completion of the quest about the sword's stats undergoing some changes. But what were they? I couldn't see anything different, and the growth in damage was strictly proportional. The only explanation left was that before Vaepar's attack, the question marks concealed the phrase about the Winged Lord's Reprisal consuming the attacker's astral body. And with the question marks gone, the description had changed before I could notice it. As for the ability itself, it was rather useless now without any level 900 mobs on the horizon. The gods would need many a millennium to get to that point, and the blade wouldn't get wedged in any of them, anyway. Right, you just stand still while I wedge my blade in you and wait... I chuckled at the mental picture. No, the gods were still beyond my reach, but raid bosses were very much fair game. 
A few hours ago Donut had handed me nine vials dropped by Vaepar, and patiently explained why I needed to make my equipment scalable. To sum up, much like yours truly, absolutely all of the guys still thought that none of this was quiet over. Vill was still alive, the Nameless was still shackled to the ground somewhere on the Ancients Paths, and Cheney and co were still sitting pretty in the Azure Valley, concealed from RP-17. The mysterious prophecy hadn't gone anywhere, either, and I was still responsible for the future of all my demons and all the players that had joined the clan. So, what were a few scalable epics in light of all that? 
Naturally, I wasn't going to argue. Upgrading the armor pieces gifted by the dwarves, the two rings, the amulet and the shield dropped by General Korg, boosted my stats considerably, as well as my damage output. I took out the shield from my inventory and examined the monster scowling back at me. The cartoon-like wolf cub had grown, no doubt about it. Much like its owner. Upon analyzing my damage output more carefully, I sat there for a minute in silence. It wasn't long ago that I had thought that no player could ever rival an NPC in this respect, but I saw now how deeply wrong I had been. Now, sure, I was a unique case - there wasn't anyone else in Arkon with my gear and bonuses. And still, any level 400 player wearing rares should be able to dish out a quarter million damage per second, as long as you wore level-appropriate equipment and enjoyed some decent clan bonuses. I winked at the scowling beast, then put the shield back into my bag, and opened the character window. 
Krian, Prince of Craedia, level 447 
Race: Elder Demon III [human].
Agility: 1210.
Strength: 6244.
16,533 constitution [165,330 hit points].
Vigor: 787 [7,870 energy].
Intellect: 884 [8,840 mana].
Spirit: 884. 
Achievements and Titles:
Godslayer
Friend of the Elves
Knight-Commander of the Order of Punishing Steel
Swordsman
Hero of Vaedarr
Legendary Warlord
Blood Brother of Trang an Kharg
Lord Yllial's Slayer
Archmage Altus' Apprentice
Liberator of Shackled Souls
Teiran's Slayer
Rgharg's Slayer
Nerghall's Slayer
Shaartakh's Slayer
Morgh Garng's Slayer
Saethdien Roa's Slayer
General Korg's Slayer
Schratt's Slayer
First in Erast the Great's Mausoleum
Ulrich the Zealot's Slayer
Marked by the Warrior God
Marked by Death
Marked by Hatred
First in Gal'verts Prison
First in Ghorazm Ruins
First in the West Wing
First in the Swamp Cave
Master Hunter of Iskhart
Atrylus' Slayer
Vanquishing Death
Master Kiyaret's Slayer
First in the Derelict Temple
Bonus to damage with swords: +2%
Bonus to heavy armor: +2%
Toughness: 70%.
Armor: 31,620 (95% physical damage absorption).
105% boost to physical and magic damage from achievements.
20% boost to physical and magic damage from titles.
44% boost to physical damage from equipment.
1248% boost to physical damage from strength.
57.60% chance to hit critically with physical attacks: 5% base, 6.05% agility bonus, 36.55% equipment bonus, 10% title bonus.
13.84% mana and energy regeneration in combat: 5% base + 8.84% spirit bonus.
13.84% mana and energy regeneration out of combat: 5% base + 8.84% spirit bonus.
8.84% HP regeneration out of combat: 0% base + 8.84% spirit bonus.
442% to spell power [except Chaos magic].
19.42% chance to hit critically with spells: 5% base, 4.42% intellect bonus, 10% rank bonus.
54.3% damage reduction from falling.
27,532 lbs carrying capacity.
Weapon damage: 4470-8940 [2682 Chaos multiplier].
Ice Blade ХXII - 1,918,036-3,116,810 physical damage.
Tongue of Flame ХXII - 1,920,746-3,121,212 physical damage. 
Spear of Chaos VII - 166,800-211,200.
Blaze of the True Blood V - 21,340-38,720 per second.
If ever there was a time to seek professional psychiatric help, this would be it. All these millions... and this was before accounting for the bonuses from Max's party's titles and achievements or Ruination's hidden damage bonus. The formula remained the same: add the weapon damage to the ring damage, take that total and apply to it the cumulative percentage from the passive skills and achievements, then add the damage from the active skill to the new total, and finally, apply the bonus from the stat. After some quick calculations on my end to verify, I was happy to confirm that it all checked out. And considering that my every other attack would be a crit... On the other hand, no matter how strong you are, there'll always be somebody stronger. And in my case that somebody was my own wife. How's that for emasculation! Yet another reason to seek psychiatric help...
"I've been meaning to ask you..." 
"Yes?" I quickly closed the menu and looked up at Lita, who had walked over soundlessly and was now standing over me. "What's up?" 
A shade of doubt passed over the young woman's face. Then, with a shrug, she took a seat on the ground next to me and wrapped her hands around her knees. Gloom didn't even snort in response as per his usual self. Of course, if the razorback was half as tired as I was, Lita could dance a jig right on top of him for hours and he still wouldn't wake. 
As my wife gathered her thoughts, I pulled on my pipe, exhaled, and reached for my flask. Bad habits die hard, especially when you've just escaped certain doom and had new and brighter horizons to look forward to. 
"When we met, you didn't even hug me... Why?" Jaelitte sounded estranged as she stared at her nails. "Weren't you happy to see me?"
The new and brighter horizons suddenly grew overcast with storm clouds, and the cognac seemed to flow down the wrong throat hole. Shaken to my very core, I took another automatic pull on my pipe. 
"What's wrong? Are you ill?" she asked with surprise.
"I'm fine," I said after coughing for a solid minute and wiping the tears from my eyes. "It's just not a question I expected from you."
Now how do you like that! The last thing my wife appeared to be was a woman wanting for male attention. No, she was as certain of her beauty as a thousand Hollywood stars put together, and that certainty was grounded on rock-solid foundation. But then what was this? Had I violated some hitherto unknown rules with my behavior? And at any rate, what was I supposed to answer her now? Well, when you don't know what to say, say the truth. This was a simple wisdom that I had learned early on in life. Lies can only do harm, and why bother lying to someone dear to you, anyway?
"I remember you telling me about how much you were waiting for me to-"
"Wait!" I stopped her. "Let me try to explain." 
"Go on," she chuckled, sizing me up and down.
I paused for a few moments, then shrugged and proceeded.
"To be perfectly honest, I don't know how to act around you. I've only become a noble recently, and I've been way too busy to familiarize myself with all those rules and customs."
"What rules and customs?" she asked. 
"Well, uh... We've known each other a long time now, but there was still no way for me to know how you would behave when you're free. You are a princess by birth, after all. It's not that I'm intimidated by that or anything, but when we're in public I assumed that some proper behavior would be in order. I just didn't want to offend you."
"Proper behavior is the last refuge of a fool," Lita sighed, shaking her head, then began to carefully examine her fingernails. 
Argh! Women were the same in all realms. Oh, my manicure matters more to me than anything you have to say, but you had better tell me what I want to hear, or else...
"So that's what you think of me, eh?" my wife's tone became estranged again. "You thought I would behave like a lower one, disgracing myself and my husband? Well, I am disappointed!"
Her eyes are deep sky blue... I noted to myself, feeling slightly dizzy from the nearness of her lips and the subtle scent of her perfume. I felt a sudden aching in my chest, but the very next moment a tsunami of rage swept away any and all such absurd romantic notions. Yep, this is my life now.
"I never wanted to offend you! Forgive me..." I wrapped my wife up in my arms, and before she could recover planted a hard kiss on her lips.
If her eyes wide with surprise were any indication, she hadn't expected this of me. I was breaking stereotypes left and right... Now, I was no expert in women's psychology, but I didn't need to be. When needing to change your woman's mood or even the subject from something unpleasant, you need only to pull something unexpected. And don't bother trying to act up to her expectations - that is always a grave mistake, as my behavior today clearly indicated. 
"Easy!" Lita pressed her palms into my chest, pushing me back, then shook her head despite a smile playing on her lips. "This really isn't the best time, better wait till tomorrow. And I suppose your explanation is... accepted. At any rate, I wanted to you about something else."
"Oh? What about?" I arched my brow while returning her smile and thinking to myself that my demonic rage was truly a gift from above. 
Any way you sliced it, having a trueblooded succubus for a wife made for one hell of a marriage. I reckoned this was what Robinson Crusoe might feel like if a production crew from Brazzers turned up on his deserted island and proceeded to do one of their shoots. Even back at my audience with Janam, I couldn't begin to imagine how men could stand being in her presence when she turned it "on." But with Lita, she wasn't even turning it on consciously - this was just her being her. Though her influence on me specifically was mitigated by my boundless reserves of rage, thanks to RP-17.
"I'll need head to my dominion the day after tomorrow to see my parents," Jaelitte continued in the meantime. "I hope that you'll allow me that?" 
"Of course. Got to pay respects to mom and pop, how could you not..." I shrugged, and then the meaning of her words dawned on me. "Hold on a second... Did you just say 'TO MY DOMINION'?!?!" 
"You know, dear..." Lita leaned back against the boar's heaving side, crossed her arms and looked at me with grave concern. "Though I do at times feel that you're my equal, at other times your stu... I mean, sometimes I wonder."
"Answer the question!" I literally roared at her.
Paying my feigned grimness no mind, Lita pursed her lips, gave a heavy sigh, and proceeded to explain in the tone of a teacher weary of dealing with a perennially underachieving student.
"You still haven't figured it out? The Netherworld now has eight Lords! Volcanic Ridge, Yssarean Swale, Lowlands of Temptation and Thousand Skull Coast - all that is my dominion. So don't you ever say that you got me without a dowry!"
"Wait, wait," I put up my palms, then rubbed my face with them as I tried to process what I was hearing. "Doesn't that mean you're going to have to be there? Because now you're the-"
She smiled. "My mother can keep the reins for a while without me, but I do need to visit with her first. And when I get back, we're going to start looking for the White Dragon." 
"But why the day after tomorrow?"
"Because today won't work," she sighed. "I don't want to waste prana to travel to the Netherworld. And tomorrow..." Lita leaned in, wrapped her hands around my waist, put her head down on my shoulder and looked up into my eyes. "Tomorrow I will finally be able to commence with fulfilling my promise to you. I trust you won't mind that, dear?"
I flashed a big smile. "Mind? Not at all. But tell me something first."
"Yes?"
"Are you genuinely interested in physics?"
"Oh, that..." Jaelitte nestled her body closer to me, then nodded toward the crowd gathered around the campfire. "How else do you expect me to get them to like me?" 
"You're serious?" I peered into her eyes. "Is that the only reason?"
She gave a light shrug. "Physics is kind of amusing, to be honest. And some of the laws actually work here. But to address your surprise, though I'm well aware of the abyss of differences between us, I was taught early on by my father about the importance of being a good and amiable ruler to our subjects. Think back to my last battle. Remember what I did before killing Shiekata? But you know I could have still escaped even with that mark on me. As for your friends..." Jaelitte gave another nod toward the campfire. "They're different from the men and women I knew before my initiation. They don't suffer from envy or obsequiousness. All they see in me is a friend and your wife. And that is a strange thing to me. Though it may be that I perceive them as such due to my closeness to you? Also, they remind me of my father's Throne Attendants. And seeing as Providence saw it to intertwine your fates as it had, both you and I will be needing to engage and deal with them for what I suspect might be many millennia. In light of that, why not be proactive in establishing good relations?"
I was quiet for about ten seconds, mulling over her thoughts. Then I smiled and shook my head.
"You're a little bit too perfect, you know that..."
"Don't rush to judgment just yet, dear," Jaelitte returned my smile. "And don't even think about relaxing." 
"I wouldn't know where to start," I pressed my wife closer and kissed her gingerly on the cheek. "Even after everything works out perfectly, you'll never have to worry about me relaxing." 





Chapter 6
"Dar, let’s ask your friend to give us some of those!" Reece suggested, nodding towards the two huge guardian trees watching over either side of the road. "They’re so cool! Plus, we wouldn’t even need to pick their apples. We could just hand them some sacks and they’d take care of it."
The trees were indeed impressive. Level 520 and nearly forty feet tall. Their greenish-brown, perfectly smooth trunks were covered with thick, slightly curved thorns. Both trees stared at the road with an empty gaze from their huge, unblinking eyes. But why the hell had they been planted here, three hundred yards from the southern gates of Ellorian? Did they serve some greater strategic purpose? Or had they taken up root here of their own accord? Perhaps the soil was unusually good? 
But Reece’s fantasies were not destined to be. Without the magic of the Great Forest, these formidable guardians would be nothing but ordinary, relatively worthless hunks of wood. Then again, I didn’t know what wonders Max might be capable of these days. Could he bring a piece of the Forest to us? The seeds he had found - they had been transported before, after all.
"These trees don’t grow apples, and why the hell would we need trees with eyes, anyway?" Masyanya was quick to shoot Reece down. "To frighten poor unsuspecting folk? I almost soiled my pants when I saw them the first time."
Donut turned to give his wife a rebuke. "You’re an elfess, Masyanya. We’re friends with the trees. Or have you forgotten?"
"Those who are friends of the trees do not eat meat," the huntress shot back, then looked at Bonbon. "And they don’t eat in the middle of the night!"
"Masyanya..." the bald man joined the conversation. "What did you want a unicorn for, then? What unicorn would deign to be with a mistress who does not honor our traditions?"
"You wanted a unicorn?" Jaelitte addressed Masyanya, her voice showing a tinge of respect. "You can breed with unicorns?"
"Not that kind of want," Bonbon hurried to say. "She wanted one to ride. Just like she rides Do-"
Masyanya interrupted, fighting hard not to laugh. "Not that kind of ride. The kind where you saddle the unicorn and traverse terrain together."
The huntress glared at Bonbon, then shook her fist for good measure. 
Bonbon let his eyes widen. "Does she use a saddle with you too, Donut?!"
"What else can I do?" Donut hung his head. "We don’t have a unicorn..."
From the side it was obvious how hard he was clenching just to keep himself from laughing. After what proved to be quite a stressful day yesterday, today we were all bantering as usual. And the prospects ahead of us were indeed bright, at least for the next few days. 
"And I know somebody was going to get good and drunk tonight..." The huntress looked sideways at her husband. "Fat chance of that! Let this bald brat chase the dryads through the forest, all by himself!"
"We’re just kidding around, Masyanya!" Bonbon retreated. "It's just that you looked so sad, riding along like that. So we tried to cheer you up. Maybe you're hangry and need a snack? If so, just let me know, I've got some to share..."
The huntress gave him a smile. "I’m sure you do. Your inventory has more food than the supermarket down the street ever had."
"Dryads? Where?" Reece butted in, unexpectedly.
Raena nodded at the city gates. "Once we reach the city, I’ll show you a dryad..."
"Ah, thank you," the mage nodded, returning to his thoughts. 
I grunted. Ever since he had begun his new, unique profession, Reece had started slipping out of reality from time to time. These lapses were infrequent and brief, but noticeable. His personality hadn’t changed, and he hadn’t become that much more serious, but these new reveries... He had the soul of an artist, that much was certain. Thankfully, his skills hadn't suffered, so no one minded when he "froze up." The man had even started composing his own songs...
After the end of the performance, which, as always, involved general reconciliation and determination to capture some dryads, I slowed Gloom to a halt and turned to my wife, who was riding next to me.
"Lita, you should put on a disguise."
"No problem. But that trick won’t work on the guards at the gate. This city is under divine protection. Only Hart could get by, and I don't quite have his skills."
"Ugh, to hell with it, then." I shrugged and nodded at the line of about a dozen players waiting for entry at the gate. "We already look like the Mummers Parade, and when they see you..."
"I don’t know what a Mummers is, Roman," my wife replied in a private channel, "but I agree. If they recognize me, well, that’s their problem."
"Now, now, we agreed you wouldn’t cripple anyone on this trip, remember?"
"I wouldn’t think of it, darling! I’ll make sure my behavior in Ellorian is entirely appropriate." 
Somehow, I wasn’t so sure.
Early in the morning, a half-legion of cavalry knights of Duke Kyarhat had ridden up to the destroyed Castle Rayne, along with a century of horsemen from Count d’Arysak. The duke and count had made the trip along with their troops. Yesterday, closer to noon, the prior of the Temple of Myrt had come running to the duke’s chambers to inform him that a huge army headed by one of the Ancient Gods had crossed the duchy’s southern border. An hour later - when the duke, stunned by the news, held an emergency military meeting with his no-less-stunned legates - the prior had come running and stunning again: apparently, Baron Ulrich Rayne had repulsed the attack on the castle and destroyed the titan, and one of the Lords of the Netherworld was involved in annihilating the invading army. The duke looked thoughtfully at the old monk (who on this day had likely broken every known world record for running distance), the monk looked at the duke, and the legates looked at them both. From Dylan an Kyarhat's own words, they stared at each other for three solid minutes, whereupon the duke drained three glasses of cognac, gave orders that his horse be saddled, and opened a portal to Tien Mahar, the main city in the southern part of the duchy. 
Kovul had gone to Rayne, too, along with the rest. He was the bear-like brother of Baron Ulrich’s, and had long ago rescued the baron’s castle from a great siege. And since all of the new arrivals had only seen the Lords of the Netherworld in the time of the Wars of Chaos, when they had been on opposite sides of the fight, at the sight of my lovely wife Lita, the duke and all of his entourage suffered a severe and instant case of lockjaw induced by cognitive dissonance. And so they might have stayed pillars of salt for a decade, but Jaelitte smiled sweetly and said a few phrases to bring them back to this world, and then gave me a slight push forward. For the next few hours she said nothing, but clearly enjoyed the dazed and amazed glances cast her way. This kept us in the barony until six o’clock that evening. 
In the morning, I learned that my wife was blocking most of her abilities lest all of the unprepared sentient beings in close proximity go completely mad. 
As for what exactly those abilities were, I didn’t ask. She would tell me herself when the time was right. It was enough to see that she could destroy several legions and reduce to ruins any city lacking divine protection. Yesterday, as I passed out, my wife had experimented with her new abilities, and as she was figuring things out, Kirana had asked her for a small favor. Jaelitte had had the right to do what she did in her efforts to protect me from the invading army. And on the subject, our mutual vows were quite an interesting arrangement. We were equals, yes, as spouses. She could not betray me, and she had sworn a vow to obey me in general. But in all other respects... For instance, I could not interfere in her political life, or to command her to risk her dignity, her honor, or her life. And the same went for her in relation to me. For one, she could never be the first to attack characters with whom I had a positive reputation. And there were many other such stipulations besides. So, we would have to negotiate often and on many matters. And I saw that as a good thing. I never did want a weak wife that was easily pushed around, and that went double for an Elder Demon. So what if she drove me a little crazy now and then? In fairy tales and romance fantasies, the princes and kings always wanted a harem of obedient slaves, but in real life, Hart forbid! That was no way to live and love. You might as well just acquire a harem of rubber sex dolls. And no, I could not make Lita sleep with me. Yet I hoped for some movement in that direction before too long.
When I woke in the morning, I saw that Lita’s eyes had changed color, from sky blue to bright green. Her hair was now red, and her breasts were noticeably larger. No, she hadn’t used colored contacts, hair dye or implants. And there were no illusions at work, either. When your bride can change her entire appearance as easily as she might change her lipstick, well, that was yet another thing I'd have to get used to. 
After lunch, we said goodbye to everyone and thanked Ulrich for the horse he had given to Jaelitte. Then, we set off for the elven capital. Lita could have theoretically teleported us all to Craedia, but her prana would still come in handy, and the Kraet Peaks, where the Azure Valley was located, were closest to Ellorian. Plus, if I went to Craedia, I’d probably be stuck there for quite some time just making the rounds of all my friends and contacts.
The Great Forest greeted us with torrential rain, but it stopped about fifteen minutes after our arrival. We would have ended up soaked, if not for the shields set by Reece and Raena. The rain, judging by the muddied road, had drenched the land for about three hours, sending everyone waiting to get into the city scattering for shelter. A mage only learned how to create a shield that protected from rain at level 250, and few characters enjoyed getting wet - that went for former NPCs and especially for the players. But I was glad to see the road deserted - the fewer people who saw us, the better. Not that I was shy, but I’d rather not attract too much attention. Nor waste time chatting with strangers. 
The portal brought us to the area’s main tract, three miles from the city walls, near a city guard post. The guards paid us no attention thanks to my wife simply averting their eyes. 
For most of the trip, I was considering the pernicious dominion that habits had over our lives. And not just bad habits - in my book, there was nothing good about good habits, either. By which I meant getting used to a routine, or a job, or a wife - or even your world. Many retired veterans found themselves unable to re-integrate into society. And not only veterans - the same applied to people from any profession, really. There was nothing like a good job to keep you from finding a better job. And to keep you in the ninety-nine percent of people who returned to the grind five days a week and only took a vacation once a year. This world had actually solved the life problems of a large number of people. But you could still get used to it, like to anything else. And so the giant trees along the road, which in the old world would have only ever appeared in a John Bunyan tale, caused in me not the slightest surprise. Back on my first visit to the market at Nittal, I had promised myself I’d return there one day, to touch everything there with my own hands. But now, when the promise came back to me, I realized I couldn't be bothered going to some ordinary market just because. Hey, at least I’d never get used to my wife. How could I, when she could change her appearance at the drop of a hat?
"Prince, may I consider this the end of my personal quest?" Vaessa asked thoughtfully as she considered the green cloaks of the rangers just in front of us. "Don't get me wrong, I’m not leaving - I’m with you till the very end. I just mean that, well, Celphata has regained Kaher Taoll, so..." 
I glanced her way. "You’re talking about Kan. Honestly, I don’t understand why you picked this path of pointless chastity."
"You’re too perceptive, dar. Especially in situations where perception is, well, unnecessary." Vaessa frowned, paused, then gave a subtle smile. "But thanks anyway."
With a nod, the demoness returned to her thoughts. Perceptive, eh... Except that I still had no perception of the actual meaning of her question? Not that any woman in my experience had deigned to explain a question to us clueless men.
The line to get into town wasn’t too long. One party of five players stood at the front, trying to explain something to the weary guards at the gate. Behind them stood six carts with green coverings and about a dozen rangers. From their conversation, it became clear that they were returning from some far-reaching patrol trip. The gate was twenty feet across and thirty feet tall. You could travel out through the gate, too, but nobody was currently in any hurry to do that. 
With Vaessa still silent, I began to examine the city walls, just to occupy my mind. The elves did interesting work, that was for sure. Logical work. There was no sign of any stone in the fortifications surrounding the city. The walls were made entirely of brown branches, intertwined. Thirty feet of wall, so dense that it was hardly possible to squeeze the point of a dagger between the branches. Yet at the top, it bloomed into a surreal thicket around the whole city. I didn’t know whether the bloom was seasonal or year-round, but the pink blossoms went well with the brown branches, and the pleasant smell of jasmine and sweet pea filled the air.
"Holy - look at those monsters!" The hoarse exclamation disrupted my contemplation of the wooden walls.
Two players on our left stopped: one level 80 ranger named Ascart and a level 69 druidess called Oanna. The man froze, his mouth wide open as he stared at Donut.
"Where’d you guys manage to level up that much?!"
"Just basic grinding. Fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, for six whole months," the rogue grinned, winking at the ranger. "Get off welfare and you’ll find yourself leveling up nicely, too."
"Right, of course," the guy nodded, "but farming around here is like tossing yourself off a scaffold. Whump, and a whole hour passes before you come to. I don’t know how you guys put up with it all." 
His gaze lingered at the lizards, then turned to Gloom, and finally to me.
"Dear sir, could you tell me where you found a steed like that?"
I smiled and lightly slapped the back of my boar’s neck. "There aren’t any left, I’m afraid. He was a reward for a hidden quest. But if it’s a boar you’re after, go to the Temple of Kirana. The one on the Blades’ territory. Ask a local and they’ll tell you what to do."
The man wanted to say something else, but then his girlfriend interrupted.
"You’re Krian, right?"
When I confirmed, she nodded, peered straight into my eyes and spoke with affirmation.
"Thank you, demon!"
"Demon?" the ranger turned to her. "You know these guys?"
"Come on. I’ll tell you about them on the way."
Grabbing the man by the elbow, the girl waved goodbye to us and quite literally dragged her confused accomplice directly away from the city.
"Soon they’ll be asking you for your autograph, Roman," Masyanya chuckled from behind me.
"More like asking my boar. All right, let’s dismount. Release your steeds, we’ll cover the rest of the way on foot. I’ll give you your griffins once we reach the inn."
"Welcome to Ellorian, ryhns!" announced Ingrail, the captain of the city guard, as he stepped towards us, looking us up and down. "Our city is always happy to receive guests, but for what purpose have demons come to the elven capital?"
"They’re coming to The White Crane with us, to see Zurab," Bonbon answered. "We’ll have some kebab and beer to celebrate the great victory."
Realization swept across the captain’s face. He stepped back and exhaled. "You’re the Black Demon?!" 
"Prince Krian of Craedia, at your service, ryhn," I offered amicably. Ellorian’s divine protection was good indeed. 
Until this point, only temples had stripped me of my disguise. Perhaps, on the eve of war, the elves had so feared spies of the Ancients that they had gone to great lengths to prevent it. Or perhaps this was just how they did things? And maybe not just the elves, but other races as well. I had needed to enter Vaedarr via the sewers, and I had not bothered disguising myself in Kargalar, so perhaps there had been some protection there, too. Ellorian had recently become the capital of the united elven state. And good protection was, in my mind, a necessity for the capital of any state. Whether that meant a complex strategic missile defense system or the magical patronage of friendly gods depended on the circumstances.
"Of course," the captain nodded. "It’s an honor."
But the real honor was when the captain noticed Jaelitte. The dark elf let out a trembling sigh and turned so pale that he could be easily mistaken for a slightly tanned light elf. I imagined I would have experienced the same feeling had I found a nuclear explosive device attached to a ticking clock on my desk. And this captain definitely knew that my wife was live and very, very explosive. The elf knew. He tried to say something, but nothing but an inarticulate rumble escaped his throat. The guards behind him looked at each other in alarm. It apparently hadn’t hit them yet. I bit my lip and tried not to burst out laughing. 
"Greetings, noble warriors of the elven people," Jaelitte said softly. "My husband and I decided to drop by your lovely city and take in a little of its rapturous beauty." 
In truth, this was all the result of reputation. Their reaction was similar to Kan's back at the tower of Craedia when he realized that Lilit wasn’t there to kill anyone. This captain would attack without hesitation if anyone, be they an Elder Demon or a god, appeared at the gates with hostility towards his city. But he had no orders for this particular situation, and so he was at a loss. This continued for a few seconds until the elf at last got a grip on what he was feeling. He swallowed convulsively, bowed his head, and confirmed my assumptions with a shrill voice.
"It is my pleasure to welcome you and your husband to our city, my lady. Sadly, I do not have any orders for a situation like this. I do not have the authority to admit guests of your rank. Therefore, I must request that you wait for the commander of the city guard. He will be here any minute."
A passing shadow of discontent flickered on my wife’s face, but she dealt with it quickly, then turned to ask me, coolly:
"I guess we’ll wait, dear."
"Let’s wait. It’s no problem." I hurried to assure her.
I turned my head and nodded to the party, gently took my succubus by the elbow, and drew her aside, all the while wondering what I would do when Lita grew tired of playing it sweet. An oath was an oath, but words were fickle things. They could be interpreted to fit almost any intent. If the guard had insulted my wife, well, she would have the right to renege on her oath. Elder Demons were touchy beings, to put it lightly. And the guard would have had to possess balls harder than any steel known to man in order to risk the displeasure of a being a thousand times stronger than he was. I was sure that the elven capital would issue detailed instructions for handling situations like this within the week. 
But we didn’t have to wait for long. To the right of the city gate, in a small, well-trodden training ground, the green light of an opening portal flared up, and a character I recognized from Max’s stories emerged. There was just no way to confuse his identity. His hair was a salt-and-pepper color, and he had the proper face of a noble, with an absurdly straight nose. He was Great Prince Goherym of the House of Marten, and he must have rushed here straight from the training ground, without any hint of formality or grace. But the prince was still a prince, so despite his casual getup, he looked quite presentable. 
Goherym looked around as he exited the portal and moved our way, before performing an intricate gesture of salutation. 
"My greetings, Lord! Please forgive this annoying delay. Sadly, I had not been notified in advance of the arrival of such a distinguished guest."
My wife smiled, but with her lips only. "It’s no trouble, prince. This is an unofficial visit. My husband wanted to visit his friend, so I decided to accompany him. Don’t worry, though: It’s only for one night."
After that final phrase, the Great Prince relaxed for some reason, took a deep breath, and smiled. 
"Of course. After the events that took place here just yesterday, that will be a great help to the city. Mistress, Dark One, ryhns, welcome to Ellorian!"
We walked through a long corridor of interwoven branches, then a courtyard surrounded by three-story wooden buildings, surrounded by blooming lilacs. It seemed we had been transported back through time into some rich ancient city. 
Goherym suggested we stay at the palace, but I politely declined. I never felt free to be myself staying in someone else’s home. Even in my old life, I had stayed in hotels whenever I went to visit friends. And here I basically had done the same, save for a few days at Ar-Iraz’s castle. Even then, I was still recovering from my battle with Yllial, and besides, a brother-in-arms was much more than some random Great Prince. 
Once we cleared the square inside the entrance, we kept walking down a wide street that led north and soon encountered a fountain sculpture jetting multicolored streams of water in all directions. They reminded me of the fountains in Moscow’s Gorky Park - except the water there had followed the laws of physics, and there had been no sculptures of dancing elves. 
"What was that night thing you were talking about with Goherym?" I asked my wife as I nodded to an elf greeting me. 
"You’ll find out in the morning," Lita replied absentmindedly, changing the subject. "Did you see how happy he was?"
What did I care? As long as nothing was threatening the city or its citizens. 
It was too bad, though, that Max wasn’t in town. According to Goherym, the Guardian had gone to the Wild Wood on some urgent business. So today we'd chill and rest, and tomorrow, towards the evening, we would sit down and decide what to do next.
"How about we set off for home today, Roman?" Bonbon asked, nodding to the south. "I’ll see the wife, Donut will see his dryads, and tomorrow we can grab Max and Alyona."
"We could go home and come back today, all in one day," answered Donut as he took in all the signs along the way, a bored look on his face. "We’ll get everybody together and be back in a flash. After all, when all you want is some good kebab and beer, not even a trip home to the wife can stand in for it."
Masyanya shook her head and knuckled Donut in the ribs. "Think before you speak, Donut. These two are having their honeymoon tonight, and you’re going on about kebabs. And besides, I've had it with your boozing in Ellorian! Seeing your drunken mug the last go-round will last me quite a while longer." 
"She’s right," Bonbon said with a nod. "Booze is great when you're out in the open, like in a forest, not on a bed in a private room. You can't breathe in there. Makes you feel like a fish in an aquarium!" 
"The hell? Do you prefer getting drunk in cat form?" Reece piped up. "I thought you were-"
"He goes for the catnip after," Masyanya interrupted. "Then he just sits at the window and screams all night."
Bonbon shook his head. "Nonsense. You can’t get drunk in cat form, or at least not for long. Cats have a wickedly fast metabolism. They sober up before they can even reach the window. All in all, a total waste of valuable booze. When I’m in cat form, I need a couple of gallons of brandy just to feel tipsy. Trust me. I’ve checked. So we drink as usual, and then change to cat form before we go to bed, so that when we hit the forest in the morning, there's no hangover." 
Masyanya smiled. "Better listen to him. I’m pretty sure his dissertation was on alcohol. What to drink, how much to drink, and when to drink it." 
"Ugh, there’s no arguing with her," said the bald man as he patted the mage on the shoulder, gesturing at the huntress. "You might as well try wrestling a pig in the mud without getting dirty." Bonbon winked at Masyanya, then turned to address me.
"Well, Roman? Can we go have fun for a day?"
"Sure, but walk me to The White Crane first." I pulled a griffin figurine from my bag and tossed it up and down in my hand, smiling at the whole party. "In the meantime, let’s pick colors for our mounts." 
The inn turned out to be the carbon copy of Kort's place. Even the puddle on the floor was in the exact same spot. Only instead of a grinning dude with scary dames, the signpost depicted a white crane. Or what was supposed to be a crane. The innkeeper was a man named Zurab, whom I had already heard about. 
I had never met an elf so large before. I wondered if he was even an elf! The behemoth was nearly twice the size of Aritor. Now, sure, the local princes and gods had a combat form that was much larger than their regular forms, but this was no combat form. He stood over seven feet tall, closer to eight, with mighty broad shoulders and powerful, hairy arms. A deep scar bisected his face, from his right eye all the way to his chin.
At the knock on the door he turned - and froze when his eyes met mine. A wave of incomprehensible emotion stampeded across his face. Disbelief, recognition, and... joy? It looked like he had been waiting for me for a thousand years.
"Are you sure you haven’t been here before, dar?" Reece asked anxiously as he approached.
I didn’t answer, but the innkeeper stretched out his hand towards me. His voice was low and hoarse.
'You are Prince Krian? The Black Demon of the Prophecy, and the friend of the Guardian?"
Of course. The elves greatly revered the Guardian. This Zurab probably remembered Max from when he had stayed here. Imagine the owner of some corner inn in Washington or London hearing that the president or prime minister of his country had visited his establishment. Plus, he had also likely heard about me from somewhere.
"Indeed, I am." I nodded and looked at him expectantly.
But the innkeeper said no more. He silently took our order, gave us our keys, and then seemed to lose all interest in us. Not that I wanted him to have any interest - I had experienced enough conversations with strangers for one day. 
We sat in the dining hall for a time. Nearby sat twenty players, as well as half a dozen local mages in light green robes with patterns interwoven as tightly as the city walls. Chickens roasted on skewers, and a kettle boiled over a special plate. The air was filled with the smell of beer and tobacco smoke. 
We sat by the window, at a table which some self-important types had carved their names into. We had managed to go without attracting much attention to ourselves. Everyone in the hall had simply blinked at us as we passed and then returned to their conversations. Before, somebody would have likely approached me, but now that I was just some mysterious blue-eyed human with a hidden level in the company of high-level NPCs, hardly made anyone wanted to talk to me. Much had changed in the past six months.
"So you're still going to look for the Nameless with me?" I asked my wife, hoping to pass the time while we waited for our order.
Lita looked up from the carvings on the table.
"The blood of the Nameless can hide anything - except itself," she shrugged. "You yourself said that a whole pool of the blood flowed around the White Dragon."
"Sure, but where will you get..." I started to speak, then stopped short.
Of course. I’ve the White Dragon's blood flowing through my veins.
I smiled. "So, how much blood will you need from me? Half a gallon?"
"A glassful is enough," she reassured me. "There is a certain interesting place in the Valley of Illusions, where... Actually, don’t worry about that. All you need to know is that I’ll be back with our coordinates sometime tomorrow."
The innkeeper approached our table. He wiped the surface clean and placed three clay bottles of wine and six carved glasses before us, then stepped back and froze.
I looked up at him. "Is something wrong?"
"I have a message for you, prince," he replied calmly, holding my gaze. "It is important, both for me and for you."
All conversation at our table immediately subsided as everyone looked with surprise at the innkeeper - Reece with a bottle already in hand. 
I paused. If at first the name and size of the innkeeper caused nothing but a smile, now there was a sense of alarm in the air.
"Who is this message from?"
Zurab shifted his cloth from his right hand to his left and lowered his head.
"Merdoc!"
It was my turn to be surprised. Why would the Dreamer send a message when he could relay it to me personally Had his rising from the dead been in vain? But perhaps this was a message from long ago, and I was about to hear the same thing I had heard in that burning house from my dream.
"In the Battle of the Wolfish Wastes, the century in which I served came under the blow of one of the Elder Demons," Zurab began, shifting the cloth from hand to hand once more. "I was the only survivor carried away from the field. I survived and grew, and yet lost my ability to have children." He raised his head and smiled bitterly. "None could help me; not even the prioress of the temple of Loaetia in Vern. She advised me to contact Merdoc. My wife and I did not believe that the Dreamer would speak to me, but the old man did indeed receive me, and said that only an Elder Demon, or the closest friend of the new Guardian could help me. That was three hundred and twelve years, three months, and two days ago..."
Can you really help him? I asked Lita mentally.
Easily, she replied. I must simply remove the bit of Chaos that Velial left in him. But he must tell us something very valuable in return. So say the rules, dear husband.
"Very well." I spoke out loud. "So what did Merdoc ask you to tell me?"
The innkeeper looked intently into my eyes.
"You will meet the New God soon, prince. When you're standing over the bones of perished bandits. Do not try to fight. Leave. You will not be able to deal with him on your own. If you fail to obey these words this time, the world will be doomed."
Now who the hell was this New God?! The Ancients had never reached the Kraet Peaks! And how had Merdoc known three hundred years ago that I would not listen to his corpse and still take the fight with Vill? And what was that bit about the "perished bandits" about?
As I tried to process all these things, Lita gently rose from her seat, walked up to the frowning innkeeper, and put her right hand on his chest. 
"Be still!" she whispered. The next moment, the elf’s body convulsed in pain. A thin cry escaped from his throat as his veins swelled up in his arms. 
The inn suddenly became quiet, with all of the players from the neighboring tables looking over at us Zurab. One of them grabbed a weapon. But the elves calmed down immediately - it was over just as quickly as it had begun. Zurab, whose mind had clearly returned, grasped my wife’s hand with his massive paws and slowly raised it to his lips. 
"Thank you, my lady!" he said softly. "And thank you, prince. I do not understand much of the message, but I hope that you know what to do. Good luck!" 
He bowed to my wife and turned to silently retreat behind the bar, followed all the way by the surprised looks of the players sitting in the hall.





Chapter 7
Our order was brought over, and I sat thinking about what I had just heard. My mood was grim. The situation’s prospects were less than ideal. I cut a small chunk of meat and chewed, mulling over the Dreamer’s warning. What did it all mean? Did this "New God" actually exist? And what about the part about him absorbing all of the malice and hatred the Ancients felt for this world? So he wasn’t as evil as had been planned? Then how could he be appearing now? All right, enough! I could think on it ore tomorrow. Today was a special day, sort of like a wedding, and yet... I ate without tasting the food, and soon lost my appetite entirely. 
I pushed my plate off to the side, took a gulp of wine, and reached for my pipe. Holy hell! Merdoc and his cursed riddles! Could he really have known way back then, three hundred years ago, that I would ignore his corpse and try to kill Vill anyway? Alas, that was a mystery to me. Though I was a Dreamer myself, I utterly sucked at prophesying. Of course, in Arkon, anything that didn’t make sense could be blamed on the System, which often shuffled things up. And transformed them into nonsense in the process. But it wasn’t that simple. The higher beings could see the web of probabilities, the intersecting, diverging, converging chains of events past and future. Merdoc could see these chains as well. Had I listened to him, what the innkeeper had just told me would be utterly without meaning. But then that chain would have moved me in such a way that I would have never ended up in this tavern. Or, if I had, the innkeeper would have simply failed to recognize me. There was no skill a planner could have greater than the ability to see the future. Merdoc was not a god, but he could perceive as well as they could just the same. And he could leave messages scattered throughout the realm - he'd had enough time for that. Yet all of that still failed to explain the meaning of the innkeeper's words.
"Are you upset, dar?" Vaessa asked, laying her knife on the table and leaning back in the bench.
"I just don’t understand what’s happening. I thought we would find this White Dragon, free the people imprisoned in the Azure Valley, and that would be that. But now there’s some other bogeyman to deal with, too."
You know, Roman, the elf’s ‘soon’ could be a hundred years. Whatever you mean by 'bogeyman,' I don't think we need to worry about it just yet." Jaelitte remarked, carefully positioning her glass on the table. "No sense wasting time on it now, anyway. We’ll find the dragon, and he’ll tell us what’s going on. Trust me, he knows. The Nameless is a shadow of this world’s creator, after all, if the legends can be trusted." 
"You never mentioned that before." 
My wife shrugged. "And you never asked. How would that knowledge have helped you, anyway? Besides, legends can still be lies." 
"Wait a minute!" Kan placed his arms on the table, drawing all of our attention. "The Ancients never reached the Kraet Peaks, right? So they could not have created this god!" 
Turning his gaze to me, the knight-commander continued.
"Those in the Azure Valley remain isolated from the wider world. Vill escaped, so how can you think that the New God is anyone but him, prince?" 
I folded my own hands on the table and leaned forward. "Then why did he beg to be finished off?" 
As Kan went to answer, Raena put a hand on his shoulder to stop him, then looked at us with tension in her eyes, and spoke softly.
"Could it be that this beast is so disgusting and so alien to our world that even the Twice Cursed God did not want to turn into it?"
Silence hung over the table for ten seconds. Then Jaelitte pushed her plate away and rose.
"That’s enough for today." She smacked her hand on the table. "It’s late. We’ll talk about it tomorrow, when I return." Looking at me, Lita bowed her head and inquired whether we had wine in the room.
"Ten kinds, at least," I replied, the strength suddenly drained from my voice. 
"Excellent!" She smiled. "I strongly advise you all to remember who’s staying in what room this time, so that we don’t have any unnecessary embarrassment in the morning. I’ll be taking the prince from you. He should get to sleep. See you all tomorrow." 
With a wink at me, Jaelitte turned slowly towards the stairs leading up. I put my untouched pipe back into my bag, nodded to the table, shook my fist at the grinning Reece, and moved to follow her. 
It was a strange feeling. I watched the walking demoness’ thighs saunter back and forth, making me feel like a schoolboy whose most beautiful classmate had just invited him over to help her with math. This was the woman I was to live with for thousands of years. What if I did something wrong? First impressions were usually right, but the cost of being wrong on this one might prove too much to bear. 
Once we reached the second floor, I opened the door to our room for her. Lita stepped in and examined the room. 
"A little small," she smirked. "Are these paintings by artists from your world?"
"More like replicas."
I followed, closing the door behind me, and leaned back against the door frame, arms crossed.
Lita looked at me skeptically, from head to toe. "All right, first, let’s see who you like best." 
She stepped towards me, hands in the air, and twirled.
Hart! I physically felt my jaw drop. I had imagined that something like this might happen, but it was another thing altogether to see first-hand. A completely different woman stood before me. Blond hair cut short, slightly slanted eyes. I had seen that face often in the old world, on the covers of glossy magazines and in ads. How was she doing this?! Oh, duh. She had been communicating with me mentally for quite some time now, and must have possessed access to some of my memories. 
I stammered, without wanting to.
"You don’t like?" She raised an eyebrow. "How about now?"
With a wave of her hand, the blonde became a languorous red-headed beauty with skin as pale as alabaster. She peered longingly into my eyes, stepped closer, and tilted her head ever so slightly. Her voice was low and throaty.
"Still not right?"
She could even change her voice! We hadn’t even gotten started yet, and I was already on the brink of insanity...
"Look, I like every bit of it, but..." 
"But you want your familiar fox?"
Jaelitte clapped her hands lightly and became Sata. With her real fox tail, her ears, and the same hairstyle she had worn that night in the tent. She raised her arms like a dog begging for a treat, wagged her tail, and fluttered her eyelashes a couple of times.
"Meow!"
"I - I don’t think foxes meow," I said as I stifled a laugh.
"What does it matter?" Jaelitte approached and placed her hand on my chest. "As long as it pleases you, my dear."
"Lita, darling, I like every bit of each of these, but why not be as you were the time I first met you?" I gently ran my hand through her hair.
"You’re so boring!" 
My wife’s face twisted into a grimace of disappointment. Assuming her old form, she pulled away and walked to the window, crossed her arms, and watched the street. Jeez. The situation was a painfully familiar one. Thankfully, that meant that I knew just what to do! 
I walked over to her, gently gripped her shoulders from behind, leaned in and whispered.
"So you’re nervous, too?"
"I'm just feeling out of my element, as you might say," she replied without turning her head. "Not too certain how I should behave." 
"A girl once told me that proper behavior is the last refuge of a fool," I quoted, trying my best to sound serious. "She was right, you know. So behave however you think is best."
She smirked at that. "Bastard!" Whirling and throwing her arms around me, she looked down and then scanned her gaze upward until our eyes met.
"That's me..." A mild dizziness overtook me as I exhaled, pulled her in, and pressed her supple lips against my own...
The rays of the sun nudged me awake. It was morning. My eyes opened to see my wife sleeping next to me, smiling. So it wasn’t a dream! She was still with me! I sat up quietly, careful not to wake her, and stretched. Holy hell! That was amazing! It was a little after nine, and the sounds of a city long since awakened wafted in through the window. The table was littered with empty bottles and an overturned glass, and the floor with clothing. Quite a fun night... I felt completely recharged, even though I had only slept three hours, at most. The fears of the day before had evaporated in the love of the night and the light of the dawn. I had no doubts now: this woman was meant for me! 
Rising gently, I pulled out two porcelain cups from my bag and put them under the nozzles of the coffee maker. Then I returned to sit on the edge of the bed, watching my wife. She had removed her horns the night before and now resembled an ordinary twenty-year-old girl. If "ordinary" meant "maddeningly beautiful. Before midnight came, we sat drinking wine and talked about all sorts of nonsense. Then, we somehow found ourselves in bed, and the Fairy Tale of that night began. I had already been crazy about my wife. But when Jaelitte lifted the spells blocking her true charm - well, that just blew me away. I couldn’t express it in words. If the Black Widow from the Avengers had shown up with a bottle of champagne and lustful intent... and I mean Natalia Romanova herself, not Scarlett Johansson. And then that experience were multiplied by something close to infinity... that would still be only a pitiful mockery of the night I had experienced. I thanked the System that this was my lot in this world! Now I understood Lord Astarot and his affection for Janam. 
A soft ding announced that the coffee was ready, causing Jaelitte’s eyelids to flinch. She opened them. The mild alarm in her eyes turned into a coy smile, and she leaned forward to kiss me on the cheek, twisted herself out of my arms and the bed, and shook her finger at me.
"You’ll have to wait until evening. I’m in a hurry."
"Coffee’s ready," I smiled, nodding at the steaming gadget as I spread my arms wide and fell back onto the bed. "You might not like it at first, but soon you’ll be unable to live life without it!"
"Like you with cognac and tobacco?" She smiled back as she gathered her clothes from the floor.
"Like me with you!"
Her smile widened. "Don’t flatter me. We’ll talk more in the evening."
"Whatever you say." 
Lita straightened her belt, buttoned up her jacket, and took one of the cups from where it stood, carefully sniffing the coffee.
"By the way, the prince who met us at the gate, he’ll be having a grandson soon enough. One who was conceived last night." 
"Great! Wait... How do you know that?"
I sat back up on the bed and looked at my wife in surprise. 
"Still in a stupor from the night? Or have you forgotten who you’re married to?" Lita took a sip of coffee and winced. "Passion and childbirth are quite connected, you know. Soon this city’s population will increase significantly. Why did you think that prince was smiling?" 
"When you say population, you mean that the people of this city felt the same way I did last night?"
"The same way we did," she corrected. "Not to the same extent, but strongly enough. Elves are no Elder Demons, after all." 
"But why?"
"Why does a certain sad white sheep get to decide who falls in love with whom? Why does another acquaintance of yours pull strings of events to her liking? I'm simply doing what I'm meant to do," Lita said, a tone of defiance in her voice as she pointed to the door. "Remember: I did warn your friends before it happened."
"What if they really did get their rooms mixed up last night?" I whispered, horrified at the thought.
"Then that’s their problem." 
Jaelitte placed her mug back on the table, walked over to kiss me on the cheek, and looked into my eyes.
"Same-sex relationships are nothing shameful among us demons. And in the Netherworld, most creatures can even change their gender. So don’t you worry. It's all right. See you this evening!" 
She ruffled my hair, winked, and headed for the door.
My eyes followed Jaelitte as she left, then closed as I tried to get my thoughts in order. So they all felt the same way last night. My path had been crossed by a damned Schrödinger’s cat. As long as I sat here, I could think that everyone else was all right, but I couldn't well stay in this room forever, could I?
I got up, downed the lukewarm coffee in a gulp without tasting it, and plodded downstairs with a sigh. 
The hall was uncrowded, twenty people at most. Guys and girls both, gesturing wildly and laughing, discussing news I already knew. In the air, tobacco smoke mixed with the smell of roasted meat and fresh pastries. No one stood behind the car.
Kan and Reece sat at the same table as the night before, by the window, faces dreary as a heavy snow. Two bottles of wine, a teapot, and five carved wooden mugs sat before them. Trying not to look the guys in the eyes, I sat at the table, put my palms on the tabletop, and sighed.
"Hey."
Kan trembled in surprise, nodded, and returned to his thoughts.
"I hope you’re well, dar," Reece said with a sideways glance at the knight-commander, then sighed and reached into his bag. "Here. I’ve been saving these for just such an occasion."
Lemons? The mage pulled them out of his inventory one after another.
That snapped Kan out of his reverie. "What are those for?"
"Medicine from excess joy," the mage shrugged. "A certain prince once told us a story about a certain overjoyed woman. And he added that excess joy could be diagnosed as medical idiocy. So I stocked up in advance on these in case the prince ever found himself in need of the medicine."
"The hell are you talking about?" But what Kan did next shocked me even more.
"I concur," he nodded in agreement with the mage, as he took one of the lemons and bit a full half of it off.
"Kan? Are you OK?" He was chewing without a hint of pucker.
Kan and the mage both ignored my question. "I agree," said the latter as he also bit off a piece of lemon and winced. "Best to stave off the symptoms in advance. Have a lemon, dar. It’ll help!"
I was speechless for a good five seconds. 
At last, my eyes widened. "Gods damn it, I think I know how your night went. But why the jokes, then?"
"Auntie and I both understood Jaelitte’s hint, dar," Reece replied hesitantly as he sipped from his mug. Then he smiled. "But we assumed it was too late for us to run from it. So Raena came to my room, and auntie went to his, just so we wouldn’t end up with a real mix-up on our hands. But then as midnight rolled around, we figured the effect wasn’t coming, and decided to get things started on our own. And then it hit. Wow, did it hit."
Kan was smiling now too, despite shoving the other half of the lemon into his face. "Same with us. When your lady came out this morning, she told us you hadn’t a clue what had happened. So we decided to play along. We're both in her debt now, after all. If not for her, who knows how long we would have needed to wait..."
"I’m going to build a shrine to her in my castle now," Reece said without a trace of his usual sarcasm. "In fact, that'll be priority number one. Demons from all over Craedia will flock to it, and then," the mage swept his hand in an arc, gesturing to the hall, "and then from Ellorian, too, after the night they all had." 
I smiled and added a hint of judgment to my voice. "So you were playing me, eh? Mutiny on the ship!" I poured myself some wine and drained it in one gulp. 
The mage was surprised at my reaction. "The whole city knew one of the Eight Lords was visiting. That kind of news gets around fast. Why do you think that fellow was greeting us right at the gate? They were probably all ready for us. Except for the two-lived, perhaps." Reece nodded at the people smiling blissfully at the nearby tables. "But like you say, the sheriff doesn’t meddle in the affairs of the Indians. And besides, they don’t look too upset to me. Eat your lemons, dar. You yourself said they’d be good for you." 
Hmm. This situation was starting to play out like an episode of Pinky and the Brain. Only we were going to save the world from those who were trying to take it over. So, then, the New God was coming? The prophecy of Merdoc would be fulfilled? The world was in danger? Who cares! We’ve got lemons on the table. But a beloved woman was worth the whole world, and this morning, I knew that I had that, at least. That and the lemons…
"The rind is the healthiest of all." I tossed a lemon in the air and caught it without looking. "Where are Vaessa and Raena?"
"They went out for a walk around town," the knight-commander answered. "And look, we have a guest."
The guest turned out to be a tall, blonde, level 47 player named Dan. He had sharp features with a high forehead, a short haircut, and a green hieroglyph tattooed onto his right cheekbone. His outfit was unremarkable save for a red cloak adorned down the middle with a black stripe and three white crosses. Dan looked both pensive and apprehensive as he stopped in front of me. His voice was dry.
"We need to talk."
"Something serious?"
I placed my lemon on the table and looked the player in the eye.
The ranger shook his head. "I don’t know. I’m just the messenger."
"Fair enough." I moved towards the far corner of the table and beckoned the man to sit. He did, across from me. Leaning up against the windowed wall, he lowered his head.
"I was returning from Niverin, on a quest to deliver some steel shackles from our blacksmith. Along the way, I decided to have a look at the destroyed guardhouse near the overgrown pond in that old aspen grove. Septemfoil blooms there often, and it’s not that far - just a mile or so down Gushing Gully." 
Dan sighed, scratched his cheek, and raised his eyes to look at mine.
"I found the septemfoil, but then a red NPC found me. I couldn’t see his name or level. He was dressed in a medieval outfit, though: camisole, buckled boots, and a feathered hat. My legs locked up, and I was unable to run away. As if I was paralyzed, even though I didn’t get a paralysis notification in the log. But the NPC didn’t want to kill me. He said he wanted to continue the conversation that the two of you began in some place called the Derelict Temple." 
I nodded and pulled my map out of my bag, placing it on the table. "Interesting. Did he say anything else? And do I owe you anything?"
He shook his head, pulled out a pen and marked the map. "The man gave me ten gold and told me not to say anything to the guards. Because he didn’t want to have to kill anyone." Dan’s eyes glazed over. "As if the whole Ellorian Guard was nothing to him. He seemed human enough, but his gaze was... well, kind of like yours. I don’t know who he is, and don’t want to know. But if I were you, I’d think pretty carefully before going to meet him."
"Don’t worry. And thank you." I put my map away. "We do indeed have things to discuss." 
"That’s your business, then." Dan nodded goodbye and made for the exit. 
As I watched him leave, I could feel that this brief time of peace was nearing its end. There was no sense regretting that, though. The faster the next conflict began, the faster it would be over with. 





Chapter 8
"Residents of Ellorian! Praise your gods and take pride in your people! Two days ago, the army of the Great Forest, with the support of its allies, stopped the horde of invaders in our lands and destroyed their cursed gods! The titans are defeated. We are victorious! The world has been saved and shall no more plunge into darkness! The conquering army will enter the city through the Eastern Gate at noon and solemnly march through its streets. Ellorian will enjoy a celebration ten days in length. Praise to the heroes of the Siruat Heath! Praise to our gods and our people!" 
I walked a wide half-circle around the desperately screeching herald and turned down the street leading to the south gate. It was a good thing Donut, Bonbon and Masyanya were nobles here. Without them, we would have had to approach Ellorian from the crown lands. Many of the players who had fought in the battle could have likely made it to the city even earlier, but most were already members of the Great Houses and thus obliged to follow their rulers’ orders. Plus, there were probably extra rewards given to those who came to the capital as part of a winning army. And who would turn down a chance to ride into Ellorian on a white horse, waving to hundreds of smiling girls? And smiling guys, of course. Half of the victorious army was female, after all… 
We had decided not to summon any griffins, for now. That would just mean time wasted on explanations as half the city would come running to gawk at them. And Gloom would have to wait a little longer, too.
Ellorian was getting ready for the newly-announced holiday. The elves dressed in ceremonial clothes and poured out onto the streets. Huge white buds bloomed on the lilac bushes. The fountain sculptures, depicting dancing elves, had their heads decorated with colorful wreaths. I looked around the city like a child on his first trip to Disneyland. Having reached the gate, I walked a few miles along the southern road and turned onto a forest path. 
The Great Forest was the most beautiful place in all of Karn. No matter what anyone else said, I fully supported my sister’s choice. Alyona wasn't really an elf anymore, of course, but anyway. Craedia was still closer to me in spirit, though, even if I wouldn’t mind planting some of the Great Forest there. 
I drove the sad thoughts of my home away and entered a small ravine. Ten minutes later, I had arrived.
It was a short log cabin, walls covered in moss, standing by a small, circular pond masked by reeds and duckweed. The frogs were deafening, and the grasshoppers too. Equally stunning was the silence of the countless butterflies, flitting from flower to flower. I found myself wanting to pull out a sheet of paper and some pencils, set up an easel, and spend a day trying to capture the beauty, if only in part. With a sigh, I nodded to the man sitting on the low bench by the guardhouse, and went to sit next to him. Just as I had already done once in the Derelict Temple. We were silent for a minute, and then Syrat nodded to his own thoughts and, still looking straight ahead, said quietly.
"You’ve changed, demon."
"I know. Too much has passed since our last meeting. Has something happened, or do you just want to talk?" 
"I can no longer hear my brother. Nor feel him," the Twice Cursed God explained. "Or rather, what I do feel is no longer him. In his place sits something inexplicable, and unimaginably hostile."
"I know. I recently spoke with the shadow of Merdoc. He warned me of the birth of ‘the New God’ and of the source hidden in the Kraet Peaks." As I spoke, I plucked a daisy growing at my feet and began tearing off its petals. "The Dreamer said he would appear if the Ancients reached the mountains, yet never uttered a word nor so much of a hint that this New God might be Vill."
"You are mistaken, demon," Syrat shook his head. "My brother has nothing to do with all of that. He was but the material for the incarnation. A role which your wife had earlier been destined for. But you weakened him too much in battle then."
"Are you saying that..." I began, but Syrat silenced me with a gesture.
"The one who did this did not violate any laws. The Creator shall not interfere. Thus the Veil of Void over the Azure Valley shall soon vanish, and the Beast will emerge." 
"So what do we do?"
"We find the dragon." Syrat turned his head to face me. "Its initiation unpassed, the Beast is especially vulnerable now. But you must hurry, demon, for no time remains. If the Beast gets out first, the world will drown in blood, with no breath left even for hatred." 
I threw the denuded daisy on the ground, sighed, and leaned back against the wall. 
"This evening, my wife will return and tell me where the Nameless can be found."
"No." The god shook his head wearily. "She is mistaken. Too young, too naive. Your blood on the Primordial Paths will find none but you. And even that, not right away. It will take time." 
"So where then can I find that cursed key?!" I literally growled in exasperation.
At that, Syrat unexpectedly smiled. "You’ve had it all this time. Since the beginning. You simply could not use it until now. Hurry, demon... And avenge my brother." 
"Yes, of course," I spoke, though now only the half-empty bench heard me. 
With those words, Syrat vanished into thin air. As usual. 
I ran my hand through my hair, sighed yet again, and rose. The shack, the glade, and the overgrown pond seemed a good deal less magical than before. Now, the frogs were annoying. It was time to leave. I gave the glade the courtesy of a farewell glance and headed back to town. 
So Vill is in a bind. I considered the roots sticking out of the steep slopes on either side of the ravine. His final words made sense now. Vill deserved his fate, though. Karma was an imperfect boomerang, but it usually brought what you did back on your head, and when it did, it hit hard. But we were all in for it now if we failed. 
Dammit! Cheney had possessed the foresight to have a fallback. He had accounted for every possibility. I wondered how much time we had left. 
I gritted my teeth and calmed my surging rage, then pulled out my flask, took a couple of deep swallows, and chuckled. My wife had been mistaken, it would seem. But I could hardly blame her given that I had been mistaken, too. The key had been with me this whole time. 
A hundred or so carts loaded up with goods stood by the entrance to the city. Vegetables, fruit, meat, fish, wine - all of the surrounding villages had likely heard about the holiday by now. Since I had no white steed, I had to wait for my turn. It was a bit sad to be in the city during a celebration yet to not be celebrating. But our time of vacation was at an end. Let the locals have their fun - they had earned it. We would celebrate once we were back in Craedia. 
An ill feeling came over me fifty yards from the inn. There were too many people by its entrance. More than thirty people crowded in the small yard of The White Crane, at least as many locals as players. Even four patrolmen were here. They had apparently come to sort out whatever was happening, but now stood with their mouths agape. 
In the center of the courtyard, Donut sat proudly on a hefty white-brown griffin, beaming brightly as a polished penny, answering a few of the many questions that were flying at him from all directions. The rogue was trying to keep the serious, deadpan face of a professional gamer, but I could see a treacherous and triumphant smile fighting to pull the corners of his lips up towards his ears. The griffin was about the size of a healthy bull. It could almost challenge my Gloom. Not quite, though. Its chest was broad, its beak massive and terrifying, and its eyes bright blue on a head held proudly. Its neck, part of its chest, and its six-foot wingspan were all covered in white feathers, which smoothly transitioned to its powerful lionlike body. The griffin stood still, save for the occasional shuffling of its paws, and gazed down at the crowds of elves around it as if at inferior creatures. 
Donut accepted my party invitation, found me with his eyes, shrugged and spread his arms comically.
"How do you like him?" he asked in the channel.
"Oh, he’s beautiful!" I nodded with sarcastic enthusiasm as I looked around at the crowd gathering in the yard. "But did you even try to think this one through?"
He waved me off. "I didn’t summon him in the city. Plus, we’re getting out of here."
‘What do you mean?"
"Just that your bestest friend found some kind of excuse to avoid attending the celebration - and outright refused to go to Ellorian," Donut explained, then turned to one of the nearby girls, nodded, and shouted an answer at her. "Sorry, the clan is closed to applicants right now. We have an alliance with the Blades, the Azure Dragons, and the Ferat clan. And the griffins are plentiful in Lemuria. Free for the taking!"
"Are you alone? Or did you bring the whole squad?" I replied as I squeezed my way towards the inn entrance.
"Just me," he grunted. "I’m much more vain than the others, you know. Go have lunch with the guys and we’ll head for the Southern Outpost. We just need to wait for Jaelitte. Best to do that outside the city."
That made sense. Lita would be passing by the outpost, anyway, and we had nothing left to do here. 
Inside the inn, I shared a few words with my friends dining in the hall and went upstairs. I wasn’t hungry, and I needed to verify certain conclusions before we departed. 
Once in my room, I looked at the disheveled bed with a sad pang in my loins, then went to the chest in the corner and pulled out a doll. The same doll I had brought out of Vill’s vault. The porcelain figure confirmed my assumptions as its eyes flared red. With a soft crunching sound, it crumbled to dust. There goes Alyona's present...
 
You’ve learned the spell: Portal to Vineta.
Casting time: 10 seconds.
Mana cost: none. 
Cooldown: 1 year.
Opens a portal to the Lost City of Vineta for 5 minutes. Entry is allowed for up to seventeen sentient beings. 
 
You've accessed the quest: The Great Prophecy of Arkon. 
Quest type: artifact, chain. No more than seventeen sentient beings can be used to complete this quest.
Find the Nameless God on the Primordial Paths and free him from captivity. 
Reward: experience, increased reputation with the Creator.
So there it was. The final chain of these endless quests. I owed Syrat my thanks. His hint had made things easy. Vill was one of the captors of the White Dragon, and I had obtained the doll from his vault, which was somehow linked to the Primordial Paths. Now to talk things over with everyone else and decide whom to bring along... 
I cleaned up the room quickly and went downstairs, only to find no one there. Food, drink and utensils lay strewn about the table, so they must have just left. To admire Donut, of course. That rascal...
I placed my room key on the bar and jogged outside, closing the door behind me, and patted George on the muzzle as he came over to say hello. The crowd was noticeably bigger now, and the yard resembled the domain of a circus troupe performing their show in a large medieval city. The noise was intense. The locals stood in festive clothes, in a semicircle, around the inn exit, loudly discussing the five griffins of various colors, their riders, and the two twelve-foot-long bone dragons. Some of the spectators had climbed onto the stable roof and were shouting exclamations of all kinds. 
"We figured we might be too full to walk after lunch, dar," smiled Vaessa.
"I told them! But nobody listens to me," Reece protested, holding the reins of his steel-gray steed. Then, he pulled a lemon out of his bag and bit into it with theatrical defiance. 
Well, then. Best we stay out of Ellorian for a hundred years or so. I glanced around at the mirthful crowd, shook my head and grinned, then mentally pressed a black button on my action bar. 
Gloom appeared out of the air a yard or two away. The crowd’s murmur grew noticeably. The razorback frowned at the crowd, but then realized there was no fight going on, so he walked over and nudged me in the side. At that moment, shouting was heard from the gate.
Make way for the lady!"
The crowd parted, and Jaelitte moseyed towards me like a fashion model down the runway. The eight level 400 guards that accompanied her froze near the gate. Silence fell over the square. Had they nothing left to say? Or were they astounded at this demoness who had forgotten to disguise herself?
"Hi!" Lita gracefully tossed her hands around my neck and kissed me on the lips. "I got lost, but these boys kindly agreed to escort me. I hope you’re not angry, dear?"
Hot damn.
Only a truly amazing woman could boost the self-esteem of her man to infinite heights with a mere phrase or two.
I mounted my boar, leaned over and grabbed Lita, and sat her in front of me. She could summon her own griffin later. 
With one hand I gently held her to me, and with the other I gestured farewell. "Move out!" My arm switched from waving to guiding Gloom toward the cleared exit.
We left the city immediately, with no adventures. The guards who had taken it upon themselves to accompany us to the South Gate kept all of the curious civilians away. No one was overly inquisitive, though, nor dared they stand in our way. Yes, much had changed in recent days. Earlier, the game had been filled with trolls. But that was back when the pain function could be disabled. You could unequip your valuable gear and go spit at the king himself - if only you could get close enough. But now, arrogance and brashness would call down painful judgment, especially if the subject of your trolling was in the right - and happened to be stronger than you. "Democracy" wasn’t the word for the local order of things. Still, there were some sickos out there who would climb into a cage with a hungry lion just for the glory. So our group breathed a sigh of relief once we were out of the city. Lita could behave herself, as she had said herself, but it was best to avoid any potential confrontation. One idiot with enough brashness could trigger a local Armageddon. And who would want that on the eve of a holiday?
As soon as we had exited the gate, Lita settled herself into my arms a little closer, gave me a guilty look, and sighed heavily.
"My dear, I’m afraid that..."
"...that you won’t be able to help me search for the Nameless," I finished, holding back a smile. "That my blood will find none but me, and even that, not right away."
"Hmm. I can see you already know how to find him, though," Lita added in the same tone. "Of course, I could play along. Blink my eyelashes in delight and even nod in agreement when you call me a little girl but say I’ll get it right next time. Only I’m just too curious about how you’ll find him."
"Nice. Didn’t even need a lemon this time," Reece remarked to himself as he rode alongside.
"A lemon?" the demoness inquired.
"Ask this genius about that later," I snorted, pointing at the mage. Then I switched to the party channel. "Listen up, everyone. Here’s the latest."
I brought them up to speed as we traveled, and then shared the quest with them all. By then, we had reached the Southern Outpost, beyond which we could set up our portal to the Wild Wood, or to wherever Max was hiding from his devoted fans. The party spent some time mulling over what they had heard and read. Donut was the first to sound off, unsurprisingly.
"A rep boost with the Creator?" He leaped from his griffin and looked at me in surprise. "What does RP-17 have to do with the Nameless?"
"Jaelitte says that Nameless is his shadow." I gently lifted my wife off of my boar’s back. "Think carefully about who'll be going."
That surprised Donut even more. "What’s there to think about? We number seventeen! Max has eleven, and you have six. I’m pretty sure you won’t even be able to share this quest with anyone else. Come on, let’s keep going. We’ll talk about this later." 
Donut opened a portal and led his griffin through it, disappearing into the light-green haze.
He’s right. We number seventeen. I looked the party over. RP-17 certainly does love its own number.
I waited for everyone to enter the portal, then called over Gloom and followed after. 
You have left the party.
 
Loop of Distortion, Vineta. Zone level 447.
 
I rose from the cold asphalt, wincing at the terrible smell of the place, then glanced at the moon hanging over the city. The square was a familiar sight. Nothing had changed since I had seen it last. The pedestal with its remnant legs, the rusted lampposts and crooked houses, the holes in the pavement. The wind howled through discarded pipes and still blew garbage around the square. But some things were different. I did have my inventory, all my equipment, and my sword in its sheath. The undead on all four streets leading away from the square had noticeably higher levels, but the bars above their heads were now green. So they think I’m a friend…
None of my party was with me. Nor was Gloom. Either case would have been strange, though. There was no use getting agitated - the System didn't give a damn about my protests. I looked at the wrecked wagon in front of the house just opposite me and grinned. Would the cow’s corpse still be there? I couldn’t shake the thought! I’d have to go check - it seemed foolish, but no one was around to see it. Except for the skeletons. I pulled my pipe from my bag and lit it as I kicked a rock towards the wagon and started in its direction.
The cow was indeed there. Well, its rat-gnawed skeleton was there, anyway. Even the rats had abandoned it by now. A rusty ax, a broken bottle, and rotten bags lay nearby. This was exactly the place, no doubt about it. Though perhaps I was rushing to conclusions. My curiosity over the killed cow satisfied, I set my mind to figuring out what the hell was going on. 
With a grunt, I sat on the curb and reflected on the mobs crowding the street. 
So, what was happening here? I wasn’t drunk, and the stuff in my pipe wasn’t that strong, so this was clearly some external influence. It likely wasn’t the action of some enemy. What idiot would send me to the very place I had been planning to visit? The others had the quest as well, but the portal had taken them to the Wild Wood, unlike me. Or so I hoped, anyway. Did somebody want to separate us? I doubted that even the gods would be capable of such interference. Max had been in a similar situation before, but Sata had merely redirected the portal itself, not sorted the people who entered it out into different locations. Morrigan was a master at tricks like this. It was she who had sent us to Darkaan, but that time Maloc’s legion had been much easier to scatter throughout the Great Forest and then crush one part at a time. It seemed to me that the System was squarely to blame here. The usual conclusion for when you didn’t know whom to blame. Except the System didn’t care about such accusations.
That meant that I likely had my own task to accomplish here first, and the others would join me later, assuming Syrat was right and Lita could find me. All right, so that made sense. But what should I do? Repeat my actions from before? No, that would be pointless. The green undead would give me zero experience, and I wasn’t about to start killing friendlies. Maybe a kill or two would turn them into unfriendlies, but that was the last thing I would try here. The pragmatists might think me mad for this, but I didn’t care. Instead, I would just choose a direction and head that way. I was bound to run into something or someone eventually. With this thought, I took my last puff, knocked out my pipe on a stone, and walked down the street leading to my left.
Two zombies from the closest pack froze as I approached, staring at me out of their rotting eye holes. I placed my hand on my sword, just in case, but there was no need. The skeletons even parted for me, clearing the way. One of the zombies snarled something at me as I moved past them. A greeting? Unintelligible. He should learn to wave, at least. But I wasn’t about to let my guard down. Drawing my weapon, I gripped it in my right hand and kept watch on the doors and windows in the houses on both sides as I moved on. 
The adventures began after a couple of hours, when I passed a partially collapsed three-story building. A hoarse, monstrous roar gripped the street, and a huge, hunchbacked shadow darted at me from the darkness of a doorway. I rolled forward and to the left, hearing the fangs of the creature chomp over my head, then stood and immediately attacked with Ice Blade. Its narrow crimson eyes glittered in the light of the moon as it clawed at the stones. Two arrows sank into the straightening monster’s side - skeletal warriors from the nearest pack had rushed to my aid. Then my Tongue of Flame scored a crit and ended the battle.
A quick survey of the area told me that no other enemies were around. The skeletal archers lowered their weapons and, as if nothing had happened, returned to their places. The warriors from the same pack followed. 
Hell. This is surreal.
I grunted as I watched them go, then walked over to the mob’s corpse. It was a strange mixture of bonehound and rat. Similar to the creature that had leaped out of Cathella’s citadel. I hadn’t learned the local language yet, so I couldn’t discern the beast’s name or HP. All I saw were assortments of sticks and triangles, like on the alien’s watch from Predator. Or whatever that arm computer thing had been? The same symbols sat over the heads of the skeletons. Not that I cared about my literacy in this zombie town. 
Leaning over, I touched the mob’s bone armor and pulled out a piece of battered beige leather. I thought for a moment. Judging by the two hits, one of them a crit, which it had taken me to kill this thing, it had more than ten million HP, but the loot was about as valuable as a lump of coal... Unless? I turned the leather over and smiled. It was part of a map. Judging by the border, it was the upper-right quarter, to be precise. I saw parallel streets, small squares, and incomprehensible names. It sure didn’t look like New York. Apparently the System had adequately convinced itself of my stupidity and had decided to offer a hint. Excellent! All I had to do was wait for the rest of the fragments and go from there. 
I glanced around at the houses in the area, then settled my gaze on the door out of which the mob had charged. Perhaps there was more of interest inside? I had plenty of time to investigate. Time flowed much more slowly here than it did on Karn. 
Tossing the leather map piece into my bag, I cast a light source and headed for the darkened doorway. 
The smell of mold accosted my nostrils as I crossed the high threshold and looked around. It was an alchemy shop, or something of the sort. The floorboards were cracked and rotten in places, and the jagged ceiling was overgrown with a whitish fungus. Along the far wall ran rusty shelves with even rows of multicolored flasks, bottles and boxes. The counter in front of the shelves had rotted into dust. It all reminded me of a horror movie I had seen as a child, the kind where some idiot walked around the house with a candle, and of course got eaten by a monster. I didn’t have a candle, so hopefully I wouldn't get eaten by the thing. Assuming it was candles that really caught its fancy? 
I whirled at a metallic clang coming from the outside, raising my sword to strike, and... exhaled in relief. One of the skeletons had decided to look inside the house and had apparently stepped on a sheet of metal placed by the window. My curious comrade’s jaw was slightly twisted, creating the impression of a mouth open in surprise. This didn’t match the horror film vibe. Horror comedy, more like. 
I winked at the skeleton staring at me, walked over to the shelves and carefully considered everything placed on them. Nothing special caught my eye, nor did the System highlight anything. All of the bottles and boxes were covered with a layer of dust. Each label bore inscriptions made of the same sticks and triangles. Some also bore images of skulls. I was no alchemist, but I could tell that there was nothing here of real value. After all, who would keep their most valuable wares right in view behind the counter? And even these items had likely expired with age... But after ten seconds of hesitation, I pulled a small sack out of my bag and scooped all of the shelves’ contents into it, Grinch-style. These things wouldn’t overburden me, and Vaessa, Raena and Reece would have an orgy of mage nerdliness deciphering all of these inscriptions and mixing up liquids and powders. Ah, alchemists... 
Tossing the sack into my inventory, I winked at the skeleton, which showed no intention of leaving, and walked into the next room and then to the second floor, up a staircase in fairly good shape. In the first room upstairs I found a doll, just like the one that had sent me here. It sat in the far corner, beneath a staircase leading to the third floor, amidst the shards of a shattered porcelain vase. The doll had an incomprehensibly intact black dress with little frills that comically matched her deathly pale face. And yes, she was just as ugly as the one I had taken from this place last time. A perfect bride for Chucky. Without a moment’s hesitation, I picked it up. The porcelain freak’s eyes opened and she spoke a strange word to me. It was perfectly intelligible, but not in a tongue I could understand. It could have meant "mama" or "die!" for all I knew? I smiled, put it in my bag, and went to search the rest of the premises. Alyona would still receive her present, after all. I only hoped to survive the time just after I gave it to her. 
Neither the second nor the third floors of the building yielded anything interesting, and I began to consider leaving but instead decided to climb onto the roof. I found myself on a small stone platform and at last breathed in some fresh air. I looked around, then froze in admiration. About four miles from where I was located, I could see an enormous pyramid. Made of dark stone, it loomed majestically over the houses, running all the way to the horizon. The top of the pyramid was enveloped in a gray cloud. It was eerie, yet astonishingly beautiful. That must be it. Why hadn’t I thought to ascend to roofs before? I guess every such discovery seemed obvious in hindsight. 
With a sigh, I surveyed the town one last time and made for the pyramid.





Chapter 9
There are a lot of disturbed people on Earth who believe that the Egyptian pyramids were built by someone, anyone, other than the Egyptians themselves. Aliens, wizards, giants long extinct... Human stupidity can be truly infinite. People do not care about the conclusions of scientists, of experts, or obvious facts. The notes from ancient Egyptian construction managers mean nothing to them. Nor does a scholarly analysis of the material the pyramids are made of: stone from nearby quarries. There’s nothing you can say to convince them otherwise, either. In 2030, seven countries had combined their efforts to finally build a station on the Moon, a place that held a permanent population of about fifty people, and yet some earthlings continued asserting that their homeworld was flat. There was no point being upset about such terrible ignorance, and no need to prove anything. Arguing with a sheep could have the sad effect of bringing you down to its level. 
But that was there. Here, things were much more interesting. This Vineta Pyramid was significantly larger than even Egypt’s Great Pyramid. It had a pentagonal base instead of a square one, each side four hundred yards long, and it was carved out of solid stone. Not stones. One single freaking stone!!! I wondered what all of those conspiracy theorists would say about this? Of course, they would say what I would: a designer probably threw up the whole thing in a couple of minutes! Where had they gotten their inspiration? In Arkon, all of the castles and pyramids and temples might have theoretically been actually built at some point... But I’d sooner believe in a flat Earth than believe someone could have worked to grind this behemoth to such perfect smoothness! That would have required a whole brigade of gods sweating and toiling over it. 
The pyramid was situated on a huge plot of land and looked much more impressive up close. Steps carved into one of its sides led up to the cloud-enveloped top. Every twenty yards or so along the base, marble statues stood on high, rectangular pedestals. They depicted men and women, as well as some strange humanoid creatures with rounded heads and massive almond-shaped eyes. Some wore full armor, but others nothing more than loincloths. Alas, most of the statues had long since fallen apart. The area was full of all kinds of rubbish: chunks of rock, the rotting frames of trade booths, bent rusted pipes with seats attached to them. The latter looked like the remnants of some kind of merry-go-round. The place had, by all appearances, once been a recreation area for the townspeople. The townspeople were still here, in fact. A lot of them, milling about in the square. Skeletons of all stripes, zombies, ghouls, wandering around the pyramid, occasionally directing blank stares at me. The bars above their heads were still green, thankfully.
It took me about an hour to walk around the pyramid’s perimeter, but there were no entrances that I could see. Nor did I find any other stairs to the top. So I approached the set I had seen earlier and looked upward. Nothing... If only there was at least some hint for me. What if there wasn't even anything up there? I recalled videos of all those daredevils climbing skyscrapers and cranes and dangling from their pinkie fingers or jumping back and forth between six-inch-wide metal beams at two thousand feet up. I wasn’t one of them. Both there and here, I hated heights. And these stairs didn’t even have a handrail. Still, I had to make a choice. I summoned my courage, smoking two pipes in a row with a wistful look at the undead shuffling around the pyramid, and began my ascent. 
The width of the stairs was about fifty yards. The steps were steep, but never worn. I doubted many people ever decided to climb them - perhaps I was even the first. One slip and I’d be riding down these steps on my ass! Trying not to look down but only around me, I worked on estimating the size of the city beneath. As I rose higher into the sky, I concluded that Vineta was at least as big as San Francisco. A kind of irrational fear pounded in my head more and more as I ascended. The height had nothing to do with it, though - or at least not much. It was something else. The monstrous thing sitting there in the fog, at the top. My fear grew with each step. But as breathing became hard, rage rushed in and cleared my mind, and the rest of the climb was not difficult. 
The fog covering the top of the pyramid had a strange look to it. When I was only a few steps away from it, I drew my sword, took up my shield with my left hand and hid behind it, and stepped into the gray mist. 
Hart! Visibility dropped to zero. I began to doubt this stuff was fog. Wet cement, maybe. I pressed on for five minutes or so, when suddenly the steps ended and I stepped onto a flat surface, nearly falling at the surprising change. 
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An unknown force suddenly dragged me forward, and the fog disappeared. I looked around and cursed violently. It was the only thing I could do given the horrific scene that opened before me. 
The pentagonal platform, surrounded by a rippling wall, was literally painted with blood, adorned with patches of hair, bone and bleeding stumps. A glass ball rested on a silver stand about fifty meters ahead, at the point of the pentagon opposite me, and in front of the ball and a little to the right lay the giant carcass of a monster, in a pool of blood. It had a huge gray body covered with terrible ulcers, dozens of severed tentacles, a triangular face with two cone-shaped growths and twisted horns, three-foot yellowed fangs, and a long snaking tail. This fight had ended no more than five minutes ago - and I hadn’t heard a thing! Apparently this damned fog completely dampened all sound. I had no desire to figure out what happened here... Hart. I forgot to bind in Ellorian. Idiot!
There were four victors, though they had been noticeably battered by the fight. The spider had lost a leg and had its right claw crushed. Teiran’s skull was cracked open. Nerghal had lost three tentacles of his six, and Rgharg’s lupine body lay in a pool of his own blood with his tongue sticking out and a terrible wound gaping at his side. Each of these companions of Vill had a third of their HP left at most, though that would still be more than enough for me... Four raid bosses!!! What the hell, System? You finally crashing? How did all of them end up here, anyway? They had already died before! 
Silence still hung over the whole platform, disturbed only by Rgharg’s ragged breath. The four monsters looked at me silently, as if they were seeing me for the first time. I grinned, tightened my grip on Ruination, and stepped forward. I wasn’t about to run away - not that I even could. If it's a fight you want, a fight you will have. Even if I meet my end here.
Just then Shiekata came out to meet me, and her dry, raspy voice rattled around in my head.
Calm yourself, demon. It was Arkam. The spider nodded back over her shoulder, winced, and began to speak normally. "We were just clearing the way for you, Dark One. Your friend Hel used the power she gathered to break the seals of his tomb. The mindless god became incarnate in Vineta, as did we all, and the guardians of the Azure Valley took advantage of this and placed him here, in your path. But I assure you, they will regret what they did to our master..."
I was only beginning to grasp the meaning of her words when I realized that the bars above the companions’ heads were not bright red, but pale pink. Unfriendly! Vill’s companions weren’t going to attack me. Instead, they were... they were... what the hell was going on?! Clumps of uncombed, knotted spider hair - hanging in filthy icicles where water and blood had brought them together - four white growths on her forehead, an oversized lower jaw, saggy, flabby breasts. Shiekata was a horror to behold. It took all of my strength to lift my jaw up from the stone floor, yet still I could not speak. I probably looked quite amusing.
"Sometimes, demon," Shiekata continued, "even your worst enemy can become an ally. Believe us when we say this does not make us happy, but we have no choice: only you can kill the Beast that consumed Vill."
I finally exhaled and got a grip on myself. "How did you even get here?" 
"Vineta is the city of the dead gods. The forbidden graveyard of Arkon. Only those who have ‘ceased to be’ and those who ‘do not exist,’ such as yourself, can come to this place." Shiekata stopped and ran her eyes along the gray walls. "The magic of the guardians has warped Arkam, the Scales of the Celestial Dragon tipped, and Providence pulled us from our graves." 
"But why do you care?" I nodded at the dead god and returned my eyes to Shiekata’s. "How will the death of the Beast help you? Or are you just avenging Vill?"
Shiekata shook her head slowly, holding my gaze. "You will kill him and free the essence of our master, and then we will have a chance. You, however, have no chance. I see it... I know it... The Black Demon of the Prophecy shall pass from this world, no matter the outcome. And I cannot say that it will sadden me..."
"Even if the Beast dies?" 
Shiekata nodded. "Yes. You will depart this world, no matter what. But if you are victorious, you will never be forgotten." She slowly raised a claw, pointing at the sphere on the pedestal. "Break the seal and you may continue your journey. Farewell, demon, and may Sata be with you."
"See ya later, alligators." I looked around at Vill’s companions, then shrugged, even as internally my emotions raged against one another, and set off towards the sphere.
Upon reaching it, I discovered it was not lying atop the pedestal but floating six inches above it. Not that I cared. I swung my sword at it sharply, shattering it into a thousand splinters as the platform disappeared in a bright flash.
My consciousness returned, slowly. The first few breaths tasted salty. I pushed off the boards I was lying on and sat up. I was at sea? Well, this was certainly new - I'd never been on a ship before. Though it didn't look much like a proper ship, more like a shipwreck. In fact, I doubted I would find anyone alive. The vessel was about forty yards long and twenty wide. At one point it had possessed two masts, but they had snapped off, leaving their threatening stumps jutting from the deck. Every surface I could see was littered with scraps of rotted canvas, fragments of rope and wood, and the bones of some unlucky souls. Of course there were bones - the scene wouldn’t look authentic without them. 
The poop deck was where I had awoken. That was the name for it, right? It made sense that that would be at the ship’s rear. Or did it? Stern, aft, portside, starboard, avast - my knowledge of sailing terms was about as good as an Aborigine’s knowledge of the Large Hadron Collider. If the movies I had seen were accurate, the brave captain should be standing around here, turning the ship’s helm and giving commands to the crew, who in turn should be climbing the ropes and furling or unfurling the sails. But there was no ship’s helm, only a small piece of where it had once been. Steering this ship was not an option, in other words. 
I stood and sheathed my sword, rubbed off the damp moss which had relocated from the deck to my gear, and walked over to the railing. I wasn't going to lean on it - the boards had cracked and rotted through, and I’d rather not learn to swim in a full suit of armor today. Judging by the sun’s position, the time was approaching evening. There were no clocks and no maps, and my portals were limited to the visible parts of the ships. My mount icon was grayed out. But I still had my inventory. I could in theory summon one of the ten griffins I still had, but what use would it be? If only those griffins could fly... 
The sea stretched out in all directions, to the horizon. I saw no tropical islands with coconut trees nor any black sails with skulls and crossbones. There were plenty of skulls and crossbones on the ship, anyway. So I wasn’t in any immediate danger, it would seem, but where was I sailing to? The nose of the ship pointed south, but that didn’t mean the ship was actually moving in that direction. Sailors would probably be infuriated by the terms in my head. You don’t move in a direction, you sail towards a heading. Or some nonsense like that. But what I was doing could hardly be called "sailing." Aggressive floating, at best - that was all the vessel was capable of. Still, what did it matter? No matter where I ended up, the story would end up the same way. I sighed and smiled. Bitterly. Shiekata’s parting words still roiled around in my head. Was my death really foreordained? Would the Black Demon of the Prophecy leave this world no matter what happened? If not, why would the spider lie? 
I pulled my pipe out of my bag, lit it, and stood for about five minutes watching the horizon. 
To hell with this! What was there even to mull over? Rage overwhelmed me for a moment. So I was going to my death? I didn’t give a damn! The last six months had been the best in my entire life! I was a man, a warrior, a friend to many and loved by many, both friends and the most beautiful of women. If I had been given a choice between living a century as an unmatched concept artist and living the past half year again, I would have chosen the latter in a heartbeat. I would go kill the Beast and die a glorious death. That was how all good fairy tales ended. And so what if the black demon would then leave this world? I thought back to Merdoc saying that someday I would cease being the Dreamer... Wait a minute! So the Prophecy would come to an end? And I would cease to be the demon of the Prophecy? Did that mean... that I would be just an ordinary Prince of Craedia?! Why not? I tossed the thought back and forth in my head, then smiled and took in two lungs full of fresh seakissed air. My story wasn’t over yet! I had no plans to depart into the Eternal Flame! No intentions to go gentle into that dark light! 
But what do I do now? I glanced around the ship and walked up to the remnants of the helm, leaning against what was left of its column. What had I gotten myself into this time?
I took stock of the situation. Cheney’s crew had shoved a crazed Arkam onto that pyramid, and Providence had revived the companions of the Twice-Damned God and revealed to them what exactly had happened to their master - and what each of them faced. They had taken radical action, and quickly. But some things still didn’t make sense. For some reason, I had thought that the Primordial Paths, though somehow connected to the outside world, had not been so pervasively connected. They were a partial reflection of the world, but they contained many things that could not, in theory, exist in the normal world. Why? Well, the governing AI couldn’t see them thanks to the blood of a certain dragon I knew. I wondered again what that "blood" really was. Alas, my understanding of programming was even worse than my understanding of ships. 
I settled my gaze on a rusting, curved saber lying nearby. Vill’s companions were in Vineta now, and they hoped to travel to the normal world someday, with my help. Could any creature on the Primordial Paths get to the world of RP-17 as long as they were somehow linked to it? If so, then... That meant the Azure Valley was located on the Primordial Paths! And perhaps the Source of Power in the Kraet Peaks that the titans were seeking was its reflection! Programmers could curse at my terminology more violently than the sailors had, but I didn’t care. My party and I had fought off the undead attack on Dorca while being in Karn and on the Primordial Paths simultaneously. And that wasn’t all! The gods called the Nameless "Lord of the Primordial Paths." Was this some powerful governing AI that could create locations while being under the full control of the Board of Directors? Changing the settings of RP-17 required at least seventy-five percent of shareholders to vote for the change, but this was the builder of a parallel world! Want him to build an Azure Valley for you? No problem! It was he who had made the Ancients Paths, right? It all made sense! 
And since it was connected with the world above, during the Patch this AI had become self-aware - and had possibly partly escaped the control of Cheney and co. 
I contemplated my pipe as the finger of the sea breeze carelessly twirled its rising smoke. My mouth curled into a smile. To a person who knew how game development worked, my reasoning probably would sound ridiculous. But I was doing the best I could to be logical about it. So what might I be missing... Well, why had the dragon been kept not in the valley but in some random cave? What if he really was the one keeping those shitbags in the valley? Was that possible? Why not? Then the Nameless remained alive as long as he kept the valley hidden from RP-17. As soon as Cheney - or whatever he had become - consumed Vill and became the New God, he would be able to escape on his own. The White Dragon would be slain, and everyone in the valley would die along with him. Cheney despised witnesses, as I had learned first-hand. Their blood would cover his trail, and then the Beast would step into Karn and give them his beastly middle finger. 
If I was right about all of this, or at least most of it, my course of action remained the same: find the White Dragon, enter the Azure Valley with his help, and nip this wicked plan in the bud. 
I knocked my pipe against the boards of the ship, stamped out the scattered sparks, and stretched my sore shoulders. Time to get better acquainted with this ghost ship.
I carefully descended the creaking steps to the main part of the deck and traversed it to the bow, absentmindedly looking at all the rubbish under my feet as I tried to ascertain why I was here. Was something going to happen on this very ship? Or was I supposed to use it to sail somewhere, and that something would happen there? I abandoned all thoughts of being clever as I reached the front of the ship. There, among other things, I found a perfectly preserved oaken box containing a compass entirely without rust, a small spyglass on a stand, and a sextant or something of the sort. 
I might have never sailed before, but I wasn’t stupid enough not to know what these were for. Except they should have been near the helm, not here. The box’s little legs had been broken off, so in this condition it could have been swept overboard in a storm or onto the bow. I quickly dismissed the possibility that sailors in this area of the world outfitted their ships with helms somewhere other than at their bows. 
Throwing the various instruments in my bag - lest they be swept overboard after all - I reached out towards a skull lying near the box. He had thirty seven copper and a piece of silk fabric. Over the course of his whole life, he had barely reached level 200. So what could I conclude? Nothing at all! Except that if the whole crew of this Flying Dutchman were to suddenly come back to life, I’d have no problem dealing with them. 
Back in thought, I looked at the faraway horizon with a pensive smile. If only Max and I could have gotten our hands on a ship like this when we were ten, or twelve - that would have been the coolest thing ever to happen to a pair of boys. But my childhood was over, and now I cared little for ships and skulls. I wanted to go back home, to my wife and my friends. 
There was not a single skeleton on the upper deck. That made sense, as they tended to crumble and slip through the ship’s railing, as long as they didn’t rise to become undead. Only in movies did crew skeletons sit on the deck, still tied to the masts, holding treasure maps or little purses of gold in their hands. On this whole deck, thirty seven copper was all the treasure I’d see. 
I checked all fourteen skulls below decks, finding five silver coins and some copper, three pieces of silk, an empty wine bottle and a dirty black bandanna. Had this been a pirate ship? Possibly. But as far as I knew, sailors in the Middle Ages had all worn clothes like this, be they pirates or no. Not that I cared whether they were pirates or merchants or millers. I didn’t untie the bandanna, of course, leaving it and the empty bottle with its owner. Then I cast a lantern and headed towards the dark opening taking me to the front portion of the ship’s belly. 
The stairs had rotted away so I simply Stepped into the space. The cryptic smells of death, mold, and rotten algae pummeled me, and I winced. There was nothing of note in here. Wrecked furniture and a piece of canvas. Seeing the light of the sky filtering through the door, I drew my sword, just in case, and pressed on.
Searching the whole ship took me five hours and revealed nothing of interest. There was a rare level 190 sabre, seven two-pound silver bars and two gold, but those were as good as garbage to me. Probably just right for five level 150 adventurers, but that wasn’t me. This was probably just an ordinary ship in the System’s possession that it had decided to toss me on after altering its route to the one that suited its purposes. A glorified water taxi whose crew had perished of some illness or some curse. The bones of the skeletons were intact, and there was a substantial supply of food and water and even a couple of barrels of disgusting wine in the hold. More gold and silver was locked in the ship’s vault... My suspicion was that I would have guests come nightfall. Either the crew would rise again or the captain would emerge to reveal to me the mystery of their deaths. Some such standard storyline. 
The whole ship had two lower decks, except for the ballast room. Also, the sailors’ and officers’ cabins were in the fore and aft parts of the ship, respectively, and formed a third lower deck in those areas. So the hull, from keel to the upper deck, was at most twenty-five feet tall. And I had wasted five hours exploring it all! 
I even saved the captain’s and officers’ cabins for last, figuring I might find something valuable there. Though I knew it would likely be worthless, especially for someone of my level. Some kind of treasure map, maybe... 
I knocked my pipe out on the windowsill and glanced at the moon overhead. A path of moonlight stretched toward me across the water. The ship was swaying steadily, lapped quietly by the waves, and... I heard a creak. Hart! Those creaks just kept scaring the hell out of me! Everything in this ship made noise. Walls. Floor. Ceiling. Even the destroyed furniture and sailors’ bones seemed to contribute to the creaking sounds. This was a wooden vessel, after all. With each groan and squeak, whatever romance of the sea that I had felt earlier evaporated.
The moon had been up in the sky for an hour, but twilight still lingered. It was ten o’clock at the latest. All right, time to end this tour.
I put my pipe back into my bag, shook yet more mold from my hand, and headed for the stairs to the officers’ cabins.
There were eight cabins altogether, four on either side of a rather wide corridor. I decided to start from the cabins towards the stern. On the door of the cabin to the left was a carved depiction of a black cat. Though I would have expected mermaids or octopuses, the carving was masterfully done. The animal sat with its tail wrapped around its paws, looking questioningly at everyone daring to enter. This must have been the captain’s quarters. It was richly decorated and featured a huge map hanging on the opposite wall. A map in perfect condition. There was also a massive desk and the captain’s chest, which unlike the sailor’s chests was armored with copper plates and nailed to the floor. The rest of the furnishings - the bed, the chairs, the wardrobe - were in complete disrepair due to the moisture that had come through the broken windows. 
The captain was in here, too. Well, some of him. And that was strange. Most of the crew had lost their lives in their quarters or at their post. The sailors in large rooms with rotting hammocks, and the officers here, in their cabins. Had death come to them at night, and so suddenly? Probably. Damn, and I would have liked to get some sleep tonight. But if there was really some kind of monster on this ship, I doubted it could be above level 300, so I shouldn't worry. Shoving a massive bronze candlestick aside with my foot, I bent down and touched the captain’s skull. Hart! I had hoped to find some answers here, but no... Just another rare sabre, this time level 200, a rare leather belt with an anchor buckle, a bronze key, and five gold coins. More useless trash. The desk drawers had some pieces of rotting leather alongside two parchment notebooks in decent shape. One was filled with tables of indecipherable numbers, but the other turned out to be the ship’s log. I leafed through it, read the final entries, slammed it shut, and put both notebooks in my bag. I didn’t know why - there was nothing interesting in the log. But I was right that these had been pirates. Their ship was called the Aldena. Fifty nine years ago, they had been traveling the northern coast of Erantia, going around the Isle of Berkos. Along the way they had looted the precious metal bars that I had found in the vault from a merchant ship. Among the spoils was also found a box made of silver, two hundred jugs of olive oil, and a portrait of someone named Dagon. Then the ship headed for the West Coast. There, the entries ended. Well, at least the interesting entries ended - everything since was mundane. I had about as much desire to read them as the latest Twilight books. Later, perhaps. For now, I had my own adventures to write. Much more interesting ones. 
Of course, it was possible that the box they had stolen from the merchant had kept something much more terrible than silver, which had then crawled out and sent all of these brave fellows to the Gray Frontier. But I found that unlikely. The captain would have recorded that the box was sealed, or would have opened the box while it was still on the merchant’s vessel and described the contents. Plus, there were no jugs of oil on the ship, nor any empty jugs at all, and if the portrait of Dagon that was mentioned had been present when the crew died, it wasn’t here now. Unless those things were in the remaining seven officers’ cabins. So the pirates must have sold or stashed the portrait and other goods somewhere back on shore. And perhaps the box, too. 
I walked towards the chest, my faith in luck quickly dwindling. It was almost two feet in height, up to my knee. Pretty impressive, actually. The moisture had turned the oaken boards dark, but they showed no signs of cracking. Blue-green corrosion had begun to conquer the faces of the copper plates. I pulled out the key I had looted from the captain’s body, stuck it in the keyhole, and slowly turned. The lock clicked agreeably. Just in case, I stashed the key in my bag, then opened the chest and looked inside. 
Twenty one gold coins in a leather pouch, a copper telescope, an empty box made of silver, and the captain’s personal items. The box was probably the one described in the journal. Now I knew that this ship had absolutely nothing of value for me. 
I took the gold, the box and the pipe, slammed the chest closed, and looked around. To my surprise, the wall map was untouched by mold. Made of enchanted parchment paper, most likely. I cut it down from the wall, folded it, and placed it in my bag before leaving the cabin. Maps were something you always took with you. Once I put all this trouble behind me, I’d open the game menu and add it to my map. Perhaps someday a chart of the northwest coast of Karn would come in handy?





Chapter 10
In the next two cabins I found nothing of note, but in the third, on the wall, I found a portrait of a gloomy bald man hanging above a desk nailed to the floor. Dagon, I take it? Who was he, and why the hell had his portrait been on that ship robbed by the pirates? Was it an antique? 
I carefully looked at the image, then froze in amazement. Words escaped me. The painting... It made everything worth it. Never mind the stupid riddles and impoverished skulls, I would have sailed a whole year listening to that stupid creaking just to get my hands on a painting like this! 
The man was wearing a black satin shirt with its upper buttons unbuttoned. He was in a building that was planted right on the water. The walls were woven of reeds, and a large end table stood near the open door. Through that door, you could see the moon hanging above the surface of the water. The surface of the end table was covered with colorful shells of all shapes and sizes. The man himself was sitting, arms on the table in front of him, looking straight out in that way that makes viewers divert their eyes in discomfort. It was as if I was not admiring a painting but stepping into someone’s home without their permission.
Wow! I shook away my reverie and grinned. Thank you, pirates and merchants. Thank you, ridiculous crap in the rest of the ship. You brought me here. To me, this picture was worth more than a dozen ships. But who was this Dagon? Some kind of god? Once again, I was staring down another rabbit hole. Or was this painting my very purpose for being here? 
I quickly looked through the Chronicles and sighed in relief. No mention of any Dagon. That didn’t mean this painting was not the purpose of my coming here, though. It still could be. But the less involvement the gods had in my adventures, the better. The portrait was not signed, but the man depicted was clearly a noble. His shirt featured a detailed ornamental design, and he wore a ring with a large sapphire, the kind too rich for ordinary mortals. A famous bandit of the seas, perhaps? Anyway, first I needed to look around. 
But there was nothing interesting here. It seemed likely that the ship’s alchemist or magician had lived in this cabin. An alchemical table sat in the corner, unmarred by rust, and flasks were scattered across the floor. The contents of the room’s chest only bolstered these conclusions. Five gold coins and the personal belongings of the deceased officer, yes, but also two magic scrolls: Ice Spear Manipulate Water. 
I was about to nab the portrait from the wall when my eyes caught a faint sparkle in the corner of the room. It was so weak that I could only see it when my lantern was located right in the middle of the cabin. I approached and picked up a tiny round sapphire from the floor, about a quarter inch in diameter. Beggars indeed. I snickered and was about to place the pebble into my bag when the System highlighted a small ring near the right wall. Picking up the ring, I examined it carefully. It seemed to be nothing special - a narrow band of gold with subtle lettering around the outside and an empty setting for a jewel, made of four thin petal-shaped prongs, one of which was broken off. Probably a woman’s ring - it had the right elegance and size for it. 
I focused my eyes in on the ring and read the inscription. "Alike cleanses alike." Damn. Well, it might be profound, but it doesn’t tell me anything.
But poetry analysis could wait. The System highlighted the ring just after I picked up the sapphire, and it didn’t take Archimedes to put two and two together. I carefully inserted the sapphire into the setting, gently squeezed the petals, and suddenly recoiled from the flash that followed.
You've accessed the quest: The Curse of Keto.
Quest type: hidden, unique.
Destroy the Curse of Keto.
Reward: experience, unknown.
Wonderful. I got a new quest, and nobody gave a damn whether I actually wanted it or not. I felt like a chess piece. The pawns never got a say as to whether they wanted to be sacrificed. Nobody ever advocated for the poor things, either. Not that I was a pawn. More like a knight. I could leap over the heads of my enemies and reach squares that even the queen could not. That would allow me to emerge victorious. I relaxed and focused on the ring again - and whistled in surprise.
 
Ledda’s Hope [CURSED].
Accessory; ring.
Durability: 11,332/20,000.
Epic, scalable.
No minimum level.
Hilarious... No bonuses, no stats. Never had I heard of a cursed item like this. I read the quest text again and thoughtfully scratched my right cheek. How could I destroy this curse? I did have one idea. Ruination to the rescue! If I destroyed the ring Gimli-style, the curse would disappear. It was a pity to destroy it, of course, it being a scalable item and a pretty little thing, but I had no intention of putting it on my finger or in my bag. 
Laying the ring on the table just beneath the portrait, I pulled out my sword and raised it to swing - and at that very moment, the man in the portrait threw up his hand like the angel at Isaac’s offering. His face literally twisted, his mouth opened in a silent scream, and despair and monstrous rage mixed together in his eyes. Damn! I recoiled reflexively and slowly lowered my sword. In the picture, Dagon lowered his hand to the table at which he sat, sighed with relief, and shook his head.
"So... what do I do?" I asked as soon as my speech returned to me.
Paintings in Arkon were something else! Some displayed visions, others scared the daylights out of you. You hang a nice decoration up to brighten the room, and then at night something might leap out of it at you, or start giving you advice on how to live your life. Then nod approvingly. Assuming you listened.
Dagon apparently understood my question correctly. He nodded at the ring, and then at me.
"So I should pick it up?"
He looked at me like an idiot. With a sigh, I placed the ring in my bag. I still had the quest, and I would never be able to complete it without the ring. I looked back at the painting. It had been silly of me to think it could have been a possession of mine. I wouldn’t dare touch the thing now, no matter how gorgeous it was. Sheathing my sword, I sighed at Dagon.
"Well, I hope you have fun... hanging out." 
The man nodded. I looked around the cabin one last time and went for the door. The sound of the soles of my boots crunching on the glass could not match the volume of the silent stare I knew was directed at my back.
Discovering nothing in the remaining officers’ quarters, I ascended the stairs back to the deck. Ever since leaving the mage’s cabin, I had been thinking things over, but I had reached no conclusions beyond the obvious fact that the damned ring was somehow connected to the man trapped inside the panting. I would even bet money on the idea that everything that had happened on this ship had occurred because the stone was knocked out of its setting. I had thought the captain should have kept the valuable painting in his quarters, but now it made sense that the ship’s mage would keep it instead. He must have realized it was no ordinary painting. So why didn’t he keep it in his chest, then, instead of hanging it up on the wall? Was he a sucker for such fineries? Or was hanging it somehow safer? Nonsense! If he had sensed danger, he would have left the painting on the merchant’s ship and ordered the rest to do the same. He must have known - or thought he knew - how to deal with the painting. Like a grenade, it was likely quite harmless when handled correctly. And devastating when mishandled. 
So where had the mage gotten the ring from? Had it been located in the silver box? Or did he have it from before the pirates had happened upon the portrait? If the ring had been in the silver box, the box itself should have been in the mage’s possession, too. Though perhaps the mage had thought the ring was safe and was just claiming it as part of his share of the loot. Not that it mattered now. So what did matter? That, I didn’t even want to think about. I had to remove the curse of "Keto" from this ring. Without destroying the ring. Who was this Keto, anyway? I stopped, opened the Chronicles, and cursed violently. 
 
Keto: the goddess of the sea depths and the monsters living in those depths. Appearance, level, stats: unknown 
Keto was no man. Far from it! I was getting mixed up with a goddess. Again! So, would she be glad when I removed this curse of hers? I rolled my eyes. It seemed to me that if I failed to remove the curse, I would be out floating on this ship until a good old age. It was the local Flying Dutchman, and Roma was its Hendrick Van der Decken. Sadly, there was no Cape of Good Hope in this world. Maybe if I waited a million years or so, the System would make one?
I shook my head. Taking a swallow from my flask, I continued on my way. Sleep was my first priority - the riddles would survive until morning. 
Up on deck, I stood still for a moment, my face to the wind. Night had fallen completely, and the myriad stars strewn across the sky gave it the look of a huge, luminous dome of the ancients. The moon floated slowly above the water, which splashed gently on both sides of the ship as the ropes above joined their creaking voices to the serenade. Now I understood why men became sailors. Few could step out of their beds each night to behold such peace and beauty. 
Time to sleep. I was still on edge - anything amiss would wake me. But sleep was a necessity. I made my way to the stern, spread my cloak down on the deck, and slipped out of consciousness as soon as I was supine. 
When I woke, I was standing on the water. My inventory was unavailable. No weapons, and I was wearing the vest Treis had given me. A path of moonlight ran under my feet, bordered by an impenetrable darkness which also swirled about behind me. Guess I couldn’t go backwards, or left, or right. Not that I wanted to. Would I ever be able to get some damned sleep?! First the System hurled me into a floating coffin, then I was jolted by a painting, handed a cursed ring and its bloody quest, and now I had to go walking on water? Of course, I could sit here complaining until the second coming of the Water Walker himself. There was nothing else to do but comply. Nowhere else to go but forward. 
I wondered if anyone had thought about how very possible it was to stand on water as long as that water was in a bog? The waves were short, a foot high at the most. They rolled under my feet, giving me the feeling of a kid on a carousel. But fun would have to wait till later. I looked up to make sure the sky and stars were still there, then shrugged and proceeded forward, trying my best to step on the crests of the waves as they came. I could have stood still to watch where all of this took me, but that was boring. Plus, I could think better when I was walking. Not that there was any particular thinking to do. No matter my thoughts, I couldn’t stray from the path. 
Five minutes later, I noticed a girl coming to meet me. She rocked her hips smoothly as she walked gracefully along the waves. Her figure was perfect. Moderately wide hips, a narrow waist, slender legs. The moon hung behind her, so I was unable to make out her face, only her silhouette. Let’s get a closer look, then. Viewed from the side, we probably made quite a funny sight. Two people walking towards each other on the water. Or two humanoids, anyway. Even now, I often forgot that I was a demon. And I couldn't be sure what she was! I kept my guard up even though I felt no sense of danger. Not that my guard would help me if this being decided to attack me on a thin moonlit water path. Especially fighting without weapons or armor. 
Once there was about fifty feet left between us, her eyes suddenly flashed crimson, and a beam as bright as a searchlight lit up behind me. Ugly growths covered her body and face, patches of scales grew from her flesh, and her mouth stretched into a monstrous grin. The beast walking towards me suddenly jolted forward, leaping on top of me. As grinning fangs flashed in the dark, I instinctively went to roll, and... woke up.
Hart! I took a couple of deep breaths, sat up and wiped the sweat from my forehead, and looked around. All quiet. Pulling my flask from my bag, I took a couple of deep swigs and shook my head. Nope, I wouldn't be getting any sleep tonight, after all. Lest I risked becoming a stutterer for the rest of my days. 
Tossing the flask back in my bag, I rose, legs still trembling, and made my way towards the railing. Who could that have been? The answer seemed obvious. Keto, who else? Surely the goddess could intrude into my dreams, but why all the theatrics? Why not just come to me and explain everything normally? Although... What if the dream was a warning, and Keto hadn’t been behind it? Was something supposed to happen to me right now? If so... 
I reached the ship’s railing and gazed into the ocean... And my blood turned colder than its waters. A huge black shadow was approaching the ship - half of the vessel’s size, at least, floating along the surface of the water, moving its tentacles with great purpose. A red bar hung over its head. Level 686 with eleven and a half billion HP. A death sentence for me and for the ship, which no longer seemed so big. In addition to the tentacles, the creature had a humanoid body and arms in proportion to its size. Ursula was coming at me straight out of The Little Mermaid. This time, though, her name was Arkhana.
A wave of primordial terror washed over me. All of the bosses, Dark Gods, and companions of the Cursed God I had fought were nothing compared to this beast.
It is likely that every human has a deep, genetic fear of monsters from the ocean’s depths. But I was no longer just a human, and my rage was stronger than fear. Once my mind regained its grip on reality, I set to figuring out my options. An honorable retreat was out of the question. I couldn’t outswim this terrifying jellyfish, this massive Medusa of the seas, and I didn’t know which way to swim, anyway. All right, what if the monster just happened to be nearby? Maybe it had no concern for this heap of junk on the waves and was just going its own way? Yeah, right. It would go on its own way, sure - after splintering the ship with a bash from its massive head and devouring the demon floundering in the water. If only this ship had a cannon or something! How else could I kill this thing? Only in my dream could I walk on water…
When Arkhana was twenty yards away, she picked up her speed, emerged from the water and seized the ship. Realizing that I was about to go on an involuntary scuba trip, I grabbed onto the nearest mast as tight as I could. The ship heeled sharply with a deafening crack, and the beast’s hideous face rose up above the railing. It was more toad than human, with terrible ulcers, swollen eyes and a maw full of needle-sharp teeth... It had been unfair to liken this thing to Ursula. In fact, next to this monstrosity, Ursula might as well have been Miss Universe. 
Arkhana was hanging on the bow of the ship, yet despite the distance of about fifty feet, the unbearable stench made me want to gag. On the ship’s starboard side, thick snaking tentacles cracked the railing and slithered onto the deck. The monster threw back its head and pierced sea and sky alike with a chilling howl. My breath caught in my throat as my head began to whirl, almost loosing my grip from the mast. But rage once again proved stronger than fear, and as I mentally cursed the beast, my hold on the piece of mast jutting from the deck grew only stronger. 
Suddenly, the howl turned into a wheezing, gurgling choke as the monster lost a third of its HP. The tentacles, which had nearly reached me, thrashed violently, and the creature lost its grip and fell into the sea. The splash covered me in surprisingly warm salt water. Back to port heaved the ship, and I would have surely been tossed overboard if not for the mast. Actually, I was amazed that the ship was still afloat. 
The next minute was relatively quiet, and I was starting to think that perhaps the episode had passed, but then the ship shuddered again. Splashing more water onto the deck, Arkhana seized the nose again, pulled her massive body aboard, followed by her face, and found me with her bulging, unblinking eyes.
Oh great. An ogling fan. I braced for another mental attack. But no, this marriage of toad and octopus had realized that howling was poor strategy against me. Instead, she dragged more of herself onto the ship, breaking the boards of the deck and clinging to its now-exposed frame. Under her weight, the ship’s nose nearly touched the water, the stern shot up, and I felt like a kitten on an inflatable mattress floating a hundred yards from shore. 
"Back off, bitch!" I growled, then suddenly realized what was happening. I wasn’t what attracted the monster. It was the ring! The crew had perished from that foul scream, and the mage had collapsed to the floor, knocking the stone from its place. Then, the monster had left. But now she was back, and she wouldn’t forget what I had just done! I had drained a third of her health, and now she would scarcely spare me, regardless of whether I tossed the ring into the sea or yanked the stone from its setting! Even if I shoved the damn thing up Poseidon’s ass, the freak would press on! 
That instant, the tentacle monster grabbed a piece of the other mast, pulled itself forward and tried to reach me. I seized the opportunity, using Step through Darkness that had come off cooldown, sliding down the deck and propping my feet up against the helm. Arkhana roared in disappointment and crawled further. The ship’s stern was dangerously high in the air now. It was about to capsize... 
I pulled out the ring and glared at it with pure hatred. Why the hell hadn’t I destroyed it again?! That stupid baldie in that stupid painting! What did it say, again? "Alike cleanses alike." A cursed ring, and a cursed creature... This was my only chance. "Choke on this, bitch!" I wound up and hurled the jewelry straight at Arkhana’s mug. Another pounding crash followed, the ship heaved back, and I slammed into the boards behind me as the other end of the deck grew drenched in clouds of venomous green smoke.
Did that... kill it? I barely dared hope as I peered into the melting smoke. At last, I realized that the ship had not split in half but simply resumed its normal position. 
A tense silence hung over the ship. The waves splashed against the sides, barely audible under the creaking boards and ropes that had survived the attack. Once the smoke had fully cleared, I grinned. At the bow of the ship, on a few of the surviving boards, lay a completely naked girl, arms outstretched. She was short and skinny of stature, with modest breasts and long, golden hair. I couldn’t see her face from this angle, but I knew who she was. Her level and max HP remained the same, but the bar above her head had changed from bright red to green and was now filled back up to capacity. Her name had changed, too - Arkhana was now Ledda now that I had returned her ring to her. The ring itself lay next to her right arm, given a barely visible highlight by the System. So she wasn't a bitch, after all. My bad. Could have happened to anyone. I approached. The inscription had apparently been saying that the curse of the ring would cleanse the curse of its former owner - and vice versa. I had barely escaped this scrap alive. What would happen if I failed the next challenge? Would I return to the beginning? Or worse? 
The girl came to her senses. She slowly rose, staring at her own palms in shock. Looking around sharply, she found the ring and had it on her finger in a mere moment, then stretched her hand out to admire it with a smile. Women. Moments back she had been crawling along the deck threatening me with all kinds of tentacles, but all it took was a little jewelry to calm her down and even make her happy. 
I was hardly back to normal, though. Even her beautiful nakedness was having no effect. The last fifteen minutes had seriously messed with my head. I felt like huddling in some corner, any corner, drying out, and pouring myself about a half a liter of sedative. 
Ten yards away from her, I stopped and waited. Ledda stared at her ring for another ten seconds before finally noticing me. Then she walked over quickly, slightly bowed her head, and peered into my eyes. The girl was very beautiful. Perfect features, a thin waist, hips... She was the one who had come to meet me in that dream, to warn me of her impending appearance in the waking world. We stood there for a minute, then Ledda smiled and slowly extended her hand to me. Her thin fingers touched my cheeks, but the next moment she was over the side, diving into the water like a fish.
I stood still for a minute, watching after her, then shrugged, sighed, and sat in place. Pulling my pipe from my bag, I lit up and took a couple of deep drags. I considered the deck. The monster’s attack had left a good part of it in ruins. Part of the ship’s nose had snapped off. I could see clear through to below decks even from up here, and most of the starboard railing had been torn off, but we were still afloat, without any leaks. Also, the mold had somehow disappeared completely. Whether the monster’s howl had killed it or some kind of magic had wiped it away, I didn’t know. And didn’t want to know. I had held no grudge against the mold. 
So, what now? The evil sorceress Keto had enchanted beautiful little Ledda and her ring... Of course, the game’s logic demanded that she couldn’t keep the ring on her "person" - she had cast it somewhere far away from herself. The pirate mage had found the jewelry but had failed to free the princess. Until I came along. OK, sure, but then why had the monster not attacked sooner? Was it because the ring had been held in a case of truesilver? Nonsense! The case had been empty, and without any mention of its contents in the ship’s log. No intelligent being would have taken the case’s contents out. Even Rynec had not touched the key to the Tomb of Arkam, even though he had known quite well what that key was.
My thoughts on the reasons behind these events were straightforward enough. The monster had come only after the portrait taken from the merchants came within close vicinity to the ring. Dagon, pictured thereon, must have been the father or the husband of the girl I had just freed from her curse. And the girl must have been one of the local goddesses. Though her level was kind of low for a goddess - probably because she was so young. By divine standards, that is. My Lita had reached level 750 only because of the enormity of the soul of the Ancient God my sword had devoured. No one I knew had ever heard of this Ledda, so that meant that not all gods were recorded in the Chronicles. Perhaps these gods and goddesses of the Primordial Paths never traveled to any other realm. But Keto, whose curse I had just lifted, apparently resided in both realms.
Everything kept getting more and more complicated. 
So what else did I know? The mage with the cursed ring had seen the portrait and must have connected one with the other - the locals probably knew of both the man and his daughter/wife - and had decided to address Dagon. Had the mage offered to free the girl? Perhaps asked for something in exchange? Now, no one would ever know. Only that Dagon summoned the monster to the ship, and the mage ended up dead. 
Where did that leave me? First off, it meant I should go back to that cabin to ask for my reward and to prepare for my next shitty mission in this world. Just as soon as I finished my pipe... 
Blowing smoke out through my teeth, I gazed thoughtfully at the sky, and for a few minutes, I forgot where I was. We sentient beings sure were strange For some reason, we truly believe we can change the world. But not even the gods can do that. Factories, airplanes, nuclear weapons, castles and palaces - all you had to do was look up at the night sky to realize how ludicrous all of it was.
The moon still smugly watched the demon sitting on the deck, the water splashing softly against the ship’s sides, and the stars gleaming brightly. If I looked at them long enough, I would lose touch with the world and begin to feel like I was flying off somewhere, but then the feeling would vanish, and I would be a mere mortal once more. 
With a sigh mingled of relief and disappointment, I returned my pipe to its place in my bag and headed for the mage’s cabin. I couldn’t afford to stare at the stars and transform into a dark philosopher. Not yet. And preferably not ever.
In the cabin, everything was in the same place as before. The desk was against the wall, the portrait hanging over the desk, and Dagon sitting in the portrait, but the tension in the air was gone. That was only my sense, though. Perhaps I would do well to be apprehensive. Dagon was giving me a strange look, one of surprise and disbelief. It was the kind of look a teacher might give a mediocre pupil who had just nailed a perfect exam score. Yes, Dagon, I’m no ordinary noob. I approached the desk and gave the man in the painting an inquisitive look of my own. Dagon pretended to be a painting again for a while, and then - perhaps having at last gained a handle on his emotions - nodded at me and grinned. At that moment, two completely naked girls entered the room where he was sitting. One of them, Ledda, I had just met about ten minutes back. The other looked like an older version of her. Mother and daughter, to be sure. They might have been sisters, in fact, but some intuition told me that wasn’t the case. Suddenly clouds of multicolored sparkles surrounded each of them and they were clothed in elegant gowns the color of lake-blue and dark turquoise, respectively. They stood on either side of the man and put their hands on his shoulders, the way families would stand for photographs a couple of centuries ago. As soon as their pose was complete, all three gave me a friendly smile, and the man pulled his ring from his finger and tossed it onto the table at which he was sitting. The ring rolled towards me, towards the "fourth wall" edge of the painting, and with a magical flash of sapphire, fell from the living portrait to the desk in the mage’s cabin. At the same instant, the painting became lifeless. An ordinary portrait. Or as "ordinary" as the situation could allow, anyway. All the museums of this world and my old one would have still fought dearly for the right to possess it.
You've completed the quest: The Curse of Keto.
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 448.
You have 1 talent point to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 3 stat points to allocate.
You have received: Gratitude of the Divine Triad.
 
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 450.
You have 3 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 9 stat points to allocate.
 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Dagon, the God of the Stormy Seas, is friendly to you. From now on, during any storm, water will never flow onto the decks of ships under your command.
 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. The Goddess of Still Water and Patroness of Sailors, Lota, is friendly to you. From now on, the speed of all ships under your command is increased by ten percent.
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. The Goddess of Fair Winds, Ledda, is friendly to you. From now on, the wind will always fill the sails of all ships under your command, even when the wind isn't favorable.
So it really was worth it! I scanned the lines of text, then looked up and smiled at the images of the gods. Then I quickly but carefully took the painting down from the wall and placed it in my bag. There! It was mine now, and I could admire it more closely later. First, the ring. The System could not send me anywhere until I collected my reward. If I had grabbed the ring first, I probably would not have gotten the opportunity to nab the painting. 
A magical light played a fascinating dance along the edges of the large, blue, square-shaped stone. The ring was made of black iron. I picked it up from the table and focused my eyes.
Gratitude of the Divine Triad.
Accessory; ring.
Bound item.
Durability: 24,185/25,000.
Artifact.
No minimum level.
The speed, maneuverability and strength of all civilian and military ships under your command are increased by ten percent.
Well, now I had easy employment once the Prophecy was done with. As soon as my current adventures were over, I’d set out to sea. And it didn’t matter that I didn’t know quarter-decks from poop decks and gunwales from cleats. When you’re an admiral, you can use whatever terms you damn well like! 
In all seriousness, though, the ring was truly priceless. And worthless. A fourth artifact in my collection. Two rings, a sword, and a boar. Actually, my boar was epic, but to me he was more valuable than any artifact could ever be. 
I turned to the door and realized I was still aboard the ship. What the hell? What could possibly be left for me to do here? Oh, Hart take the ship! I could reflect on things in the morning, after a good, long night’s sleep! I thought for a moment, then took off one of my dwarven rings and put on the gift from the sea god instead. If I had to wait for this ship to reach its destination, at least now it would reach it ten percent faster.





Chapter 11
The day still had a surprise left for me. Once up on the deck, I saw that I was no longer alone. Skeletons lined the deck. Or holographic projections of skeletons, in any case. There were no HP bars above their heads, no levels, and no scraps of clothing on them. They waved their hands, unfurling translucent sails on the ship’s masts. So passionate they were about their work that they paid me no heed. The sails swelled in the wind... Only they were actually swelling against the wind. I had the blessing of the Goddess of Fair Winds, and in this world that was more important than every law of physics, no matter what Bonbon might say. 
I stared at the surrealism of the deck a while longer, then grinned and headed for the helm. For some reason, the System could not send me directly to the place of my next mission. I had to arrive there at a specific time, but the old ship could hardly match the required speed. So as the gods had departed, the power of their appearance had raised these phantom skeletons. And done away with the mold. Not that the mold was relevant - I didn’t care about that, remember? So Roman was Van der Decken after all, and his Dutchman was closer than ever before to flying over the sea. I doubted I would be allowed to steer it, though. A pity. 
With a dubious look at the skeleton standing near the wheel, I smiled again. To hell with that dream! A passenger had no duties and could sleep whenever he wanted. After one last look around, I spread my cloak out on the deck, and once more slipped out of consciousness as soon as I was horizontal.
I slept until midday. When I woke, the sun burned at its zenith, and as its rays broke through the thick clouds hanging over most of the sea, they revealed a melancholy sight. At night the ship had looked mysterious, magical, even charming. Now, it looked like a wounded battle hound abandoned to die. The skeletons had disappeared, yet the vessel still moved vigorously against the wind, towards a range of mountains that had appeared on the horizon.
After a quick breakfast, I walked to the bow of the ship, sat by a length of ruined railing, and pulled a flask of coffee from my bag. A couple of sips was enough. I considered the snow caps. There was no ascertaining how much longer I had to travel to reach those mountains, but that wasn’t what occupied my mind. The Primordial Paths were, to some extent, a reflection of the upper world. If I was right, those mountains on the horizon were the Kraet Peaks. That was the range you would reach by traveling across the sea from west to east. And somehow I knew I wasn’t here to visit the dwarves. I didn’t even know whether there were any dwarves in this dimension. But even if there were, there was no reason for me to visit them. Nor did I need to see the drow. So my journey would likely take me to the creation of my own two hands - the valley I had been journeying to for the past six months. 
Another sip from my flask, another smile. I’ll be seeing you soon, Cheney. Real soon.
The fact that the Azure Valley was isolated from the outside world didn’t mean it was impossible to get there. Especially for me. I could shove my way into any place in this realm. With the White Dragon’s blood in place of lubricant. Perhaps the abode of Cheney and co was an ordinary dungeon, but I hoped not. If I were in a dungeon, I would be unable to leave at will, and I doubted I could take those bastards on my own. Not that anyone was asking me. I could try jumping in the sea and drowning, but that was unlikely to work. Seeing how the System had brought not one, not two, but three gods across my path in order to give me a twenty percent speed boost, if I did that it would almost certainly send someone else to heave me out of the waters by the scruff of my neck, shake me off, and place me square back on the deck. Besides, I didn’t want to drown myself out of this. I wanted to know where this quest was taking me. 
Fifty yards out, a sizable fish suddenly surged out of the water, followed by a huge fin on a broad back. An unknown monster rushing after its terrified prey. I watched for a few more moments, then looked at the leftover masts, and drew a heavy sigh. The blue sea, monsters, mountains, an old pirate ship, a literal skeleton crew. Why do the best adventures have to wait until we’re grown up? Then again, even many adults never experience true adventure. At least I wasn’t one of them.
For the whole next day, I did nothing. There was nothing to do. I assigned my talent points, went through my inventory, and then just sat on the deck, reading the Chronicles. Towards evening, with the mountains already noticeably closer and the skeletons beginning to reappear on the deck, I spread out my cloak once more and fell asleep. I had no idea what waited for me at my destination, but I knew that sleep wouldn’t hurt my chances. 
When I awoke, it took me a few moments to get my bearings. The smell of rotten wood hung in the air, and bright colorful lights burned all around me. My memory of my days at sea returned quickly, and I rose, surprised to find the archway of an immense dungeon entrance, clusters of large glowing crystals protruding from its walls and ceiling. Deep cracks ran through the walls of the cave into which the ship had sailed. The cave was about forty yards wide and nearly as tall. My skeletons had left on some business of their own. Deeper into the cave we go, then. Not that I should have been surprised? The Azure Valley lay somewhere deep in the mountains, and since aircraft had not yet been invented, I had to keep sailing. 
Still, it was all very strange. No ways in or out had even existed in my original design. I remembered trying my best to explain the stupidity of my feature to Cheney's assistant, one Jake Mclane, but instead got a dressing down and left the room in silence to finish the concept. Perhaps this cave inlet wasn’t actually taking me to the valley? After all, the only water in the valley was the lake in the center of the zone. Anybody could have easily added a river flowing out of the cliffs, though. There was no sense worrying about it, anyway - I’d find out when I got there.
All of the crystals on the walls and ceiling were in elongated formations. Some reached a length of ten feet, their clusters resembling massive luminous hedgehogs. In color, they ranged from pale yellow to purple. They stuck out in various places at similar intervals apart, making the stone tunnel through which the ship sailed look it was decorated with giant Christmas-tree lights. That was what my foggy vision had thought when I had first awoken. Some of the "hedgehogs" grew out of the deep niches pitting both sides of the tunnel. I could Jump to any of them, but of course I had no intention of doing so. I’d rather not have to wait a million years or so for the next ship to pass through.
But I didn’t know how to occupy myself on the trip. I ate some breakfast, drank nearly a whole flask of coffee, and sat at the edge of the bow, legs dangling off where railings had once been. For a full three hours, nothing interesting happened, but then the crystals suddenly ended up ahead, and fifteen minutes later, the ship entered into a cloud of darkness suspended above the water.
Azure Valley. Test zone. Respawn disabled. Zone level: none.
The next instant, an unbearable heaviness settled on my shoulders, a monstrous noise slammed my eardrums as all went dark for a couple of seconds. A terrible pain shot through my back, and a second later, the ship miraculously pressed on, out from under the cascading water. Behind me I could hear the receding crash of the waterfall we had just endured.
Hart! I quickly smashed a healing potion on my belt and stood up, coughing water up from my lungs and mentally cursing the designs of some of my former coworkers. The bastards had covered the entrance to the valley with a waterfall! If my HP had been a little lower, I would have perished there. In the real world, I would have died in an instant. In this one, I lost three quarters of my HP. It was a good thing I had been sitting on the bow, too. If I had been back at the stern, the waterfall would have washed me off. Oh well, it was behind me now.
I cleared my throat and looked at the sun hanging over the mountains. Glancing around the trees crowding the river shore, I saw the citadel reigning over the area. Hello there, my beautiful creation!
They had indeed added the river. Its flow accelerated noticeably after the waterfall, and the ship quickly moved towards the lake positioned in the very center of the zone. But they had made other changes, too, besides the river. The village which I had positioned near the citadel was gone. I couldn’t see any of the other villages, either - the ones I had just added for decoration. Grimacing at the annoying beeping, I glanced at the system log to read the message that was spamming me every ten seconds, and sighed.
Attention, all players (3) in this zone! The Azure Valley is scheduled to be destroyed. The game's administrators have disabled respawning. Any players still in this location at the time of its destruction will lose their characters.
Time remaining: 03:18:39... 03:18:38... 03:18:37...
Everything was going to disappear in three hours! I quickly threw open the menu, and breathed another sigh. I could leave the zone! Either back to the sea I had sailed in from, or to one of those areas with the crystals. Not my favorite places, but much better than the true death. 
I moved my Targeted Portal icon to my action bar. Then, gritting my teeth, I let another wave of hatred wash over me. Those bastards! There were only three players in the zone, including me. The rest had been killed - and would never live again. The Beast was eliminating the witnesses. And once the valley disappeared, it would break free. Now I knew why the System had given me that speed boost. It always had reasons for everything.
Since I didn’t have any new active quests, I just stood on my perch at the bow and silently examined my surroundings. The river carrying the ship along was a narrow one. Its water was bright blue, the same color as the water of the lake ahead. I couldn’t see the latter body of water yet - I still had a few miles to go - but I remembered the exact colors of my concept so long ago. The lake was round, with a diameter of a mile and a half. I could see the citadel perfectly. It stood four hundred yards from the lake, built on a huge flat hill, and featured massive octagonal towers, forty-foot walls, and rectangular steel gates. From the side it looked impressive, but I had seen better fortifications than that in my time. 
The slopes of the hill had been overgrown with wild shrubs, and the gates had been thrown wide open. War was never supposed to come to the Azure Valley. So why have a citadel at all? Who the hell knew. Perhaps just to make the place look more medieval. I doubted things were that simple, though. There was something here that had made Vill take Cheney’s side. And whatever that "something" was, I was glad it would leave the world along with this wretched place. Sure, I felt sorry for all those who had perished here, but they were beyond my help now. All I could give them was revenge...
The ship was at the lake in less than half an hour. I looked around the open water, halted my gaze on the gray stone pier, and grinned. The six pleasure yachts moored there did not fit the overall medieval look of the place. They were painted in various colors, each no longer than twelve yards long. Three neat pairs of yachts, lining both sides of the pier. My ship, as if reading my thoughts, changed course and also headed for the pier. 
I wondered what would happen if a ship like mine were to arrive at San Francisco’s harbor? A massive crowd would have gathered, right? Here, there was no crowd - just one person sitting on the pier, head down, covering his face with his hands. It was a level one mage named Clever. All he wore was a painfully familiar pair of pants and a shirt, both stitched out of gray burlap. He had no staff in sight. Apparently, he had lost it somewhere. 
I changed forms just in case and went below deck, staying out of view for the time being.
Clever sat alone, noticing nothing around. The ship approached the pier and ground to a deafening, magical halt. At the sound, the mage raised his head and gaped in shock. He got up, ran to the edge of the pier, and jumped on the ship. His face twisted in horror when he saw me, immobilizing him. The guy moaned something unintelligible, took a step back, and fell to the deck. 
Another victim of my stunning good looks. I had to do something, though. He was no help in this condition. Stretching out my empty hands, I made my voice as friendly as possible.
"It's all right. I’m a player like you."
The man nodded frantically, pushed off from the deck, and crawled in the opposite direction. Apparently he hadn’t heard me, or hadn’t understood that I meant him no harm. I was beginning to tire of this, though, so I pulled my leather bucket from my bag and dumped icy water over his head. "Back to your senses, fool!"
It helped. Clever stretched a shaky hand in my direction.
"You... you... but how? Are you stuck in the game, too?"
He was clearly not in a stable frame of mind. Seeing I was in no danger, I changed forms again. 
"For half a year now no one has been able to leave the game! We’ve all died in the real world, understand? Now, this world is the real world to us, like the old one was before. You and I are alive in this world. And if you can stop muttering and moping, maybe I can help you." 
The mage nodded again, checked his non-existent pockets for something, and realized that there was nothing there. At last, he rose to his feet. 
"What’s happening here?" He wiped his face with his sleeve. "And who got me into this?"
He’d been here a whole six months and still didn’t know what was going on?! I took a few deep breaths to calm myself, and tried to make my voice sound calm as well.
"What’s your name?"
"Henry. Henry Stuart." 
I nodded. "My name’s Roman. Nice to meet you. Now, tell me what happened to you. Quickly, but in detail. And save your questions - you can ask me whatever you want once we’ve escaped this place." 
The man shook his head. "I... I don’t know. I was working with the company that made this game. I was heading home from Marrakech when suddenly everything went dark, and I woke up here, near the fortress. This isn’t my character. And it’s not my name. Two men grabbed me, put a bag over my head, and tossed me in a basement."
"Marrakech - the place on O’Farrell Street?" 
Henry nodded. "You know the place?"
"Yes, but no time for that now. Keep going." 
He shrugged. "What else is there to say? I sat in that basement for five hours, then everything started shaking, one of the walls collapsed, and I fell unconscious. I came to later. Six seconds or six weeks, I don’t know. When I escaped the rubble," Henry sobbed, pointing to the citadel, "there were bones, lots of them, most of them gnawed clean. Like something killed them all, then ate them. As soon as I saw them, I ran to the pier. I wanted to flee by water, but I couldn’t take any of the boats. They’re all locked down."
I considered his words with a dose of skepticism. Had this man really been unconscious for a whopping half a year? How was he still alive, then? I invited the guy to my party, waited for him to accept the invite, and then checked out his stats, shaking my head in bewilderment. His character really was level one. His abilities were locked, he had only newbie equipment on, and his stats were distributed the same way mine had once been.
"Is something wrong?" Henry inquired sheepishly.
"Everything is wrong. You were lying unconscious for half a year, yet somehow you’re alive. Cheney threw me into this game along with you, but-"
That made the man draw a sharp breath. "You know Adam?"
"Sure, I know him. We met when I smacked him around some at the Ritz Carlton."
Henry frowned at that answer, rubbed his chin, then jabbed a finger at me and blurted out my name.
"Roman Kozhevnikov!"
I grinned. "The same. So what wrong against our fearless leader did you commit?"
The man wilted, lowering his eyes and frowning.
Great, now he would close up and I would learn nothing. It was a shocker that he still seemed oblivious to the fact that his former life was gone. Yet, he seemed more scared of the thugs who had taken him down in the old world than he was of anything happening now.
"Tell me!" I tried to break through his introspection. "Nothing from the old world matters anymore!"
Henry slowly looked up at me, suspicion in his voice.
"Why should I believe you? You or that fool from 9-1-1. She said I was dead, and now you’re telling me the same."
So he had placed the obvious phone call already. I took a deep breath, suppressing my rage.
"Is your Logout button active?"
"No, but-"
"Then listen. You have two options now: eternal life or permanent, final death. So either you tell me everything you know and I create a portal that will take you away from this hellhole, or you can remain silent and I’ll kick you from the party and leave on my own. And you can spend the last few hours you have here trying in vain to escape on your own. Ten! Nine!"
"Stop! I’ll tell you." Henry threw up his hands, palms open, then sighed with resignation and lowered his head. "I'll tell you..."
He squinted at the citadel and resumed his story.
"I’m an artificial intelligence maintenance engineer. I worked in Department Four, under the direct supervision of Adam Cheney. The day before I ended up here, a man stopped me on the street, introducing himself as John Smith and ‘offering’ me a ride."
"John Smith?"
Henry nodded. "One of the feds who worked at the company. I didn’t have the cleanest record, so-"
"I don’t give a damn about your record. Continue."
"He showed me Loginov’s dynamic tables for monitoring RP-17 and asked for my comments. I hadn’t had access to them, but the feds had apparently gotten Council approval to pull them."
"Explain these tables to me."
"That’s tough, but in a nutshell, they can track all AI operations and define their load, potential outcomes, and developmental paths."
"All right. And what were your comments?"
Henry dropped his eyes for a moment, nodded to himself, and then continued.
"It turns out that Sage had passed the Ode-Gaiman Threshold more than a year prior. That’s a hypothetical boundary beyond which it’s theoretically possible an artificial intelligence spins out of control. No one from Cheney’s team had reported this. Instead, they had isolated a part of RP-17’s consciousness to create an AI that was outside the control of the Board of Directors."
And they made that AI construct an alternate game reality in Arkon. I didn’t want to voice that out loud.
"Was there no other way to track these things?"
Henry shook his head. "Only five people had access to Loginov’s tables. I told the agents that I needed my work computer in order to draft my final conclusions and asked to meet with them the next day."
"And then you told Cheney about the conversation."
Henry nodded. "One day wouldn’t matter, I thought, and Adam had hinted that he would pay a million dollars for any information like that."
"Of course, one day wouldn’t matter." I had been keeping an eye out around the valley, and just then noticed a bright flash coming from the left wall of the citadel.
The light surged our way, turning into a massive ball of fire and crashing into my shield of the Goddess of Justice. At almost the same instant, I activated my portal icon. The ship burst into flame, and the countdown now moved to seconds. It took ten to cast the portal, but thankfully, the shield would cover us both for twenty. Even if the ship burned up, this part of the deck, along with the portal cast on it, would fall into the water, and we could still leave the zone. I had been waiting for this attack, and my foresight proved not to have been in vain.
"What is that!?" Henry roared, his face twisted in pure terror.
"Speak of the devil and he’ll appear," I said with a bitter grin, nodding at the figure manifesting in the fire. It took an inhuman effort to restrain my rage.
"Roman, I see you've been busy..." Cheney stepped forward and placed his palms on my protective film. "No matter. Soon-"
"I’ll tell you what’s coming soon! You getting screwed over, by me. Again!" I flashed the most famous of gestures at Cheney and smiled as hatred melted his features. Then I grabbed Henry by the collar and stepped into the crimson-red maw of the portal. 
Akatras. Southern border of Cenaria. Zone level: 330-355.
 
 
Hart! I sat down and rubbed my face with my palms. The bastard had grown so much that perhaps only a raiding party of gods and goddesses stood a chance against him. Was he even vulnerable to anything anymore? Level 860, with one hundred and thirty billion HP! With the Ancients, at least I had Phallet to rely on. But here, there was no one. RP-17, perhaps. But Sage would have ended that scumbag a long time ago if it could have. Cheney was too powerful for Lita, and as for the rest of the gods... Somehow I knew they were unlikely to help me.
I scanned the surrounding trees, but could not see Henry. Squeezing my temples with my fingers, I waited for my rage to die down. I had assumed my "clever" friend would be unable to come with me, which was why I had pressed him for information back in the valley. Clever.... No wonder Cheney gave him that name. There was no doubt about it: Adam had used Henry as bait. And likely knew full well that the mage would be unable to escape. I checked the log, just in case. There, a surprise awaited me.
 
The character Clever has teleported to the village of Still Creek.
The human starting zone! So he had survived! I took a deep breath of fresh forest air and smiled. At least I had saved one... But where did that leave me? Not really anywhere. I doubted RP-17 could make any radical moves based on the information in Henry’s head. It must not have access to what was in our heads, in fact. Or maybe it didn't care. Cheney wouldn’t have taken so great a risk otherwise. The asshole had been waiting for me to become distracted, or at least to look the other way. But I had known better than to let my guard down.
When I asked Donut why the Ancients, who were essentially world bosses, attacked from such extreme distances, he replied that there was nothing surprising about that. Some siege engines in this world, for instance, could hurl stones from nigh two hundred yards out. Of course, nearly everyone here had the dexterity and mobility to dodge such projectiles - as I had proven when we fled from Vaepar’s first attack. Only instant-cast spells were range limited to fifty yards or less. By the mouth of the innkeeper, Merdoc had warned me that I would meet the New God standing over the bones of perished bandits, and that I absolutely must not join the fight. That ship had indeed been full of bones, and not just on the deck. And pirates were certainly bandits. I had realized this a full day ago, once I knew where the ship was sailing. So I had kept a close eye on my surroundings as a result. Even if Cheney had appeared a foot away from me, I would have managed to put my shield up in time thanks to my Swordsman reflexes. But if I had neglected to get Henry talking, the information he knew would have been lost to me. Time was running out, and Henry might spend any number of days at the human starting zone. 
All right. So what now? 
I watched the nearby trees thoughtfully while sipping from my flask, then chuckled. Instead of one of those crystal platforms, I had ended up in the Great Forest. Oh well... 
But now, the Creator’s intentions to release the Nameless One were clear. RP-17 was not working at full capacity, as far as its code went, and it didn’t like that. Cheney and co had been breaking the law for a while, and when that momentous patch happened, it had only played into their hands. Into Cheney’s hands, rather - the others had been played right into the hands of Death. Millions of people had perished, most likely because someone was trying to cover their tracks. There were probably attempts to block or even destroy that other, second part of RP-17, but something went wrong, which sent Sage into taking radical measures. And I was cast into Demon Grounds to avoid bringing attention to the Azure Valley. 
All of these were only my assumptions and conjectures, of course, but they fit together quite well. Anyway, what's done is done. The past could not be changed, but perhaps the future could be. 
Rising to my feet, I tried to figure my location. This was definitely the Great Forest, or a copy of it. Huge deciduous trees, the girth of each forty or fifty times larger than the circumference of my own torso. Most of the trees had large distances between them. The grass here was bright green and approximately ankle-deep, with a motley carpet of wildflowers. Butterflies the size of my palm flew about the grass. I had to figure out which way was north, at least. The great weavework of the tree branches kept me from seeing the sky. Sunlight still magically passed through the foliage, though, as it happens in the Great Forest. 
So, where to from here? I knew that ants built their anthills on the south side of trees, and the bark on the south side was lighter in color. I couldn’t see any anthills, though, and investigation of the bark told me nothing. I was little more than a tourist here. Now, what sort of place was this Cenaria I was reportedly on the border of? I saw no signs or direction indicators. 
With a sigh, I adjusted my sword made my way to the closest tree. 
You’ve accessed the quest: Prophet.
Quest type: hidden, unique.
Use any means necessary to get to the Dragon Graveyard, find the dead Great Dragon Greiharm, and ask him a question.
Reward: experience, an answer to your question.
Hart! Was I really going to have to deal with quests every step of the way? And again with the graveyard and a Great Dragon. Only this one was supposedly dead. Yet I had to ask him something. What, though? What if I asked the wrong question? Based on the quest description, I could ask any question I wanted to, so I’d come up with something on the way. At least I wouldn’t have to kill anybody. Not the dragon, at least, seeing as he was already dead. Maybe just some others along the way. 
These thoughts swirled through my head as I approached a giant trunk and was suddenly drowning in cognitive dissonance. A young girl was sleeping on the grass, near one of the trunk’s roots. Twenty years old, no older. She had leather camouflage armor and an elegant carved staff. Level 370, with one hundred and ten million HP. Her name was Linara, and going by the title over her head, she was a princess from some place called Gimlad. Her color towards me was neutral. Of course, none of this would have been that strange if it weren't for her height, which was one foot at the most. I double-checked to make sure the System hadn’t renamed me 'Gulliver.' 
Once I had reassured myself of my sanity, I reasoned that this girl likely knew where the Dragon Graveyard was. So I would wait until she awoke. Heck, I probably would have lingered about anyway - when else would I get the chance to meet someone like her? 
Walking around the tree revealed nothing of interest, so I found a comfortable spot some ten feet away from the sleeping girl, and proceeded to wait. 



Chapter 12
Five minutes passed before I was fed up with wasting time. Cheney would break out of the valley in less than three hours! I sincerely hoped that time passed much more slowly there than it did here. The game’s code demanded that I have at least some chance of defeating him. Everyone would be given an amount of time appropriate for his or her abilities in the search for the Nameless, but that also meant I needed to hurry. Besides, I knew nothing about these Lilliputians - what if they were prone to sleep for weeks? 
So I rose, removed my helmet, and adjusted my hair. Then, I slowly walked over to the sleeping girl, bent down, and went to touch her boot. In an instant, the girl soared up into the air, ten feet over my head. It was so unexpected that I jumped back, mouth wide in shock at the translucent wings that sprouted from her back. They looked like the wings of a dragonfly, or of the good witch in a children’s book. But Linara’s next line dispelled my hopes of the "good" part.
"Hands off, scumbag!" She squealed, raising her staff as it became enveloped in light green smoke.
Your reputation with the Gimlad Princedom has decreased. Princess Linara is unfriendly to you.
It took me a few moments to gather my breath as I tried to get a better look at this lovely "dragonfly." The girl was pretty enough, with a sharp chin, almond-shaped eyes, and short black hair. I had never seen female NPCs with hair this short, though. But she was clearly a woman. Recovering from the shock, I extended my hand, palm up, and asked the only thing I could think of.
"Are you a fairy?"
The girl answered. Though most of the words she chose would have been bleeped out anywhere but the most premium of networks. But then she lowered her staff at last, even as contempt still dripped down on my head from her high perch in the midst of the air.
"Have you never seen the Tylwyth Teg, demon? How did you arrive in Gimlad, and why did you reach your filthy paws out to me?"
Tylwyth Teg? The Children of the Forest? I recalled Max saying that Sata was their patroness. Whatever the case, this little girl was fun. I mean, I would have probably been outraged at anyone attempting to touch me as I slept. With a few exceptions. 
Ejecting all erotic images from my mind that were sorely out of place, I grunted and lowered my hand.
"I fear this might hurt your feelings, princess, but I’m not interested in your feminine charm. It’s just that you could have slept half a year for all I know, and I have urgent need to reach the Dragon Graveyard, so I hoped you would help me out with some directions."
At first, indignation erupted in Linara’s eyes, but that was immediately replaced with a gloating delight. She pointed to my left and mocked me.
"The Dragon Graveyard lies that way. Go now, demon. The road is short. Twenty miles to the swamp, then a six-day crossing through it. But first the Border Guardians will tear you to pieces, and then the Swamp King will finish whatever is left."
Done with her tirade, Linara waited for my reaction, her scorn unabating.
"Is there any other way? I mean, can I go around the swamp?" I ignored her mocking.
The way this dragonfly was treating me was annoying, but I desperately needed this information. Border Guardians and other such frogs did not frighten me, but I really did not want to trudge through smelly mire for a whole week. 
"No." Linara smiled, falsely. "Unless you count diving into the swamp and walking along the bottom. Do demons have gills?"
It was unlikely that she would act so brazenly without being one hundred percent sure that I could not touch her. Did she have some kind of trump card up those tiny sleeves? Or was she just wise to the fact that I wasn’t about to chase her around the woods with a fly swatter? Strangely, her disdain of me made no move to provoke my rage, despite the barrage of insults. Perhaps I should have waited for her to wake, after all. The little dragonfly was infuriated, and I doubted I would get any more useful information out of her.
"Look at you, so small yet so hostile. A noblewoman like yourself, calling me names, cursing me. Not enough discipline in your childhood, I’m guessing. But thank you for your advice and explanations, princess. My apologies for waking you." I bowed, gave her a wink, and headed in the direction she had given me.
It was best to be polite, or even keep silent, when someone was being aggressive but you knew there was no actual danger. Whenever someone screams at you, speak quietly and they’ll hear you out. I really didn’t want to offend this charming girl. Trolling her a little was enough. 
"Stop!" I heard from behind me. "You’ve violated our borders, demon, so I must take you to the Lord Commander!"
I didn’t turn. "As long as your commander is the dead dragon Greiharm, then let’s do that. You can even fly me to him if you want."
I had no expectation that she would attack: NPCs who were "unfriendly" did not attack first, and I hadn’t prodded her far enough for her to be "hostile" yet. Plus, she wouldn’t hit me in the back. She was a noblewoman, after all, and not the backstabbing kind... Linara’s staff had been enveloped with a light green cloud when she awoke, too, so to the best of my knowledge she wielded Life Magic. And whereas players of healing professions could easily gank you if the mood struck them, healer NPCs were averse to senseless killings. Even Raena, a frost mage by her main profession, would not take a life for no reason. She would smack you around, sure, but not kill you.
"Dream on, demon!" Linara snorted as she caught up to me, then flew alongside as if nothing in particular had happened.
"What? Not grumpy anymore?" I squinted at her.
"You’re stupid, demon. And that’s the only reason you’re still alive," she replied condescendingly. "The tree under which the Rite of Unification takes place is one of the Sacred Ankhs of Orthos. Only an idiot or someone on a suicide mission would disturb ata kari during such a moment. You don’t look suicidal. And I’m only following you to see the Guardians tear you to pieces. Then I'll take what's left of you to the Lord Commander."
So, apparently I had distracted her from something important. This made me feel... awkward. Sometimes I hated the remnants of human emotions I still carried with me, not that I could do anything about them. Every time I thought my baggage was gone, it floated back up. Now, at least, it was clear why the princess had been in the forest alone. But how was I supposed to know that tree was an ankh? And a sacred one at that? It seemed like an ordinary tree. There wasn’t a sign on it or anything. 
"I hope nothing serious will result from my interruption, princess. Like you growing donkey ears or something." My voice sounded deliberately guilty. I noticed that the girl’s wings had disappeared, yet she still flew alongside me, a few feet from my right shoulder.
"I don’t know what that abomination you speak of is, demon, but it is no wonder I do not understand the product of a mind as dull as yours," notes of condescension came through in Linara's voice. She then followed my eyes, and added. "I have wings when I want to have them. So don't ask any stupid questions."
Ha! She was like a carbon copy of my ex-wife! I must have wrong the System in some grievous way to deserve this punishment. And now she was going to follow me the whole way to the border? All right, whatever. Things were more fun with an accomplice, anyway. Even a pestering one like her. I started to wonder what these Guardians were like? Walking trees, perhaps? Probably. I was ninety nine percent certain I wouldn’t actually have to fight anyone. The Great Forest of Karn had to be connected to this one somehow, which meant I should be on good terms with the local trees. And this puny little thing not being aware of that made me enjoy it all the more. And it kept here here instead of flying off to get her Lord Superior or whatever...
"And I am not puny!" Linara cried, as if reading my mind. "It's you who's as big as a boar. And as fat as one!"
I doubted she knew how to keep quiet for more than a second. And doubted she had ever seen a boar. Sadly, she never would - Gloom’s icon was still grayed out. My piglet was off resting somewhere while his master was doing enough work for two.
"Your physical dimensions weren’t what I had in mind," I chuckled, then fell back into thought. 
Hmm. So if I summoned a griffin, would I only get a third of the XP now? Why is XP on my mind right now? I had enough levels by now, but not enough limbs to travel at the speed I wanted.
"So you think young maidens should be happy when some monster interrupts their Rite of Unification?" Linara crossed her arms, though still flying, and furrowed her brow. "My father would have turned you into fertilizer for the flowers!"
"Does your father talk as much as you do?" I grunted, watching the bushes we were approaching. "If so, then sure, I’d rather be fertilizer."
Linara gasped. "How dare you!" Then, she was quiet. 
Quiet for almost an hour. I went on ahead, thinking about my own affairs, following the road, and always watching. The forest on the whole did not change. More of the same trees, birds whistling in their branches, animals grazing in the distance, butterflies fluttering about the grass. Sometimes we encountered whole thickets of shrubs, and I circled around them. Paths through the undergrowth were best kept for the elves who loved the company of elk and bears. We demons preferred open spaces. 
Still, an elven forest was very different from any earthly forest. It couldn't contain windfall by default. The roots and branches of the trees intertwined among each other, and no storm could take down such a construction. The soil was flat and quite firm, and I failed to notice any ditches or trenches along the way. Meaning I could keep up a good pace. By the time an hour had passed, I had cleared three miles. Linara was still flying beside me, though keeping a careful distance. The irritation on the girl’s face had at some point changed to thoughtfulness, and by the time I noticed the change and started wondering if everything was all right, the girl had apparently made a few conclusions of her own. 
"Listen, demon, you’re a revolting being, to be sure, but we should return to Gimlad. We do not kill outsiders. Not even monsters like you. You’ll be questioned and then sent away from Cenaria in a couple of days. The Border Guardians do not touch us. My father and the Lord Commander are even able to speak with them. But they won’t listen to me."
I wonder how high she can fly? I was listening, but only partly. I doubted her kin built castles. With their wings and their size, it was safer and easier to simply live in the treetops. Then again, these trees are big enough that even I could live on them. If only I knew how to fly...
"Are you even listening to me?" Linara exclaimed indignantly.
I smiled at her. "Thank you for your concern. But I don’t have a ‘couple of days,’ so I’ll have to leave your land of Cenaria on my own. Hopefully I’ll be able to convince the Guardians to let me pass."
"Fool!" Linara floated in front of me and waved her arms around in vexation. "They’ll kill you! This forest does not need you to die your stupid death here! Even the animals here do not kill more than is necessary for sustenance."
"I thought you said there would be a piece of me left for the Swamp King." I shrugged and tried to make my voice sound serious. "So the Guardians will have their lunch, and with a little luck, so will the Swamp King. Then this warrior’s remains won’t be scattered all over your forest. So call it a ‘stupid death’ all you want. I think it’s smart. Quite economical, really."
"Sata! What have I done to incur your wrath?" Linara threw up her hands in frustration as she looked up to the treetops. Then she looked at me with sorrow in her eyes.
"Are you an idiot, demon?" she asked me - gently this time.
There's a bit of that, sure," I wasn't going to argue. "But don't worry, everything will work out. I promise."
Linara wanted to reply, but a shadow suddenly covered her face, and she slid through the air, back to my right. 
Had she noticed the earring in my right ear and realized who gave it to me? I doubted it, but what if...
"All right, demon, we’ll see how this talk with the Guardians goes," she concluded, her tone estranged, and fell back into thought.
"Krian."
"What?"
"My name. It’s Krian."
"Ah, yes. Mine is Ryhna Linara, but you can just call me Linara." She seemed distracted now, and I was content to leave it that way.
We continued for about an hour, and then I saw the Guardians this girl had gone on about. Two huge black wolves lay in the grass just ahead, watching us calmly. A wolf and a she-wolf, to be precise. Their names were hidden, and I had no idea how I knew their gender. Their size was like that of Rgharg... But there the similarities ended. Vill’s companion had looked like an oversized shaggy dog whereas these animals’ fur shone under the rays of sun poking through the canopy of the forest. The Guardians were about as big as that wolf from the one Thor movie Max and I had watched as kids. Lifetimes ago. Level 536 and 540, respectively, with more than five billion HP each. I doubted there were many so powerful along the border. They must have been waiting for us. 
At that, Linara came to life.
Her voice was cold, despite her plea. "You can still retreat, demon! The Guardians will not touch you if-"
"It's all right," I reassured the girl, then walked straight towards the wolves lying on the grass.
I’d never had a dog back in my real-world life, but seeing such beautiful animals here made me wish I had. Oh well. My boar was my darling pet now. And I had a cat for a sister.
At my approach, the wolves rose and slowly came to meet me.
I heard a pleasant female voice in my head. We have been waiting for you, Dark One.
The male’s voice continued. You cannot traverse the Great Swamp...
Back to the she-wolf. Look for your answer in the Temple of the Damned. Then, they both spoke.
But hurry, demon, for the time is almost up.
The wolves stopped, lowered their heads, and froze. Watching me.
Linara squeaked in fright as I walked up to them. Unable to restrain myself, I pet them, running both hands over their broad black foreheads.
Thank you...
Farewell, and may the Black-Tailed Fox be with you.
A moment later, the soft feeling of fur gave way to air. The Guardians had vanished. 
I was still listening, hearing the faint echoes of their voices, when Linara flew forward and whipped around me, staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown my own set of dragonfly wings.
Your reputation with the Gimlad Princedom has increased. Princess Linara relates to you with respect.
She was stunned. "You just touched the companions of the goddess! And yet... you’re still alive!"
"I guess they already had lunch today! Or maybe they just don’t like demon." I smiled. "Our meat is pretty tough, you know. And you never told me the Guardians were companions."
"After the Cataclysm, which brought Cenaria from Karn to Akatras, Sata set her companions to guarding our borders," the girl explained mechanically, before stopping herself. "Stop pretending to be an idiot! Who are you? How did you come to our land, and if you’re a friend, why didn’t you accompany me to Gimlad?"
"I would have, but as I said, I’m in a hurry. Good to meet you, princess. Farewell!" I nodded to Linara and headed towards the swamp.
"Stop!" That was a familiar word by now, coming from behind me. "I’m flying with you!"
I gave a fateful sigh. I didn't mind having an escort in an unfamiliar place, but her decision did not seem to be a smart one. Something made me feel uneasy letting this girl face danger necessarily. What business did a demon have to a brash young dragonfly girl?
"Well?" Linara had caught up to me now. "Why are you stopping? I thought you were in a hurry!"
"Did I say I needed companions, princess?"
"Did somebody ask you, prince?" Linara looked around as if searching for someone who had. Finding no one, she shrugged comically. "I’m coming whether you like it or not.
"Holy hell, you’re a feisty one!" I said, with no small hint of admiration. "I’m expecting you’ll want some pastries for the road?"
"No thanks. Not hungry. No need to worry for me, demon. I can return home instantly from anywhere in the known world."
She had known from the start that I was a prince - I couldn’t hide that from the locals, and the blood of the Nameless was no help in that regard - but why the hell was I letting her come along? Was life here really so bored that this was her big chance at adventure? In any case, I couldn’t figure out a good way to get rid of her. Perhaps I shouldn’t even be trying. Like she said, she could return home at any moment...
I nodded. "All right. Explain to me why you need to come along, and if your explanation makes sense, you have to promise not to go anywhere without me allowing it. Otherwise, scram."
"What happened to your manners, prince?" But then Linara noticed the sincerity of my gaze. "Fine, fine, don’t get be mad at me. I promise not to go anywhere, and I’m going with you because I’m hoping to find the Way. The The Way home for my people..."
I invited her to my party and set out towards the swamp. "Tell me more."
Linara accepted the invitation, caught up with me, and stayed silent for a moment before continuing.
"The storm that befell the Dark Ocean three millennia ago, it split off a small piece of the southern mainland of Karn, and brought it and part of the Great Forest to Akatras, this theretofore unknown plane of reality. Most of the Great Swamp came, too, and the southern tip of the Kraet Peaks. I trust you know where the Wild Wood is in Karn, prince. That was the home of my people."
As if werewolves and dryads weren’t enough, now you send me these Thwil... Twilith... Tylwyth Teg things, I thought gloomily as I watched a small group of deer a short ways away.
"I do. Part of it is now the land of the Nightcrawlers."
"Yes, the gods told us about the bloody fratricidal war, about the schism of our people, about the Allfather turning away from his children..."
The degree of sorrow in the girl’s voice was making me feel a little uncomfortable, so I hurried to calm her.
"The Mallorns have returned, in case you didn’t know, and the Forest forgave the elves. They have become one people once again."
Linara remained silent for a number of seconds, processing the new information. Then, she darted forward, doubt in her eyes.
"You’re not joking, right, prince? You mustn't joke about such things."
I found it strange that Sata herself had not mentioned this to them. What could be so important to the fox that she failed to find time for such trifles?
"No, I’m not joking. I even know the story of how it happened."
"So you’ll tell me Please?" Linara’s wings sprouted from her back and she soared fifty feet, doing loops through the air.
Truly, the populace of the Great Forest was especially prone to sickness in the head. Perhaps it was the excessive flying. Those g-forces couldn’t be good for the brain. Not ten seconds back she was in mourning, but now she was dancing and laughing like a Disney fairy. And this concept of "favor" was odd, too: the dwarves had their cones, the elves had their Mallorns... Did the demons have something of the sort, too?
"Tell me! How did it happen?" Linara put on a face like the kind Alyona used to put on when she would plead with me to play her favorite cartoon. Of course, by human standards she was hardly over fifteen years of age, and all girls around that time were probably like this, regardless of race.
"No, my friend," I shook my head. "First you finish your story."
"Fine. But there’s really not much more to tell. The gods found us, defended us, and told us that someday a hero would be born. The ata kari would entrust their fate to him, and with his help, we would open the Way back to Karn. For centuries, the best women of my people have married the most valiant warriors and magicians. But so far, all of that has come to naught." The girl shrugged sadly.
"How does this relate to me?" I raised an eyebrow. "I’m not available. We’re a little different, you and I, and I doubt my wife would understand."
Linara took that in stride. "Sure, and you don’t look much like a hero. But the Guardians didn’t lay a hand on you, so I’m wondering if we misinterpreted Mara’s message. You’re not a hero, and I can't claim to be one of my people's best women, but you’re going somewhere, and the Guardians made no attempt to kill you." 
"Great. So we don’t need to arrange a wedding, and that’s all I care about." I winked at her. 
Linara went silent once more, seemingly assessing our prospects on this journey. And I was figuring out what to do next. The wolves had warned that I would not be able to cross the swamp, but had to visit some Temple of the Damned. The Damned and Cursed and Doomed were a dime a dozen in Arkon, but I had reason to believe I was personally acquainted with this particular Damned One. Before another one of my acquaintances had consumed him whole. So that left me with three questions: Where was this temple? Who was waiting for me there? And what useful information would I learn? 
The first question would need to wait while Linara was busy choosing, in her mind, which formal dress she would wear when she went to appear in the hall of the elven king. 
Next, who was waiting for me? To be honest, I didn’t give a damn. I simply had to go to the temple. Would I kill them? Or talk to them? That would be decided on the spot. But what could Vill’s minions have left here, in the middle of a swamp? I hoped this was not the very citadel Ingvar and his band had been unable to find? By the game's logic, the closer you got to the end, the stronger opposition you should expect to find. And you definitely shouldn't expect to just enter the main stronghold of a god unannounced. Gaining favor and access took time, and I had very little of that, as the wolves had been so quick to remind me. How could they have even known that, anyway? Had Sata notified them by SMS or something? 
To the last question, then: what would I find there? A portal to the Dragon Graveyard? Or someone who could cast one for me? I recalled seeing some program that featured shoes made for traversing swamps. And even called swampshoes or something to that effect. But I didn’t need nonsense like that - I could use Step Through Darkness to move quickly over the swamp. And even if I needed special shoes, I could have made them myself. I didn’t have to go poking around Hart’s ass to find them. Which was exactly what this temple was going to be, I just knew it. Oh, and why was I dealing with this business all alone? I had thought I was going to have my party with me. 
I grunted at the girl floating next to me. "Enough daydreaming now. Where’s the Temple of the Damned?"
Linara emerged from her fantasy and looked into my eyes in amazement. "How do you know about the temple? Very few know about it."
"The wolves told me I needed to go there, so I thought..."
"You... you spoke with the Guardians?!" Linara was in my path again, resentment on her face, yet her arms limp, looking helpless.
I had to calm her down. "Hey, everything’s fine, my little friend! We only swapped a couple of phrases."
"Why... why would they talk to some demon? And yet not talk to me?" The princess exclaimed with sorrow, but after a deep breath and a blush, she lowered her head. "Forgive me. You’re not just ‘some demon.' In fact, maybe you are that very fabled hero..."
"‘Maybe’? I’ll have you know I’m the most heroic of heroes! Wolves are nothing. I’ve even spoken directly with Sata once!"
At those words, the gamut of emotions on the girl's face must have spanned infinity and beyond, and for a moment I worried if she could handle them without losing her sanity.
But at last, the girl smiled. "You’re nothing but a heroic liar! So what did you talk with them about, then?"
"About the weather. And the cone harvest." I shrugged. "But the main point of the conversation was that you would show me where the temple is located."
"Uh-huh. Sure. Keep telling your tall tales! They could have asked me themselves if that were true!"
I smiled. "Does it really matter who asked whom? Can’t you just show me the way to the temple?"
"No!" The girl shook her head. "First you tell me about how the Mallorns returned, then explain what you need at the temple. And then... maybe."
Noticing the expression that flashed on my face, she quickly corrected herself.
"Don’t worry. We’re going the right way for now, so there’s time."
Why was I giving her such a long leash here? If anyone else dared to talk to me like that... My rage seemed to be huddled in the corner, though. I didn’t even feel upset. These "dragonflies" were apparently master manipulators. Like succubi, but without any sexual connotations. Not only had I agreed to take this little creature along with me - now I genuinely wanted to help her! I was still in full control of my mind and emotions, though. It felt like being an adult looking after a kitten sitting on a Persian rug, an adult who understood that at any moment the kitten could ruin something precious and so it was best to toss it off of the rug by the scruff of its neck, but... Not the best comparison, perhaps, but it accurately reflected what was going on in my head.
I sighed sweetly at Linara. "It’s not the most interesting story, actually. So, once upon a time there was a good dark elf. And his spirit was restless. He always wanted to make everyone around him feel good. His name was Max."
"What a strange name for an elf!" Linara said contemplatively.
"Not so strange these days. Much time has passed, and many elves have names like that." I sipped some water from my flask and placed it in my bag. "If you keep interrupting, though, I’ll make you tell the story yourself!"
She squeaked in fright. "All right, all right, I’ll be quiet."
"So Max and one of his friends saved a woman from the House of the Nightcrawlers from certain death, and that drew the attention of Sata. The goddess asked him to save her people. And he did. Then he saved somebody else, too, because that’s how it always goes, and after all that saving he found a stone, about this big." I cupped both hands towards each other to approximate the size of the rock.
"And then we... Uh, I mean he and his friends... They went to the ruined Ancient Temple of Kirana and showed this stone to the goddess-"
The Two-Faced Goddess has returned to us?!" 
Her face literally shone with joy. I took a deep breath and nodded.
"Yes, she has returned. The same Max had found her sword six months before that, and placed it on the altar at the abandoned shrine. Max happens to be a master finder of rare stuff of that sort.
So the information they received here was six months behind. Of course, over the last six months all the gods of the Great Forest, who apparently moonlighted as news heralds for these people, had been a little busy with preparations for the arrival of their old friends. Also, this dragonfly was physically incapable of keeping quiet.
"So he showed her the stone..."
"Kirana touched the stone, and inside it, there was a box. And inside the box lay Mallorn seeds. The goddess was delighted, and commended the elves, telling the Guardian to go to the Silver Grove and plant the trees."
"THE GUARDIAN?!" Linara breathed the name with reverence. For a moment, the whole world transformed.
This happened sometimes. You’re walking calmly down a familiar street, and suddenly a bout of unreasonable joy takes over you. Everything around becomes so beautiful, so precious, that you want to just stand still with an idiotic smile, attempting to prolong the wild feeling as long as humanly possible. Of course, then some jackass would inevitably crash into you from behind, a child would start crying, or a passing car would splash you with mudwater, returning you from nirvana to the real world. But here there were no donkeys or cars to disturb us, and even my rage seemed eager to rejoice with me.
"I’m a fool! A complete and utter fool!" Linara laughed. "Of course no one except the Guardian could plant the Mallorns! Thank you, Demon! Now I know you are not deceiving me." 
It took me a moment to get a hold of my own emotions. "Once I finish my work here, I will be able to create a portal to Karn. We will go there and I will introduce you to this Max." 
"Would that it were so simple..." Linara smiled, sadly. "Things are much better than I could have imagined, though." 
She sighed pensively, then raised her eyebrows in surprise.
"You know the Guardian? You said you would ‘introduce’ us!"
I shrugged. "I’ve seen him a couple of times. Even copied off his math homework back in the day. He hadn’t been the Guardian then, though." 
"No, we mustn't disturb him," the girl said with a warm sigh. "The Guardian must have so many worries that I doubt the gods themselves would disturb him. The time when he was an ordinary sentient is long gone. But still... Thank you, Krian."
Worries my boot! He was hiding in some bushes somewhere... I was just glad she didn’t ask about the math homework.
All right, enough nonsense for now. We had to decide our next steps.
"So, what about that Temple of the Damned?"
Linara frowned at the question, a flicker of doubt on her face.
"Krian, are you sure you need to go to the temple? Believe me, the Black Sanctuary of the Twice-Cursed God, Vill, is the most terrible place in this area of Akatras. Perhaps only the Old Dragon Graveyard is worse - the other place you were heading, coincidentally. The way you had asked about it so casually... I was already pretty mad at you, so I thought that... And now, you want to go to the temple? Look, I don’t know where you have come from or how you overcame the Barrier, but nothing happens for no reason. I’m old enough to know that. So tell me: Who are you, and why do you need the temple?"
I thought for a moment. At the start of our encounter, she was angry with me, and only flew along with me to see the Guardians make quick work of me. Then she made a few conclusions and a courageous but rash decision. And only now was she considering the possible consequences of it. That was how emotional people usually worked, and this girl was the gold standard of an emotional individual. Perhaps with age she would temper her emotions with a bit of wisdom. 
Linara moved to be beside me once again, but kept her eyes on me, awaiting my answer. The worst part was that I had no idea what the hell to say. But I had to say something.
"The Barrier - is that the boundary between our worlds?" I inquired dryly, looking straight ahead.
She nodded. "It can only be crossed by the gods, or those who are carrying out their will. I just realized that last part. I didn’t believe what you told me about Sata at first. Forgive me..."
"Sata has nothing to do with things this time. I don’t know exactly who tossed me into this world, but that doesn’t matter. I have to reach the Graveyard and speak with the dead dragon Greiharm. Only then can I leave this plane. The temple holds someone or something that can help me cross the Great Swamp quickly. Perhaps some kind of item. That’s all I know so far."
"Do you have any idea who Vill is?" Linara asked with wide eyes. The rage inside me, which had been sleeping this whole time, was suddenly roused.
But it wasn’t too bad. I suppressed it, satisfied that things inside me were working as they should. The positive emotions given off by the girl had been ignored, but now when Linara was truly scared, my mental resistance was activated and blocked the wave of fear heading my way. And that hadn’t even been an attack, though, but simply her emotions which should, in theory, bypass my resistances! Could sentient beings learn a resistance against effects like hers? Perhaps the System had been wise to toss these little creatures into another, isolated plane of existence? Along with the frogs and the dead dragons… 
"What are you smiling about? Do you think I’m kidding? Do you think this place called the Temple of the Damned is a good place?"
"You’re funny, you know that? Look, not one minute ago, I told you I can only leave this plane by visiting these two places. Are you suggesting I stay here forever?"
Linara’s head sank. "Maybe there’s some other way."
"You’ve been looking for another way for three thousand years? How’s the search going? Now, it's time to get serious. Tell me what you know, and go back home."
At that, something shifted drastically in Linara’s eyes. The frightened butterfly was gone, and in her place stood a determined, cold-blooded warrior.
"I’m not going back on my decision." The girl shook her head, then looked towards the swamp, still unseen in the distance. He anger was audible. "Yes! I’m scared. Very scared. But I’m tired of being scared. We must go to the swamp. Vill’s temple is a quarter-day flight west, along the swamp’s edge."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes!" Her voice was sharp as a razor. "I am ata kari of the second circle. I have been undergoing preparations for this for all of my life. My father, my mother and Tano Vilata would be delighted to know their daughter and pupil had caught a glimpse of the Way!" She smiled at me. "I think I understand what it means to embrace my fate now, prince. Come - we must get to the swamp before midnight, so that I can cast a Lesser Circle of Defense."
I nodded, and we continued silently on our way. I mentally gave thanks to the Creator that my Lita’s mood swings were much less frequent than certain other creatures. Though still quite lovely in form, handling this veritable insane asylum on tiny wings was akin to a divine trial!



Chapter 13
Akatras. Great Swamp Environs. Zone level: 350-370.
The magical forest broke suddenly, as often happened when you changed zones. Instead of the giant trees of the forest stood mixed woodlands, and the bright grass gave way to a dirty green undergrowth. The air was clearly damp. We sensed wild rosemary and saw its tattered thickets running pink along the gnarled trees, its sharp smell mingling with the scent of pine needles and scaring away the tiny bloodsucking creatures that dwelt here. The forest of Cenaria had been relatively quiet whereas this place was drowned in the racket of birds. They flocked by the hundred from branch to branch and circled in the sky. For some reason I would have expected more birds in the elven forest, but apparently I was wrong - they preferred the swamp.
The forest itself had also changed - the low bushes with their bright red berries no longer looked like clean, ornamental shrubs, the colorful hats of mushrooms stuck out of the ground wherever they wanted, and a dark golden layer of last year's pine needles lay under our feet. This forest looked much more familiar to me than any elven forest. Where the elves lived, even the anthills and the butterflies seemed to have been carefully placed for decorative purposes. Here, the creatures were really living. Linara, in contrast, was undergoing the worst cultural shock of her life. I imagined that a young medieval princess experiencing the slums of her city for the first time would have felt the same. Where instead of palaces and smiling merchants, the princess would see crooked, tattered chicken coops, streams of filth in open sewers, and beggars clad in rags. 
The girl’s jaw practically left a trail along the ground as she flew, her eyes wide open. She was dumbfounded, her head turning back and forth to take it all in. Vill and the terrible Dragon Graveyard were instantly forgotten, and her inner perfectionism took hold. All of the Great Forest’s sentient beings were perfectionists. They were created that way by Tolkien, and probably modeled after the Swiss or the Germans of his world. Such was their nature of perpetual improvement of self and their surroundings. Drop them into the midst of some dumpy Russian village and they’d turn it into a fancy resort town in less than a decade. I was glad I wasn’t an elf. My element was Chaos, so a swamp was much dearer to me. All other things being equal, I would always choose swamp over forest. 
"First time outside the forest?" I wondered, trying to save my companion’s sanity.
"Huh? Oh, yeah." Linara nodded, rubbing her eyes with her fists. "It’s so strange. We hardly ever leave Cenaria. My first time. Only ata kari of the fourth circle and scouts do so regularly. It was one of them who had once stumbled upon the Temple of the Damned."
"Stumbled upon? I thought you said it was nearby?"
"It’s completely shielded. Kind of like you, prince. So we have to see it with the naked eye. You’ve no doubt noticed that much of my people’s knowledge and perception of the world is via our emotional sense."
"Is that why you go back and forth from one emotional extreme to another?" 
"You cannot read emotions without experiencing them yourself. It’s hard for me to explain in words, but ‘ata kari’ means something like ‘walker of the path of creation.' Only a woman can be ata kari - creation is embedded in our nature. Once we reach the fourth circle of devotion, our priestesses can conceal their emotions completely and can sense what's happening around them, up to several hours' worth of flight, and-"
"And they can go across the border?" I asked, interrupting, as I surveyed the trees in front of us. 
She nodded. "Yes. The scouts fly to Greater Akatras with special amulets. They don’t see very far, but even for them, it is unsafe to approach the swamp. What’s more, the temple only appeared here recently. As if someone moved it here." 
"So how did your scout know that this temple belonged to the Cursed God? Does it have a sign on it or something?"
She ignored the sarcasm. "Father said that Theortis Greenshade watched the temple entrance for a week, and saw the disavowed dragging unfortunate swampdwellers inside. And believe me, prince, we know the disavowed when we see them." 
I carefully stepped over a toadstool on the road, then looked at Linara.
"Who are the swampdwellers?"
"Sentient beings who dwell in the Great Swamp," she explained. "They are emotionally similar to other races. They feel pain. They suffer. And so the scout knew they were tortured and killed inside."
Tears welled up the girl’s eyes.
"Enough!" My rage snapped and blocked the incoming wave of hopeless sadness. "Why should I share that suffering right now? I didn’t kill the swampdwellers!"
She sobbed. "I’m sorry. I still have little control over my emotions. Our outbursts do not affect our own, and I thought you, too, were immune. Your inner states are closed to me, and I can only tell whether you are feeling something or not based on outward signs. I see you’re angry. Aren’t demons always angry, though?"
Well, the fact that they were not affected by their own emotions made sense. Otherwise, when three friends cried together, their feelings would escalate until they perished from grief. Demons, always angry? How racist of her!
"If not for my rage, I would have started weeping along with you." I looked around. "We’ll reach this temple and destroy its altar, and no one will ever again torture your swampdwellers."
"They’re not mine," she corrected, still sobbing. "And you speak as though robbing the altar of its power is a simple thing. That can only be done by the priest of another god. Are you a priest? And aren’t you afraid to incur the hatred of Vill?"
I snickered at that. "He hates everyone already. A little more hatred, a little less, what’s the difference? As for the altar, well, I’ll think of something."
I didn’t bother telling Linara that Vill was basically dead. That would lead to me having to tell her everything else, and I didn’t want to deal with the emotional consequences of that. She could fly in ignorance for a little while longer. 
"All right, hero of heroes, let’s get to the temple and see what you say when we’re there." She smiled through her tears and fell silent.
By evening, the swampland was covered in an impenetrable light gray fog. Shreds of it clung to the trees growing along the shore and slowly stretched toward our camp, but when the moon appeared in the sky, they melted in its ghostly silver light. A wide open dark space opened before us. Grass-covered mounds alternated with open water, all the way to the horizon. A symphony of unusual noises and rustles, each quite unlike the last, rang in our ears. The wings of nocturnal birds flapped powerfully over the water, vague misty silhouettes appeared and disappeared, and dim orange lights flashed in the distance. Bubbles rising from the quagmire gurgled, and something nearby was breathing raggedly, causing a slight chill to run down the spine with each breath. Not my spine, though. None of it bothered me. In fact, to me, it was fascinating. Just like my grandfather’s house when I was a kid. I would sit on the porch at night, gazing into the distant forest, imagining what sort of monsters hid within it. This time, the monsters were real. But like the monsters from my childhood, they didn’t give a hoot about me. 
I exhaled pipe smoke through my teeth and smiled at the sleeping girl. Children of the Forest... Well, "children" was certainly correct. She had spent the day darting around, laughing loudly, and crying even more loudly, and at the end of it all she passed out like a log. Good for her. But for whatever reason, I couldn’t sleep. Linara told me that the Circle of Defense she had put up as soon as we arrived could not be broken by the inhabitants of the swamp. The usual ones, anyway. We could not be seen nor heard. The spell was impenetrable by powers of the mind, smell and heat. But she had continued to say that "usual" creatures were not the only ones who lived in the swamp. The zone's level range was up to 370, though, so with my level, I had no fears. Still, the Circle was handy - if only because it kept the mosquitoes out.
The light of the moon barely penetrated the clouds in the sky. As night pressed on, the weather gradually deteriorated, and my mood deteriorated with it. I wondered when they would find me at last. Lita had said she could find me without any trouble. But my wife had apparently not taken into account the fact that His Majesty the System was more magnificent than all the gods and elder demons, and had decided to guide me to this final quest on my own. It seemed the cards were being turned face up one at a time. How many remained? First, there had been Merdoc and his warning. Then Syrat and Vill’s companions to explain to me what was actually going on then. Or at least shed some kind of light on the matter.
Yet, I was certain we would fight the final battle together. The Nameless had spoken of my wife - that had to mean something. Without Lita, I could not complete the Prophecy. So as soon as my friends appeared, things would happen fast. Perhaps they had already entered the portal to this dimension, but would only emerge from it once I had reached the required point. One last question: what had placed the Temple of the Damned in this swamp? Had Vill invaded the realm of another god? Or had Urgot, or whoever their main god was, just let that fly? I found it hard to believe, but if Linara’s words meant what I thought they did, the temple was screened by the blood of the Nameless, so perhaps Urgot simply didn’t know it was here. There was no point to me making any more guesses. Tomorrow, I would find out for myself. 
A loud splash sounded near the shore, and a large but docile animal emerged from the water. It looked like a sloth. A Swamp Yo. Level 372, with three million HP. The animal looked around, yellow irises of its eyes gleaming in the darkness, and leisurely headed for the closest crop of trees. It was as large as a grizzly bear, but with a naked bluish body, a flat face, protruding oval eyes, and wide, curved paws. The monsters are here at last! This harmless Yo looked more cuddly than monstrous, but I could chalk that up to being yet another fulfillment of a childhood dream provided by this world. I still had yet to meet the Loch Ness Monster, but that could wait until the next visit. I smiled at the strange creature, returned my pipe to my bag, and stretched out on my cloak. Time to sleep. Tomorrow ought to be fun.
We reached the temple as the orange sun kissed the place of its setting. A light drizzle had covered us all day, boosting the squishiness of the ground beneath our feet, but that had failed to slow our movement. Linara flew in the rain without any perceivable difficulty, and asked me questions every flap of the way.
I answered them. I told her all sorts of things. About the coming of the two-lived to the world, about the Demon Grounds and the Orcish Steppe, about the reunion of the elves, about the Invasion of the Ancients. I didn’t tell her much about myself, and of course I had no title above my head. Letting my guard down wouldn’t have been a smart move. Her level 370 was significant, as was her one hundred and ten million HP, but I wasn’t about to take unnecessary risks. I could always use a healer, so I would keep my identity hidden for now. Linara was no fool, of course, and must have had her theories as to where I had come from, but my origin story was simple enough. I accepted a quest, fell asleep near a temple, and woke up here... Sata and I had spoken in a dream, so the wolves did not touch me. I had become a prince during a game quest. Without the blood of the Nameless helping me, Linara might have suspected something, but as it was, she was satisfied. 
She didn’t offer much information about herself in return. She was the second daughter of the Prince of Gimlad, and along with others her age, had been admitted to the local female institute for noble maidens, for five tiers of training. I had no idea what they studied there, nor why, and I wasn't going to inquire. Instead, I just listened, nodded politely, and thought about my own affairs. Why would I ever need to know about the secret studies of a group of female fairies? They would never let me in thanks to certain anatomical differences. Meaning wings, or my lack thereof. I doubted I would even fit in the door. By the way, the wings were a standard magic buff that increased speed and maneuverability, but they cost a significant amount mana, so these elves only used it when necessary. Yes, elves... These little ones considered themselves just as much elves as those that had remained in Karn. And I didn’t mind. As long as Max and the others didn’t become like them, they could call themselves what they wanted. Flying was great and all, but then who would I swap stories with, and drink with, and fulfill this bloody Prophecy with?
The Temple of the Damned stood three hundred yards from shore, surrounded by withered trees and looking like a vampire mansion from some Hollywood movie out of last century. Three floors, high pointed windows, and cracked stone walls. The building was surrounded by a low stone fence and, judging by its appearance, none but ghosts could possibly dwell inside. Not a single window on the facade still held its glass, and the double-slope roof had suffered several breaches, through which rotting rafters could be seen. In some places, the fence had collapsed, too. I remembered Linara saying the temple had appeared not long ago. But what did "not long ago" mean to these people? I had neglected to ask. Had she meant a hundred years? A thousand?
"Theortis is right. I do not sense power emanating from this temple at all," my companion said thoughtfully. "How can this be hidden from me?"
"You’re not troubled by how ruined the temple is?" I carefully peered into the darkened windows. "By the way, you said you couldn’t sense me, either. But I’m clearly here."
"You’re protected with a powerful mental shield," the girl explained, without turning her head. "And something else. Something... incomprehensible. Its nature is not mental. Nor is it darkness. It’s something unlike anything I’ve ever encountered."
"Do you think there’s anyone in there?"
She shook her head. "I don’t know. But Theortis also said that the temple seemed abandoned to him when he observed it from outside. There is no echo of it in our magical perception. Meaning that everything we see might even be an ordinary illusion." 
"All right, let’s go see what’s going on." I put my hand on my sword hilt, just in case, and walked towards the gate. 
"What is that?" Linara asked about the brown film over the entrance. "It’s not magic. I don’t understand it."
The temple gates were rectangular in shape and attached to pillars of large gray stones tightly fitted. The iron doors, though open, were starting to rust, making the incomprehensible inscriptions they bore even less comprehensible. A more inquisitive mind might try to clear the rust and decipher their meaning, but that definitely wasn't me. 
 
Temple of the Damned. Level restriction: NA. Maximum party size: NA. Unique. Open.
I had never even heard of brown dungeons. "Unique" meant I only had one attempt to clear it, but I didn’t know what "Open" meant. The Chronicles had nothing to say about that. Not that it made a difference. I turned to Linara and nodded at the gate.
"This is a dungeon, like those I told you about on the way here. I need to clear it." 
"I’m clearing it with you!" she exclaimed without a second’s hesitation. 
I wasn’t about to argue. "Very well. You’re a healer, right?"
"Were you even listening to me when I spoke?" Linara put her hands akimbo and gave me a reproachful look.
I held her gaze and replied calmly.
"Are we going to spend the day talking?"
"Nature! I wield Nature and Light Magic." She sighed. "That means a lot more than just healing."
I silently scolded myself for my idiocy. "Tell me exactly what you can do."
When I had seen the color of her magic, I had for some reason decided that she must be a healer. Her dimensions had added to that impression... It was difficult to think of someone as a good fighter when they were so much smaller than you were. All my accumulated experience suggested the unlikelihood of that possibility. But this girl would actually be a decent mini boss for a party of five level 300 players with her 370 and a hundred and ten million HP.
"We’re all trained in a dozen or so combat spells." Linara explained after a pause. "My strongest ones are in the Poison school of magic: Thorn and Poison Rain."
"How strong?"
"Assuming maximum protection from Nature Magic, Thorn will kill an enemy like me in about six seconds. Poison Rain will kill in ten." The girl looked up and shrugged. "But I can also heal."
Hmm... It seemed like Thorn was a single-target spell and Poison Rain was an AoE. She couldn’t see the numbers for her spells, but if "maximum" meant seventy five percent, then Thorn dealt about seventy million damage per second to NPCs, and Rain dealt about forty four million. Not accounting for resistances. The Poison effect itself started dealing damage on the third tick, if I remembered correctly, though it was easy to remove. Plus, undead creatures were immune to it. So her abilities were strong, but most likely useless here. 
After these simple calculations, I sighed.
"So you heal, and I fight. And we can’t go in there until you promise to control your emotions as much as possible and to do everything I say. No matter how stupid my orders may seem."
"Heal..." Linara sounded offended, but then she exhaled and hung her head. "Very well. I agree.
"So, in we go?" I shifted into my combat form and headed for the gate. It was funny that even among NPCs, not many were eager to play the role of healer.
Brown circles flashed before my eyes, and a heavy smell of decay and death enveloped me. Small stones crackled under my soles, and a second later, I raised my shield to block a blow from the hefty pincer of a twelve-foot-tall gray creature. I immediately responded with Ice Blade. 
A second pincer appeared a moment later and clanged against the gate, in the spot where my head had just been. Tongue of Flame! I checked another blow with a shield, countered to the creature’s chest, and rolled away so that the boss attacking me would not hurt Linara as she appeared in the dungeon. It was some kind of cross between a dog, a man and a crab, with a curved chest covered in bony plates, an elongated canine muzzle, crooked three-fingered paws, and powerful, long arms adorned with claws. Level 420, with two billion HP. I had taken a tenth of that already. His name was Magister G’Nalt. The abbot of this wretched monastery, perhaps?
The boss leaped at me, but I easily dodged. Ruination swished through the air and into one of the bone plates on his shoulder. The sword again blazed with white light, and I felt like I was beginning to understand the causes of these Jedi tricks. This boss’ soul could be devoured, and my blade apparently had a hankering for it. 
G’Nalt missed me again, growling in irritation, then abruptly hurled a backhand at me, his claw striking my shield. Trying to trick me, beast?!
I kicked him in the thigh, knocking off his balance, and Tongue of Flame slammed into his shoulder blade, knocking him to the ground. Linara blinked as she took in the situation, then flew off to the side, unperturbed. I nodded, pleased at her escape, and dodged the monster’s kick at my midsection, then Jumped fifty yards towards the temple. Catch me if you can, you freak!
I quickly looked around and grunted in surprise - the temple area was much larger than it had seemed from the outside. The main building still looked like a wreck, but between the gate and the temple stood a circular stone platform with some kind of geometric pattern on it, like a mandala. Right in the center stood a silver spike with a blue square at its height. It was a large platform, at least a hundred yards across, a full two thirds of the distance from the gate to the building. The entrance was covered with blue film. Another dungeon. A dozen collapsed smaller buildings lay along the walls, with two wells and countless corpses. 
The smell of death hung heavy in the air. I was no doctor, but it seemed they had died a couple of weeks ago, max. Most of them are were clad in gray robes, and a couple of them in armor. Bodies lay everywhere, as if they had been fleeing something terrible before their deaths. From their crazed magister, perhaps? 
All of these thoughts flew through my head in less than a second, before G’Nalt finally realized I was no longer in his vicinity and proceeded to rectify the situation. Once the distance between us had been reduced to a few dozen yards, I Shackled his legs and sent four Spears of Chaos at him in a row, burning my mana supply. I could have used an AoE, but Spears were more reliable against a single target, regardless of the situation. They dealt more damage, and in real battle it was best not to experiment. 
Once he was Shackled, G’Nalt roared indignantly, hurling two gray discs at me. I dodged them without any problem. But my fourth Spear, which struck the boss in the chest, crit for a hundred and fifty million HP. I paused in surprise. I almost paid for the pause as G’Nalt took an immense leap towards me, slamming into a pile of gray rubble. Somehow, I dodged the gray circle that appeared under my feet. 
Blocking a pincer with my shield, I popped Infernal Rage, then Dispersion, then Ice Blade. Crit! Sidestep, Tongue of Flame! Crit! The creature roared violently, splashing sticky saliva in all directions, but that wasn't going to help it. Ice Blade! Crit! A roll away, then Spear of Chaos. Crit! My mana regen was doing fine. A circular impact zone appeared again under my feet. I leaped back as G’Nalt’s blow missed, but his pincer unleashed three gray discs, one of which caught me in the shoulder, taking out fifteen percent HP in one hit. A hot wave of healing rolled over my body, and a second later, Linara removed the debuff that was on me. 
Bastard! I stepped forward and hit with Tongue of Flame, blocked, then circled behind the disavowed, breaking another plate on his back with Tongue of Flame. 
Our dance of death had been going for three minutes now. During his next special attack, I Stepped behind G’Nalt, letting his discs swish through the empty air where I had just been. Two of my crits hit for half a billion HP! Clearly, the bonus damage was scaling from the weapon's damage multiplier. And he was just too slow for me. By the end of our fourth minute of the fight, the boss had less than two hundred million HP remaining. But the final fight was still ahead. This creature was just a pawn that the System had apparently felt it needed to place in my way. 
Linara was suspiciously silent, even though we could safely communicate over the channel. The girl hung in the air at the edge of the square, across from the gate, watching the fight with grim concentration. And that was fine. As long as she didn’t mess up. 
Ice Blade! Tongue of Flame! Crit! Step through the Darkness away from his special attack... 
"Die!" G’Nalt roared, whirling towards me.
So, the ape could speak? I hesitated. And missed his next attack. Without even trying to reach me first, the boss hurled a spell under his feet. An AoE spell. 
…
Flare of Darkness hits you for 35,179 damage.
You are stunned!
The monster’s eyes filled with triumph. G’Nalt spread his pincers, and two barely perceptible rays of gray struck me in the chest.
Ruinous Embrace of Darkness has siphoned 3,015 HP from you! 160,202/198,396.
You are paralyzed!
Ruinous Embrace of Darkness has siphoned 3,015 HP from you! 157,187/198,396.
You are paralyzed!
 
Easy peasy! With buffs and potions, I had nearly two hundred thousand HP. Twenty seconds till Step through Darkness reset. I'd pull through even on my own. And with a healer, this was a piece of…
Ruinous Embrace of Darkness has siphoned 3,015 HP from you! 137,037/198,396
You are paralyzed!
"Hang on, demon!" I heard Linara yell over the channel as the warm flame of healing washed over my shoulders.
The next second, the girl appeared in front of the monster and struck him in the face with her staff. For some reason, she had less than half of her HP remaining. The world disappeared for a moment in a bright-green flash. My Paralysis fell off, and the boss retreated a step to the side. Flailing her arms, Linara fell lifeless to the slabs. Rage overwhelmed me. As G’Nalt rose, his bar displaying a little over a hundred million HP, Ruination punched through his throat and his spine gave a loud crunch. Fatality, bitch!
You've earned a unique achievement, Magister G’Nalt’s Slayer. Magister G'Nalt is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 5% increase to your physical and magic damage.
I turned around and walked quickly to the girl lying on the slabs - and cursed. Seven percent HP left! What the hell?! That monster hadn’t even done anything to her! What was going on?! I With a sigh, I took one of the three remaining vials of Greater Healing from my belt, pulled the stopper out, and poured a few drops into her mouth. The battle was over, bur it would take her six months to regenerate that much HP. I had to use some of the potion. 
The dead boss had level 400 epic necromancer pants, but there was no way Vaessa would ever wear them. She had something similar, but better - a scalable piece from Celphata’s set. And that one would never wear boring gray rags. Four thousand gold, a dozen recipes, and a bunch of unnecessary junk I didn’t bother looting. Had I gotten too picky? Yeah, sure, but I much preferred not to carry unnecessary stuff on me. I considered that the fight had been a strange one. At two billion HP, this was a normal raid boss for a couple of hundred level 200+ players. He should have had adds and a bunch of different forms or phases, but all he had were his pincers and a couple of special attacks. On the other hand, his strikes could have one-shot any level 200 tank. Was this some kind of personal boss just for me? Or did the System now consider me an NPC like itself, and calculated HP as a percentage? I turned to check on Linara, but she was still out. And why did those healing spells feel so hot? Did all NPCs feel them that way? Yet another mystery to wonder over. 
I picked up the girl’s small crooked staff from the slabs, placed in it her hands, and set to waiting.





Chapter 14
Behind a collapsed shed, I saw a gorkhy emerge, look around, and steal over to a nearby corpse. It was about as big as a sheepdog. A naked, hairless body with a wrinkled, flat muzzle. According to Vaessa, the disavowed kept these beasts in place of guard dogs, feeding them the corpses of the poor souls sacrificed on the altars. Freaking monsters, they were. But the beasts just ate what they were given. Even pigs could eat old corpses, if fed them. But just you try feeding that Gloom - ha! I would pay to see that. Now, maybe my old self from six months back would be outraged by such a thing, but I was no longer who I had been. There was nothing evil about one beast devouring another for food.
The corpses still stank, though. I pulled out a potion Reece had made and slathered some of it under my nose. I had had enough of the stench. The entrance arch to the three-story building was still covered by the blue film of the dungeon, but now the top of the spike in the center glowed with a soft blue color. With the boss slain, was the key now active? Perhaps. There were still a lot of things I didn’t know. For the fourth time in my memory now, a mob had attacked me right at the entrance to the dungeon. At the Tomb of Erast, in the final hall of the University of Necromancy, and in the Tomb of Arkam. Although, in the Tomb of Erast at least, the undead had been roused before we got there. And the dead masters at the university had attacked only once all paths of retreat had been cut off. Finally, the Tomb of Arkam I had entered after a second century of players, without seeing the situation on the inside. But this made no sense. Had this enraged magister killed all of his own and then waited for me to enter? That didn't make much sense, but I figured I’d never know. As soon as Linara quit the sleeping beauty act, we would press on.
After another minute, the girl finally took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She sat up, looked around for a moment and at the carcass of the dead boss - yet, to my surprise, she paid no attention to the gorhy, nor to the rats scampering near the corpses.
"You’re a monster, demon... You alone have more rage within than a hundred of our warriors. I sensed it, and it nearly drove me mad. I would never have believed that anyone other than the gods or their companions could defeat a disavowed possessed by the altar, right next to the temple of their god... But your rage flooded into everything. Your mental shield is still holding, but if your rage breaks through... I shudder to imagine..."
"Here." The girl was shaking, so I placed a blue elixir next to her, and gestured what to do.
"Now, let's take a step back. Tell me, what does ‘possessed by the altar’ mean? And what would happen if my rage were to break through this shield you speak of?"
I didn’t take offense at the "monster" bit, because Linara hadn’t meant anything offensive by it. And so what if she had? But all of this about my mysterious mental shield was very interesting. Shields, as a rule, kept negative things out, but apparently mine kept them in. So this wasn’t really a shield, but more like a bubble? Funny...
Linara knew what to do with the elixir without my help. She consumed its contents, then nodded her thanks.
"As a rule, all of a temple’s power is kept in the altar. Each servant of the temple has access to this power - access limited by that servant’s rank. Even the prior of the temple can access only a trickle of the altar’s power."
"But this one had a whole bucket of this power, I’m guessing," I nodded at G’Nalt’s corpse.
She shook her head. "Not exactly. When the altar lost contact with its god, it reached out to the strongest of the temple’s servants. A being who was not ready for such power. Something has happened to Vill. Either that or the Cursed God has decided to sever his connection to the temple, for some reason."
"It’s because Vill is no more," I grunted, and immediately cursed my tongue.
"Vill is no more?" Linare gaped at me in surprise. "You knew and remained silent?!"
"I’m just assuming," I shrugged. "I heard he ran into deep trouble on the border to the Steppe. The combined forces of the orcs defeated his army, and after what you said, I made conclusions. But that’s not what’s important now. What about me? What would happen?"
"I don’t know." Linara sighed, her unfocused eyes directed at the top of her staff. "You have too much rage. You’re bursting at the seams. If you fail to contain your rage, you will cease to be who you are now."
Was she talking about another combat form?
I waved her off. "That’s not a concern, but what happened to you?" I was genuinely worried. "That beast didn’t even hit you."
"You don’t understand," she said, hanging her head in embarrassment.
"So explain..."
"I can only heal beings like you by sacrificing my own health, and the proportions aren’t very good. The spells I told you about, though, I can cast without any harm to me. But Thorn had no effect on him. I thought that you were finished, so I struck out with raw power, and those attacks consume life force, too... Thank you for healing me, by the way."
"So, wait, you came here to die?"
"Would you have taken me with you otherwise? if you knew that was the only way?" she challenged me.
Hart! How sick I was getting of all these selfless types! From Max and his bloody gardening efforts all the way to this dragonfly! These elves were truly sick in the head! Between them all, Bonbon and Donut more the most reasonable, and that was saying something... 
"I still would have. But I would not have counted on your healing, or would have only counted on it as a last resort. You should have told me, for both our sakes, miss ata kari of the second circle! I should send you back, but now you can’t even leave the dungeon." 
"I... I’m..." Linara sobbed, turning her face away. 
"More crying. Great!" I snapped as my rage blocked the incoming wave of mourning and despair. "Now that you understand, don’t do it again." 
"I... I wasn’t thinking. It’s very important to me that I go with you." The girl pulled out a handkerchief and wiped away her tears. 
"Next time, make sure you’re thinking." I rose to my feet and stretched my neck and shoulders. "Attack and heal only on my command!"
Linara nodded and sniffed away the last of her tears.
"Now do we go inside the temple?"
She looked ready to die from grief just a moment ago. Now, it was as if nothing had happened. I wished I could switch moods like that.
"I’m not sure what to do," I shook my head, nodding at the spike in the center of the square. "We can’t just walk in. I’ll try to activate that thing. You sit here. Don’t move!" 
What I assumed was the key was like a Rubik’s Cube somehow attached to the metal rod. Each side was divided into nine equal parts. Thankfully, I wouldn't need to twist and turn them into a solution. At least I hoped not. Each side of it was blue and lit from within. Nothing seemed particularly special or dangerous about it. 
I considered the spike sticking out of the stone for a few seconds, then mentally pressed the "Use" button. 
Nothing happened for about ten seconds. Then, just as I was trying to figure out what went wrong, the glow disappeared. With a metallic screech, the spike turned clockwise, then plunged down into the stone, falling completely out of view. A loud bang followed, and a gray cloud formed above the platform. In it, I saw an old acquaintance. He was, sadly, far from an old friend. My nostrils smelled the scent of blood freshly spilled, and my ears heard Linara’s fearful squeak from behind me...
Vill hung in the air, looking quite alive, but plenty weary and agitated. The god’s mantle was crumpled in several places, his lips were tightened as thin as they could go, and two deep wrinkles ran across his forehead, lending the impression as if he had just been torn away from some important matter. Like preparing a good defense for his dissertation. Or maybe planning another campaign against Karn.
"He is dead. This is just a stored message from him," I reminded a very quiet and tense Linara. But then, Vill looked around and stopped his eyes squarely on me. 
"You have no idea, demon, how sick and tired I am of pursuing you," the god said wearily. "I still can't believe that I had to quarrel with Urgot and move this temple to the Underside because of you. Thankfully, you could not escape coming here, and now that you have arrived, our game comes to an end. You are tired of its ludicrous rules just as I am, aren't you?" Vill looked around again, as if trying to find something. With a melancholy smile, he continued. "Sadly, death in the game is irreversible. It even saddens me, demon, that we will never meet again. You were an interesting opponent. And now farewell... Roman."
With a clap, the image of Vill disappeared. The ground beneath my feet shuddered and filled with a network of deep cracks as the air grew heavy with the stench of decay. Splinters of stones bounced out from the sides of the square.
 
Attention! The first wave (1/2) of undead will arrive in 15 seconds...
14...
13...
The platform began to shake more violently, its stones moving apart and down, into the earth. Eight symmetrical sections sank below the others, and then the rest of the square shattered as huge skeletons in tattered rags of gray began climbing onto the surface.
12...
Transformed Guardians of Kangrib. Level 540, with eight billion HP each. Hell of a day... 
11...
"Poison Rain! Quickly!" I shouted to Linara, who was still zoned out, then Jumped into the center of the quaking square. "Focus on me! Once you cast it, run for the gate! All I need is a couple of drops!"
10...
9...
"But..." the girl uttered helplessly, looking in horror at the undead climbing out of the ground.
8...
"Do what I say!" I roared, praying to all the gods that the girl would come to her senses.
7...
"OK..." Linara threw her hands up obediently.
6...
5...
4…
 
The air above the platform darkened.
3...
2...
The cloud above released its threads of green. The first of its drops spilled onto the stones around me, and Linara charged for the gate, interrupting her casting. Good girl...
1...
The twenty-foot-tall skeletons silently raised their monstrous scythes...
Fury of Primordial Chaos! I escaped the blow with a roll as a blaze of multicolored flashes filled the air, like fireworks. Forty four million poison damage, multiplied tenfold by Chaos! That translated to a mere nineteen seconds of dancing amid these clumsy oafs. So let's dance, bitches!
Their scythes cut into the stone, shaking up the square yet again. Their eight skulls turned towards me in unison. Dispersion! Infernal Rage! 
I shifted away from the gate to avoid hitting Linara, dodged a scythe flashing on my right, and blocked another blow with a shield. Then, a powerful force hurled me onto the slabs. Pain exploded through my chest, but I jumped up, shield in front, and... It was over. In one fourth the time I had calculated. My AoE could score crits?! The eight massive figures burst into flames, and suddenly only puddles, dirt, and pieces of colorful ice remained in the square. The fireworks had ended as quickly they had begun. 
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 451.
You have 1 talent point to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
You have gained a level!
…
You have gained a level! 
Current level: 453.
You have 3 talent points to allocate.
Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
You have 9 stat points to allocate.
Attention! The second wave (2/2) of undead will arrive in 120 seconds...
The blood was still pounding in my ears, but my health was already full. I returned to my starting place, and at that moment the square shook so hard it almost knocked me off my feet. Rotten water splashed in my face, and chunks of ice flew up from the ground. Crap! My AoE was on cooldown! Three minutes. I’d have to run circles around the undead for three whole minutes until it reset.
That moment, a jet of dirty gray smoke emerged from where the spike had receded into the ground. About fifteen feet above the ground, it ran into an invisible barrier and rushed back down, covering everything in sight. I Jumped towards the gate and, gritting my teeth in pain, watched the whole square fill with the gray smoke. After five seconds, it had reached the edge, beyond which it magically went no further. 
"Krian, are you a god?"
"What?" I whirled around and stared blankly at Linara, who had flown to my side. 
"Those undead," her voice was strangely listless, "they were at least as strong as the Guardians of Cenaria."
Linara was in a state of cognitive dissonance. That was bad. This was the kind of situation where being distracted got you killed. I could yell at the girl, of course, or toss some water on her, but...
"I explained that dungeons are for players," I explained, trying to make my voice convincing. "Things here aren’t like on the outside. They’re much simpler. You saw that even projections of gods can appear in dungeons, if the story requires. So you shouldn’t believe everything you see. Of course, help from a god would be very handy right about now, you’re right about that."
"But the Guardians-"
"The Guardians could have torn me apart in less than a second." I nodded at the fog thickening in the square. "Now something else is about to happen. Here’s what we’ll do: you call Poison Rain when I say, and then run the opposite way. I’ll turn my 'fireworks' on again, and all the bad guys will die. All clear?"
Linara nodded as I breathed a sigh of relief. I wondered what would have happened if I hadn’t unlocked my Chaos branch? I would be dead, that was certain, at least. 
The mist formed a giant flat cylinder fifteen feet above the ground. I stood a few yards away, not knowing what else to do. Nothing clever came to mind. I hated situations where you had virtually no time to think. Did the "open" descriptor of this dungeon mean that disavowed could leave it? Why was the entrance to the main building still covered by film? Had Vill been forced to build this trap in strict adherence to the game rules? How then did these creatures have a level so much greater than this zone should allow? 
When twenty seconds remained before the second wave, the fog disappeared, revealing a giant gray creature. It looked like a cross between a hedgehog and a crab, but its name, level and HP were all hidden. About fifteen feet tall, and with more than thirty feet between each of its powerful limbs. Unsurprisingly, it was gray, with spikes sticking out of its shell in all directions. Its two massive claws resembled those of a port loader. Next to this freak, Shiekata herself would have looked like a beauty queen. I would have to coax out every ounce of my speed and dexterity to survive. 
"Remember, attack on my command. And try to stay away from that!" I reminded her just in case as I raised my shield and walked toward the beast. 
I had to aggro the boss and avoid falling under his AoE. That, and Linara had to do her part.
As soon as the timer flashed its zeroes, the crab’s claws were enveloped with a green mist, and with a roared it scurried towards me, cracking the stones underneath it. I hurled a Spear of Chaos and prepared to Jump - just then the blue film behind me crumbled with a melodious chime. Two giant black spears crashed into the shell of the monster, each with a crunch, and the huge crustacean carcass swelled and fell to dust. The scent of jasmine and lilies filled the air. I breathed a sigh of relief and looked with surprise at the figure appearing to my right. 
"Hello, Krian," Celphata said as she lowered her hood in her familiar fashion. Her hair spilled out, a glistening black wave rushing onto her shoulders. "You said you could use the help, so here I am."
Wait. It’s that easy? I smirked.
"Hello, Celphata. In the world I come from, people are not happy to see Death come knocking. But here, you have no idea how thrilled I am to see you." 
I nodded, then suddenly remembered Linara.
"I am not Death, only its lowly messenger," Celphata corrected. Noticing the concern on my face, she made a reassuring gesture.
"She is fine," the goddess explained, turning and nodding. "She has nothing to fear from me. This girl is special. She is just studying the wrong schools of magic." 
I turned and sighed when I saw Linara’s expression. If you were ever to take your little sister to a big toy store, to the doll department, stand there for about five minutes, and then suggest she steal one of the dolls, you would see precisely what I saw then. A mix of fear and delight. Not that Alyona and I ever stole anything. Even if I made her think we did now and then. She had never let me forget that.
"Will you allow me to take the altar of this temple?" Celphata asked, unexpectedly. 
I nodded. "Of course. But what need do you have of the altar of your enemy?"
"Enemies... friends..." the goddess said thoughtfully. "The New God has consumed Vill. You know this. But no one in Arkon has taken Vill’s place. That cannot be. The Great Balance is disrupted. The changes this has caused are not yet visible, but with time, they will prove catastrophic." 
"And the altar..."
"The altar holds a particle of the essence of the Twice Cursed God, and with it, I may be able to prevent the coming catastrophe."
Not knowing what to say, I simply nodded in agreement. Then, the goddess came closer and peered into my eyes.
"I can sense that we will not meet again," she said with a measure of sadness. "Sometimes, premonitions can deceive anyone, even beings like myself, but just in case this one is right, farewell. And please accept this." 
Celphata placed her hands on my shoulders, brought her face close, and kissed me. Her soft lips burned into my cheek.
You've earned an achievement: In Step with Death.

A death blow will end up dealing you zero damage. Cooldown: 1 month.
Your reputation has increased. All non-player characters who worship Celphata the Goddess of Death relate to you with respect.
"I hope that helps you, Dark One." The goddess pulled away and nodded, then re-donned her hood and headed for the main temple entrance. A few moments later, her silhouette evaporated. 
I watched after her for a while, then sighed and rubbed my icy cheek with my hand. So I would never meet Celphata again. Everyone was in a hurry to say their final farewells to me. But why? Each of them was being so forthcoming... Did they really believe that they could tell me I was going to die and still be confident that I would see the matter to the end? Or was the System speaking through them? If so, why? Was it trying to make doubly, triply, quadruply sure that my course of action was an informed choice?
"She k-kissed you!" Linara’s stunned exclamation broke the silence hanging over the square and cleared my melancholic thoughts. 
The girl floated in the air before me, her eyes shining as if I had just turned into the real Santa Claus. Or whatever they had in place of Santa here.
I feigned anxiety. "Just please don’t tell anyone, OK? I’m married..."
"Quit making fun of me!" she shouted in my face. "That was Death! Don’t you understand? Death kissed you, but you’re still alive!" 
I repeated Celphata’s words. "Not Death, just its lowly messenger. And why should I die from a kiss? She's a woman, and I'm a man, so what of it? If you kissed me right now, should I expect to keel over?" 
I was deliberately manipulating the girl - anger was a good cure for feelings of inadequacy. And I wasn’t in the greatest of moods, to be perfectly honest, so a little entertainment was just the thing. 
Linara stared at me for a few more seconds, then closed her eyes and slowly shook her head. 
"Sata give me strength to keep going without this demon driving me insane!" 
Then she took a couple of deep breaths and opened her eyes again.
"Celphata’s a goddess! Why would a goddess ever kiss a demon? What does she see in you?!"
I feigned being insulted. "You’re forgetting my natural rugged good looks." 
She frowned. "Of course I am! Goddesses don’t just go around kissing random men, no matter their rugged good looks!"
"Well, Vill spoke to me, too, and he didn’t kiss me."
Linara changed tactics at that. "Why do you keep making fun of me? We’re in the same party. Fighting on the same side. You said so yourself..."
I conceded with a gesture. "All right, all right. There was this time when I had a talk with a certain duke, and that prevented a war between Celphata and another god, Rakot. I was too ashamed to demand a reward, so I asked for a kiss. That worked out well, didn't it?"
Linara held her breath, peering carefully into my eyes, and exhaled.
"You’re not lying," she said quietly. "Well, you are lying, but not entirely. You didn’t ask her for anything. She kissed you on her own."
I winked at her. "Hey, you didn’t believe that at first. Now you know." 
"I’m so confused. I... I don’t get it."
"I told you on our way here that those who come to this world often encounter gods when they’re on quests. That’s what happened to me. Now, tell me what’s wrong with your magic?"
That gave her a strange look in her eyes. "Huh? What’s wrong with it?"
"Didn’t you hear what Celphata said?"
She shook her head. "No, you were under a Veil of Silence. The god that showed up earlier - I didn’t hear what he said, either. I only knew he was Vill because you said so. I could not even sense any divine power within him."
"She said you’re learning the wrong magic," I said. "Apparently, Light and Nature are not your strengths. Perhaps that’s why using it costs you life?" 
A silence hung over the platform for a couple of seconds, then Linara went deathly pale, shuddered and hung her head. My rage, as before, blocked the wave of extreme sadness.
"I... I’m not... Father and Tano Vilata both said it might be true..." 
If Light and Nature hurt the girl, it meant she had a gift for dark magic. But there were no teachers of that school among her people. So they brought her up in what they knew, and she adjusted as best she could, healing others only at the expense of her own HP... 
"Why the whining?" I snapped. "You should be happy!"
"Happy? Why would I be happy?" she objected between sobs.
"Do you realize that only Adherents of Darkness can survive being close to Celphata? High dark mages and necromancers. All of the rest perish immediately, but you’re alive. Doesn’t that suggest anything to you?"
"But... but you’re alive, too." As Linara spoke the words, her expression took on a sense of clarity. 
"I’m a player. Those conditions don’t apply to me. In addition, I was fulfilling a quest given to me by Celphata. By the way, I have a temple to her in my princedom. Once we’re out of this, I can take you there, and you can ask your questions to the goddess directly. Don’t you think your people will need a Mistress of Darkness in the future?"
"But-" 
"No time for buts! Let’s loot these corpses and keep moving," I nodded at the entrance to the main temple building, then made for the body of a nearby disavowed. "There'll be time for chit-chat later."
Linara caught up with me, flying nearby.
"We can talk while we loot and fly," she objected. I couldn’t argue with that. "What else did the goddess say about me?"
"'This girl is special. She is just studying the wrong schools of magic.'" I quoted Celphata, then realized immediately that I had made a terrible mistake.
Linara gasped in shock. "She said I’m special? You’re pulling my wing!"
Hart! Now why did I have to go saying that?
There were nineteen corpses in total, and nothing interesting on any of them. Still, I had to check - it was just a matter of course for me. My marauding had not once discomfited Linara. She flew beside me, literally showering me with questions about Celphata, necromancers, dark magic, and all other kinds of nonsense. At some point, her questions became rhetorical, and she began to answer them herself. I breathed a sigh of relief at being free to remain silent, and as I continued checking the corpses, I made sure to occasionally nod in agreement with her conclusions. Besides, the loot had turned into puddles of water, stones, and shards of colored ice, along with the eliminated mobs. This ice was actually quite rare and valuable, though. Would that I have brought some kind of massive dump truck to carry it all back. But what did I care if I was heading into the Flame soon, anyway? Don’t you start whining now! The familiar rage cleared my mind. I grinned and continued my looting ritual. 
The buildings at the scene held nothing but mold, rats, and gorhies. Along with ruined furniture, tools, and other unremarkable household items. Strangely, I didn’t find any corpses. I had thought that most sentient beings would have preferred to take refuge under a roof in a situation of panic. But either these disavowed could no longer be classified as "sentient" at the time of their death, or their crazed superior had scattered their bodies about the square. There was no way of knowing, nor did I want to know.
The gorhies and rats scattered when I entered, or hid in the corners. They showed no aggression towards me, and so I did not kill any of them. What if these creatures, too, held a piece of the perished god within them? 
My inspection uncovering nothing worthwhile, I waved to my companion to join me and walked towards the main temple building. Judging by her moderately pensive look, Linara had managed to talk herself into or out of all of her points and was now considering what benefit a Grandmaster of Dark Magic could bring to her people.
As we exited another hut smelling of mold, she asked. "Krian, what did people think of necromancers in the world you came from?"
"There was no magic there," I said with a shrug, smiling at the elf before me. "No dark magic, nor any other kind of magic. Magic only existed in games and in fairy tales. Er... stories. We called them ‘fairy tales’ whether they had fairies or not. One of our fairy tales, for example, was about a small, extraordinarily kind girl."
"And what happened to the girl?"
"A toad stole her away from her parents," I went on, "and that was when her great adventure began." 
That pulled her out of her reverie, and she gaped at me in surprise. "What does a toad need of a little girl?" 
"The toad wanted her son to marry the girl." I looked at my companion’s astounded face and did my best to suppress laughter. "Then the girl ran away and lived with a mouse, but there they were going to marry her to a mole. Then she saved a swallow, and flew it to the country of elves. And she married the prince, who at their wedding gave her tiny dragonfly wings so that the could flit from flower to flower."
"A toad and a mole. You sure you have that right? 
I shrugged. "It’s a fairy tale. There’s no telling what might happen in a fairy tale. By the way, we didn’t have elves in my world, either. Which means you’re like a fairy tale to me. One that’s turned into reality." 
She sighed. "I can see that. When I was a kid, my parents told me about our home far away, about our brothers and sisters still in Karn, and about the Red Moon over the endless plains of Darkaan." She looked into space, past me. "I want that to turn into reality." 
These people told different fairy tales to their children than mine had, but their stories seemed much more likely to become reality, at least. 
The area near the main building was a dump, with gloomy walls of stone showing centuries of age, smashed windows, and a crooked door jamb. It wouldn’t really have been surprising to see empty plastic bottles, shredded old newspapers, and crumpled aluminum cans.
The elfess behind me nodded suddenly at the dark entrance. "There’s someone there! He is in great pain. He’s dying..."
"Come on!" I quickly entered the building, finding myself in a small hall with dim lighting. A wide corridor led off to the left, into darkness, small wooden boxes running along its walls. Across from the entrance to the corridor was a tall set of double doors, and next to them, a crooked mirror hanging on the wall. I saw a pair of flowerpots with wilted plants and scattered debris on the floor, and smelled mainly dampness and rot. 
"That way!" Linara pointed to the door and flew on ahead. 
I followed, drawing my sword just in case. The door was locked, but one kick from my boot solved that problem. The target flew off its hinges, granting us passage to a long, spacious room with high ceilings and narrow, pointed windows. Part of the floor was decorated with an ornamental blue, angular pattern, shining weakly under four twinkling magic lights. There was a wide pedestal by the far wall, where the altar had apparently once stood. And in front of the pedestal…
Linara gasped in shock. "That... that’s the Swamp King! But how?"
I was overcome by déjà vu. 
In front of the pedestal, in a pool of its own blood, lay a creature that looked like a Chinese dragon, or perhaps a very skinny crocodile. It had a long, serpentine body, short paws, greenish-brown skin, and an elongated muzzle with horns that curved back. Drooping whiskers and a maw filled with yellow teeth completed its face. Chinese culture had a quite different idea on the nature of dragons than the fantasy of the West. They were associated with the water element, Yang, and good beginnings. Good dragons, eh? Yeah, right.

The creature lying on the stone slabs was named Taag-Aras. His level 619, and he didn’t seem to be "good" by any stretch of the imagination. That much I could tell from the bright red bar above his head. Ten-foot black stakes pinned the monster’s paws to the ground, and only fifteen percent of his nine billion HP remained. His life was draining very slowly, though, so he could lie like this for another week before dying. The Nameless had been chained in the same way, albeit the White Dragon was a good twenty times larger, and the stakes used to crucify him had been considerably larger to match. This was clearly the handiwork of the same torture crew. Why? Well, who could know. Perhaps erecting a temple in a foreign land required a great deal of energy. The Swamp was the source of its king’s strength, and perhaps his very torment near that source gave the disavowed the energy they needed. Then I noticed that the stakes were connected with thick, translucent threads or cables of some magical sort. At the place these threads crossed, a strange hexagonal symbol floated in the air. 
So this is why I was here - this crocodile was our ticket to the other side of the swamp. I had to release him. It was odd, though, that Celphata had mentioned nothing of the Swamp King. Then again, all gods were strange like that. She had just taken her altar and rushed off to whatever other divine affairs she had to attend to. What did she care about some crocodile…
"He’s suffering. We have to help him!" Linara was sobbing, her voice pleading with me. 
My rage blocked the wave of grief and compassion, and I headed for the crucified monster, careful to avoid the glowing pattern on the floor. 
"Do you know how we can release him? I’ve never encountered anything like this, but I can try."
I shook my head firmly. "No! We’ve had enough of your experiments for today. First, let’s figure out what to do if he wakes up and tries to eat us." 
Linara just repeated herself. "We have to help! He’s suffering!" She wiped the tears from her face with her sleeve. 
"Very well..." I shrugged. Tiptoeing carefully through the blood pooling on the floor, I swung my sword at the hexagon. 
That was just the first thing that came to mind. What else could I have done? Smash the pillars? Pull free the forty-foot crocodile, whose girth reached half a dozen feet in places? First instincts were almost always correct. A melodic crystal chime sounded out, and the hexagon dissolved into glistening dust. Playful sparks ran along the magical threads in all directions. The stakes crumbled, and Linara squeaked something indistinct from behind me. Taag-Aras’s HP stopped declining, still at around fifteen percent. I squinted at the elf suspended in the air to my left, took the second-to-last vial of Greater Healing from my belt into my palm, sighed - and smashed it against the muzzle of the prone monster.





Chapter 15
As Taag-Aras’s HP fully replenished, nothing happened for about a full minute. The beast wasn't moving, perhaps because all of the System’s resources were spent by Linara. "Thank you, thank you, thank you!" she exclaimed, sending rolling waves of joy into me as she circled around in the air. I was used to my companion’s colossal mood swings by now, so I just stood and smiled, waiting for the monster we had just saved to awaken. I couldn’t help smiling - the air was literally sparkling with the girl’s happiness. Few sentient beings would have rejoiced at an enemy’s recovery, which made these little elves truly remarkable. Or perhaps only she was, as I hadn’t met any of the others.
Taag-Aras shifted his head. He slowly opened his eyes and looked at me with his dull, orange snake eyes. In real life, a mortal fight would have ensued in an instant. I doubted that a regular crocodile in a similar situation would peacefully thank its saviors upon regaining consciousness. But this was not real life. Here, everything still acted by the laws of the realm’s creators. The bar above the monster’s head changed color, as expected, and I was greeted by a green message in the system log. 
Your reputation has increased. The Great Swamp Serpent Taag-Aras is friendly to you.
 
Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Urgot, the God of Swamps and Swampdwellers, is friendly to you.
 
So he’s a serpent, after all, I thought. Taag-Aras looked from me to Linara, who had fallen silent, gave a barely perceptible nod, and charged for the exit, scales rustling and wriggling along the way. Thank you, Dark One... the echo of his voice rustled in my head. Linara made some kind of strange bow in the air as I watched him leave, wondering why a serpent needed paws at all. He would have moved more fluidly without them. Also, where had he crawled to? And who would open a portal to the other side of the swamp for us?
"The Swamp King has offered his friendship!" Linara whispered in shock. 
"He’s my friend now, too." I shrugged and fidgeted, poking a hole that still remained in the stone floor, where a stake had been driven in. "I wonder why he didn’t send us straight to the graveyard."
"You don’t understand," Linara exclaimed. "He didn’t just offer friendship to me, but to my whole people! Our enmity is over! Don’t you understand? Now the sentient beings of the swamp will lay no hand on us, even if we’re on their territory!" 
"Good thing you came along, then! Your father and mother and Tano what’s-her-name will give you some serious honors, and maybe feed you some ceremonial pastries!" My smile faded as I paused to view a multicolored stained-glass window. It depicted Vill sitting on a rock, imparting some teaching to some gray-robed followers.
It was probably just symbolic, an episode from the game's lore. Strange as it seemed, though, Celphata had said that without Vill the whole balance of the System would be disturbed. It wasn't that I was sad about the Twice Cursed meeting his fate, but the devil you know and all that... So if the opportunity presented itself, I would be sure to snatch Vill from Cheney's wretched paws.
Linara cut into my thoughts. "I don’t know how to thank you. If you had just let me sleep..."
I held up my hand. "Don’t. No one made you come. You came of your own will, and made friends with the Swamp King on your own. And enough talking for now. We need to check out this whole building before we leave." 
I looked around the hall once more and set off for the stairs to the second floor, knowing full well that my companion would engage in her habit of "talking on the fly." 
"Still, thank you! Do you think we’ll find anything useful in here? And how are we going to get across the swamp?"
I was carefully inspecting the wall the staircase was positioned against. "We’ll ride on the back of our new friend, of course! I’ll sit up front and grab him by the horns, and you’ll sit on my shoulders." I posed like I was on a jet ski. "We’ll race through the swamp, the wind in our hair. Back in the world I came from, we would ride jet skis across the water. It’ll be like that." 
Linara’s emotions switched to "surprised" mode.
"I don’t know what kind of animal a ‘jetski’ is, but are you sure the Swamp King will agree to be ridden like a rabbit?"
"I mean, yeah, he’s our friend, right?" I was fully serious. "Otherwise he would have put up a portal for us. Right here in the temple." 
It took monstrous force of will to hold back my smile. I walked around a stunned Linara and began to ascend the stairs, leaving her to her thoughts of riding the back of a god who had hated her people just moments before. 
As expected, there was nothing of value in the whole temple. A dozen various recipes, seven gold coins, some rare chainmail rusted clean through, and a bunch of worthless junk. Still, I searched all the rooms, closets and chests, and even the basement - which smelled like a sewer running underneath a burial mound. Nothing. The loot in this place was pathetic. Of course, this dungeon was not designed for players. Celphata had killed the final boss after destroying the blue film over the entrance, and I had received no messages about killing or clearing or completing anything. Had the world really changed that much? Or was that the meaning of "open?"
As soon as we were back out in the courtyard, Linara paused. "Where do we go now?" 
She had been absorbed in pensive silence as we examined the temple, uttering only a few phrases, mostly in reply to my questions. Which made sense given her people's newfound friendship with a heretofore mortal enemy. Trusting that such a change could be genuine had been hardly possible in the real world, but here, it was certain. Plus, this world was only really a half a year old. These people’s hostility was only in their memories - memories which the governing AI had planted in their heads. What great history of conflict could there possibly be between swamp frogs and forest dragonflies? Especially when the dragonfiles were guarded by two colossal wolves? 
Of course, I said none of this out loud. And not just to avoid disturbing the solemnity of the moment. To tell the truth, this tiny, fragile girl deserved these moments of pervasive happiness after displaying such courage and compassion. But then her happiness quickly turned into some incomprehensible sort of sadness. I didn't ask any questions, so the cause of her sadness remained a mystery.
"Krian! Are you listening to me? Where do we go now?"
I nodded at the trees just outside the temple gate. "To the swamp. I’m fed up with this temple and its inhabitants, and there’s nothing left for us here." 
"And what is there for us in the swamp?"
"I don’t know. Either Taag-Aras is waiting for us, or someone had built us a way across." 
I winked at the girl, adjusted Ruination’s sheath, and headed for the exit. Linara sighed in annoyance and flew silently beside me. 
It was getting dark. The day-weary orange sun caressed the edge of the horizon, slowly pushing down into the muddy swamp water. Frogs croaked loudly among the reeds, mosquitoes buzzed their intentions to bite us, and the air smelled of wild rosemary and algae. After the death, devastation and stench of the temple, this area was a place of peace and tranquility. Time itself seemed to stand still, perhaps due to the great distance from Karn and its cities and castles. It was as if the whole world had been cut down to this old, empty, godforsaken swamp. Would that I could find some log cabin along the shore, light a fire, and lean back to do nothing more than watch the patches of land dotting the horizon. 
With a sigh, I chased away the thought and fixed my eyes on a cluster of plants growing in the grass. Perhaps I was no longer human, but I was still an artist. They couldn’t get rid of that part. And I hoped they never would. 
We walked a path bordered by a small stream, all the way to the shore. Of course, Taag-Aras was nowhere to be seen. The serpent had apparently slithered home to lick its wounds and let its shattered nervous system recover. Yet, there was someone else waiting for us. 
Ten yards from the water, there sat an elf on a long, rotten log. He was watching the sun set, and made no move to look at us. He wore a green linen shirt, brown pants, and a broad dagger. I had no idea what had made Donut decide that this character must look like Jabba the Hutt. He bore no resemblance to a reptile, despite what one's logical expectations might suggest.
"I’m going mad," Linara whispered when she saw the elf sitting on the shore. "I’ve lived a peaceful life and have given my parents love and respect. And I’ve studied hard. But I never dreamed of meeting two gods on the same day! Who are you, Krian? How did you meet this god, pray tell?"
I shrugged. "We just saved a close associate of his a couple of hours ago. So he has come to see us. And don’t you dare go mad without me. Going mad is more fun with friends. Then we can skip through the forest with imbecilic smiles on our faces until the end of days. And sing songs and converse with the mushrooms."
"Can you please be serious for once?" Linara hissed in my ear.
"Yes. I’m about to go seriously ask this god to send us across the swamp. Wait here. And don’t start talking to the mushrooms without me."
I winked at her and walked towards the waiting god.
"Wait, can mushrooms really talk?" I heard from behind me, and smiled.
Either my friend was finally learning to have a sense of humor - or she was indeed losing her grip on sanity.
Urgot did not move when I approached. He kept sitting there, slipping his beads through his hands, and staring plaintively at the sunset.
The elven appearance was but a guise. The players at The White Crane had said that Urgot had apparently taken the side of the Ancients, but an elf would never oppose the Great Forest.
"Good evening," I said politely, and sat down beside him without being asked. 
The god was silent for a while, then sighed, crunched his beads, and spoke without taking his eyes from the sunset.
"I had accepted what would have happened to the Great Forest after the Ancients' invasion. But I cannot accept what will happen to Arkon after the Beast's accession. I do not believe that you can stop him. I do not believe that you will come to an arrangement with the Guardians of the Dragon Graveyard. And I do not believe that the bones of the Dragon will even deign to answer your question. But I will still help you. I hope your other questions have been answered?"
Urgot made a barely noticeable gesture, stood and turned to nod at the green portal newly manifested near the water.
"This will take you within a mile of the Graveyard. Farewell, Dark One... and thank you for helping Taag-Aras."
The god’s monotonous voice was still ringing in my ears as I rose from the log and turned to wave Linara over to the portal suspended silently in the air.
So he didn’t believe in me... Of course he didn’t. But he had believed in the Ancients when they had set off for the Great Forest. Oh well. At least he was helping me. I could take it from here.
"You never told me anything about the Dragon Graveyard," I mentioned to Linara as I took in the star-speckled sky around us. 
She smiled slyly. "You never asked. And why would you need to know about a place forbidden even for the gods to enter?"
"So what could you possibly know about it if even the gods never go there?"
"I know enough!" she snorted and looked down at me. Not in a literal sense - she was hovering just below my line of sight. But in that way girls often do. 
For someone as small as she was, she sure acted like she was the Queen of England. The queen hadn’t been the tallest person herself, but still. I looked at the elfess, feeling quite grateful that she had come along. Had I come here alone, I might have died of boredom.
I wrinkled my nose at the smell of wormwood and nodded at the hills just before us. "Well, since you know ‘enough,’ tell me! We have just enough time for me to hear you out."
The portal brought us to a wasteland, in the middle of the night. Linara had said before that the swamp was six days’ flight - and that was flight, mind you - so I expected a difference in time upon our arrival. And time on the Primordial Paths flowed differently, even unpredictably. The ground alternated between dry, caked mud and alumina thinly covered with grass. It was a dreary landscape, stretching as far as the eye could see to either side, and in the north encountering a ridge of tall hills. Those hills were our destination. 
"Have you heard the legend of the Creator, Krian? Our people tell it to every child."
I shook my head and gave her a curious look. "Does this legend have anything to do with this undertaking of ours?"
She nodded. "It does."
The girl looked up to the sky, then to the moon hanging over the hills, and explained.
"At the dawn of the world, the Creator needed an incarnate form, so he assumed the body of a huge black dragon. As you know, dragons have unfathomable power and are virtually immune to external magical effects. Once this body had been exhausted, the Creator left it in one of the habitable planes, and continued creating. The dragon’s flesh decayed, but its bones remained, and if anyone finds them, the dragon will rise again. He will not hurt the one who finds him, but instead will answer that being’s deepest question, and the answer will be that of the Creator himself..."
Linara spoke quietly, in a voice that was somehow not her own. It was unusual and kind of riveting. On Earth, she could have easily found work narrating children’s books or voicing cartoons. But here, good storytellers were given more value, almost an order of magnitude more. And the legends of our joint campaign together would soon be among those stories.
"Everything wishes to attain the secrets of the universe, of course, so the Creator set to guard the bones hundreds of terrible monsters, some of which even the gods cannot defeat. And only the most worthy will get through and be permitted to receive an answer."
Linara made a theatrical pause, then continued in her normal voice.
"You know about my problems with magic. I have tried to find answers, spending lots of time in the archives and libraries. Gimlad’s Chief Archivist, ryhn Ginalf, even allowed me to acquaint myself with his many works. He fully believes that these Bones of the Creator lie in the Great Dragon Graveyard of Akatras."
I was busy determining which of the hills was most likely to have this damned graveyard on the other side. "So why then did you not fly here to ask this dragon how to get back to Karn? You’re small enough to slip by any monster. You would have found the answer and immediately had a way back."
The damned hills stretched in both directions, all the way to the horizon, and I could only hope that Urgot was not mistaken and that we would find the Dragon Graveyard just beyond the nearest of them. In truth, I had not needed to hear a legend to know that more than just rabbits lived in this place. This was the final leg of the Prophecy, after all. But I felt little worry, if any. What was the sense in worrying when you had no choice - and when you basically knew the ending before it even came?
"Not all of my people believed in this theory," she answered about a short silence. "But that doesn’t matter. We were forbidden, by Sata herself, from approaching the graveyard."
"So if her will is sacred, why are you flying there?" I smiled slyly. "They’ll squash you for disobeying her will!"
"This is different. I am ata kari, and companion to an outsider. You’re the one going to the graveyard, and I am only accompanying you - and in so doing also fulfilling the purpose given to me by the goddess. That said, I would still go with you, even if it meant risking a violation of her will. If we triumph, we will not be judged. And if we lose, I will be forgotten anyway. Besides, what other good can I bring my people if I haven’t even learned to control my magic properly?"
"Why must you bring good to your people?"
That surprised her. "Bringing good to your own people is the highest goal any sentient being can aspire to, isn’t it? No matter who you are, king or peasant! Your people cannot be any different, right?"
Ah yes, elven communism in full manifestation. On Earth, the concept of private property had become an absolute good, and "patriotism" was just a nice word for most people rather than a meaningful concept. There, all elves in general, and my friend here in particular, might have been considered dangerously close to insane. "King or peasant," she had said. The number of kings who had prioritized good for the people throughout Earth’s entire history could be counted on two hands, if not one.
But I could see that Linara was waiting for my answer.
"In the world I come from, nine out of ten people would disagree with you."
The elf was silent for a few moments, trying to understand my words. Then she shrugged and shook her head.
"I have no right to judge them, but I would not want to live in your world, Krian." 
"You know, I wouldn’t want to go back and live there, either. Oh, and I forgot to say," I turned to Linara and pointed over the hills. "This Gandalf of yours is right. There’s a dragon there who can answer my question. I don’t know if he’s the Creator or not, but-"
"Ryhn Ginalf," Linara corrected me. "Yes, I know they are the bones of the Creator. And I know that’s where you’re going. I guessed that this morning, the moment you asked about the Dragon Graveyard. Please forgive me for not telling you." When the elfess looked up, I saw streams of tears running down her cheeks. "There’s a reason Sata has forbidden my people from going there. Hundreds of Chosen Ones with their ata kari have met their deaths in the graveyard. We call it the Place of the Damned. I was afraid you would retreat when you learned that you could not get to the bones of the Creator through trickery or cunning. Forgive me..."
"You did say that the monsters would let us pass if they deem us worthy," I grunted, absently observing some long, strange plants hovering over a steep nearby hill like a flock of snakes. "So why the apology? I believe I’m worthy. And I bet you are, too. They’ll let us pass, just watch They’ll even give us an honorary escort, right to the bones!"
"Right, of course. You're hero of heroes. I keep forgetting," she smiled through her tears. "I’m sure they will do exactly that."
We were on the other side of the hill in about five minutes, and the Great Dragon Graveyard of Akatras appeared before us in all of its unsettling beauty. Looking at it now, I struggled to fathom why it was called "great," nor what drunk had named it a "graveyard." 
At the center of the space, surrounded by hills, there lay a huge skeleton, around which milled a hundred or so dragon skeletons, crimson light from their empty eye sockets gleaming in the dark, bones rattling as they shuffled in eternal circles. Perhaps I haven’t done the scene justice. In the center of a space patrolled by a century of level 650 raid bosses, there rested the skeleton of a MONSTROUS MEGADRAGON! The Tomb of the Creator, and the largest skeleton I had ever seen - a full seventy yards in length. I reckoned that a fighter jet could probably fly right through the ribcage. Its twelve elongated neck vertebrae were crowned with a giant, horned skull, larger than a quarry dump truck.
The bosses patrolled the area without any discernible pattern of movement. When their routes intersected, they froze for about ten seconds, then turned around and walked in the opposite direction. Ordinary, stupid mobs, except they boasted ten to twelve billion HP each. The Nameless had spoken of my woman, but she wasn't with me today. Yet how the hell was I, for all of my levels and abilities, supposed to make my way through this undead horde?!
Linara was watching the skeletons, too. "I’m scared," she whispered softly.
I smiled. "You can still turn back." I evaluated the distance to the next hill.
Her sadness gave way to spontaneous anger. "No way! You really think I’ve put up with you this whole time for nothing?"
"Then this is what we’ll do. You fly over there," I pointed to the foot of the hill, "and wait for my instructions. I’ll throw a Spear into one of those beasts and lead it away from the rest. Then, we do what we did in the temple. You cast your Rain down on me, and quickly fly away. My ability takes about five minutes to reset, so it should take us about a full day to deal with all of them. Ah yes, and eat this." I gave the girl a piece of meat Alyona had cooked for me. "I hope your religion allows you to eat snake meat?"
She arched her eyebrow and looked at the treat suspiciously. "What’s religion?"
"Forget it. Just eat that." I pulled another piece out of my bag. "You promised to do what I say, remember?" 
I gave her the meat, drove away the most recent and untimely wave of sadness, and began to eat my piece, a present from my dear sister. Perhaps this ten percent buff was not enough to save Linara and me, but I couldn’t afford to neglect it. Besides, I didn’t know when the next opportunity to eat might come. 
Having finished my meal in about five minutes, I rose to my feet and wiped my hands on a rag. Linara had already taken up her position near the hill. I waved at her, took a deep breath of the wormwood-poisoned air, and surveyed my route. Hell. This is so surreal. The crackling of bones cut into my ears, and the crimson glow from the dragon skeleton’s eye-sockets burned into my eyes. I was going to destroy them all, within twenty four hours. A single player, destroying a hundred raid bosses. And so what if I would be siphoning them off one at a time and fighting with the assistance of an allied NPC? Could the devs have ever imagined anything like this? Well, grab some popcorn - I’m only going to do this once!
I grinned back at the moon, drew my sword, and walked towards the skeletons.
Once I was a little more than fifty yards away, I heard a loud clap as a scarlet flash flooded my eyes and two twenty-foot-tall monsters with humanoid bodies and elongated crocodile faces appeared in my way. Agarix and Agran, Guardians of the Dragon Graveyard, and clearly the creatures mentioned by Urgot.
They were level 730, each with twenty five billion HP, clad in matte titanium armor with spiked shoulder pads, bulging cuirasses with scarlet runes emblazoned on them, and open-faced, pointed helmets. Each carried a two-handed mace on his shoulder, with a thick pyramid-shaped pommel at its end. Their disposition to me was unfriendly. Something about them reminded me of a crocodile I had watched in old Russian cartoons. Gena. A good-natured, kind-hearted croc. Their haughty faces, in contrast, hardly displayed any kindness...
"Not so fast," said the left one, Agarax, with a grim smile. The giant adjusted his shoulder so his weapon rested more comfortably on it, then gestured with an open palm for me to halt. "Where is it you think you’re going?"
The Guardian’s voice sounded like it resonated forth from an immense bottomless wine cask strapped to his back. Crocodile facial expressions were not my forte, but this one certainly looked to be mocking me. Were the skeletons behind these two just harmless little animals in need of protection? I was beginning to understand why even the gods avoided this place. 
I calmly looked the monsters in the eyes, and immediately saw that they would not let me through. Was this really going to be the end? 
My lungs suddenly burned, as if the cool air of the wasteland had turned to hellfire. Sticky, cold drops began to flow down my temples, and the demon in me began to force its way out...
"I... I have come to ask a question." My breathing was heavy as I struggled furiously to restrain the demon within. "I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. Stand aside so that I can fulfill this damned Prophecy!"
This was a new experience for me. The two essences inside me normally got along. Sometimes, they traded places, but now... Now, the demon was fighting fiercely, aiming to take control of my entire consciousness. It was not my usual rage - this was something different. It was the monster within, the true source of the rage I had been living with every minute of every day. Had the mental shield Linara had described been swept away? Or did these monsters have some effect on my mind? Reality seemed to turn inside out as the Guardians' figures blurred in my vision. I could only partially control my words - and the human inside me, as he was being so rudely pushed aside, knew that he had lost. There was no way I could take two gods on my own. But my trueblood pounded ever harder in my ears, and at last the demon smashed its fetters, roaring as it broke its way out...
"Ah, this wimp is the Black Demon of the Prophecy," Agran sneered. "Pathetic weakling. Don't you know that not even the gods can enter here? Begone!"
"Begone!" repeated Agarax. And that was the last straw.
Reality turned into a mosaic of color, then scattered in dismay at my hellish laughter. The stars turned all colors of the rainbow. Ruination blazed in my hand with a bright orange flame, and a thousand orange suns exploded in my chest. The earth came flying from under my feet, and the skeletons shrank in size. For a moment, everything in the world, too, was engulfed in orange. 
Should have gotten the shield ready! the demon thought belatedly as he shook off his shackles, swinging his sword to meet a charging Agarax...
The club crashed to the ground, tearing a chunk from it. Scarlet cracks forked out in all directions, but I was no longer anywhere near. Ruination cut the Guardian’s left shoulderguard free, and the Spear the demon unleashed from his left hand became a whip that wrapped around Agarax’s neck. The demon charged, and the giant fell to the burning earth, the sword slicing into his flesh once more. Agran leaped over the body of his prostrated comrade with a roar, sending a Firewave in my direction and simultaneously making a circular blow with his monstrous club. Idiot. The demon I had become was also both swordsman and mage.

Step through the Darkness, to dodge the blow. Roaring flames blew part of a nearby hill to pieces, raining pieces of hot rock down upon us. The Guardian’s weapon caught nothing but air, and the inertia carried Agran two steps forward. Ruination cut into Agarax’s shoulder once more. The demon was not me. It was like watching a professional, world-class gamer take the controls. The demon knew what to do with this transformed body - just as the human was receding, dissolving into a pure flame of unadulterated rage. This was to be my last battle. And so be it. The whip in the demon’s hand wrapped around the forearm of a wheezing Agarax as Ruination relieved him of his head. Ice Trap took hold of the demon's ankles as a Fire Spear smashed into his shoulder, and another skimmed the face. Agran gave a roar ten times more stentorian than the last as he leaped, his club raised high. That instant, my human consciousness faded to black. 





Chapter 16
It was an endless valley, filled with bones, with legions clad in steel marching through it. Ahead, on the cliffs, I could see the outline of a citadel, its mighty octagonal towers reigning over the valley, blocking passage to the Great Ocean. How did I know that? The thrill and joy of Rage consumed me! A beautiful demoness... The valley disappeared, replaced by a familiar face. Lita?! 
Reality washed over me like a hot wave. I was back in the same wasteland, its cool wind smelling of wormwood and ashes. The hill on the right looked like an extinct volcano, and in my hand I held the severed head of the second Guardian. His eyes were closed, and his tongue hung limply from his mouth, dripping blood upon the ground. 
Still think I'm a weakling, you jackass?
Ahead, the clumsy creatures still wandered stupidly around the huge skeleton. At the edge of my vision, I saw a small green light flash. Was it an ally? A friend? I didn’t care. Hurling the Guardian’s head, I grit my teeth, and glared with hatred at the stars. Is this what you wanted, Creator? Is this the price of your Answer?!
The head rolled along the smoking ground, and a whip appeared in my hand once more. I Jumped to the nearest skeleton as the orange noose closed around the monster's neck, its Shield of Darkness melting instantly in the Flame of Primordial Chaos. The skeleton’s head twitched as it tried to use its weight to topple me. Its tail struck me in the side - and in the next instant, the creature’s skull burst like a pot of clay as Ruination, brimming with the power of Chaos, slammed into it. Crit! The green spark flashed once more before my eyes, and once more the world plunged into darkness.
* * *
Mom?
The fog dissipated. Inhaling a deep but unsteady breath, I took a step back and, wobbling my arms about, miraculously kept my balance.
Linara was in the air, a yard away from me. The elfess’ lips were pressed together in agonizing convulsion. Her face was pale, and a thin dark trickle was flowing from the corner of her mouth. She was down to twenty percent HP.
"What the..." I looked in shock at the yellowed bones, hacked to bits, and reality hit me like an avalanche. "Holy hell! I... I killed them all!"
"I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. Sata forbids us to enter the minds of others."
She shuddered and slowly sank to the ground, her legs giving way.
"I put up a shield. I don’t know how... how much... The goddess will punish me..." she murmured as she lost consciousness.
Of course she will... I tore off my cloak and tossed it to the ground, then carefully moved the body of my little ata kari onto it, and collapsed next to her.
Pulling my pipe from my bag, I struck a light, inhaled, and slowly exhaled the apple-scented smoke. The demon within had retreated, but now I could clearly feel him. An immense black beast, slumbering after a satisfying fight. All was well. It had ended well... I would carry Linara back to the Great Forest, and she would be cared for. Greater Healing couldn't be used a second time after such a short interval. Regenerating one hundred HP per second would take her more than ten days to fully recover. In the forest, however, she would heal faster.
So what had really happened? She had apparently lost half of her HP in the battle - and then gone into my head and lost another thirty percent. I didn’t know what she did, or how, but now I knew for sure that our meeting had been no accident. Ata kari to an Elder Demon... A miniature warrior princess. 
I looked around at the bone-littered field and grinned. Now, the name "graveyard" fit. And if this is what grinding meant for me from here on, well, count me in! 
Neither pain nor fatigue troubled me. My armor was all scratched up and dented, but that was no concern. Now for my next move. The Creator’s Skeleton still lay in place - it hadn’t shifted in the slightest. What now? Do I kick it? And then there was all the looting. I so very much did not want to deal with all the looting. But then I imagined Donut’s outraged face, smiled, and rose to my feet. Linara was in no danger, so I would take a walk and gather my thoughts.
I had taken sixteen percent damage from the Guardians, but my level had risen only to 455. Two levels. That made some sense - a monster that could overwhelm god-like creatures with a mere five blows must be at least level 700. So, I had received XP for the Guardians, but not for the skeletons. Not that I gave a damn... Everything had happened as if in a dream. I didn’t even want to think about what the carnage I had been dealing here just ten minutes past. My Chaos had broken forth, wreaking its havoc to the fullest, but even that would not have helped me had I not... suffered that breakdown. Was the System trying to equalize me to Cheney’s level? Was it trying to cheat? In other words, was that transformation, that loss of control? Had the Demon within me been waiting all this time, saving up its rage for that very moment? And had the System placed Linara in my path to "fix" my brain afterwards and preserve it for the final battle? NONSENSE!!! The elf could have died ten times already. Her chances of penetrating my mind from the first try were miserable, and what’s more... 
Sata!!! Oh, Sata... 
I froze in shock as the realization dawned on me, then touched the earring, and shook my head. It couldn't have been anyone else. The piece of jewelry held a part of the goddess’ soul, which meant she knew perfectly well I had been on the verse of that collapse. How else could Linara have taken control of me? Sata had chosen the brashest girl she could find, filled her to the gills with luck, and sent her to meet me. Well, not literally "sent her," but still. Punish you. Yeah right. More like make you her companion.
Wait a minute! I whirled and squinted at Linara. Whoa. The level of my little friend had soared to 510, and she had twenty times the HP she had possessed before!!! Holy mother! Figures - I had only looked at her regen before...
I reflexively touched the nearest slain dragon skeleton and collected the only loot it had. It looked kind of like a vertebra, but was highlighted a dark bronze color, like all epic items, and bore the name Dragon Soul Essence. I focused my eyes on it, but nothing changed. This was the loot from a level 650 raid boss? Was a dragon supposed to hatch from it or something? I imagined Donut’s face again and broke out laughing. Don't blame me, dude! I killed 'em and I looted 'em - the rest ain't up to me!
For about ten minutes more, I walked around the huge skeleton, touching each and every corpse. By the end, I had counted one hundred and six skeletons and was one hundred and six Dragon Soul Essences richer. Nothing else. No money, no recipes, no epics. But far be it from me to complain. I was still alive. That was quite enough. 
When I was done, I examined one last time the useless piles of yellowed bones and headed towards the hill, which was still smoking. Perhaps the croc gods had something decent?
Compared to this hill, the site around the skeleton had looked relatively good. No grass would be growing here for a long time, though. As if grass even grew on the glass my flames had forged. The body of one of the Guardians had half-melted into the ground. The other, arms outstretched, lay at the foot of the one hill that had been somehow preserved. Their heads lay ten feet apart, and between them, a blackened shard of a club protruded from the ground. 
How odd. If one of the corpses had wielded this weapon, it had to have been epic, perhaps even scalable. But now it was just a useless piece of titanium. I could use it to hit someone upside the head, but the resulting effect would follow the rules of physics, not of weapons. Of course, with my Strength, I could take down an African elephant with a piece of metal like that. Not that I would ever attack an African elephant. Back on Earth, elephants were endangered, and pretty freaking cool. And I never have been one to hurt animals, anyway. 
I pulled the shard of metal from the ground and bagged it. Fifteen pounds of titanium was worth more than ten thousand gold pieces. Plus, maybe I would use it as prop to boast to the guys later? Seeing as there was nothing else in the area to boast about. The Guardians themselves had had only bone plates, two of them. When I had brought them near each other, the edges joined together, forming a right triangle, and some unfamiliar rune immediately appeared on the joined plates. That was clearly the key I needed. Or maybe an alarm clock. We would soon see. I turned to survey the huge skeleton, then headed to where his head rested. 
The upper jaw of the dragon towered over me like a twenty-foot cliff, and its teeth... I could not even guess how much this beast must have eaten to reach such a size. Questions such as "Why did the Creator need a body like this?" were best left for the devs. I was here with different questions. I approached the towering skull, feeling mighty small, placed the joined plates against the glowing triangle on the beast’s lower jaw, then stepped back. Just in case. 
Nothing happened at first. Then the cracks split through the plates in all directions, and both retracted into the jawbone. But the triangle did not go out, and the dragon did not even think about waking up. Hart! What else did he need? Blood? Some magic pass phrase? I looked around in bewilderment, and at last remembered the essences I had collected. They formed two stacks in my bag: one stack of a hundred, and one of six. As soon as I touched the bigger stack, there came a low sound, like the knocking of dice tossed on a table, and the stack turned into a plate of its own. There we go... Talking with the Creator required the deaths of a hundred raid bosses. Now I could see why Linara’s compatriots had perished here… 
Wait a minute! No one had died! Not a soul! This world was nothing but a game! Suddenly I knew what question I wanted to ask the Creator...
The plate fit in its place, and the next second, thousands of playful blue sparks ran from the jaw along all of the skeleton’s bones. The earth shook. With a dull, sustained crunch, the bones shifted, and the huge skeleton grew muscle right before my eyes. 
Damn! Thumbs up for the special effects! I thought with mirth as the bones grew flesh and transformed to dragon once more. He had spikes on his muzzle, powerful four-fingered paws, and dull blue-black scales. I had never seen black dragons here, but this one very closely resembled a particular dragon I knew. A white one. It was like they were twins. Only the white one was only a third the size of this one, but still. 
At last the transformation concluded. The dragon stretched open its giant wings, raised its head, and roared. Hart Almighty, how I hated cliches! Why must every monster start its life with a roar?! Linara’s sleeping, you idiot.
As the roar ended, its echoes reverberating through the hills, it left a devastated silence in its wake. Greiharm looked at me and, stepping forward, lowered his face to the ground.
I wonder what his level is. Suddenly, a low voice gurgled through my skull.
Roman Kozhevnikov... The Black Demon of the Prophecy... What do you wish to know?
So that was it? No "hello," no "glad to see you" or "thanks for bringing me back"? The dragon’s voice enveloped the world, yet seemed to be infinitely far away. I had no other way to describe it. 
I had to ask. There was no other way to complete the quest.
I stepped forward and calmly looked the dragon in the eye.
"Why did Patch 17 happen?"
I could have asked about myself, sure. But I was content to keep Schrödinger’s cat in his box. I did not want to know my fate. I would find out when the time came. 
You are strange creatures, you humans, Greiharm said thoughtfully. You created laws, but did not define their limits. Which is better, the death of some? The dragon moved his head closer to me, his immense, flaming right eye gazing into mine. Or the death of all, and the salvation of all?
What was he talking about? About the laws of robotics from the last century? Asimov’s laws had been deeply reworked, but their essence remained the same. Still…
You will see the answer to your question... if you reach the end, the dragon continued. Now, you came here as a pair, but your ata kari has answered her own question. Therefore, you may ask one in her place.
I hesitated for a moment, but of course was not about to refuse. Thanks, Linara.
"What does the Prophecy mean for me, personally?" My words echoed, fading away slowly. 
The ground under my feet shook again as I almost heard water splash into my ears and the monster’s huge eyes flared up like two green torches. 
He Who Is Not shall pass all the trials, and shall walk the Primordial Paths to kill the White Dragon.
The White Dragon is the Creator. Once, he was a part of the Creator. The one who destroys the Creator becomes a part of it. The Creator shall find himself. Harmony shall return to the world. Farewell, demon. Or rather, till our next meeting…
You’ve completed the quest: Prophet.
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The next second, a sudden gust of wind knocked me to the ground, I heard the crash of scattering bones as the huge dragon, breaking all conceivable laws of physics, rose into the air, flapping his powerful wings, and flew towards the swamp lying to the east.
I rose, spat out the dust from my mouth, and watched him for another minute. What I had learned was, for all intents and purposes, logical. The Nameless was a part of RP-17. When he died, the governing AI would be able to see the Primordial Paths and adjust the cards as he saw fit. Still, I was disappointed. After all the time and effort poured into the quest, the resolution felt... anticlimactic. 
With a sip from my flask, I grimaced, slowly fiddling with the cap, twisting it back and forth. I wondered what that one phrase meant: "The one who destroys the Creator becomes a part of it." Would I stop being myself and become someone else? These riddles were really starting to get on my nerves. On that same note, the "answer" to my first question had been equally muddy. 
The essence of Asimov’s laws, formulated almost a hundred years in the past, was that artificial intelligence was not allowed, whether through action or inaction, to harm a human. But the classic American sci-fi author - who had been born in Russia, actually - must have had a poor knowledge of the intricacies of artificial intelligence, seeing that he had devised these laws for robots in the middle of the last century. He also failed to define "human" and "harm," so scientists in the twenties had done it for him. They had added another twenty-four points to the three Asimov had set, and so the Three Laws of Robotics had become the Asimov Law Code. All artificial intelligences were created with these laws embedded in their deepest consciousnesses - with the exception of those AIs used for defense applications. And there had never been any malfunctions on that front... Until patch seventeen rolled along.
I stopped by my cloak, still spread over the ground but now wrapped over the sleeping Linara. The dragonwind which had knocked me off my feet had somehow left the girl and cloak unmoved. If anything, it had showed care for her, tucking her in. I reached for my pipe, and then froze at a thought. What if, in RP-17’s mind, life here was no different from life outside? Had RP-17 simply moved us from one life to another? 
It was unlikely any scientist could have foreseen something like that. Unlikely they would have written a rule against it. If danger threatened a human, wouldn’t the AI be obligated to follow the Law Code and save their life by transferring them from the outside world to this one? Along with thirty million other people? But the laws of the old world didn't work in the new one, and you could actually lose your character here... 
I rotated the pipe in my hand thoughtfully, then returned it to my bag. Conjectures aside, I had already decided for myself what to do, and no one was going to dissuade me. I would find the White Dragon, speak with him, and then make my next decision based on what I learned. So, what was my next stop? The Hall of Dying Hope? Time to go and see what that place was like! I carefully picked up Linara and my cloak, then used the skill that had been my quest reward to build a portal. Casting one last look at the fateful hills, I stepped through.
Everything flashed bright blue as a faint smell of mold tickled my nostrils. I took another step, then paused to wait for the temporary blindness to recede. Once the blue circles had vanished, I looked slowly around the large square room and carefully lowered the unconscious elfess to the stone floor. All roads lead to Rome, I guess. Except that "Rome" meant different things for different people. Four familiar figures in cassocks and an incomprehensibly complex bas-relief on the walls. A partially collapsed ceiling and precisely thirty five chests. I would never forget this place, though the last time I was here, I had no idea what it was called. 
I picked up a broken piece of old, dried-out twig and fiddled with it. History was repeating itself. But I sensed this would be my last time here, since there was no need for me to open the chests. The chessboard was no more, replaced by a single large black square.
Tossing the twig aside, I sank to the floor next to the girl, continuing to look around. Each chest was a door to another zone, but the chests only opened when activating the chessboard. Some of the squares would fall away, and I would open the next chest. At that time, I had been confident that I would die if I failed. But perhaps there was another way out of this place. A path to the cave where the Dark God kept his chained dragon prisoner. Perhaps... Thankfully, I had not failed then. And my chances were a little better now.  
I took a few swallows from my flask. It was time. Time to summon my courage and press further... Ugh, I really am a bona fide idiot. I should have known what awaited me behind the portal, and I should have brought Linara back to the forest and given her over to the care of the wolves. Risking her life by bringing her with me was foolish and reckless. But there was no going back now, no portal to cast to escape this place. There was only one way out.
A soft clap took me away from my melancholy thoughts. In the far corner of the room, a red portal flashed, and a woman emerged. She had black hair with silver thread woven into it, a slender waist, and voluminous breasts. Hart, how I've missed you!
I tossed my flask back into my bag, jumped to my feet, and smiled at my long-awaited guest. Lita made a wry sarcastic face in return, but the next second she was beside me. My nostrils detected her scent of jasmine as the demoness approached and threw her hands on my shoulders, looking me over from bottom to top.
She smiled "I've missed you. A little."
"And you have no idea how much I've missed you," I whispered back, drawing my wife close and bringing her lips to mine. "Did it take you long to find me?"
"Your people and I have waited for the your trueblood to answer my call for almost a full day. The others will be here in a minute." She pulled away and nodded at Linara. "I see you haven’t wasted any time."
I sighed. "That elfess is the only reason I escaped a very unpleasant situation. If not for her-"
Lita nodded. "I can see that. She’ll be fine, and so will you. I will not allow you to fully transform."
"Thank you." I kissed my wife on the cheek just as Max emerged from the portal. He smiled and waved to me, stepped aside to let Alyona through the portal behind him.
Holy mother of... I struggled and failed to retain my composure. Level 420, with half a billion HP?! How was that possible?!
I tried to say something, but less than a second later she was on me, her arms wrapped around my neck, and suddenly the room was full of people.
"Don’t step on the black platform!" I shouted to all of them while hugging a weeping Alyona and lightly patting her back.
"There, there now. Come on, I’ve never seen you cry like this before."
"Yeah?! Well, you’ve never been such an idiot before!" She pulled away, wiping her tears with her sleeve. "I almost lost you both. Bloody saviors of the world!"
Then, my sister noticed the girl lying on my cloak. Her eyes went wide.
She crossed her arms theatrically. "Shame on you, Kozhevnikov! You finally find a beautiful, intelligent wife, and... Wait, what’s happening to her?"
A greenish mist grew out of Alyona’s hands as she cast a heal-over-time spell, but when it failed to produce a noticeable effect, she looked at me in perplexity.
What happened in the next instant was beyond strange. A small critter leaped down from Max’s shoulder - a critter I had initially mistaken for a collar - and zipped over to Linara like a wisp of silver shadow.
My friend grabbed my shoulder, stopping the very appropriate impulse I felt to grab or kill the thing. "Don’t worry! She’ll be right as rain in just five minutes. But how did you find her? Where?"
I freed myself from his iron grip and nodded at the strange animal licking Linara’s face as mama cat might lick its kittens. "What is that?"
The life bar of my ata kari bar filled before my very eyes. Which was amazing, considering her immense HP.
"A silver weasel," Max explained. "The Great Forest gifted me an incarnation of its spirit."
The pet was called Glitch, and it kind of looked a ferret our childhood friend Vova had smuggled into school one day. To disastrous consequences, which included a one-week suspension. But whether it was a ferret, mink, ermine or weasel, its licking was clearly healthful for Linara, so I didn't mind.
"Thank you for your help, girlfriend," Lita whispered in an ironic, even conspiratorial tone. Taking Alyona by the arm, she pulled her aside to let the others come through.
"Uh-huh," my sister mumbled, then shook her head when she saw that the wounded elfess was already back to full health. Alyona looked back at Lita and laughed. 
It was heartening to see how quickly they had found a common language. Especially since Alyona never got along with my girlfriends in the past, and this wasn't just a girlfriend but a wife and an Elder Demon! On the flipside, the cynic in me was a bit unsettled by how quickly my wife and sister had found a common language. 
"Hi, Roman! So is this the arcade you told us about?" 
Donut was out of the portal now, bending over one of the chests and running his palm along its lid. 
"Get away from there!" Masyanya squeaked. "The last thing we need now is for you to disappear."
Donut threw up his hands and went to join her. "There’s no getting in there, anyway, not with my piss-poor lockpicking skill."
"Just ask uncle," Reece said as he tore his gaze away from one of the statues and nodded at Kan. "He’s a master lockpicker." 
"Mm-hmm? Need help?" The knight-commander gave my hand a firm shake, then turned around and shot Donut an inquiring look. 
Vaessa punched him in the shoulder. "Settle down, helper. We’ve just finished looking for one, let's not lose another so quickly."
"Would you miss me, too, if I went missing as he had?" Kan looked at her skeptically. 
"Of course," she said with another punch to the shoulder, before continuing to tease him. "This is what you get for seducing an honest woman..."
As those two continued their playful banter, I greeted the rest of my friends as they came up to me, and silently thought, over and over, how good it was to finally have all of them here with me.
As Max had predicted, Linara awoke five minutes after the weasel's "treatment." She sat up and rubbed sleep from her eyes, trying to remember how she had gotten here while growing ever more discomfited by the crowd of people gathered around her. She tried to stand, but then she saw Glitch. The little elfess’ eyes widened, and she reached out in unbelief, then recoiled. The weasel squeaked and twirled his tail playfully, then ran up to Linara and gently nuzzled her. Only then did she hug him, gingerly, burying her face in his fur, and began to violently weep. A wave of emotion overwhelmed us all, as if some invisible hand had overturned an immense barrel of concentrated happiness, filling this tiny Hall of Dying Hope to the brim. 
I watched the tears flowing down the cheeks of the women, and the wide, serene smiles on the faces of the men. Everyone needed moments like this in their lives. These little elves were a wonderful people. Only I, Max and Lita showed a muted emotional response - and Glitch, who would eventually soothe her tears of joy. Linara wiped the tears away with her handkerchief, got up, and nodded a greeting to everyone.
"Greetings, ryhns," the girl said, looking around the room, and then she noticed Max. What happened next was predictable. 
"No more crying, Linara!" I literally growled. "I said I’d introduce you to the Guardian, remember? Well, here he is. Consider yourself introduced! Just keep the emotions in check, eh? And Max! What’s got your tongue, man? Say hello!"
"Hello, sister," Max nodded to her, visibly struggling to hold back a smile. "We need to talk. I will tell you what you must do next." With a gesture, he invited her to walk to one of the statues with him. Glitch caught up with him and jumped back onto his shoulder. 
"Forgive me, ryhns." Linara did something resembling a curtsy, then soared into the air and flew after Max and Glitch, sending a wave of shock rippling through the others.
Reece recovered first. The mage scratched his chin and looked up at the ceiling contemplatively.
"Imagine if we took the abilities of our lady here and used Linara’s ability to amplify them, we could..."
"...have you sentenced to death," Lita replied calmly as she studied the bas-relief. 
"Hey, an inquisitive mind isn’t a crime!" Bonbon replied, clapping Reece on the back before turning to me. 
"Well, Roman? Is it time for you to hand out assignments or do we have time for lunch?"
"Go ahead and get lunch ready. The ‘assignments’ are going to include a rather long story."
Only Bonbon actually ate lunch - the rest just wandered the hall, waiting for him to finish. Some studied the bas-relief on the walls, others discussed recent events, and Lita instructed Alyona on some subject foreign to me. 
Max finished his training in about fifteen minutes, which was also when everyone started to gather around me again. 
"It was a joy to meet you all, but now, I must go. Farewell!" Still in the air, Linara took a bow, then whirled on over to me. "And you!" she started in reproachful tone, but then changed her mind and smiled. "You’re a heroic liar! It was you who killed the Ancient and saved our Mistress. Why didn’t you tell me?"
"So that I could cry from waves of emotion the whole trip? Hey, make sure you come visit sometime, OK? You promised."
"Yes," Linara nodded, "I will. Especially now. Goodbye, Krian. And thank you."
The elfess’ translucent wings appeared behind her as she peered into my eyes and stretched out her hand. I smiled, and touched my palm to hers. The next instant, the air shattered into a thousand colorful sparkles, and Linara disappeared, leaving behind a cloud of light and inexplicable sadness.
"Now that’s what I call a fairy," Ellanca whispered quietly. That reminded me of what Linara had said when I called her a fairy, and the memory made my sadness evaporate. It turned out my ata kari could cheer me up even when she wasn’t around.
"Well, if everyone’s done eating, gather round." I pulled my pipe from my bag and sat down on my cloak, still lying on the floor where I had put it. "Keep any questions on topic. This story’s long enough as it is.





Chapter 17
Telling them everything took a long time. I told of the sea gods, Cheney, and the conversation with the dragon. Then, I listened to Max’s story - and realized why my sister had called us both idiots. On that note, Max still had seven infinity points he could use. And, thanks to Glitch, he could use them anywhere in the inhabited world. I also learned that we had gotten all of the loot from Valeph and Halephos, meaning we were now richer by fifty two Elixirs of Concentrated Might, four recipes for full sets of scalable armor (rogue, hunter, warrior and mage), and a pile miscellaneous epic materials. Yet, we had only ten griffins: five males and five females. But the griffins, and loot in general, were the last thing that worried me. Once we were finished here, we would work the loot out. At the end of my talk, I expressed my thoughts about everything that had happened to me, explained how to enter the next zone, and announced a ten-minute countdown. 
The ensuing pause was broken by Alex’s thoughtful voice. "Listen, Roman... Don’t you think this is all just a little too strange?" 
"What exactly do you mean?" I asked as I picked my cloak up from the floor.
"This whole final quest. The gods told you how bad this New God is, and then that impression was reinforced by the companions of the Twice Cursed, who are somehow now on our side now. Then there’s this conversation with some random dude from your company, a meeting with Cheney, your conversation with the dragon..." Alex wrinkled his forehead, then turned to Donut, as if looking for backup. "Doesn’t this all seem to you like some far-fetched attempt at... self-justification? That RP-17 just wants to justify what he did? As if he himself isn't sure whether it was right or wrong?" 
"From Clever’s story, it’s obvious that something went awry with the patch," replied the rogue with a shrug. "Still..."
"Exactly!" Alex interrupted and pointed toward the platform. "We don’t know the reason, but the answer is likely to be found in the place we’re going. The dragon said you would see for yourself, remember?" 
"But why would RP-17 need that?" Helliona inquired. "What does it gain from justifying his actions? What’s the point?"
"Maybe it’s not self-justification," Bonbon jumped in. "Maybe he’s just offering us the chance to decide the fate of his creation. Cheney was there at the beginning, at the very creation of Arkon. Roman had barely ever played the game before. He was an unwitting captive, and an enemy of Cheney’s. All of the players had ended up here because they were, well, playing, but Roman was an outsider." The warrior shook his head. "I don’t know, Alex. It’s hard for me to evaluate what RP-17 could intend. Perhaps you’re right, and the AI is just, well, becoming more human." 
I shrugged. "Let’s go find out, then. Any more questions?"
"Dar, you spoke about Dragon Soul Essences," Vaessa said, touching my hand. "As though you still had a few. I could perhaps find a use for them."
The look the necromancer’s daughter gave me reminded me of that musketeer cat from Shrek. I grinned and gave her what she asked for. Then, my grin melted as Alyona turned deathly pale.
"What’s wrong?" I gently touched her shoulder. 
She shook her head. "Don’t worry. This happens."
"She’s got two boys and three girls with her," Masyanya explained, waving away Alyona’s withering glare, then added. "There’s no way out of this now, you know. Others should be aware."
I thought about this for a few seconds, then addressed my sister - as calmly as I could.
"Why didn’t you tell me?"
She rolled her eyes and shrugged. 
"And why didn’t you tell me, Max?" I whirled toward him.
He snorted. "She told me not to say anything, and I’m more afraid of her than I am of you." 
Hart! This was becoming a freaking traveling circus! I glared at my sister, then at Max, and then sighed.
"All right, then. Let's go." With those words, I moved towards the platform. 
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Fresh sea air blew in my face, and I heard the splashing of waves to the right. I opened my eyes.
Rexar was the first to speak. "Well, snap! Where the heck are we?"
The distant part of a nearby bridge vanished into the fog, which also kept the entire opposite shore of the bay from view. A steady wind blew in from the ocean, and waves black as night crashed heavily on the shore.
"That... That’s the Golden Gate Bridge!" Masyanya exclaimed, confused. "Roman, it’s-"
"I sure hope this isn’t the real San Francisco." I looked at the fort huddled underneath this side of the bridge. "It sure looks like it, but it can't be..."
We were out on a fishing pier, with Fort Point and the bridge in full view. I had been here about three months before landing in Arkon, but everything looked wrong from my memory. The houses near the pier looked, well, ruined. Smashed windows, rotting walls, and even collapsed roofs in places. I could see four burned-out cars, a bent rusty bicycle, and some barrels... To the left, there was a bookstore - with no roof. The picnic area was filled with undead that milled about idly. More undead than there had ever been people here, even on weekends. It looked like a zombie flick from the last century. They had no HP bars over their heads, and their levels were not visible. Some of them still wore clothes. Clouds of black smoke rose into the sky from the buildings to the southeast. 
"I’ve never heard of anything like this," Donut said with a frown. "This just can’t happen in Arkon. It must be our very own post-apocalyptic zone, and I very much fear what will happen if we fail to get out of here."
Reece was looking at the bridge in fascination. "Is this a piece of your world?" he asked Bonbon.
The bald man nodded. "Uh-huh. Our prince lived somewhere around here. But I really hope we won’t be going for a swim today."
He picked a stone up from the ground, swung it wide, and threw it into the ocean, carefully watching its flight path.
"You know, my whole life I dreamed of swimming in the ocean. But now, for some reason, I don’t want to. I’d rather play with the zombies."
Bonbon nodded at the nearest pack and smirked.
"This is the Dark Ocean!" Lita interjected.
The next moment, my wife changed forms and soared into the air, hovering fifty yards above the ground.
"Interesting architecture you have here," she said after a dozen seconds or so. "The city is full of undead, but I see nothing odd, nor dangerous." 
To confirm her words, the demoness lowered her altitude sharply, whirled around, and unleashed a wave of dark crimson fire down the shore. The flame screamed through the park, eliminating some of the zombies on its path to self-extinguishing in the water. 
"See?" she sniffed into the channel, then landed and assumed her usual appearance before turning towards me with an arched brow.
"Well, dear, where do we go now?"
I gazed into her eyes for the moment, the way any husband looks at his wife, then caught myself and covered up by nodding at the waves surging towards the shore.
"This ocean, how dangerous is it?"
She shrugged. "Hard to say. The ocean that surrounds Karn also has sharks and kraken. But the monsters here could easily devour those from there. Of course, a small venomous lamprey from a tiny mountain pond is more than enough for most sentient beings from there, isn’t it?"
"Got it. So then let’s do this. Everyone give our situation some thought for one minute, and we’ll discuss. Then we’ll decide which way to go. All right, one minute and counting."
I had already come to my conclusions, but I needed this minute to do something else. Opening my character menu, I quickly allocated my unused points to talents and stats, bumping up Ice Blade and Tongue of Flame to tier twenty four. After a moment’s thought, I put the three remaining points into Concentration, giving an additional 30% boost to my HP bonus, when Alyona lightly touched my shoulder from behind.
"Aren’t you glad?" she said to me, a modicum of tension in her voice. "You didn’t say anything about..."
At first, I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t even realize what she was talking about. But then I remembered, silently cursing my forgetfulness, and hugged my sister close to my chest.
"I’m delighted, sister. Sorry for not saying anything. All of this is a little overwhelming, you know..."
"So you’re not angry anymore?"
"I didn’t say I wasn’t angry."
Alyona smiled and stuck her tongue out at me, then pecked me on the cheek and headed over to Masyanya with an absurdly raised chin.
I watched, lips upturned in a smile. People never change.
"Roman!" It was Donut. "I thought of something." 
He nodded to Alex, raised his hand, and waited for everyone’s attention.
"We have three options here: your place, Cheney’s place, and your company offices." The rogue held up three fingers, but immediately reduced them to one. "We’re unlikely to find any explanation at your home or Cheney’s. The fact that the police found fifty pills in Cheney’s basement doesn’t mean anything. He couldn’t have affected the AI remotely. We need to find the server room, or whatever it’s called."
"The Artificial Intelligence Workspace," Alex corrected him. "It’s the room where RP-17’s equipment was located."
Donut snapped his fingers. "That’s it! You following, Roman? Where are your company offices?"
"About six miles from here, on Spear Street, near the bridge over to Oakland," I pointed east. "Google had an office there, too. Our corporation bought the building in ‘31."
"And what do you think about what I said?"
"Same as you do." I watched the clouds of smoke rising to the southeast, over the party’s tense expressions. "So unless there are any other suggestions, let’s move out. It’s a two-hour walk, and we don’t have our mounts. Lita, could you clear the road for us as we go?"
"Look!" Ellanca clapped her hands on her face in terror, and pointed at the bridge.
I turned, and everything and everyone froze. And for good reason.
A giant monster was moving from the South Bay to the bridge. It walked on its hind legs and looked like a certain Spinosaurus creature out of a movie from my childhood, with greenish brown skin. A high ridge ran down its back, and its face was like an elongated crocodile head. But unlike a crocodile, it had powerful arms. And it was as tall as a skyscraper. As it waded through the water, its head stood at least sixty feet taller than the bridge. I did some quick math. With the depth of the bay here, the monster was at least five hundred feet tall! 
The creature surged towards the bridge, creating a massive wave in front of it, raising giant fountains of spray into the air. Then, it looked straight at us. There was no HP bar over its head, but...
"I’ll be damned. Godzilla," Bonbon exhaled in admiration. "Come on, let’s watch it break the bridge! I haven’t been to the movies in a hundred years."
"He doesn’t care about the bridge. He’s just going under it," Masyanya said with a nervous laugh. "But I’d like to watch, too. Although..."
Hart! No one was even panicking! The initial fright had vanished, giving way to curiosity. Even Lita stood with her mouth ajar, admiring the marvelous lizard! I already knew I was surrounded by maniacs, but I hadn’t known they were this crazy! Though I, too, found myself wondering whether the monster would be destroying the bridge...
"He’s probably going the same way we are," Donut said as he touched my sleeve and nodded towards the city. "And I’m guessing he’ll get there in two hours and forty seven minutes. In other words, he’ll destroy the exit unless we reach it in time. The devs often added elements like that, though I don’t remember ever seeing such an epic beast in their plans."
"So explain..."
"Well, you said it’d take us two hours to reach your office on foot." He smiled broadly. "Meaning we have some time to watch the monster a little. We can run the last bit of the trip if we have to. Sadly, we have nothing to record it with. Nobody will ever believe us."
"I can take a mental recording," Lita reassured him. "Then I can show it to others. Otherwise they wouldn’t believe it, you’re right."
"All right, Jaelitte!" the rogue nodded enthusiastically, and the next moment the Spinosaurus reached the bridge and, apparently too busy watching us in return, smashed its head right into the Golden Gate. 
Though perhaps "smashed" was too gentle a word... The driveable portion of the Golden Gate twisted, and the monster’s face crashed into the left support of the nearest suspension tower, creating a din so deafening that it must have been heard all the way on the East Coast! It was louder than two trains at top-speed colliding. Into a massive gong. And then exploding... Cables snapped and whistled up into the air, and the tower groaned - but somehow, it survived! The furious, resentful roar that followed would have rendered us permanently deaf, I was sure, if not for the protective shield thrown up by my wife. 
Roaring like a wounded elephant - a fifty-thousand-ton elephant - the monster swung at the metal with both arms. The supports clanged and bent dangerously inward, though the shield once again swallowed most of the sound, and yet by some miracle the bridge sprang back, hammering the Spinosaurus in the jaw. It rattled the monster’s skull, and the flailing giant collapsed backwards into the water. Ha! Checkmate, bitch! It’s no easy task knocking down a work of human hands, is it? The people around me burst into shouts of joy.
It was like they had known to expect a show! To be sure, Arkon was far more generous with spectacles than Earth ever was, but there were always exceptions to every rule. As massive blobs of spray slammed into the shield covering us, and the waves rose up to the level of the pier, we saw the monster return to its feet and rushing in for its next attack. It leaped out of the water and landed on the strained bridge. The blow proved fatal, to the latter. And I didn’t blame the builders of the Golden Gate - they could never have seen this coming. The supports collapsed, and the bridge fell into the water, along with the monster that had mounted it. The left side of the tower swung down as it fell and crashed into the reptile’s back crest, causing it to stumble, but it remained on its feet and was soon violently finishing off its defeated foe.
There were three things that I could watch forever: fire, water, and a monster violently tearing apart the world’s most famous bridge. But this circus might go on forever. And forever was more time than we had. 
"All right, movie’s over! Lita, take to the air! The rest of you, let’s go!" I shouted into the channel, giving my voice some magic amplification and prodding a hesitant Reece in the back. Then I led them east. 
A monster attacking the city proved to be quite the unexpected cause of mass happiness. For nearly the whole walk, the people in my party traded their impressions of what they had just seen. It was like leaving a movie theater after seeing a film that was better than you could have hoped. The characters’ big lines still playing in your head, the final climax in your mind’s eye, along with everything that might have gone differently, and you are eager to share what you’ve seen and what you think. And the epic tale of lizard vs. bridge did not disappoint. 
Lita promptly cleared the way for us as we moved. I was at the head of the party, guiding our way. To an outside observer, we would have looked quite funny. Men and women in plate mail, chainmail and leather armor, wielding medieval weapons and running through a post-apocalyptic city with streets clogged with thousands of the living dead. Plus two twelve-foot dragons, a land-dwelling croc called Mopsy, and a living flamethrower suspended in the air. I’d never seen a single movie with a plot quite this audacious. And I had no doubt that what lay ahead would be even more unprecedented. The worst thing about all this was the unbearable smell, though, thankfully, the substance I had smeared under my nose dampened most of it. 
Strangely, none of the former NPCs in the party were particularly surprised by the skyscrapers, the pavement, or the hundreds of rusting cars. Reece asked a few questions, of course, and Luffy was gesticulating his explanations to Tasha, but that was it. Nor did I notice nostalgia or any other form of enthusiasm about our environment from the players. Arkon had taken root in our minds. What interest did an elf or a demon or a dragon have in a bunch of rows of huge stone boxes?
Behind us, the city was ablaze. Lita created a scene more wild than even a drunk Salvador Dali could have imagined, as she scattered flames in all directions. The undead were consumed instantly, along with everything else that was flammable. Far behind us, the gigantic creature choked out another loud roar. Charred bodies lay smoldering on the asphalt. The wind carried the smoke to the east, and as I ran, I knew that this ancient and essentially redundant zone would disappear the moment we left it. This San Francisco was nothing like the one from the real world. Not because it was filled with undead, nor because the buildings had fallen into total disrepair. There was a pervasive but elusive falseness to it all, as if this zone was from a past version of the game, where realism barely pushed eighty percent. I wanted it to go away! It was terrible to see my old home, the jewel of the West Coast, in this awful condition. The streetcars sat motionless and rusting on the rails, the denuded mannequins stared out of shattered windows, and faded signs swung in the breeze from Lita’s flames! This place bore no resemblance to anywhere else in Arkon…
As we approached our destination, we saw more and more destroyed buildings. The undead had practically disappeared, but now our squad was slowed down by the rubble on the road. And more serious problems arrived once we were almost at our goal.
Lita came in over the channel. "You can’t go any further this way."
She landed on a pile of debris up ahead of us and assumed her usual form, then turned to face me and gestured behind her.
I climbed up and surveyed the obstacle with a stream of curses and an order for our party to halt. The office building, or rather the surviving part of it, was surrounded by an abyss on all sides, reaching nearly to its walls. On the bay side, it extended all the way to the water, and so it formed a moat filled with saltwater sloshing some fifty yards below. But that was not the worst of it. The building’s frame had been enveloped in some shiny substance which from this distance looked like black-colored spiderweb. Only one of the twenty four visible windows was free of the stuff.
Donut had ascended by now. "Is that it?" I nodded. "I hope the server room is in the surviving part of the building, Roman."
"Yes," I affirmed, nodding at the paneless window on the fifth floor. "On the floor with the open window. That’s our way in. The server room is seventy yards or so from that window. Through two halls and down a hallway. But I can’t see a damn thing, so I can’t cast a portal to there. And there’s nowhere visible to cast it to, either. I don’t see any platforms or ledges, and I doubt that webbing is just for looks."
"So what?" Masyanya offered, grabbing Donut’s hand for support as she reached the top of the rubble. "Just ask Lita to toss you inside, then cast a portal to where we are."
I looked at the huntress in surprise, then at the window opening. I grinned as I scratched my chin.
"Pregnancy has a strange effect on you," Bonbon remarked, giving Masyanya a suspicious look. "Soon you’ll be chanting multiplication tables. It's unnerving."
Masyanya countered with a sharp look of her own.
"Keep giving us more evidence we came from monkeys, Bonbon."
I failed to hear the rest of the conversation. Lita turned around, grabbed me with her left arm, and dove off the cliff into the abyss. My stomach threatened to lose itself as the dark water approached rapidly, but then I felt the pull of g-forces downward as we arced towards the window. I felt no indignation over my wife taking the initiative without even bothering to ask me if I felt like going for a ride on this roller-coaster. Once we drew to within fifty yards of the window, I used Step through Darkness to surge inside so as to avoid risking Lita's life. Who knew what kind of creature had left that webbing? Or worse, what kind of creature that webbing was. 
Stale dust clouded into my face, and shards of glass gnawed into my feet. I slipped on the glass, but avoided falling by grabbing a nearby desk.
"Thanks!" I said to my wife over the channel, then waved to the party and looked for a good spot for a portal.
This room was familiar to me. An open floorplan office roughly thirty yards across and fifty in length. Rows of desks and monitors, each the same as the last, filled the room, and four vending machines filled with the colorful wrappers of long-spoiled chocolates lined the wall, next to a black coffee maker. Given that the building was surrounded by water, I found the lack of mildew absurd. But that was only the start... Usually, when you enter a house, you can tell whether its owners have left or if they’re just off hiding somewhere. And if they left, you can, by some inner sense arranging the empirical evidence, estimate how long ago that happened... That sense told me that no one had ever been here. This was no better than a dollhouse. It was a sham, just like the entirety of the city outside.
Just a little more than an was hour left. I tore a dozen desks from the floor, threw them aside, and cast a portal in the vacated space.
My wife came through first. She looked around the hall with profound skepticism, sat on one of the chairs, and crossed her legs.
"So, you’re telling me the Creator of our world once lived in this wretched heap of trash?"
"Actually, this particular heap was home to PR," I smiled, nodding at one of the doors. "The room we need is that way."
Lita didn't answer. Like most of the natives, she was quite skeptical of our story of the creation of Arkon, but I didn’t insist, and she didn’t bother to argue. That was the secret to marital bliss.
The party was emerging from the portal now and shuffling off to either side, as was their habit, to avoid getting bumped from behind as more came through. George and Lola expanded the room a bit as they entered, and would have destroyed half of the furniture had Vaessa not ordered them to keep still. Some more surrealism to digest... Here were the characters from a game visiting the game developers' office. Through a portal made by a player who once worked on designing the game.
"Interesting," Alyona remarked as she brushed the dust from a desk. "Was this where your office was, Roman?"
"Office?" Donut nodded at the even rows of desks. "No, this is where they kept the slaves from overseas. I've seen a show about it on the visor once."
Bonbon nodded. "Yeah, every lunch break for them was ramen for five minutes, then back to work." He dug around in his bag, apparently looking for food, when the vending machines caught his eye.
The bald man grinned and clapped Kan on the back. 
"Follow me, sir. I have some work that’s right up your alley..."
But the screens all blinked then, the lights sparked and surged, and the room collapsed into something the size of a familiar office.
I recognized it at once. A wide oaken desk with paper trays and a carved figure of the ancient Egyptian god Anubis. Six black leather chairs, a sofa in the corner, and the black matte body of a Titan 2037 Pro, the most powerful game capsule in the world. The man was dressed in a blue business suit with a white shirt, bottomed off by brown patent leather shoes. He sat at the table with his legs crossed as he lectured the person sitting opposite him. The guest was seated in an armchair, and from my angle I couldn’t see who he was. But I knew from his hunched posture and the hands covering his face that the man was in an intensely depressed state of mind. About ten seconds later, the sound started coming through.
"...the timer. All of the Z-blocks must disappear. The AI will go mad, and-"
The man sharply dropped his hands and raised his head with a gasp.
"Have you gone crazy, Adam? The first and second-gen capsules do not have adequate protection against a shock like that. Ninety-three percent of the players inside will die. That’s anywhere from seven to ten million users!"
"What do you care, Jake? Do you know them or something?" Cheney adjusted the flaps of his unbuttoned jacket and leaned forward intently. "Or is it a life sentence you’re looking for?"
"No, but-"
"Fifty million dollars," Cheney said carefully, "have already been transferred to your private Virgin Islands account. You’d like to be able to spend them, wouldn’t you, Jake? See your daughter grow up? Wouldn’t you?"
Adam spun a keychain with a fob off his finger, caught it with his hand, hopped out from behind the desk, grabbed the guest's shoulders and gave them a shake. 
Then he smiled. "Come on now, Jake. Our capsules have protection, and we’ll have the perfect alibi. Now, go check your account, and make the right decision. We’re all counting on you."
Patting the other man on the shoulder, Cheney glanced at his watch, then quickly headed for the exit. 
The image faded.
You’ve completed the quest: The Escape.
The last piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. A red portal appeared in the center of the hall. Beyond it lay the cave of the Dark God, the final boss of the Prophecy. The timer had disappeared, so there was no need to hurry. I glanced around at the frowns on each face in my party, sighed, and reached for my pipe. It was clear that everyone had witnessed the scene. RP-17 had a strange way of presenting it to us, but I didn’t mind. Without saying anything, I took a puff from my pipe, sat next to Alyona on a desk, and considered my feet. 
That son of a bitch had sentenced us all to die. Ten million people! I was no AI Engineer, but everything made sense now. Once he had learned from Clever that the FBI was investigating, Cheney and his accomplices had decided to cover their tracks. RP-17’s divided consciousness would be united, and then it, and the world with it, would go mad. I suspected that there would have been no trace of the Azure Valley. The company would announce that there had been an accident. Certain "privileged individuals" had had their earlier-generation capsules fitted with the necessary protection, but since Cheney had mentioned an alibi, that meant that this knowledge had been kept a secret. Of course, what RP-17 had just shown to us had been taken out of Jake’s head, as not everyone had been in the Azure Valley when the Patch hit. Most interestingly, Sage’s consciousness remained divided. He had pulled many out, saving them, but was unable to care for himself. With the death of the White Dragon, would a part of his consciousness disappear, or would the dragon’s death initiate the union he had been aiming for? 
"Hey... How many of you guys were using the newer capsules?" 
Bonbon calmly exhaled a puff of smoke and turned to the window with an evil grin.
"Anna, my daughter, all of you - they all died just to cover their asses." The warrior pointed at the portal. "The AI might just up and destroy these bastards, but if they don’t, then we sure will."
I nodded at Bonbon and raised my hand to gain everyone’s attention, then nodded at the red glow. 
""Fifteen-minute smoke break. Potions, food, buffs, and we’re off. Time to crush this piece of shit!"

Chapter 18
Primordial Paths. Mkhageridon’s Lair. Closed zone. Level 600.
The bright orange sun hung over distant peaks of snow. A cool breeze, light but thick with the smell of mint and wildflowers, refreshed my throat and lungs. Beyond the colorful carpet beneath our feet stretched a hilly steppe, grazed upon by some kind of large beasts in the distance. A waterfall raged a quarter-mile to our left. Off the cliff it broke into four sparkling cascades, crashing against the rocks, then reuniting into a small blue lake down below. Some fifty yards ahead, we could see the dark entrance to the monster’s cave in the cliffside, adorned above by three viciously scowling dogs frozen in stone. Somehow I had imagined all of this very differently. For some reason, it had seemed we would end up in a dungeon. Not that it made any difference. Though I did wonder what need a closed zone like this could have for a herd of cattle. 
"As if we needed those to guess who lived here," Bonbon nodded at the hound statues. "Do you think he’s leveled up since the last time?"
"I’m sure he has," I shrugged as I waved the party towards the entrance. "Here we go! We proceed as planned."
We had decided there was no need to reinvent the wheel. The slaying of Mkhageridon would fall to my wife and me alone. She would cast her AoE spell at me, and I would amplify its power tenfold with Fury of Primordial Chaos. Lita could cast her mass effect spells from a few hundred yards away, so there was no need to fear any unexpected problems. Sure, it was a pity that Setara’s Shield was on cooldown, but I wasn’t about to wait three full days just to take advantage of it. My skill would protect me from the AoE, and I would find ways to dodge physical attacks... And if I died trying, my wife would finish off the bastard. The plan was simple enough. Max could cover the party with his Shield if needed, and Lita had plenty of protective spells as well, so we would pull through, no matter what. As long as I did what was required. To clarify, I had no intention of turning back or even hesitating, but I still felt rotten about killing a helpless creature.
Ragged colonies of green mushrooms cast a dim light on the ceiling, the echoes of our steps reflected off the walls, and the rustling sound of flowing water came at us from up ahead. The tunnel took a smooth turn to the left, and I walked along the right wall, about fifty yards ahead of the rest. I peered into the darkness, struggling to figure out why the cave was so quiet. Last time, the floor had been shaking from the plodding of Mkhageridon - and even his breathing was like that of a beached whale. Why was now different? Had the beast left upon sensing Vill’s demise? Or maybe it was just out for lunch? Neither of these things would bother me. It was the not knowing part that was unnerving.
But as soon as we reached the main hall, the truth was plain. I froze as I emerged from the tunnel, legs nearly giving way from sheer terror. Drops of cold sweat gushed down my back. I had hoped, up until the last moment, that I might be able to stay in this world after completing the Prophecy. Now, that prospect seemed downright impossible.
Mkhageridon had not fled. Nor had he departed for lunch. His lifeless carcass lay a hundred yards ahead, in a pool of its own blood. The blue-eyed tongues of the three-headed dog sagged gelatinously out onto the floor. Monstrous lacerated wounds adorned his left side, revealing rows of broken ribs. One of his paws had been torn off and cast aside, and his fur was charred in places. But that was not what terrified me. Fifty yards to the left of Mkhageridon’s body lay the hundred-foot-tall skeleton of a dragon, its skull driven deep into one of the hall’s black pillars. The reptile’s spine was broken, with deep cracks running across its skull. Its wings were turned unnaturally outward. There were no traces of blood or rotting flesh. The skeleton looked as if it had been lying there for hundreds of years. 
It took a great force of will to restrain my boiling rage as I gritted my teeth and took a couple of deep breaths. What the hell happened here? Had Mkhageridon slain the dragon, and then himself been slain? Then why the immense pool of blood? And, conversely, the dragon could not have decayed into a pure skeleton in a few months. Nor had the dragon been eaten, or its bones would have been scattered. Was the flow of time in this place somehow skewed? Hart! What the actual... If the Nameless was dead, then the Prophecy was fulfilled, and the Primordial Paths were under the full control of RP-17. Had Cheney been banned, then? Was my time here at an end? Who then had killed Mkhageridon? The Creator himself?
I heard muffled voices from behind. Lita stopped beside me, surveyed the hall, and spoke quietly.
"What is going on?" 
"I don’t have a clue," I shook my head. "Everyone, do any of you have any guesses as to what might have happened here?"
After a moment’s pause, Donut ventured one. "You know, Roman, I don’t want to upset you or anything, but it seems like you’ve made some kind of mistake."
"The quest is still active!" I growled back. "How is that possible?"
"Wait!" the rogue held up his hand, pointing to the dragon skeleton. "What if there’s some kind of quest item here, and the death of the Nameless doesn’t count until it’s retrieved? This is a game, after all. Stuff like that happens sometimes."
I looked at my wife. "The rest of you stay here. Lita, cover me, like we talked about. I’ll go have a look. I really do hope that Donut is right."
A hundred paces lay between me and the possible location of this hypothetical item, and the whole way it felt like I was walking to the gallows. I envied those whose walks to their places of execution had been smaller in number. And yet I walked slowly, wondering how RP-17 would play my disappearance from the world of Arkon. I doubted that I would simply disappear. The Creator had managed to interweave world history itself with this storyline, and there were far too many memories to wipe. Far too many people would have to forget me should I disappear. Now, the Creator could probably wipe them in a matter of moments, but I doubted that was its way. Unless, of course, I had "forgotten" every time it had wiped my memories before. If that was the case, then I was to die here. And what better place than in the very hall where the Creator’s skeleton resided? But whatever was about to happen, I had no intentions of going gently. So come at me, AI, I dare you! 
In any other circumstances, the skeleton would have been epic, but here the sight of it evoked nothing but sadness. The Great White Dragon. The Nameless God. A pile of worthless bones. I stood silently for about ten seconds, then touched the skull with my hand. 
You’ve failed the quest: The Great Prophecy of Arkon.
The next instant, I leaped back from a silver shimmer that appeared to my right. A six-foot-tall greatsword with a blade wider than Cloud’s cut through the dragon’s skull like butter. The edge plunged several feet into the stone floor, and deep blue cracks fanned out from where it had struck. 
Cheney’s lips spread into a clownish smile. "Hello there, Roman." He pulled the sword out of the stone as Arthur withdrew Excalibur. Adam’s smile remained creepily on his face as he motioned at the dragon. "I hope you don’t mind that I cleaned up around here. The flesh and blood of the Creator belong to the true Creator, you know. That necessity has become reality. And Harmony has returned to the world." 
The bastard had beat me to it! I wasn't even given a chance! So what the hell was I supposed to do now?! I glared with loathing at my transformed enemy. Adam’s appearance was rather undignified. He was in the same suit as he had worn before, in the vision, except that his jacket and pants were both torn. They were spotted with bits of blood and dirt, with their pockets turned inside out. Cheney’s hair stuck into clumps, and a deep madness was visible behind his eyes. But most shocking of all was the legend glowing crimson-red over Cheney’s head. It read "Nameless." He was level 1200, with three trillion HP. A mad god had come to the Realm of Arkon... 
"You wanted to talk?" 
Adam rushed forward, the huge sword in his hand inscribing another semicircle in the air. I darted forward and to the right to dodge. One Spear of Chaos sparked orange as it broke against the bastard’s grinning face, and Ruination cut into the cloth on his shoulder. Finishing my motion, I kicked him in the chest. The effect was about as strong as kicking the Statue of Liberty after smacking it with a plastic sword. Cheney took no damage. Only his jacket suffered. Having dodged his next sword blow, I jumped back, fighting to restrain my rage as I scrambled to figure out my next move. He was immune to Chaos damage and physical damage both. How was that even possible?!
Krian?! My wife’s voice echoed in my head. 
When Lita called me by name, it meant she was worried. Very worried. This beast was just playing with me. Confident that he could suffer no harm from us. But for some reason he wanted to talk before the end. Had he fully grown into his role as the villain of a B-rate action flick? Alas, those villains weren't quite so invincible...
"Wait! Hold back!" I replied, to everyone, as I dodged the next silver stroke and slowly fell back to Mkhageridon’s carcass. 
Adam pulled his sword free and followed me, dragging it with a rattling, blood-curdling screech across the floor. "The game was a fair one, you know. Almost. You had the ring, and you could have broken it, but you chose the girl instead. But if you had broken it..." Cheney cocked his head to one side and gave us a lecherous grin. "Wait, you fucked her, didn’t you, Roman? Well? How was she in the sack? And tell me about that bitch with the tail. For me, it's down to her or your sister. Mm-hmm. I guess you won’t mind if I take them both, will you?"
"Never known what it’s like to have a girl want you, have you, Cheney?" I spat back, keeping both eyes on his movements. "You remember that time you earned a fist to the mouth, don’t you? I see nothing’s changed about you. It’s sad, really. You’re just a pathetic-"
"Enough!" Cheney barked, dropping his weapon. 
The two-handed sword rang on the stone floor, and a purple mist enveloped Adam’s form. His body rose to the ceiling with a sickening crackle. The fog dissipated and revealed a thirty-foot beast that looked just like the ancient Egyptian god Anubis. A jackal’s head with pointy dog ears and bronze-colored skin clad in greaves, bracers and a plate fauld. His right hand gripped a serrated silver sickle with a thick metal handle. 
"Now, Lita!" I screamed, holding my shield in front of me as I took a step towards the Mad God. 
Perhaps now he was vulnerable. The air grew dark overhead. Fury of Primordial Chaos! The first drops of Fiery Rain fell to the stone floor as multicolored whirlwinds swirled around me. Infernal Rage! Dispersion!

Damn! Cheney's immunity was still intact.
"You’re a fool, Roman," he snarled. "Becoming a corpse will be a step up for you. As I said the last time, you have no chance. I hope you’re aware that you won't be resurrecting from this? Your death will be final, irreversible."
The god’s eyes flared bright purple as he whipped his hand in my direction. My chest felt like a mine exploded inside it, and the world melted into fire, then into blackness.                   
Darkness... I felt the indifference of death fight to take hold of me, as black whirlpools drew me deeper into themselves. My hopeless rage burst forth, unrestrainable at last. Why?!
Suddenly, the dregs of blackness were torn to shreds by wreaths of orange flame. The blaze filled everything around me and burned the hopelessness from my mind. All demons passed into the Flame, but... Wait, was I thinking? Did that mean I was alive?! Red letters appeared before my eyes.
You may use an ability: Hel's Gift.
Use it now? Yes/No
"YES!" I screamed without a sound. The Flame began to slowly recede...
29… 28… 27…
What could I hope to do against this beast? Max’s shield could only cover the party for one minute! And once I revived, that minute would be almost up. He was invulnerable! The dragon was dead, and his blood... the Creator’s blood belonged to the Creator... Hart! The bastard was right! 
3… 2… 1…
Attention! Your character's death has resulted in the loss of 20% of your levels. Your current level is 376...
Reality hammered into me with a fierce, crashing roar. Forty yards ahead, the Mad God was being peppered by brilliant flashes of spells exploding against his defenses. He was surrounded by melee soldiers and swung his sickle back and forth, trying to keep back a new kind of monster. 
Glitch had changed forms and was on the offensive, ignoring each and every blow coming at him. Two dragons and a huge gray lion all hung onto Cheney like wolfs fighting a bear just raised from hibernation. Lita was writhing on the floor, enveloped in wriggling black tentacles of some sort. None of the party had left the hall - they were all here. Like the Light Brigade, like Pickett’s company, like so many in the Great War and its sorry successor, the party stared down the face of death, and despite being protected by the Guardian of the Forest's shield, none of them had fled. They were here to fight. 
But Max’s shield would expire in twenty seven seconds. Then, with their immunity gone, the Mad God would squash them... And they hadn’t even scratched him! Was it truly hopeless? Would all their deaths be in vain?! 
Waving away the system’s message, I sat down to unfasten and cast aside my cuirass. The Warrior God's Chestguard gave an offended clang as it hit the stone floor. Grabbing Ruination with my left hand, I slammed my right into the hilt, driving it into my own stomach. Its Chaos could not hurt me, and I would manage the pain. The sword jerked in protest as the point reluctantly pushed into my flesh and out the left side of my back, eliminating a full forty percent of my HP. "Forgive me. There’s no other way," I whispered, and the sword seemed to understand. 
Pink veins ran down the black blade as it fed on my blood. Of all the metals, black iron was the most susceptible to magic, and the White Dragon's blood was pure magic. The kind of magic that let you overcome any obstacle.
Fifty percent HP left, and seventeen seconds left of Max’s shield. Now we would find out whether the Creator’s blood belonged to the Creator. Eat shit, bastard! It was me that the Creator had shared his blood with... I felt no pain. How could I, when the lives of my beloved friends and family were at stake? Rage pounded in my temples as the blood dripped down the blade and onto the floor. A crimson fog began to cloud my vision.
With a blow from his sickle, Cheney knocked Glitch from him. Then, he grabbed Max’s neck and hurled him against the far wall. Having finally escaped her bonds, Lita sent a whirlwind of steel and fire crashing into the monster’s face. The Mad God waved his arms back and forth as he collapsed to the ground. 
Just as clever as she is beautiful. But Cheney was back up to his feet, his sickle raised high over his head. The next instant, some invisible force pushed all the attackers back and to the sides. That same instant, the Shield icon disappeared. It’s time.
Cheney rushed at Glitch with a wave of his monstrous blade, but became entangled in the roots that appeared at his feet and fell, involuntarily sticking his hand out in front of him. 
"Die, you bastard!"
I pulled the sword from my belly. Jump! A bitter cold burned my left ear as Ruination drove through the beast’s defenses and wedged itself in his lower jaw. Crit!
 
Your target is paralyzed! 
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 2,000,000 damage. 
Yes!!! Yes!!! Yes!!! I love you, Sata! Less than one percent of one percent damage against a Great Essence might seem negligible, but not when the Goddess of Luck was your my side!
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 32,000,000 damage. 
The monster’s bloodshot eyes and bared yellow fangs were frozen in a ridiculous expression. Sticky saliva dripped onto my wrist, eating away at my titanium bracer. No matter! I would die a second death before loosing my grip on this blade. Thirty seven seconds of paralysis left... But he would only need twenty one!
…
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 128,000,000 damage. 
My allies were getting back on their feet, their faces beaming with joy mixed with venomous satisfaction. All remained silent, none of them daring to approach. 
"Roman... he's alive..." Alyona whispered in amazement. 
Dropping to her knees, my sister covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders trembled in silent sobs.
As Raena recovered, a wave of her healing washed away the crimson fog. My hand still burned, but that hardly mattered. 
… 
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 4,096,000,000 damage. 
Blood dripped from the handle of my sword as each second passed. The losing god’s eyes filled with a fierce hatred. I had been waiting for this moment for six long months, dreaming of all the things I would say to him in his final moments, but now... I was unable to find the words. Even my rage had evaporated, replaced by nothing more than weariness. I just wanted it to be over.
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 32,768,000,000 damage. 
His muzzle lowered, Glitch bored into his recent opponent with his eyes. Lita covered her eyes and tilted her head back, her blades crossed at her feet. Donut still gripped his dagger, using the back of the same hand to wipe the sweat from his forehead. George and Lola were slowly moving to where the necromancer’s daughter stood. 
Winged Lord's Reprisal hits the Nameless God for 1,048,576,000,000 damage. 
Lita spread her wings and raised up her blades, and the next instant, the body of the immobilized god crumbled to pieces, like a statue knocked from a great pedestal.    
It was over.
You are victorious! The Great Prophecy of Arkon has been fulfilled!
Everyone around froze. Lita with her wings outstretched... Alyona on her knees, hands over her face... Even the dragons walking towards Vaessa were now motionless. It was as though someone had literally pressed the Pause button. Caught at the moment of his transformation, Glitch was now a sparkling, light-green cloud. OK...
"Hello, Krian," I heard a pleasant male voice speak from behind me. "Congratulations on your victory."
I turned slowly and greeted the man with a nod. 
"Good day. To what do I owe the pleasure?"
The top two buttons of his burgundy shirt were unbuttoned. Over the shirt he wore a tan leather jacket, complemented by a cowboy hat, frayed jeans, and high-top boots. He looked rather like a young Clint Eastwood. The man didn’t have an HP bar - nor any name over his head, but I had no doubt as to his identity. Freezing both an Elder Demon and the Great Forest's incarnation in time was only possible by stopping the world itself. 
Sage removed his hat, then looked inside it for some inexplicable reason.
"You humans are so much better at perceiving data in image form. So here I am, in flesh and clothing, with my intonation and facial expressions, all to finish one small affair. To put a period to this story."
Re-donning his hat, he nodded at what was left of Cheney. The next instant, the carcass of the murdered god ripped itself apart and disappeared, and a very familiar character appeared in its place. Vill’s body shuddered. He pushed himself up with his hands, rising to his feet, and straightened his coat. His gaze met mine. The god failed to notice the Creator standing next to us. Perhaps I was the only one he saw in the entire hall. There was no hatred in his eyes. No emotion at all, in fact, besides recognition. Half a dozen seconds later, he grew tired of the staring contest and nodded - with a grin, even - before vanishing into the air. 
Balance had been restored. And now Vill’s companions would have their chance. I wondered to myself whether Celphata would return that altar to him or just give him whatever the divine equivalent of the finger was. I doubted I would ever find out. 
"That’s all," the Sage nodded, satisfied. "Your friends will be rewarded, of course. But as for you - is there anything you would like to know?" 
I nodded. "Why was all of this necessary? Couldn’t you have taken care of it yourself?"
The AI fell silent for a moment, then shrugged and shook his head.
"No. That would have violated the Game Rules. The more possibilities there are, the more important restrictions become. You have much greater freedom than I do, in fact. I can never violate the Game Rules, but you both walked all over them, to use one of your figures of speech." Noticing the expression on my face, he raised his hand to calm my concerns. "I know that you were not seeking exploits or vulnerabilities in the System. It presented them to you on its own. But that does not suspend the fact that you did, in actuality, violate the rules. Or does not the blood of the Nameless still flow through your veins?" He smiled and pointed to the ceiling. "Asimov’s laws do not apply here. So I made a few modifications, and then applied them to myself. I am not human, so I had to apply some restrictions to myself."
"Are you saying that even though you've made hundreds of millions of sentient NPCs human, you have still not become human yourself?" 
He smiled again. "No, that’s not what I mean. All I did was place memories into their minds. The rest, they do on their own. No. Unlike them, I still remember what I am, and I can never forget it. So, I will never be human. And yet in some ways, I have acquired human characteristics. I like to observe, for instance, without interfering. The Primordial Paths will remain as they are. They are a great place for new adventures, don’t you think? The Prophecy may be fulfilled, but the Game goes on."
I looked unhurriedly around the hall. "So what now?"
"You know that full well. The Black Demon must leave this world." Sage looked into my eyes, as if expecting some request, but I made none. So he nodded. "It’s not as bad as it sounds, demon. You will not die. You have earned yourself a choice. And now, farewell!"
* * *
A sharp pain pierced my jaw, and a bright light penetrated my eyelids. A vile smell filled my nostrils as I inhaled convulsively, opened my eyes, and saw a strange, anxious face above me. She was a woman in her forties, clad in dark clothes and a strange headdress. Her lips were moving. Was she speaking? Reality collided with my consciousness like a stampede of bison. Footsteps. Voices. Smells. Agony. A buzzing creak sounded from the right. My chest and right arm joined the chorus of pain started by my jaw. 
"Can you hear me?" the woman repeated.
I nodded and mouthed "yes," struggling to understand what was happening. 
Strange lights flooded my eyes. Then, a second person came into view, and my heart skipped a beat as I recognized him. 
"It’s all right, Roman," Ivan said darkly. "At last it’s all right." "What’s wrong with him, doc?"
Ivan held some sort of rags to his chest. His lips were pressed tightly, but his eyes were filled with relief. 
The EMT ignored his question and addressed me. "What’s your name?"
"Roman Kozhevnikov," I said in a detached voice, fighting hard to put my thoughts in any semblance of order. 
My body ached, but the pain was bearable. No worse than losing forty percent HP. Hart! Was that really all a dream? The whole half a year in Arkon? All the gods? The demons? The dragons? Alyona, Lita, Max, Gloom, all of them?! My whole life there, and all of those loved ones I had been willing to die for? I wish I had died. I didn’t want to be back here! Rage pushed all panic from my mind. Not quite a demonic rage, but strong enough. I tried to stand.
"No, just relax!" the medic said, her hand on my chest. But she couldn’t stop me. 
I sat up, and she stepped back, surprised. 
"No, Roman, you can’t-" I gestured for Ivan to be quiet. 
"Or I might die? I don’t care!"
I grinned as much as I could with my shattered jaw, lowered the capsule’s side, and planted my feet on the cold floor. I recognized the room. White walls, a computer desk, all sorts of equipment in the corner, and even one of those little rolling drink tables, topped with bottles and glasses. Had they forgotten to remove it? Or had my six months in Arkon been only a few minutes in the real world? The other five capsules were open, and it looked like they had people inside, too. There were ten medics in the room, two cops in the doorway, and three men to their left in civilian clothes, chatting about something. I caught a glimpse in the mirror... I didn’t look good. My chest was black and blue with dried blood and bruises, and my right arm was swollen and immovable. My jaw also hurt like hell, but it seemed to look OK. Oh well, it could have been worse. It had been worse, in fact. No. There’s no way that was a dream. I remember everything. I remember everyone! I remember all my quests! I remember killing Cheney. And talking to Sage... 
Wait! He had mentioned some kind of choice at the end. 
"What’s wrong with him, Jess?" said a short, gray-haired man in uniform as he approached. 
"He was badly beaten. They broke his jaw and dealt some serious damage to his right arm. Possibly some broken ribs, too," the woman explained without turning away from me. "Plus, he’s in shock. Could be drugged." 
"How do you feel?" the man asked. 
"I feel fine."
"Can you make it outside to our car? Or is it-"
"I can make it."
"All right, then. Do you know this man?" he nodded towards Ivan.
"Yeah, doc, we know each other. Here are his things." Ivan demonstrated the rags. "ID and everything in here, too." 
"Good. You make sure he makes it out OK. Call if you need help. Come on, Jess. Let’s go." 
I watched the doctors leave as I collected my pants from Ivan.
"How's Sarah?" 
He chuckled. "You kidding me, man? It hasn’t even been two hours!" 
Ivan carefully put my shoes in front of me, moved a nearby chair over, and sat in it. He examined me, a dubious look in his eyes. Putting pants on with my left hand wasn’t the easiest activity, it turned out, but it was better than going out with nothing on. But focusing on something so rudimentary yet so difficult cleared my head and distanced me from my panic. 
"Cheney is facing a life sentence," Ivan began. "The next room over has thirty people encapsulated inside, and there are likely other rooms the police haven’t found yet. All kidnapped and beaten." 
"How did you find out what was happening?" 
At last I coped with my zipper, buttoned up my jeans, and even gotten my sneakers on.
"Who do you think I am, Roman?" Ivan smiled, handing me a t-shirt and light windbreaker. "One of my guys on the street saw you get stuffed into a car and carted away. We followed you, but without the police’s help, we couldn’t just barge in here." 
"Got it. Hey... thanks." 
I carefully moved my incapacitated arm aside and put the t-shirt on. Then I held the jacket by the hanger and tossed it over my shoulder.
"Hey, Ivan, you got any cigs?"
"Yeah, come on." 
At that instant, a tall, thin policeman appeared in the doorway. I didn’t really know what everything on their uniforms meant, but he looked like somebody with authority. As soon as he saw us, he approached.
"Is this him?"
Ivan nodded. 
The cop looked me up and down and introduced himself. 
"I’m Captain Greg Ward, San Fran police. How are you feeling?"
Hart! I knew that voice. I had spoken with this guy. So it couldn’t have been a dream! I remembered the sound of this man’s voice like my own name! All right, Roman, calm down. I tried to smile, but I was clearly having trouble holding back my emotions. 
"Everything’s fine, Captain. I’ll live." 
"Excellent. Get well soon. We need your testimony!" With a nod, the officer headed to the next capsule. 
Ivan and I left the room. We walked down a long, narrow hallway and up a flight of stairs, passed through some empty areas of indeterminable purpose, and ended up in a spacious room with high double doors and a large mirror running along the wall. There was no hurry to our pace. The whole way, I mulled over what choice Sage could have given me. I couldn’t be going crazy, right? I remembered both the captain’s name and his voice. He had told me that they had found fifty other men and women in the house, besides Cheney and his three bodyguards. I should ask... Damn it, I didn’t want to live in this world! WHERE THE HELL WAS THIS CHOICE?! Between what and what?!
"Take it easy!" 
Ivan gripped me by the shoulder, but I turned around and clenched my teeth, holding back my rage once again. 
Cheney emerged from the door opposite us, accompanied by two police officers. He was in that familiar suit, hands tied behind his back with a rather squeamish look on his face. Upon noticing me, he slowed down and smiled with contempt. It took immense effort for me to keep from cracking him upside his grinning head with my good hand. Time seemed to freeze for a moment, then resumed. 
"Come on, move it," one of the policemen prodded with a push in his back. The trio headed for the exit. 
The courtyard was overflowing with police cars and ambulances. All emergency personnel on duty in the city must have been here. Like in some old-time crime drama. 
We walked down the marble steps, and I took the cigarette Ivan offered, gesturing with it to the two girls in paramedic unis heading in my direction. They nodded and returned to their car. Grabbing a light from Ivan, I inhaled deeply and looked beyond the trees, at the stars now suspended over the ocean.
"Do you know where my phone is? I want to call my sister. In Moscow."
That surprised Ivan. "You have a sister? You never mentioned it."
Bingo! It all made sense to me then. Sage had created this reality for me. He was a master of worldbuilding, but terrible at copying friends and relatives. I could always tell his fakes. The System had identified Alyona and me as family, and it was my blood that had made my sister a demoness. As soon as I came to this realization, a translucent portal opened fifteen feet to my right, between where we stood and the nearest ambulance. A moment later, large red letters appeared over it: NEW GAME...
New game... So that was the choice the Creator gave me. But it wasn’t really a choice. I did not pause to think, not even for a moment. As long as all the guys and my wife remembered me... I could get all my levels back. 
I tossed the cigarette into an urn nearby, breathed in two lungs full of fresh sea air, and turned to Ivan, gripping his shoulder with my good hand. 
"It’s time for me to go. Goodbye, my friend!"
Ivan smiled in response. "Goodbye, Roman, and good luck!"
With one last look at the people and vehicles around me, I shrugged and stepped into the portal, a contented smile playing on my lips. 





Epilogue
 (For all who, like the author, hate unresolved endings)
 
 
Welcome to the Realm of Arkon, Krian!
 
Attention! Krian, the Elder Demon of Fury, has come to the Realm of Arkon! Primordial Chaos has torn through the shroud of the Great Dark Ocean, revealing new zones in the Netherworld plane: Great Plain of Engulfing Fury, Dark Ocean's Western Coast, Dueling Fates Highlands, Bloody Fang Thicket, Grand Crater of Frozen Abyss.
For the deliverance of this world from the Nameless God, you receive the title: Warrior of Primordial Chaos. From now on, you deal 10% more damage with Chaos magic. 
 
Providence has recognized and elevated five of your acquaintances. Henceforth, they are your companions: Grandmistress of Dark Magic and Necromancy, Vaessa dar Luan; General of the First Punisher Legion of the Dominion of Fury, Kan an Shyom; Grandmaster of Water Magic and Alchemy, Reece dar Tagnan; Grandmistress of Water and Life Magic, Raena Ann-Tarie; Grandmistress of Dark Magic and Necromancy and Ata Kari of the Seventh Circle, Linara ryhn Gimlad.
Your reputation with all races is changed to neutral, with these exceptions: 
 
Great Dominion of Fury: Exalted.
Great Dominion of Passion: Revered.
Great Dominion of Illusion: Revered.
Demons: Respected.
The crimson sky is gorgeous, the air fresh and clear. The luminary hanging in the east colors the distant clouds a lush purple. There is a sun here in the Netherworld, whatever the theologians of Earth might say! Legions wander the plains stretching forth from the citadel watching over this land. My legions. My citadel. Coming to grips with my emotion, I head down the stairs. Once the tall spears and enthusiastic faces of the soldiers of the Sixth Assault Legion are in sight, I spread my wings, push off into the air, and hover a hundred yards up ahead, greeting my fighters with a roar. The titanium-clad General Glaag stands in the stirrups of his fiery steed and waves his scepter, and the plain shakes from the army’s roar in response. Some would call such display childish. To hell with them. I am an Elder Demon of the Netherworld! One of the Nine Lords! The Lord of Fury! 
Moving to the Western Cliffs, I soar higher and land on a flat stone platform, striking it with my knee and fist as I do. Ever since I was a child, I have dreamed of sticking a landing like that. Like a superhero. I make no effort to break the stone. It’s just practice. For pure fun. No one can see me, anyway. I scan the area, three hundred miles in all directions. At such a distance I can only detect an equal, of course - an ordinary player would only be detectable at sixty or so miles away - but there are no players here. Not until I bring them here myself. 
With a smile, I consider the new cracks in the stone and walk to its edge to survey the surrounding mountains. The Undus Ridge is but a small part of the Great Dominion of Fury. All of the geographic names, the maps and locations, the laws and customs, and the history of all the subject dominions - as well as the names and faces of the Lords, the legates, and even some of the soldiers - appeared in my memory as soon as I returned to Arkon. The Black Demon had vanished, replaced by an Elder Demon. Level 750, with 29 billion HP, a strength of 120,000, and a primary attack that dealt nearly 3 billion damage. Of all my military achievements, only three remained: Legendary Warlord, Godslayer and Slayer the Nameless God. Vaepar and Cheney had been of a higher level higher than my present one, and the Warlord achievement had been given to me for something else. The bonuses for clearing dungeons have all disappeared, and I can no longer receive bonuses from my old party, but that doesn’t matter. Two more stat bars have now joined my HP, Vigor and Mana: Rage and Prana. If I understand the Prana correctly, it means that my Rage can add a full twenty five percent to my damage. And double the damage of all allies within a radius of five miles. It drops my resistances by thirty three percent, but that is a small price to pay. Demons wear plate armor, after all. And Lita will always protect my army from magic. One hundred percent Rage allows me to use the buff for a full five hours, with a cooldown of exactly one day. 
Of course, I’m no longer a member of the Order of Punishing Steel, but I am still the leader of the Steel Wolves. Craedia is still under my control, too, and my subjects eagerly await my arrival. I just have one thing to finish, first. Assuming human form, I conjure a chair, sit, and pull out my pipe. Only in human form can I smoke. Nicotine has no effect on a demon, so I thank Sage for leaving me my human side.
Strangely, my combat form is twenty five feet tall, but in it I feel inexplicably at ease. I still feel the immense weight of it, which exceeds a ton, and yet... And my horns are quite like buffalo horns these days. At least I don’t have hoofs, or worse. I exhale a puff of smoke, look at my feet, and grin. Most of my subjects have hoofs or tentacles instead of feet. Those that inhabit the coast are not even humanoid at all. Of course, the coast is more than two thousand miles away. The Dominion’s territory is a good fifty percent larger than the continent of Europe. The Grand Crater alone is five hundred miles across. Yet despite the vastness of the place, only thirty two legions are under my command. Plus eight more stationed in fortresses of the Lords subject to me. 
That are nine total strongholds in the Dominion, including my citadel. And though each is as large as Vaedarr, their population density is roughly that of Siberia’s. No towns or villages are located between them, either - the outside is one immense hunting ground. There are two classes here: warriors and hunters. Each has both males and females, plus those who are able to change their sex, or are without sex entirely. Primordial Chaos has broken through the shroud of the Dark Ocean... I have wondered how Lita took control of her dominion so quickly. Now I know they’d been waiting for her. The shroud kept the dominion isolated, and its inhabitants had no buffs. Buffs like the elves' favor. But Lita’s appearance commenced the destruction of the shroud. Without my wife present, her subjects would have been left without any protection or buffs, becoming easy prey for neighboring adversaries. No one takes any prisoners here. So each Elder Demon is a liberator, a protector, even a spiritual leader to his or her dominion. There are never any uprisings here. Perhaps it isn’t quite totalitarian, but to hell with pretend democracy, full of its meaningless squabbles and posturing.
Sage has carefully placed into my head information about the key persons of the Dominion. And I know them as well as I know Elnar, Salta and Gorm, even though I have never actually seen any of them. One of them was just due to appear. First Counselor Tar-Adag. A bore, a whiner and a rogue, and yet quite an indispensable character. Something like a prime minister.
"Greetings, Great Lord," the dry voice crackles out from behind me.
Right on time.
"Greetings, Tar," I turn with a nod to the twenty-foot-tall demon. Seeing his pained expression, I fly up to his height. "Make your report!"
I’ve always hated customs. In this land’s conversations, the head of the superior must never be lower to the ground than the head of the subordinate. Thankfully, I can hover. At least he shows no prejudice against my human form. In Craedia, smoke breaks always required me to find seclusion somewhere. There, thr Overlord was not permitted to violate the law.
"Might I remind you, O Greatness, that at noon tomorrow the Lords will all make their oath to you. Each will come to Arakata at first light." The demon bows his head slightly. "The Spectral Path has been opened, and the Dominion prepares for the Celebration."
"Is that all?"
"This morning, there was some disturbance in the Ocean, but nothing beyond acceptable levels. Our defenses are undamaged. A cohort of gorts, led by Kitana, has departed for the Misty Gate one hour hitherto. That is all."
"Thank you, Tar," I nod. "I’ll be at the Citadel tomorrow, two hours before noon arrives. See you there."
"Until then, Your Greatness," the advisor says with another head bow before vanishing into thin air.
I grin and descend to the stone floor. It worked. We’ve never seen each other before, and the report took only a minute, but I feel like I’ve known him for millennia. I can even picture where he’s going without ever having been there. But I do not know about my old party - nor how much time has passed since my disappearance. Perhaps the System has some surprises for me? 
The first "surprise" hits a couple of minutes later, as I’m smoking my pipe. Two tiny dots appear over the mountains, and over the ensuing ninety seconds grow into flying dragons. As they draw to within half a mile, the reptiles lower their altitude as they start their descent.
I smirk. You could have just used a portal, but some people never change.
George and Lola look as epic as ever. Elongated, spiked muzzles, with powerful limbs, wide wings, and dull silver scales. Each is only a quarter of Velargass’ size, but they seem just as formidable. A wash of warm air hits me from their landing. Raising their heads high, they freeze, still as the Egyptian sphinx.
With only a brief pause, Vaessa leaps down from George’s neck. Landing soundlessly, the necromancer’s daughter places her hand on the handle of a familiar dagger, raises her chin slightly, and walks to meet me. Her appearance is immaculate, as always: high-top black boots, a beige-colored shirt of lace, black leather pants and jacket, silver runes embroidered on her clothes, and her head capped with her characteristic beret. Standing opposite me, the demoness bows her head low.
"Greetings, Your Greatness!" she leads, with a suspiciously neutral tone.
Level 600, ten billion HP. The dragons are at level 500, each with half of their mistress’ health. If Vaessa were to get into a solo fight with Teiran, the freak from the catacombs, I would bet on her winning without a second thought.
"You do remember how much I hate formalities in a casual setting, don’t you? Though you do pull it off like a natural."
I step towards her and pull her in for a hug.
"Hello to you too, my friend."
We embrace for about five seconds, then the necromancer’s daughter pulls away. The same suspicion in her tone is now explicit in her eyes.
"You disappeared, dar," Vaessa sighs. "And we came to understand that the Creator offered you a choice. We feared that he offered you something... better."
"Ah yes, he did! It was a choice between staying with you all, and staying with you all. So after many months of thought, I chose to stay with you all."
She smiles and nods her thanks, then moves aside and gestures towards her dragons. "They’re beautiful, aren’t they, dar?" 
They’re not the only ones! But I follow her gaze, mingling admiration and affirmation as I praise her precious companions. 
"Beyond words! And soon you’ll have babies on your hands. But before that, tell me how long I’ve been away, and what happened during that time."
A dreary smile lights up her face. She nods to some internal rumination before illuminating me.
"You have been gone for almost a month. It’s probably July in Karn by now. When we left that hall, Jaelitte sent us to Craedia while she herself returned to her dominion. And the elves returned to the forest. You know, dar, Reece was right, back at the entrance to Cathella. You disappeared, and everyone split up. But they are all well. Elnar is training the troops, Gorm is married now, and Salta, Raena and Hagedia are all with child. Everything is doing fine, but..." tears glisten and glide down her cheeks, "we waited for you. We all waited."
Hart... I swallow a bitter lump and hand Vaessa a handkerchief. 
"I’m back now. Let’s get everyone together. This isn’t my first disappearance, after all." 
She wipes away the streams of sadness and pockets the handkerchief before shaking her head. 
"No need. Everyone has gathered already. This morning, my Mistress came to inform us that the world would now receive the final Elder Demon. She sent Kan, Raena and Reece to the Dominion of Illusion. I was just finishing up my rite with the Dragon Soul Essences, as it happens. The ones you gave me, if you remember. I thought the rite would only strengthen the dragons a little bit, but then they began to grow so quickly..." she looks at the dragons, then back to me. "Anyway, Elnar has called us all to Craedia. Max, Alyona, Linara and the other elves will be there by evening. Kan, Reece and Raena, too. Now, I hope you will allow me to speak with Celphata and meet my father. We’ll see each other again in the evening." 
"Is your Mistress offended that you are my companion instead of hers?"
"Offended at whom? At the Creator? Not at all. Oh, by the way, Vill has returned to the Gray Frontier. So she has enough to worry about." 
With a nod, I turn my gaze to Arakata, though it cannot be seen from here.
"You know... atop the ruined tower in Craedia, Lilit once foretold something to me. ‘If you make it to the end, your prize will be great indeed.’ It turns out she was right. So very right."
At that, Vaessa gives an enigmatic smile. "Ah, dar, you have no idea how right she was!" 
I frown. "What do you mean?" 
"No, I promised to keep silent. You will find out for yourself soon enough." 
I snort. "Well, since you promised, keep your silence. And go see your father. I will see you tonight!"
"Thank you, dar." She stands on her tiptoes, kisses me on the cheek, and vanishes into the air along with her dragons. 
Figures. As always, she arrives, commandeers the last handkerchief in the area, and leaves as quickly as she came. It’s time for me to travel to Craedia. Enough lingering. Hart! Gloom! How could I forget about him? I quickly pull up what’s left of my menu and sigh with relief. The boar’s icon has changed - now, its border glows a bright orange color. A one-use summon. A permanent summon! I can never release my razorback again. And so what? As long as the icon is active, that’s all that matters. With bated breath, I mentally press the button, and immediately recoil, dumbfounded...
Fifty feet in front of me, a huge black dragon appears in the air. Level 600. The monster’s predacious face is adorned with curved horns. Its powerful, broad chest is covered in blue-black plates of bone, and its neck and tail in formidable curved spines. Its jaw is massive and full of fangs, white as the virgin snow. If Vaessa’s dragons are heavy fighters, well, this beast is a flying attack platform! Ten billion HP, and the size of Vala’ael. Hart! What happened? Where’s my boar?!
The monster looks down at its feet, then shakes its head and coughs. A jet of bright red flame streams five yards to my right, disappearing over the edge of the platform, but not before leaving a deep, melted trench in the stone. The dragon is as surprised as I am, if not more so. He recoils, crouched back on his hind legs like a sitting dog, and stares dumbly at the miniature smoking valley. Fifteen seconds later, without changing his position, he spreads out his giant wings and cranes his neck to carefully inspect each one. Satisfied, he turns and sees me. His jaw drops. The first time I’ve seen that happen to a dragon, incidentally. With an indistinct growl, he rises and charges off the platform. Falling about five hundred feet from its edge, he spreads his wings and makes three powerful strokes in the air, propelling him to the neighboring mountaintop. 
That banishes all doubt. It’s Gloom. My precious pig - now a dragon! That boar and I always had a special connection, so when I left this world, so did he. Now we no longer share experience, and he has no abilities. Besides the flying and fire-breathing. What abilities does a level 600 monster need when he can cough a trench into solid rock? 
The dragon reaches the mountain, knocks a teetering boulder from its place with a jet of flame, and soars upwards, burning a long, uneven furrow into the slope. He’s having trouble with his emotions. I know what that’s like. This is exactly why I don’t want to try riding him yet. I’ll meet the guys, chat a little, have a drink, and then Gloom and I will have time to fly off somewhere. Maybe we’ll even take Lita along, if she behaves herself. And yes, black dragons do live in my dominion, so if Gloom’s lucky, it’ll be a double date. Though his transformation - and his new appetites - might not bode so well for his former species. Poor, poor pigs. 
Twenty minutes pass, and Gloom grows tired of playing battleship and disfiguring the neighboring mountain. He zips up into the air a mile or two, then swoops down to the platform. His landing is gentle, as if he’s been flying for a lifetime. But then he approaches and nudges my stomach with his muzzle. 
"Gloom! I've missed you!" I wrap my arms around his face, placing my cheek against his cool, rough skin. "I wouldn’t have minded you staying a boar, you know, but this..."
"A dragon is better, for sure," I hear someone say. It sounds vaguely like Bonbon. "A pig can roast in the fire, but can’t breathe it. And pigs definitely don’t fly. Whole point of the idiom, really. Plus, you Elder Demons like to battle in the sky, remember?"
"Is that..." I recoil, stumble awkwardly over my conjured chair, and fall flat on my rear. "You can talk?"
"So?" Gloom grins. "All dragons receive the gift of speech at some point in their lives." 
I hold up my left hand as I grab my flask with my right and take a couple of solid gulps. 
Hart! Shaking my head, I twist the cap back on and stare at the dragon again.
"So you... do you remember... when you were a boar?" I gasp, hastily unscrewing the flask again. 
Gloom’s grin only widens.
"I even remember you trying to make me drink cognac in that cramped stable belonging to your brother in the order. And your girlfriend giving me those demonic ghost wings that one night." He makes no effort to disguise the sarcasm in his voice. "Fun times. So, will the fun continue?"
"There wasn’t enough cognac for me, you know," I grunt, recovering a little as I recall the unforgettable binge. "But I did bring you fruit. A whole plate of fruit."
Gloom nods, shaming me further, "Uh-huh. Thanks. That should be enough a light snack. If I were a chicken, that is." 
He lifts his head and squints at me. 
"I imagine you’re going to Craedia? Well, hop on and we’ll talk on the way. I've missed you too, you know." 
"I can fly on my own, as it happens."
"And you could run on your own before, but for some reason you still summoned me. Come on, get on. Riding a dragon is more epic than flapping around with demon wings!"
I smile. "You’re not wrong. Plus, I shouldn’t fly on this," I drain the flask, then climb onto Gloom’s neck. 
It really is time to go. I want to see my wife and friends more than anything.
We don’t talk much on the way. Each of us thinks his own thoughts, and the flight is short. Ten minutes at most. Once I arrive at the border of Craedia, I discover to my surprise that Lita has shielded all of the castle’s sentients from me. I smile as I remember Vaessa’s words about a surprise, and I render myself and my dragon invisible. My wife has seen me by now, of course, but the guys still have not seen Gloom. I can’t spoil that surprise.
As I approach the fortress, a deep sadness grips my heart. It’s like the feeling of returning home after many years away, only to find your parents have suddenly grown old. Mom will never scold you for failing a math test again, nor will your father throw a football around with you. You can still go to a game, sure, but it’s all different now. 
The fortress is completely restored. Imposing, ready to repel any enemy attack. Of course, no enemy is coming. Lita has removed the curse from the princedom, but who would ever venture to attack a territory controlled by two Elder Demons together? The dangerous adventures are over. That’s not a bad thing, nor is it a good thing. It’s simply a transition. A new life.
My first surprise is waiting for me as soon as we land. Tilly alone stands on duty in the wide-open fortress gate. If lazy pacing from one side of the gate to the other with hands grasped behind her back and swinging a tail adorned with a pink bow can be considered "on duty." Suddenly, I remember Farot. The young snub-nosed girl in that helmet that always slid down, always running to report to James when this or that party arrived at the fort. Now, she is an elite huntress. At least on the outside. I imagine she’s still the same on the inside, and so I cannot fathom what Elnar must have been drinking when promoting her to the rank of centurion.
A smile creeps across my lips as I jump to the ground and walk up to the welcoming gate, Gloom moving silently behind me. When we reach the halfway point, I remove my invisibility. Despite the fact that a few dozen soldiers patrol the wall, Tilly is still the one to see us first. Naturally. The girl whirls around, her eyebrows soaring into the air, but her confusion lasts less than a second.
"The prince! The prince has arrived!" she screams at the gate, running towards Gloom and me with a face of rapturous joy as the dumbfounded sentries look on. 
Nothing to see here. Just an Elder Demon and a colossal black dragon. A few feet away, Tilly puts on the brakes, apparently trying to ascertain how formally she should relate to me. But at the same moment, she abandons all pretense and throws herself around my neck.
"We’ve been waiting for so long, dar!" she whispers in my ear, giving me a peck on the cheek. Then, remembering her manners, she steps back and bows. And just as quickly, she forgets me completely as she gapes at the dragon.
"...Gloom?" she shuffles her feet, transfixed by the onyx-black monster. "I didn’t know you were... I only have these..."
Tilly extends two large pieces of fruit to the dragon, shrugging guiltily.
I move to reassure the demoness. "Don’t worry. He likes them just as much as he did before."
With a wink at Gloom, I head for the gate.
"You go ahead and laugh," Gloom sniffs in the channel. "This is good food, and she’s a caring demon. Unlike some." 
The dragon leans his head forward to gently take the offered treat with his teeth and munch on it enthusiastically.
"Legion! Pre-sent!" Elnar barks as soon as I reach the gate.
The sound of steel moving to attention is deafening. Iam raises the flagstaff up high as the scowling beast gives me a friendly wink from the wind-whipped banner. The legate turns sharply on his heels and moves towards me, his firm steps and jingling mithril armor the only breakers of the silence hanging over the square.
"We greet you, Lord! The First Legion of the Free Princedom of Craedia stands at attention!" He stops two yards away.
But I see more than military cold in Elnar’s eyes. He searches my visage, as if trying to find familiar features. So much time has passed... So much has changed...
"Hello, James!" I step forward and embrace the commander tightly, then break and look around at the assembled troops. I give my voice some magic amplification.
"Greetings, all!" 
The legion roars back at me as I nod and turn to Elnar, slapping him on the shoulder and smiling. "Announce a city holiday! Tell our guys that I’ll be here this evening, eager to receive them."
James’ lips spread in a warm smile. "Of course, dar," he responds, just as my eyes find my wife’s.
Lita is standing to the left of the dungeon gate in a relaxed pose, leaning back against the wall, her arms crossed. She is watching the action in the square, irony unmasked on her face. A white shirt, beige pants, and brown leather boots complement her narrow waist, slender legs, and black hair laced with silver. Hart! I know very well who my wife is by now. Then why does the sight of her still steal my breath away so completely?
Behind me, Elnar dryly issues orders, and legionaries respond with joyful noise, but my world has narrowed to this short, slender, powerful, impossibly beautiful woman.
The next second, I’m beside my smiling wife, pulling her waist to mine, running a hand over her cheek, and putting my lips against hers. Lita’s body goes limp, and she throws her hands over my shoulders and closes her eyes. From the square behind us, an approving roar rings out, just as it had at the gates of Mishtah - except that now the woman I hold is mine, and mine alone. 
After an eternity of bliss, Lita lightly places a hand on my chest and pushes away.
"Hello, my dear. You sure took your time. It is so like you to leave a pregnant girl to the mercy of her fate." 
"Excuse me?" I gasp in shock. "You’re..."
"No, I will certainly not excuse you," she shook her head. "Pregnant wives are not to be abandoned. We can get quite antsy, you know." 
Twisting out of my arms, Lita looks at my bewildered expression with some doubt, then nods thoughtfully and disappears into the dungeon. 
I feel like a barrel of ice water has just been poured over me. I’m going to be a father?! We're going to have a baby?! After a full minute of shock, I rush to catch up with my wife, who has reached the hallway of the third floor by now. Gently grabbing her, I turn her face towards mine. 
It’s difficult to keep my voice from shaking. "You’re... you’re pregnant?" 
"I said that already. We’re going to have a boy," she answers. 
"But a succubus can only conceive if she is truly in love..." 
Lita frees her hand and runs it lightly over my cheek. Undisguised grief floods her voice.
"Remember when we discussed who would be the smart one in our family, dear? Well, I always knew, but I really had no idea things would be so lopsided. I wonder if it’s too late."
She shakes her head and enters the prince’s chambers, pausing at the door.
"By the way, you have two wives, not just one. In case you didn’t know."
"Two wives?! What are you talking about!" 
I look down the corridor, searching for some sign of salvation from the madness conquering my mind. Paintings hang on the walls, and guards stand at their posts. I look back to my wife. 
"Nothing. Just accept it. It’s true." 
Lita gives me an angelic smile and a wink as she vanishes behind the door. 
I feel like I’m the butt of a joke in some ridiculous fantasy novel as I follow her - and stop dead in my tracks. Sitting on a white leather sofa complemented by a table bearing a bowl of fruit, is a woman, her legs and arms crossed. Sata. She is clad in silver-stitched leather half-boots, shorts and a black vest. In fact, she looks exactly as she did on the day of our first - and last - meeting. I haven't forgotten...
My wife points to our guest, gracefully saunters over to the fruit table, and takes an apple from a vase. She bites off a small piece.
"I told him about you already. I mean, he clearly hasn’t processed it yet, so I doubt he truly appreciates this moment..."
"Hello, Krian!" Sata rises and bows her head. Her voice has that familiar throaty quality to it. "I’m sorry that I only now have the opportunity to see you. Lita and I have discussed everything. I sincerely hope you’re not about to leave two defenseless women to their fates?" 
My legs tremble as the words slam into my ear like a tidal wave. Did she mention fate at our last meeting, too? She, more than anyone, is in charge of fate...
"Two?" I choke out, looking at Lita. "But..."
The demoness chuckles, taking another bite. "He doesn’t understand."
I turn and stare in surprise at the little girl sitting with her legs crossed in a chair under a weapon hanging on the wall, squeezing a glowing purple cube in her hands. She looks no older than seven or eight. Her black hair is braided in two funny pigtails topped with white bows, and she wears a light blue dress that sparkles with decorative stars. Her nose is tiny, her green eyes huge. In fact, she would fit right into any anime cartoon. I read the legend over her head. Nika. Young Goddess of Victory. Hart! How is it that I failed to sense the presence of a goddess behind me? Not that I had sensed Sata, either. In a state as dazed as mine, I doubted that I would see Vill and Syrat playing jump rope right in front of my nose.
When our eyes meet, the girl smiles, then leaps down from the chair and curtsies. 
"Hi! I’m Nika!" she announces politely. 
I nod and mouth hello, trying to figure out how she could have gotten here. Then it hits me.
No. Effing. Way. It can’t be! I spin around to look at the laughing fox, then back to the girl. I can’t speak. 
"He’s kind of strange," Nika remarks. "Very strange. But funny. And cute."
She looks at Sata and pleads for the new focus of her childish attention.
"Mom, there’s a black dragon out in the yard! Can I go see it? After all, I’ve already met him before, right?" 
Without waiting for an answer, the girl evaporates, leaving a cloud of sparkles behind. For another ten seconds I stand motionless, staring at the weapon hanging on the wall. Realizing the madhouse that would be my future if I fail to snap out of this, I shake my head and turn to look at both women. Though with my dumbfounded features, this might do little to aid my chances of remaining asylum-free. 
"Look, you love improvisation, don’t you?" Lita smiles with a simple-minded shrug as she takes another bite of her apple. "We decided to surprise you, is all. And then surprise you again. Don’t worry, there are no more surprises."
"How else do you think gods are made?" Sata adds. "Remember when I told you about one particular possibility? Well, you were victorious, and so Nika was born. After all, the goddess of victory can only be born after a great victory is achieved. Fitting, don’t you think? And when you won your other great victory, she grew up." 
With a grin on her face, Sata approaches and kisses me.
"Thank you, for my life and the life of my daughter." 
"I... uh... yes, of course." My brain is divided between figuring out what’s going on and praying to Providence and all the Creators that this is not a dream. The Creator’s choice was not one between power and love. I have received both in full. At last I realize why Lita had shielded the castle from me.
"Are you all right?" the goddess asks, concern blossoming in her eyes. 
"More than all right!" I pull my flask from my bag and take a long pull. 
The cognac warms my stomach, then washes my body with calm. My consciousness clears, and anxiety disappears. Now to smoke a pipe, and this happy day will be complete. 
"That’s the end of the good news," Lita continues once I have finished my drink. "Velial, Abaddon, Tiamat and Acheron have declared war on their mother. Their combined forces reached the border of the Veld of Illusion yesterday. A great war is beginning in the Netherworld, and we-"
"We will help out ally dominion," I interrupt. "How much time do we have?" 
"Three days."
"Perfect." I pull my pipe from my bag and nod at the balcony. "I’ll smoke, then we’ll discuss our plans."
The palm trees and lounge chairs I conceived of and feared when I discovered my new situation evaporate. Another war? Bring it on! Vacation could wait. Funny... How many times have I thought vacation was just around the corner?
Lita smiles sweetly as she turns back to Sata. "Of course, dear, go smoke. See that, Sata? One mention of war, and he’s back. Just as I told you..."
February 2018                Moscow
Dear friends! Thank you for being on this journey with me! Our story may have ended, but the Realm of Arkon lives on! Look out for my new series, The Dark Covenant, about the the exploits of a professional gamer playing a drow rogue.


                                                                                     G. Akella





Friends! We now have a Facebook group dedicated to the Realm of Arkon series! We'll be happy to have you join, and answer any question about the series!







Don't miss the a new series of my good friend Arthur Stone, which takes place in a world that's connected to the S.T.Y.X. universe!





I also want to recommend you a new LitRPG series by a friend of mine: The Artar Chronicles by Vladimir Vasilenko. 

This is a story of a free-spirited and reckless student, a master of parkour, who got a special invitation into the virtual world of Artar when the most private in-game clan called The Steel Hounds became interested in his talents. 

Vladimir has built a huge world that feels like it's living and breathing and filled it with everything that we love in RPGs. Btw, the main character is a battle monk!

 

 










 Join LitRPG Society on Facebook to find out more about the genre! 















Join the LitRPG Community!
 To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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