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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   "Oh really?!" a warrior in heavy armor clambered out of the water and onto a shore carpeted with dry, soft, olive-colored moss. Lending a hand to a green-haired priestess following behind, he gave an exasperated sigh and plopped down on the ground, his armor rattling in indignation. "What fools would expect me to take such risks on an empty stomach!" he shook his head with almost palpable sorrow, looking on as more dark elves emerged from the swamp.
 
   "Have you no shame, Bonbon? You've been munching on something the whole way here," Masyanya said wearily, taking a seat next to him. 
 
   "So? Would you prefer it if I fell into a hunger-induced coma? Would you carry my fat ass then?"
 
   "You're the last candidate of all of us for a hunger-induced coma," smirked Rexar, cleaning algae stuck to his pants. "Eww!" the ranger held up a large black leech for everyone to see, spat on the ground in disgust, and tossed it back in the swamp. 
 
   "Everybody, check one another for leeches and other parasites," commanded Max, the last to emerge from the swamp. As if on cue, all the females' eyes went round with horror. Max motioned in the direction of the bushes no more than thirty feet away. "Go behind the bushes, ladies." 
 
   "Need any help?" taking a swig from his flask, Bonbon gave the girls a roguish look.
 
   "That goes for everyone," Max frowned, looking right at him. "And be quick about it. We'll rest here for two-three hours, then keep moving. According to the map, it's a little over a mile to our destination." 
 
   "Have a heart, Max," putting his flask away, Bonbon spread his arms wide and fell back on the ground, suddenly looking like a starfish. "We've been wading through a waist-deep swamp for ten freaking hours! When are we going to sleep?"
 
   "When we get there," the latter shook his head sternly. Then he turned and gestured at the trunks of mighty trees sticking out of the water. "I don't like it here. It almost feels like the swamp is creeping up on us." 
 
   "We're in a fairy tale," shrugged a young fellow in loose black garb. "It's not out of the realm of possibilities. But check out the level range for this zone: 40-48. It's perfect for us! And there's some fowl for us to pluck," the assassin motioned to his right, where small flocks of large birds promenaded along the water. "We can only hope there are more zones like this!"
 
   "Donut, take Rexar and scout the area," Max gestured at the forest line about a hundred yards away. "But don't go too far. Once you find a suitable spot for camp, head right back. We need to dry up and eat something."
 
   "Got it, boss," the rogue saluted and, with a wave to the ranger, headed for the trees.
 
   "And who's going to check for leeches?" Luffy watched them go with a dubious look. Then, with a glance at his silt-covered hands, he sighed and headed for the water. 
 
   "Leeches are good for you," Bonbon answered for everyone, without changing his pose.
 
   "Next you'll be telling us they taste like chicken," the mage gave him a sideways look. "It wouldn't surprise me after seeing you eat slugs."  
 
   "Haters gonna hate," the tank grunted, sitting up. "Max, who's got the smokes?" Bonbon proceeded to clap at his pockets in a habitual motion, checking for a light. Then, taking the rolled-up cigarette from the commander, he held the tip with his teeth and opened his inventory. "As for you, Luffy, I'm beginning to seriously question your utility. You're supposed to be a fire mage, right? Then how come I'm always stuck looking for a damn light?"
 
   "Have you counted how much paper and tobacco you've wasted on those roll-ups?" the mage's voice came from the water. "You're flushing money down the toilet. Actually, I'd like to see you light up from a fireball—maybe that'll finally activate some gray matter in your noggin. Then again, you're already bald, so I'll just be wasting mana. And besides, smoking is bad for you!"
 
   "You don't say," the tank mused philosophically, his smoking cigarette pointed at the sky. "It was bad for you IRL, but here it is actually pretty great. A smoke helps me to think and focus."
 
   "You? Think?" done with his impromptu bath, the mage turned toward Max and Bonbon, lounging on the grass. "With your intellect? The only thing your head is good for is to wolf down everything in sight, edible or not. Well, that and maybe endure the occasional head trauma..." 
 
   "You're mean," Bonbon shrugged, then proceeded to pull off his boots, the cigarette still in his teeth. 
 
    In the meantime, the sun had risen over the swamp, dispersing wisps of fog from the shore and illuminating growths of coastal reeds. Covered with colonies of moss and vegetation creeping out of the water, the bark of the trees looked crimson-red in the light of the rising sun, creating the illusion that the forest titans were bleeding out, awaiting their final hour with stoicism, having made peace with their fate. The pungent scent of water lilies filtering from the water mixed with that of rot and resin upon reaching the shore. Everything around seemed to be frozen still in anticipation of unknown yet imminent and inexorable events. 
 
    Max sat there, his chin in his palms, watching the local fowl species stride to and fro along the water line. They looked kind of like ostriches, but their cries closer resembled common crows. A chain of hidden quests is nice and all, but are we strong enough to see it through? He had been racked by doubts from the moment his companions had appointed him as their leader. Who was he? Just your average noob, to use the game's own unofficial terms. Hell, he had needed to memorize a warrior guide just to be able to allocate his talents. 
 
    He had outright offered the leadership role to Donut as the more experienced player. It was during one of the short stops they had made while crossing the swamp, making use of the few islets encountered along the way. The assassin seemed to consider it, staring off into the mist for a good minute, then raised his eyes at Max and shook his head. "This is your burden. I'm a good player, but that's all I am. I can even lead raids, but to be responsible for all these people? Sorry, but no. It won't take long for you to hone your skills, but being a leader is not a skill you can teach. That comes from right here," Donut stuck a thumb into his chest. "For example, if I had been in your shoes, I never would have believed me back there in the woods," the rogue gestured toward whence they came. "And we would all be sitting around a graveyard right about now. This is a magical world, Max, where luck isn't just some empty notion. It is very much real. And you're one lucky son of a bitch, let me tell you! So, I will follow you, along with everyone else," he smiled. "You can rely on my blade and my full support, but not to lead. That's all you, brother..."
 
    "Hey, fellas?" Luffy's alarmed voice broke through his reverie. Having leaped to his feet, the mage was waving at them while pointing at the water. "The trail! It's gone!"
 
   "Were you planning on going back?" Bonbon smirked, unperturbed by the development. "For all your intellect, you seem to have forgotten the quest description—the trail was supposed to disappear. Which of us is the fool now?"
 
   "The quest mentioned it disappearing after twelve hours! But only ten hours have passed," the mage puckered his brow.
 
   "Everyone who'd had the quest made it across, so it disappeared," rising to his feet, Max walked over to the water. Arms folded over his chest, he proceeded to study the vapors rising over the swamp. "This is good for us—what if those scumbags had been following us?" 
 
   "Good or not," Luffy's shoulders slumped. "Now there's no going back for us." 
 
   "There was no going back the moment we stepped on that trail," the tank objected. "And don't worry—there's always a way out, no matter the predicament," he gave the pouting mage a reassuring clap on the shoulder. "Even if some beast gobbles you up... Actually, in that case, there are two ways out!" 
 
   "Bonbon! Do you ever swap out your foot wraps?" Masyanya wrinkled her nose, having just emerged out of the bushes. Helliona followed shortly after.
 
   "Only for vodka!" the tank twirled his non-existing mustache like a true hussar.
 
   "That joke is as old as it is corny," the girl sniffed, giving a wide berth to Bonbon as he kicked off his boots. 
 
   "Where's Alyona?" asked Max, looking but not seeing the familiar figure. 
 
   "She's coming," Helliona winked to him, adding a mysterious smile. "You've sent our boys to scout ahead?" 
 
   "They're coming back already, see," Bonbon replied for the commander, pointing toward the forest. The scouts were moving toward the rest of the party, with Rexar walking just behind while carrying a small animal over his shoulder. "Is that a snack for his kitty or something?"
 
   "That's too much even for you," Helliona parried, flicking a lock of raspberry-red hair off her forehead. 
 
    Those players who had departed into the game had long made the observation that if you didn't loot a killed beast, after just several hours you could cut up its carcass just as you would in the real world. Moreover, the veterans claimed that this new option hadn't existed before patch seventeen. The result was a tremendous spike in demand for game animals. Whereas before you had a dozen players for every boar or deer, nowadays the number of aspiring hunters surged by an order of magnitude, driven by the basic necessity to eat.
 
   "What can I tell you, ladies and gents?" Donut spread his arms theatrically, drawing attention to his rather satisfied self. "We're in paradise! You can't imagine how much wildlife is in those woods!"
 
    "Considering this zone is level 40-48, we can easily grind here till at least 60 without any trouble," the assassin shifted his eyes to Max and added, raising his index finger didactically. "Going back to our discussion about luck. Now, it may sound like a boring option, but don't underestimate its effectiveness." 
 
   "You're saying the area is teeming with these beauties?" Bonbon walked barefoot toward the piglet slain and delivered by the scouts, grinning as Masyanya sidestepped to get out of his way. He bent over the dead animal, then looked up and winked to the huntress. "Things are looking up!"
 
   "Did you find a suitable place for camp?" Max raised his voice a bit to make sure he was heard over the joyous and excited chatter brought on by the rogue's declaration.
 
   "Sure thing, chief," Donut motioned toward the forest. "About a thousand feet in there's a lush meadow with a spring and some deadwood. We would have been back sooner if not for a certain greedy ranger who had decided to drag this piggy all the way here. He didn't want it going to waste, you see."
 
   "Damn right," Bonbon lent his support before Rexar could express his indignation. Whipping out his carving knife, the tank got to work over the animal's carcass. "Come to papa, my darling..." he purred with a lustful smile.
 
   "Get help!" the green-haired priestess recoiled from him. "That mental mage from Talyan might have done something," she added with a sigh. "Too bad we're so low on money, and my proficiency in mental magic won't be nearly enough for a long while..."
 
   "Let's wrap things up here quick, and move out," Max eyed his companions, their faces a few shades brighter than before. "Masyanya, where's Alyona?"
 
   "Here she comes," the fair-haired huntress nodded in the direction of the young woman walking towards them. "Good news?" she asked.
 
   "Max! I got through! I called and finally got through!" Alyona threw her arms around the warrior's neck and pressed her face to his chest, crying. 
 
   "What happened?! Is Roman all right?!" he frowned, holding the girl by the waist.
 
   "Everything's good," the redhead backed away, fished a handkerchief from her bag and proceeded to wipe away her tears. "These are from joy," she smiled. "Give me a moment, I'll explain everything..."
 
    
 
    Not an hour had gone by before the elves were sitting around a campfire on a cozy meadow discovered by the scouts, the flames crackling soothingly. The dawning sun was just beginning to filter through the crowns of mighty trees, enclosing the camp like columns of some grand and ancient temple. The flames' tendrils swirled in a mesmerizing dance with the breeze, which carried a heavy cocktail of odors from deep within the woods, the most prominent notes being of rotting leaves, tree bark and fragrant flowers. 
 
   "It's so gorgeous here," Ellanca exhaled in awe. Touching the mage's shoulder, she pointed toward the trees surrounding them. "What are those, Luffy? Mallorn trees?"
 
   "Certain herbalists ought to have paid more attention in botany class," Bonbon drawled, imitating the world's most boring teacher while sticking sliced pieces of meat onto a long metal skewer. "At the very least, they should have collected preserved plants as a hobby during childhood. Maybe then they would be able to tell an oak from the myriad other species of trees found in nature." 
 
   "Well then, mister botany expert, won't you educate my ignorant self what mallorn trees look like?" the green-haired priestess shot him a sardonic look. "You see, I haven't chanced upon a single one in the month and a half I've been in this game."
 
   "How should I know?" the bald man shrugged. "Unlike some people, I was looking at the ground on the way here, so don't expect me to know what those acorns look like. And those boars over there," he pointed at wild pigs roaming amid the trees to the side of them, "would probably agree with me."
 
   "If I remember my Tolkien, mallorn trees are immense in size, with bark that's smooth as velvet and silver-gray in color. Their lower branches and trunk take on a circular shape, forming a giant bowl," explained Donut, back from gathering firewood. "And you didn't see them for the simple reason that they don't exist."
 
   "What do you mean? I remember reading about them in the game's description."
 
   "Before the War of the Great Rift, elves were a united people," the assassin expounded, taking a seat by the bonfire. "Not 'light elves' or 'dark elves,' but simply 'elves.' I don't remember the exact details, only that the gods turned away from the children of the forest when the war began, and all the mallorn trees withered as a result." 
 
   "Fascinating!" Masyanya took a break from grooming her bear pet, whom she'd summoned several minutes prior, and looked at the rogue. "What was the reason for the war?"
 
   "I never claimed to be an expert on elven history," Donut smiled. "The legends mention something about the love of a beautiful princess for the heir to some Great House, but... I would guess it was no more than a banal power struggle." 
 
   "How do you know all this stuff?" with a wink to the rogue, Masyanya resumed grooming her pet.
 
   "Before I start a new game, I like to read up on it. Learn its rules, review guides, stuff like that," he shrugged. "Incidentally, the epic quest for mallorn seeds and saplings is one of the few that's publicly available in both elven capitals. Only problem is, no one has come close to completing it in the four plus years since the game went live." 
 
   "I can only imagine what the reward must be..." Bonbon whistled, holding out his makeshift skewers over the smoldering embers.
 
   "A small castle and admission into one of the Great Houses," the assassin sighed dreamily. "And the title of ryhn, at the very least."
 
   "Title of what?" tearing away from contemplating the hypnotic flames, Max gave the rogue a quizzical look.
 
   "Are y'all really this clueless?" Donut looked around at the bemused faces of his comrades sitting around the bonfire.
 
   "You came here to play, but we ended up here for various reasons that have nothing to do with the game," Masyanya explained, taking a seat next to him. "So start spilling!"
 
   "There's nothing to spill," the assassin shrugged. "The elven kingdom is governed by the king, who happens to be the Great Prince of the ruling house. Presently that's Larentyl—the Great Prince of the House of Morning Dew. The dark elves have seven such Houses, each of which is ruled by a Great Prince—a title of nobility roughly equivalent to an Erantian duke. I hope everyone here knows Erantia?"
 
   "The human kingdom," Max nodded. "Go on."
 
   "Down the line in the hierarchy are princes, most of whom rule the Lesser Houses. Below them are lords—typically, these are heads of separate branches loyal to one of the Great or Lesser Houses. And the lowest noble title is ryhn, which is the equivalent of what we'd call a knight. See, simple." 
 
   "Right, simple." Max shook his head dubiously. "But wait, then what are drow? Aren't they the dark elves from the books?" 
 
   "It's cute how you try to make sense of this stuff," the rogue grinned. "Even I would be hard-pressed to remember all the different types of elves introduced by the gaming industry over the years. Blood elves, night elves, high elves, wood elves... And that's just off the top of my head. But Arkon's developers wanted to carve their own path with these rift wars. And the differences in appearance between dark and light elves in the game really are minimal: skin color and ear shape. The more material difference lies in the magical talents available to them. Besides Nature magic, light elves can use certain spells from the Light school of magic, whereas dark elves dabble in Dark magic, naturally. That said, you're never going to meet a light elf paladin or a dark elf necromancer. As far as I know, these never existed even in books." 
 
   "What about drow?"
 
   "What about them? Just as the books say, drow live below ground. Whatever their relation to elves, it is quite distant. Their race was introduced into the game as an antipode to dwarves. Haven't you noticed that every race here has a mortal enemy? Humans and orcs, dark and light elves. So are drow for dwarves. Especially since both races spend most of their lives underground."
 
   "Gotcha," Max nodded to Donut, then shifted his eyes to the red-haired elven maiden. She hadn't uttered a word in the past hour. "So, any news from Roman, Alyona?" 
 
   "That's right! Don't keep us in suspense, girlfriend!" Masyanya echoed, making herself comfortable on a wooden log.
 
   "You want what my aunt said verbatim?" Alyona gave an enigmatic smile.
 
   "However you want to say it."
 
   "All right, then," the girl smiled again. Then, with her eyes shut tight, she quoted: "'It doesn't look good, my dear girl. Either your brother has lost his mind, or he has sold his soul to the devil. According to him, he's teamed up with demons and is fighting against the living dead! I've been praying for you both every night, but clearly it isn't enough. I'll put extra money in the offering plate in church this Sunday." Alyona opened her eyes, taking in the smiles of her companions. "Our aunt was in the hospital—that's why her phone was off. I should have given her more credit." 
 
   "Is that all?" Max gave her an intent look.
 
   "Not quite," the young woman winked at him. "Roman knew how absurd and blasphemous this would sound to a normal person, so he had her write down several more things." 
 
   "Well? Quit stalling, would you?" Max frowned.
 
   "Fine, fine. Listen." Calling the crowd to attention, she raised her right hand. "I quote. 'I'm doing great. Just got level one forty nine. Raised my reputation with dark elves to respected. Also started a quest chain that will lead me above. So, expect me in three-four months with souvenirs.'"
 
    A silence ensued, unbroken save for the light crackling of the bonfire and the hissing of meat roasting over the flames. 
 
   "God damn..." Bonbon was the first to speak. "One hundred forty nine!"
 
   "Alyona," Max peered into the young woman's eyes. "Did Roman say anything else?"
 
   "Well, yes," the priestess grounded her eyes sheepishly.
 
   "And?" the warrior raised his brow at her.
 
   "He said that we shouldn't go anywhere, but wait for him in Ellorian," she said with a sigh. "And he repeated this particular phrase three times. Finally, he said that we'll all decide our next step after he finds us." 
 
   "There it is!" Max chuckled. "Except not only did we leave the capital, we've managed to get ourselves into a hot mess along the way."
 
   "I'm not fifteen years old anymore, Max. Don't forget that," the girl said curtly. "I'm old enough to decide for myself what I'm going to do. So let's drop the matter. Besides, we're safe now, and we can't get back to the capital even if we wanted to."
 
   "Yeah, yeah," the warrior nodded agreeably, still chuckling. "Like I don't know who I'm dealing with here. I won't mention it again," he waved his hand and turned away from her.
 
   "Come on, Max," Alyona's tone carried apologetic notes. "I'm not alone here, am I? It'll all work out... I really believe it!"
 
   "Let's put it behind us and focus on the shrine. We'll figure out what to do afterwards." 
 
   "See, this is why I love you," she pecked him on the cheek. "You're a real sweetheart. What's happening with that barbecue, Bonbon?" Alyona changed the topic at once. "I'm about to start munching on tree bark from sheer hunger." 
 
   "Leave tree bark for bunny wabbits!" he shot back at her. "And don't disturb a pitmaster at work!"
 
   "Listen, Alyona... Are you sure you got all that right?" Donut asked the girl. "Your brother only started the game one day before the patch, didn't he?"
 
   "Well, yeah..."
 
   "Getting level one forty nine in only a few months is unheard of!" the rogue shook his head. "The current record is level one hundred in one month and twenty one days, set by a kid from Korea who was essentially power-leveled by his whole clan around the clock right from character creation."
 
   "Do you think I'm lying?" the young woman frowned.
 
   "It's not that!" the assassin dismissed the notion with a wave. "You mentioned that your brother worked for the corporation behind the game, right?"
 
   "And?"
 
   "Perhaps he knows something the rest of us don't? Ask him about it next time you communicate through your aunt. In light of what's been happening to us, I really wouldn't mind some means of accelerating our leveling..."
 
   "Get your plates ready!" the bald man clapped his hands, calling everyone's attention. "Why isn't the bread already cut and served? I'm looking at you, Masyanya!"
 
    The conversation died down for some time, with only the crackling of the bonfire and the sounds of the forest awakening disturbing the silence.
 
   "Donut, you're the most experienced player between all of us here," having finished her meal first, Masyanya put her bowl back into inventory and gave the rogue an intent look. "Tell me this," catching the latter's attention, the girl continued, "Alyona and I have leveled our cooking skill to almost sixty, whereas a certain bald-headed individual is barely past twenty. So why is it that when we cook barbecue, it doesn't come out near as tasty as his?"
 
   "It's simple," wiping his hands on his sleeves, the assassin produced a flask of water and handed it to the huntress. "He was a good cook in real life. Let's say, equivalent to one to two hundred cooking skill in the game. And real-world skills don't simply disappear for your avatar. Provided you have the ingredients, you can cook any dish you knew how to cook in real life, and the taste will come out fairly similar. The same goes for any other skill subject to the local laws of physics." 
 
   "So, if the person was a good boxer or weapons expert in his past life, those will become advantages in the game?"
 
   "Max..." the assassin sighed. "Your strength is close to two hundred now, right? With your equipment?"
 
   "One ninety." 
 
   "So you can lift and carry close to eight hundred pounds. And twenty levels from now not even an Olympic champion from the real world will be a match for you. You would simply kill him with a single punch.  As for weapons expertise, I'm guessing that you've read a bunch of stupid books about folks who ended up in a game and, having been specialists in real life, began pwning everyone left and right. Sorry to burst your bubble, but all that is horseshit. Back in the Middle Ages warriors would pick up a sword very early in life, since their survival depended directly on their skill with a weapon. They had no television, no careers, no luxuries of the modern life. The point is, even the most pathetic swordsman from that time would wipe the floor with any modern weapons expert. Want proof? I've got a one-hander on me. Let's give it to Luffy and see how good he is at swinging it..."
 
   "No need, you've convinced me," Max raised his hands in surrender. Then, looking around his sated companions, he continued. "Let's take an hour to rest and head back out. It is imperative we make it to our destination by midday." With that, he glanced at Alyona, who was saying something emphatically to Helliona, and braced himself mentally for the uneasy conversation he would need to have with her brother after his return from Demon Grounds.
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    "A pleasant site, this is," sighed Rexar, who had been leading the way, when the group finally made it to their destination. 
 
   "Did you think we were headed to a resort?" Donut passed the still ranger and surveyed their surroundings carefully, shielding his eyes from the sun.
 
   Kirana's shrine stood at the edge of the forest, on the bank of a small lake whose water was black as viscid tar. The lake's shores were sparsely populated by pines. Hanging over the water's surface, the trees looked so sickly that the faintest gust of wind seemed capable of toppling them. Some had already fallen into the lake, their crowns and bare branches sticking out of the water like fossils. A brown-green moss covered the shores and the ground underfoot as far as they could see. Where one would typically see sedge or reeds growing along the shorelines, they saw a mishmash of filthy weeds. The shrine itself was formed by the interweaving of withered trees running along its perimeter, trunks and boughs glimmering darkly from the fire that must have ravaged the place. Further evidence lay in the burnt frames of various wooden structures visible behind the shrine. 
 
    "If we do find a pool, I won't be going for a swim," Bonbon sat casually on a fallen trunk near the path. Taking out a rolled cigarette and a tinderbox, he lit up and took a deep drag. "Looks like things got sticky here," he said, pointing at the bones littering the ground.
 
   "The temple probably had guards," Max observed. "Well, no use sitting on our thumbs—let's check this place out. Everybody stick together. No one goes inside just yet." 
 
    As the elves approached the structure, the full picture of the destruction was gradually revealed to them. It appeared that the attackers had attempted to raze the shrine to the ground, but hadn't quite managed it. Perhaps the trees had high fire and magic resistance, or the disavowed had simply lost patience. At any rate, the other structures—and Max counted at least ten—had been burned to a crisp. 
 
   "Are we looting the corpses?" Luffy paused near one of the skeletons lying on the ground, giving the commander a questioning look.
 
   "No, we're just going to leave them here," Max snorted. "Of course we're looting them. But make it quick—we still need to see what's inside."
 
   "That might be a problem," Helliona shook her head. "There must be at least a hundred of them." Walking over to a skeleton, its gray robe rotting, she leaned over and put her hand on the dead mob. "Not bad! Almost twenty copper and a piece of linen cloth."
 
   "I got the same," Luffy echoed. "A pity none of us have picked up tailoring." 
 
   "No big loss. We'll sell it all once we get to a city," Masyanya sniffed. "Coin is always useful."
 
    Letting the others take care of the looting, Max proceeded to round the shrine carefully, halting near the remains of a small enclosure. The trees behind it were totally scorched, their shapes resembling twisted human figures roughly ten feet tall.
 
   "Lycarnae..." a voice at his back startled him.
 
   "Keep sneaking up on me like that, and I'll be stuttering soon," he snapped at the assassin. 
 
   "Just keeping you on your toes, boss," the rogue grinned, slipping through a gap in the fence and into the improvised garden. "Whoa! One of them is still alive."
 
   "Come again?" 
 
   "These are elven war trees. I've heard about them, but have never actually seen them until now," the assassin muttered in awe, rounding one of the trunks jutting out of the ground. "They grow like regular trees at first, but at some point they acquire the ability to move, just like guardian trees. If these had been fully mature, I doubt the attackers would have been able to take them down with magic from behind the fence."
 
    By then Max had also noticed the yellow-colored health bar above the surviving tree—lost in thought, it had escaped his attention initially. The tree was level 57, and had less than two percent life left. 
 
   "Why didn't it heal over time? Shouldn't it have passive regeneration?"
 
   "Don't you see the debuff?" the assassin pointed at a dark dot over the health bar. "It's probably using all its energy just to stay live."
 
   "You mean it's been suffering here for centuries?" Max mumbled in shock. "We wouldn't be able to heal it either with this debuff... Maybe watering it would help? Or digging around it?"
 
   "Naw," Donut shook his head. "It won't help. I've read up on this stuff. But there is one thing we can try. Stand here, I'll be right back." 
 
   "What do we do with the defenders' bodies?" Rexar asked in the raid channel. "There are eight of them." 
 
   "Bury the defenders," said Max. "We've come here to restore their goddess' shrine, after all. Giving them a proper burial seems like the right thing to do. As for the disavowed, burn their remains." 
 
   "But we can loot the defenders first, right?" Ellanca asked.
 
   "If their weapons or armor can be of use to us, I don't think the goddess will mind."
 
   "We won't be burning anyone," Donut emerged from behind the shrine, dragging one of the skeletons in rusted iron chainmail behind him. 
 
   "What are you up to?" Max gave him a quizzical look.
 
   "You'll see." Donut released his grip on the skeleton as they neared the lycarn, letting the bones fall with a rattle at the base of the trunk.
 
    For a while, nothing happened. Then the tree shuddered, twisting, and covered the disavowed's corpse with its naked branches the way a mother hen might shield its chicks from danger. Barely a minute went by before nothing at all remained of what had just been an armored skeleton. The lycarn snapped straight, its HP bar several percent higher than before.
 
   "It devours metal too..." the assassin exhaled in awe, then looked at Max, who was just as stunned. "I heard that lycarnae deal physical and Nature damage, and can feed on their enemies' corpses to regenerate their own strength, but I didn't expect this... Praise Hart this thing is neutral to us."
 
   "The other advantage being less hassle for us with the bodies," Max noted philosophically. "We'll need to cleanse the territory anyway—I suspect it'll take us more than a day to restore the shrine." 
 
   "Max, we've got one and a half gold and two uncommon pieces to grow into," Masyanya reported, walking up to them. She had assumed the role of quartermaster and treasurer some time ago. "Anything of interest here?"
 
    For the next hour the entire raid would drag dead skeletons scattered in the area over to the lycarn, then watch as the tree devoured them, gradually restoring its health bar and forming a thick coat of dark-green needles. 
 
    "Ay!" Masyanya recoiled from the tree when the trunk's upper section suddenly assumed the shape of a human face. Its two large round eyes blinked open. "I had a hard enough time sleeping in Talyan with these things," she muttered. "And here we are growing our own."
 
    In the meantime, the lower section of the lycarn's trunk split, and the fully healed tree now resembled a ten-foot-tall spiked orangutan rearing on hind legs. With a great crashing sound, the tree broke free of the ground. The dark icon of the debuff disappeared, and the HP bar turned from neutral yellow to friendly green. The tree looked around the astounded elves with unblinking eyes; then, with a heavy step, it moved toward its closest fallen comrade. 
 
   "Well, Dr. Frankenstein," Helliona gave Max a sly wink. "We've got reinforcements. Tank material, you think?" 
 
   "Somehow I doubt it will tank for us," said Max, watching the tree as it went. "I do wonder what it's programmed to do, however..." 
 
   The tree, in the meantime, had made it to one of its brothers that had perished in the flames. Reaching out with its boughs, operating them like massive paws, it drew and pressed the deceased to its trunk. With a crash, the dead tree burst and crumbled in a cloud of dust, while the lycarn's level jumped from fifty seven to fifty eight.
 
   "No fair! Why can't I do that?" Luffy exclaimed in indignation.
 
   "You want to do that with those trees?" Ellanca drew away from him, wide-eyed, a teasing smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. "You're just full of surprises!"
 
   "Oh, come on!" the mage turned sharply toward her. "That's not what I meant and you know it..." But his words were drowned out by roaring laughter.
 
   "Are we going inside the shrine or what?" Alyona asked Max. "It's midday already, and we're nowhere near done!"
 
   "Let's wait and see what it'll do next," the warrior gestured at the tree that was gradually growing in levels. "You don't often get to see stuff like this. And oh," he turned to the rest, "let's gather all the dead skeletons here for the tree feast on."
 
    The lycarn, in the meantime, had finished making the rounds of its fallen brothers, and was now a healthy level eighty four. Casting another glance at the elves with its unblinking lime-green eyes, it turned and started toward the entrance to the ruined shine, limbs screeching as it went. 
 
   "Hey, where are you going?" Luffy yelled, then turned to his companions.
 
   "Prayer time, maybe?" Bonbon guessed. "Let's go and see?"
 
    
 
    Before anybody could answer him, there came a bone-chilling roar. At that very moment, a gray beast the size of a bull emerged from the darkness of the shrine's entrance. Without missing a beat, the monster charged the lycarn, knocking it to the ground, sunk its fangs into the tree and started dragging it on the ground. The treant's HP bar dropped by a quarter.
 
   "Bonehound!" Donut screamed, the first to recover. "Heals on the lycarn! Everybody else, focus fire on the boss! Try to break its joints or we're all finished!"
 
    The sight of the level 190 monster and its near 120,000 hit points had plunged Max into a stunned stupor, which, thankfully, did not last long. The next moment, the warrior Charged the beast's side and drove his two-hander into one of the joints on its right hind leg. The blade smashed into the gray bone, knocking two hundred health off the hound. Luffy's fireball crashed into the boss, leaving a dark stain on the bones and dissipating helplessly into the dark-green moss. 
 
    Having gotten back on its feet, the warrior tree managed to clench the beast's throat with one paw, leaving the other to deal heavy blows upon the massive triangular skull, its eye-sockets oozing a sorcerous glow. It was hardly making a difference, however, as the boss kept eviscerating the lycarn's trunk with its giant fangs, sending chippings and slivers flying every which way. 
 
   "We can't heal him fast enough!" Alyona's panicked scream sounded in the raid channel. "And besides, our mana isn't infinite!"
 
   "Maybe we should bolt? I'm barely making a dent with my nukes!" Luffy yelled, loosing another fireball at the monster.
 
   "It won't work!" the assassin hissed between heavy breaths. Radiating a greenish smoke, his daggers moved like lightning, slicing and dicing at the same exact spot Bonbon and Max were focusing on. "This is a hound!"
 
    Suddenly the ground around the boss began to darken, as a black blob covered the moss and proceeded to gradually spread. 
 
   "Bitch! Aura of Death! All melee, get away from the boss!" Donut bellowed with despair, leaping away from the monster, its health bar still nearly full. "I don't think we're going to make it!"
 
    The lycarn, in the meantime, had been brought down to less than fifteen percent life. Its movements had slowed, and it was no longer attacking. Crossing its paws in front of itself and sprouting a coat of six-inch thorns, the treant had shifted to blind defense.
 
    Mad felt a wave of apathy wash over him... What the hell?! The thought flashed through his mind. I've led these people to certain death—we never stood a chance against this bastard! Two emotions began to crystallize inside him: trepidation for the people who had entrusted their lives to him, and hatred for this monstrosity that was so easily dispatching with their unexpected ally. What happened next, Max himself couldn't entirely comprehend. Before the incredulous eyes of his companions, the warrior tossed aside his two-handed sword, whipped out the fragment of the Inexorable, radiating an emerald glow, and brought it down mightily on the monster's hind leg with a bestial roar. There was a sickening crunch as the bonehound's paw was severed from its leg, and the boss at once lost roughly ten percent of its HP. With a ferocious growl the monster tried to turn toward its offender, but then the lycarn threw itself forward and snatched the boss' neck in a death grip, giving the warrior the precious moments he needed.
 
   "Heals on Max!" Donut bellowed, panting. "Bonbon, be ready to intercept the bastard!"
 
    Max wasn't hearing any of that, however. Ignoring the excruciating pain in his legs, he was raining down blow after frenzied blow upon the boss, fearing one thing and one thing only—that he would pass out before the nasty beast drew its last breath. With the last of his strength rapidly waning, he glimpsed through the bloody haze a pair of massive fangs set in a gruesome jaw alight with an eerie bluish glow. With one final unimaginable effort he brought the fragment of the great sword down onto the bonehound's skull.
 
    
 
   Your Toughness skill has increased to 12%.
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 35.
 
   You have 1 talent point to allocate.
 
   Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength.
 
   You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
   …………………………………………………………………
 
   You have gained a level!
 
   You have gained a level!
 
   …………………………………………………………………………
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 39.
 
   You have 5 talent points to allocate.
 
   Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength.
 
   You have 15 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
   You have earned a new title, Protector of the Great Forest. 
 
   The party under your command has defeated a boss whose level was greater than three times the level of your highest party member. You and the warriors under your command receive:
 
   3% increase to physical and magic damage, 
 
   3% to the effectiveness of healing spells,
 
   3% to armor class and all resistances, 
 
   1% to hit critically with a physical or magic attack, or healing spell, 
 
   5% to critical hit damage with a physical or magic attack,
 
   5% to effectiveness of critical healing. 
 
    
 
   You've earned a unique achievement, Gaerryon's Slayer. Gaerryon is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 2% increase to your physical and magic damage.
 
    
 
   The message was the last thing the warrior's mind registered before succumbing to darkness...
 
   "Wake up, Max! Wake up!"
 
   Consciousness rushed him back into reality. Feeling the cool waves of healing spells wash over his body, the warrior smiled at the friendly and concerned faces standing over him, and staggered up to his feet.
 
   "Damn, bro! That was pretty epic," Donut smacked him on the shoulder. "I didn't think anyone could keep standing—much less fighting—at thirty percent HP with only eleven Toughness. We all rose five levels with a single kill!" 
 
   "Probably because it was a unique boss. I heard those grant double the XP," Rexar added.
 
   "You really scared me, Max," Alyona looked at him, barely holding back tears, then turned away.
 
    He fought back the mad urge to hug this girl, press her to his chest for all eternity, caressing her silky hair and feeling her soft breath on his neck. Barely managing to keep control of himself, he gave Alyona a reassuring smile, then lumbered over to the perished lycarn. 
 
   "If it weren't for him..." Masyanya sobbed behind him.
 
   "It was a worthy death," Rexar spoke grimly, gazing at the debris. "Let's bury him along with the other defenders."
 
   Max looked around at his companions. Nobody's even mentioning the fact that these are just NPCs, he thought to himself. So immersed were they in the surrounding world that the line between real humans and non-living programs was growing blurry, almost nonexistent. And while some scumbags who had come here from the real world were busy raping and torturing their own kind, this arboreal warrior had sacrificed his life to give him, Max, those crucial seconds necessary to finish off the terrible monster from the Gray Frontier. With a heavy sigh and a nod of consent to Rexar, Max started toward the great heap of bones lying on the ground, and put his hand on it.
 
   "Well?" Luffy shifted from foot to foot anxiously. "Come on, don't keep us in suspense!"
 
    The warrior looked up at his friends, then zeroed in on the assassin. He smiled.
 
   "You're one lucky SOB, Donut," he grunted, handing a dagger and a leather level 105 chestguard—both rares—to the grinning rogue. "And a new pair of shoes for you, Masyanya," he added, passing rare chainmail boots to the huntress. 
 
   "The shoes a little too big for me," Masyanya wiped the tears with her sleeve, smearing dirt on her face. "Sixty levels too big... I'm more interested how much coin that thing has got?"
 
   "Figures," Bonbon gave a mournful shake of the head. "Even now all Masyanya can think of is size and money."
 
   "One hundred seventy gold—I've never held this much money in my life," Max smiled. "Eight uncommon quality items for various classes, plus a bunch of reagents and ingredients. Oh, and..." He held a dramatic pause. "Hold on to your seats..."
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Unique Trophy. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Hand in Gaerryon's Head to the quartermaster of any Great House.
 
   Reward: experience, 50 gold. Increased reputation with the chosen Great House. Increased reputation with the dark elves.
 
    
 
   "We're rich!" Rexar whispered in awe in the silence that followed. "Fifty gold per man, plus one seventy from the boss." 
 
   "I'm not the lucky SOB here, Max," Donut sniffed. "You're the one who just wasted a bonehound with a quest sword that doesn't even have any stats, earning the 'Protector of the Great Forest' title, after a whopping two months in the game. I can't even call that luck—I don't know what that is..."
 
   "Oh, please!" Max dismissed him. "Like it's so hard to bring a few high-level friends with you—a tank and a healer—and engage the boss without inviting you to the party. There's your 'Protector' right there..."
 
   "Do you really think we're all idiots here?" the assassin shook his head dubiously. "That's been tried a thousand times, but the governing AI is no fool. Trust me on that. If he's capable of infusing non-human characters with almost human-like emotions and knowledge, preventing such crude attempts at cheating is easy as pie for him."
 
   "Then why didn't the governing AI account for the lycarn assisting?" Max gestured at the warrior tree.
 
   "Hell if I know," Donut shrugged. "Maybe that was part of the script, considering how close we cut it. No way we would have survived without its help. And we wouldn't have been able to return to this island either. Besides, even if we were level one hundred or higher when we got here, I'm positive that this bastard," he gave the pile of bones a spiteful kick, "would have been one fifty, maybe even two hundred. Hidden quests are just like that! They're incredibly difficult to find, very easy to lose, and virtually impossible to complete."
 
   "Fine," Max nodded. "It is what it is—I'm not one to bitch and moan about all the party bonuses we scored." He looked at Bonbon and motioned at the corpse at the tank's feet. "You're the master dresser, aren't you? Feel free to dismember that bastard, and let's start digging a grave! We'll head into the shrine as soon as we're done here. I'm still shaking a little from what just happened..."
 
    
 
   "I hope you're right, you know," climbing out of a wide hole three feet deep, Bonbon shot Alyona an askance look.
 
   "Quit your grousing, that's the last one," the young woman replied dryly. "If you had read any books on the subject, you'd know that dead elves ought to be buried separately, so that a tree would grow from each grave."
 
   "Don't pay any attention to his grumbling," Masyanya flashed a jovial smile. "He's just hungry."
 
   "Nine people in the party, but only Max and I were digging," Bonbon couldn't resist cracking a smile in return. "It's just like real life—for every one laborer, there's a dozen managers and supervisors."
 
   "Oh, come on! With your strength stat, it takes all of ten minutes to dig a grave. You two could have found jobs as excavators IRL," the blonde snickered.
 
   "What a wench! Would it kill you to say a kind word once in a while?" Bonbon chastised her. "I don't know what Donut sees in you." Bonbon gave a dramatic sigh. "Well, where's that lycarn debris? Time to end this."
 
    The initial plan had been to bury the shine defenders and the fallen treant in a mass grave, but Alyona had come out defiantly against it, citing some books she'd read. Nobody had protested, and now there were eight mounds running along the edge of the forest at intervals of roughly one hundred feet. When everything was done, the nine elves gathered silently over the ninth mound—the grave of the abandoned shrine's last defender. The solemn silence was broken only by the wind rustling the treetops, and an owl hooting in the distance.
 
   "Thank you," Max spoke first, his grim gaze fixed on the barrow. "All right, let's go see what—"
 
    Suddenly all nine mounds shifted, as pillars of emerald light shot up from them into the sky. An enchanting music filled the elves' ears.
 
    
 
   Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, knows of your existence. 
 
    
 
   "Seriously, you guys, there's something off about you..." Donut muttered, flabbergasted. "In all the years I've been playing, I have never experienced so many emotions as I have with you in the past several days..."
 
   "Something off about 'us,'" Masyanya winked at him. "Not 'you,' but 'us.' You're one of us now, aren't you?" She looked at Max and touched his shoulder, nodding over at the shrine ruins. "Shall we? Lead the way, chief."
 
   "I suppose this means lunch is postponed," with a heavy sigh and a dismayed throwing up of the arms, Bonbon followed after everybody else...
 
    
 
    The interior of the shrine was rectangular, with walls around sixty feet long and forty across. Six trees stood in a pattern, like columns, framing a path to the altar, which was fashioned in the shape of a wooden bowl. Sunlight filtered through breaches in the walls and ceiling, illuminating the surfaces damaged by time and fire, covered in mazes of cobwebs and colonies of strange, ostensibly parasitic fungi. Lying crumbled on the ground on either side of the altar were fragments of two stone statues. It was impossible to discern what they might have looked like once. Evidently, the disavowed had taken all of their rage over losing a hundred of their troops on these reproductions of the goddess. Despite the myriad holes in the walls, the shrine was steeped in total silence, disturbed only by the footfall of the elves themselves. 
 
   "Be on guard," Max turned back to his companions, meeting their anxious gazes.
 
   The warrior crossed the space quickly, putting the fragment of the black sword on the altar, cracked and charred in places, and... Immediately jumped back, shielding his eyes from an explosion of blinding light. There was a crash overhead as the shrine's walls shuddered. A breeze blew into his face, carrying aromas of pine and forest grasses.
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Restoring the Shrine I.
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 40.
 
   You've learned a unique skill: Punishing Bough.
 
   You have 6 talent points to allocate.
 
   Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic. 
 
   Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength.
 
   You have 18 stat points to allocate.
 
   ………………………………………………………………
 
   You have gained a level!
 
   You have gained a level!
 
   ………………………………………………………………………
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 43.
 
   You have 9 talent points to allocate.
 
   Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength.
 
   You have 27 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
   You've learned the spell: Punishing Bough.
 
   Instant cast. 
 
   Cooldown: 60 seconds. Upon activation, any physical or magic attack you execute will ignore 50% of your target's armor and resistances. Punishing Bough cannot be parried or blocked with a shield. 
 
    
 
   Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, is friendly to you.
 
   You received Kirana's Favor, a passive ability granting a permanent 3% increase to all your stats. 
 
    
 
    To the sounds of the same enchanting melody, Max gazed in awe at the walls and ceiling as they shifted in shape and color. Verdant vines were creeping rapidly through every hole, covering the surfaces, reanimating the trees that were sloughing the parasitic fungi off their coats. All he could do was gaze and take it all in, speechless. Not that words were even unnecessary. 
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Restoring the Shrine II. 
 
   Quest type: hidden, chain.
 
   Slay all the spawn of the Gray Frontier in the vicinity of the shrine. Slay Agrallon the Disavowed, the head priest of Vill, the God of Torment and Torturous Death. Loot from his remains the Emerald Tear stolen from the shrine of Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, and place it on the goddess' altar.
 
   Reward: experience, increased reputation with the dark elves, unknown.
 
   Attention! To complete this quest you will need at least ten allies.
 
    
 
   Hearing stunned exclamations, Max turned back to the altar and froze. Two stone figures stood erect on either side of the pedestal. A tall warrior maiden with a fearsome visage was resting a massive two-handed sword on her shoulder, the fragment of which had just been placed on the altar. She was studying Max intently, with a dash of mockery, the way a seasoned veteran might look at a green recruit. The warrior looked at the other figure. Young, long-haired and fairly small in stature, the elven maiden was strikingly beautiful, her eyes radiating warmth and understanding. Max nodded at both statues, muttering, "We shall do as you ask, have no doubt," then spun around and headed for the exit. 
 
    The area surrounding the shrine had changed dramatically: the moss was gone, replaced with a lush carpet of green grass; the sickly pines had vanished from the shorelines; the water was clear, free of foul weeds and debris; and the air was full of zest, like in springtime. 
 
   "There's life here now!" Luffy's jubilant exclamation came from around the structure's corner. "Exactly where that nasty garden used to be."
 
   "Nothing surprises me anymore," chuckled the assassin, sneaking up on the warrior soundlessly. Thankfully, Max was beginning to get used to it. "A victory for the tree-huggers, eh?"
 
   "No kidding," Max chuckled in return. Then he stretched, gazing past the treetops at the setting sun. "Looks like we may be here a while." 
 
   "Are we freaking going to eat today or what?" Bonbon asked indignantly, hands crossed over his chest. "Or is this a fast that no one told me about? I've had it with your skeletal dogs, grave-digging and..." His grumbling became drowned out by the roaring laughter of his companions. The bald man shook his head and, grinning despite himself, plopped down on the ground and produced a rolled-up cigarette. "I don't get no respect around here. Just wait till you ask me to cook you all barbecue next time..."
 
   "Look! Alyona was right!" Rexar shouted excitedly, pointing toward the forest. Nine young trees were growing along the edge, swaying gently to sporadic gusts of wind. Their leafage was a resplendent orange in the sunset.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    The woods stirred awake by the morning breeze. It ruffled raspberry patches and massaged the tall grass, then got tangled up in the mighty boughs of a live oak growing twenty yards from the black hole gaping in the hillside. Day was breaking over Demon Grounds. 
 
   "Why in Hart's name is this called a 'swamp' cave?" I hopped off the razorback and scratched him gently behind the ear, then gave Iam a quizzical look. "Where's the swamp?"
 
   "A quarter mile from here, in the direction of Indis," the black-haired warrior looked up from his boot, which he had been trying to wipe clean off slime, and motioned westward, toward the Great Lake. "As to its name, you should ask Reece," Iam nodded at the mage, who was toiling over the corpse of a giant horned toad. "He's the smart one around here. He'd even traveled to Xantarra to study something or other, albeit with little success."
 
   "Do my ears deceive me?" tearing himself away from the toad's body for a moment, Reece shot a look of incredulity at the grinning warrior. "Or did Iam just employ sarcasm in a sentence? I'm impressed," with a snort, he returned to his task. 
 
   "There's one thing I don't understand," Salta said musingly. "The way you are with these frogs, I've never seen you so focused, so eager... Not even with all those, um, let's call them 'patients' of yours. The ones you kept treating for migraines every night. We've already lost half an hour on account of your new hobby." 
 
   "That's the straight-arrow archeress we all know and love," the mage gave a heavy sigh, slicing brownish warts off the amphibian's carcass. "What a pure soul, unclouded by realities of life. Tell me, sunshine, did you ever stop to think what ingredients might be used to brew elixirs against Nature magic? Or poison antidotes? But what am I saying—thinking is the prerogative of the few..."
 
   "In some countries," I noted, holding back the indignant archeress, "the legends say that a frog might actually be a princess under a hex. And in order to dispel the hex, the frog must be kissed on the mouth."
 
   "Ah, that makes more sense," said Salta, suddenly calm. "I'm sorry, Reece—seems we've just exterminated all your potential mates. But don't fret, we should find plenty more in the cave." 
 
   "I fear that these here frogs," the mage surveyed the dead toads piled up outside the cave, "would make rather unusual princesses. So, I think I'll hold on to my kisses for the time being. Besides, what would a humble mage like me do with a princess? I'll leave all that stuff to noble princes—not that I could forbid them at any rate." Reece shot me a slanted glance, and pulled on his right earlobe for some reason.
 
    I snorted, shaking my head, then sat down on the grass next to my clanmates. Try as you might, you can't correct the son of a succubus—Reece was a scoundrel through and through, and I viewed that as a good thing. I felt a bit ashamed of my recent tantrum when I had threatened to rip his ears off for joking about me, but what's done is done. Apologizing for it wouldn't change anything—and besides, I suspected my apology would go in one ear and out the other anyway. 
 
    Eighteen days had passed since my party conquered Feator, fifteen of which had been filled with monotonous extermination of undead swarming the neighboring zones. With all the upgrades to skills and gear—even the worst-equipped member of the clan was still rocking three rare pieces of equipment—this process now resembled a combine reaping a harvest. I had leveled up to one sixty five, and my companions were getting close to one eighty, having long acquired their combat form. As a result, we were dispatching whole packs of undead within two-three minutes. The clan's level had grown to four, and our treasury was overstuffed with all the junk we had been getting while grinding. The smithy in Feator had become our unofficial headquarters, where veritable pyramids of steel bars, silk reels and the like were being produced from the raw materials looted off the mobs. All this will need to be transported to Xantarra and sold, I reminded myself, looking at the strange, vine-covered stone figures towering on either side of the entrance to the catacombs. We didn't need any more of these materials—all my clanmates had already maxed their professions for their level, which presented me with yet another challenge of supplying them all with horses. And mounts were anything but cheap in this world. 
 
    Their acquaintance with combat form had been rather amusing. Iam had been the first to shift, and it had happened while we were fighting a random pack of undead. The demon suddenly exploded in height and shoulder-width, sprouting dark green spikes from his armor that had expanded seamlessly to accommodate his increased body mass. Even his horns had grown considerably, in proportion with the rest of him. The youth didn't even realize what had happened until after the pack had been wiped out; hearing exclamations of shock, he turned to survey his companions' bewildered faces, his eyes emitting a sinister yellow glow. 
 
   "Handsome!" Reece guffawed, incorrigible as ever. Then, shooting a mocking glance at Reena, he commiserated, "Better keep it gentle between the bedsheets from here on to avoid irreparable damage. Unless you want her stuttering for life." 
 
    The young woman, however, paid no mind to the mage, perhaps for the first time ever. Staring at her transformed beloved with unblinking eyes, she approached him slowly and traced a gentle palm across his cheek. Then she turned around to the others and simply smiled, saying nothing but glowing with jubilation. I caught myself smiling back at her. 
 
    Demon combat form lasted fifteen minutes and reset after one hour. Oddly, unlike with males, combat form made demonesses more physically attractive. Even with the quiet and laid-back Hagedia, her facial features took on the hard, sovereign expression of a supreme predator, while her figure—growing more curvaceous in all the right places—invariably drew attention to itself. Or maybe that was just the demonic constituent in me talking...
 
   "How long do you need, Reece?" I asked the alchemist, hard at work over his portable lab. "Not till dusk, I hope?"
 
   "About thirty minutes more," the mage gestured toward several dozen tubes half-filled with a murky brownish substance peeking out of special racks. "The bile needs time to turn. Then I'll mix in some wild rosemary extract and it'll be ready for consumption!" he grinned.
 
   "Spare us the details," Reena frowned. "Or my stomach will be the first to turn," she turned away from the amphibian corpses emphatically, closing her eyes and resting her head on Iam's shoulder.
 
   "It'll taste like chicken stock in the end, trust me," the alchemist assured her. "Now why don't you make yourself useful and gather some blue moss to help the common cause? Instead of turning up your nose at us peasants..."
 
   "You're right," the girl sprang to her feet easily, touched her black-haired beau's shoulder, and gave me a questioning look.
 
   "Go on," I dismissed them. "You have half an hour, no more. Don't go too far."
 
   "Uh huh," the mage snorted, keeping his eyes on the tube, its contents boiling on the burner. "They're off to gather moss, they'll have you believe... Won't you send Aritor and Zara for raspberries while you're at it, dar? I'm sure they'll bring back enough to feed the whole clan..."
 
   "Why are you always such a sourpuss?" Salta sighed heavily. "Why do you care what they do?"
 
   "But Salta should go by herself. Maybe she'll kill some critters and finally find peace," turning around, Reece winked at the grim huntress.
 
    
 
    Clearing the swamp cave was the final stage of the quest given by Gvert, the elder of Ballan. Once done here, I planned on taking my clan to Xantarra. Our treasury now counted nearly twelve thousand old bones, which needed to be turned in to the city's quartermaster for another quest. We had also compiled a ton of rare and uncommon quality items that we couldn't use—so much, in fact, that I was starting to fear we simply wouldn't be able to carry it all, not even with the help of the residents of Ballan whom I had promised to lead to a safe place. 
 
    We had liberated Uriatta the day before yesterday, after clearing the whole zone of the undead that had swarmed it. The strategy had remained unchanged: just like with Feator, we first picked off all archers and mages, then drew the remaining fifty or so warriors into a nearby ravine where, after creating a choke point, we proceeded to massacre them from high ground with ranged attacks. Their boss—wedged in on all sides—was the first to fall.
 
   Our party had spent all of yesterday burying the fallen Uriattans and transporting trophies to our permanent base. This morning we had finally made it to the cave marked on the map, where we were welcomed by two packs of huge horned frogs, each the size of a small horse. The very first specimen had dropped a recipe for an elixir against Nature magic. The fortunate drop had forced us to make this impromptu stop to allow Reece to brew enough elixirs for the whole party on account of our severely lacking Nature damage resistance. I hadn't doubted that we would sweep through the dungeon even without it, but there was no sense in being reckless and risking the lives of my clanmates. The instance was designed for a party of five to ten players, but we were heading in all together. I was perfectly happy to sacrifice experience under the game's laws in order to maximize our chances of clearing the dungeon with zero casualties. Besides, the rewards for being the first to clear it would most certainly make up for it.
 
    Reece had been right on the money with his estimate, as the elixirs were ready in exactly thirty minutes. But he had lied about the taste, and what a vicious lie it was! Chicken stock my ass! It was all I could do to keep myself from puking after downing the muddy liquid with a yolk-like consistency that reeked of something terribly, repugnantly rotten. It took three deep breaths and sheer force of will to keep it down. Why oh why were elixirs necessary to consume while potions were sufficient to simply break open? Sure, they had a longer duration and it was assumed that they would be drunk in a calm atmosphere out of combat, but then why the utterly repulsive taste? Then again, considering the ingredients that went into this particular concoction, perhaps it could have been even worse. 
 
   "Everybody ready? Let's go!" Fixing the sword at my waist, I patted the razorback on the withers as he rose sharply at my command. "Wait for us here, Gloom. We won't be long."
 
   "Go on, sweetheart. Eat some acorns," Salta scratched the beast behind the ear as he screwed his eyes shut with pleasure, then motioned at a nearby oak. 
 
   "Ha! What kind of idiot do you take him for, settling for acorns after his royal diet of apples and plums?" I grunted. Then, casting one final glance at the stone monsters depicting fish reared on webbed feet, I shook my head and entered the dungeon first.
 
    An underground river rumbled somewhere ahead. Moss and lichen glimmered off the cave's walls in uneven green patches. Stalagmites stood tall, radiating an inner azure glow that was at once soft and powerful enough to illuminate the space up to fifty yards. Falling drops ricocheted melodiously off the walls and disappeared in the thick velvety moss carpeting the floor. Overhead, the vaulted ceiling was concealed by the darkness. To the fore, maybe a hundred feet away, the cave's denizens hung around in packs of four-five. So it's their blood that Master Skyle asked to bring back, I noted to myself. Each pack included a pair of horned frogs that we'd already met, while the other mobs were carbon copies of the statues that stood at the cave entrance, and were called starx. The fish people wielded long silver tridents and, just like the frogs, were level 170. 
 
   "What beauty..." Zara whispered in awe, as if afraid of disrupting the fragile balance of sound. 
 
   "Right on," Aritor echoed his girlfriend, then tapped me on the shoulder and motioned to the right wall. "That there is an ore outcrop, dar. The one the blacksmith mentioned," the demon added in his signature deep voice.
 
   "Go on," I nodded to him, then turned toward the rest of the party. "Buff up!" 
 
   Fishing a pickaxe out of his inventory, which looked like a tennis racket in his massive hand, the miner waddled over to the dark patch on the wall and, with a short swing, plunged the tool into the bedrock. The noise from the impact resounded off the walls in a dull echo, as chips sprayed in all directions. Reece, rubbing his cheek after catching one such ricochet, proclaimed with sorrow in his voice: 
 
   "Anybody else wondering why I took up alchemy? On the one hand you have a noble science, a delicate pursuit of the nimble mind. On the other, metal banging against rock..." 
 
   "Oh, sure," Aritor chortled without interrupting from his work. "Rummaging in frog guts is as delicate a pursuit as I've seen..."
 
   "Since when have you gotten so smart?" the mage smiled. "Don't get too excited now or you'll cut another way to the surface. You're just smart enough to do that..."
 
    The miner retorted with something of his own, but I didn't hear him, distracted by movement just ahead and to my right. A creature clothed in a black robe had emerged from the darkness suddenly, startling me. The stranger wobbled maybe five yards, panting as he moved, then turned around slowly, letting his eyes flash crimson from under the hood. Reeling like a drunk, he spread his arms wide, one of them gripping a kris the color of midnight. Then he brought his hands back together in what seemed like a monumental effort, releasing a clot of crimson energy that lunged my way. My body reacted all by itself: with a cry of alarm, I dropped like a rock onto the moss, letting the projectile swoosh overhead and crash harmlessly into the rippling screen of the portal that separated the dungeon from the rest of the world. 
 
    The stranger was gone, with only a soft air disturbance remaining where he had just stood. 
 
   "What happened, Krian?" There was great concern in Salta's voice. 
 
   "Did anyone else see that?" I asked, getting up off the ground and sheathing my sword. My mates were on full alert, weapons drawn.
 
   "No..." Iam shook his head. "What were we supposed to see?"
 
   "A necromancer just walked by," I said, my expression dour. "At least I saw him walk by. And he fired something at me... Never mind, let's pretend it was all my imagination." 
 
   "You can see all sorts of things in places like this," Reece noted. I glared his way, but there wasn't a hint of mockery in his face or voice. He looked toward the passageway obscured by darkness. "Who knows what vile things await us further..."
 
   "Everybody ready?" I cut short all ensuing chatter and put on my helm. "Tanks in the front! The pack on the right is first. Same strategy as always. Let's roll!"
 
    
 
    We were in the final chamber of the cave. Here, the vaulted ceiling was covered with clusters of brightly glowing mushrooms, creating the illusion of a starry sky and looking altogether fantastic. Large formations of pink and pale-brown stalactites added to the ambiance. A river crooned to the right of the square entrance, half-disguised by streaming seaweed. If you looked hard enough, you could see through the clear black water to the distant bed, making out the bundles of phosphorous weeds and fish slowly stirring their fins. The whole thing would have been perfectly idyllic if it weren't for the final boss—the same necromancer I'd encountered earlier. At level 220 and 110 million HP, he seemed especially out of place.
 
    It had taken us maybe two hours to get here. All the mobs we had encountered so far—frogs, starx, giant brown slugs oozing toxic vapors, and creatures that resembled land octopuses—hadn't given us any trouble. Neither had the four bosses we'd already slain, of which the only one that stuck with me was a mythical three-headed poison-spitting hydra. Of course, those heads didn't get to spit their poison for long. But what was a high-level raid boss doing in a level 170 dungeon designed for a party of ten? That was puzzling, to say the least. A trick of some sort on the part of the local AI?
 
    
 
   Magus Diarten stood on a round square platform, his expression grim. More like, his fierce and arrogant face wore no expression at all. His right hand rested on the hilt of a black kris, while the left hung freely at his side. His tail lashed from side to side, and if it weren't for ominous crimson flame splashing out of his eyes, one might mistake him for a tifling immersed in his own thoughts after randomly wandering in here.
 
    We weren't leaving this cave without killing this necromancer first. But how were we supposed to kill him? Our strategy against the first four bosses had been to simply overpower them on account of our high levels relative to this instance. The same approach wasn't going to fly here, and there were no strategy guides readily available for us to look up. We would need to play it by ear. Any raid boss fell into a rage half an hour after being engaged, at which point the fight was a guaranteed wipe due to a tenfold increase in damage. In theory, that time should be enough. Taking into account my Legendary Warlord achievement, the raid sporting more or less decent gear, and morale sitting at 30%, our collective damage output averaged around 85,000 per second. Even if the boss had resistance to cold, slashing Reece's effectiveness in a fight, we should still come out on top. His robe just couldn't absorb more than twenty percent physical damage—that was one of the game's principles. I would rather not have to waste one of the remaining three vials with Shaartakh's Venom on this dude, but let these precious potions be our ace in the hole in a truly desperate situation that would surely come up sooner or later.
 
   "Problems, dar?" Iam's pensive voice brought me back.
 
   "I'd say," I said with a grave nod. "We haven't encountered an opponent as strong as this one. And we cannot leave this cave for as long as this tifling lives. The main thing I need you all to remember is this—don't be a hero. If anyone dies in this fight, the whole clan will suffer as a result. I don't know what to expect once we attack, so stay sharp. Certain moves or attacks can be foreseen if you're paying attention." 
 
   "Who's going to tank him?" As usual, Aritor was all about the brass tacks.
 
   "I will tank him. If anything goes wrong, I've got a shield that will give us an extra twenty seconds. Reece," I turned to the mage. "Throw Silence on him after I do. Melee, use rotation to try and interrupt all of his long casts. Pop combat form fifteen minutes into the fight. Everybody drink an Elixir of Possibilities—this is exactly the time to do it. Put only potions with mana and vigor on your belts—those should be enough for a half-hour fight. Any questions? Then buff up!"
 
    The next half hour will decide if we're actually any good in a fight that counts, I touched the vial with the venom of the Netherworld's Elder Demon, and raised my eyes to the tifling. His haughty face expressed absolutely no emotion. Should anything go awry, this potion and the shield gifted by the goddess will be my overriding argument. 
 
   "Ready!" Reena was the last to report. Steadying the traitorous tremble in the knees, I barked the command. "Attack!"
 
   "Vile creatures!" a voice boomed in my head, dripping with fury and madness. "Have you come to release your master? You shall die!" 
 
    The tifling's left hand lit up with black flame, but I shut him up right away with a Silence. Then, coming up right on top of him with a Step through Darkness, I drove an Ice Blade into his flesh and followed the momentum with a shoulder, hoping to topple him to the floor. The necromancer's body shuddered, but he kept his footing—his strength seemed to be no lower than mine. The magus stabbed my exposed side with his hideous kris, shaving off around 10% HP, as I registered information in the combat log about the boss' immunity to freezing. Shit! I started backing away from him, alternating my attack skills as usual, shielding myself from the flashing black dagger and the lashings of the bone-tipped tail. Ten seconds later the rest of the party joined in the fight. A cool wave of healing washed over my body; at the same time, an Ice Spear and six arrows plunged into the magus' chest. In an instant, the fight scene became crowded with Charging warriors. 
 
    For the next minute we hacked away furiously at the necromancer as he spun like a top. At exactly the sixtieth second, the tifling threw up his hands and let loose a dark wave that flung back everybody around him but me, then detonated in a series of ear-piercing mini explosions. The entire raid party's health dropped by a quarter, as searing pain shot through my body. Relief came several seconds later—a cool gentle touch lifting the anguish. Reena's alarmed voice boomed in the raid channel.
 
   "How are you, dar? The wave put Silence on everyone but the tank!"
 
   "I'm all right," I said, blocking another one of the magus' strikes. "Make sure to put Nourish on everyone before the next wave hits."
 
    In the second phase, the wave of darkness gave way to stalactites falling from the ceiling. The spots where they would fall would begin to glow white three seconds prior, which made them easy to avoid—the only annoyance were the showers of shards that would spray my armor upon shattering. The third phase brought back the wave of darkness to go with the falling stalactites, causing some initial confusion, as evidenced by the pained cussing of fighters after failing to avoid one or the other. Thankfully, the healers pulled through and kept everybody alive, as I kept my eyes on Magus Diarten's rapidly diminishing health bar and on the timer counting down the seconds remaining before the boss flew into a rage. So far so good—let's hope it stays that way, I thought as the necromancer's kris glanced off my shield with a grating sound, and I countered yet again, connecting with a Tongue of Flame. 
 
    When the boss' health dropped to twenty percent, the fighters shifted into combat form and started taking turns popping Execution. The boss' chest began flashing with graphics of finishing shots and blows while to my right an earth elemental summoned by Reece crawled out of the ground and joined the fray.
 
    The fight was drawing close to its logical conclusion when, at around the twenty seven minute mark with less than 100,000 HP remaining, the necromancer suddenly threw up his hands. A terrible blow knocked me backwards, the momentum carrying me another fifteen feet or so. A new message flashed in the system log:
 
    
 
   Attention! Magus of Dark Magic Diarten dar Luan becomes enraged. Paralysis has been cast on the raid. 
 
    
 
   "What the hell!" The channel blew up with groans of wounded demons, who were apparently hit harder than me. "Thirty minutes ain't up yet!" 
 
    The magus shifted his shoulders, as if shrugging off a weight. He looked left and right, eventually fixing his gaze on me, his eyes aglow with hellish flames. He began moving toward me slowly, favoring his right foot. Come at me, you bastard! I clenched my teeth, stifling a cry of pain. Get closer, I've got a surprise for you! His remaining 86,000 HP would be gone in less than ten seconds, and Setara's Shield would keep me immune to any damage for twice as long—I wouldn't even need Step through Darkness. Suddenly the necromancer stopped dead in his tracks, as if walking into an invisible wall. His body convulsed, and the crimson darkness fleeted out of his eyes. In an instant he looked like an ordinary man—only terribly weary, as if carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.
 
   "Dreamer? Praise the Great Darkness," he wheezed, his voice breaking. "I knew you would come." Seemingly stripped of all his power, he put his left hand forward, calling for silence. "You must finish the cause that I had begun! Slay the beast! And... and tell my daughter what happened to her father. Tell her I love her with every fiber of my being. Thank you, and farewell..." The tifling looked up to the ceiling. "I'm coming, mistress..." As the words escaped his lips, he gripped the hilt of his black dagger and plunged the tip of the blade into his chest. I saw a flicker of relief in the necromancer's eyes as his body took a step forward, carried by momentum, then crumbled next to me on the slabs.
 
    
 
   Attention! You've earned a unique achievement, First in the Swamp Cave. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 3% increase to your physical and magic damage.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Dire Tidings. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Find Vaessa dar Luan in Xantarra, give her Hanteryon's Claw and tell her about her father's fate.
 
   Reward: experience, unique skill, unknown.              
 
    
 
    So that's the rub, I thought, getting up on my feet. Yet another unique quest for being the first to complete the dungeon. Only what cause was he talking about? And what beast? I was starting to grow real sick and tired of all these puzzles and stupid twists. Really, whose imbecilic notion was it to slip a powerful raid boss into an ordinary dungeon? He would be unbeatable for a party of ten in the level range appropriate for the instance. Unless I was missing something, considering the content was being developed before the latest patch. Otherwise, if I ever ran into the bastard responsible, I would make sure to give him a piece of my mind.
 
   "Everyone alive?" I looked toward my clanmates as they were struggling off the ground.
 
   "Alive, but not quite," Reece answered for everyone, nursing a seemingly bruised arm. "What was that scene at the very end?" 
 
   "Wish I could tell you," I said, counting off heads. "He's got a daughter in Xantarra that I'm supposed to find."
 
   "A daughter?" the mage became animated, seemingly forgetting even the pain in his arm.
 
   "Vaessa dar Luan," I nodded. "Do you know her?"
 
   "Does a bear crap in the woods, dar?" Iam snorted, looking away from the hanging stalactites. "You won't find a bigger expert of Xantarra's fairer sex anywhere."
 
   "Your combat form appears to have had a strange effect on you," the mage gave the warrior a look of great concern, then shifted his eyes to Reena, standing at his side. "You should keep an eye on your boyfriend. I'm not used to him speaking in complete sentences."
 
   "Oh, buzz off," the girl dismissed him with a wave. "I'll remind you that a certain someone was buzzing in our ears all the way here about gathering some glowing moss. So why are we standing around?"
 
   "Hold on," I reached out and grabbed Reece's shoulder. "What about this Vaessa? Do you really know her?"
 
   "Who doesn't know the leader of the free mages guild of Xantarra, magus of dark magic Vaessa dar Luan?" going by his expression, the associated memories weren't quite pleasant. "She's a complicated woman that mortal men ought to steer clear of. But you, dar... I don't see why you can't try your luck."
 
   "Start gathering your moss already," Salta shoved the smirking mage in the back after sneaking up behind him. Then she turned to me.
 
   "How are you, dar? Is everything all right?"
 
   "Aye," I said, getting lost in the woman's beauty yet again. And cursing my own stupid principles. Yet again. 
 
    We hadn't really talked ever since that time she fell asleep on my shoulder. Not that I was pining to have that conversation with her. Back in the real world I never missed a chance to pursue a comely woman, but I also followed one immutable law: never start a romance with a subordinate. Those never end well, and that is a fact. But sooner or later I would need to make a choice. And while my entire being yelled "Yes!" on top of its proverbial lungs, my rather advanced survival instinct was still managing—for now—to keep myself under control. 
 
   "That's good," the girl smiled with understanding. Then she turned around and started toward the others with a light step, knowing full well that I was watching her go...
 
    Time to split, I thought, leaning over the necromancer's body on the stone floor. The dungeon is locked, the ore and the blood are collected—we're done here.
 
    "Oh snap!" I blurted out at the sight of what the dead magus had. The haul of one thousand eighty gold was split as per the distribution system I'd set up: forty percent were split among all the raid members, fifty percent were transferred to the clan treasury, and my personal wealth was boosted by one hundred and eighty gold. Now, sure, I was already the de facto financial steward of the clan anyway. Still, order in finances lies at the core of any healthy organization, so I made sure to strictly separate my personal money from that of the clan. As for the loot, we could use only five out of the eleven dropped equipment pieces: rare chainmail boots and belt, tank plate boots and pauldrons, and an epic chestguard for a demon mage.
 
    
 
   Plate Chestguard of Raging Elements. 
 
   Chestguard: plate.
 
   Durability: 2427/2500.
 
   Epic.
 
   Minimum level: 200.
 
    Armor: 400.
 
   +250 to intellect.
 
   +150 to spirit.
 
   +100 to constitution.
 
   +50% to spell power.
 
   +5% to chance to hit critically with a magic attack.
 
   Weight: 10 lbs.
 
   This chestguard was recovered by Magus Diarten in the Ruins of Yumia.
 
    
 
   Oh, cruel fate! The zone's governing AI must have gifted me this marvelous present in an apparent act of mercy. Only he must have overlooked the build I was playing, which made this present as useless to me as a white crayon. Oh well, so the chestguard would be gathering dust in the clan treasury alongside piles of other junk, to be awarded to Reece when he reached level 200—the kid had already earned it as far as I was concerned. No doubt, any players above would write me off as a loon for such a decision, but I didn't give a damn. Case in point, if I hadn't been equipping my people my way, we most certainly would have lost the battle with this raid boss simply for lack of firepower. And besides, I never was much of a loot whore. A piece of gear ought to be where it is most useful. So, assuming this here mage would make it to level 200, he had a pretty rad epic piece waiting for him.
 
    As my eyes fell on Magus Diarten's kris, its corrugated blade rippling with darkness, I suddenly felt a pang of that very hankering that, were I to act on it impulsively, could rightfully be dubbed loot-whorishness. The guard was shaped like an opening flower, and the hilt, with its tough sandpapery finish, seemed to be tailor-made for my hand. The epic kris was as if studying its new master—cautiously—as something resembling soft currents of electricity shot up my arm.
 
    
 
   Hanteryon's Claw.
 
   Dagger: one-handed.
 
   Durability: 1788/2500.
 
   Epic.
 
   Minimum level: 220. 
 
   Damage: 320-380. 
 
   +350 to intellect.
 
   +200 to spirit.
 
   +100% to Dark magic spell power.
 
   The creatures you summon or resurrect receive a 20% increase to their physical and magic damage, and a 15% increase to their constitution, armor and all resistances.
 
   Weight: 2 lbs.
 
   Carved by an unknown craftsman from the claw of the Great Bone Dragon. 
 
    
 
    Its damage is similar to an uncommon quality two-handed sword around level 220, I thought with a sigh, putting the dagger away. I refused to entertain the possibility of keeping the weapon or selling it for cash, though it would surely fetch a pretty penny in the upper realm or in the real world. When you knew that the goddess of justice was watching your every move, pulling such antics would be the acme of foolishness. But even if she weren't watching, I would still return the dead magus' dagger to his daughter—anything else would be stealing, and my parents had raised me better than. End of discussion.
 
    The recipes were all above our current profession skill levels. A pair of tailoring recipes for rare quality level 200 mantle and trousers that none of us would use on account of them being cloth. (If we managed to procure young wyvern tendons somewhere, which was one of the main ingredients, perhaps Hagedia could sew them for profit?). One excellent recipe for a level 200 plate helm. And our biggest win of the day—an epic scroll of the Elixir of Possibilities, which would allow an alchemist to learn all of said elixir's tiers all the way through level 500 of his profession.
 
   "This helm is going to require mithril," Aritor declared, glancing at Reece who seemed ready to explode with glee. "We're going to make it to Gilthor eventually, aren't we? Supposedly there's plenty of it up in Aerimean Mountains." 
 
   "Don't worry about mithril—even if we don't find it, we'll buy whatever you need," I assured him. I handed a dropped epic Potion of Greater Healing to a priestess closest to me. 
 
    As for everything else—uncommon quality scrolls, recipes, reagents and other junk—I simply dumped it all into Iam's inventory. I had neither time nor interest to deal with it, but the kid was smart and responsible enough to distribute everything fairly and sensibly. 
 
    There was just one drop left to process—the small triangular pyramid. It was a quest item that ostensibly contained the answer to the magus' final words before his suicide. At this point I was experienced enough to guess what might happen when I picked up the item. Bracing myself mentally for what was to come, I sat down on the floor next to the necromancer's body and, with a fatalistic sigh, clasped the teeny pyramid firmly in my fist...
 
    
 
    "Great Darkness!" Magus Diarten leaned against the sticky trunk of a pine tree alongside a footpath, catching his breath. He turned back, toward the smoke rising above the forest. Back there, General Korg's legionnaires were squashing the last remaining pockets of resistance in Suonu, still defiant even in the face of certain doom. The necromancer drew a heavy sigh, wiped the tar off his hand with an embroidered handkerchief, and continued westward, careful not to trip on the roots sticking out of the ground. Diarten was trying not to think about the fate that awaited the residents of the sacked city. Everybody ended up in the Gray Frontier sooner or later, and he had already done the impossible for many by giving them a shot at resurrection. Bound by the Great Arkan, Nerghall would have simply devoured the souls of half the city, casting them into the eternal Void. Diarten brushed the soulstone hiding in his pocket, feeling the pulse of the Great Darkness. Oh, you don't like that, do you? The necromancer chuckled as he walked. Well, tough cookies. Soon we'll be in a place where not even your master can find you!
 
    The magus was afraid. He knew that he had started on a path that had only one outcome. No, he wasn't afraid of death—how could you be afraid of something you've long mastered? But to spend an eternity in agony, holding back the Soul Devourer—he wouldn't wish that upon his mortal enemy. The magus knew the stakes and didn't regret his decision one bit. Yes, the essence of the Lord of Darkness would eventually overpower and take control of his body and mind, but the ritual would be complete by then, and the Ancient Beast would be imprisoned. And he wasn't going to give up so easily anyway—not after dedicating his whole life to mastering Dark magic.
 
    There was only one Darkness, even if there were infinite shades of it. But Death that preceded it—in most cases—varied quite a bit. Celphata, the Goddess of Death and his mistress, did not approve of the methods of that degenerate Vill, who loved to torture his victims before killing them. As a result, their souls were broken upon reaching the Gray Frontier, and required much time and mending before their next incarnation. The bastard disturbed the Universal Equilibrium by his very existence, which explained why he and his adherents were hunted incessantly.
 
    When the Master of Death, magus of dark magic and necromancy Diarten had set out on yet another campaign south, he couldn't have imagined that Erisjat, the wise and just ruler of Craedia, would ally himself with the Twice Cursed god, whose arrival in Craedia was arranged by Diarten's own pupil. The magus hadn't been blind to Belvert's intemperate lust for power, but he could never have guessed that it would drive him to betray their mistress and don the gray hood of the disavowed. By the time the necromancer had returned to Craedia, it had been too late. And he wouldn't have survived the betrayal if it hadn't been for an old servant who had sensed something rotten and had egressed his daughter to their estate in a Xantarrian suburb after leaving a note of warning for the magus.
 
    The footpath sloped sharply upward, the ground wet and muddy from a recent downpour. The magus struggled to keep his balance and not slip as he walked. How much longer? The magus wiped his brow with his sleeve, still wet from the rain, and pressed on. Before long he reached an elevated platform, and stopped to rest. He wasn't afraid of a pursuit—the squad of legionnaires he had destroyed, deployed by the legate to catch any citizens fleeing Suonu, had provided the magus with plenty of additional, albeit inexorably waning strength. His head was throbbing from the sinister whisper that was gradually rising in intensity and volume. The magus was certain that he was going to make it. More than that, he felt that his entire life—all of his pursuits, accomplishments and failures—had been lived precisely for this path, a paltry fifty miles on foot. And he wasn't going to let it go to waste. He wasn't going to stop. The only thing he regretted was that his daughter, the only person in the world he truly loved, would never learn of her father's lot. How much longer? Who cares! I will not stop, no matter how long! Diarten took in the mighty pines that succeeded the mixed wood, and continued his uneasy trek to the Cave of Wisps.
 
    Forewarned is forearmed. The magus had escaped Craedia, leaving behind a half a dozen corpses of the disavowed who had been sent to assassinate him. After a sleepless night in Xantarra, talking strategy with Satrap Gorm, he had led a small squad to intercept a group of missionaries serving the Twice Cursed god who had turned up in the satrapy. The magus felt a certain sense of responsibility for the hardships that had befallen his princedom, and so, after eradicating the mission of the disavowed and leaving his daughter in Gorm's custody, he'd headed straight for Suonu. 
 
    By the time he arrived, the city's mayor, Satrap Ohten, had already fallen under the degenerate god's influence. Thankfully, the spell of manipulation had been cast on Ohten in haste, and it hadn't taken Diarten too much effort to dispel it. What followed was what came to be known as the Night of the Great Bonfire, when the scumbags who had sold out to Vill were burned alive in the city square. And ten days after that momentous night, General Korg's First Legion showed up outside Suonu's walls.
 
    As day broke, sunlight flooded in. Diarten pressed on to his destination, stumbling, muttering warding-off spells with a voice that had fallen to a hoarse whisper. They were hardly useful anymore, incapable of stemming the torrent of horrifying images flooding his mind, each worse than the next. And yet, thankfully, with them also came indifference. He could barely feel anything anymore, including anxiety. The physical pain that was ripping his flesh apart had become distant, as if happening to someone else. All his organs seemed to be dormant somehow. Only by sheer force of his will—honed and tempered with years of training—did he keep pushing his body forward, well past the point of physical and mental exhaustion. Just a little longer, the magus kept repeating to himself, like a prayer. The river in the cave loops, and the cycling water will weaken the Ancient Beast's burden on the mind. I just need to make it.
 
    By midday he came upon a small pond in the woods, and bent over it for a drink. His reflection in the calm water caused him to recoil in horror. His features had grown sharp, hawk-like, and his eyes glowed a bloody crimson color. Diarten had half-expected this kind of development, but not that it would happen so quickly. His hoarse, croaking laughter ruptured the serene quiet blanketing the woods. After drinking his fill, the necromancer struggled back to his feet and resumed his grueling journey. The ice-cold water lent a temporary respite from the pain, expelling the hellish whisper from his consciousness, and the necromancer's thoughts skipped back to the previous day...
 
   Over the past ten days the citizens of Suonu had rebuffed six attacks and had razed nearly all the siege towers besetting the city of the punishers. Every combat-ready man, woman and child had taken to the walls, preferring death in battle to being slaughtered on one of the mad god's many altars. But today, the attackers' strategy had shifted. After falling back and leaving yet another hundred or so corpses piled up outside the walls, the disavowed tapped into the emanations of fear and pain soaring over the city to summon Nerghall. Diarten knew then that his time had come. Two hundred years in the service of his mistress had earned him the right to summon her—once, just once—and this was exactly the moment that called for it.
 
    To stand a chance against the Lord of Darkness you had to be a Lord or... a god. Diarten knew the price he would have to pay for summoning his mistress—his life. But he didn't doubt his decision for a second. Standing in the square, across from the main gates, before the eyes of the city's worn-out defenders, the magus slit his wrists with his trusty kris, then threw up his hands and began to sing the summoning chant, feeling his life fleeting away with every drop of blood trickling from his veins.
 
    The city gates collapsed with a deafening crash. The hoisting chains clanked and rattled, tearing like worn threads, as the Ancient Beast emerged from billows of dust and entered the city. Nerghall moved his massive head to his left, then to his right. The black pools of his eyes—oozing a boundless, everlasting hunger—stopped on the tiny tifling standing tall across the main gates. Having identified the enemy without error, the Lord of Darkness shook off the wooden and stone debris, and roared triumphantly, exposing rows of razor-sharp teeth as long as a man's arm. Shards of glass burst from a dozen windows of nearby houses, spraying the streets. The defenders fell from the walls like flies, their bodies convulsing in anguish. The magus felt an excruciating pain grip his body, but he didn't wince or move an inch. What was pain to a man who had already crossed the threshold between life and death? His chanting continued uninterrupted. The enraged monstrosity shrieked to the skies, and charged the insolent tifling, claws shattering the pavement. When no more than twenty yards separated the two, there was a tear in the fabric of this realm, as rays of Primordial Darkness smashed into the Ancient Beast's chest. 
 
   "Step aside," a voice sounded softly in the magus' ears. The necromancer obeyed, moving several feet to his left, then turned around... and froze in awe. He had done it! The mistress had answered his call! 
 
    Celphata was a dream, a beauty unlike any he'd ever seen. The goddess' closed dress—reflecting every shade of darkness imaginable—looked soft and elegant, accentuating her flawless figure. Her huge brown eyes pulsed with life, animating her fine symmetrical features, while her magnificent bush of raven-black hair, bound with a fanciful pin, cascaded down her immaculate shoulders. The goddess' hands, parted ever so slightly, were beaming two rays, dark as the very essence of midnight, right into the chest of the Lord of Darkness, paralyzing him in his tracks. This was worth living and dying for, the thought flashed through the necromancer's mind. Diarten gave a weary yet contented smile, savoring the sight of his mistress.
 
   "Take this," Celphata's even voice brought the magus back to earth, as a warm wave of healing coursed through him, restoring all his strength in an instant. He regarded his mistress' palm, which held a soulstone with Nerghall's imprisoned essence, and raised his incredulous eyes at the goddess.
 
   "What? But I summoned you, mistress. I am supposed to—"
 
   The goddess pressed an elegant finger to his lips, stopping his rambling.
 
   "Silence! This is your burden to carry by choice. I cannot destroy this creature, but you know how and where to hide this to ensure the Twice Cursed never finds his servant." 
 
   "I understand," Diarten accepted the stone, which was warm to the touch, and put it away in his pocket. The city militia, having just regained their faculties, were rushing to shut the gates and stop the flow of punishers streaming into the city. "I will do as you say."
 
   "Go then! Give this stone to one you deem worthy, and I... I shall wait for you at the end of your path." The young woman brushed a cool palm against his cheek, a hidden pain flickering in her eyes...
 
    All that had happened only yesterday.
 
   The footpath finally led him to a large meadow. He made it! All he needed now was to seal the cave from within with a barrier impenetrable by the undead. Then, once the Ancient Beast took over his flesh and consciousness, it wouldn't be able to escape its prison. Diarten let the cool breeze caress his face, his shoulders slumped from exhaustion. All of a sudden he felt a gripping horror; it rose in waves from the very depths of his soul, clutching his heart and mind with cold clammy fingers. The menacing whisper in his head rose in volume, resounding like a funeral bell.
 
   "No!" the magus whispered, breaking the chains of horror with an inhuman effort, conjuring the visage of the goddess in his mind to help shake off the delusion. "I am here, mistress!" The Master of Death whispered with cracked lips. With a farewell glance at the sun hanging over the woods, he staggered toward the dungeon, its entrance gaping darkly ahead. 
 
    
 
   "Krian! Dar, wake up!" Salta's voice betrayed a certain degree of panic.
 
   "I'm here," though my vision was still blurry, I was quickly coming back to my senses. "And I'm all right."
 
   "You call that all right?! You were completely lifeless for five whole minutes!"
 
   "It happens," I sighed, struggling up to my feet, my hand still gripping the soulstone. A grayish haze billowed around the little pyramid, and I almost physically sensed the shackled Great Essence thrashing about inside it. I raised a prayer of gratitude to Altus for gifting me high resistance to mental magic—I suspected that the incoherent mumbling I was hearing would be far, far worse otherwise, like the sinister whispering and repugnant visions endured by the magus.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Celphata's Will. 
 
   Quest type: epic, unique.
 
   Shatter the soulstone. Release Nerghall's essence and slay the Lord of Darkness.
 
   Reward: experience, increased reputation with Celphata the Goddess of Death, increased reputation with all the races in the Realm of Arkon, up to unfriendly (reputation would remain unchanged if already higher than unfriendly with any race), unknown.
 
   Attention! To complete this quest you will need at least three hundred allies.
 
   The time for completing this quest is limited. If you fail to release Nerghall, imprisoned in the soulstone, within one month, the Lord of Darkness will escape on his own. When that happens, if the Ancient Beast isn't slain within five hours of his escape, the reputation with the race on whose territory it happens will fall to hatred. 
 
    
 
   What the... This Lord is stronger than Shaartakh! I thought. And besides, what kind of quest was this that I couldn't even refuse it? Now, I could just leave the soulstone here, but the timer had already started, and I didn't feel like earning the hatred of all the dominions at once. Not even my courier's badge would counteract that. 
 
   "Maybe you could finally explain to us what happened?" the restless archeress interrupted my musings.
 
   "The commander probably had a vision about Lata, the goddess of love. And here you are distracting him from contemplating her divine form," Reece defended me with but the subtlest touch of sarcasm in his voice. His face, at least, showed nothing but righteous indignation.
 
   "No, but I did see Celphata," I returned the mage's smirk, though his face grew suddenly pale. "And she tasked me with a quest. I'll explain everything later, but now we have to go."
 
    I bent over and gathered up the magus' body in my arms. For some reason I didn't want to put it away into inventory like some object. 
 
   "We'll bury him on the surface. He deserves it like nobody else," I grumbled in response to my clanmates' stunned and outraged glances. And then, without turning back, I started toward the exit, the lifeless body of the Master of Death slung over my shoulder.
 
    
 
   We buried the necromancer's ashes under an oak not far from the dungeon entrance. Upon learning of the tifling's heroism, the demons showed incredible zeal in gathering firewood for the funeral pyre and digging a grave under the tree. In the end we all stood there in solemn silence, watching the flames devour the remains of the Master of Death, honoring his noble sacrifice.
 
   "Dar, do you think he's at peace there, in the Flame?" Reena asked me softly when the final stone was laid upon the necromancer's grave.
 
   "I know he is," I nodded to the girl. "The magus is with his mistress."
 
   "What's she like? You've seen her, right?" the demoness' cheeks still bore glistening streaks from recent tears, though her eyes shone with a kind of unnatural curiosity. "They say the face of the goddess of death is pure horror..."
 
    The demons all turned toward me and froze in anticipation. I took my time, trying to find the right words, comfortable with the silence. Only the gentle rustling of the leaves could be heard overhead, in the crown of the mighty oak.
 
   "She's beautiful," I said at last, softly. "And... desirable. That is how the necromancer saw her, and that is how I remember her." 
 
    
 
                 
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    A gust of wind flung a handful of raindrops in my face, cold and tiny like glass beads. I pulled the hood over my forehead, wrapped my cloak around the torso, and turned around to inspect the string of wagons stretching back over a quarter mile.
 
   The yaks were trudging along, heads hanging low, while the farmers—all wrapped up in brown cloaks in hopes of finding at least some respite from the rain and blistering wind—were whipping them with equal measure of lethargy and despair. Even the men and women on guard duty seemed to resemble the walking dead, all drowsy and miserable. Up and down the caravan everyone dreamed of warmth: a dry spot near a campfire, a hot plate in a lap, and a strong drink in hand. Everyone except for Gloom, at least. The razorback puffed merrily as he paced, like a house dog out for a walk after spending too much time indoors. He made sure to sniff every irregularity in the road—every bump and every hollow—to the point where I began worrying about him getting a hoof stuck somewhere.
 
   "No undead yet," Iam reported, steadying his horse as he caught up to me. "Though Farot is still about a mile and a half out. But here's what's strange: there was always a bridge here, even before the undead turned up. And now it's gone. I don't like this."
 
   His horse, also clad in metal, huffed noisily, as if sensing its master's mood. Its ears twitched anxiously from behind the steel headstall.
 
   "Everybody wake up!" I bellowed in the party channel, then looked back at the demon. "You mean to say they had the men for watch duty, but not for clearing the roads of the filth?" 
 
   "I don't know. They never had much in the way of a garrison," the getare shrugged. "I heard dar Elnar is a fine commander, so they probably just didn't have the manpower."
 
   "Fine. Ride back to the end of the caravan, make sure everything is in order there. Although..." I looked over the woods framing the path on either side, "I doubt the undead have gotten smart enough for ambushes. Still, Hart helps those who help themselves."
 
   "Sata," Iam corrected me. "It's Sata, the goddess of fortune, who protects those who don't lose vigilance."
 
   "Fine, Sata it is," I said to the back of the demon as he rode away...
 
    
 
    Upon our arrival in Ballan, we were met right at the gates by the elder. The old man was shifting his feet nervously, and with no particular joy in his face.
 
   "Gvert, did something happen?" I asked, hopping out of the saddle.
 
   Immediately recognizing his freedom, the black-furred traitor looked around for Reena and trotted over to her, wagging his sorry excuse for a tail in the most comical way. The young woman laughed, scratching the boar behind the ear, and slipped him a treat as usual.
 
   "Dar," the elder looked aground, kicking up road dust with the heel of his boot. "When I promised you ten farmers, I didn't imagine that these valiant warriors," he looked over the demons lined up behind me, "would be leaving us for good. We have just over twenty families left, and so many kids..." he sighed heavily.
 
   "Go on, spit it out," I frowned. "Say what you want to say."
 
   "Well, um..." Gvert gave another heavy sigh. The old man was obviously putting on a show—thankfully, he wasn't much of an actor. He pulled out a dirty rag and crumpled it in his hands for some reason, then looked up at me and blurted out: "You cannot take these people from us, dar! What's going to remain of the village? But your warriors were saying you plan on buying horses in Xantarra, right? Well, we happened to catch a bunch of horses in the woods after what happened in Feator and Uriatta... And then all the horses ran off... The undead ain't got use for horses, nor do they venture into the woods... There was a reason I'd asked to clear out the pastures, you know. The horses eat like mon—" 
 
   "Get to the point." I'd already figured what the elder was getting at, and was trying hard to hide my relief. The fact was that the ten farmers, their maximum level set at 145, would be quite a burden on my party. I had hoped to solve the matter of new recruits in Farot or Xantarra, where my reputation was revered and friendly, respectively. But the matter of horses was already staring me square in the face—after all, Lucy alone had cost me eight hundred gold. For a moment I felt a pang of guilt for not summoning the mare even once after her death, and promised myself to do just that as soon as we reached a place that would be more or less safe for the animal. Getting my clanmates all mounted up would require a small fortune, even if horses were half as expensive in Craedia. And here the elder was offering the perfect solution.
 
   "Give us back our ten farmers, and take ten horses in exchange," Gvert spread his arms in a gesture that seemed to emphasize what a generous offer he was making. "You don't need a horse, sure," the elder shot a wary glance at Gloom, who was busy cadging a treat from the head archeress. "Not with that beast you don't. But how will your men go on without horses?"
 
    I bit my lower lip to hold back a smile. In times of danger Gvert became grim and resolute, the kind of determined leader I saw when we fought together to save his village. It made for a stark contrast with the role of an obtuse peasant he was playing now. Stanislavsky would have been amused...
 
   "Are you trying to say my warriors are of equal worth as your horses?" I managed to force a frown.
 
   "No way! I refuse to be a horse!" Reece's voice came from behind me. "Well, if it's a boy horse, then maybe. They've got those, um... You know what I'm talking about, dar. But definitely not a girl horse, I don't care how pretty her mane is!" With those words, the mage gave Salta a sidelong glance and slipped behind Aritor's massive back. 
 
   "What do you propose, dar?" 
 
   "I have fourteen fighters. Every one of them needs a horse, and a spare one for carrying cargo. And have Skyle forge armor for all the horses, at least one set for each."
 
   "You want to take my pants while you're at it?!" breathless with indignation, Gvert pulled on his trousers at the knees, which made him look like a Red Army general from an old Soviet war film. "Or maybe throw a harness on me and have me plow the field?" He patted his upper back and spread his arms. "Fourteen horses. The metal for the armor is on you. And if anyone can actually turn that bigmouth into a horse," Gvert motioned at Reece, "I'll pay for the fifteenth set personally." 
 
   "No, Gvert," I shook my head. "You caught a whole herd of horses, remember? And they're voracious eaters. I will not accept less than twenty. As for the metal, we'll provide everything the smith needs. I'll even assign Aritor to assist him." 
 
   "You've got yourself a deal," the elder suddenly smiled. "Don't think we've forgotten that we owe you our lives. Take twenty horses now, and I'll give you eight more when we reach Farot—I just don't have enough yaks to pull all the carts." 
 
    
 
    For the following two days, as the village prepared to evacuate, it was all hands on deck. Having assumed the role of treasurer, I must have spent a natural day in the clan vault, arranging and rearranging all that we had obtained thus far: weapons and equipment, reagents, consumables and materials for trade skills. More than once I was tempted to dump the responsibility on somebody else, but my clanmates were busy enough as it was.
 
   With the clan reaching level four, I had been given the option of selecting professions for my non-player subordinates. Alas, I hadn't realized this until after we'd returned to Ballan, so now I was playing catchup. While Aritor helped Master Skyle forge armor for our new mounts, and rare breastplates from defiled ore in Ballan's smithy, Iam, Surat and Hurd smelted heaps of common metal armor we'd gotten in Feator. Reece taught alchemy to Reena, and all the archers were busy crafting arrows—which, from our personal experience, you could never have too many of. Hagedia unraveled all the common cloth armor into fabrics and threads. As for the leather, I gifted it all to Gvert, and was glad to be rid of it, seeing absolutely no sense in lugging it all to Xantarra.
 
    Costing the clan about a thousand gold coins, the level four treasury looked like your typical warehouse. Filled with racks, shelves and cabinets of all shapes and sizes, it functioned much like players' private rooms. When first I laid eyes on the mountains of junk strewn about the place chaotically, I nearly suffered a stroke. Thankfully, as the saying goes, all things are difficult before they are easy—in the end I managed to whip the entire inventory into shape. And yet, at the end of that day I felt more exhausted than if I had battled all of Arkon's bosses put together, cementing my resolve to find someone to take over the role of quartermaster as quickly as possible. 
 
    The figures, however, were a cause for optimism. We had stockpiled nearly forty sets of plate and mail armor in the 140 to 175 level range, slightly more of leather and cloth sets that I had set aside to be sold off, and a whole separate rack filled with uncommon quality weapons. Of rare quality pieces we had exactly thirty, though, sadly, none that we could use since I wasn't planning on outfitting my demons in cloth or leather. As for the old bones—the quest items that needed to be turned in to Xantarra's quartermaster—we had slightly over twelve thousand of them. I sincerely hoped that the quest was of the repeatable kind, since otherwise we'd be hauling all this viscera with us for naught. When all was said and done, we still needed to buy three carts from the elder to carry all the stuff that didn't fit in the treasury. And then I led my clanmates, glowing like polished brass coins with a sense of their own importance, into the next zone for their first mounted training. 
 
    The horses received from the elder varied in color from dirty gray to dark brown. For a moment I even regretted never learning about horse coat colors in my past life. My scant knowledge on the matter enabled me to recognize only three types: black, dun and chestnut. Out of those, the only mount in our party that fit the black categorization was my own razorback. Speaking of Gloom, after carefully inspecting the new arrivals—and grunting loudly as the animals whinnied and recoiled in fear—the boar seemed generally satisfied. The horses were all in the 130 to 145 level range, with stats nearly identical to my Lucy. The biggest difference was that their maximum gallop speed was thirty miles per hour to Lucy's twenty eight. 
 
    The lightly armored mounts I assigned to the archers and Hagedia, their dedicated healer. Their chainmail armor boosted armor class to fifteen hundred, while reducing maximum gallop speed by only two mph. Everyone else, including the mage, would prance around on mounts in full plate, bringing their armor class to around three thousand and their maximum gallop to twenty four mph, which was still good enough for Iam and Surat to deal upwards of 160k damage with their lances. Tanks' damage output was some fifty percent less, but considering the fact that even plate-wearing undead rarely boasted more than forty percent physical damage absorption, even they should be able to one-shot practically any opponent of equal level when galloping at full speed. From the start I split my demons into two even groups, and briefly relayed to Salta the few combat tricks of mounted archers that I'd picked up from military history books. Iam didn't require any additional instructions, as everything was clear enough already: the strike force of tanks and melee fighters went in the front, healers and Reece went in the back.
 
    I watched from the side for a while as Salta's squad kited a pack of undead, picking them off from a safe distance, and decided to give every archer a lance of their own. This added a fair bit of oomph to the action: as soon as the the numbers of undead matched the archers', the demons turned around and finished off the fight in one fell swoop. Though the archers' physical damage output was some thirty-forty percent higher than that of melee fighters, their lance multiplier was only half as much—still, that was more than enough to dispatch any plate-wearing skeleton to kingdom come. There were some issues with debuffs—oftentimes Hagedia struggled to keep up with dispelling them—but the party was never in any real danger, so I wasn't particularly worried. 
 
    A couple of hours later I brought the groups back together to continue their training. Boredom set in almost immediately, as packs of undead around level 170 were put down literally within seconds. The ram attack took out a third of the pack right off the bat, and the archers then picked off the rest from both flanks. I kept them running drills for another hour or so, and signaled a return to Ballan when the sun started to set. 
 
   The night sky grew overcast, followed by scattered showers in the predawn hours. After a quick breakfast, we set out of the village, leading a caravan of refugees.
 
    
 
   None of us are strangers to moving. Most people agree that moving is one of the most stressful experiences in life, and psychologists liken it to surviving a fire or a natural disaster. Personally, I never was afraid of shaking up my place of residence or employment. For me, a change of atmosphere meant a clean slate, the chance to forge new relationships and have new experiences—all of which evoked only positive emotions. Today, however, I felt sorrow and pity for these farmers who were being forced to leave behind the only home they had ever known, with barely anything to their names besides. Though the men were putting on a brave front, the women were unashamed of their tears, and the children—wrapped in ragged cloaks from head to toe—gazed with infinite sadness at their beloved village, shrinking inexorably in size as the caravan moved away. They understood that they were out of options, but it didn't change the fact that they were bidding farewell to their entire past. And it didn't matter whether that past was filled with joys or regrets. 
 
    The caravan's speed was hardly hampered by the packs of undead encountered along the way, one pack every two hundred yards or so, which stopped appearing altogether closer to the final stretch. In the end, the entire journey of roughly twelve miles was completed in about seven hours.
 
   "That can't be good," Gvert, who had been riding alongside me the past few miles, shielded his face with one hand from the raindrops trickling from his hood, and pointed with the other toward a long string of wagons stretching out of the fort gates and moving westward. "Whatever happened here, I fear it won't help our cause," the elder drew a heavy sigh. 
 
    Farot had the look of a fort from the Old West. Shaped like a square with each side roughly three hundred yards long, a fifteen-foot palisade all around, and eight guard towers—four at each corner of the square and four more at the midway point of each wall, the latter being large enough to house close to twenty archers each. Only none of those four towers—not even the one looming over the open gates—had any archers manning them. 
 
   "What makes you say that?" I had been wondering what kind of surprise the governing AI would have in store for us when we got to Farot, hoping against hope that things would be easy for once.
 
   All right, sure, I was the only living player in the princedom, if not in all of Demon Grounds—somehow I doubted Cheney had stuffed anyone else in here besides myself. This explained why the local AIs were falling over themselves to offer me quests that I never could have gotten otherwise. The problem was that the governing AI didn't sort these quests by achievability, meaning he didn't know—or care—if I was here alone or with an army of five hundred. Thus the quests I was being offered were just as likely to make me lose my shit as jump for joy. Fighting back the storming rage inside me at the memory of the scumbag responsible for my exile, I took a few deep breaths to clear my head, then repeated my question in a different tone.
 
   "Is something the matter with Farot?" 
 
   "Don't scare me like that, dar," the elder's horse recoiled from me, as Gvert drew a warding-off sign in the air. "If I start stuttering because of you, who will look after these people? I wonder how your fighters haven't all run away screaming..."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Look at your reflection once in a while! If you could see your eyes now..." the elder pulled on the reins to steady his frightened horse, then motioned toward the fort. "There used to be a garrison in Farot—some three hundred legionnaires and archers. And look at it now... Dar Elnar is not one to assign rookies to man the gates. He may be young himself, but a fine commander just the same, having served as a centurion in Satrap Gorm's army and in his father's half-legion before his death. Didn't I tell you about the troops advancing from the direction of Suonu..."
 
   "Do you think Farot has been attacked?"
 
   "I'm sure of it," Gvert sighed. "And I feel we'll need to keep moving toward Xantarra."
 
   When our caravan was within fifty yards of the fort, one of the guards at the gates tossed his spear from one hand to the other, pointed in our direction and yelled:
 
   "Hey, that's that dar on his piglet! Tilly, run along to the commander and report! Move your buns, girl, haven't you ever seen a wild boar?"
 
    The second guard ended up being a young woman, freckled and pug-nosed. After gawking at Gloom for a good fifteen seconds, the girl finally responded to her partner's cry, spun around and slipped into the fort. 
 
   "I could get used to guards like that," said Reece with a lascivious smirk, riding out from behind me. Seeing my incredulous look, he quickly added, "I'm talking about the one who disappeared!" 
 
    The remaining guard squeezed through the wagons rolling out of the gates, blew his nose right on the ground, fixed the helm that was sliding over his eyes, and bawled at us:
 
   "Who the hell are you?"               
 
   "Weren't you the one yelling just now about 'that dar on his piglet?'" I gave him a hard stare, my head slightly cocked. "Or did you forget?"
 
   "You're in trouble, pal," Reece said with deep sorrow in his voice as the demon considered his response. "That's not your typical boar, you know, and he doesn't take kindly to being compared to common pigs. Would you like it if someone called you a broad? Didn't think so," the mage feigned a heavy sigh. "And considering the fact that this extraordinary boar was a gift from the goddess of vengeance herself, our dar will be forced to exact righteous vengeance upon you for your careless words."
 
    Sensing that the conversation was about him, Gloom snorted loudly, shook his massive head from left to right, and took a few steps toward the guard, who was already backing away. 
 
   "I didn't mean anything bad by it!" the young demon mumbled, his voice hoarse. "I have the utmost respect for you, dar. We hear all kinds of stories about you and your boar..."
 
   "Tell me what's happened here?" I decided to put an end to the farce.
 
   "We're in dire straights, dar. A throng of undead came 'round three days back and really gave us a thrashing!" The young demon frowned, forgetting all about the boar. "There's barely fifty of us left, plus these refugees," he gestured at the wagons rolling slowly westward. "The fort is filled with survivors from nearby villages. Our scouts just returned, reporting that a host of five hundred is coming this way, with four terrible monsters in their midst." 
 
   "Where from?"
 
   "From the direction of Suonu, damn that wretched place," the guard spat. "We're all dead men here. Dar Elnar has decided to hold back the bastards, otherwise all these refugees are done for. The road to Xantarra is clear, but the city is over a hundred miles away. That's at least three days' travel with kids, and the monsters don't know the meaning of fatigue. We ain't got a prayer if we meet them out in the open—we won't last a minute..."
 
   "Aren't there any legionnaires in Xantarra?" 
 
   "There's no time. The undead will be here in a day—that's just long enough for them to receive our letter..."
 
    All the pieces were falling into place. I wasn't especially surprised that the kid had recognized me. Magic mail was still in effect in the princedom, and, being the subject of Satrap Gorm, Gvert must have reported to him on the developments in the village and its surroundings. And I didn't mind not having to explain anymore who I was and where the heck I came from. Next, just as the genre would have it, Elnar would show up and solemnly hand me the quest to defend the settlement from the advancing half-legion. How? Well, that's your problem, Krian. Not that I had much of a choice anyway—I needed at least fifty fighters for a shot at the first half of the scroll anyway, and I had nowhere near that number. The kid at the gates was level 181, which was somewhat encouraging. I wasn't holding out hope that the fighters who had sworn allegiance to the local satrap would agree to join my clan, but they should prove useful just the same. And if Iam and Gvert were to be believed, their commander was a seasoned and capable military leader. So perhaps not all was lost...
 
   "Gvert, take your people and go to Xantarra," shifting my gaze to the elder, I waved my hand westward. "Things are going to get hairy here before long. Leave the extra horses in Xantarra—you have greater need of them now." 
 
    The elder didn't argue—smart man. Turning his horse around, he started back for the caravan, barking orders as he went. 
 
   "Are we sticking around?" there was a hint of a smile on the head archeress' lips.
 
   Apparently, my formerly docile clanmates were quickly turning into adrenaline junkies.
 
   "Got any other suggestions?" I arched my right eyebrow at her.
 
   Despite the hood covering her open helm, Salta looked equally stunning and enchanting. There was a playful spark in the archeress' eyes, and her cheeks sported a rosy glow.
 
   "And miss all the fun? No way," she smiled back at me. 
 
   "I haven't decided yet," I said evenly, looking over my fighters. "There's not enough information. We'll see how things are looking on location."
 
   "I'm not saying goodbye, dar!" Gvert waved at me from a distance. "I expect to see every single one of you alive and well in Xantarra!" 
 
    I nodded farewell to the elder, then touched the boar's sides with my heels, steering him toward the Farot gates...
 
    Our party entered the fort just as the tail end of the departing caravan was leaving. We found ourselves inside a square courtyard of impressive proportions, at the center of which a stone well jutted out of the ground. Piles of boards and beams were stacked along the perimeter—evidently, the fort's commander had ordered the dismantling of all internal structures to accommodate all the refugees flooding into Farot. Work was buzzing, but there was no fuss about it. A few dozen demons were closing up a couple of breaches in the eastern wall, gaping on either side of the guard tower like open wounds. Several legionnaires were carrying water toward an elongated squat structure; two more were napping in the shade of a woodshed. There were no smiles on their faces—not that I expected them to find them bubbling with joy, what with an army of undead closing in. 
 
   "There's an inn over there, past the barracks," Iam gestured toward a small complex of structures enclosed by a seven-foot-tall palisade, and spurred his horse in that direction. 
 
    Gloom was pacing back and forth along the pebbled road, twitching his muzzle occasionally—no doubt the scoundrel was trying to sniff out a puddle like the one in Feator's main square that he had been his favored hangout spot. One time I had tried to lock up the boar in a stable—praise Hart, my valiant mount obeyed my orders without question—but one look at his miserable mug, coupled with Salta's and Reena's indignant wailing, and I had capitulated at that very moment. Besides, Gloom preferred sleeping out in the yard anyway, and come morning the muck that covered the razorback from head to the end of his tail would magically vanish, so I wasn't much bothered by his lacking hygiene habits. 
 
    The legionnaires encountered along the way would stop and stare in disbelief at our procession. But no one pestered us with any questions, so we just continued on without any trouble.
 
    The local inn was called Old Yeller, its signboard bearing a wrinkled geezer with a gap-toothed mouth opened wide, ostensibly yelling. I chuckled and at once felt a pang of nostalgia, reminded of my last job in the real world. There was no shortage of funny guys working for the company, and being that deadlines were always pressing, requiring plenty of OT and sacrifices to social life, the brass would occasionally let slip harmless jests such as this.
 
    Enclosed by a solid fence, the squat stone building with an adjoining stable and wooden annexes was located near the very center of the fort. A massive sow lounged regally in the middle of the yard, a flock of motley hens rambling around her. 
 
   "Look, Gloom, there's a bride here waiting for you!" Reece hopped off his horse, his armor clinking, and turned to me while holding the reins. "I doubt anyone's going to be checking us in, dar. The folks are probably on the road to Xantarra—we'll need to settle in ourselves." 
 
    At the sight of my valiant mount, "the bride" leaped up to her feet and and trotted away toward the nearest wooden structure with verve belying her ample dimensions. 
 
   "Figures," the mage declared with reproach, watching the sow's hasty retreat. "They all play hard to get at first..."
 
   "You just keep talking," dismounting near the young mage, Salta shot him a nasty look.
 
   "Let's quarter the horses," said Reece, eager to change the subject, and started toward the stable, leading his chestnut steed by the reins. 
 
   "Can I help you?" a grim-looking fellow emerged from the inn, glowering. The chainmail shirt he was wearing was torn in two places, revealing bent metallic rings underneath; a curved matte blade hung at his waist. He looked to be in his early forties, and built almost like Aritor. In other words, he looked no more like an innkeeper than I did like a first string violinist for the New York Philharmonic. 
 
   "We're looking for a place to stay a little while," dismounting the boar and handing the reins to Reena, I turned toward the demon. "Got any vacancies?"
 
   "That's complicated, dar," the innkeeper guffawed—his entire disposition brightened the moment he'd spotted the razorback. "We've got more folks here than at a barley festival—no room to swing a lizard. But I reckon I can find something for you and your people."
 
    The mess hall had the look of being deserted. Only a single table was occupied by several legionnaires playing dice over beer; the remaining tables—about fifteen of them—were empty.
 
   "I'll put everything out on the bar. This is a self-serve establishment now—I've sent all the servants to Xantarra," the innkeeper grumbled as soon as we entered the place. "Ale? Wine? Moonshine? It's on the house—dead people have no need for coin."
 
   "And why didn't you leave, Schen?"
 
   "I'm tired of running," the demon shook his head wearily. "I've served as the quartermaster for the first century of our dar's father. Don't judge me by my appearance, Krian. I've had my share of war, sure, even made it to sergeant. But as soon as the commander found out I knew how to count, read and write, I was instantly made quartermaster. Only the dar isn't here anymore, nor his first century. Nearly all of them perished in that battle by Xantarra, along with the centurion and Elnar Sr." 
 
   "And how did you end up here?"
 
   "We've only been here a few months," said the innkeeper, placing a potbellied barrel of ale on the bar stand. "After that battle James dar Elnar brought the survivors here. Civilians fled the fort during the first great wave, though the undead didn't attack it then for some reason. I don't have family in Xantarra, or anywhere else for that matter, so I left with everyone else."
 
   "You mean the Xantarrian satrap decided to install a garrison here and fill it out with his own people?"
 
   "Not quite. James dar Elnar never swore fealty to the satrap. In fact, his grandfather was the satrap of Callehzia, which is just south of Xantarra. And the owner of La-Kharte Castle that's on the road to Gilthor. Satrap Quentil dar Elnar perished inside the walls of his castle in the Dark Ages, but his son was studying in the capital at the time, so he survived. After Erisjat's death he gathered up all the surviving legionnaires in the satrapy and tried to recapture the castle, which by then had been claimed by the undead swarming the princedom. Unsurprisingly, nothing came of it. That is how the Callehzian half-legion landed in Xantarra." 
 
   "And Gorm didn't mind having demons who hadn't sworn fealty to him living on his land?"
 
   "The satrap was friends with our dar's grandfather, and nobody doubted the Callehzians' loyalty. You're not from around here, so I don't expect you to know this. Not that it matters, for tomorrow there won't be anyone left of the Callehzian half-legion," the demon gave a bitter smile. "And here you are talking of loyalty..."
 
   "Forgive me, Schen, I really am ignorant of these things," I said. "Thank you for sharing your story, and I insist on paying for our meal. Who knows—maybe you'll still be standing after tomorrow?" I laid three gold coins on the bar, turned and headed back to my clanmates. Having moved two tables together in the corner of the mess hall, they were waiting for their commander to start eating. 
 
    
 
   "What's the plan, dar?" Iam asked the question that was on everyone's minds as soon as I pushed my plate away. 
 
    The conversation around the table died down at once. Under the stares of fourteen pairs of eyes, I took a sip of dark ale that tasted almost like Porter, lit up and sat back on the bench. 
 
   "I haven't decided yet, but we still have some time. It all depends on the arrangements we make with the local commander. Ah, speak of the devil."
 
    A tall fair-haired tifling stood in the doorway. Hardly older than my soldiers by the look of him, the demon wore a hard shell of interwoven steel plates sewn to a durable base layer of thick chamois leather. Two legionnaires in cuirasses and cloaks of black and gold followed him in, then stopped on either side of the door. The tifling looked our way, and his gaze almost stumbled over Salta, sitting to my left. The young man blushed ever so visibly, and something blinked in his eyes that reverberated somewhere deep inside me as a pang of... jealousy. But his bemusement didn't last long.
 
   "I'm James dar Elnar, Farot's garrison commander," he said, enunciating every word. "A word with you, dar?" the tifling nodded at the innkeeper without waiting for my word of consent. "Is there a room available, Schen?"
 
   "Right here," the innkeeper opened a wooden door on the right side of the bar, and we followed him inside. The innkeeper disappeared and returned momentarily with a full tray—a full bottle alongside two silver shot glasses, and small plates with sliced veggies and meat. Laying the tray down on a nearby table, Schen gave a silent nod and left the hall, shutting the door behind him. The tifling began pacing around the room anxiously, then sat down on one of the two available chairs and motioned for me to take the second.
 
   "Have a seat. Who are you?"
 
   "Is that really important right now?" I gave him a hard look. "Are you ready to listen to a story that may take all day?"
 
   "I heard that you belong to one of the light races, though you'd hardly say that looking at you. Then again, the absence of a tail and horns doesn't mean much," the young demon brushed his hand over the bone protuberances jutting out of his head. "I also heard that you were sent here by the Lightning God, who was worshipped by my father and his father before him. I too was ordained into his service, though the shrine where it happened was lost to the undead when they overran La-Kharte. Along with the priest. My father, however..." the young tifling's eyes flashed with a suppressed pain. "He remembered how the ritual went. Finally, I know that over the past month your party of simple farmers has wiped out more undead in the kingdom than my century has killed in a year. And now you turn up here in Farot, just as we're preparing to meet our deaths, like some kind of knight in shining armor riding Hart himself... Who are you, dar?! And what are you doing in our gods-forsaken land?"
 
   "Well, at least the formalities are out of the way," I chuckled, pouring my shot glass full of whatever spirit was in the bottle. I took a sip—the drink tasted a bit like cognac—then took a long drag on my pipe and settled back in my seat. The chair's upholstery was surprisingly soft and pleasant. "What if I told you that I'm here by sheer accident? And that it wasn't Ingvar who sent me? Would you even believe me? The truth is that I need to get to the Derelict Temple in Gilthor. I have business with the locals there."
 
   "Gilthor is quarantined because of the plague! The province's residents are slowly dying."
 
   "The plague?" I nearly choked on the smoke. 
 
   "Aye, a homing pigeon brought the news the other day. Satrap Rumpel's men made a sally into the temple, and contracted the illness. Not that it matters now!" the tifling upended his glass, puckered his face and looked up at me. "What do you intend to do, Krian? Why didn't you leave for Xantarra with everyone else? I may not have all the answers, but I know for a fact that your staying here won't change anything for us." 
 
   "Why didn't you leave?" 
 
   "Nearly five hundred peasants with families, children... Do you think that sixty seven soldiers, myself included, is a price worth paying for their lives? For immortalizing Callehzian warriors in the minds and hearts of the civilians they rescued? We've already lived the lives the gods had allotted us. When Gorm receives our missive tomorrow, he will move out his troops to cover the refugees and smash the monsters pursuing them. All we need to do is hold out till evening. As for you, dar, you should keep going to Xantarra. This isn't your fight—you've already done a great deal for this satrapy. Gorm is expecting you, so go and meet him. We will manage here on our own..."
 
    Now this was unexpected! For an NPC to be in a situation this dire and not offer a quest to defend the stronghold against the onslaught of the undead... But then, I could hardly regard him as an NPC—sitting before me was a young demon, driven by valor and fortitude, who also appeared to have taken a liking to my head archeress. Wait! I scolded myself. Could that be it? The tifling knew that if I stayed in Farot, she would stay as well, essentially signing her death warrant. Or perhaps he didn't want to share the glory of a heroic death with anyone else... I marveled for a moment how utterly insane either theory sounded in relation to what was supposed to be a computer program.
 
   "Wait a second, James." Shoving the tray aside, I unfolded a map on the table, and put my finger east of the fort. "Is the army coming from this direction?"
 
   "Yes," tifling nodded.
 
   "Then what makes you think they won't bypass Farot altogether?" 
 
   "Because they're taking this road right here," Elnar pointed at an area on the map. "All the nearby villages have been either wiped out or evacuated to the city. We're the only ones left. And the undead host won't be enough for the Xantarra garrison. I don't know who's in command of those beasts from Suonu, but clearly he's not an idiot."
 
    In the books I had read, the heroes that somehow landed in the Middle Ages oftentimes displayed remarkable aptitude for military command. As a rule, before traveling back in time they were either military history buffs who knew all the historical battles; or they brought along a computer the hard drive of which was filled not with typical content like games, pirated movies and so on, but with literature essential to their survival; or... Or they were simply lucky to have leadership in their blood, even if they were a bum, a wino or a retired engineer in their past life. I never cared much for history, I didn't have a computer with me—aside from the one in my private room, and it wasn't especially useful in this situation. And I very much doubted my inborn martial prowess, considering I could barely make sense of a simple map. Sure, I could tell a mountain from a river, but... A river! Why the hell not?! It had worked once, it could work again.
 
   "James, that bridge... If we burn it or break it, then we can—"
 
   "Won't work," the tifling shook his head. "There's a ford not a quarter mile upstream, and fords can't be burned or broken. Don't insult me, Krian. Did you think I didn't consider it?" 
 
   "How wide is the ford?" 
 
   "Fifteen-twenty yards," crossing his arms over his chest, Elnar cast a bored look up at the ceiling and continued, his tone that of a tired schoolteacher explaining a common truth to a slacking student. "Attacking them at the ford won't work. The water may weaken their position a bit, but the distance from the nearest cover to the bank is fifty yards at best. Their mages and archers—and there are about two hundred of them—will make pin-cushions out of us the moment we leave cover. Those troops are the lightest, so they'll be in the front during the crossing. The soil is too hard and rocky to dig a big enough ditch on the bank, and I have no ballistas or catapults at my disposal," the tifling spread his arms, accentuating his defenseless position. "No cavalry either. Technically, we do have plenty of horses stabled, but riding a horse and executing a mounted attack are two very different things. My father had a century of getare, but they all perished by Xantarra. There's no hope. You should go, dar. Let's finish up this bottle, and then you'll go."
 
    I sat there in silence for a while. I boasted one indisputable advantage over all the other regular Joes turned generals: in the battles of this world, math determined everything. Our presumptive enemy would attack at any rate, and would pick the shortest, most accessible approach for the attack. Since the patch many NPCs had grown remarkably similar to real people, that was true. For instance, I wouldn't expect them to whack away mindlessly at a tank in full plate with squishy mages and archers standing nearby dealing a lion's share of the damage. However, the patch notes only mentioned NPCs, and not common mobs. From everything that I had observed, there was no reason to fear that the undead would behave inconsistently from whatever behavioral scripts they had been programmed with. And that meant not all was lost. Not just yet.
 
   "The thing is, Elnar," I took a long drag, and exhaled the smoke slowly. "I know how to rout the undead army." 
 
   "So what do we have to do? Summon our god?" the feigned apathy was gone from the tifling's face. He leaned forward in his chair, locking eyes with me. Tension hung thick in the air. 
 
   "You and your people must join my clan."
 
    After several seconds of silence, Elnar fell back in his chair and burst into laughter. 
 
   "You're a funny one, dar," he said, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes with the back of his hand. "I would consider your proposal an insult if I didn't know you weren't from around here." 
 
   "What's so insulting about my proposal?"
 
   "The scion of an ancient bloodline with elder demons for ancestors, serving under a kinless vagabond? Not on your life, dar! I can't even see your lineage. It's as if you don't exist."
 
   "And if you ask me, you're simply a coward," laying the smoking pipe on the table, I crossed my arms and fell back in my chair, my whole demeanor radiating disdain.
 
    In one fluid motion Elnar was on his feet. The tip of his sword, which he'd whipped out with a swoosh, was pointing right at my throat no more than four inches away. 
 
   "What did you say?" the tifling's voice was breaking with fury. His tail was lashing the ground around him, and his narrowed eyes were slits of molten steel. 
 
    The reaction wasn't entirely unexpected, so I hadn't even flinched. I knew that I was never really in danger—this fellow's alignment was too lawful good to kill me over an insult. Were he to challenge me to a duel, I would kill him without any trouble, even with his 100,000 HP. Why provoke him, then? Simply put, I didn't see any other choice. Maybe some psychology expert could have done without it, but I didn't possess those kinds of skills.
 
   "I said," I syllabicated, completely ignoring the blade at my throat, "that you are a coward. You hide behind some lofty goal, but what you really want is to die in this bloody wooden box, along with all these people who've trusted you with their lives—all to escape your problems in one fell swoop. Have you bothered asking them if they'd rather live or die? What will you tell your father and your father's father when you meet them in the Flame? That you left behind an heir? That you defended your ancestral castle? Or will you tell them that when you had such a chance, you turned it down because of pridefulness?" 
 
   The demon was silent for a time, and then the fury in his face turned sour.
 
   "Oh, what do you know, light one..." James spat through clenched teeth, sheathing his sword in a sudden movement. He snatched the bottle off the table and took several big swigs. 
 
   "I know that tomorrow we will rout the undead host. And then we'll go and retake La-Kharte, or whatever that castle of yours is called." 
 
   "Krian, either you're sick in the head or..." the tifling sniffed his sleeve in lieu of a proper chaser, placed the bottle back on the table, and shook his head dejectedly. "There are almost two thousand monsters in that castle! All the troops in Xantarra couldn't retake the castle. And you intend to do it with a hundred?"
 
   "Listen, James, what do you have to lose? Who's going to find out that you swore an oath to me if we all die here tomorrow? You don't believe me when I say we can trounce this army with a hundred fighters, but when we do, will you doubt me that we can dislodge a few thousand walking corpses out of that castle? Besides, joining my clan isn't an oath of fealty. You can't leave on your own, sure, but I don't intend to keep you in the clan against your will. Once we retake your castle and clear out the Derelict Temple, you can take your people and join a dancing troupe for all I care. Well?" I gave him a hard stare. "What say you?"
 
   "Swear it," he said after a short pause. "Swear that we would set out for La-Kharte right away." 
 
   "I'll need to drop by Xantarra for a few days to take care of some unfinished business. But from there we'll head straight to your Callehzia."
 
   "All right," the tifling gave a kind of estranged nod.
 
   "What am I supposed to say?"
 
   "Here," Elnar laid a short curved dagger on the table. "While the blood is flowing, repeat what you just said, and swear it by the name of your god." 
 
    If only you knew how many gods I've brushed shoulders with, I chuckled to myself. I probably shouldn't invoke Hart's name in this situation, and I had never personally met Setara. Picking up the dagger, I slashed at my wrist and simply spoke of my immediate plans in the ensuing silence. Nothing happened when I uttered the warrior god's name—no crashing thunder or bolts of lightning. But my vow seemed to satisfy Elnar just fine.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Defending Farot. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Destroy the army of Magroom the Reaper, then report your victory to Gorm, the Satrap of Xantarra. 
 
   Reward: experience, increased reputation with the Craedia Princedom, increased reputation with Satrap Gorm, increased reputation with Dar Elnar, one bonus talent point.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Cleansing Callehzia. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Clear the La-Kharte Castle of its undead invaders and repel the assault on the castle that will follow.
 
   Reward: experience, increased reputation with the Craedia Princedom, increased reputation with Dar Elnar, an eight piece rare quality armor set of your choosing, unknown.
 
    
 
   James dar Elnar requests to join the Steel Wolves clan...              
 
    
 
   It worked! It actually worked!!! I didn't doubt for a second that all of Elnar's fighters would join the clan as well, which meant we were now eighty two men strong, i.e. strong enough to roll up to the Derelict Temple and have a proper heart-to-heart with its denizens. But first things first: I had an undead assault to repel and a castle to liberate in a neighboring satrapy. And though the prognosis did appear grim on the face of it, a rough battle plan was already forming in my head. A wise man once said that all battle plans are good before the actual battle begins, but I wasn't going to sweat it. As always, I had little choice in the matter anyway, and I wasn't going to just let some reaper stiff eat my lunch. Mmm, lunch, I thought to my self. As soon as I make it out and find Max and Alyona, I'm taking them to a pub, ordering a feast of burgers, fries and ice cream floats, and we're not coming out for at least a week!
 
   "I feel... strange," Elnar shifted his shoulders. "My whole body feels unusually light." 
 
   "Don't worry, that's normal," I nodded to him. "Now listen, this is what we're going to do..."
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    A thick fog descended upon the river at nightfall, blanketing the woods and the riverbank, the whitish haze tangling in willow branches and obscuring the water line. Come sunrise, the morning wind shredded the creamy blanket and banished its scraps over the river, with the rising sun finishing off the remains.
 
    
 
    Alcene, yet another river flowing into Ithele, was about a hundred yards wide at the ford. The river bed at the crossing was even and firm, and the water went no higher than my waist at the deepest spots. Last night, when most of the century was sound asleep after having their talents tinkered with by yours truly, I left Iam and Aritor in Farot to forge eleven additional sets of armor for the new clanmates' horses, and took the rest of my people to the ford. We crossed the river back and forth several times, testing the current. Though it was fairly strong, the horses didn't seem at all bothered by it. As for Gloom, he looked like the happiest boar on the planet, causing Reece to hypothesize that a couple of elven beavers must've made an appearance at some obscure branch of his family tree.
 
   Elnar had been right—the ford spanned no more than twenty feet at its widest, meaning it could fit a row of ten riders at best. On either side of it the bed of the river fell precipitously and became sludgy, so we installed roughly thirty markers to frame the crossing. As for the bridge downstream, it burned in twenty minutes flat. It was a pity to destroy the honest work of others, but we had no choice. This nightmare would end eventually, and the peasants would rebuild.
 
    For three hours now my mounted century was waiting for the host approaching from Suonu, hidden behind a wall of shrubbery some fifty yards from the Alcene crossing. It was really an unnecessary precaution since the undead wouldn't notice us till we appeared in their aggro radius anyway, yet it still bought me peace of mind. The horses were calm, and the demons—still shaken by their newly acquired abilities and sensing a glimmer of hope—were conversing quietly behind me.
 
   After yet another quip courtesy of the mage about the non-existent relations between Salta and myself, James was making an obvious effort not to look in the head archeress' direction, but it was painfully obvious that the kid had fallen head over heels. This fact hadn't escaped the demoness, but she didn't let it show, acting cool and nonchalant. She hadn't even reacted to the mage's jest, leaving him quite bewildered. And how did I feel? Hard to say. At first all I saw in her was a pretty girl, and if the circumstances were different I'd probably be all over her... But ever since that unforgettable vision about the suffering she'd endured, a deep sense of compassion had taken up residence deep inside me, gnawing at me incessantly. I wanted to protect her from the big bad world as if she were my little sister. I mean, I still liked her as a woman, but... 
 
   "I keep wanting to ask you, dar," spurring his horse, Elnar rode up right next to me and leaned in. "Why don't you have a banner? After all, Ingvar gave you a sigil," the tifling smiled, motioning at the shield hanging to the left of my heart. 
 
   "Never got around to it," I said with total honesty. "Besides, I wouldn't know where to begin making a banner."
 
   "I'll show you if we make it out of this jam," James grinned. "That girl with the braid, she's a seamstress, right?" he nodded toward the group of healers. "I'll give her the dimensions and show her the patterns. All we'll need from you is a half-quart of your blood." 
 
   "We'll make it out, don't you doubt that. And we'll get that banner done. Are you certain there's only one ford?"
 
   "Do you expect me to give you a different answer the sixth time you ask me?" the tifling chuckled, checking that his sword slid easily out of its scabbard. "The enemy should be here any minute."
 
    His entire demeanor made it clear that he didn't expect today's venture to succeed. Thankfully, the tifling kept his misgivings to himself, and I couldn't care less whether or not he believed me, just as long as he obeyed orders and used the right end of his blade.
 
    Despite not sleeping at all last night, I was wide awake thanks to a surge of pre-battle adrenaline. It had been this way with me since my school years. Your knees might be shaking before a fight, but the moment it begins the jitters disappear at once. Besides, in the game you could easily spend two consecutive nights without sleep, which meant I had at least another day in reserve, should I need it. 
 
    We were about to enter a battle that would—as always—decide everything. Funny, those were the only kind of battles I'd been seeing of late. Just one frantic, never-ending race. Without so much as a second to stop and drink yourself silly to unwind from the constant stress, let alone pursue anything resembling personal life. 
 
    I turned around and looked at Salta. The young woman saw me looking and, sensing my anxiety, gave me an encouraging smile and tucked away a strand of hair spilling out of her helm. And now there's Elnar with his crush, I thought, returning the demoness' smile. Hart, why does everything have to be so complicated?
 
    
 
    Thanks to the clan's relatively high level, I hadn't had to waste nearly as much time on distributing talent points to the new clan recruits as the first time. This time, when accepting NPC characters all I had to do was create build prototypes, then assign each recruit a set of talents according to their assigned class. The mages had taken almost no time at all, as I'd already had all four elemental builds ready for use. As a result, Reece, who had been promoted to head mage, now had eleven demons and demonesses under his command—with him that made it three mages per each element. Our century now had seventeen healers and twenty mounted archers. I should note here that whatever fears I had about my mage crew turning into a bunch of screwballs after their commander, I had no such concerns about Salta's and Reena's archer groups—impressively, both women's leadership bar was about to hit captain. The remaining thirty three fighters, myself included, were getare—sixteen tanks and sixteen melee damage dealers. I had assigned Elnar as their commander—naturally, as his experience enabled him to command up to a half-legion. Iam and a couple of survivors of the last battle had been given their own squads of ten, and had been training since midnight to perfect a joint ram attack. 
 
    Truth be told, military hierarchy in the Realm of Arkon was a complete mess. If memory served me right, in the human army a legion had five thousand men, a cohort had five hundred, and a century had eighty. And I couldn't begin to try and remember the elven hierarchy. Not that it really bothered me either way—I was never the type to sweat the small stuff. I could always introduce my own system of platoons, battalions and companies if ever I saw a need for it, but for now I was perfectly fine with the existing system. I was presently limited to only one hundred fighters anyway. 
 
    Perhaps the biggest drawback to accepting new fighters in the clan was the major drop in morale—from thirty percent to just thirteen. It was simple math: sixty seven people with ten percent morale (the lowest allowed with my achievement) and fourteen with thirty percent—put them all together and there's your average of thirteen. But I wasn't worried—morale would come with time, and the first twenty five points came pretty quickly.
 
    To be honest, there was something quite unreal about these figures. They were beyond the comprehension of a regular person. The world around you was alive and thriving. Water flowed, fire burned, flowers bloomed, women smiled. At any moment you could pluck a leaf from a tree and grind it in the palm of your hand, or scoop a handful of water from a river to quench your thirst. And how could you measure the will of living creatures to achieve victory with bloody numbers? How could you quantify the longing to drown in the river an army of mindless monsters that wouldn't spare a soul if given the chance? Perhaps my mind was just grasping at the old constructs, perhaps the figures were a thing of the past? I had no idea, nor did I really want to over-analyze it...
 
    
 
    I had dismissed the thought of fighting the enemy from behind the walls of the fort right away—their two hundred mages and archers wouldn't even allow us to poke our noses over the walls. The plan to wipe out the ranged troops advancing on Farot had begun to form the moment James had mentioned the order the undead troops would follow in making a forced crossing of the river. Their exposed archers would make a marvelous target for a plate-clad cavalry; and should they bunch up together while crossing, that would be a dream come true. I would lead the getare in a frontal attack, while our two ranged combat groups, comprising mages and archers and led by Reece and Salta, would take up positions on the bank and, if things went south, would cover our retreat. 
 
    The Realm of Arkon belonged to the non-target category of games. This was done by design to improve combat realism and immersion. For example, an archer couldn't simply lock down a target and start blasting away without fear that the target might escape his crosshairs. No, every shot had to be aimed. The game mechanics had eliminated the chance to dodge or parry on account of these passive abilities being entirely meaningless against arrows. Accuracy worked just like in real life, where a master archer was head and shoulders above some random person who just happened to pick up a bow at an archery range. The point being, you couldn't, for instance, park yourself behind a tank and let loose one arrow after another at a target over his back. Archers in the back rows would essentially be dead weight. I had no intention of taking the battle to the enemy's main host—we could, however, wipe out the maximum number of archers and mages to start, then kite their melee to traps we'd set up on the ground beforehand. In fact, not taking full advantage of this circumstance would be unforgivable and utterly idiotic. 
 
    There was just one problem: with all the latest developments we simply hadn't the time to close up two last breaches in the fort walls. But then, after consulting with Dar Elnar and thinking it over, I'd decided that it might be for the best. From the tifling's account of the last battle, where he had lost almost one hundred fighters, it appeared that the three hundred undead opposing them had been led to the fort by another reaper. And that he was using a curious ability that, according to James, would turn the wood of the palisade to rust from quite a long distance. The skeletons didn't even need to use rams to take down suddenly dilapidated sections of the walls, allowing the attackers to break into the fort barely an hour into the siege. 
 
    I hadn't the slightest desire to test if the commander of the army advancing on Farot had a similar ability. Excessive curiosity in such situations, as a rule, was fraught with unpleasant consequences. The breaches were located on either side of the guard tower, about twenty yards in each direction, and had a five-six yard radius. Knowing that the enemy was going to take the shortest route to their goal, and that their commander was unlikely to possess the military prowess of Sun Tzu, I'd ordered to expand the area on the wall to accommodate more ranged fighters. Twenty demons would man the towers, and six more would stand on the wall on either side of the two gaps. This way, the attackers storming the fort would be pinned down in crossfire while our tanks held both breaches to keep the undead from getting inside. But for that tactic to work, we first had to decimate the enemy's ranks of mages and archers, lest all my grand Napoleonic strategizing go down the drain. 
 
    An even better scenario would be to hold and destroy the enemy at the crossing, but remembering the actions of the two-headed skeleton in the first battle on Bone River, I wasn't especially hopeful that would happen. The host was being led by four bosses, each of whom was several times more powerful than that beast from Feator; not to mention, a thousand other things could go wrong. And deploying your tanks against a boss with unknown abilities meant an express ticket into the Flame. No, I wasn't going to risk my people—I had precious few of them as it was.
 
   "It's starting, dar!" Iam's voice brought me back to reality, as the eagle-eyed demon pointed at the far bank. The front lines of the undead army had begun to crawl out from beyond the shoulder of the hill. 
 
   Elnar had been spot on. At the vanguard were two quadrants of undead archers, the bows at their backs swaying rhythmically as they moved. The infantry—skeletal warriors, zombies and ghouls all mixed together—were split into centuries as expected. Only the skeletons wore armor, all of it orange-brown with rust. Bringing up the rear of the procession, right behind a group of twenty or so liches, were four tall figures. Magroom the Reaper was a fifteen-foot behemoth that looked like a skinned orangutan in a cassock. His right paw, rippling with muscles, gripped a massive mallet that he carried on his shoulder, while the left dragged a long rusty chain on the ground. His three companions—imposing figures in horned helms—didn't exactly look like death knights. I couldn't make out the bosses' HP and levels from here, but they were likely no higher than 190—the maximum level of the zone they were coming from. 
 
   "Excellent! If anyone needs to go potty, now's the time. Buff up!" My voice, amplified by magic, swiftly put an end to any animated discussions that had begun. "Try knocking those bastards off the shallows into deeper waters. But don't go diving yourselves! Reece!" I turned to the mage just as he started opening his mouth. "Not a word about beavers!" 
 
   "I was going to ask about something else!" Reece protested over roaring laughter. The mage had somehow managed to push up his helm to the back of his head, exposing pitch-black curls. "But never mind, you'll see it for yourself. Or rather, hear it for yourself!"
 
    What was he talking about? Hart! I had neither time nor patience for his shenanigans today. I spun around and cussed. As long as his pranks were harmless, the hell with them.
 
   In the meantime, the first century of archers had reached the bank of the river and, without slowing down or breaking formation, entered the water. The first century was then followed by the second, and then by skeletons in plate. Too bad we can't nuke the mages from here—that would have been amazing, I thought with annoyance, noticing that, despite their light armor, the archers were still clearly fighting the current. Oh, but I shouldn't complain. I like what I'm seeing.
 
    I half-rose in the stirrups, looking out on the crossing. It was imperative to attack at the right moment—precisely when the archers were within ten yards of our bank. The skeletons were about midway through the river. Just a little more...
 
   "Lances ready! Prepare to gallop... Attack!" I roared and, glimpsing the translucent film of Holy Shield cast on me by one of the healers, spurred my razorback to a gallop. 
 
    A plangent wolf's howl rang out over the shoreline, chilling to the bone yet stirring newfound strength inside me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the head mage rising up in his stirrups and craning his neck to the sky. The youth's features were changing before my eyes—though he hadn't shifted into combat form just yet, the demon looked every bit the mature deadly predator his howl would imply. And the next moment, the primal roar was picked up by the entire attacking century! No end to surprises... Unable to help myself, I picked up the ancient song of my spirit animal, lowered my lance, and popped Charge.
 
    
 
   You are bolstered by: Primal Howl I. 
 
   The morale of your party has risen by 10 points. Your party's current morale is +23 (a 23% increase to your party members' physical and magic damage).
 
   All hostile sentient creatures caught within a two hundred yard radius without a mental shield suffers a penalty of 5 morale. The spell lasts 30 minutes and has a 4 hour cooldown. The spell can be improved as your clan rises in levels and wins glory points.
 
   Select Primal Howl I as the battle song of the Steel Wolves clan?
 
   Yes/No
 
    
 
   "Yessss!" I bellowed a split second before smashing into the front row of the enemy, whose archers had managed to fire off just one volley at the plate-clad cavalry charging at them.
 
    The impact was both tremendous and terrible, as one and a half tons of live weight shattered the archer ranks like a bulldozer, scattering the skeletons as if they were toy soldiers. My experience bar jerked to the right. There was an explosion of clanging as metal met bone—the getare had joined the battle, and the century of archers was no more.
 
   Carried by momentum, the living APC underneath me smashed into the ranks of the second century. Popping both Frenzy and Fortification, I whipped out my sword and began hacking away at the disoriented undead. It took the skeletons several moments before they began to recover. Four arrows plunged into my side at once, just as another bastard lunged at my other hip with a rusty dagger. A series of healing spells washed away the pain at once—I glimpsed the healers splashing into the river right behind the getare. I slashed at the skeleton attacking me, knocking his skull right off. Gloom was spinning in place frenziedly, bristling with enemy arrows and kicking up whole fountains of water. At this moment the razorback resembled some kind of animal god of war. With each blow of his tusks he knocked back several archers—some to drown right away, others to be trampled and finished off by the onrushing getare.
 
   Up ahead, the century of skeletal warriors were being subjected to sheer hell. Chain lightings, rains of fire, boulders of stone and ice were pouring down on the undead from the gaping skies—my mages were seeking to burn their mana in the quickest and most effective way possible. The arrows fired into this chaos simply disappeared from view, but it was virtually impossible to miss from this distance. The fairly rapid movement of my XP bar was a testament to this, as my share of experience was roughly the same as everyone else's.
 
    I was riding high on rage and adrenaline. My Tongue of Flame crit, finishing off a skeleton that the razorback had knocked down seconds prior, and I suddenly found myself nose to nose with a ten-foot-tall monster in a horned helm. Where the Hart did you come from? the thought flashed in my mind, as I mechanically raised my shield to block the swing of an enormous spiked mace, then immediately countered with an Ice Blade.
 
   "Osk, Rejuvenation on Krian!" Reena's voice trembled slightly. "Dar, there are three of them!"
 
    Two maces fell on the razorback's head at once, tearing up the thick hide and drawing blood. The boar's life dropped by a third, but was fully restored a second later. Why is it that wounds don't skin over as soon as HP is restored? the thought was glaringly out of place as Gloom and I were backing away, trying to keep at bay three mini bosses at once. 
 
   "The right one's mine," Aritor's even voice sounded in the clan channel. Slemm, the leader of the second getare squad, was grabbing the left one.
 
   
  
 

"All the archers switch to the horned bosses. Each group take the closest one to you. Mine is last! If you're not a tank, fall back! I don't want them knocking any of our people off the crossing!"
 
   Ten million HP should take a group of sixteen archers and mages less than a minute to burn through. As long as the healers kept everybody up, that is, seeing as they were also looking after the horses. 
 
   "Hart!" I noticed that the Reaper was now knee-deep in the water, and that a dark blob had begun moving from him in our direction, going against the current. "Fall back!" But just then Gloom knocked down our opponent, and I unloaded on the prostrated monster, alternating my offensive skills and totally ignoring all enemy spells. The boar kept the target down, and each one of my attacks inflicted critical damage. Pressing from behind the mini bosses was a fairly battered century of zombies and skeletal warriors, but the limited space to maneuver kept them back, unable to reach me and the other tanks. Aritor's and Slemm's targets fell within moments of each other; mine followed some ten seconds later without ever getting back on his feet. 
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 166.
 
   You have 1 talent point to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
   "Fall back! Everybody fall back!" I bellowed, adding a few choice expletives from my former world. 
 
   "Krian!" Salta's cry cut my ear. Spinning instinctively towards danger, I miraculously evaded an enormous hook shaped like a ship's anchor, which the Reaper had hurled from forty yards away. The terrible weapon caught the horse of a tarrying getare, and the boss jerked the pair toward himself. The poor animal let out a whimper as it was ripped apart, blood gushing from its wound, turning the water crimson. In the nick of time I managed to snatch the stunned rider from the saddle so that the Reaper only got the horse. Just then three skeletal warriors, having climbed over their commanders' corpses, Charged right at me, but I removed the stun with a Step through Darkness towards the shore, threw Earth Shackles behind me and, urging everybody onward, rode the razorback out of the water. 
 
   "Fall back to solid ground! Mages, lay down traps! Archers, kite! Don't let them get too close!" I barked more commands, turning back toward the river.
 
    
 
   My century ended up fulfilling way more than their desired quota. As it turned out, in the first minute and a half of the battle our mages and archers had slaughtered nearly a hundred enemy melee fighters—that was why the getare squad had ended up face to face with the three mini bosses. The undead were down to less than two hundred soldiers. It's pretty damn great that the laws of physics apply in this world, I thought with gratitude, remembering the skeletons getting tossed aside like empty tin cans. We weren't completely without losses, however—three of our new getare recruits had gotten careless and were knocked off into the depths. There was nothing anyone else could have done. To be sure, one death per one hundred kills was a ratio any general would kill for, pardon the pun, but I still couldn't help but feel a boundless sense of sadness looking at their icons—once vibrant red, turned lifeless gray. 
 
    "Thank you, dar," said the getare I had snatched from the saddle. The voice belonged to a woman. Coming back to her senses, the soldier opened her visor. It was Tilly, the same guard from yesterday who had ran to report to James about our arrival. "I've been dreaming of getting a ride on your razorback the moment I laid eyes on him," she smiled, blushing. 
 
    In her combat form, the young woman's face somewhat resembled a fox's muzzle. Damnit, when am I going to get used to the fact that in this world women are equal to men in every way? I thought, helping her down to the ground. 
 
   "Off you go, soldier. The fort is only a mile through the woods. You'll only be a burden without a horse. Wait for us in Farot—I'll give you a ride on the razorback some other time." 
 
   "Aye aye. Thank you, dar," the girl nodded. "But I'll hold you to that," she added with a smile, turned and ran toward the woods. 
 
   "You make it look easy," Reece grunted, riding up to my left. "Fire, then earth!" he yelled at one of his mages as the latter was laying traps on the ground. "I'm even a little jealous," he sighed ostentatiously. "No pretty girls have been asking me for a ride..." 
 
   "You expect me to believe that?" I smirked back at him. "Now listen, I know you like showing off those curls of yours, but that helm on your head has a purpose. Fix it before something sharp and heavy smashes into your face, and you're stuck relying on your personality." 
 
   "Nobody appreciates my delicate nature, yearning for universal harmony." The mage pushed his helm to the bridge of his nose, then looked at me. "Well, do I look like a hero of lore from a ballad? You know, the kind sung by minstrels in Xantarrian inns?"
 
   "I don't know what they sing in Xantarra, but thanks for the mental image. How did you even think of it?"
 
   "I didn't. A human woman came to me in a dream. Tall, fair-haired and beautiful," he looked up to the sky dreamily. "She was the one who said it."
 
    "Did she by any chance have this sign on her cheek?" I drew a broken line in the air.
 
   "How... But you weren't there, dar!" the mage gave me an astounded look. 
 
   "Right, but I was somewhere else," I chuckled. "Your dream woman is Countess Ulissa de Cevraze."
 
   "Countess..." said the mage despondently. "Then I won't be getting any even in a dream..."
 
   "Don't worry," I snorted. "I see plenty of countesses in your future," I winked to the mage, and shouted a command in the raid channel. "Everyone back on land! Commence phase two!"
 
    
 
    
 
    Spanning a few square miles, the area just south of the fort was remarkably flat, and wild with grass and stubby vegetation. That made it ideal for taking full advantage of one's mobility and firing range. I was in no hurry to lead the undead to the fort—there were just too many unknowns about this Reaper fellow. And tanking a boss ten levels higher than me without knowing his abilities was even less enticing a prospect. 
 
    For three hours now we had been kiting this swarm of mobs across the open plain and over magic traps strewn along the ground. Continually evading a head-on collision, our century ran circles around the undead like a pack of wolves around a herd of buffalos. The once mighty half-legion of walking corpses from Suonu was down to a measly three-four dozen, and the Reaper's health bar was hovering around ten percent. Salta—bless her keen eyes—had noticed right away that before hurling his hook Magroom always stopped and threw up his left shoulder. It had become much easier to dodge the terrible weapon, and our mounted archers could bombard the boss from a relatively safe distance.
 
   The way my clanmates fought, you would think they'd seen these battles a hundred times. I didn't know how to explain it, except perhaps that the troops' performance was impacted by their commanders' leadership level, which grew alongside combat experience. It had been forty minutes since Elnar dashingly led two getare squads in a mounted tip-and-run attack that took out the last surviving liches, making our final victory simply a matter of a time. 
 
   "How about we wrap this up, dar?" reining in his horse beside me, Elnar removed his helm and wiped his brow with fabric that was soiled in sweat and blood. "That big louse is almost down, and I bet we won't even notice the rest of them," he gestured at the ragged remains of skeletal warriors. 
 
    Indeed, the boss had barely over nine million hit points left. Maybe the tifling was right? Considering that Gloom's Charge was now maxed at level three, I alone stood to inflict over three million damage galloping at top speed. Even if half of it got through the Reaper's armor... 
 
   "Patience, James," I objected. "We've already lost three—no need to tempt fate any further. By the way," I pointed at the rag in his hand. "Is that your handkerchief?"
 
   "I wiped my horse with it earlier," Elnar chuckled, but the smile was gone from his face in an instant. "Move aside!!!" he bawled and gunned forward, feverishly whipping his horse.
 
    I turned sharply and froze for a moment. The Reaper's carcass, having magically appeared in the midst of a getare squad, was blazing with a dark magic flame. The beast was swinging his immense mallet frenziedly, landing terrible blows left and right. Two of my fighters' icons had already turned gray, and seven more were lying motionless on the ground, their horses thrashing in death throes nearby.
 
    What the hell?! This isn't a dungeon, these bosses aren't supposed to berserk... the thought flashed through my mind, and then something inside me snapped. On pure autopilot I set the razorback to a gallop and popped Charge.
 
   "Surat!" Hurd's cry drowned out all the turmoil in the raid channel.
 
   I saw the tank taunt the boss to draw aggro. The monster turned instantly, knocked Hurd out of the saddle with the first blow, and proceeded to literally trample him into the the ground, which was quickly turning black from the magic gushing from the monster.
 
    The tank's horse, having been knocked aside, attempted to get back up, but at least two its feet were broken, and the animal toppled over helplessly with a pitiable whinny. I recognized James' voice roar something in the raid channel. The archers were now within twenty yards of the boss, firing away with no regard for their own safety. The wind was whistling in my ears, but I didn't care about any of that. Only one thing occupied my mind—wasting that bag of filth that had just killed my people! The people that had been with me from the start! An inhuman rage surged from deep inside my being. The world before me grew dark, and an impossible lightness took hold of me. 
 
   "Iam, Elnar—tank the warriors!" I bellowed into the channel, not recognizing my own voice while dismissing a whole string of system messages. "Archers, keep back! Finish off the remaining skeletons!"
 
    Time slowed sharply. The tip of my lance was aimed right at the hideous simian mug. As though sensing danger, the beast tossed aside Hurd's broken corpse, spun around in my direction and threw forward his left paw. The hook smashed into my angled shield and glanced aside. With a bloodcurdling roar, Magroom grabbed his mallet with both hands and raised it overhead. 
 
   "Die, you bitch!" the lance bore into the Reaper's throat. Crit!!!
 
   Gloom smashed into the boss at full speed, knocking him to the ground. There were cries in the raid channel, but I could only hear snippets of words. Hopping off the razorback, I advanced on the boss unhurriedly. His eyes fixed on me, the Reaper tried to get up, propping himself up on the mallet. I lashed my tail at his wrist, breaking it. The limb went limp with a sickening crunch, and a powerful kick to the chest knocked the bastard back down. 
 
   "You've killed my people, bastard," I spoke slowly, looking into his fading eyes. "Tell whoever sent you that I will come for their heads soon enough." With those words and a swift swing of the sword, the gruesome monster's head was severed right off. Picking up my lance, the head still skewered on its tip, I turned and headed back.
 
    There was a bottomless pit in my heart. Hurd, Surat, Osk... And two more demons I hadn't personally met. And everything had been going so well! After managing to eradicate over five thousand undead with a party of fifteen while sustaining zero casualties, we lost eight in a battle against only five hundred. I put down a horse thrashing on the ground nearby, ending its suffering, and turned to the razorback.
 
   "I must be a crummy commander, eh, Gloom?" I sighed. "Would it have killed me to attack that bastard sooner?"
 
    As if sensing the meaning of my words, Gloom came over and poked his muzzle in my belly, leaving his withers exposed and clearly in need of scratching. The boar seemed to shrink in size somehow. Or was my mind playing tricks on me again?
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. James dar Elnar, the captain of the Steel Wolves clan, relates to you with respect.
 
    
 
   The morale of your party has risen by 10 points. Your party's current morale is +23 (a 23% increase to your party members' physical and magic damage).
 
    
 
    And that was that. The sounds of this world came crashing down on me, all at once. Soldiers were dismounting, their heads hanging low. Reece was among them. Leaning over Hurd's body, the mage put a hand on his chest. I felt many eyes upon me, most of them a blend of shock and awe. And only Salta, standing a bit to the side, was staring off into nothingness with palpable anguish. And no wonder—Hurd and Surat were from the same village as her and Reece. And I... I couldn't save them...
 
   "Dar... Forgive me for my lack of faith, Dark One, I didn't know..." Elnar's voice brought me out of my stupor. He was kneeling before me, his head bent. "It is a great honor to serve under the command of an elder." 
 
    What in Hart's name was going on? I tossed aside the lance with the Reaper's head skewered on it, and stared at my blackened hands. Though referring to them as "hands" would be quite a stretch: bone spikes jutted out at my wrists and elbows, and the sharp inch-long nails on my fingertips seemed to be a natural extension of my armor, which was now of an altogether different color. I pulled off my helm and ran my hands over my face. No, not my face anymore! I felt a massive lower jaw, protruding fangs, tapered ears and... horns! Enormous outcroppings of bone curved backwards, each about fifteen inches long. How did I even get the helm off with these? Judging by the demons surrounding me, my height had increased to a little over seven feet. The black tail—itself around four-five feet long, with a tip like the edge of a harpoon—felt like another limb. Moreover, I knew that it could swell and harden at the moment of impact—how else could I have broken the Reaper's wrist from that distance? But how... The system messages I had dismissed when rushing the Reaper! I scrolled up in the chat log...
 
    
 
   You've learned a skill: Demonic Combat Form. Duration: 15 minutes. Cooldown: 60 minutes. When in Demonic Combat Form, a new slot is added to your action bar with an active skill called Infernal Rage. Furthermore, your armor class, physical and mental damage are increased by 10%.
 
    
 
   Infernal Rage. 
 
   Instant cast.
 
   Cooldown: 5 minutes.
 
   Requires Demonic Combat Form.
 
   The demon falls into a frenzy, with every physical and mental attack dealt inflicting critical damage.
 
   Upon activating Infernal Rage, the demon is rid of all stun, fear and immobilization effects, and becomes invulnerable to them for the duration of the spell. 
 
    
 
   Attention! Over the course of your life in the Realm of Arkon you have accumulated 137,012 hidden rage points.
 
   Your Demonic Combat Form has been transformed to Demonic Rage Form I. 
 
   Demonic Rage Form I. Unique skill. Duration: 30 minutes. Cooldown: 60 minutes. When in Demonic Rage Form I, two new slots are added to your action bar with active skills called Infernal Rage and Aura of Horror. Furthermore, your armor class, physical and mental damage are increased by 20%.
 
   Note that this combat form is not final, and may undergo additional transformations in the future.
 
    
 
   Aura of Horror. 
 
   Instant cast.
 
   Cooldown: 5 minutes.
 
   Requires Demonic Rage Form I.
 
   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 50 yard radius, causing them to flee in terror. The duration of the effect is determined by the creatures' mental resistance. With a resistance of zero, the effect lasts 30 seconds. 
 
    
 
    Your reputation has increased. The sentient creatures of the Netherworld plane are now unfriendly to you. 
 
    
 
    My god, what had I become! Yellow eyes, vertical pupils! And this was probably permanent. What would Alyona say? I was no longer human... Yet my clanmates' eyes shone with delight and trepidation. How the hell was this a cause for celebration?
 
   "I didn't know myself," I answered Elnar, still kneeling, and lashed the tip of my tail at my bootleg. My voice had changed along with the body, taking on lower, menacing undertones. I looked at the fighters around me. "Grab the loot and the bodies. Elnar, I want the bodies of our fallen fished out of the water. We're going back to Farot."
 
    
 
    I spent the entire road to Farot trying to untangle the mess that was my thoughts. I had forgotten all about my lacking combat form, so this was very much out of the blue. And what a form it was! Now, this wasn't revolutionary or anything—I remembered the community once buzzing about some druid receiving an advanced form of a cave bear after completing a special quest. The bear form he would shift into was nearly fifty percent larger than the standard version, and the image of his scowling muzzle was on the front page of every gaming site for at least a month. Such things happened from time to time, and didn't transcend the boundaries of game balance. 
 
    But why me? I hadn't completed any special quests, had I? And those hidden rage points... In this world even rage was part of some formula! My real self was a pretty chill individual, all in all—could this be a side effect of my bungled character creation? Or maybe it was all predestined from the very beginning, and the manifestation of my rage was part of a natural progression? I had no answers. But I wasn't despondent either—even in combat form my body remained humanoid, horns and tail notwithstanding. I hadn't grown any hooves, at least, praise Hart. The spikes on my wrists and elbows retracted under the skin with a simple mental command. The process of shifting wasn't painful at all, and the deep-black color looked pretty brutal. In the end, this made me stronger, and thus boosted my chances of finding my sister and punishing Cheney. And besides, I wasn't much bothered by my appearance. While in combat form I still thought and felt like myself, and still looked like myself after shifting back. I should remember to talk to Elnar about him calling me an "elder." I remembered the legend: in this plane elder demons were those whose veins contained a greater portion of the true blood that was used by Velial when creating Arkon during his retreat. But what was it doing in my veins? I wasn't there when it happened, that much was certain. And how did these elders differ externally from the rest? So many questions... I hoped that the answers would come in time.
 
    What did hurt was losing the guys I'd fought with side by side for over a month. It hurt like hell, in fact. I gazed wistfully at Reece, who was riding in somber silence, Hurd's corpse slung over in the saddle before him.
 
   The mage hadn't allowed anyone near his friend's body. "He dragged me out of Uriatta. I will carry him as far as the Flame, if I have to," he'd said quietly, gently placing the body in front of the saddle. The mage was staring off in the distance—eyes unblinking, jaw set, swaying slightly to the rhythm of his moving horse. Wherever his mind was, it wasn't anywhere near here. 
 
    But I couldn't afford to navel-gaze. Casualties in war were unavoidable, and I hadn't done anything wrong as a commander. No boss was supposed to berserk in that situation, especially three hours into the fight. Some other factor must have been in play, and I doubted I would ever know what it was. Perhaps the beast was aided by a patron deity? No matter! I would fulfill my promise. After the necessary convalescing, I would take my people to Suonu and seek out whoever it was that had been sending these armies here. And drown the bastard in their own bloody tears. Or, if not blood, whatever filth flowed in their veins. Was the plan ludicrous? Perhaps. But the way Elnar and the others were looking at me, I wasn't going to have any problems with recruitment. And another thing—I could now turn up anywhere in the Netherworld and feel relatively safe. Not that I was champing at the bit to go there—and besides, the entrance to that plane was sealed, as far as I knew—but it was a comforting thought just the same.
 
   Could I have predicted a mere six months ago that today I would be leading a near century back to a fort we'd just defended from an army of undead, riding atop an enormous boar? I chuckled, fixing the scabbard at my waist. At least there was a purpose to it all! The way was now clear for the refugees to reach Xantarra without incident, including little Dara and Hert who had treated me to steamed milk back in Ballan. My biggest worry now was the state of my head archeress—whenever my eyes caught hers, I was taken aback by the anguish and listlessness that had settled in them. Is it the deaths of her friends that's got her so distraught? I wasn't so sure. I should have a talk with her when we get back to Farot. No need to waste time guessing.
 
   "Why are you so grim, dar? Would you care to share your concerns?" the tifling officer steadied his horse, settling into a trot to my right.
 
   "We've lost people back there, I don't see that as a cause for revelry. And why are you talking all formal like? Cut that shit out."
 
   "Duly noted," James nodded. "I'll stop. But you're an odd one all right—only eight fighters have passed into the Flame, and their deaths were all worthy. Their rebirth will be equally worthy, have no doubt. Moreover, the fact that our incomplete century only lost eight against five hundred... That's not even luck. The gods favor you, Dark One..."
 
   "Yeah, yeah. Listen, tell me more about 'elders.' As you might have noticed, my transformation was a bit unexpected, for me most of all."
 
   "Elders are those who manage to cope with the true blood that awakes in them. It is a very rare phenomenon when it awakens in someone; rarer still is when whoever it awakens in is able to tame his rage and not turn into a monster. Only an elder can turn totally black while in combat form. I see now why you were marked by Ingvar." 
 
   "Well, at least one of us does," I chuckled. "Still makes little sense to me."
 
   "No one is going to explain it any clearer than that. You can, however, visit Ahriman. All of his Throne Attendants are elders. Moreover, the legends say that he'd found some of them back when they were still ordinary demons." 
 
   "You mentioned having some of that true blood yourself, didn't you? About having elders in your family tree?" 
 
   "Well, yes," James smiled. "My great grandmother did sin with a fellow that had crawled out of the Netherworld. Nobody did learn his name. I don't know whether or not their union was consensual, but years later one of the clan chieftains—there were no princedoms yet—took a liking to her daughter. Succubi are hard to resist for our kind, as you know... As for the blood, we all have it—only you have a lot more of it. The banner should come out really well, by the way. Oh, and I'm starting to believe that we will recapture my family castle after all."
 
   "Sure we will," I assured him. "Now, tell me this... It would seem that succubi are in high demand. So what are they doing in brothels if they can snag themselves a noble husband without any trouble?"
 
   "Krian, if I hadn't seen you at work half an hour ago, I would think you really are a light one. Do you really think they want that? A demon of seduction lives to seduce, and that implies constant pursuit of new partners. I feel sorry for the poor son of a bitch who marries a woman like that without a trueblood oath. Even then, if the succubus doesn't have a sufficient amount of that blood, the oath won't mean anything to her. There are exceptions, of course. A woman may rebuff a dozen noble candidates, choosing instead some simple, entirely ordinary farmer, and the two will live in perfect harmony till the end of their days. You cannot rape a succubus—that would mean certain death for anyone. Well, except maybe someone like you. Besides, now you're going to..." the tifling paused suddenly, giving me a strange look.
 
   "What?" 
 
   "Nothing. I was just going to say that when we get to the fort, your blood will be needed to make the banner. I'll go tell the blond girl to be ready."
 
   James is up to something, I thought, looking at the distancing tifling. He clearly intended to say something else. Oh well. So far the conversation hadn't shed much light on what was happening—I still didn't understand the difference between elders and ordinary nobles. But hey, at least now I knew that I could rape a succubus without fear of popping up at a graveyard. A dubious achievement if ever there was one, especially since I had never raped anyone, neither in my past life nor in this one. I had never even fantasized about it. File that under "good to know," I snorted, watching the fort gates gradually draw near. 
 
    
 
   A pleasant surprise awaited me upon our arrival at the fort in the form of Schen the innkeeper's request to join the clan.
 
   "I'm a pretty good swordsman, dar, and I know how to ride a horse," he said, meeting me on the doorstep of the inn. "And I can serve as your quartermaster, if need be. I hear there's a vacancy."
 
    I assured Schen that I would be glad to have him, promising to take care of it tomorrow. I'd rather have a quartermaster sleeping in a cart on the way to Xantarra than an innkeeper sleeping in a situation when something akin to a funeral feast had to be organized for seventy four people. The rest of the day was a flurry of chores. First, I had to pump half a quart of my blood into a silver chalice with fanciful patterns carved on it, whereupon the dar and Hagedia got down to sewing the banner. Then I tasked two getare squads with preparing the funeral pyre, awarded the four rare plate pieces that had dropped in the battle, and settled into a chair before the monitor in my private room, mulling over how to best distribute the professions among the new clan members. 
 
    Later that evening, as I stood gazing into the blazing funeral pyre, I realized that yet another phase of my life had come to an end. Whatever recesses of my mind had been relating to my current reality as a game had been scorched out of my psyche along with the bodies of my fallen demon comrades. Gone was the taciturn Hurd, the bashful Osk, the jovial Surat. Damn it! I didn't give a damn that my people were in line for a new, perhaps even better incarnation. I didn't want to lose anybody else! Peering into the Flame, I swore to myself to do everything in my power to bring all my Wolves to clan level ten. Vows were material in this world, so one had better not use words lightly. But my resolve was sincere—the last thing I wanted was to find myself before this same pyre. 
 
    There was no grieving around the table—such things weren't allowed here. My guys were telling the new recruits about our adventures: the battle of Bone River, the beauty of the Swamp Cave, the heroism of Diarten the necromancer. I was compelled to talk of the beauty of the goddess of death, and share how I'd gotten the wolf cub emblazoned on my shield. Then Reece chimed in with the aforementioned strange dream of his in which he had apparently rebuffed—quite heroically—the lascivious advances of one of Ingvar's female sidekicks, in return for which she had shared with him their clan's song, and had vowed to visit him again some time.
 
   Greased with liberal portions of alcohol, tension was slowly leaving me, and with it the uncertainty about our future. Whatever happened, these demons would remain with me, as betrayal simply wasn't part of their programming. The Callehzians ended up being a real jolly bunch—their women laughed as loudly as the men at the catfish story, then teased Iam mercilessly about his next fishing trip, advertising all manner of wonderful fishing spots along the shores of Ithele that flowed into the Great Lake, and that they would happily show those to him, or, better yet, organize the whole thing for him. Flushed with embarrassment initially, Reena soon joined in with the rest. And only Salta spent the whole evening sitting in silence, unblinking eyes on the floor. 
 
    Eventually the young woman stood up and left the room, and I decided that the time for action had come. I liked this girl, and it was well past time I'd done something about it. I knew that it was probably the liquid courage in me talking, but the opportunity was there for the taking, and another one might not arrive for a while. 
 
   I found the young woman sitting on a log outside one of the semi-dismantled buildings. Salta was drawing something on the ground absently with a twig.
 
   "What's wrong?" I sat down next to her, leaning against the warm wooden wall. The setting sun overhead was a blaze of dark crimson.
 
   "You're an elder," she said softly, continuing her simple drawing.
 
   "So what?"
 
   "I thought that you and I... That we..." Suddenly erupting into tears, the archeress threw the twig aside and covered her face with her palms. 
 
   "Darling..." I tried hugging her to give her solace, but Salta pushed my arm aside and stood up sharply. "This isn't going to work," she kept weeping. "Nothing can happen between an elder demon and a simple demoness!" The young woman took a few deep breaths and ran into the building. The weeping resumed shortly thereafter. 
 
   Hart! Nothing is ever easy with them, I shook my head, rose and followed after her. 
 
   "I don't give a rat's ass that you're a simple demoness!" I snarled. "I like you the way that you are..." 
 
   Salta turned toward me, uncovered her face and... gave a sad smile. In the light filtering through the glassless window her face seemed so dear, so helpless that I...
 
   "Silly," the young woman walked over to me and buried her face into my shoulder. "It's not that, you simply don't know," she sobbed. "Your blood will either kill me or drive me mad. And not even Lata could help me. You can only be with a succubus or with another elder like yourself. Did you think your being a noble would stop me?"
 
   "Mm-hmm," that was all I could muster as I pressed the girl against my chest, gently caressing her hair. "Well, Salta, if that's how it is, we can still be friends..." 
 
   "Probably," she shrugged. "You probably don't even notice that you sometimes call me by your sister's name. But anyway," the demoness drew away, and pecked me on the cheek. "I should go. I need to collect myself," she gave a sad smile, sighed and went out the door. 
 
    Well, that sucked. I reached into my bag automatically and produced a pipe. Or maybe it was for the best? At least the fact that we hadn't yet slept together was for the best—I shuddered to imagine what would happen to her if we had. Apparently, bonuses weren't the only thing I'd acquired with my new form. But how was I supposed to tell those I could bed from those I couldn't? Not all succubi had tails, and not all those with tails were elders. And besides, apparently elders weren't exactly a dime a dozen...
 
    
 
   "Nothing is ever easy with us, huh?" Sister Arsa was sitting on the windowsill, leaning back against the edge of the window frame, one leg bent at the knee and the other swinging in the air. At this moment the young woman looked anything but a temple priestess. Her shapely legs looked flawless in her gray hunting pants. Her elegant ankle boots bore intricate silvery patterns, and her transparent white tunic afforded a great view of her supple breasts, constrained by nothing at all. The demoness' eyes were full of mischief. Desire overwhelmed me. I found it hard to breathe. I had never experienced anything like this, not even with Janam. I so badly wanted to grab this woman, to rip off her clothes and... It took an inhuman force of will to keep control. And then the recent conversation with Salta flushed out the delusion like an ice bucket shower. 
 
   "Arsa? How did you get here?" I uttered, panting, and wiped the beads of sweat forming on my forehead. "And who are you, really? Tell me, for Hart's sake!"
 
   "You are strong, Dark One," the demoness licked her lips with the tip of her tongue, and laughed, her voice jingling like a magic bell. "You will learn everything in due time, Krian. What's important is that I was right about you. You might succeed after all." Sliding off the windowsill, the woman walked right up to me, close enough for me to smell the scent of her flesh—no perfume whatsoever, just a very delicate, nearly imperceptible herbal fragrance. 
 
   "You were telling me about your daughter? Where do I find her?" I asked, unable to look away from her huge jade-green eyes. 
 
   "I don't know," she smiled. "Like I said, you will learn in due time. It will happen. Oh, and the thing you're thinking of now," she brushed a finger softly across my cheek, "that will happen, too. Not right now, but it most certainly will. I'll tell you even more... If you accomplish what I expect of you, I will help you twice. When I deem it necessary." She smiled and pressed her lips against mine. 
 
    The world began to spin, and my legs turned to jelly. It was hard to breath... I was a helpless prisoner to the taste of her lips, blissfully indescribable though it was. 
 
   "All right, Krian," the demoness whispered as she drew away. "I won't torment you any longer. Till we meet again, Dark One." She laughed again and melted in my arms, leaving behind only the echo of that magical laughter.
 
    Unbelievable... Lost for words, I slid down to the floor, and finally lit up a smoke.
 
   It had become obvious even back at the Temple of All Gods that Arsa wasn't an ordinary demoness... But the way she'd made me feel like a teenage boy at a nude beach for the first time in his life, with all my mental resistance no less—that I would never have expected. Clearly, she wanted something from me, and I doubted she was being upfront about what that was. The encounter hadn't resulted in a new quest, or any lead at all for that matter... So, for all that, her true motives would remain a mystery.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    The day was turning out to be warm and altogether pleasant. In the southern provinces, autumn was barely distinguishable from summer. The sun was shining gently on the variegated foliage and the still-green fields stretching along the road. A light breeze was blowing in from a distant lake, carrying aromas of hay warmed by the sun and the intoxicating scent of ripe apples.
 
    This was the second day of our journey. Our party was moving down a cobbled tract leading to Xantarra, the beating of hooves blending with the screeching of wheels of a dozen loaded wagons that slowed our pace quite a bit. The road meandered amid abandoned villages and apple orchards, the grounds of which were strewn with succulent amber-colored fruits. There was no one around to collect the harvest, nor to treat road-weary warriors to delectable apple cider that my soldiers claimed the province was famous for. All signs pointed to the local residents fleeing their homes with haste, leaving behind scattered heaps of clothes, farming and household tools and implements. Uncollected laundry was hanging off clotheslines. Deserted settlements like this always gave me a heavy sense of dread. Like dogs that had been thrown out of their homes, they watched our party as we passed with looks full of anguish and disbelief. We hadn't encountered any undead—according to James, Satrap Gorm had cleaned up the area within a forty mile radius of the city. But we remained vigilant nonetheless, with five scouts always riding ahead of the caravan, working in four-hour shifts. 
 
    And I was riding Lucy. Guilt-ridden and knowing that the road to Xantarra was clear, I'd decided to finally summon my trusty mare that had perished nearly a month ago. Letting loose the most exultant whinny the moment she was summoned, Lucy found me with her eyes, trotted over and nuzzled my shoulder. As I stroked the mare's slightly trembling neck, whispering sweet nothings into her ear, I felt like a total bastard. Then I fed her a shit-ton of apples. Gloom reacted to Lucy's appearance philosophically, trotting after the wagon carrying the head archeress without any complaints. It didn't hurt that Salta was slipping him treats here and there that she'd prepared for the road beforehand. As for Lucy, though she didn't appear to be distraught in any way—for her the whole month had passed in an instant—I had decided not to release her anymore. The mare could be kept in stables—I would supply the apples.
 
   "Think we could recruit fighters in Xantarra?" I asked Elnar riding to my right, hoping to clarify some uncertainties while distracting myself from somber thoughts.
 
   "Hmm? Oh, absolutely," the tifling seemed distracted himself. In fact, James had been strangely silent and contemplative, sneaking furtive glances toward a wagon on the side of which perched the head archeress. "I don't think Gorm will object to anyone joining us. All we need is twenty five people anyway, and I suspect there'll be no shortage of candidates after what we've done." 
 
   "Are there no Callehzians left in Xantarra?"
 
   "Only children and old people—three hundred forty seven in all. Some time ago Gorm had allotted a whole district for refugees near the harbor." The tifling sighed and looked away. "It became empty after the last siege on the city. I thought that the satrap would look after them after we died. But friendship only goes so far. Gorm would always put his subjects first, so without us around—"
 
   "You need to get over your hypothetical heroic deaths," I cut him short. "And those people aren't strangers to us. Besides, we have more than enough to go around," I motioned at the wagons crawling down the road. "I can't accept everyone into our clan, but it doesn't mean we must treat them as outsiders." 
 
   "Thank you, Dark One. You were right to dress me down like you did. I was just tired of it all. And it got even worse after my father died. The reason I'd taken my people to Farot in the first place was that I couldn't bear to look in the eyes of those we'd left behind."
 
   "We will have two days. Let me know what you need once we get to the city. I'll allocate the funds. As for the loot, we'll keep whatever we can't sell right away. You were telling me you had someone you could entrust this to?"
 
   "Myglan, my grandfather's former butler. He's old, but fiercely loyal and still sharp as a whip." The tifling smiled to his memories, his eyes growing warmer. 
 
   "It's settled, then. When we get there, you'll introduce him to our quartermaster. And I'll fill Schen in later."
 
   "Dar, I wanted to ask you something," James' glanced, almost involuntarily, at the third wagon from the front, where Salta was sitting. "It's, um... It's probably going to sound awkward..."
 
   "Nothing happened between us," I chuckled. "But she is like a sister to me, so I suggest you don't hurt her." 
 
   "But then, um... Then wouldn't it... Why, I would never!" James nearly choked on his outrage when the meaning of my words finally got through. His face, in turn, expressed a kind of pure idiotic joy. "And I'd never allow anyone to! If she—"
 
   "I wouldn't try to force anything too soon," I shook my head. "That's just my advice. But you do whatever you feel is right."
 
   "I won't. All right. So, um, mind if I..."
 
   "Go," I nodded, barely holding back laughter. 
 
    James steered his horse forward, and took off in a gallop a second later. The kid had flipped his lid for good. There goes my colonel... I grunted to myself, and opened my character menu.
 
    No changes here. I'd decided on my talent distribution through level 200 back in Nittal, and I wasn't going to change course now. I'd had four free talent points then, but Riding had ended up costing me five, and my final build had thus shifted through level 201. Level two portal creation that I'd learned at level 155 allowed me to teleport a group of up to five of people, and considering that all my mages could do the same, our entire century could thus be transported in the span of two days. Unfortunately, after learning the portal spell all my demons lost their bind points in what I thought was an odd side effect of the spell. If it hadn't been for that, Reece and I would have ported to Xantarra long ago, if only to turn in the old bones and offload all the unneeded stuff we had accumulated to the local merchants. 
 
    
 
   Ice Blade X. 
 
   Energy: 50 points.
 
    Instant cast.
 
    Cooldown: 2 seconds.
 
    Minimum level: 150.
 
   Required: melee range, melee weapon equipped.
 
   An instant attack that deals 250% damage on top of the weapon's base damage and slows the target's movement by 50% for 10 seconds.
 
   Also carries a 10% chance to freeze the opponent for 10 seconds.
 
    
 
   Tongue of Flame X. 
 
   Energy: 50 points.
 
   Instant cast.
 
   Cooldown: 2 seconds.
 
   Minimum level: 150.
 
   Required: melee range, melee weapon equipped.
 
   An instant attack that deals 250% weapon damage. 
 
   Ignores 10% of the target's physical defense.
 
    
 
   This was the situation with my two main attacks. In my mind, Ice Blade was altogether OP. Too bad freeze didn't take on a target that was already frozen—otherwise, with a little luck you could keep the enemy perma-stunned. As it was, considering the attack could be executed every two seconds, a target with zero resistance to Water magic could in theory be kept frozen for ten seconds every half-minute. At seventy five resistance the freeze effect would only be one quarter as long, but those two and a half seconds would make it easier to knock the enemy down and get in a few crits. A pity that most bosses were immune to it. But then any dungeon would become a cakewalk if that weren't the case.
 
    After raising Step through Darkness and Jump to level three, their range was now thirty yards. The mana cost wasn't particularly critical at 150, as I currently had more mana that I knew what to do with. After leveling to 200 I should probably look into area-of-effect spells—I was rather impressed with the way my mages had devastated that century of skeletal warriors. Of course, my firepower wouldn't be anywhere near as lethal, but I should still be able to lend some assistance. At any rate, there would be time to experiment and see what worked best before committing to anything definite. Until then everything was set—I'd max out Shackles and Disc, and raise Portal Creation to three.
 
    I was also generally satisfied with the state of my equipment. I still wore four pieces from the armor crafted by Master Kryon back in Nittal for the set bonus. The warrior god's belt was accruing stats with each level, and all the other pieces of my gear were rares. All except the weapon. Not a single rare quality blade had dropped for me in the entire past month of fighting and farming. Thankfully, my damage per second was already in the neighborhood of ten thousand, and that was without factoring in all the achievement buffs I'd amassed. Such a damage output was roughly equivalent to a typical level 200 warrior, so I wasn't particularly concerned. My Toughness had likewise grown to forty seven percent. I hadn't noticed much difference in terms of feeling less pain; that said, now that I was rolling with a crew of dedicated healers, I was barely given any chance to feel pain at all.
 
    As I was examining my gear, my eyes fell on the ring gifted to me by Hart. Well, this is certainly new! I thought with excitement. Though it still looked entirely ordinary, the ring was now showing one additional stat. I didn't know when the stat had manifested—truth be told, I had forgotten all about it after slipping it on my finger. 
 
    
 
   Ring of Distorted Reality.
 
   Accessory; ring.
 
   Durability: 3987/4520.
 
   Bound item.
 
   ?????????????????. 
 
   Minimum level: 100.
 
   Infinite invisibility (invisibility potions are not limited by time).
 
   Camouflage (when activated, no other player can see your character's level, class, specialization, skills and stats).
 
   ?????????????????
 
   ?????????????????
 
   ?????????????????
 
   Weight: .01 lbs.
 
   A gold ring of unknown craftsmanship.
 
    
 
    This was one of the abilities of a VIP account. Perhaps I could use it up above... but I would have much preferred some extra agility or a higher chance to crit. Still, you don't look a gift horse in the mouth. With a mental note of gratitude to Hart, I shifted my attention to my party, spread out along the road. 
 
    Riding in the vanguard, to the left of the front wagon was Iam. You could see pride and smugness oozing out of the kid from a mile away, the cause of which was flapping in the wind right above his head. The red fabric of the banner bore a wolf cub, larger and more mature than before, the sharp points of his fangs protruding menacingly from under the upper lip. His muzzle—still cute not quite comical anymore—was framed on either side by branching bolts of lightning. 
 
    
 
   Steel Wolves Banner IV.
 
   The banner of the Steel Wolves clan.
 
   All clan members and their allies within a half mile radius of the raised banner receive the following bonuses:
 
   +8 to morale (only for NPCs).
 
   +4% to maximum constitution.
 
   +2% to all maximum resistances.
 
   Warning! If the banner is lost or captured by the enemy, all clan members suffer the following debuffs for the next three months:
 
   -20 to morale (only for NPCs).
 
   -4% to maximum constitution.
 
   -20% to all resistances.
 
    
 
   A double-edged sword, no doubt. But I wasn't intending on losing the banner anyway—I would assign a special task force to guard it in shifts, if need be, or something of the sort. On the plus side, my clan had obtained yet another attribute.
 
    Life was a strange thing indeed. Only several months ago I was an entirely ordinary, albeit handsome and accomplished artist. Fast forward to today—I was the commander of an incomplete century of demon fighters. How's that for a change of pace?
 
    It was customary for Russians to have a healthy dose of disdain for office workers. Military service, in contrast, was much more glorified and romanticized. And no wonder—the movies had sold the public on the images of the flashy intrepid recruit and the seasoned mentor dispensing pearls of wisdom on life and war. How could your typical office lemming hope to compete? But had anyone bothered to consider the ethical angle? And by that I wasn't referring to actual combat operations, which the country I was born in hadn't taken any part in for the past twenty plus years. In Russian companies, for example, it was considered unwise to hire former servicemen for management positions. The realities of modern business were such that a director had to be ready to discern and apply a nonstandard solution at any moment, and a veteran was unlikely to have that ability because even a top-ranking general invariably answered to an even higher post. A director, conversely, had to be their company's king and god in one. In the military, all of your actions were subject to written rules and regulations—you only had to consult one manual or another to know what to do in any given situation. But what could a department head consult to better deal with employees who were failing to meet their sales quotas? And what was easier: to lead a company of trained soldiers into battle, or sign a lucrative annual contract with a supplier? In the modern world, the director of a large company was the equal of any military commander in terms of willpower and strength, and his unrivaled superior in terms of flexibility and guile. Now, surely there were exceptions to this rule—there were idiots and geniuses galore in any field, no doubt—but one would be a fool to dismiss office workers as useless. And in the game world the lines were blurred even further, as combat and leadership skills were automatically "implanted" in your head. Of course, I doubted that a bellboy in life could become a renowned general in the game—personality and habits still mattered... But anyway, these were just my musings.
 
    In the meantime, our troops had passed yet another deserted village. Uncultivated fields sprawled on either side of the road as far as the eye could see. Though it was still early, the sun was already burning. Scents of tar and pine were wafting in from the nearby woods. 
 
    Over at the third wagon, James and Salta were engaged in an animated discussion. The tifling's horse was following alongside the vehicle, casting the occasional suspicious glance at Gloom who was trotting nearby. The young woman was smiling periodically, and didn't seem at all distraught. Not even two days went by... I'd be lying if I said it didn't sting a bit. But what did you want from her, a vow of celibacy? I scolded myself. Shit or get off the pot, dude. If this was jealousy, it was a strange variation of it. On the whole I felt more relieved than spiteful. What if they were a good match? Deep inside, however, I wasn't especially envious of Elnar in light of the head archeress' rather difficult personality, the manifestation of which I'd had a front seat to since taking the farmers in. No doubt, I would be rooting for the prospective couple, but where did that leave me? My period of abstinence was nearing two months now, and suddenly I'd been hit with a bunch of additional restrictions.
 
   "Life takes strange turns sometimes," Reece said softly, pulling up to me. "Dar, if you wish, I can take you to a certain establishment when we get to Xantarra." 
 
   The mage must have noticed my tension, and drawn the right conclusions.
 
   "I told you, my officers need not be formal with me in an informal setting." I looked for mockery in his eyes, but found none. The young man's face was contemplative, his expression distant.
 
   "All right," he said evenly. "There's a salon at the center of town called The Pink Bellflower. My mother used to work there, and she wasn't the only succubus in town." 
 
   "Is that why you don't want to go into town?"
 
   "No, dar, I'm not the type to judge my own mother. I wouldn't even be here if it weren't for her. Besides, I don't look down on this profession like some do. For a succubus it's not even about the money—it's a physical necessity, a means of survival. What concerns me is that I don't even know my father's name."
 
   "Is it a secret of some kind?" 
 
   "My mother never told me. Maybe she didn't deem it necessary. Or maybe she had her reasons to keep silent—for instance, if my father wasn't just another demon." 
 
   "Why are you telling me this?" 
 
   "Vaessa dar Luan, the dead magus' daughter. You're going to meet with her, yes?"
 
   "Yes, and?"
 
   "When you asked me about her back in the cave, I didn't tell you the whole story. My mother knew her. You could say they were girlfriends. Who do you think taught me alchemy?" 
 
   "Right..." I grunted, recalling how deftly Reece was cutting up corpses with his scalpel. 
 
   "She won't tell me—my mother probably swore her to secrecy. But I bet you could get it out of her." 
 
   "Why do you want to know this? You've lived your entire life without your father." 
 
   "I don't have any beef with him," the mage shook his head. "But with my mother gone, I simply want to meet the only other creature she loved besides me. You might not know this, but a succubus cannot conceive without love." 
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Father's Legacy I. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Probe Vaessa dar Luan for information about Reece's father.
 
   Reward: experience, unknown.
 
    
 
   "Very well, I'll try to find out. But no promises."
 
   "I wouldn't expect any," the demon sighed. "Thank you. And let me know about the Bellflower. Xantarra may not be the bustling metropolis that is Nittal, but the local girls are to die for."
 
    The quest's script reeked of a cheesy soap opera, but who was I to refuse free XP? Besides, I didn't want to disappoint the kid, and it wouldn't cost me anything to simply ask the question of the dead magus' daughter. 
 
    
 
   "Mounted troops ahead! About half a century of them! Probably a patrol from Xantarra," Ivar, the scouts' team leader, reported in the raid channel. 
 
   "Get back here," I ordered. "Reece, ride ahead with me. James, try to keep up." I pressed my soles into Lucy's sides, steering her toward the head of the column. 
 
    It wasn't long after the scouts' return that a group of riders appeared on the road, heading our way. There were maybe three-four dozen in all, with three of them riding well ahead of the rest. All were clad in chainmail and wielding spears, with composite bows slung over their shoulders. Cloaks of white and blue were flapping behind them—the colors of the satrap of Xantarra.
 
    As the din of their hooves beating against the ground drew close, I pulled out ahead and raised my hand high, ordering the caravan to halt. A rider from the other squad mirrored my gesture, and the troops behind him reined in their mounts, forming a kind of semicircle around him—that way, should anything happen, they wouldn't get in each others' way when firing their bows. That said, they showed no signs of aggression. 
 
    The squad's commander looked to be in his early thirties, with a powerful chin, deep-seated green eyes and short light hair. Upon removing his helm, he held it with his left hand and fixed me with an intent look. Then his gaze shifted left, and his brows arched upward in shock.
 
   "James?" he exhaled. "But you stayed behind in Farot." 
 
   "Oh, we got bored," Elnar's mouth parted in a wide grin. "You're getting old, Torgvar—you used to be able to spot me much faster."
 
   "What about the undead?" it was like the tifling didn't even hear the answer.
 
   "Where they ought to be—in the Gray Frontier." Seeing the look of total incomprehension in the other's eyes, Elnar took pity on him and explained. "The half-legion is no more. You can tell Elias there's no more fun left for him. He's up in the hills now, right?"
 
   "Right," Torgvar nodded mechanically. "There's no sense in waiting for them behind walls, not with five thousand refugees camped outside the gates. By the time you get them all inside and settled... Yours were the last to arrive this morning." He turned his eyes to me and nodded. "Forgive me, dar, this is just all so sudden. I am Torgvar dar Kirez, centurion of the Xantarrian cavalry." 
 
   "Krian, commander of Steel Wolves," I introduced myself. "Will you report to Satrap Gorm about our arrival?"
 
   "Yes, of course. I'll send a pigeon right away—you'll be met at the gates." 
 
    The tifling turned back to his troops and ordered them to clear the road. The riders all moved off to the sides, freeing up space. I thanked Torgvar and bid him goodbye, then ordered the caravan forward.
 
    The rest of the way were spent in discussions with Schen about what exactly ought to be stored in the clan treasury, and in what quantities. The former innkeeper turned out to be quite a clever fellow who knew the prices and stock of all of Xantarra's merchants by heart, so that by the end of our conversation I was eternally grateful for having picked up such a valuable asset. The only downside was the news that all the rares we'd picked up in the princedom over the past month wouldn't fetch more than fifty gold a piece. And this despite the fact that prices for similar quality items sold for ten or even twenty times as much in the upper realm—at least that was the situation before the patch.
 
   The truth was that I had no idea what was happening in Karn. Prices there could have likewise plummeted after the patch—the result of far fewer adventurers willing to risk feeling real pain. At any rate, I ordered Schen not to sell the rares. We had plenty of money, and enough junk allocated for sale to justify hiring a full-time accountant for a solid month.
 
   Oh, how good things used to be in the games of yore! Any merchant always had an infinite reserve of money, and would buy up all kinds of stuff indiscriminately. But everything had changed in recent years. Trading in the game was still easier than in the real world, no doubt, but no longer could you unload all your trash in one fell swoop. Only resources remained an easy sale; for everything else there actually had to be a market. The upshot was, out of nearly a thousand uncommon quality items that were presently taking up space in the clan treasury, I would be glad if even a third of that ended up selling. The rest would be handed over to the clan's two enchanters for disenchanting—the process of destroying items of uncommon quality or higher while extracting ingredients needed for subsequent enchantments of weapons and armor. And they'd raise their skills in the process. 
 
    
 
    Roughly three hours after meeting up with Torgvar's patrol, the caravan passed through a fortified camp sandwiched between two tall hills, where the Xantarrian forces were awaiting the undead half-legion.
 
    Our squad was greeted with cries of welcome. Evidently, news of the destroyed host from Suonu had already reached the soldiers, or was it that the Xantarrian and Callehzian forces enjoyed good relations? It had to be common knowledge that Elnar had stayed behind in Farot to cover the refugees' retreat, many of whom probably had family serving in the Xantarrian army. 
 
    In my layman's view, the army was around fifteen hundred strong. Most of the units were archers and infantry—I didn't see many mages or mounted troops. The soldiers were engaging in soldierly activities: some were sparring, others were cooking, others yet were simply lounging on the ground... But it was clear that the host was retreating—the first few centuries were already crawling in the direction of the city, which itself wasn't so far away. 
 
   "Dar Krian, Dar Elnar, the commander wishes to see you," said a young black-haired tifling, accompanied by two riders. Barely older than a child, with bright blue eyes and an open face, the youth's earnest attempts at being proper and serious were failing miserably, as his face was beaming a big joyous smile. 
 
   "Hello, Zach," James gave a friendly smile. "How's the old man? Fuming about being torn away from his gladiolas, I bet?"
 
   "I didn't notice him being upset," the kid finally allowed himself to smile. "Of course, when the pigeon came from Torgvar an hour ago the legate let loose a tirade so epic his bodyguards were repeating it for the next fifteen minutes lest they forget it. Dar Krian," the tifling turned to me. "All of us here have heard of your incredible victories. The commander wishes to express his gratitude to you personally."
 
   "Yes, of course," I issued the command for the caravan to stop. Leaving Salta in charge, James and I followed the young demon as he led the way.
 
    Five minutes later we dismounted outside a large hexagonal tent, at the foot of which a white-and-blue banner depicting a dagger and a chalice fluttered in the wind. The meaning of the emblem was lost on me, and I thought to ask Elnar about it later on. Standing guard in front of the tent were four level 190 demons clad in a mix of plate and mail. Each wore twin blades at the waist and a mask of absolute tranquility on the face. They parted without a word, letting us through.
 
   "Go on," the kid nodded to us. "I'll wait out here. But you owe me the story of how you pulled it off, James."
 
    The interior of the command tent looked exactly like I thought it would. Artists and designers watched war movies like everyone else, and sometimes they just couldn't be bothered inventing anything new. A round table stood at the center with the satrapy's map laid out on top, and ten or so chairs around the table, high-backed and draped with a blue fabric. Over in the corner was a bed, a trunk, a writing desk of old cracked wood, an inkwell and an armchair. Barg dar Elias, an elderly broad-shouldered tifling with prominent features, thinning hair, bushy sideburns and a mithril chain around his neck, was alone. He rose from the desk when we entered, clasped his hands behind his back, and walked over to us. 
 
   "Well met, Krian," he nodded to me, then looked at Elnar. "Good to see you alive, James." The legate's eyes lingered on the wolf cub on my new officer's chest, and shook his head. "That is a surprise..."
 
   "Are you judging me?" Elnar asked with defiance in his voice.
 
   "No, just the opposite," Elias smiled. "You are alive, and the enemy isn't. Could it be that my good friend's son has finally learned to make the right decisions? Lirt would have been proud," there was a flicker of sorrow in the legate's eyes. "Oh, why am I keeping you in the doorway? Come on it, have a seat," the tifling made an inviting gesture, waited for us to find seats, then walked over to a cupboard and set the table with a bottle of the local cognac equivalent, three shot glasses and some sliced fruits. "Humor an old man, have a drink with him," he said, pouring the cognac. "We don't have much time, the satrap is waiting for you. But I need to be sure that the danger is really behind us."
 
    It took Elnar and I some forty minutes to recount the battle of Farot. The legate asked me a million questions, clarifying the smallest details. At one point he even inquired about the sun's position in the sky at a particular moment. 
 
    When the deluge of questions finally dried out, the commander summoned two officers and issued orders regarding the army's return to the city. Then he turned back to us.
 
   "Will the barracks be sufficient as quarters?" he asked. Then, without waiting for an answer, he continued, "I dare not delay you any longer, and we shouldn't keep Gorm waiting, either. Zach will take you to him. Thank you, Krian, for bringing us this knucklehead in one piece," he smiled warmly. "And till we meet again. I'm not bidding you farewell, for I'm starting to believe in prophecies." 
 
   "What prophecies?" I inquired politely.
 
   "The Xantarrian library should have a book of prophecies authored by Maelissa dar Karis. I reckon the satrap won't mind you reading it. I don't remember much of it, and I'd rather not mislead you, but you should inquire about the prophecy concerning the Black Demon, the path East and the Spectral City." 
 
   "Thank you," I shook his hand goodbye, and followed Elnar out of the command tent. 
 
    The tifling youth, who had been waiting impatiently outside, hurried over to us as soon as we appeared.
 
   "Well? Shall we go?" he asked while walking. "And you still owe me the story, James. You promised." 
 
   "I promised no such thing," Elnar objected, but then, seeing the kid's face spreading in serious dismay, corrected himself at once. "Fine, I'll tell you. Let's just get to the caravan first. By the way," he turned to me, "the legate isn't as old as you might think. In the last battle he and his bodyguards kept a whole century of enemy infantry from getting through the breach, and then he personally led a counterattack. It's a pity they didn't have much time to work with," the tifling sighed heavily and turned away.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    Xantarra was nestled comfortably at the confluence of Ithele and the Great Lake, with the water shielding the city on two sides. After winding through gardens and orchards, the road soon led us into an open space on the city's doorstep. It was about a half mile of scorched earth, charred trees, naked frames of houses devastated by fire... It appeared that at one time the city couldn't shelter all of its residents and was forced to expand well beyond the high walls of gray stone, and the undead army from Suonu razed all that had stood here to the ground. Or maybe the suburb had been burned on orders from above. Not that any of it mattered to me. Hundreds of farmers from the enormous refugee camp to our right were hard at work, cleaning up the debris. Wafting in from the shore were scents of fresh fish and rotting seaweed, which then mixed with smells of smoke and ash from the numerous bonfires into quite a pungent cocktail. Dozens of fishing boats scurried about, never going far from the shore; seagulls soared over the tranquil waters, diving in periodically to snatch up a careless fish. 
 
    Looming over the city walls were seven guard towers, of which the corner one also functioned as the main gate. We were allowed to enter without any questions. After passing under the massive iron bars of the raised gates, our party split—most headed off to be quartered in the Callehzian district, while James and I followed Zach in the direction of the citadel.
 
    Xantarra was virtually identical to Laketa, the capital of Jarus Province in Ashtar. The cobbled streets sloped visibly towards the lake while being wide enough to easily accommodate two carts moving side by side. Here the same bouquet of smells was enriched with freshly baked goods, wood chippings and sun-warmed stone. 
 
   "Is the city always this clean?" I asked Zach on my right.
 
    The youth had been riding in contemplative silence following James' account of the battle, sneaking eloquent glances my way periodically. I could sense that Zach was just itching to ask to join our clan and be off slaying undead by the droves and liberating Elnar's family castle, but something was holding him back. I had no intention of taking in the youth either, at least not yet. I was apprehensive about taking children into battle, even if those children were level 170. In fact, the reason I'd asked the question in the first place was to distract the young tifling from these unwelcome thoughts. 
 
   "Always, dar," he nodded. "Xantarra stands on a steep hill, or rather on the hillside facing the water—see how the streets all slope downward? Every time it rains all the dirt gets washed away into Indis. We get quite the current going in wintertime, during rainy season," he smiled. "But the rainwater is done pretty quickly. It's rare that the harbor gets partially flooded—the levee stands up just fine, most of the time."
 
   "Got it. And where is your library?" 
 
   "To the right of the castle. I'll show you when we get close."
 
   "You decided to look up the book Elias mentioned?" James said, assuming the glorious role of Captain Obvious.
 
   "You don't think I should?" I answered with a question of my own.
 
   "Prophecies are a murky business that may arouse more questions than answers. But it's your call—I cannot be your adviser in this matter."
 
   "I haven't decided yet what I will do," I said, admitting to myself that he was probably right. What's the use in knowing what's going to happen if you can't change it anyway? 
 
    That was the logical argument. And then there was me. Having read a ton of books in which some enigmatic and reclusive oracle encounters the main character and reads out their fortune in a scene dripping with tension, which then empowered the hero to save the world... Well, I'd always wanted to be in the place of one such hero. And who wouldn't? Even though I knew that, alas, in the game nothing was predestined by default, and that such scenes were written purely for the injection of ambiance. More likely, the prophecy would be along the lines of, "Go left and lose your horse; go right and gain great wealth; go straight and lose the body part you typically think with when deciding which way to go." Of course, I would never know what the choices of "right," "left" and "straight" corresponded to, or even if the prophecy was really about me. But none of that mattered. I wanted to play out that scene, I wanted to be that hero. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but last I checked I had neither paws nor fur, so why not indulge myself a bit? Besides, what was the harm in reading a few pages from an old book? If there was anything there about the Black Demon, and assuming I was the Black Demon in question, it would only apply to me after I got my combat form, and not before. 
 
    The Xantarrian citadel would be fairly underwhelming if only its size were considered. But everything else about it—the sleek walls of ashen stone, the myriad gothic turrets and spires, the exquisite statues of gargoyles and chimeras—testified to the talent of the artist responsible for this masterpiece. 
 
    The castle itself sat on the lake shore and was framed by rows of peach and apple trees, in the shade of which rested clusters of marble sculptures. After bidding us a warm goodbye, Zach turned his horse around and headed off to tend to his affairs. 
 
   The guards at the door must have been notified in advance of our coming, as we rode into the inner courtyard without any issues under their intent and scrutinizing gazes. A lanky snub-nosed kid appeared out of nowhere, taking the reins of our horses, and nodded matter-of-factly toward the main entrance to the enormous four-story donjon.
 
    The air inside the building was chilly and seemingly spiced with something. Past the entrance, guarded only by several statues and stone vases, a marble stairwell wound upward with a carpet strip running along the center. The space was illuminated by numerous magic lanterns, as the air filtering in through the embrasures clearly wasn't enough. We were met by a servant who then escorted us to the second floor, through a narrow corridor and a pair of connecting chambers. We walked in silence, our footsteps echoing dully off the walls lined with art, ultimately stopping before the tall ornamented doors of the waiting chamber.
 
    The ruler was alone in his office. Satrap Gorm was a tall tifling of dark hair, neatly trimmed beard, piercing green eyes and strikingly aristocratic features. He looked up from the thick pad he'd been writing in when we entered and rose from his desk. Motioning at several armchairs over by the blazing fireplace, he sent the servant out for some wine. 
 
   "I see now," he said contemplatively, taking a seat in an armchair across from me. "An elder... I never thought I'd see another one in my lifetime." 
 
    The satrap's face looked pale and haggard, with hollow cheeks, thin dry lips and dark circles under the eyes. He was peering at me with unblinking eyes, and it was starting to make me uncomfortable. 
 
   "Are elders such a rarity?" I took a sip from my glass and looked up at him.
 
   "Beyond the pale they certainly aren't, but here... Krian, are you aware that the curse was made to have the worst effect on precisely your kind? Where ordinary demons lose roughly half their strength, an elder stands to lose no less than ninety percent. And that's if he doesn't get blown to bits at the crossing. You are very fortunate to have had the true blood awaken in you here in Craedia, though it's possible that it was the very act of crossing into the princedom that had served as the catalyst."
 
   "How do you know all this? Do you often get guests from Alcmehn?"
 
   "I wouldn't say we never get them, but Lords don't give a damn what happens to us. And there's nothing here for opportunists." The satrap put his glass down on the table, folded his hands on his knees and gazed into the fireplace. "Of course, there might be mountains of treasure in the ruins of the four castles destroyed by Ahriman, or even in Suonu after being ravaged by Korg, but those places are teeming with the undead, and you have to be quite the fool to take the fight to them under the circumstances. That is why guests from the north are indeed rare, bears and leopards notwithstanding. We were a free people once, you know—or barbarians, as the Lords called us. Many of us have kin there. But when it all began just under two months ago, all our attempts to build a portal west have failed, alas. We do not know why."
 
   Oh, but I do. And I even know who's to blame, I thought to myself. But aloud I said:
 
   "I realize I'm asking too many questions, but would you please explain to me the difference between elder demons and ordinary ones?" 
 
   "James didn't explain it to you?" Gorm smiled, nodding to the tifling who was sitting in his armchair, silent and stiff.
 
   "I didn't understand much from his explanation," I said. "I was hoping you could clarify the issue further."
 
   "How does a dog differ from a wolf? Or a bonfire from a forest fire?" Gorm mused, gazing into the blazing fireplace. "Erisjat was a worthy ruler, but what had he become in the end?" The satrap gestured at one of the portraits on the wall, depicting a middle-aged tifling in a vinous velvet waistcoat over a white shirt with cuffs and a fine collar. He had handsome symmetrical features, a thick goatee to compensate for a receding hairline, and yellow eyes that regarded everyone in the room with unapologetic irony. "Young man, your question has no answer. The true blood can take inconceivable forms sometimes. You are exactly the same as the rest of us, yet at the same time completely different. Therefore, I wouldn't bother with a question you'll never find an answer to. All I can tell you is that infinitely more possibilities are now open to you, though at a price. Nothing in this world is free—remember these words when the time comes to make the choice." Taking a sip of wine, the satrap fell back in his armchair and fixed me with an intent gaze. "Erisjat was an elder, too, but even he hadn't been marked by so many Great Essences. And that," he shook his head, "is a hard thing to wrap my head around. Now, Krian, have I answered all your questions? Then I would ask you to tell me about yourself. I must say, we've never had a guest as interesting as you in our little backwoods." 
 
    It took me about an hour to relay the abridged version of my adventures in Demon Grounds. The satrap didn't need to know of the Twice Cursed god's vault, nor of the knights locked in magic slumber, which cut the part of the story prior to my crossing into the princedom down to several dozen sentences. I did, however, made it a point to briefly mention my drawing the attention of the gods of this world. Then I handed the baton off to Elnar, who had only said a few words until then, and he recounted the battle at Alcene's crossing and all the events that followed, while I enjoyed my pipe, having secured our host's permission.
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Defending Farot. 
 
   You received a bonus talent point.
 
   Your reputation has increased. Gorm, the Satrap of Xantarra, relates to you with respect.
 
   Your reputation has increased. Residents of the Craedia Princedom relate to you with reverence. 
 
    
 
    We sat in silence for a while, listening to the wood popping and crackling in the fireplace as the flames beamed and bounced off the weapons lining the walls, putting on a resplendent light show.
 
    I'm definitely getting myself a castle, I was thinking to myself. And it will have a room with a fireplace, just like this, where I will spend my evenings with a glass of wine, gazing into the dancing flames in silence. Better still, there will be a woman at my side, one that will appreciate this golden silence in equal measure, and we won't fear being misunderstood. And I want to see an end to this mad race. I want to wake up and know that today I won't need to risk my life or the lives of those I care for... A man can dream.
 
   "I've always loved looking into the flames," Gorm said, finally breaking the silence. "There is a grandness to fire that cannot be captured or attained, a serenity that transcends whatever worldly problems may be weighing down your mind. If you just allow yourself to dissolve in it, fire will burn away all your enmity and impotence... Are you aware, Krian, that you have not four but five marks of the Great Essences?"
 
   "Who's the fifth?" I asked calmly, still lingering in the fantasy I'd created. The difference in the rapport between Gorm and myself was evident immediately after the bump in reputation. A pleasant and friendly manner had turned to genuine affection.
 
   "You are favored by one of the Netherworld's Seven Lords. Except the favor of such an essence can be more terrible than the fury of any god. Be careful, for the Seven can be as fickle as the Primordial Chaos that rages in their veins." 
 
   "Can you tell me a name?" 
 
   "No. I am not so strong as to see so much." 
 
   "So what am I supposed to do with this information?" 
 
   "Nothing," Gorm shrugged. "But keep it in the back of your mind. Now, I will give you however many troops you're going to need. And whatever you want to sell, Askel will take care of that. James knows where to find him." 
 
   "Thank you. I also wanted to ask your permission to check out this one book at the library..."
 
   "The library is open to the public, but you won't find Maelissa dar Karis' book there."
 
   "How did you..." I nearly chocked on my own smoke.
 
   "Did you really think that I wouldn't remember the prophecy the moment I received news of a Black Demon appearing in the princedom?" the satrap chuckled. "A week ago some woman asked an acolyte to bring her that specific book, and vanished into thin air when he did. This despite the fact that taking books out of the library is prohibited, not to mention impossible." 
 
   "I see," I chuckled, instantly remembering a certain female who seemingly had a habit of disappearing at the most interesting moments. "We're setting out to Callehzia at sunrise the day after tomorrow," I said, shaking the satrap's hand goodbye. "Thank you for lending us your troops, and for answering my questions."
 
   "Krian," there was something in Gorm's voice that gave me a start as I turned around. 
 
   The satrap was standing with his hands folded. The ashen and haggard face of Xantarra's ruler had assumed the look of a predator, his green eyes blazing with boldness and purpose. He had an air of resolve around him, as if he had made a decision that may cost him everything, but he would see it through to the end.
 
   "I'm tired," he spoke hoarsely. "I've spent nearly three centuries alone, surrounded by enemies and bereft of hope. If you dislodge those bastards from La-Kharte and save Gilthor from the plague, I will raise an army and follow you to Suonu, and then on to Craedia, if need be. You have my word! Farewell, Dark One, and may the gods watch over you!"
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Satrap Gorm's Trust. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Clear the La-Kharte Castle of its undead invaders and repel the assault on the castle that will follow.
 
   Slay Ulrich the Zealot in the Derelict Temple.
 
   Reward: experience, increased reputation with the Craedia Princedom, increased reputation with Satrap Gorm, formal alliance with Xantarra and the ability to lead a united army in a campaign on Suonu and Craedia.
 
   Attention! The time for completing part two of this quest is limited! If you do not slay Ulrich the Zealot in the allotted time, the residents of Gilthor Province will perish, and you will fail the quest. 
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   "And you have mine," I nodded to him, my hand resting on the hilt of my sword. Then I turned around and left.
 
    
 
    Tension was thick in the air throughout Xantarra. It had filled every crevice and blanketed every square, reflecting in the face of every citizen we came across. Yet there weren't any more guards patrolling the streets than usual. This made sense—the undead weren't the type of enemy to infiltrate Xantarra with their agents, perform sabotage or recruit the locals to their cause. 
 
    After riding through several dozen streets, I sighted the tower of the Xantarrian mages' guild from Bovine Square. The square owed its curious name to the shrine of Wolce, the patron god of cattle-breeders, standing smack in the center of it. The tower itself was shaped like the chess figure rook, with a base roughly fifty yards in diameter. Its walls, painted crimson by the setting sun, loomed over the rooftops, squinting down on the city through narrow window slits. This was where James and I parted ways—he had his own business to attend to, besides verifying that our people were all set with accommodations. As for me, after rounding a blanket of bruised pears hawked by one of the fruit merchants, I turned on a narrow alley that led to the abode of the local mages. 
 
    There were plenty of quests for the taking. Since leaving the castle I had spotted at least a dozen demons with translucent exclamation marks above their heads, though I hadn't approached any of them. 
 
   First of all, I simply didn't have the time. Second of all, it would be rather comical for a knight-lieutenant to be running around the city, looking for missing kittens or rooting out weeds for a grouchy gardener. Sure, I might lose out on something important with such a careless attitude, but my quest log was already overflowing, and if past experience was any indication, the truly rare and unique quests had a way of finding me just fine. Perhaps once this frantic race was over and I had the portal scroll to Karn in my hands, I could swing by all the local instances to grab the bonuses for being the first to complete them. It made sense to be as prepared as possible before leaving this realm, and the clan should reap tremendous gains in the process. But all that was still a long ways away. I didn't want to think that my streak of luck might end outside the walls of La-Kharte Castle or in the Derelict Temple, but I couldn't afford to freak out about it either. I was ready for whatever the future held, and as long as I still had the favor of Sata, the local goddess of fortune, I liked our chances. After knocking the monsters out of Suonu, we would move on to Craedia and finally complete the archmage's quest... Come back down from the clouds, Krian. You don't even know if you'll succeed with James' castle, let alone everything else. 
 
    The tower stood at the center of a lovely park. After passing through an alley paved with white tile, I rounded an elegant fountain teeming with fish of every color, and continued down a path framed with beds of red and yellow tulips on either side that ultimately led me to the entrance to this holy of holies for the local purveyors of the magic arts. 
 
    Standing guard at the door were two soldiers in chainmail with round shields painted blue and white.
 
   "Forgive us, dar, but entrance is forbidden to everyone but members of the Free Mages' Guild and the governor," said one of the guards—a gray-haired mustachioed demon with a small one-handed axe hanging at his waist. "Everyone else needs an invitation." 
 
   "I'm looking for Vaessa dar Luan," I said, and took note of the guards exchanging quick glances. "Tell her I have important matters to discuss."
 
   "The magus doesn't like being distracted from her work," said the elder sentry. "I'll go, of course. If there's anyone who's earned an exception, I imagine it's you." 
 
    While the guard was away, I took a stroll down the alley, hands clasped behind my back, listening to birdsong and watching a myriad magic wisps chase one another through the air over the flowerbeds. At one point it dawned on me that I had grown so accustomed to this reality that I was no longer surprised by wisps buzzing over tulips, nor by clusters of colorful melon-sized spheres hovering in the air, nor by fruits hanging off trees whose color and form resembled giant raspberries. Even when I thought of the locals as NPCs, that was more out of habit than anything. I was no longer putting the same meaning into the term that all developers had been since the advent of video games. These people were as real as I was, equally capable of feeling love and pain, joy and hatred.
 
    I bent down and picked up a pebble, one of the many that lined the flowerbed edges. It was an ordinary pebble, the kind I'd held thousands of times as a kid. And that was when it really hit me. Whenever I had played games like this before, I only reacted to my immediate reality, because nothing else really existed. Whatever was happening out of sight according to the script had already happened, and was simply waiting for me to show up and witness the outcome. But I realized now that when Elnar had left to oversee the clan's accommodations in the Callehzian district, he didn't disappear anywhere but was literally doing that very thing at this very minute. Well, more likely he was chatting up Salta... And pebbles like this one—there were billions of them in the game, and anyone could pick one up and hold it in their hand. You could pluck any flower, swim across any river, open any door. At that moment I felt as if the whole world passed right through me. It was a strange, staggering feeling. It wasn't the first time that I'd felt that Arkon had become real, but never before had the feeling been so raw, so complete. 
 
   "I'm sorry, dar," the returned guard's voice brought me back to my senses. "The magus is very busy and cannot receive you today. She said that she might find a few minutes for you next week," the demon scratched his beard awkwardly and shrugged. He seemed embarrassed somehow, as if he'd just told me to shove off, albeit politely.
 
    Next week... I thought, annoyed. Ugh, what a bitch! Who did she think... Stop! I took a few deep breaths, fighting down the rage seething inside me. Who did I think I was? Some big shot who could boss around a woman who was both a magus and the head of a guild? Yes! I am an elder, not some bloody novice! the thought flashed through my mind. It felt alien and mine at the same time. Was it the true blood talking or just your typical star fever? Damn it, this wasn't like me! 
 
   My inner turmoil must have reflected on my face, because the guards were both looking petrified. The senior guard even took a few steps back and put up his hand.
 
   "Tell Vaessa dar Luan that if she wants to know how her father lived and died, she can find me in the part of the city where the Callehzians are staying," I growled, spun around and stormed away. 
 
    Suddenly a female tifling materialized out of the air before me. She wore a black beret, a fitted jacket and pants of black leather, and knee-high leather boots. All of her clothes bore runes, their silvery patterns complimenting her outfit most harmoniously, while her pale face, slightly slanted eyes and lips of bright scarlet made her look like a vampire out of some classic comic book. This was another break from the template—I had expected all necromancers to wear a dark hooded robe, but female necromancers were apparently no less eager to look good than ordinary women. The daressa wore her long raven-black hair in a braid, with a silver ribbon woven into it. A short straight-edged blade hung at her waist. She looked to be in her early to mid-thirties. Diarten's daughter must have overheard me through the open window, then used the Jump skill to spare herself having to take the stairs. It was an effective move.
 
   "You're acting like a spoiled schoolboy, Dark One," she spoke quietly, studying me with those jade-colored eyes. "I really am busy and can't afford to be distracted by trifles, but news of my father..." Something flickered in her eyes, but I couldn't quite tell what emotion it was. "Come upstairs, dar. We can talk there."
 
   She nodded to the guards as they parted, and made for the tower. Failing to come up with a retort to her reprimand, which wasn't entirely unfair, I followed after her in silence, admiring those slender legs and lithe figure. The fallen magus' daughter was level 240, making her the third highest level NPC in the city after the satrap and his top general. Despite her rather sharp features, she was rather attractive. In fact, if I didn't know Vaessa's true age, and if I could somehow forget about some of my, um, issues in that department... 
 
   What true age? All these characters are a couple of months old! The sudden realization made me smile. Well, that might just make a valid excuse, especially in the circumstances of a limited selection...
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    The necromancer's daughter lived on level five, above the alchemy labs and the dwelling spaces of the guild's rank and file. 
 
   "All the mages are with the troops," the demoness said in response to my quizzical look as she climbed up to her personal chambers. "The battle never did come to fruition on account of your meddling, so the old man decided to run drills. Besides, there aren't many of us left anymore," she sighed.
 
   "Then why aren't you with the troops?"
 
   "I am the only necromancer and dark mage in a satrapy overrun with the undead. My research is far more important than my prowess on the battlefield, which isn't all that great anyhow. I transferred the command of the guild to Dar Tylan—he's an air mage, and a deadly one at that—and resumed my research here," she said, pushing open one of the doors on the fifth level.
 
    I followed her in, passing through two rooms filled with stands spilling over with books, and ended up in a bright and spacious chamber. Somehow I'd imagined the abode of a dark mage differently—where were the bottled skulls or reptilian corpses plastered on the walls? Nowhere in sight. A writing desk of solid darkwood stood by the window. On it I saw several open books, a stand with a magic lantern glowing softly, a stack of papers and a marble figurine of a rearing unicorn. The rest of the room looked like this: a tall dark cabinet against the wall, a small dining table with several chairs in the center, and a brown leather couch in the corner. Four paintings were hanging on the wall: three depicted typical rural landscapes with houses and apple trees, while the fourth, hanging directly across the writing desk, was a portrait. I recognized it instantly. Dar Diarten looked rather introspective on it, and not at all like a magus of dark magic and necromancy. 
 
    Vaessa followed my eyes, frowned, and nodded at one of the chairs.
 
   "Have a seat. What are you drinking?"
 
   "Nothing, thanks," I declined politely.
 
    The daressa took a seat at the table, locking her fingers on the tabletop, and looked down. A silence ensued, interrupted only by the chirming of a cricket hiding in the next room. At last, the woman sighed and raised her eyes at me, jade-green with vertical pupils.
 
   "You said you had information about my father? Tell me about him, Dark One..."
 
    It took me no more than ten minutes to recount the vision. I told her about the goddess of death Celphata's arrival in Suonu, and about how she'd stopped the Soul Devourer who'd been summoned by the disavowed. I told her about the mission entrusted to Diarten, about the magus' final journey from the city to the swamp cave, and where his ashes were buried. 
 
   "I have the soulstone. Your father asked me to finish what he started, and the goddess appears to have approved of his choice. He also wanted me to tell you how much he loved you," I said, shifting my gaze to the Master of Death's portrait. "He had too little time, so, unfortunately, that is all I can tell you of him..."
 
   "My mother was from the Striped Leopards clan," Vaessa said softly after a short pause. "According to tradition, females remain with the tribe by default while males must win their patterns, that is earn their place in the clan. The only possible exception is made for those who are bound by the trueblood oath. All his life my father was torn between Erisjat and my mother, and when she died of pestilence, he took me in. We barely saw each other—I could count on one hand the number of times my father spent more than a few consecutive days at home. He really loved his work," she said with sorrow in her voice. 
 
   "He loved you more," I fixed my scabbard and looked into her eyes. "I was there with him on the path from Suonu to the swamp cave. I felt everything that he felt. And above all else, he regretted that he would never see you again..." 
 
   "He's with the Mistress now," the woman's eyes glistened with tears. "Did you know that only her chosen servants can behold her face and not go mad, Dark One?" she chuckled bitterly. "My father was a very powerful mage. I wouldn't have been able to survive it." 
 
   "There's nothing scary about your goddess," I shrugged. "Just a young and beautiful woman. Personally I found her a bit pensive, but I reckon that's to be expected. There's nothing funny about death, is there?" 
 
   "You're a dreamer," Vaessa wiped her tears with a beige handkerchief, tossed it into a drawer, and smiled. "You can behold the Mistress without any harm to yourself." 
 
   "Look, I've been hearing this from others too, but I have no idea what being a dreamer means. Nor how in Hart's name I'd managed to become one." 
 
   "What's not clear? The meaning lies in the word itself. You see things in those dreams of yours that others don't. To be a dreamer is a great honor and a great responsibility."
 
    Getting up, she walked over to the cabinet in the corner, reached in and produced a potbellied bottle, along with a pair of tall glasses. After splashing a viscous blood-colored fluid into both, she offered a glass to me. 
 
   "You have taken on my father's burden, Dark One. Let us celebrate his legacy. And let us toast that his burden won't prove too heavy for you." 
 
    A cinnamon aroma filled the room. I accepted the glass from her, doing away with its contents in two sips. When toasting to something, drink fast and all at once—that was my father's rule that I'd followed my whole life. A pleasant warmth spread throughout my body, and the sense of awkwardness that seemed to hang in the air dissipated. No, Vaessa didn't judge me for trying to kill her father, and my clan would've killed him if Diarten hadn't taken his own life. Still, a faint sense of guilt had taken root deep inside me and wouldn't let go. The necromancer didn't have to die—all I needed was to take the soulstone from him.
 
   "There was nothing you could have done, Krian," Vaessa said, as if reading my mind. "The Lord of Darkness' essence had infiltrated my father's consciousness. After his death, it was reabsorbed by the soulstone. Did you think he would have killed himself for no reason?" 
 
    The woman was perfectly calm on the outside, but I could still see pain and bitterness lurking in her eyes. An old grudge against the whole world for taking a loving father away from his little girl.
 
   "Here," wanting to break the tension, I rose from the armchair and laid the black flame-bladed dagger on the table. "This belonged to your father. You should have it."
 
   "You..." the woman raised her incredulous eyes at me. "You mean to give me Hanteryon's Claw, just like that?" 
 
   "So what? It is yours by right, and I don't want anything that doesn't belong to me. No need to tell me how valuable it is. I have an idea, and I'm not asking for anything in return." 
 
   "Thank you," Vaessa said, her voice breaking. 
 
    
 
   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 thirty days.
 
   Setara's Shield dispels all hostile spells and protects you from all types of damage and curses for 20 seconds.
 
    
 
   Great, I'm half way to becoming a paladin, I chuckled to myself. A full twenty second immunity to everything with a month cooldown ain't half bad. It was the third time I'd caught Setara's attention, but I had yet to find occasion to utilize her gift. Perhaps that was why the skill kept improving each time? Whatever the reason, I wasn't complaining. Raising a mental thanks to the goddess for her continued patronage, I vowed to visit to her shrine in Nittal or anywhere else I might encounter it to repay the goddess' benevolence more tangibly. Sure, even a million gold coins would be nothing to Setara, but it really wasn't about the money. An offering was a sign of attention and respect, a confirmation that you remembered your patron. All women appreciated such gestures, even goddesses.
 
    In the meantime, Vaessa took the dagger by the hilt, made a deft cut on the wrist of her left hand, and pressed the blade to the wound. Not a drop of blood spilled from it. The light from the magic lantern shuddered as a dark cloud shrouded the black kris, expanded down to her arm, and disappeared underneath her clothes. The woman's body jerked, beads of sweat forming on her forehead, and she fell back in her armchair, gasping for air. 
 
   "It's all right, Krian. The Claw accepted me," she said in response to my worried look, then nodded at the bottle on the table. "Your turn to serve the lady..." 
 
   "No worries," I gave a smile of relief, and filled her glass more than halfway. 
 
    Vaessa took the glass from me, her hand shaking slightly, and gulped down the contents. Then she fished in a drawer, produced a bone pipe and a tinderbox, and lit up. She took a deep drag, then released the smoke with a contented sigh. 
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Necromancer and magus of the dark arts Vaessa dar Luan is friendly to you. 
 
    
 
   "Just because you're not asking for anything in return doesn't mean I won't repay your generosity," she said, exhaling another cloudlet of smoke toward the open window. "Put your hand on the table, please."
 
   I did as she asked. And when she laid her palm over mine, chills ran down my spine. 
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Dire Tidings. 
 
   You've learned a unique skill: Riding Creatures Summoned from the Gray Frontier.
 
    
 
   "This ability has been passed down in our family for generations, dar. Yes, I know of your black razorback," she chuckled, "but additional knowledge is never redundant. You never know what fate might throw your way." 
 
   "Thank you," I said earnestly.
 
    Never look a gift horse in the mouth, if said horse even has teeth. I'd never seen such mounts personally, though I could recall necromancers and death knights having a long quest chain to acquire a bone steed, their class mount. Was that an example of a mount from the Gray Frontier? That I didn't remember. Not that it mattered—I didn't intend on trading my magnificent boar for a bag of bones anyhow. I'd sooner be riding Lucy, if circumstances allowed. Admittedly, bone steeds made for an impressive sight, so much so that some players would opt for the death knight or necromancer class purely for their macabre appearance.
 
   "That's not all, dar," she handed me a decrepit leather scroll. "Take this. My father had recovered it from a desecrated Syrat shrine. It was hidden in a cache with the Claw," she nodded at the black kris that was now hanging off her waist. 
 
   "What is it?" I unrolled the leather carefully. The scroll was so ancient that I feared it would crumble to dust right then and there. It depicted a map of some kind, in the lower right corner of which was a drawing of a strange object with a broken line running through it. Underneath the image were tiny scribbles in hieroglyphics. 
 
   "What's the world coming to?" Vaessa sighed. "A demon marked by the lightning god fails to recognize his patron's attribute. Your belt and these gloves," the daressa gestured at the drawing on the scroll with the mouthpiece of her pipe, "were crafted by the same master. And this piece of the map shows where to find them." 
 
   "Where would that be?" 
 
   "If my knowledge of Ancient Pangean can be trusted, that would be the Spectral City. According to legend, it is located in the south of the barbarian lands. I do not know where exactly to look for it, but that's only half the trouble. The object is guarded by Velargass, a terrible bone dragon whose power rivals Nerghall's, the ghastly beast whose essence is imprisoned in the soulstone. I do not know what roads lead to this place, nor what other monsters you might encounter on your way, but you can always try. Where an ordinary demon will invariably fail, an elder might just succeed. Besides, the gods themselves favor you. And not only the gods..." she added almost to herself, the words barely registering a sound.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Ingvar's Gauntlets of Valor. 
 
   Quest type: epic.
 
   Take the warrior god's gauntlets from the Great Bone Dragon Velargass.
 
   Reward: experience, gauntlets from the Ingvar's Valor set.
 
    
 
    Again with the Spectral City! Not only had the legate mentioned it, apparently Nerghall had crawled out of there as well. Naturally, I accepted the quest—only an imbecile would refuse. Or maybe it was the other way around? Some might say only a certified cretin would rush off after an item guarded by a bone dragon... 
 
    Then again, nowhere in the quest did it say Velargass had to be killed. Maybe I could make a deal with the dragon? Or wait till she's asleep, then sneak in and lift the gloves Baggins' style? Some fairytales would have you answer three riddles, and for that I had wiki up my sleeve. Whatever the case, somehow I wasn't terribly worried. The game was much like life in this way: when your actions conformed to the game's internal logic, the virtual world responded well and opened up new opportunities. Were I to keep the kris, I wouldn't have gotten the shield upgrade nor the chance for another set item. The quest wouldn't have even been offered if I hadn't befriended the necromancer's daughter. And the game's logic worked both ways: were I to behave like a ruthless killer, I could just as easily garner the attention of one of the dark gods after pillaging a village or something. The Twice Cursed weren't the only dark gods in the Realm of Arkon. Although, when each deity is driving their own cause, it's hard to tell which are good and which are evil. Take Ingvar, for instance. Who but the warrior god was responsible for all the atrocities committed by legionnaires in sacked cities or castles? Would all the raping, reaving and mass executions be sufficient to consider Ingvar a dark god?
 
   Or take the feeling that was driving me to the upper realm above all else—hatred. I didn't give a rat's ass whether Syrat, the patron god of hatred, was cursed twice or a dozen times. When I catch Cheney and break his neck, I might even thank the wretched deity. Back to the matter at hand. The Spectral City sounded great and all, but I wasn't about to drop everything and go off searching for it. I had enough on my plate already, though I might revisit the idea after finding my sister. The bad news was that I couldn't take my people out of the princedom due to Ahriman's curse.
 
   "By the way, Krian, what do you intend to do with the soulstone?" the demoness' voice brought me back. 
 
   "Summon the scum and kill it. What else is there to do?"
 
   "You cannot kill the Lord of Darkness for good. The best you can do is dematerialize him for about a thousand years," Vaessa gazed out the window contemplatively, where the setting sun had nearly set behind one of the far guard towers. "And how do you plan on doing that, exactly? Even a thousand fighters might not be enough to take down the beast, and, as far as I know, you have not even a hundred."
 
   "I'll think of something," I said. "Why do you ask?"
 
   "I'd always suspected that my father's disappearance had something to do with the disappearance of the Lord of Darkness that the disavowed had summoned. And I've spent my whole life piecing together information about the monster. I had a lucky break a few years ago when a distant relative who knew about my interest in Nerghall brought me a journal recovered from some tomb." The tiflingess got up and left the room, soon to return with a thin leather-bound notebook. "The author is a researcher on the antiquity who had seen the Lord of Darkness in battle and lived to tell about it." 
 
   "A relative?" I asked mechanically.
 
   "Aye, the Leopards and other clans visit us regularly—what of it? All it takes is to cross the border and open a portal to Xantarra's gates. As for the weakness, they didn't come here with bad intentions, so it didn't matter." 
 
   "I remember Satrap Gorm telling me about that."
 
   "Anyway," Vaessa handed me the journal, taking a seat in the armchair across from me. "Nerghall the Soul Devourer is one of four attendants of the Twice Cursed god. His body is that of a dragon, with a hypertrophied six-armed giant torso growing out from the neck area. When engaged in battle, each of his six arms turns into a bone tentacle that's as strong as any steel and can stretch for many yards. In addition to siphoning the life force of his opponents, the Lord of Darkness throws out his tentacles across the ground periodically, using them to devour souls. And once a tentacle has got hold of you, there's no escape," she shuddered, leaning slightly forward. 
 
    The tattered cover of the journal bore unfamiliar lettering. But even if I did speak the language, the inscription was largely effaced, as fragmented bits of hieroglyphics twisted and curled outward. Inside I found the typical boss description, the kind devs put up on the site a month after a patch. Case in point, the language was florid and bombastic: the Lord of Darkness, Faithful Servant of the God of Torturous Death, Bane of All the Living... These were but a few of the epithets the writers had lobbed at the monster from the Gray Frontier. I didn't know if Vaessa could see numbers in the text, but to me everything made perfect sense. One a half billion HP on a level 550 raid boss spoke for themselves. Furthermore, in addition to ordinary physical attacks that dealt roughly 10,000 damage, the boss boasted two special abilities.
 
   Siphon Life. Nerghall siphons life from all living creatures within a 150 yard radius of himself, one percent from each target's maximum hit points every two seconds, restoring ten times the amount of life he devours. This one was easy. If I had, say, 10,000 HP, I would lose 100 every two seconds, while the boss would heal himself for 1,000. And considering that Nerghall's level was three times my own, those figures should actually be multiplied by three as well. 
 
   Devour Souls. Nerghall throws out three of his six tentacles, which hit the ground up to one hundred yards away, immobilizing all enemies within a five yard radius of them for ten seconds. When the ten-second stun wears off, the immobilized targets are drained of 120,000 HP, with each death healing Nerghall for 50 million HP. In our case, the damage would be three times greater—360,000 HP instead of 120,000. The ability wasn't terribly original. To be sure, it would be better to avoid the tentacles altogether, but if anyone did get caught by one, assuming that the standard means of breaking free of immobilization wouldn't work, the rest should run over to their restrained comrades and share the damage with them. If one hundred ran over, each would only lose 3,600 HP; if fifty, then 7,200 HP. The math was clear. 
 
   The boss used Siphon Life in the first phase, Devour Souls in the second, and both in the third.
 
    Standard attacks shouldn't be overlooked either. With a threefold difference in levels, 10,000 became 30,000; accounting for an average 75% damage absorption, our tanks would suffer a loss of about 7,500 HP for every unblocked hit. And given that Nerghall operated six tentacles, it would be impossible to block all attacks. 
 
    But that wasn't all. There was also Dark Rain, an area of effect attack, and Piercing Gaze, a control spell. In case of the former, thunderclouds appeared on the battlefield, their contours indicated on the ground, and anyone caught underneath had to run out posthaste. In case of the latter, the boss tried to mesmerize whoever was on his aggro list, presumably the main tank. If successful, he would go for the second, and then the third, up to twenty targets in all. This was a nasty ability because mesmerized targets had their aggro reset and were taken out of the battle for one minute, though also immune to the boss' other attacks. That seemed to be all, though it was now clear why I'd need no less than three hundred to smoke this sucker. Just running to the tentacles would be a pain to coordinate since, realistically, I didn't see us avoiding them completely. Maybe if we were all pro gamers, having honed our skills over years of sleepless nights, but that just wasn't us. Not yet, at least. The only upside to what I'd read was that Nerghall didn't berserk on account of being a world boss.
 
    World bosses were those you could encounter, whether randomly or on purpose, under the open sky. That and you could field as big an army against them as you wanted, even ten thousand. Except in cases like Nerghall, too large a crowd would be detrimental to the common cause, as people would only get in each other's way. Besides, I shuddered to imagine the ungodly amounts of HP the boss would siphon out of ten thousand people, and then there were the soul-devouring tentacles that healed him for fifty million HP, a ludicrous number any way you sliced it. What kind of asshole was responsible for these mechanics and behavioral algorithms? Was it all done with the players in mind, to keep them feeling challenged? Perhaps... After all, who could have predicted such a turn of events?
 
    What else was there about world bosses? Firstly, you could bump into such a boss totally at random, and get massacred before you knew what hit you. Secondly, it was extremely difficult to find guides against them. When they were found and killed, it was typically done by plain old zerging—that was when you threw everything but the kitchen sink at the boss without bothering to study or avoid their abilities in hopes of winning the fight with sheer numbers. And that approach worked most of the time. Thirdly, when a world boss did win, oftentimes the culprits were well-intentioned idiots acting out of ignorance. 
 
    I remembered when Paragon took on the Great Sea Dragon, how the gaming world was abuzz for a solid month, the press running one headline after another. As one of the world's oldest clans, dating back to the dawn of the first non-virtual MMORPGs, Paragon was without question one of the top ten most powerful clans in the Realm of Arkon. The clan's scouts had worked out the time and place when the Great Sea Dragon Onexia would appear on the shore, and had managed to recover a strategy guide in the ruins of some coastal city ravaged by the dragon. The guide had an indispensable tip—don't touch the dragon eggs lying along the shore! It took the clan's five hundred fighters three full months to traverse the orcish lands—a testament to their skill and perseverance given that Paragon was mostly comprised of humans and light elves. At last, after slaughtering dozens of orc squads and evading a veritable horde of enemies amassed by one of the tribal chieftains, the raid crossed the coastal mountain range and reached the small inconspicuous bay on the shore of which Onexia had laid her eggs.
 
    And then, in the finest tradition of Murphy's Law, a couple of low-level orcs disembarked on that very shore, that very night. Earlier that day they had taken a boat out into the open sea to work on their fishing skill, but had been chased back ashore by some sea monster. Being too low to build a portal out of there, they had decided to call it a day amid a cluster of what looked like large round stones, and logged out of the game.
 
   When morning came, the adventurers were in for quite a surprise. The whole coast was ablaze and quaking from mighty magic blows. Roaring amid the mountains was an enormous dragon, with hundred of fireballs, lightning bolts and boulders being hurled right at her. Melee fighters in plate and mail surrounded the majestic creature in a ring, plunging all manner of sharp and shiny weapons into her scaly coat, resplendent in the rising sun. The orcs started a live feed of the battle, broadcasting it online, and then it dawned on one of them that the round stones around them weren't stones at all but dragon eggs, laid by the same dragon whose roar was presently soaring over the beach and the sea. And, naturally, the brainiac decided to peek inside.
 
   In a later interview the orc, who ended up being an ordinary student from Canada, admitted that he had hoped to obtain unique pets for himself and his friend. Unfortunately, that wasn't what ended up happening. When the two doofuses finally managed to break the shell on one of the eggs, it set off a truly legendary chain reaction. Too bad the orcs couldn't witness it firsthand, since the baby dragon that had crawled out of the egg instantly dispatched them to the nearest graveyard. A moment later another egg cracked open, and then another one. In less than a minute a veritable century of dragons were rushing headlong into battle to aid their mommy. The raid wiped within minutes—each newly hatched dragon was roughly equal in level to the players, while adding an extra percent to Onexia's health and five percent to her damage output. The chain reaction also could have been avoided if the eggs had been dragged apart from each other by ten yards or so, but the clan simply hadn't enough time, having arrived at the site of Onexia's clutch the day before the dragons were due to hatch. There might have been some other reasons as well, but I couldn't remember for sure. When it was all over, the victor and her brood took off, leaving behind five hundred corpses belonging to one of the game's preeminent clans, a couple of overly curious orcs, and a few carcasses of perished baby dragons. Naturally, Onexia never returned to the bay. Firstly, her babies had already hatched, so there was nothing for her there. Secondly, she was a free creature without a permanent home, which only added to her already enormous value as prey. Only unique bosses trumped world bosses, like Shaartakh or the bastard that in a month's time was due to escape the soulstone that had been his prison courtesy of the death goddess Celphata. Oh, and lest anyone feel sorry for those orcs, I should add that they ended up arriving first to the scene of their crime. Naturally, they weren't allowed to loot any of the players' gear, but the money and items the raid had been carrying was enough to turn them into millionaires in real life. Of course, they had to delete their characters thereafter—when there's a bounty of twenty gold pieces on your head, anyone with time on their hands is going to be after you. And dying in the game was far from a pleasant experience, even at only ten percent pain sensitivity. And especially if it happened several times a day. 
 
    Finally, besides well-intentioned idiots there were those who sought to reap the rewards of someone else's labor. Imagine your clan had just taken down a major boss in a barnburner of a fight. Your fighters had gone all out, burning all of their cooldown-based abilities and potions. Some of your clanmates are chilling at their bind point or jogging briskly toward the site of your glorious victory... When suddenly you're attacked by a rival clan, a PK group or an enemy faction squad that just happened to be passing by. Naturally, nine times out of ten they mop up all the survivors, grab the loot from the boss, and go their merry way. And sometimes they rub it in by uploading the video of your careless blunder for all the world to see. Sadly, such incidents were all too frequent, and that was why, as a rule, all the powerful clans organized their raids by splitting up into two groups—one to take down the boss, the other to guard against intruders.
 
   "What are you thinking, Krian?" the daressa's voice disturbed the prolonged silence. 
 
   "A nasty bugger," I closed the journal and produced my own pipe.
 
   "And?" 
 
   "And what?"
 
   "Still think you can tear up the Lord of Darkness with what you've got?"
 
   "Do I have a choice?" I tried to add as much confidence to my voice as I could. 
 
   "No, but..." Vaessa motioned at the books lying open on her table. "I can dig around. Maybe I'll find something useful."
 
   "How long might that take?" 
 
   "I don't know," the woman bit her lower lip and turned around. 
 
   "Well then," I chuckled. "No choice, no time for extended research. That means we'll just need to go and kill him."
 
    After those words, the daughter of the late Master of Death got up sharply, and proceeded to pace around the room anxiously, head down and arms folded. 
 
   "Do you even realize what you're risking?!" her voice was on the verge of screaming. "What's going to happen to you all if you fail? You will cease to exist! Com-ple-te-ly! This is the bloody Soul Devourer!"
 
    Without reacting at all to the agitated Vaessa, I picked up the glass and finished off its contents, then rose from my seat. 
 
   "Your cognac is good. And you're no slouch yourself," I smiled at her. "But it's time to go. Tomorrow's going to be a long day."
 
    My own analysis of my situation was quite sober. Even if I were to recruit the required number of bodies, my century was no match for Nerghall. There wasn't a single realistic scenario in which the monster ended up biting the dust. With our current getup and full buffs, we were capable of doling out roughly half a million damage per second against a boss around our level. Now divide that number by three and subtract thirty percent—his approximate damage absorption between resistances and armor—and you're left with around 250,000. Assuming that, in a fight against a century, the boss would heal himself for 300,000 HP every two seconds in the battle's first and third phases, that brought the century's damage output down to a measly 100,000 per second. At that rate, even if Nerghall just stood there cracking jokes, it would take us over four hours to take him down. The problem was, he wasn't going to do that! Between Siphon Life, Devour Souls, Dark Rain and the like, we'd probably need three times as much time. And all that assumed zero room for error: no deaths, no blunders, no falling asleep at the wheel despite hours and hours of intense combat. This would be our only shot. And what if we failed? Would I even resurrect, or would my soul be devoured along with the rest?
 
   Was it within my right to risk the lives and souls of the demons that had trusted me with them? I tried not to think about that—the decision had been made, and I couldn't afford to second-guess myself. To be sure, I doubted that anyone but a god or a great mage could challenge the monster from the Gray Frontier. A pity I didn't have Altus at my side anymore; Ingvar probably didn't give a damn; Celphata hadn't been able to dematerialize Nerghall for whatever reason; Setara I had only seen in the form of a statue... And then there was Hart, who might just find this matter of interest in light of the potential fallout if the terrible beast were to be let loose somewhere in the middle of Nittal. How much damage would he do, how many souls would he devour before the Lord and his punishers put him down? So yes, my century alone didn't stand a chance against Nerghall in a fair fight. But who said that I intended to fight fairly?
 
   "You really are sick, Dark One," Vaessa shook her head. "I heard that creatures like you exist, but it's only now I see the legends don't lie. How do you intend to kill Nerghall?"
 
   "That's my problem. Thank you for showing me the journal. And now you must excuse me, I really do have to get going," with a nod goodbye, I made for the exit.
 
   "Stop!" I heard her voice. And so I did. 
 
    
 
   Vaessa dar Luan requests to join the Steel Wolves clan.
 
    
 
    I spun back around. The woman stood there, her chin raised high, staring me down with defiance. The color was gone from her face, but her narrowed eyes shone with resolve. 
 
   "Why do you need this?" I asked for formality's sake, realizing that the daressa had already made a decision and wasn't going to back down. "You do realize this is forever?"
 
   "When my father was trekking to that cave, he too knew it was forever," she exhaled. "I don't know who you are, Dark One, but I do see more than most. You've slain Shaartakh. I realize the significance of that act. Now you're standing here, telling me you're going to slay the Lord of Darkness, and damn it, I believe you! If we succeed, then my father's sacrifice and my own life won't have been in vain. Do you see now? The guild can make do without me—sadly, I'm no battle mage. But the undead wreaking havoc on the princedom today, all of them combined aren't worth a bloody rear paw of the Beast from the Gray Frontier. Besides, I can help by fully blocking all of Nerghall's abilities for five minutes. I'd been preparing for it my whole life! I know that won't be nearly enough, but—"
 
   "That would be immensely helpful," I shook my head, suddenly feeling great sorrow for myself and all the millions of people that had come into this world. How many of us real people were capable of such a selfless act? To cast aside one's own interests and sacrifice oneself for the greater good? I realized that NPCs were inherently prone to such behavior, that it was part of their programming... But so what? They were more genuine for it! Back in the real world, how many people would I have trusted to have my back? Max, Ivan, Alyona... But here, in a game, I wouldn't think twice about trusting any one of my clanmates! Not to mention Kort, Raey, Annat... 
 
   "What now, commander?" Vaessa gave me a searching look. "Will you tell me now how we're going to slay Nerghall?"
 
   "We have a fortnight and a half to nail down a strategy. I promise to share my thoughts with you soon, but for now I need your help."
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "I know you felt it already—something isn't right. I'm going to need to reallocate your talents and abilities—call it special elder magic, if you will. And since I understand virtually nothing in necromancy or the dark arts, I need your advice. But before all that, would you answer me one question?" 
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "Do you remember Reece?"
 
   "He's alive?" her brow arched upward.
 
   "Aye, and he's one of the Wolves," I nodded.
 
   "And Luitha, his mother?" 
 
   "She died when the undead took their village. He was rescued when he himself was at death's door."
 
   "I told his mother to stay here, in the city," Vaessa fished for another bottle in the cabinet, refilled the glasses, and upended hers in one go. "How is he?" she turned to me, putting the glass down on the table.
 
   "He's a mage with potential, a good alchemist and a fun-loving fellow all around," I said, reaching for my pipe again as the meeting appeared to be extending. "He seems to be slightly wary of you, albeit very grateful for teaching him alchemy."
 
   "Hart," sighed the tiflingess, easing back into her armchair. "It's been a century since I drank this much! I can barely stand! About the boy, Reece, he's like a son to me. And he mustn't be afraid—I'd long forgotten his tomfoolery, and I'm not angry at all. So, what is your question, Krian?"
 
   "He wants to know who his father was. He believes that you gave your word to his mother to keep it a secret." 
 
   "Aye, that is true," Vaessa gave a bitter smile. "But I know almost nothing about his father. Only that he was one of the barbarians that used to frequent these lands. I don't know his name, not even his clan... And he doesn't even know he has a son. Luitha gave birth to him at home, in the village. She feared that the boy would someday decide to find his father and try leaving the princedom, which would be tantamount to suicide. But she's gone now, along with her fears. You can try asking the merchants, especially the ones who used to trade with outsiders. Or probe the girls in the Bellflower, though I suspect Reece had already tried that route. Maybe it's for the best? What's the use in stirring up the past?" folding her hands on her knees, the daressa looked up at me. "Now, what did you want to know about necromancy?"
 
    It had grown completely dark outside, with the moon's crescent assuming its rightful place in the sky. The wind had picked up, gusting into the trees that framed the mages' guild's tower. It made the branches creak and the solitary streetlight clang as it swung to and fro; it rustled the patterned curtains, and drove off the midges swarming the table-mounted magic lantern.
 
    The daressa was initially skeptical that she would be able to learn anything new, and I'd had to dig deep into my reserves of patience to convince her. It wasn't until I drew both the dark mage and necromancer talent trees on paper for her that she got the concept, and then she was hooked. Imagine the face of an eight-year-old girl whose parents took her to a toy store on her birthday—the kind that sells not only dolls but also doll cars, doll clothes and doll castles—and told her to pick any five things she wanted. Better yet, imagine taking your girlfriend to an upscale boutique with the same instructions: any five items she wants, but no more. Suffice it to say, surviving the ordeal is going to require quite a bit of self-medication in the form of good ol' alcohol. Good thing we had plenty of cognac. I had to explain even the most basic, elementary things, like the fact that you couldn't change anything after distributing talents, and why it made sense to have an idea of a final build and gradually work towards it as opposed to grabbing a little bit of everything in all branches. After a good hour and a half, in the course of which I'd nearly lost all my hair and the second bottle's contents had been transferred into our bellies—mine mostly—we had settled on a build for Vaessa that would take her to level 350, at which time she would be able to summon her first bone dragon. The build would max out her summoning branch, the rationale being that her father's kris greatly boosted the strength of creatures Vaessa either summoned or raised from the dead. The level and quantity of creatures controlled by the necromancer were fully determined by so-called summoning points, so I ended up dumping more than half of her available talent points to boost them. Then, summoned creatures required a lot of mana-intensive upkeep, which meant a necromancer had to have crazy high mana regeneration. Out of those considerations, I threw a bunch of stat points into spirit. 
 
    The end result turned out pretty interesting—Vaessa was suddenly capable of controlling up to fifteen skeletons or zombies, or three bonehounds, or two reapings. Her father's dagger doubled the effectiveness of spells from the school of Darkness, bringing the creatures she summoned to almost the same level as their mistress. Taking into account a fifteen percent increase to their constitution and all resistances, and a twenty percent increase to damage output, my clan had acquired quite a powerful fighter in Vaessa, practically our own mini boss. The remaining points went into an advanced Spear of Darkness and two curses, one of which increased all physical and magic damage dealt to the target, and the other decreased the target's resistance to Dark magic by the same amount. 
 
    As I was allocating Vaessa's talents and stats, I actually felt a little annoyed. Up until today I had thought that my unique build put me head and shoulders above any players I might encounter in the upper realm... But now, seeing how a single epic dagger could transform a necromancer, I realized how gravely mistaken I was about my power and singularity. No doubt, I still had advantages over her, mobility being the main one as Vaessa's Jump had a far longer cooldown at two minutes. If we met on in battle, I would most likely succeed in finishing her off before her hounds ripped me to pieces, but what if there were two necromancers? And what other epics were scattered around this world? After all, there were players above who had bought numerous epics in spite of their exorbitant price; these folks would make fearsome opponents on account of their gear alone. On the other hand, there were certain downsides to possessing such objects, despite their indisputable upsides. Residents of the planet Earth were envious and greedy by nature. Therefore, a person rocking a bunch of epics had to look over their shoulder far more than anybody else. No longer was the Log Out button there to save you, and if caught, there was only so much torture you could endure before agreeing to give up all your earthly possessions. That said, it was safe to assume that a person with the wherewithal to purchase even one epic piece of equipment wasn't an idiot by default. As a rule, idiots simply didn't have that kind of money. 
 
    Silence of the Great Darkness, the special ability the necromancer's daughter sought to silence Nerghall with, was a reward from Celphata for faithful service, just as her father had at one time been awarded the privilege of summoning the goddess. The ability didn't disappear when she'd joined the clan, so I set to studying it.
 
    
 
   Silence of the Great Darkness.
 
   5,000 mana.
 
   Instant cast.
 
            Cooldown: 120 hours.
 
   Minimum level: 200.
 
   Range: 60 yards.
 
   Prevents any creature up to level 600 from using their main abilities for 300 seconds.
 
    
 
    I didn't believe in coincidences—there was a reason the goddess had given her adherent this ability! Could everything in this world really be predetermined? Nonsense! Though the list of suspects in the theft of the book of prophecies had just increased by one. It appeared that someone really didn't want me to read this book. Or was I getting too big a head, thinking everything revolved around me? What if whoever had snatched book from the library didn't give a damn about me? There were plenty of other prominent characters in the princedom. I could spend a month speculating wildly, which was precisely why I shouldn't do it. As for the ability, I hadn't pinned my hopes on it before simply because I didn't know about it. And I wasn't going to start now. What were five minutes in the context of twelve hours that it would take to bring down the Ancient Beast? Still, it wasn't a bad ace to have up one's sleeve—who knew what other monsters our clan would encounter where the ability might come in handy? 
 
    It was time to go. As I gazed at the woman convulsing slightly in her sleep, I realized just how exhausted I was. A thought flashed in my mind to carry the demoness to the couch and lie down next to her for the night. I chuckled to myself, admiring the sleeping beauty, then covered her with a wool blanket and left her abode, shutting the door behind me.  
 
    
 
   Reece was sitting on the lip of a fountain, feeding the fish. His symmetrical face was still and ruminative. The kid wasn't wearing any armor. Like me, he must have taken it off upon our arrival to the city. 
 
   "Ashberry," the mage showed me the berries lying in his open palm, the lone streetlight reflecting in his eyes. "Once I tried feeding these fishies bread, and Vaessa wasn't happy. Apparently, bread is bad for the water," he sighed, tossing the remaining berries into the fountain. "Then again, the magus was rarely happy about anything. Ever."
 
   "Your father was one of the barbarians that used to come to the princedom," I sat down next to him, a hand on my scabbard to hold it steady, and took out my pipe. "She doesn't know his name—your mother was good at keeping secrets. One of the local merchants might know, or—"
 
   "Nobody else in Xantarra would know," the mage shook his head. "But we're not going to be stuck in the princedom forever, are we? The curse will be lifted at some point."
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Father's Legacy I.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Father's Legacy II. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Help Reece find his father.
 
   Reward: experience, unknown.
 
    
 
   "All things must end," I mused in support, accepting the quest. "The question is when..."
 
   "How is she?" the mage gestured up at the lit window on level five. 
 
   "She's fine. Said to tell you she's not at all angry with you."
 
   "I really didn't mean to upset her then," the mage looked down at his feet. "I only wanted what's best..."
 
   "No doubt. The road to the Gray Frontier is paved with good intentions," I modified the classic adage. Though the Netherworld would probably be a fairer comparison, I had a reputation to protect here, so let the habitat of the undead serve as Arkon's version of hell.
 
   "She was a young beautiful woman, you see, but her job—" 
 
   "Say no more," I cut him off, seeing how the memories pained him. "Now, why don't you tell me why you're sitting here?"
 
   "We were going to visit the Bellflower, weren't we?" the mage smirked. "You said yourself we only had a few days in the city. Better spend our time wisely... I'll apologize to Vaessa tomorrow. If I can muster up the courage." 
 
   "No rush, you can apologize the day after, too," I stood up. "You'll be seeing a lot more of each other now. Very well, take me to the local nest of debauchery and sin."
 
   "What?" Reece blinked, suddenly very still.
 
   "I said, let's go to The Pink Bellflower," I explained with a sigh. 
 
   "I'm not a moron, dar, I know exactly what you said. But what did you mean about us seeing a lot more of each other?"
 
   "Like you said, you're not a moron. You know exactly what I meant."
 
   "You mean to tell me you've managed to convince the princedom's finest mage to join our clan?" the kid's eyes lit up with a mix of shock and awe. "Not even Gorm had ever gotten her to swear fealty..."
 
   "I didn't need to convince her of anything," I shrugged. "She has her own reasons for joining us. She's desperate to take part in the killing of the Twice Cursed god's ghastly pet."
 
   "She had reasons to agree to head up the free mages' guild, too," Reece gave a stunned shake of the head. "And she did it without swearing an oath to them. You don't know her, dar... You wouldn't have refused her request to simply accompany us, would you?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Exactly," the young man rose to his feet. "The gods walk with you, Krian, and I would bet all my future fortune that the magus' decision to join us is no accident." 
 
    The entire way to the brothel the mage seemed pensive and didn't utter another word.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    For the majority of people in positions of leadership, their main priority is climbing the career ladder in order to eventually assume the very top spot in their organization. As a rule, those who aspire to this goal see only the external aspects of the leader's job. They see the power and the prestige, and don't even consider the other side of holding such a high post. 
 
    Loneliness. The very nature of being at the top separates a person from others, leaving him without any friends in his own organization. Unlike his subordinates, when facing difficult problems he's forced to make individual decisions. Any leader is devoid of friendly support. He has no one to share his thoughts with, no one with whom to have a heart-to-heart. His office is essentially the last line of defense against problems threatening the company. And if deputy directors can always go to the director and ask for help, the director himself has nowhere to go and no one to ask for help. As the face of the organization, you are required to not only make the right decisions, but also bear direct and sole responsibility for any and all consequences. And when said consequences could mean the demise of hundreds of intelligent creatures you've come to genuinely care for, the commander's burden becomes almost too heavy to bear. 
 
    I took a deep drag, followed by a few swigs from the flask lying near me on the grass, and surveyed our clan's campsite. Everything seemed in order: sentries at their post, horses stabled and fed. A fragrant aroma emanated from the direction of the bonfires—the troops were cooking chowder. After ordering an overnight stop on the bank of a small river, and bidding Elnar to oversee the proceedings, I'd settled under one of the many trees with my pipe. Resting several feet to my right was Gloom, bathed and sated, his ears twitching comically. As if sensing his master's mood, the boar hadn't gone about his usual tribute-exacting rounds. Instead, he'd trotted over to me, shoving his snout into my shoulder and blasting me with his breath, growled something vaguely encouraging and tumbled down next to me. The demons were in good spirits despite their exhaustion following a long day's journey, as is often the case when the worst is behind you. 
 
    Everyone had split into groups: Salta, sitting on a log near one of the bonfires, was explaining something to her archers; Aritor was talking to Zara; Iam was stretched out on the grass, his head in Reena's lap as the woman ran her fingers through his hair with a blissful smile. Even Reece and Vaessa were off on their own, drawing strange symbols on the ground and gesticulating wildly at one another. It was as if some unseen being had drawn a circle ten yards in diameter with me at the center that nobody save for Gloom dared to enter.
 
    Perhaps I wouldn't be feeling so alone if I had someone close at my side. Alas, Alyona and Max weren't anywhere near, and I never did find a girlfriend. Sharing my worries with my troops was out of the question—though they would surely listen, maybe even try to understand, it just wasn't the right move. I couldn't show weakness, couldn't shake their confidence. Let them keep thinking that their commander was as poised and positive as ever. 
 
   "Why aren't you eating?" immersed in my thoughts, I hadn't even noticed Salta approach. The archeress was looking at me thoughtfully, her head cocked to the side, and holding a steaming pot.
 
   "I'm not hungry," I said. 
 
   "You need to eat, Krian," the demoness handed me the chowder. "Everybody needs to eat."
 
    Not wanting to argue, I took the pot from her, fished in my bag for some bread and a spoon, and started on the dinner. What I liked about the local fish was that it had virtually no small bones, which had always been my biggest gripe with fish in the real world. The large chunks swimming in the pot tasted just like sturgeon, at least the way I remembered it. Interestingly, sturgeon was almost as rare in the game as it was in the real world, and just as pricey. Rumor had it these things were the result of Greenpeace putting pressure on the game's developers, and nobody wanted to mess with Greenpeace, if only to avoid bad PR. Supposedly the reasoning was to not let mankind forget the many endangered species in our own, real rather than virtual backyard. I didn't know if the patch had changed anything, but so far Ithele had been generous with her sturgeon, and it didn't hurt that my clan had several members whose fishing skill was pushing two hundred. 
 
   "Did I do something wrong?" Salta took a seat on the grass next to me. Wrapping her knees with both hands, she looked me straight in the eye. "You're upset with me, aren't you?"
 
   "A little," I said, figuring there was no point in denying it. "It's just jealousy. Caught me by surprise, seeing you and James hit it off like that," putting aside the empty pot, I looked up at her sheepishly. "Don't mind me, it'll pass."
 
   "How else should it be when two intelligent creatures see that they're a suitable match?" the girl's eyes flashed with surprise. "I didn't have that with you, for example. I was only hoping that I was a good match for you."
 
   "You could have played hard to get or something..." I grumbled, feeling like a complete idiot, and looked away. 
 
   "Why?" the demoness looked astonished. "So he'd think I was out of my mind? You already know my temperament! Is that not enough of a handicap?"
 
   "Where I come from," I nodded up at the sky, "not many would agree with you. For many intelligent creatures, it's common for a girl to drive a guy a little crazy first, and only then..."
 
   "That's common everywhere," she smiled. "Except here we run the risk of passing into the Flame every day, so we can skip that part under the circumstances." Moving right up to me, Salta kissed me on the cheek, then rested her head on my shoulder. "Now stop being mad at me. It's not my fault you're an elder."
 
   "Now your man is bound to get jealous," I grunted.
 
   "Why would he? He's no idiot either. And besides, you said yourself that I'm like a sister to you—now reap the fruits of your words... You know, whenever my father had that face, the same face you have now, my mother always sat next to him and rested her head on his shoulder," she said quietly.
 
    What an ability certain women had! Being able to ease your mind, relieve all your tension with just a few minutes of conversation. A pity nothing could happen between us. Then again, James was probably a better match for Salta than I could ever be. He had a whole castle, too—or rather, would soon have it again.
 
   "You've no reason to worry, by the way," the girl drew away, wrapping her knees again with her hands.
 
   "What do you mean?" 
 
   "Krian, I may have only met you a month ago, but I've gotten to know you well. You're sitting here, thinking how many of us will die during the assault on the castle. And you shouldn't. This is war, and casualties can't be avoided. The important thing is that we believe in you."
 
   "Of course," I chuckled bitterly. "If only your faith in me could help me protect you." 
 
   "Look around you, dar!" the young woman made a broad gesture around the campsite. "All of us here, we're only alive because of you! You've turned simple farmers and hunters into the princedom's finest warriors! You've given us a cause, a chance to have our vengeance! We all realize how hard all this is for you. And yes, of course, we mourn our fallen brothers and sisters. But they will be reborn as warriors, don't you understand that?! Who of us could have ever dreamed of such a thing?!"
 
   "The monster hiding in that stone, it devours souls... And we're going to need to find a way to kill it. If we don't, there won't be any rebirths—do you understand that?"
 
   "I don't care! You already have a battle plan, don't you?" 
 
   "Only in broad strokes. But that's not the point. You know that once I've decided something, I always follow through. We will drive the undead from La-Kharte, save Gilthor from the plague, and slay the Ancient Beast. But trust me when I say, these decisions don't come easy for me."
 
   "We're all with you," the demoness repeated, putting her hand on my shoulder and peering into my eyes. "Myself, Reena, Iam, Reece, Zara, James and the rest. And even if Nerghall devours all our souls, we'll still be better off together." 
 
    Stirred awake by her voice, Gloom leaped to his feet and moved with his scar-covered snout from side to side, surveying his surroundings. Satisfied that his master wasn't in danger, the razorback settled down visibly, but his bloodshot eyes changed most magically the moment they fell on the head archeress. The boar, who must have weighed at least a ton at this point, wiggled his "stern" like a house dog greeting his mistress, and trotted over clumsily to the young woman. 
 
   "There, Gloom is with you, too." Smiling gently, Salta fed the razorback something round and green, then spread her arms in an attempt to hug the champing perplexity of a mount. Needless to say, she couldn't do it, but the boar froze still just the same, as if afraid of hurting her, then lowered his carcass slowly to the ground and turned his head, inviting her to scratch behind his ear.
 
   "You'll spoil him rotten," I shook my head, thinking that all the trainings I'd attended in my past life on the loneliness of leadership had just been rendered null and void by the former farmerwoman. No, not farmerwoman—the demons had ceased being farmers the moment I accepted them into the clan. They were warriors now, with a fundamentally different outlook on reality.
 
   "Your master doesn't scratch you nearly enough," paying no attention to my grousing, the archeress kept scratching away at the boar, his eyes screwed shut in ecstasy. 
 
   "Soon enough he won't let me mount him without a treat."
 
   "Are you even aware that while you and our amorous mage were off having a siesta at a very particular establishment, the boar raced over there in the middle of the night, took up a post outside their door and wouldn't let anyone else in till the two of you had had your fill by the afternoon of the following day? He let people out, sure, but new customers were driven off screaming... Hart forbid anyone disturb his master!"
 
   "It wasn't Reena that had brought him?" I asked, blushing slightly.
 
   "No, she was just coming around to talk to you about reagent prices, seeing as our main alchemist was AWOL with you. Though I realize it was probably all his initiative—that one could drag a nun into a brothel," the demoness chuckled. "Once there, Reena felt it was her duty to babysit Gloom for the next three hours, seeing as the boar had completely blocked access to the local house of ill repute. You didn't hear her yelling outside? I must say, a priestess bawling outside a brothel must have been quite an amusing sight—I heard half the city had gathered to gawk. And our new recruits have been looking at Iam funny ever since." 
 
   "Uh, I didn't mean to, you know..." I mumbled, totally lost for words.
 
   "Sure, sure," the demoness burst out laughing, gave me another peck on the cheek, and rose to her feet in one fluid motion, snatching up the empty pot. "You're cute when you get embarrassed. Shall I gather up everyone as planned?" 
 
   "Go ahead," I nodded to her.
 
    
 
    By my second day in Xantarra I was beginning to realize that I needed help sharing the burden of command. The upshot was that a new clan council was formed, which included all the officers and other members tasked with any meaningful responsibilities. The newly minted councilors were James, Salta, Reece, Aritor, Reena, Ivar, as well as Schen the quartermaster, who had become possibly my favorite demon ever for taking on that nightmare of a job, Slemm as Elnar's sole surviving sergeant, and Daressa Luan for the simple reason that excluding her from high command would have been the height of stupidity. We were gathering for our council meeting, which would be taking place every evening henceforth, and where I'd promised to update what our century would be doing for the next several days, as well as to finally reveal the plan for capturing a castle the garrison of which numbered more than two thousand mages, archers and warriors.
 
    We ended up staying two days in Xantarra, most of which I'd spent running around handling various organizational matters. The volunteers sent our way by the satrap, which ended up being surprisingly high in number, I'd gladly accepted to beef up the clan. Along with Elnar and Schen, I spent half the day with Askel, Xantarra's quartermaster, a wiry elderly tifling with a luxuriant gray mustache. Then, after being joined by Myglan, who supervised the Callehzian community whenever Elnar was away, we visited the local markets to stock up on provisions and construction materials. All in all, the two days were anything but boring. 
 
    After finally handing in our seemingly endless reserves of old bones, we were rewarded with a six percent increase to armor class and damage output. Though the quest was repeatable, each subsequent upgrade required five hundred more bones than the last, so the quartermaster ended up taking ten and a half thousand from us, and leaving us with fifteen hundred to work with toward the next hand-in. Moreover, the six percent bonus was calculated not off the base damage but on top of all existing upgrades, which was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    We were able to sell roughly half of the uncommon quality loot we'd amassed over the course of our travels. The rest were handed over to the clan's two enchanters, Hagedia and Zara. And while they did raise their skill by disenchanting the items, we didn't net any additional enchanting formulas suitable for our level, which was unfortunate. Neither were we able to find any for sale in the city. We still had the three level-appropriate formulas dropped by the Reaper several days prior: 100 strength or constitution to chest armor, and 1% chance to heal critically to wrist armor. It wasn't much, but I wasn't going to argue with an extra 1,000 hit points or another percentage point to land a critical heal. Then again, the utility of the latter formula was questionable—I'd rather my healers didn't crit much as it raised their chances of drawing aggro. After a bit of deliberation, I ordered the constitution enchantments for everyone, but out of twenty healers only six—the ones with the poorest stats—received the extra crit to healing. All the other recipes were for lower levels, so I decided not bother even if we had reagents to spare, which we didn't. Besides, changing an enchantment on an item later on would require additional rare reagents—another reason to avoid frivolous enchanting.
 
    The enchanting profession was generally regarded as one of the priciest to raise. A fledgling enchanter would level their skill by breaking down uncommon, rare and epic items into their magic components, then use those components to enchant various pieces of armor and weapons with additional stats and abilities. It was precisely that process of breaking down whole items, known as disenchanting, that generated enchanting reagents: magic dust and void shards, and their quantity was determined solely by the enchanter's skill. So then, when all was said and done, it had cost the clan four hundred thirty uncommon quality items to raise the girls' enchanting skill to the apprentice level, and the amount of reagents acquired in the process ended up being barely enough to enchant one hundred breastplates. The reagents situation was probably more lax up above, since magic dust and void shards were regularly procured from mages' guilds and divine shrines, but I had zero knowledge as to how that was done, nor did I have anyone to consult with.
 
    We also left all our wagons in Xantarra. Mobility was of top priority for our century, and drawing a whole caravan would really slow us down. Money and valuables could be transported in bags, and the metal we'd collect could easily be smelted at any village smithy. The clan treasury was nearly empty and should easily accommodate the truly valuable items, and if all else failed, finding a cart or two in a pinch shouldn't be so difficult. 
 
    Having finished all our business in the city, my rebuilt and reequipped century set out on the road to La-Kharte in full force. It took us a day and a half to traverse about one hundred and twenty miles to the castle. With the flocks of undead encountered along the way, it had seemed like killing them was taking less time than looting their bodies afterwards. The biggest group we had run into was maybe fifty warriors strong, led by a level 170 mini boss, and it had taken us all of three minutes to wipe them out.
 
    La-Kharte Castle stood on a hill, its dark gray walls looming over the environs by some twenty feet. Elnar's family nest had a rectangular shape, with each side about two hundred and fifty yards in length. There were battlements rising up from each corner, and two more along each wall, allowing the defenders to fire at any target outside the castle walls in the event of a siege. There was no moat and no drawbridge for want of necessity—attacking a castle on top of a hill while clambering up a thirty degree incline was already a suicide mission. All in all, it was your typical level seven castle reinforced with extra battlements, the kind I must have drawn a hundred times in my time. 
 
    Needless to say, we were in no hurry to attack the castle's garrison from below. In fact, I was interested in another matter altogether. After bidding everyone to wait and tossing Gloom's reins to Salta, I downed an invisibility potion and made for La-Kharte's open gates. No use in being cute—I hurled a Stone Disc at the level 190 skeletal sentries, caught four arrows fired from the battlement above the gates with my shield, and Jumped to a safe distance. A dozen skeletons ran out of the castle after me—only to be stomped into the ground by my getare in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Now it was time to wait and study the undead's reaction. In the ensuing silence I could almost hear gears turning in the virtual brain of the castle garrison's AI, trying to formulate a strategy. Not that there were many options—obviously, it had to attack. Were I to bring a legion to the castle, the skeletons would have shut the gates well in advance and wouldn't even peek a nose outside. Or whatever served for a nose in their case. Alas, I didn't have a legion to command, so the only question remained what size of force the castle's AI would deploy. Essentially, that would determine which of the two plans to capture the castle I would set into motion. 
 
    NPCs may have changed, but mobs are still mobs, I thought to myself, looking at the string of undead crawling out of the gates—a flashback to a few weeks ago in Feator. Four detachments of walking corpses had left the city, and were now falling in formation about a hundred and fifty yards from us. It was a veritable theater of the absurd. The governing AI must have decided to play it safe, deploying far larger numbers against us than logic would dictate. Even if there wasn't anyone else left in the castle, the troops forming before us were quite enough: nearly fifteen hundred warriors, five hundred archers, and one hundred liches. Leading this undead army were ten death knights, all named and boasting from eight to twelve million hit points. And the cherry on top of this shitcake was a century of level 200 bonehounds led by the raid boss itself, the sight of which made me cuss in misery. Apparently, the top dog in the castle, figuratively and literally, was precisely this level 250 bonehound named Kharsa. Roughly one and a half horses in size, she had a massive croc-like elongated jaw, and close to 100 million HP. I looked back to my brave but visibly dejected warriors, and gave the order to retreat. I didn't know how fast bonehounds could run, but I wasn't going to risk it—even I knew that if one of those beasts dealt even one point of damage to a target, it would never let go off the scent. That might not be a problem under different circumstances—simply build a portal and get the hell out of there—but it wouldn't suit our current situation. 
 
    I was happy to see that our morale hadn't declined at all. Even though I had warned in advance that we weren't going to fight today no matter what, a sight like that could easily spoil the highest of spirits. 
 
    As we trekked back to the campsite I'd picked out beforehand, the tense and brooding faces of my troops hadn't escaped me. I ruminated on the fact that this time fate hadn't left me much choice. Splitting the castle's garrison and dispatching them in smaller groups wasn't going to work, which left us only with plan B—a far more risky venture that, if pulled off, could pay truly legendary dividends.
 
   "We're all here, dar!" the voice of my head archeress brought me back to reality. 
 
    The demons were sitting in a semicircle around their commander, their faces serious and focused. There was no anxiety or doubt in their eyes. If only I had their confidence about tomorrow, I thought with envy, lighting up my pipe automatically. Smoking really was an evil, whether in the real world or a virtual one. Thankfully, I had a good excuse—it caused no real harm to my health, so I was content to write it off as a bad habit. Hart! The closer we got to the moment of truth, the more prone I was to fly off on a tangent. Rage was beginning to rise slowly from the bowels of my consciousness. I took two deep drags, driving it back down, and looked over my loyal troops.
 
   "Everyone is tired, so I'll be brief. I'd already explained why storming the castle right off the bat is pointless—we would then need to fight off all the undead in Callehzia. So, first we will mop up all the surrounding areas." I looked at Elnar. "Are there any inns in nearby villages?"
 
   "There's one in Southside, and another one in Hilltown," he said. "The Southside one is closer and twice as big. We actually rode past it earlier today, but..."
 
   "But what?"
 
   "I'm not blind, Krian. I saw how many undead there were in the castle—it's clear now why my father couldn't retake it. It's not that I doubt our skill or courage, but this isn't even the half-legion that was advancing on Xantarra. Don't you see that attacking it with our forces is sheer lunacy?"
 
   "We will retake La-Kharte—that is not open to discussion," I snapped at him. "Now listen up, everyone. Tomorrow morning we're going to storm Southside. Schen will remain in the village. The rest of us will split up into seven squads and proceed to clear the fourteen neighboring locations. Squad commanders will be Elnar, Salta, Reece, Reena, Iam, Aritor and myself. Only Hagedia and Vaessa will go with me—the three of us should manage just fine with heals and all those undead pets. Every other squad will have fifteen fighters, just as we went over in Xantarra." 
 
   "Why am I staying behind?" Schen objected indignantly, but sighed and lowered his eyes under my glare. "Very well," he acquiesced. 
 
   "Any other questions? If not, then move closer—we're going to divvy up the clearing zones." 
 
   Laying out the map in front of me, I waved to the demons to join me. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    The sky was filled with strange birds, making slow circles above our heads. They soared at great altitude, wings spread out majestically, their shapes crisp against the crimson sky. Sky in Demon Grounds was a confusing and complicated affair, its color changing seemingly at will from pale blue to dark crimson, the way it looked now. Curiously enough, I had only seen it this particular color twice, both times in my visions. This was the sky seen by Altus and Ahriman two hundred and eighty years ago. An omen? To Hart with omens! Today's undertaking could prove of greater significance to the princedom than anything that had happened here in the last three hundred years. Jitters, butterflies? I couldn't begin to put into words what I was feeling! If even the smallest thing went wrong, nothing would be left for me and my clan. Not even Xantarra would remain—there wouldn't be anyone left to curse my name for all eternity. 
 
    Looking away from the massive bulk of La-Kharte looming over our heads, I examined the faces of the fighters behind me. They were perfectly calm, at least on the outside. They still had complete faith in me. And no wonder: I was an elder, a "Dark One," a legendary general and the hero of the Battle on Bone River. Was I guilty of overestimating my own power? In literature this was known as the Mary Sue Syndrome, when the main character was so badass that nothing could stop them. No, that wasn't me. The consequences of losing the upcoming battle weren't lost on me. And yet, retreat wasn't an option. I had amassed a host of obligations of late, and it didn't make sense to undertake them only to forget about them afterward. I had a debt to them all: to the demons that followed me, to Altus, to Diarten, to Satrap Gorm. Yes, the road to hell was indeed paved with good intentions; in fact, history's greatest villains rationalized their actions by having the purest of intentions. Gods! Why couldn't I take this risk alone?! Why was it that whenever a man was faced with these decisions, it was his friends and loved ones that were invariably put at stake? 
 
    
 
    It had taken us two days to clear out all the undead in the castle's vicinity.  At the end of day two, I gathered the clan on the main square of a captured village and announced the plan to retake the castle. Then I offered a choice—if anyone wasn't one hundred percent on board with what they had to do, they could go back to Xantarra, no hard feelings and no questions asked. Unsurprisingly, nobody took me up on that offer, and only a certain tiflingess remarked snidely that the plan was so outlandish and crazy that it just might work.
 
    So here we were, back outside the walls of La-Kharte, the commanders overseeing their squads' preparations, priests and mages casting their buffs. Curiously, my mood was rather meditative.
 
   "Are you certain you'll be able to shut him up for five minutes, auntie?" Reece inquired loudly of Vaessa, who was fixing her nails nonchalantly. 
 
    The magus of the dark arts stopped what she was doing, and pointed at the mage with her manicure scissors, tiny and glinting in the sun.
 
   "Call me that one more time, and I will use these scissors to make an auntie out of you," she said just as loudly and with a courteous smile. "Only I'll make them nice and dull beforehand." Seeing my bemused look, she explained, yelling over the laughter coming from all sides. "For three days now this here wretch has been trying to make a woman in full bloom feel like an old crone." 
 
   "I had no idea you were blooming!" Reece threw up his hands in ostentatious fright. "That must be why your zombie pets are always sniffling—it's seasonal allergies! Hey, what is it like to be in bloom anyway? Is it like putting a loaf of bread in a damp place for a week?" he bulged his eyes, setting off another wave of laughter, then pressed his heels into his bay mare's sides, distancing a tad from Vaessa and her scissors. That Reece, always playing it safe. 
 
    In all fairness, the magus really did look only a few years older than the clan's other females, most of whom were barely out of their teens. And the way Reece treated her was much like a little brother might treat his big sister. His tongue, however, had a mind of its own.
 
   "Everybody ready?" my voice, amplified by magic, put an end to the giggling at once. I closed my eyes as the squad commanders reported, then took a few deep breaths, focusing my mind, easing it into the right wavelength, and nodded to the mage. "We begin. You're up, Reece!"
 
   The young man nodded back, dismounted his horse and started toward the open castle gates. He didn't have my ring, so he would drink his invisibility potion only after getting within fifty yards of the sentries at the gate. James moved forward slightly with his squad of getare—their job was to cover the mage after he drew aggro of the undead invaders. I pressed my heels into Gloom's sides, steering him toward a prominent white boulder, which was about a hundred and fifty yards away from the spot where the castle garrison was supposed to line up. 
 
   "Good luck, Dark One," I heard several soldiers shout as I rode off. 
 
   "Good luck to us all," I answered softly, without turning around.
 
    It's not too late to turn back, I thought to myself as I watched the undead infantry filing out of the castle. To forget about this Hart-forsaken castle and make for the Derelict Temple to try and obtain the first fragment of the key. As for Nerghall, what if I released him deep underwater so that the bastard would simply drown? Or maybe toss the stone into the mouth of an active volcano like a certain hobbit... No, all those tricks would backfire somehow! The devs were too smart not to have foreseen such clever tactics. The Ancient Beast couldn't die of drowning or fire. I gripped the soulstone in my right hand, and turned toward my clanmates, focused and ready for battle. 
 
    It wasn't too late to turn back. Only if we did, I would still be left with nothing. I would lose the trust of my people, fail to make good on the promises I'd made, and, most importantly—I would lose all respect for myself. The stone in my hand was barely larger than a tennis ball, and shaped like a shard of rock crystal. I could feel the heat it radiated even through my plate gauntlet. Every several seconds the stone seemed to pulsate from its very core, as if ready to crack, echoing somewhere on the fringes of my consciousness with a barely audible sinister whisper. 
 
    When looking down at a pool from a thirty-foot diving board, you feel... scared. But you must force yourself to take the first step. Just one step... The soulstone cracked loudly in my hand, and the fragments went falling onto the dry grass with a soft rustle. The earth rocked under my feet. I Jumped in the direction of the undead army forming up, and froze. This was it. The bridges had been burned.
 
   I felt immediate relief, as if shrugging off an enormous burden, and burst into joyous laughter as the sky split open with lightning. I'd done it! I'd mustered up the courage for that first step, and now either the Lord of Darkness would pass into the Great Void or we would—there was no third option. Yes, our century wasn't enough to take down the beast, but the castle garrison would help! You can't siphon life from skeletons, which rendered all of Nerghall's main abilities useless in a fight against the walking dead. All we had to do was set the undead army and Nerghall against each other, then watch from a safe distance until the great Lord of Darkness was done for, and mop up the survivors afterwards. Yes, it was enormously risky. Yes, a million things could go wrong and foil the plan. But it was the best option—the only option—I could think of under the circumstances.
 
   "Krian! What is with you? Why are you laughing?" Vaessa's alarmed voice rang in my ears.
 
   "I'm fine. Just happy it's finally starting," I calmed the magus, who immediately retorted with a biting remark regarding the mental state of all elders, and one particular elder most of all. 
 
    The first thing I sensed was an unbearable stench. Right at the spot where the boar and I had stood a few seconds ago, the ground within a ten yard radius heaved, then crumbled, exposing in its place a ghastly amorphous blob. The creature was changing, gradually assuming the contours of the Lord of Darkness, already familiar to me from the vision. Some eighteen feet in height, Nerghall's form most closely resembled that of a six-armed centaur blown up to the size of a large elephant. The artist responsible for this nightmare must have been a fan of Scream, the classic horror flick from the twentieth century, as the beast's mug was eerily similar to the mask worn by the film's killer, the main differences being the length and sharpness of the teeth sticking out of the beast's gaping maw.
 
   And now to piss off the Lord of Darkness before the last bonehound left the castle gates... 
 
    As Nerghall materialized over the blackened ground, his hide, covered with goop of some cirrhotic color, throbbed with lumps and sores. At last, the metamorphosis was complete. The Soul Devourer took a heavy step out of the blackened circle, threw out all three pairs of his arms, and let out a deafening, triumphant roar.
 
   This isn't the type of genie to fulfill my three sacred wishes, the impish thought flashed through my mind. Taking a big swing, I hurled the vial with the Essence of Light, the last one gifted by Ar-Iraz, right at the beast's roaring mug. Neither Reece nor Vaessa could craft these yet—the best they could do were twenty percent ones.
 
   Did it matter how the vial broke? We'd only recently discovered that, when thrown at the undead, the essence gave a decent-sized blast that blinded all stiffs within a small radius for a few seconds. It didn't deal any damage, but it wasn't damage that I was after. I didn't know the extent to which high-level creatures had grown smarter or self-aware, but I needed a surefire way of infuriating the Lord of Darkness. I wanted that freak to be shitting fury.
 
    The essence smashed into Nerghall's forehead, and the monster's kisser disappeared in a bright flash of light. The resulting howl let loose by the Soul Devourer must have shattered every glass window from here to Xantarra. The blinded beast jerked forward and lashed at me with all six of his limbs. The flow of time seemed to slow for me—Jumping in the direction of the castle garrison gearing up for assault, I hurled three Stone Discs at him in quick succession. 
 
    
 
   Siphon Life hits you for 384 damage.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has decreased. Nerghall the Lord of Darkness relates to you with hatred.
 
    
 
    Well, that was hardly a surprise—I wasn't exactly trying to befriend the ugly bastard. 
 
   "Hey, shitbag!" I yelled at him, burning my mana on more Stone Discs. "How do you like being blind?"
 
   "I will have your soul, worm!" the monster bellowed, and charged at me with speed belying his great mass. Just as he did so, I shifted into combat form, spun around and steered Gloom toward the forming lines of the undead army, aiming at the twenty yard gap between the liches and a square squad of infantry.
 
   The earth shook and trembled as we rode—the bloody special effects intended to heighten the drama. I'd already lost fifteen percent HP, but it was too soon to drink a health potion. I felt another sudden urge to laugh out loud. Was it nerves? It didn't matter. My laughter hardly resembled that of an ordinary human anymore—the vocal chords just weren't the same. It was the kind of laughter one might hear in a horror film that was certain to haunt your dreams if seen right before bed. It all seemed so hilarious to me: the dumbass skeletons, the nightmarish fiend on my tail, the alarmed voices in the raid channel... But through it all my mind remained perfectly clear. It was imperative to get past the undead without dealing even one point of damage to their units. Charge would carry me one hundred and eighty yards—thankfully, the laws of physics were still in full force—but I would need to wait till the last moment to use it. The undead army was lined up in dense formation, and I needed to slip through between the century of liches and an adjacent infantry squad while avoiding the bonehounds that were still pouring out of the castle. 
 
    With Nerghall roaring at my back, I was suddenly within fifty yards of the undead—the aggro range. Two death knights turned their heads, pointing me out to their warriors and liches. As if in slow motion, hundreds of bony heads started turning my way. Forty yards. The warriors raised their shields, taking a step forward after their commanders; the mages spread out so as to not get in each other's way, a dark flame engulfing their hands, up to the wrist; the archers snatched the bows off their backs, some already nocking arrows. Twenty yards. I heard dozens, maybe hundreds of bow-strings snap, and saw just as many Spears of Darkness loosed in my direction...
 
   "Come on, Gloom!" I bellowed, popping Charge and Fortification at once. 
 
    The back of the saddle smashed into my lower back—I was nearly two feet taller in combat form, and I just hadn't gotten around to replacing the saddle. As the wind blustered against my face, making it hard to breathe, one of the death knights raised his massive two-hander overhead, poised to strike me down. But I could already see that he wouldn't catch me. Neither would the mages and the archers—the vast majority of arrows and magic spears would miss the mark. Less than a dozen ended up hitting me and Gloom. Hart! Even in combat form I felt my body racked with horrid pain. Clenching my teeth, I downed a health potion.
 
    A great share of the arrows and Spears of Darkness had found another mark instead—Nerghall. The pursuing beast roared behind me with indignation as the plate-clad warriors ahead scrambled to close their ranks... 
 
   "Too late!" I zipped past the two squads, and almost smashed into the scowling muzzle of a bonehound, evading left at the last second. There was a terrible crashing sound behind me as the Soul Devourer had altered his trajectory following my maneuver, and plowed full-speed into a cluster of mages as they were turning around after me. Or was that done on purpose, to repay them for the stray spears? It didn't matter—nothing mattered other than that the plan had worked!
 
   The castle garrison's main boss' eyes blazed with a bloody rage. No longer paying me any attention, Kharsa turned and gunned toward the breaking lines of undead behind me—the rest of the canine beasts followed without hesitation. The century of liches was all but gone, its compact lines practically mowed down by Nerghall. I couldn't have dreamed of a better development—the undead army had been rid of its healers in one fell swoop! My ears were ringing with the din and rattle of the battle unfolding behind me, but none louder than the roaring of the Lord of Darkness as he engaged the warriors joining the fray, knocking them around like rag dolls. The raid channel was exploding with cries of shock and jubilation. Turning around, I watched with satisfaction as Nerghall threw out his tentacles, bonehounds hanging off his torso like pups off a grizzly bear. The sky grew dark from the arrows fired at the monster, as infantry squads surrounded him on all sides, trying to reach him with their rusty blades. The gods were on my side today—half the work was done! I raised my hand overhead, displaying a universally recognizable sign to the combatants, and steered the razorback toward my century.
 
   Now all we could do was wait and hope that, besides Nerghall apparently having twice more HP than anticipated, there weren't any other rotten surprises in store for us. The castle garrison functioned like a single organism: hit one, and all would aggro on you, as was clearly demonstrated by the alpha bonehound when it had pounced on the Soul Devourer while completely ignoring little old me. And my Wolves could now simply watch the action from a distance—sans popcorn—out of range of the monster's abilities. Sure, it sucked that the guide had lied about the HP, but not necessarily critical.
 
   I hadn't slept at all the previous night, crunching numbers and trying to account for every possible scenario. The math looked as follows: if the Lord were attacked by an average of five hundred skeletons simultaneously, getting through his defenses for at least three thousand damage per second, taking into account reduced damage due to the level difference, it would take the undead forty to fifty minutes to burn through one and a half billion HP. But now that the beast ended up having a hair over three billion HP, all my calculations had to be doubled. This new development might even play into our hands—the longer the Lord would last, the less work there would be left for us.
 
   I looked back to the pandemonium behind me... and froze. The next moment I pulled up the calculator, which only made it worse. Kharsa was latched on to Nerghall with a death grip, and the latter was attacking the bone hound with three tentacles at once. How could I have foreseen this! Even at thirty thousand damage per second, the hound wouldn't last an hour! Why oh why did I need to train that thing on the liches? Now there wasn't anybody left to heal the bonehound! What douchebag had written that shitty guide?! And how was anybody supposed to kill this bloody beast? What player could even tank him? After smoking the castle boss, Nerghall would start mowing down the skeletons by the dozens, making the eventual undead victory much less certain. And there wasn't anything I could do to remedy the situation. Hart! Or... could it be that I was worried for nothing? 
 
   "If I wasn't seeing this with my own eyes, Dark One, I never would have believed such a thing was possible!" A beaming Vaessa touched three fingers of one hand against the palm of the other, imitating wild applause. 
 
   "Squad leaders, to me!" I breathed into the officer channel, passing the tiflingess, and steered Gloom toward the main group.
 
   "Is something wrong? Krian?" the magus' bone horse caught up with my boar.
 
   "When did you obtain that ability of yours from the goddess?"
 
   "I don't know," the woman shook her head. "Perhaps at birth, perhaps the night we met. Why?"
 
   "How did it happen?" I raised my hand, calling to silence Iam and Salta who were the first to approach. The demons stiffened up, sensing that something was off, and perked up their ears.
 
   "In a dream, most likely, but... I simply know that the mistress had commanded me to follow the dreamer." 
 
   "Then why were you refusing to speak with me initially?" 
 
   "There was no reason to speak with you. Besides, I hardly ever break from my work. If it weren't for your words about my father... I had only remembered Celphata's bidding in the course of our conversation—that's called a mental anchor. The ability appeared at that moment as well."
 
   "You couldn't tell me about it then?" 
 
   "What for? I didn't think it was important." 
 
   "Listen, all of you!" I snapped at the demons surrounding me, shouting over Nerghall's roaring. "If any of you are charged with any tasks by a deity, you must report to me about it immediately. This is important!" 
 
   "Forgive me, Dark One," the daressa lowered her eyes. "It was probably foolish of me..."
 
   "It's not that. Each of you sees only a piece of the big picture, and is unable to draw the right conclusions. I can't do it either, but I do see more than you, which makes it easier to make decisions." 
 
    Seeing the pale faces of the demons around me, I remembered in time that emotional speeches spoken in combat form differed somewhat from regular emotional speeches, so I toned it down some.
 
   "Vaessa, you are aware that I see your abilities differently than you do. Well, this ability of yours... It works not only against creatures from the Gray Frontier. I didn't attach any significance to that initially, but had I known that you were gifted this ability then, along with orders to follow me, I might have connected it to the disappearance of the book of prophecies from the Xantarrian library..."
 
   "And what would you have done? Refused to kill this bucket of scum?" Vaessa jerked her chin in the direction of Nerghall, who was flailing his tentacles wildly.
 
   "No, but I would have had a talk with the commander of the Xantarrian army. He's the only one who seems to remember the text from the missing book." 
 
   "Would you tell us what happened, dar?" Elnar demanded, his patience apparently wearing thin. "From where I'm standing, everything is working out beautifully. The stiffs and their hounds will take down the Soul Devourer, and we'll mop up the survivors, grab the loot, and feast to our victory this very night." 
 
   "It's not all smooth sailing," I said, breaking his flight of fancy. "The undead might not succeed, and then we'll have only two options: retreat, or try to finish the job the skeleton army had started." 
 
   "So what's the problem? We practiced falling in and out for hours last night." Iam took off his helm and looked inside it, as if looking for something, then fixed his hair and gave me a searching look. "Or do you think we've forgotten everything?"
 
   "I think that the tiniest mistake may cost us everything, and my decision will depend on many factors. That is all." Looking around my troops, I barked one final order. "Stay alert and watch your people. Any idiot who gets caught by a tentacle will make our victory all but impossible. Now go—stay with your troops and wait for my command. Vaessa, don't leave my side for a moment, and tell me again all you can remember about your mistress' will."
 
    
 
    There's nothing worse than waiting, and the next hour and a half ended up being the longest and hardest I'd spent in the Realm of Arkon, with the possible exception of my original arrival. Everything had been going well until the moment Kharsa went down, which happened at the sixty fourth minute of the fight. Suddenly untanked, the Soul Devourer began methodically slaughtering the undead host surrounding him. Taking into account the fact that by then Nerghall had already taken out about a quarter of the castle garrison with his AoE abilities, it had become perfectly clear to me that finishing off the beast from the Gray Frontier would be on us, assuming I had the testicular fortitude to issue such a command. In the five minutes that Vaessa could Silence the boss, between my combat form, the getare's ram attack, and the entire century's array of special skills, we were supposed to burn through roughly two hundred million HP. Nerghall's health bar was presently stuck at ten percent. A measly hundred skeletons or so had remained of the once mighty army, and they wouldn't make much of a dent in the few minutes they had left to live. Hart! Another decision upon which rested the fate of my entire clan. If the Lord had over three hundred million HP left, I wouldn't have risked it, but now... 
 
   The pool looks so small from the top of a thirty-foot diving board.... 
 
   "Troops!" I stood up in my stirrups, sensing the lines of clanmates at my back stiffen. "Attack!!!" A haunting wolf's howl pierced the crimson sky as I took off, popping Charge and shifting into combat form. A familiar rage began to rise from deep within my consciousness, but this time I didn't stand in its way. The wind whistled, gusting through the slits of my helm, the carcass of the six-armed nightmare on the tip of my lance growing larger and larger. "Now, Vaessa!" I bellowed, running over one of the last remaining skeletons, and popping Fortification along with Infernal Rage. 
 
   The lance plunged into Nerghall right under his left shoulder blade, and the impact of Gloom smashing into his knee made the beast stagger. Crit! Almost six million! If ever there was a sign that I'd picked the right build, it was this: doling out such figures despite the target being three times my level was simply outrageous. Nerghall's roar of fury and pain was deafening, while the stench oozing from the monster and the sea of corpses around me nearly knocked me senseless. But then the rage finally broke through, every last drop of it, sweeping away all sensory distractions.
 
   Tossing aside the broken body of the last death knight, the Lord began turning toward me just as the collective getare force smashed into his side. The monster's hide lit up with the colorful flashes of finishing shots from my mages and archers, already in position. Then I noticed a cloud of gray smoke form around the boss' repugnant muzzle—Vaessa's ability had worked!
 
   "Celphata! You whore! Where are you?! You won't succeed the second time!" the Lord of Darkness thundered, striking at me with four of his tentacles at once. 
 
   Gloom caught the first blow, and another I blocked with my shield, but the other two landed, hitting me in the shoulder and hip, and nearly knocking me out of the saddle. My breath caught in my throat as inhuman pain ravaged my body, plunging my health bar into the yellow. But the agony was gone almost instantly, washed away by a string of healing spells. I sliced through the purulent hide with Tongue of Flame, followed by the blue flourish of Ice Blade. The systems log spat out a message that the boss was immune to freeze. 
 
   "You and your master shouldn't have played gods, pup. You got lost in the game," the scathing female voice spoke softly, but managed to drown out the clanging of steel, the plangent howling hanging over the valley, and the monster's pained roaring. "Have you forgotten my warning?"
 
   Another one of Nerghall's tentacles struck me in the chest. Disoriented, I spun my head around, trying to figure out where the voice was coming from. Vaessa! Some ten yards behind me the necromancer's daughter was standing up in her stirrups, her horse still as a statue, her arms spread wide as she fixed the beast with eyes glowing a menacing blue. Fancy seeing you here, goddess of death! How about lending a hand... The bitter thought flashed through my mind as I backed away, trying to evade the grotesque tentacles.
 
   Every blow that landed sent excruciating pain shooting through my body, and cut my health bar by almost half. The razorback was reeling under me—the healers were struggling to keep up the heals as Nerghall's tentacles were lashing at the getare surrounding him, knocking the soldiers out of their saddles periodically. The experience of sharp pain surging and receding was remarkably similar to that time in Lamorna, when I was dying time and time again after getting shoved into the game by a certain scumbag who had deemed himself arbiter of destinies. Cheney, you rat, I'm coming for you! Nerghall's mug started to lose its form, shifting, morphing into that reviled, insufferable face. I struggled to think, to breathe... All I could do was hate. There was no room for pain anymore, no room for anything but one simple fact: this beast, this grotesque mutant from the Gray Frontier stood between me and my enemy. The fringes of my consciousness registered James' cries of warning—the tifling had been tasked with watching out for Dark Rain. There was Salta's sonorous voice, and Reena barking abrupt commands... But all that was far, far away. I had lost count of time, but I didn't care—the Soul Devourer was about to die, and nothing was going to save him!
 
   "Dreamer?! Where did you come from, you bastard?!" there were notes of shock in the beast's dying roar. "You will not free HIM! Not you, not your Whore of a mistress!" The gray cloud around the monster's head exploded with a myriad resplendent shards. All six of Nerghall's extremities came down on me and Gloom in a synchronized blow of awesome power, and the boar began toppling over, wheezing in agony. As Reena's desperate cry rang out in my ears, I managed to hop off and roll to the side when the monster's eyes suddenly lit up a bright blue color.
 
   "Die, maggot!" Nerghall bellowed, and a blinding explosion filled my consciousness from end to end.
 
    
 
   There was a murmur of water somewhere to my right. The air was thick with blood and decay. The ceiling of the enormous cavern disappeared in the darkness above, and the ground was rent with fissures. A soft greenish light was being radiated from a colony of fungi, casting fanciful patterns on the walls. Here and there the dull white of old bones peeked through the darkness, as the ground shook periodically from the heavy step of someone unseen but apparently quite enormous. Whoever was causing the quaking, I had absolutely zero desire to meet them. Out of all my clothes, I had only those given to me by Treis. Armor, shield, weapon—all of that was gone. Standing barefoot on the warm rocks, I was peering at the corpse of a colossal white dragon lying in a pool of blood some twenty yards away. The giant reptile's wings, tail, neck and torso were perforated by pitch-black stakes, each no smaller than a lamppost—the kind they often put up alongside highways in the world I'd left behind. The monster's glazed-over eyes were looking right at me.
 
   "You have come," sounded a voice in my head, full of unbearable pain. "Come closer."
 
   My whole body hurt terribly, making every step a struggle, like trying to pass through thick and thorny bushes. My head felt empty and apathetic. The battle still raged on somewhere out there, where my trusty Gloom had just died. And what was this? Yet another twist of reality? But why was I the subject in this vision? Something like this happened only once, back when I'd agreed to accept that quest from Hart. Suddenly my mind's eye saw the walls of the Twice Cursed god's vault, the chessboard with its endless zones. No! Anything but this! I will not survive another round! My bare feet kept sticking to the disgusting floor—the pool of blood had spread to about five yards of the carcass spread out on the tiles, and there was no way of avoiding it. The dragon's face was dotted with a myriad sharp spikes. His gray scaly sides heaved sharply, like forge bellows, sucking the air in and out through huge yellowed fangs.  His sapphire blue eyes were boring into me, unblinking. The dragon's name and level were hidden from me. Why am even I coming over to him? And who's making the ground shake? I thought, though my feet kept moving stubbornly. The immobilized creature before me wasn't aggressive; moreover, something was telling me that the dragon could be a treasure trove of information that I could only tap into by drawing real close to him.
 
   "Dreamer," the voice boomed in my head, sending shivers down my spine. "I have been waiting for you. Nerghall had been in oblivion too long to realize that you've already traveled the Primordial Paths." 
 
   "Who are you?" my voice rang out like a shot, echoing through the cavern. The steps off in the distance paused. 
 
   "I am known in Arkon as the Nameless. We only have a minute before Mahrregidon returns, so be quiet and listen. I am confined to this place by the realm's true creators. They were in need of my blood, so they employed several dark gods to bind me, and I cannot free myself on my own. The stakes impaling my body can only be removed by you, but first you'll need to find a way here. Not even my brother can help—my blood conceals this plane from him, so he cannot see me." 
 
   "How is this my problem?" 
 
   "Like me, you do not really exist. And if you help me, I'll be sure to return the favor. We have common enemies." 
 
   "How can you help me?"
 
   The footsteps resumed, and with them the shaking of the cavern's floor and walls.
 
   "You're looking for one of them, aren't you? The one who did this to you? But you will never find him without my help." 
 
   "Wait! Are you talking about Cheney? But how did you—"
 
   "I do not know their true names. They are concealed by my blood, which the power-hungry gods of this realm pass to them. It is thanks to Nerghall's unwitting actions that we're speaking now. His master is one them, the ones who are behind all this. You must find a way here and set me free, for you are one of the few who can survive contact with my blood. But you must hurry—I don't have much time. My death would unleash true darkness upon the realm, and the heavens would weep tears of blood." 
 
   "How in Hart's name am I supposed to find a way here?" I screamed in frustration, my head turned in the direction of the footsteps. They were drawing closer.
 
   "The key, you need the key! My blood will help you find it! You're still weak, dreamer, you haven't yet found your woman. The future is not predestined, but I have faith that you will return." 
 
   "What woman?! What blood? Am I supposed to drink it?"
 
   The darkness parted, and there tumbled out a colossal bulk of a three-headed canine, the sight of which made my hair stand on end. As tall as a three-story building, the beast's eyes shone with blood-red fury, all three of its jaws drooling copious amounts of what looked like molten metal. Mahrregidon, a dark god. Level 750 with twenty five billion HP—numbers like that weren't even funny. The monstrosity saw me, and rushed in my direction with a thunderous roar.
 
   
  
 

"You will know everything in time," the Nameless convulsed in his trap. The spikes on his face turned the color of blood, grating terribly against the stone, and the bound deity lunged toward me with his head, skewering my ribcage. "Till next time, Krian," the voice sounded in my head as inhuman pain gripped my body.
 
    
 
    You've earned a unique achievement, Nerghall's Slayer. Nerghall is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 6% increase to your physical and magic damage.
 
    
 
   Your clan has gained a level! 
 
   The Steel Wolves clan is now level 5. 
 
   Now available: clan treasury upgrade to level 5. Clan membership limit increased to 500 sentient beings. New options available in the clan menu.
 
    
 
   The morale of your party has risen by +10 points. Your party's current morale is +40 (a 40% increase to your party members' physical and magic damage).
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Light elves are now unfriendly to you.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Humans are now unfriendly to you.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Drow are now unfriendly to you.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Dwarves are now unfriendly to you.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Orcs are now unfriendly to you.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has increased. Demons are now unfriendly to you (respected in Ashtar, revered in Craedia).
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 170.
 
   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!
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 175.
 
   You have 6 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 18 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
   "Krian! Wake up, damn you!" Reena's screaming struck at my eardrums. Wave after wave of healing spells washed over me, but the pain wasn't there anymore. A shadow blocked the crimson sky in the slits of my helm, and then a breath blew into my face that stunk so bad my own breath caught in my throat. I broke into a fit of coughing, and sat up sharply. 
 
   "Gloom?!" 
 
    Roaring his joy in response, the boar gave me an emotional prod in the chest with his snout, and snorted, spraying me generously with more slobber and stench.
 
   "You're alive!" I threw off my helm, paying no mind to my gathered clanmates, and grabbed the boar's muzzle with both hands. 
 
   "See, why would he need a girlfriend when he's got his boar?" Reece's voice came through over cries of joy and relief, setting off a wave of laughter. "Now if only I could get one of those..."
 
   "What in Hart's name happened here?" I asked, noticing the Lord of Darkness' colossal lifeless bulk while getting up on my feet.
 
   "You and Nerghall played a staring game for a few seconds, and he lost," Reece snorted, then added in a serious tone. "Dar! Your eyes!"
 
   "What's wrong with them?" 
 
   "They're blue!" 
 
   "I don't care," I waved dismissively, and looked around for Elnar. "James! Report casualties!"
 
   "No casualties!" the tifling was clearly struggling to maintain a serious demeanor. "Not counting Reena's voice, which she had lost screaming out things I couldn't bring myself to repeat with a knife at my throat," Elnar gave a meaningful wink to the blushing priestess. "Something was up with Vaessa as well, but she seems fine now. She's sleeping." 
 
   "Excellent!" I felt a tremendous load fall off my shoulders. All the tension and anxiety of the past week dissipated. I could hardly believe it, but... Nerghall was dead! And though his death had unleashed a flood of new questions, I didn't want to think about that now. All I wanted was to scream with joy, but even that would have to wait for later. "Listen up! Start looting the bodies, but don't touch Kharsa or Nerghall!" I shouted, then shouldered my way through the euphoric demons toward a figure standing off in the distance, wrapped in a cloak woven of darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    She was just as beautiful now as she was then, in the square by Suonu's gates. The same enormous brown eyes, the same flawless figure that no layers of garb could hide. The goddess threw back her hood as I approached, letting her thick raven-black hair cascade down her shoulders. 
 
   "What do you want for your work, elder?" the goddess of death asked quietly, her chin thrust slightly forward.
 
   Time appeared to halt, and no eyes were looking in our direction. Even the birds circling overhead seemed to still. Only the wind kept moving, caressing the hair of the Great Essence standing before me.
 
   "I don't want to lose any more of my people," I replied, looking the goddess square in the eyes. 
 
   "I did not create the laws of this world, and I cannot make your companions two-lived like you," she shook her head. "But there is something I can do," the young woman drew close to me imperceptibly, stood up on her tiptoes, and gave me a kiss on the cheek. My skin felt the cold wave of death...
 
    
 
   Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Celphata, the Goddess of Death and Rebirth, is friendly to you. 
 
    
 
   You've earned an achievement: Marked by Death. 
 
   Your reputation has increased. All non-player characters who worship Celphata the Goddess of Death relate to you with respect.
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Celphata's Will.
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 176.
 
   You have 7 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 21 stat points to allocate.
 
   You've learned a unique skill: Pact with the Great Darkness.
 
   ……………………………………………………………………………..
 
   You have gained a level!
 
   You have gained a level!
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 181.
 
   You have 12 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 36 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    Pact with the Great Darkness. All non-player characters in your clan, regardless of the clan's level, are granted an additional chance to resurrect in the event of death, equal to 50% of the difference between their base chance and 100%. Presently the non-player characters in your clan have a 50% chance to resurrect in the event of death.
 
   Due to the continental event taking place in the Cursed Princedom, all non-player characters bound in the Cursed Princedom who are affected by Pact with the Great Darkness will resurrect only after the conclusion of the continental event at the Craedia Fortress graveyard.
 
    
 
    Well, that was something! I'd made the request instinctively, without really thinking about it, but the goddess had met me halfway. And now all my troops had a fifty percent chance of resurrecting at the graveyard of the princedom's main fortress after the continental event concluded. And if my clan were level six, the chance to resurrect would be not twenty percent but sixty. Too bad I couldn't bring back the people lost at Farot!
 
   "Thank you, Celphata."
 
   "Here, this is for the girl," nodding toward Vaessa, lying motionless on the ground, the goddess handed me a signet ring that sparkled in the sunlight. "She's earned it." 
 
   Set in a gold band, the large black stone seemed to absorb the surrounding light. 
 
    
 
   Hatrig's Band of Death.
 
   Accessory; ring.
 
   Durability: 4500/4500.
 
   Epic scalable.
 
   Bind on equip.
 
   No minimum level.
 
   +181 to intellect.
 
   +181 to spirit.
 
   +90 to constitution.
 
   +9% to all magic actions when using spells from the School of Darkness.
 
   Allows interrogation of the dead whose souls have not yet departed the Gray Frontier.
 
   The owner of this ring can safely behold and speak to Celphata the goddess of death.
 
   Weight: .02 lbs.
 
   Forged by the great drow master Elssen.
 
    
 
   Barely managing to tear my eyes from the stone, I gripped the ring in my hand and looked up at the goddess.
 
   "How am I able to speak to you, then?" 
 
   "You're an exception. Dreamers haven't a need for such crutches."
 
   "I see," I nodded, then looked at the magus as well. "What happened to her father, Celphata?" 
 
   "He's fine," a soft smile touched the edges of the goddess' lips. "You'll see him yourself someday, but that's not what's important now. The Twice Cursed are gathering strength," the woman peered into my eyes. "And I see that this isn't the first time you've foiled their plans." 
 
   "Sure," I shrugged. "You can hardly do anything nowadays without raining on somebody else's parade." 
 
    The conversation had taken a sharp downturn. It was obvious the goddess wanted something from me, and I wasn't in the position to refuse her. At the same time, considering her last quest, the prospect of doing anything else for her was hardly enticing. All I wanted was to sit on the ground, sip leisurely from my flask, rest my head and enjoy the silence. Alas, those actions, while pleasant, were unlikely to win the favor of Great Essences. I allowed myself a sigh, then fished out my pipe, lit it and looked up at the deity. "What can I do for you, Celphata?" I asked, exhaling the smoke.
 
   "Not just for me," not a muscle had moved on the goddess' noble face. "But for all these lands. Your path lies to the Derelict Temple, where Syrat's followers have made their nest. Do you want the god of hatred's adepts to reappear in the temple after you've cleared it out? Why keep a nest of the transformed on the territory that's supposed to be yours?"
 
   "What? I don't—"
 
   "You're not going to march your army on Craedia?" the goddess arched her brow mockingly.
 
   "I don't have an army to march anywhere." 
 
   "That's precisely my point." Celphata walked around me, her step light on the grass. "If you turn the main temple altar over to me, Gilthoreans will be cured of their illness at once. And you will leave in your wake the shrine of a grateful goddess who will repay you with a gift, as well as with general support in your war against the Twice Cursed scum." 
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Celphata's Will II.
 
   Quest type: epic, unique.
 
   Turn over the control of the main altar in the Derelict Temple to Celphata, the Goddess of Death and Rebirth.
 
   Reward: experience, unknown, instant recovery of all residents stricken by the altar's magic, increased reputation with Celphata, the Goddess of Death and Rebirth, increased reputation with the Craedia Princedom, increased reputation with Gilthor Province.
 
    
 
   "What exactly am I supposed to do with the altar?"
 
   "She will take care of that," Celphata motioned toward the necromancer's daughter. "The girl is ready to serve as her goddess' priestess."
 
   I accepted the quest. Simply put, I couldn't afford to disregard such powerful allies. And besides, I didn't doubt her intentions since Celphata, unlike Vill, had no need for human sacrifices. Finally, having a priestess to a goddess in my clan would be legendary. As a rule, it was priests that typically became the gods' companions.
 
   "Can you tell me about the Nameless?" 
 
   "Why do you want to know?" the goddess gave me an intent look, then sighed. "He found you, didn't he? The prophecy is coming true?" 
 
    Hart, but I was getting sick of all these riddles! Prophecies, some woman who's supposed to be mine, Cheney hiding in some rotten hole, Great Essences circling me like vultures, white dragons shackled in dark caverns on some Primordial Paths... If only I could take a break and lay low for a while on some farm while all this madness got sorted out. Alas, that wasn't an option—I had no choice but to continue this frantic race!
 
   "Please understand me, Celphata, I really didn't want to draw all this attention. I've only heard of this prophecy recently—I don't even know what it says! And I can't even read it after your visit to the Xantarrian library." 
 
   "It wasn't I who took the prophecy from the library," the goddess fixed a stray lock of hair in an age-old womanly gesture. "But, as you can see, you cannot escape it." 
 
   "So what is the prophecy? And who is the Nameless?"
 
   "A demiurge, one of the few capable of transforming reality. The Great White Dragon, one of the hypostases of the Great Void. Now I can see his mark on you." 
 
   "I wanted to know why he—"
 
   "No!" the goddess' eyes flashed crimson. "Some things even gods mustn't know. The balance is too fragile, and I don't trust myself to not disturb it."
 
   "But how am I supposed to live with all this if even you refuse to hear me out?!" 
 
   "You're insolent, demon," Celphata shook her head reprovingly. "But were you any other way, you wouldn't have done one tenth of what your destiny holds. Are you familiar with the parable about a pebble in millstones?"
 
   "When a tiny pebble gets mixed into grain accidentally and ends up breaking massive millstones?"
 
   "Precisely, Dark One, precisely! And you might just be that very pebble..." She sighed. "But no one knows for certain, not yet. As for the prophecy, look for answers in Cathella. Speaking of which, this filth right here," the goddess motioned at Nerghall's rotting bulk, "has a map on him—that will be your key to getting there. And now, Krian, I must say farewell. Try to avoid death, if you can help it..."
 
   The goddess' parting words hung in the air as my surrounding reality came rushing in.
 
    With a sigh, I turned around and took a seat on a nearby rock, watching my clanmates moving about the battlefield. I needed to analyze all that had happened to me in the past half hour. It appeared that somewhere on the Primordial Paths—whatever that was—guarded by a dark deity in a dark cavern, one of the game's governing AIs was being held captive, shackled to the ground. I had no way of knowing how many there were altogether, but this was clear evidence that RP-17 wasn't the only one. This particular AI had been used by Cheney and his crew to hide from RP-17 certain zones, one of which I myself had designed. If there was anything else in play, there was no way for a lowly artist like myself to know anything. For instance, how was the Nameless slipped into the game in the first place? Perhaps under the guise of a god-slayer. Celphata hadn't noticed his mark upon me until I brought it up. The gods didn't see him, but he saw them... In the absence of other information, let's accept that as the working version. That the dark gods were supplying Cheney with the White Dragon's blood to somehow hide all this monkey business from the top governing AI... It sounded like the ravings of a lunatic, but I had nothing else to go on.
 
   Hart! It stinks here! I took a drag and exhaled, then fished around for my flask and took three big swigs. That helped a little. What else? Had the dark gods grown self-aware with the last patch, as a result of which some of them began pursuing their own goals? That seemed the most likely scenario, as evidenced by the Twice Cursed god's vault. Ingvar's female sidekick had told me once that the gods were struggling to find Vill's main citadel. This made sense—an AI grown self-aware was no dumber than a person, and would use all the weapons available to them to their full extent. What was it the dragon had said about the heavens weeping tears of blood? It sounded corny as hell, but then the prospect of Vill becoming the supreme deity in the Realm of Arkon was frightening indeed. And RP-17 seemed to not be intervening into any of this, but acting more like an observer. After all, if the game's basic rules were being adhered to, then everything was hunky-dory as far as he was concerned. Same if he wasn't aware that the rules were actually being broken.
 
   It was starting to feel less than cozy. I shivered and took another swig from the flask lying on my knees. What about those Primordial Paths that were likewise hidden from the top governing AI? Could those be a new plane? Something akin to a test server, a place for the devs to try out innovations before implementing them in the game? Whatever they were, getting there was a problem for most—even gods were apparently barred from entry. I remembered the grotesque three-headed monster from the cavern, and shivered again. 
 
    The question was, did I personally care enough for all these goings-on to get even more involved? On the one hand, I was getting pretty sick and tired of it all; on the other, this world had become my home, and I didn't want it to plunge into Chaos! If I were to get mixed up in this story, all my escapades in Craedia would seem like child's play in a sandbox by comparison. It was only in cheesy adventure novels that the good guys came out on top in a fight against omnipotent villains. I'd already fought—and beat—my villain on the balcony of that hotel... My mind jumped to Jane, and I wondered if everything was all right with her. And then to Ivan and Sarah—I hoped those two were doing well. And what about Alyona? I'd found her last letter unsettling—in it my sister wrote that she, Max and some other characters took up an easy—in her words—quest chain in the vicinity of Ellorian, and would return to the city and wait for me there after completing it. But I knew my ginger-haired little sister too well to believe that story. A quest chain outside the dark elf capital should easily stretch into weeks. There was something that devil's child wasn't telling me! The one thing that gave me confidence was that Max was with her—that man was too levelheaded to let them get into any real trouble.
 
   But I digress. The simple truth was that I couldn't avoid getting involved in all this world-saving business. Finding Cheney without the Nameless' help was out of the question—the AIs couldn't lie, at least before the latest patch they couldn't. Now this was interesting—any recollection involving the former board of directors' member seemed to unleash in me a storm of irrational fury. Were Cheney to materialize here next to me, I would take my sweet time cutting him up into a million little pieces, even though, in some twisted way, everything that I had achieved, I owed to him. Was it an aspect of my current hypostasis, perhaps? Yeah, right! I scorned the thought. That scumbag deserved none of my gratitude; were it up to him I'd be getting torn apart in Lamorna in perpetuity. No, my decision was irreversible. I didn't know what form my vengeance would take, but I'd make damn sure that son of a bitch paid dearly for every one of my countless deaths. It was settled, then—I would try and rescue the White Dragon. As for the dark god guarding him... Well, there was another dark god lying not thirty yards away, dead as a dingbat. So, we'd cross that bridge in due time. 
 
    Gloom plopped down on the ground next to me. The boar looked at me sideways, roared something with a questioning tone, but seeing that his master was deep in thought, sniffed resentfully and closed his eyes. Moments later Tilly came running by, clearly on some errand. The girl braked sharply, gave me a wink, licked her lips, blushed, laughed and took off just as quickly. Hart! I'd promised to let her ride the boar, I watched the girl go. It didn't matter that I couldn't be with any of them—promises had to be kept just the same. The Nameless had mentioned something about a woman, though rather vaguely. Was I supposed to find her, or was she going to find me? I leaned over and scratched the dozing boar behind the ear. You and I are all alone, Gloom, buddy. You could use a female as well, but not every sow could handle a formidable specimen like yourself. The boar opened one eye, which stared at me dubiously. Seemingly reasoning that I had a treat for him, the sly beast leaped up to his feet, and nuzzled my shoulder. In your world, the answer to everything is more grub, I rummaged in my inventory and produced a yellow cucumber—the local equivalent of a potato—slipped it into the razorback's mouth, and burst out laughing. All in all, things were looking up! What was next on the list: Derelict Temple and Gilthor? Coming right up!
 
   "Great darkness!" Vaessa lowered herself on the stone next to me. Frazzled and disheveled, she the had look of someone who had been clubbing all night long, and relying on more than just booze to keep her batteries charged. The necromancer's daughter snatched the flask off my knees unceremoniously, twisted off the lid, and proceeded to relieve the vessel of much of its contents. 
 
   "How do you even drink this?" she grimaced, tossing me the near-empty container, and took several deep breaths. 
 
   "Your manner is especially aristocratic today," I sniffed, putting away the flask.
 
   "Suits me just fine," Vaessa shivered from the chill, and wrapped her mantle tight around her—the woman had categorically refused to wear plate. "Did I miss the fun part?" 
 
   "That depends," I took out the signet ring received from the goddess, and handed it to the magus. "This is for you. Your mistress said you're a big girl now." 
 
   "You saw her?" the tiflingess' hand froze midway to mine. 
 
   "No, I just happened to become a master jeweler while you napped!" 
 
   "What else did the mistress say?" Vaessa took the ring from my hand gingerly, slipped it onto her ring finger, and held out her hand in the classic gesture, admiring the ornament.
 
   "That she'll be in touch. Especially now that you can behold her without harm to yourself."
 
   "What?" the woman asked, unable to look away from the ring.
 
   "Did I say something confusing? Or did you lose your hearing while the goddess took over your body?"
 
   The goddess?! My body?!"
 
   "Hart almighty!" I spat on the ground in exasperation, and proceeded to recount all I remembered of the battle.
 
   We sat in silence for a while. The demons under James' command were raking all the bones scattered across the battlefield into one giant heap. The magus was in her own thoughts. 
 
   "I just don't understand you, dar," Vaessa finally broke the silence. "You speak of the gods as though seeing them, let alone talking to them, is a common occurrence for you. All my life I've dreamed of seeing the mistress with my own two eyes, if only for a moment." 
 
   "So, what's the problem? You'll be seeing her soon," I decided to keep mum about the vacancy with her name on it. Let that be a surprise.
 
   "You're insufferable, Krian," she sighed. "There's just one thing I regret..."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "That I'm not a succubus! Those foolish women in the city don't know any better! If only I were one, I'd—"
 
   "Now, now," I smiled. Seeing that the woman had fully recovered, I got up and fixed her with a serious look. "Believe me, I would love it if you were a succubus," I said with a sigh, then turned around and made for the carcass of the slain monster.
 
   "Dar, a word?" James' voice stopped me mid-stride. 
 
   "What is it?" I said, turning his way.
 
   With a nod to his men, the tifling hurried over, a hand on his scabbard to hold it steady.
 
   "I wanted to apologize for not believing you then." 
 
   "Is that all?" I sniffed. "Don't sweat it, James. I didn't believe myself at the same." 
 
   "Then there's the matter of the castle. You see, it's—"
 
   "The castle is yours. It's your birthright."
 
   "But..." the warrior stammered.
 
   "No buts," I put my hand on his shoulder, and peered into his eyes. "I haven't captured my castle yet, but you don't doubt anymore that I will, do you?"
 
   "No doubts whatsoever," the tifling replied with total earnestness.
 
   "Good," I nodded. "In the meantime, I hope you will allow your castle to serve as the Steel Wolves' temporary headquarters."
 
   The tifling stepped back, sliding his blade midway out of his scabbard, and declared ceremoniously, speaking into the raid channel for all to hear.
 
   "I, James dar Elnar, the heir to La-Kharte Castle and all surrounding villages, do solemnly swear for all eternity that any member of the Steel Wolves clan, no matter what happens to them, will always find food, shelter and protection under my roof!" Sliding his sword back in with a clang, he nodded to me, then spun on his heels and was off to tend to the still-growing mountain of corpses.
 
    If any other player were to read my mind at that moment, they would no doubt dismiss me as a total loon. And no wonder! It had been fifteen minutes now since my clan killed a unique boss, and one that was way, waaaay out of our league. It was the moment ninety nine percent of people played for—the sacred moment of loot! And I wanted nothing to do with it... What could the monster have on him? More junk that would have me waking up in cold sweat? Forcing me to put the lives of people I'd come to care for deeply on the line? Hart!
 
   Holding my breath as best I could, I stepped over a tentacle and put my palm on the slain monster's cirrhotic hide. There was a blinding flash that dazed me for a moment, and I took a step back. A thick pillar of light shot up from the beast's lifeless bulk into the sky, then burst into a myriad twinkling specks that rained down on the ground like fireflies. As the specks danced their mesmerizing dance overhead, a magical melody began playing in my head. The demons all froze in awe of the wondrous sight: necks craned, mouths agape. Even the sky seemed to change color from crimson to a gentle cerulean. I heard a child laughing somewhere on the edges of my consciousness, as the specks of light drew closer, gathering all around me. Frolicking like tots at a playground, the specks began flowing into me, filling my chest with a warm and gentle glow.
 
    
 
   You've earned an achievement: Liberator of Shackled Souls. You and your allies are granted a permanent 95% resistance to Dark magic. 
 
    
 
    I stood there, transfixed, afraid to move lest I disturb the entrancing dance of the souls we had rescued. A translucent orc figure appeared in the air to my left. The six-and-a-half-foot warrior in chainmail stood there, powerful arms folded over his chest, sizing me down. A battle-axe at his waist, a gruesome scar across his face, a sigil of a crescent with upturned ends on his chest. His whole demeanor radiated tremendous inner strength. At last the warrior let his eyelids fall in a sign of approbation, and his silhouette dissipated in the air. The rest of the illusion receded along with him. There followed a total silence for nearly a minute, after which the air exploded with cries of excitement. My soldiers were gesticulating wildly and talking over one another about what they'd just witnessed. Allowing myself a smile for their unbridled enthusiasm, I put my palm on the dead boss once again.
 
    Twenty thousand gold and about one hundred vials, most of the alchemical variety. Laying the vessels down on the ground carefully, I called for Reece and Schen. Sadly, there wasn't anything similar to Shaartakh's Venom, so I kept only two Potions of Greater Healing for myself. Thirty four rares and fifteen epics in the 180-230 level range, ten of which we could use. And finally, the stars of the collection, three scalable epics. A bow, a cloth belt, and a tank breastplate. 
 
    
 
   Iceblood Cuirass.
 
   Chestguard: plate.
 
   Durability: 3789/4100.
 
   Epic scalable. 
 
   No minimum level. 
 
   Armor: 764.
 
   +100 to strength.
 
   +100 to vigor.
 
   +162 to constitution.
 
   +18.1% to damage absorption.
 
   +36.2% to vigor regeneration.
 
   Weight: 35 lbs.
 
   Armor of Kagan Khort.
 
    
 
   Caelteran's Bone Bough.
 
   Bow: two-handed.
 
   Durability: 2489/3000.
 
   Epic scalable.
 
   No minimum level.
 
   346-401 damage. 
 
   +231 to agility.
 
   +50 to vigor.
 
   +80 to constitution.
 
   +5.4% to critical hit chance with a physical attack.
 
   +3.6% to immobilize the target on impact.
 
   Weight: 10 lbs.
 
   The bow of Caelteran, the hero of the War of Chaos.
 
    
 
   Sash of Lost Souls.
 
   Waist; cloth.
 
   Durability: 3489/4200.
 
   Epic scalable. An item from the Celphata's Greatness set.
 
   No minimum level. 
 
   Armor: 181.
 
   +141 to intellect.
 
   +140 to spirit.
 
   +80 to constitution.
 
   +36% to undead summoning points.
 
   +18% to spell power when using Dark magic.
 
   Weight: 2 lbs.
 
   Sewn by the dead Master Yeo out of screams of lost souls              
 
    
 
   Man, what a day for Vaessa! Two scalable epics, including one from a set. The stats on these three items were automatically adjusted to my level, but the magus was six levels higher, so both the ring and the belt should add more stats for her. The bow would obviously go to Salta, and the breastplate to Aritor.
 
   The haul from Shaartakh had been completely different—it would be a long time before any one of us would equip the epics he'd dropped. But then the demon had been killed by Altus, whereas here the system must have calculated the level of the creatures fighting the boss, and spat out level-appropriate loot. Out of the remaining epics, I gave six chainmail pieces to Salta to distribute among the archers, a plate girdle with strength went to Iam, a healer's breastplate to Reena, a pair of gloves to Hagedia, and a ring with intellect to Reece. All of them were still above the characters' level, but I didn't want to store them in the treasury. All rare items and the remaining five epics—two leather pants, a leather helm, a two-handed axe and a paladin's two-handed mallet—I handed over to Schen. He didn't need my help distributing the rares, and the epics I'd take with me and eventually sell off.
 
   Curiously, the demons' reactions to being awarded such presents were rather underwhelming. Most players would float on cloud nine for a solid month after scoring an epic, whereas my clanmates were pretty reserved when accepting their upgrades. Nor was there any complaining about unfair loot distribution and the like. After thinking it over, I reasoned that while for many players the pursuit of such items was a big motivation for playing, my demons were driven by somewhat different goals. Out of all the dropped items, the only one I kept for myself was a rare level 180 charm looted off one of the skeletons. 
 
    There were also a handful of viscera and suspicious looking scraps of hide that I handed over to Reece without delay, trying my best not to breathe. Funnily enough, the mage wasn't breathing either. The difference was, while I held my breath from the unimaginable stench oozing from the entrails, Reece was breathless with trepidation. The Lord's corpse further contained seventeen rare and one epic recipes; when I saw the latter, I couldn't help but cry out in jubilation. 
 
    
 
    Ice Serpent's Breath.
 
   Recipe: Enchanting.
 
   Epic.
 
   Tools: Enchanter's Kit.
 
   Reagents:
 
   greater void shard (10).
 
   magic dust (40).
 
   Applies an effect to bows which has a 10% chance to freeze the target on impact.
 
    
 
   I didn't care one bit that a greater void shard was comprised of ten lesser ones, which, in turn, only had a five percent drop rate when disenchanting level 170+ uncommon quality items at 170 enchanting skill. There was no shortage of undead in the princedom, so I didn't anticipate us wanting for reagents. But the bump in crowd control afforded by a dozen archers rocking a ten percent chance to proc freeze would be tremendously useful to my century. Out of the seventeen rare recipes, six were for blacksmithing items level 200 and above. Unfortunately, all the recipes required mithril, which we didn't have yet, so I wasted no time unloading all the scrolls and some more miscellaneous reagents on Schen—let him work it all out with our crafters. That brought the list of loot on the boss to just two items: a parchment scroll, darkened with time, and a bracelet bearing the same sigil I'd seen on the chest of the phantom orc. 
 
    I picked up the scroll carefully. Whoa! An artifact! I had never held one of these before. Artifacts in the Realm of Arkon were unique objects that couldn't be equipped or used as a weapon. Well, sure, I could conceivably smack someone upside the head with this scroll, but it wasn't likely to result in anything useful. There were all kinds of artifacts, though personally I'd only heard of two: Myrt's Staff and Kalgeni Shell. The first—the staff belonging to the head of the human-worshipped pantheon of light gods—was located in the god's main temple in Vaedarr. An ordinary length of wood at a glance, in the event of a siege the staff boosted the defenders' morale by thirty and their mana regeneration by ten percent. According to legend, the god was so enthused over the temple erected in his honor that he decided to leave his old apprentice's staff inside it.
 
    As for the shell, it was discovered on some remote island by Count Kalgeni, who wasn't yet a count at the time but an ordinary pirate. In return for the tiny sea creature's home he received a full pardon and a county from the human king. As a result, any naval vessels built in the dockyards of Artana, the main Erantian port, was rendered immune to fire, whether from magic or incendiary shells, by bringing the shell aboard it before it was taken out to sea.
 
   It should be noted that the game's administration never made any information about artifacts publicly available. Everybody knew that they existed, but nothing about what they were and where one would look for them. The forums were rich with yarns about personal artifacts that allegedly tripled their owner's stats when carried in their inventory. Except all those tales were most likely garbage—if anyone did own an item like that, they would have either put it up for auction or kept their find a secret, considering the ungodly amount of money such a trinket would fetch.
 
   The scroll in my hands didn't boost my stats. It was, in fact, simply a map displaying the location of Cathella the Spectral City, which looked to be just over two hundred miles to the southeast. The map showed neither the road to the city nor the city itself, but only a small circle on the world map of Demon Grounds, marked by the color black. What secrets lay behind the walls of Cathella if it took a bloody artifact just to indicate its location? I pulled out the map received from Vaessa and compared its hieroglyphics against those on the scroll. Everything seemed to match. I sighed with resignation. Something was telling me that the warrior god's gauntlets guarded by the dragon—who, according to the magus, was no less formidable than Nerghall—weren't the most valuable item to be found in the city. Which meant the dragon wasn't the most powerful creature I should expect to find there. 
 
   The final item on the boss' body was a crescent-shaped gewgaw roughly four inches in length. Knowing full well what would happen after I picked up the damned thing, I called Reece over and filled him in on what to expect. Then I took a seat next to the carcass and tried to focus. What did I have to look forward to this time around? Another journey through time? Most likely. And I had a pretty good idea who my host would be—that same phantom orc I'd seen earlier. Hart only knew how badly I wanted to avoid handling that bauble. "Basically, just keep an eye on me," I said to the mage, who was growing rather tense, and reached for the shiny object...
 
    
 
    
 
   "Master orc! Master orc! You must withdraw your cohort! Right there, past the mountains! You must go, time is running short!" 
 
   "What?!" roared Karrosh. "What are you babbling about, human?" 
 
   The courier looked pretty comical with his cross-belt bearing Prince Daar's colors all awry. He couldn't be older than thirteen winters, and if it weren't for his eyes bulging with fear, Karrosh would have thought that his former rival had decided to prank him. He creased his forehead, remembering the time he'd seen this kid in the prince's retinue. The same sharp features and hooked nose—could the prince have sent his own son??
 
   "Death lies there! The entire cavalry is retreating from the valley!" 
 
   "Tell me everything, boy. From the top," Karrosh put up his hand sharply, and the chuckles behind him ceased at once.
 
   "Vill and Syrat have taken Velial's side! Beasts from the Gray Frontier are attacking from the direction of Varuta. There's an endless sea of them! Ingvar and Dhoresh are badly wounded and cannot keep fighting, the infantry is on its last legs. Kahella ordered to withdraw and try to at least save the cavalry. Your kha'an has been warned, and will be taking all the orcs west, through the gorge." Standing up in his stirrups, the kid closed his eyes and took two deep breaths, which seemed to calm his nerves. "We're out of couriers, so my father... I mean the Lord Commander sent me to you," he concluded in an even voice. 
 
   There followed a brief silence, broken only by distant sounds of battle. Fixing his clan chieftain's insignia mechanically, Karrosh looked at his tribune with one eye narrowed.
 
   "What are you thinking, Ohten?" 
 
   "I find it hard to believe, but if the human is telling the truth, then a lot of good orcs will pass to the Land of Eternal Hunt this day," rasped a gray-haired orc, his hand gripping the broad hilt of his falchion.
 
    The springs floods were just beginning when the war had begun. After invading human lands from the south, the Netherworld's army spared no one in its path. Erantian cities had been put to the torch, her castles razed to the ground. Velial's host was marching impetuously toward Vaedarr, leaving only death and destruction in its wake. So great was the danger that Kha'an Rehan, the grand chieftain of orc clans, had decided to lend aid to the humans, his sworn enemies. Whether or not the decision had been his or he'd been pressured into it by the gods didn't matter. What mattered was that before the month was done, a hastily amassed orcish horde of fifty thousand fighters had entered the contested human lands. The Bloody Spear clan alone, of which Karrosh an Gort was chieftain, had brought some two thousand infantry and seven thousand cavalry.
 
   The gods had decided to stop the demons in Fertan Valley. Six human legions and twenty five thousands grunts had found and taken up higher ground. Orcish riders, joined by the combined force of the princes' heavy cavalry, had fanned out west, gearing up for a flank attack against the demons who were storming the infantry ranks. The din of hammers pounding on wood hadn't stopped for two solid days as the legionnaires fortified their already advantageous positions. And then, at last, the throng of demons poured into the valley from the south.
 
    Fighting alongside yesterday's enemy wasn't easy. His troops couldn't hide their hatred at the sight of Prince Daar's banner, whose lands bordered those of Karrosh's clan. To be fair, the human knights responded in kind—the blood feud between them was simply too deep. It truly felt like fate's cruel joke when the kha'an had ordered Karrosh to back up their mortal enemy's heavy cavalry. And now the prince was sending them his own son to warn them of danger? Could it be a trap? Or...
 
   "What's your name, boy?" Karrosh patted Blackrock on the nape soothingly, and looked up at the kid.
 
   "Richard, earl!" the prince's son replied resolutely and without averting his eyes.
 
   "Show me where the beasts are coming from," the orc left the saddle with an easy hop, and laid out a map on the ground.
 
   "Here's Varuta, a wasteland ringed by mountains. Father thinks the dark gods had opened a portal to the Gray Frontier somewhere in the area." 
 
   "Why didn't they check the valley from the start?" Karrosh growled at the kid. 
 
   The youth started and grew pale in the face—the sight of the chieftain's fangs jutting out from under his lower lip was rather a chilling one.
 
   "Our scouts were in the valley not three days ago," he said at last. "If there were enemy troops in the area, they were hidden behind some kind of invisible veil. When a battle broke out this morning, the gods were attacked by four Lords and their armies; shortly after, Syrat's host struck the legions and the orcish infantry in the rear."
 
   "You said there were two dark gods!" 
 
   "Kahella said that Vill's army was moving this way," the kid traced his finger along the map, indicating the conjectured route. "If the undead make it to the Gorge of Storms first, the entire cavalry will be effectively trapped. Vill has four Lords of Darkness with him—the goddess won't be able to hold out against them on her own." 
 
   "So the undead are currently three miles south of here?"
 
   "Yes! Father said that you must hurry, chieftain." 
 
   "Thoughts, Ohten?" Karrosh turned to his tribune.
 
   "I'd wager it's true," the latter said, listening to the sounds of battle in the distance. "Could also be the reason for that messenger from the kha'an this morning, bidding us to check out that gods-forsaken gorge."
 
   "I don't know, brother," Karrosh shook his head. "Maybe Rehan just suspected something foul? No matter. What say you, wolves? Are you ready to get up close and personal with the undead army?!" he bellowed, turning toward his cohort. Hearing cries of approval roared by thousands of orcish throats, he grinned and turned back to the youth. 
 
   "Thank you, Richard," he nodded to the prince's son. "Tell your father that I never forget a debt." The orc walked over to his black-as-midnight warg, and hopped into the saddle in one fluid motion. "We'll move through there," his gauntleted hand pointed toward a cluster of boulders a mile or so away to the east. "If all this is true, we should have full view of Vill's army. His beasts are slow and unwieldy, and we should have no trouble skirting them and making it to the Gorge of Storms first. It's a pity there'll be heavy losses," he said with sorrow, "but there's nothing we can do to help them."
 
    All orcs were born warriors. Karrosh's father had given his son his first wooden sword at four years of age. "One day you will be chieftain, son," he said, tousling the boy's unruly hair, and the young orc would remember those words for the rest of his life. He'd lost his father five years later—the centurion died in a raid on the neighboring clan's lands, leaving his nine-year-old son as the only male in the family. Three little sisters and a suddenly aged mother, who had returned from the same raid with her left hand severed at the wrist, was all he had left in this world, which had seemed so clear and simple to him until then. But the words spoken by his father had taken root deep within his soul, and he'd gone on to become the first of the clan's new batch of young warriors to complete the ritual of joining with a warg. By the time he was fifteen, the young orc's exploits were becoming a frequent topic of conversation over a campfire. And thirty years later Hil'rut, an old shaman and head of the clan's council of elders, had solemnly awarded him the insignia of clan chieftain. At that moment, as Karrosh raised his trusty battle-axe overhead, his muscular silhouette glistening in the firelight as his tribesmen roared their support, he was looking at his mother's tearful eyes and remembering his father's words. 
 
    The orc shook his head, chasing away the inopportune memories, and steered his warg around a massive white boulder. He was the first to leap out onto the grassy elevation, and swore loudly as he gazed down below at the enormous army of undead, stretching as far as the eyes could see. He doubted that any sentient creature had ever seen so many of these repulsive creatures at the same time.
 
   In the vanguard were bone spiders—massive, the size of a mature horse, hairy legs striking against the ground. There looked to be at least ten thousand of them. Quadrants of plate-clad death knights followed, and right after them, in an entourage of four giant monsters, a solitary figure wrapped in a gray cassock rode astride a beast the very sight of which induced nightmares. Even at this distance the orc could sense the terrible emanations of death radiating from the figure. As Karrosh stood there watching, one of the cassock's sleeves shifted, and a huge wave of spiders stirred, then gunned forward at much higher speed.
 
   "Spiders! No way the knights will escape now," Ohten exhaled behind him. "The spiders will slow them down until those things arrive," the tribune gestured at the black rows of death knights. "There's no way for our troops to get through. Assuming the prince had sent his kid as soon as he found out, the kha'an is just now getting word." 
 
   "One of the shamans might have sent a falcon, in which case the kha'an should be retreating through the gorge as we speak. There are also human paladins and mages with their own means of communication." 
 
   "Magic doesn't work in the valley," said Richard in a voice hoarse with shock, having squeezed his way through to the chieftain. "Your shamans' falcons hadn't taken flight either."
 
   "Human? You're still here?"
 
   "Father ordered me to lead you out of this trap, and I will carry out his order," the kid said stubbornly.
 
    "Well, then," the chieftain chuckled. "Let it be so."
 
    Having already met bone spiders in battle, Karrosh knew that the the ghastly spawns of the Gray Frontier hunted warm-blooded creatures, snaring their targets with sticky webs up to forty yards away. They would have no trouble overtaking a horse at short distances, especially if the horse was wearing armor and carrying an armored soldier... And while a knight could easily handle a dozen arachnids at a time, all the beasts had to do was slow the enemy without engaging in open battle, and the Erantian princes' unwieldy cavalry would be effectively stuck in the narrow Gorge of Storms. The orcs following the retreating humans would be trapped as well, and the dark god with his four Lords of Darkness would slaughter them all. Not a soul would survive, and the war would be lost in one fell swoop, in the bloody Fertan Valley. Unless... unless he and his cohort delayed this scum of a deity and his repugnant pets.
 
   "No one will escape, huh?" Karrosh chuckled. "If we went and smashed that gray son of a bitch in the teeth," the orc motioned in the god's direction, "he won't know our numbers right away, and he will call back his eight-legged freaks to cover his own skin."
 
   "You..." Ohten stared at his chieftain in disbelief. "You intend to attack a god?!" Suddenly the gray-haired tribune roared with laughter. "I am proud to have been your friend, Karrosh! This will be a glorious battle!"
 
   "Ride like the wind, boy. Tell your father the humans had better hurry and move their asses out of the valley. That is an order, duke! That is what your people call the sons of princes, isn't it?"
 
   "Aye," something flickered in the kid's eyes. "Neither me nor my father will ever forget this, chieftain." The prince's son nodded his goodbyes to the orcs, and whipped his horse, gunning it west, along the edge of the elevation. 
 
   "Orcs!" Karrosh roared, turning his warg toward his troops, their formation broken. "If we don't stop Vill today, tomorrow the bastard will be in our camping grounds! Our brothers are dying over there," he threw out his hand, pointing toward the sounds of the distant battle. "So let's make sure our enemies remember this day till their dying breath!" Looking over the faces of his centurions in the front rows, the chieftain snatched his battle-axe from his waist, and barked the order to attack. Moments later, a thousand warg-riding orcs were rushing down the hillside like an avalanche, aiming to torpedo the boundless sea of undead crawling across the valley.
 
    As the sun rose over the Kuratt Peaks ringing the valley, its resplendent rays illuminated the solitary figure of a young human riding west at full speed. The youth in the saddle was weeping, shackled by debility. He used to hate the orcs with a pure hatred, an unadulterated loathing, but today his world had turned upside down. No, he would never stop hating the green-skinned brutes, but today he'd learned to respect them.
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: Returning the Insignia.
 
   Quest type: epic, unique.
 
   Find Karrosh an Gort's descendant in the Orcish Steppe and give him the Bloody Spear clan chieftain's insignia.
 
   Reward: experience, unknown.
 
    
 
   "Again?" Salta was leaning over me, her eyes filled with compassion.
 
   "Well, yeah," I got up off the ground, holding on to the mage's arm. Putting the insignia away in my bag, I took a look around. "Reece," I motioned at the mountain of bones nearby that my demons had dragged there from the entire battlefield. "Why didn't you burn all this trash?" 
 
   "We thought Vaessa might find some use for them. I'm no necromancer, I wouldn't know," the mage grinned. "Unfortunately, the magus is too distracted admiring the ring you gave her. Are we having an engagement party?" 
 
   "Enough chitchat," I frowned. "Burn the bones. As for Nerghall's corpse, hmm..." I scratched my chin musingly. "In theory, it's supposed to disappear on its own, but I'm not totally sure. Try to burn it, too. If it doesn't work, screw it." 
 
    I'd long noticed that bodies of dead mobs wouldn't disappear in the princedom, which could have been a byproduct of removing respawn. That meant having to find entirely conventional methods of getting rid of them. Now, Nerghall probably didn't care either way, but I really didn't feel like having the world boss' enormous carcass rotting barely a quarter mile from the castle I planned on using as the clan's temporary headquarters. 
 
   "Why burn? Our garrulous mage needs practice extracting alchemical reagents from these creatures. And the same goes for everyone training in alchemy," Vaessa, who was standing a bit to the side, chimed in with a smile.
 
   "You're joking? Right?" the young man turned to me for support, but I pretended not to notice his appeal. "It would take a month to process all this," he added heatedly.
 
   "How often do you get to work on the body of a Lord of Darkness, dummy?" the magus was beginning to lose patience. "Can you even begin to imagine the quality of bone meal made from his bones, for instance? You do what you want, but I'll be working through the night until I gather every last bit!"
 
    Leaving the alchemists to their quarrel, I gestured for Schen to follow me. We walked over to Kharsa's body, lying all alone to the side, and I put my hand on the bones. This time nothing out of the ordinary happened, praise Hart. Nine rare items, some crafting recipes, rolls of ghostly silk that looked kind of like fabric for window curtains, a ton of different containers and almost eight hundred gold. Now what would a dog want with money? I chuckled to myself, transferring all but the castle symbol to the quartermaster. I looked around for James, who was debating something animatedly with the magus, having apparently tagged in for Reece. Catching my eyes, the tifling waved and headed my way briskly, leaving the necromancer's daughter fuming over something.
 
   "She doesn't want to give us the head, imagine that!" he said indignantly as he walked up. "She needs the eyes and the teeth, apparently. Oh, and some other foulness called uriomas!"
 
   "Why do you need the head?" I regarded him incredulously. "Are you making a stew?"
 
   "Are you being serious right now?" he inquired suspiciously.
 
   "Dead serious," I assured him. I really was at a loss as to why he might want the Soul Devourer' head.
 
   "What else would you hang on the wall of the clan's headquarters? Why, all the Lords will piss green with envy at such a trophy!" 
 
   "Oh, right, of course," I relented. "Got to have the head. So, did you manage to convince her that we need it more?"
 
   "She'll take the brains, assuming she finds any. And she promised to make the eyes blue and shiny, like yours," the tifling got back at me for my earlier quip. "We're still arguing about the teeth, but I have a feeling the magus will see the light."
 
   "Very well, leave the mages and the alchemists here to burn all this filth after extracting their trophies. Gather everybody else, it's time to head in," I motioned toward the looming bulk of the castle.
 
   "In his day grandpa stored dozens of wine barrels the cellar," James said dreamily. "They were aged a hundred years at the time, so now they're nearly four hundred years old!"
 
   "Must be more vinegar than wine at this point," I teased him.
 
   "Vinegar my boot!" Elnar exclaimed, outraged. "The barrels are made of Edallean wood!" 
 
   "What about the treasury, dar?" inquired Schen, who'd been quiet all this time.
 
   "You'll have your treasury," I assured him, then gave James a friendly clap on the shoulder. "Get everyone ready, James. Let's go have a look at your family castle."
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Looking at me from the mirror was a man with bright blue eyes, an unkempt beard and a black mane of shoulder-length hair. Tall, dark and handsome—mothers, hide your daughters, I grunted, scratching my chin. The vertical eyelids only add to the charm. The truth was that with this grill I wouldn't be able to walk the streets of Karn unmolested. At least I hadn't yet sprouted horns. But then, any betrayed spouse would kill for my horns in combat form! Thirteen inches, baby! Now, I never was particularly obsessed with size. In fact, I'd never bothered measuring any other parts of my body. Well, maybe once or twice while drunk off my rocker, but that wasn't the point. It took growing a tail and horns for me to finally break out the measuring tape. Purely for educational purposes, mind you—I wanted to know if they would keep growing. I turned away from the mirror in resignation. Let's hope the craftsmen above had already invented color contacts. 
 
    Few people can claim to have been in a real castle. Not counting some cheesy tour with local would-be actors dressed up in traditional garb and horrid accents, but immediately after capturing it in battle. Granted, this castle was no more like its medieval counterparts than a rat-infested dump was like the executive suite of a five-star Parisian hotel.
 
   And sure, drawing was infinitely easier than actually building. Having said that, the artists responsible for the interior of category seven castles in Demon Grounds were top notch. I marveled at the way they had managed to relay the medieval atmosphere in the castle. Then again, looking at the ornamented fireplaces, the walls lined with portraits of Elnar's ancestors, the massive wooden furniture, the grand mirrors, miraculously unbroken, I had to admit that real medieval castles probably looked nothing like this. More likely they looked like a typical barn, and a filthy one at that.
 
   But this wasn't the medieval times, and when someone shells out a six-figure sum to buy or capture a castle, they had better get their money's worth. What I liked best of all in Elnar's family nest was the dining hall—a grand space that could probably fit up to two hundred people. We'd see how far off I was with my calculations at tonight's dinner. In the interval, after accepting the suit of armor from James—my reward for completing his quest—I took my leave of everyone to look for my private room, located in the guest quarters, hoping to wash off the stench that seemed to have become a part of me, and try on my shiny new present. It was a luxury I could finally afford, the sentries having been put on the walls, the castle gates closed shut, and my clanmates busy settling in after receiving all the necessary instructions. The castle's owner should have no problem handling everything else. It wasn't possible for me to move my private room to another location since the castle wasn't officially captured by me, but I was perfectly satisfied with the guest quarters. The view from the donjon's fourth story window was breathtaking. I could see the entire valley: the great bonfire blazing next to the carcass of the fallen monster, and tiny figures of alchemists buzzing all around it.
 
    Our victory over the castle garrison had enriched our coffers by another six thousand gold and the entire contents of the treasury, which was already taken over by Schen. I wasn't anticipating any trouble from the local undead—even if a few dozens stragglers we hadn't noticed while clearing out the zone were to turn up over the next day or so, they wouldn't pose a serious threat. I just hoped that the alchemists outside the castle remained vigilant. I felt better at the sight of three bonehounds—Vaessa's summoned pets—patrolling the area around Nerghall's corpse while their mistress and her colleagues were "elbow deep in science."
 
    The dynamics of siege warfare in the game were actually pretty interesting. As a rule, the first official takeover of a castle by players was always the most valuable, as the victorious commander was presented with a menu of lands subject to the castle, along with the amount of points earned for capturing it. And it didn't matter whether the castle belonged to NPCs from the start or was erected by other players. The menu in question was sort of like a pricelist, giving the victor the option to use some or all of those siege points to make upgrades to the captured object or its subject territories. As far as I remembered, previously these points could be used to, say, populate the adjacent villages or hire NPC mercenaries into the castle garrison. We'd have to wait and see if those opportunities were still available, but regardless of how the Cursed Princedom's continental event would end, that is which faction would come out on top, my clan would defend this castle, which was Elnar's by right, down to the last soldier. But anyway, let's get back to business. The next item on the agenda, which was still a few hours away, was visiting Ingvar's shrine. And later in the evening there would be a festive dinner in the grand hall, along with the four hundred year old wine promised by James. I had better hurry. 
 
    The full suit of armor was of rare quality and sapphire blue in color. Called the Medium Armor of Rage, it looked virtually identical to the four-piece set I was currently wearing. All the pieces were level 180—more evidence of the system tailoring the suit for me personally. Each piece in the set boasted 350 armor, 150 to strength and 120 to constitution, and the four-piece set bonus was 200 to strength and 25 to all resistances. Changing into the armor quickly, I pulled up the menu, lit my pipe, took a seat in the armchair and proceeded to study my updated stats.
 
    
 
   Krian. Level 181.
 
    
 
   Race: elder demon [human].
 
    
 
   Knight-Lieutenant of the Order of Punishing Steel. 
 
   Legendary Warlord. 
 
   Archmage Altus' Apprentice.
 
   Liberator of Shackled Souls.
 
   Nerghall's Slayer.
 
   Shaartakh's Slayer.
 
   Marked by Ingvar the Warrior God.
 
   Marked by Death.
 
   First in Ghorazm Ruins.
 
   First in the West Wing.
 
   First in the Swamp Cave.
 
    
 
   Agility: 415.
 
   18.07% chance to hit critically with physical attacks: 5% base, 2.07% agility bonus, 1% equipment bonus, 10% rank bonus.
 
   41.5% damage reduction from falling.
 
    
 
   Strength: 1656. 
 
   30.61% boost to armor: 16.56% strength bonus, 9.05% equipment bonus, 5% rank bonus.
 
   366.25% boost to physical damage: 331.2% strength bonus, 9.05% equipment bonus, 5% rank bonus, 21% achievement bonus.
 
   7286 lbs carrying capacity.
 
    
 
   Constitution: 1291.
 
   12,910 hit points.
 
    
 
   Vigor: 270.
 
   2700 energy points.
 
    
 
   Spirit: 171.
 
   6.71% mana and energy regeneration in combat: 5% base + 1.71% spirit bonus.
 
   6.71% mana and energy regeneration out of combat: 5% base + 1.71% spirit bonus.
 
   1.71% HP regeneration out of combat: 0% base + 1.71% spirit bonus.
 
    
 
   Intellect: 171.
 
   5.85% chance to hit critically with spells: 5% base + .85% intellect bonus.
 
   85.5% to spell power.
 
   1710 mana points.
 
    
 
   Armor: 4310 (82.7% physical damage absorption).
 
    
 
   Abilities and skills:
 
   Tongue of Flame X—action bar
 
   Ice Blade X—action bar
 
   Jump III—action bar
 
   Step through Darkness III—action bar
 
   Stone Disc IV—action bar
 
   Morph V—action bar
 
   Silence V—action bar
 
   Earth Shackles IV—action bar
 
   Shield of the Elements V [active]
 
   Portal Creation II
 
    Personal Weapon Enchanting with the Power of the Elements V
 
   Demonic Rage Form I
 
   Infernal Rage
 
   Aura of Horror
 
    
 
   Passive skills and achievements:
 
   +5% to any magic action [Archmage Altus' Apprentice].
 
   +5% to physical and magic damage (party/clan bonus) [Shaartakh's Slayer].
 
   +1% to physical and magic damage (party/clan bonus) [First in Ghorazm Ruins].
 
   +5% to physical and magic damage, +5% to armor class and all resistances, +5% to healing spells, +5% to experience gained (party bonus) [Knight-Lieutenant of the Order of Punishing Steel].
 
   +1% to physical and magic damage (party/clan bonus) [First in the West Wing].
 
   +3% to physical and magic damage (party/clan bonus) [First in the the Swamp Cave].
 
   +6% to physical and magic damage (party/clan bonus) [Shaartakh's Slayer].
 
   Bonus to damage with swords: +2%.
 
   Bonus to heavy armor: +2%.
 
   Toughness: 47%.
 
    
 
   Magic Resistances:
 
   Water magic: 25% (50% with Shield of the Elements).
 
   Air magic: 25% (50% with Shield of the Elements).
 
   Earth magic: 25% (50% with Shield of the Elements).
 
   Fire magic: 25% (50% with Shield of the Elements).
 
   Mental magic: 95%.
 
   Dark magic: 95%.
 
   Nature magic: 25%.
 
   Light magic: 75%.
 
    
 
   Reputation with higher beings:
 
   Setara—friendly
 
   Ingvar—friendly
 
   Bel—friendly
 
   Celphata—friendly
 
   Kirana—friendly
 
    
 
   Reputation with other races:
 
   Humans—unfriendly
 
   Elves—unfriendly
 
   Dark elves—respected
 
   Orcs—unfriendly
 
   Dwarves—unfriendly
 
   Drow—unfriendly
 
   Demons—unfriendly (Ashtar Dominion—respected, Craedia Princedom—revered)
 
   Netherworld—unfriendly
 
    
 
   Weapon damage: 488.0-579.5.
 
   Stone Disc IV—787.3-1061.4 earth magic damage.
 
   Tongue of Flame Х—10,093.59-11,986.13 physical damage.
 
   Ice Blade Х—10,093.59-11,986.13 physical damage.
 
    
 
    All in all, not half bad. My damage output was roughly equivalent to a level 200 dual-wielding warrior, and that was without my demonic combat form. Which was hardly surprising given my above-average gear and litany of achievements that would make any player above green with envy. My demons' damage output was comparable to mine, especially the archers'. Unlike me, they benefited from the banner's morale bonus, and if it weren't for Gloom's Charge it would be a real pain for me to intercept various high-level mobs. Thankfully, thanks to his new breastplate Aritor should start tanking bosses no less effectively than me, and that was truly a cause for joy. With those thoughts, I knocked out the pipe into a tray, put it away into inventory, and left my private room. It was time to check out the local shrine to my favorite warrior god.
 
    
 
    The shrine was a twelve-foot figure of solid granite rising from the edge of a large rectangular platform, which, judging by the timeworn dummies installed all around, had at some point been used by the castle's troops for honing their combat skills. The warrior god stood to his full height, the familiar two-handed mallet resting on his shoulder, looking out on the training platform with disdain in his eyes. The undead hadn't destroyed the shrine. Maybe they had tried but failed? More likely they hadn't cared enough to try—the statue just stood there, needing neither money nor food for upkeep. Besides, I'd heard that a god's shrine could only be destroyed by a servant of another god. Specifically a servant, and not just a follower. Perhaps the disavowed simply hadn't gotten around to it in the initial turmoil, and then Magus Diarten, Altus with his mages, and Ahriman's forces who had arrived thereafter had made it so there was no one left to do the destroying. 
 
    Everyone came to Ingvar's shrine except for Vaessa, whom I'd asked to stand watch on the wall. I'd wanted to go alone at first, but then Elnar had convinced me to wait until everybody else was free to join. Why all the hullabaloo? Well, the medieval world, even one filled with magic, was simply too lacking for entertainment to miss such a momentous event. Everyone in the clan knew about the relationship between their commander and his god, and nobody wanted to miss the moment of our communion. But there was also another reason: all of my clanmates—except for Vaessa, naturally—had decided to follow in their leader's footsteps and become followers of the lightning god. Having everybody there at once would expedite the process nicely—in fact, Elnar had promised to conduct a simple initiation ritual that would only take two-three hours. 
 
   "The century is lined up, dar. You can start," the tifling's quiet words interrupted my contemplation. 
 
   "What am I doing?" I whispered to him, seeing my clanmates standing in a line behind me with solemn faces.
 
   "Are you pulling my leg again? I am just his follower, while you've been marked by his hand! And you're asking me? I'm just hoping to do my part of the ritual without screwing up!" he hissed at me.
 
   Well, this should be interesting, I thought, making for Ingvar's granite sculpture. Keep it simple, stupid. Just dump a hundred gold on the altar and be done with it. But as I drew closer to the god's statue, my gut suddenly told me that gold was the last thing Ingvar wanted from me. Oh well! I shrugged, rolled up the sleeve of my shirt, sewn by Treis, pulled a knife out of my inventory and slashed at my wrist. As the first drops of blood fell into the sacrificial bowl, there was a strong smell of ozone in the air. Seconds later a sudden gust of wind knocked me back a step. The wound on my wrist closed up, and the god's stone statue on the altar moved.
 
   Ingvar shifted his mighty shoulders, as if trying to stretch, and looked around. The crowd of demons was perfectly still and silent, the only noise being that of the cracking of granite as the statue was coming to life. Finally the god's eyes stopped on me. Ingvar regarded me for a minute, as if taking stock of me, then smiled and nodded approvingly, and turned back to stone. Just then the sky above was split by bolts of lightning, one of which struck the ground at the foot of the statue, blinding me for a few moments.
 
   "You've grown up, wolf cub!" a familiar sardonic voice sounded in my head. 
 
   "It's good to see you, Ulissa," I smiled at the young woman before me after my vision returned. 
 
   "Are these yours?" the countess motioned at the rigid formation behind me. 
 
   "Aye. My clan's fighters have decided to devote themselves to Ingvar's service." 
 
   "Very well," Ulissa nodded. "But let's take care of you first. On your knee, lieutenant!" there were notes of steel in the voice of the warrior god's companion. The massive two-hander landed heavily on my shoulder; there was a booming of thunder in my ears as fire scorched my cheek. "By the name of the god from whom I draw strength..." the forceful words of the knight-commander of the Order of Punishing Steel punctuated the air. And as I knelt there, transfixed by the beautiful Valkyrie, I knew that another phase of my life had come to an end. 
 
    
 
   You have earned a new rank, Knight-Captain of the Order of Punishing Steel. Now you can command groups of up to 500 sentient NPCs. You and the warriors under your command receive 10% increase to your physical and magic damage, 10% to armor class and all resistances, and 10% to the effectiveness of healing spells. Experience gained by sentient beings under your command is increased by 10%.
 
    
 
   "Congratulations, brother," Ulissa embraced me tightly. "I didn't expect it to happen so quickly—you keep surprising us!" She took a step toward the formation, then spoke loudly: "Warriors! What you have accomplished today will go down in the annals of history as a legendary feat! The Order is glad to welcome you into its ranks!"
 
    The sky above the troops darkened, and what happened next could only be described as pandemonium. The thunderous racket clogged my ears through and through, as lightning tore up the sky. It took a full minute for the mayhem to start to abate. When it was all over, the formation was completely gone: some soldiers stood there in stunned silence, others were on the ground, trying to regain their senses. 
 
   "I may have gone a tad overboard," Ulissa sniffed, though she didn't look at all distraught by it. "Give them a minute to recover," the countess sheathed her sword, turned to me and said. "Got any grub? I'm hungry."
 
   "Sure! We're about to sit down for dinner," I nodded, then cast an incredulous look at Reece, who was studying the tip of his own tail with equal measure of incredulity. 
 
   "That's right, even that windbag has earned the right to be called a knight," Ulissa chuckled, following my eyes.
 
   "Why did you come to him in a dream, but not to me?" 
 
   "Because I couldn't. You dreamers aren't like everyone else. And there's an added layer of queerness to you on top of that," she shrugged. 
 
   "Dar! Look!" Iam, who had become a tifling along with all the surviving demons from the first group of recruits from one month ago, was pointing up at the clan's banner flapping in the wind. The familiar muzzle of a wolf cub was gone, replaced by a scowling, red-eyed young wolf. I focused my eyes on the banner.
 
    
 
   Steel Wolves Banner V.
 
   The banner of the Steel Wolves clan.
 
   All clan members and their allies within a half mile radius of the raised banner receive the following bonuses:
 
   +10 to morale (only for NPCs).
 
   +5% to maximum constitution.
 
   +3% to all maximum resistances.
 
   Warning! If the banner is lost or captured by the enemy, all clan members suffer the following debuffs for the next three months:
 
   -25 to morale (only for NPCs).
 
   -5% to maximum constitution.
 
   -25% to all resistances.
 
    
 
    As expected, the banner's stats had increased to reflect the clan's higher level. I'd earned a promotion, too, and the symbol on my cheek had changed as a result. Suddenly I felt incredibly fatigued—today had been entirely too eventful. 
 
   "James," I called over my deputy. His cheek now bore a single line across it, same as the cheeks of all the demons who had become nobles this day. I now realized that the symbol denoted the title of knight. "Are we eating today or what? You promised us wine..."
 
    
 
    Find me a boy who hadn't had this fantasy at some point in life: sitting at a feast alongside real knights in a castle they had just seized in glorious combat? And it didn't matter that everything was probably very different in the times written about by Walter Scott. Our table may have been much more modest—we hadn't exactly had the time to prepare a proper feast—but so what? On this day we had slain the companion of a god, and here was the companion of another god sitting to my right, holding a glass in her hand like an ordinary woman. I now had the ability to lead a raid of five hundred fighters—an amazing development, though I feared even those numbers might not be enough to rescue the captive dragon deity. And we would have to rescue him one way or another, no matter the cost. Without him I had no way of getting to Cheney; moreover, his death might lead to this world becoming an altogether unpleasant place to live. And it appeared that I was stuck here for quite a while... Should I consult with Ulissa? No, better not—Celphata had made it clear that the gods might not resist the temptation and end up disturbing the delicate balance. After all, being able to conceal a whole plane of reality using the captive god's blood was a tremendous advantage. Could there be something else like that, besides the blood? The exchange with the White Dragon was too short to explain everything, so let's focus on the things that were said. He'd mentioned that before I came to his rescue, a woman would appear in my life. And not just any woman, but my woman. And I doubted she would be some ordinary gal. I looked at Ulissa sitting next to me. Could it be her? The countess was anything but ordinary, that much was certain. Alas, my mates are limited to succibi and elder demonesses, I thought with a sigh. 
 
   "Why so glum?" Ulissa looked at me with surprise. "In barely a month you've risen to the rank of captain, found loyal friends, and slain a great monster."
 
   "Grown horns and a tail," I continued, imitating her tone. "Stopped being human."
 
   "Do you think they care what you look like?" the woman motioned at my clanmates around the table. "Don't anger Sata with your sulking, friend, you're doing just fine." The countess took a sip from her glass, then bared her snow-white teeth in a grin.
 
    At first, the presence of Ingvar's messenger had my demons behaving like military cadets around a four-star general. It took several rounds of wine tasting and a few choice tales of adventure from Ulissa to finally put everybody at ease. 
 
    I couldn't argue with the countess. Unfortunately, good mood isn't something you can order off a menu. Ulissa would soon take her leave, and most of my clanmates would pair off and disappear in their rooms, and I would return to my quarters all alone. I would fall into bed without bothering to undress, and dream of the day when I would get out of this plane, find Alyona and Max, and finally be rid of this solitude. Maybe I should ask Ulissa to find my sister above and give her something from me? I considered the thought, then rejected it. No, I'd already asked Kirana, and nothing came of it.
 
   I took a sip of wine, and forced a smile on my face. I sat there with everyone a while longer, and when the countess stepped away somewhere, I got up and trudged back to my room. I was feeling miserable, but I'd still need to be up at the crack of dawn to fight off the remnants of the undead, and then set out for Gilthor. Those people had only several days left to live, so time was of the essence. If not for that, I'd return to Xantarra and recruit folks there. After what we had done, there should be no shortage of volunteers. The race continued, and I couldn't shake the feeling that I was following some linear script. Too bad the script had been written without me. 
 
    Having made it to my room, I lit a few magic lanterns, poured myself another half glass of wine, opened the window and plopped down before the monitor. I needed to plan out the next phase of my development. Outside the window the moon was huge and round like a cartwheel amid scatterings of twinkling stars, streaming moonlight that seemed to infiltrate every crevice. The ambiance was entirely unsuitable for messing around with stats and talents. I reached for my pipe just as there was a series of soft raps on the door. 
 
   "You're a lousy flirt, wolf cub! A woman comes to visit you, and you don't even bother inviting her up to your room," Ulissa stepped through the door, shut the door, slid her hands around my neck, and arched her brow with feigned indignation. The Valkyrie's gray eyes sparkled playfully.
 
   "But..." I felt as if the wind had been knocked out of me. "But we can't... I can only—"
 
   "Silly boy," she laughed softly. "Those restrictions don't apply to me."
 
    Her lips were unbearably close to mine, smelling of wine and some fragrant herbs. Maybe she is the one? the thought flashed through my mind as I threw caution to the wind and drew this intoxicating creature closer.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    Autumn had come to the princedom, painting the trees and bushes a spectrum of colors, from deep yellow to rusty orange. The cold western wind was blowing in heavy gray thunderclouds from the Great Lake with increasing frequency, which disgorged nasty frigid showers onto the ground. A thick fog had blanketed the ground from sunrise, concealing the hooves of horses and giving the illusion of riding over a magical cloud. The fog had dissipated closer to afternoon, with maybe five-six miles left to go to the Gilthorean border.
 
    We had departed La-Kharte yesterday morning, after taking a full day to get things in order and sort out the treasury. There were barrels of wine, rolls of fabric, wooden and iron components of obscure contraptions, tons of tools and a veritable mountain of metal ingots, of which only three dozen mithril bars held any value. We'd taken the mithril with us and dumped the rest into the castle's treasury, seeing no use in hauling extra cargo.
 
   As our party rode through the ravaged province, we saw countless deserted villages, houses with roofs caved in, fences broken, sheds rotting and gardens overgrown with tall grass and withered trees. Despite these dreary vistas, the clan's spirits were as high as ever. And no wonder! The satrapy was completely rid of the undead scourge—the eight stragglers that had turned up to storm the castle the morning after our battle with Nerghall had been the last of them. Callehzia was now free, and the greater share of my clanmates that called this land home were brimming with elation so infectious the rest of them could hardly resist. 
 
    Only little has changed in my own life, I thought gloomily, throwing off my hood to expose my face to the warm headwind. Ulissa had left the morning of the following day, with a kiss on the cheek and a parting wish to keep riding my streak of luck. Now, far be it from me to complain after the fact, but a man with any insight into the fairer sex always knows the true feelings of a woman who, by some twist of fate, ended up his bed. All that the countess had wanted was a bit of adventure, and the wine over dinner hadn't hurt. Maybe it was for the best? Everything about that night had felt magical, but in the light of day I was struggling to imagine any kind of future with Ulissa. I smiled and shook my head, chasing away idiotic thoughts. Was I going senile in my old age? After my divorce I had vowed to never remarry, but here not a day went by without me fantasizing about a woman by my side. Why bother with any of that? There were countless brothels across Demon Grounds, and I was rolling in dough. Once I escaped this plane and found Alyona, I would come back for a month of pure hedonistic debauchery. Cheney could wait until after I'd had my fill and resumed the hunt with a clear head. The plan made me feel better. I looked over my troops riding down the road. 
 
    A century of cavalry in plate is no joke, I thought, admiring the sight of my armored clanmates. The getare were wielding spears with colorful triangular pennons—one of the two visual upgrades since being made noble by the will of a god, the other being the sharp steel spikes jutting out from the muzzles of their armored horses. It was all just for show, but it made the horses look rather formidable just the same. Hart! And I was in command of all these knights! Life was funny like that. I hadn't even dreamed of anything like this a mere two months ago, and here I was now, leading a burgeoning army of hardened veterans. Of course, I wasn't counting the time wasted in the vault of the Twice Cursed god, but then again being there had earned me the rank of knight-lieutenant, so maybe "wasted" wasn't the right word. I wondered what else the future held for me... Wait, what was I going on about? My future was crystal clear: first there would be Gilthor with its Derelict Temple, then Suonu, and finally Craedia. And I had barely over three weeks to accomplish all three.
 
   "You promised to help me out, Krian," Reece reined in his horse as he pulled up to me. The freshly minted tifling had a distant, contemplative air about him. 
 
   "Why don't you think of it yourself? After all, it's you who's going to wear that name, not me."
 
    After being knighted by Ulissa, all the demons who'd joined me in Ballan were faced with a brand new problem: surnames. Whether or not the countess had simply forgotten or this was just how things were done, but right after the ceremony the clan's menu had lit up with big fat question marks that were blinking red next to the knighted demons' names, calling on the tiflings to fix the problem. And nobody had any issues picking a surname save for Reece, who'd been agonizing over his choices for going on two days. The mage had been pestering everybody about it, to the point where even the imperturbable Aritor had snapped and suggested that he pick something unprintable, then loudly presented him with a dozen choice options. And now it was my turn. Yesterday I'd dismissed the mage, citing matters of great urgency, and Hart had possessed me to promise that I'd help him with his problem later!
 
   "Well, first of all, dar, you're the one with the magic touch," the mage grunted. "Second of all, I haven't been able to come up with anything for two days now. Third of all, you're my suzerain, and a proper suzerain ought to care about the names of his vassals."
 
   "Our archeress is now called Salta dar Furo," I smirked back at him. "Now, do you see me fuming over the fact her surname also happens mean "ferret" in Latin, an ancient tongue in the world I come from? No, it doesn't bother me one bit. Call yourself d'Artagnan for all I care."
 
   "Don't worry about Salta—she won't remain a ferret for long," Reece nodded at the couple riding side by side. "Our archeress will soon be called Daressa Elnar!" the mage paused for a moment, considering something. "Wait, did you say dar Tagnan? Who's that?"
 
   "A clever rascal from a book I'd read as a kid who made out pretty well in life." 
 
   "Dar Tagnan," Reece let the name roll off his tongue, then fell in thought for some time. Finally, his face brightened.
 
   "You know what, dar? I like it! See, I knew I could count on you! Put me under that name in your notepad—I'll go share the good news with auntie." 
 
    Reece spurred his bay horse, steering him to the vanguard where Vaessa rode in an entourage of bonehounds. 
 
   "Glad to be of assistance," I muttered, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. 
 
    
 
    The scouts sent out to meet us were waiting by two huge gray boulders on either side of the road leading into the gorge, marking the province's border. I commanded a stop, pulled out a map and rechecked our itinerary. The gorge ahead stretched southward for a good twelve miles. I wasn't anticipating any particular trouble, but it would behoove us to remain vigilant. So, after reminding everyone to stay alert, I waved to Elnar, and the century spread out along the road started moving—carts screeching, equipment clanking. 
 
    Surrounded by mountains on all sides, Gilthor was roughly one third the size of Craedia, comprising three large satrapies that were no smaller than Callehzia. If the map was to be believed, there were no castles here at all, and barely any settlements for that matter. The largest of them was Mishtah, which lay thirty miles south of here, around the midway point between here and our destination. The zones were all in the 170-200 level range, which, given its sparsely populated territories and numerous mines with occasional nodes of gold and mithril, made Gilthor an ideal place for grinding. That said, mithril really wasn't a priority for me. Mining this metal demanded a thorough, calculated approach—the nodes were simply too scare, and the proportion of ore per node too trivial to be worth it otherwise. 
 
    Generally speaking, mining ore in the game worked as follows: every zone had a particular number of nodes, each with a particular respawn time that differed by type. For example, an iron node would reappear no earlier than one week after being picked clean, copper after a few days, and mithril after one month. Nodes varied by size—from twenty pounds to several tons—and by purity of the ore. Interestingly, after being mined a node would typically appear in a completely different spot. This begged the obvious question: why have mines at all? Simple. Take, for example, an iron mine that contained a small percentage of the metal. This presented miners with a choice: toil in a mine all day long, shoveling through several tons of ore to end up with twenty to forty pounds of iron, or hunt for a node and extract just as much metal in considerably less time... Assuming you were lucky enough to find a node, whereas working in a mine meant guaranteed, albeit meager returns. There was another element to consider, however. Mines were generally indicated on the map, which meant that every PKer worth his salt would no doubt peek inside one when passing by or, more likely, waylay any unsuspecting laborer by the exit. As a result, only the most reckless players would head into a mine without protection. Finally, most people logged into the game to, you know, play, and not swing a pickaxe all day long. Though I had heard stories of some Korean and Chinese clans occupying low level mines and making decent money from farming them. The ubiquitous stereotype of Asians being assiduous folk who weren't afraid to get their hands dirty was on hand in the game. Same as the stereotype of my fellow countrymen, most of whom would rather gamble by hunting for nodes than toil away underground. It's funny, I've long since stopped being human, yet I still consider myself Russian. Tossing back the hair clumped over my eyes, I took a look around. There wasn't anything of interest aside from yellowed grass, hillsides covered with sickly looking vegetation, and creatures grazing on either side of the road that kind of resembled real-world antelopes. I returned to my musings. We hadn't encountered any undead along the way, which was actually beginning to concern me. In Craedia's unprotected zones packs of twenty to twenty five mobs would be blocking the road every half mile or so. I wasn't exactly upset over their absence, but it was nonetheless very unusual.
 
    But I digress. Getting back to the issue of nationalities, several months had passed since the folks in the upper realm had been divided by the high-level monsters from the Netherworld, so I imagined that by now the player base had further split into smaller communities along national lines. What hope was there of playing together when former clanmates had no means of communication and were separated by thousands of miles? What do you do in such a situation? Use nationality as the common denominator? Russian Orcs, French Orcs, Korean Elves, American Drow? That was as likely scenario as any, but perhaps with time the players pulled into the game would undergo such a transformation of consciousness that all racial and cultural differences would disappear? At any rate, I had no one dearer to me in this world than my sister, Max and the century of demons following me—I cared for each and every one of them so deeply that I would rip to bits any scumbag that threatened them without a moment's hesitation. I'm becoming a philosopher lately. I rummaged for my flask and took several gulps. The beverage had been prepared by Reena, and tasted surprisingly like non-alcoholic root bear, which I used to drink copious amounts of as a kid. I wonder which local herb lends that flavor to the drink, I thought while putting the flask away.
 
   Speaking of herbalism, I'd been so busy lately that my clanmates' professions had suffered due to neglect. Then again, my demons were responsible enough to figure it out on their own. If anything, I shouldn't forget to pick up mining once in Iskhart. It was common knowledge that gathering professions were profitable and simple, while crafting professions came with tremendous earning potential but were also a huge time sink. For that reason I had no intention of becoming a blacksmith, tailor or alchemist, but mining seemed like the perfect fit. It didn't take much time at all: find a node, pick it clean, smelt the ore into metal, and you're done. 
 
    Now, what else did I know about mining? All professions could be learned from one of the trainers in a starting city for one gold coin, though you could also complete a small quest chain and learn it for free. The quest chain was typically simple and incredibly tedious, but nearly all players did it anyway rather than fork up the cash. Besides, all the information was easily accessible in guides, making the quests easy as pie. How did I know all this? Well, upon getting hired I was pretty much forced to read several volumes' worth of FAQs about the game. Moreover, all my colleagues in the department were actively playing, which meant that nearly every discussion over lunch or the water cooler would invariably return to the game, e.g. who went where and with whom.
 
   What else? Upon learning the profession you needed to complete several quests for your trainer, get a pickaxe and a small foundry in return for your efforts, and you were free to go off and ply your trade. Now, say you're an ambitious human who has just completed your race's newbie zone, which only takes you up to level fifteen or so. What do you do now? That's right, you set out for the safety of the Royal Copper Mines, where no PKer could ever get you. After two-three weeks of grinding it out with other peons like you while depositing half of your proceeds into the royal coffers, you would level your skill to fifty.
 
   How do you do this? Simple—you whack away endlessly at the rock with your pickaxe, shove the extracted ore into the foundry, and collect the pure metal that comes out. The rock in the Royal Mines, which spanned several game zones, contained no more than one percent copper. Of course, as your skill grew higher coefficients kicked in to increase the miner's output. And yet, filling lorries with ore and rolling them to the foundry and back day in and day out wasn't what I would call a good time.
 
   There were advantages to it, however. High-level players unwilling to waste time swinging the pickaxe would often come to the foundry and buy up copper ore from the newbies. Smelting was easier than digging, but it leveled the profession just as quickly. It was a win-win situation—any newbie could reasonably expect to net two-three gold coins by the time they raised their skill to fifty and came out of the mines. Moreover, copper bars were always in demand by smiths, jewelers, engineers and alchemists, as well as for a bunch of NPC quests. The upshot was that the price for a stack of ten copper bars never dipped below one gold—at least that was the case before the patch.
 
   Leveling mining past that point was obviously tougher, but it really wasn't so bad, all things considered. You could complete another quest chain—a hard one but still achievable by one person—to gain temporary access to tin and silver mines belonging to the crown. Or you could search for nodes on your own. Or make arrangements to work in a mine controlled by some powerful clan. The terms were typically even harsher than in NPC-controlled mines, as you had to fork over as much as seventy percent of your earnings. And yet tons of people opted for that very route, because finding nodes in starting zones swarming with newbies was akin to searching for needles in a haystack, even though—or rather because—every miner could pull up a transparent mini map with all the nearest nodes marked on it. The higher a miner's level, the more distance their map would cover, but once you realized there were literally thousands of miners in the same zone, fighting for the same nodes... In short, it wasn't a pretty picture.
 
    The point being, I had no intention of picking up a pickaxe and paying my dues in the mines. Money was no object, so I could level up my skill smelting ore instead, which I could even buy from NPCs. Why do all this? Truthfully, I had no clear answer. The gods only knew where fate might take me next, and it would be a damn shame to stumble upon, say, a node of adamantine or titanium, and not have the ability to extract it. Ingvar's set, for instance, was crafted from black iron. What if I lucked out and came upon some? I chuckled at my flight of fancy and stood up in the stirrups, looking out ahead.
 
    The gorge had led us out onto a small plateau, beyond which the ground sloped sharply downward, twisting and winding. The mountains ended here, flowing into a great plain dotted with small patches of wood. Far out in the distance another mountain range hid behind a veil of clouds, and to the southwest, almost at the horizon, a river sparkled like a glossy ribbon in the sunlight. Ahead of us were relatively large settlements, spaced out at internals of roughly two to three miles, and beyond them was the zone of city gardens, the road through which abutted open city gates. Not what I would call a small town, I thought to myself. It wasn't Nittal by any stretch of the imagination, and not even Xantarra, but I would estimate a population of about fifteen thousand—not too shabby. 
 
   "Look at that view..." Reena said, stopping her horse next to mine. The girl was looking out onto the plain, breathless and awed. "I had no idea these parts were so pretty."
 
   "And no skeleton in sight," I chimed in, somewhat clumsily. 
 
    And indeed, for as far as the eye could see there wasn't a single pack of undead, not a single burned or ransacked village. Had the invasion not reached these parts yet? But then why hadn't Gorm evacuated his subjects here? It shouldn't be difficult to make arrangements with the local rulers, given that there was only one ruler for all three satrapies. Wait a minute! These were all NPCs who had only developed some equivalent to a memory a few months ago. And in those few months the satrap's forces had repulsed a major assault by the undead from Suonu, and had cleared the entire southern part of the province. Gorm had accomplished plenty here even before my arrival, and he might have eventually risked bringing his people here by skirting La-Kharte. Then again, the idyllic picture before us could just as easily be an illusion, as evidenced by the affliction that had struck Gilthor. 
 
   "All clear," reported the scout leader.
 
   "Keep moving and stay alert. It's a bit too quiet and peaceful here—be ready for any nasty surprises." 
 
   "Aye aye, commander," Ivar replied.
 
    The kid's ears betrayed his mixed elven heritage, and his skills only solidified that suspicion. No one in the clan could match his keenness of vision, alertness and speed over forest terrain. Therefore, when deciding to form a squad of scouts, appointing him as the leader was the easiest decision I'd had to make yet. Ivar, his girlfriend Olta, plus Hyld and Raud who had joined the clan back in Ballan, made up the core of this squad. I'd instructed the leader to fill out the rest of the team as he saw fit, and I couldn't be happier with the result. Not only were they by far the most mobile squad in the clan, they were also deceptively effective in combat. 
 
    It was four in the afternoon and we hadn't yet stopped for lunch, but I decided that the clan could wait a few more hours till we reached the city. As we rode past villages, their people gazed upon us pensively. There was something else in their eyes, and that something made my skin crawl and plunged my spirits lower and lower with each settlement we passed. Everything seemed too picture perfect at a glance: well-kept houses with lovely door trims, apple orchards with trees heavy with fruit, neat patches of flowers and vegetables... But I couldn't shake the feeling like I was watching a horror flick, and kept waiting for the illusion to dissipate, giving way to some kind of horrid abomination. And it seemed that the feeling was shared by many. The laughter and chitchat had died down; my soldiers rode with grim and serious faces, casting anxious looks around themselves.
 
   It was only in the third village that I saw a local up close. The old demon was standing on the side of the road, leaning on the shaft of a shovel dug into the ground, and eyeing the armored warriors riding past him. I focused on the demon, and swore through clenched teeth when I noticed the debuff on him. The malady that had befallen Gilthoreans was called the Gray Scourge. The old demon's stats were decreased by ninety eighty percent! I wondered how he remained on his feet at all. Hart! And, as always, I was catastrophically short on time—just a day and a half to rescue the locals from the affliction. The mad race was continuing. And I had been relying on the Gilthoreans for assistance! I'd been hoping to recruit at least fifty people today, and tomorrow morning to head into the gods-forsaken instance, which was designed for a raid of fifty, and blow it all to hell. But if all the locals were smitten by this debuff, they were essentially useless. Thankfully, our own forces should be more than sufficient: the level 180 dungeon was designed for a raid of fifty, while the lowest member of my clan was 188. Admittedly, it was concerning that I'd yet to complete an instance that didn't also feature some nasty and unforeseeable surprise: the Swamp Cave had the raid boss, the Ghorazm Ruins had been several months of pure torture, and even the West Wing had forced me into rescuing some barbarian.
 
   So, what did I know about this plague? The outbreak happened after the local ruler, Satrap Rumpel, had taken his forces to the Derelict Temple a little under one month ago. I had no idea what had possessed him to go there or even if he had survived the expedition. What else? The plague probably couldn't be cured by your standard methods, and I didn't have enough potions of Greater Healing for the entire province. The only remaining option was to remove the source behind the symptom known as Ulrich the Zealot. I'd never met a demon or beast from the Gray Frontier with that kind of name. I would guess the bastard was one of the disavowed—who else would hang around a temple occupied by the fiends of the Twice Cursed god? Could it be him that the vampire patriarch was going to see? X'tahr was feeding worms presently—assuming they could stomach his flesh—and couldn't answer that question. I decided to ask Ulrich instead, right before bashing in his head. 
 
   "Look, dar, we're expected," the necromancer's daughter motioned toward the open city gates. A crowd was gathering right behind them. 
 
   "Looks that way." 
 
    The sight of the locals was enough to bring my mood to its lowest point. As we came within a hundred yards of the city, I ordered the party to stop, rode forward a bit and barked:
 
    "Vaessa, Aritor, Hagedia, with me! The rest of you, wait here in your saddles! Elnar is next in command! Leave your puppies here, Vaessa, no use frightening the locals," I said to Vaessa as she rode up, then spurred Gloom toward the city gates.
 
    Mishtah's architecture of primarily single-story houses lent it the look of a pastoral French town from the Middle Ages, even as its walls couldn't fail to impress—roughly twenty feet tall, with battlements spaced out every two hundred yards. The lower section of the wall was made up of crude boulders held together by some kind of mixture, and the upper of neat square blocks laid in a perfect pattern. Every five-seven yards along the perimeter gaped the narrow vertical slit of an embrasure, gazing gloomily upon the world like the eye of some fantastical creature. Jutting outward from the top of the wall were jagged, human-sized spikes. And finally, there were the massive iron-plated gates. Put it all together, and a properly trained garrison could probably withstand a storm against a force ten times its size. 
 
    The demons' faces meeting us were dour. Not a hint of aggression, no, it was something else. The plague had depleted their inner resources beyond any reasonable limit—the despair in their eyes was both palpable and difficult to put into words. They stood there in deathly silence. All I could hear was the beating of hooves on the ground and Gloom's heavy puffing. 
 
   "Save our children, Dark One!" a young demoness in a plain farmer's garb stepped out of the crowd. The anguish in her green eyes, turned red from tears, was indescribable. The woman blocked the boar's path, holding in her arms a child that couldn't be older than five. Upon closer inspection I saw that the woman's stats were lowered by ninety five percent, and the child's by ninety eight, same as the old demon encountered earlier. 
 
   "That's exactly why I'm here!" I held the reins, speaking loudly for all to hear. 
 
    The crowd stirred to life at that instant. I heard cries and exclamations, and a whole score of people began talking to me simultaneously, so that nothing at all could be discerned.
 
   "Quiet, all of you!" a deep voice growled. An enormous demon emerged from the crowd. The chatter subsided at once, and the newcomer turned to me.
 
   "You see, dar, our children and elderly will actually die tonight at midnight."
 
   "What?!" I exhaled, flabbergasted. "What in Hart's name is going on here?"
 
   "With the Gray Scourge, children and elderly die on the twenty ninth day after falling ill, and the rest on day thirty," Vaessa said to me quietly. "I've only just now recognized their affliction, though little would have changed if I'd realized it two hours earlier," the magus concluded with a heavy sigh. 
 
   "How did they contract the disease?" 
 
   "I am Kargal, captain of the city guard. Satrap Rumpel had perished in the Derelict Temple, along with all two hundred soldiers that had gone with him. Not one had returned. At midnight that very night, flocks of large black birds flew into every settlement in the province, and when we awoke the next morning we were already ill. We were able to shoot down several of those fiends with our arrows, but that didn't stop the plague."
 
   "What kind of birds were they?" 
 
   "Most likely gerdards—heralds of death, wild beasts from the Gray Frontier. One such bird can alight on a roof and infect everyone in the house with a deadly disease. And a flock of them can infect a whole town," Vaessa explained. "Summon Gerdards is among the higher-echelon necromantic spells. I haven't mastered it, for instance. The plague could have been averted if there was a practicing necromancer in the province, or even a necromancer's apprentice. A simple antidote needed to be administered within three days of falling ill, but now the only way to cure the disease is to kill the one who had set these beasts on this province."
 
   "All the nobles are dead, dar, and I've been doing my best to keep law and order, however poorly," Kargal continued. "When the plague fell upon Gilthor, I gathered all able-bodied soldiers from the neighboring settlements, and three days later we set out for the cursed Derelict Temple. There were nearly three centuries of us. But our path was blocked by mysterious magic when we reached a gorge that leads to the temple. We tried everything we could think of, but all our efforts were futile, and a week later I led the soldiers back." 
 
   "Not one noble is left in the province?" 
 
   "Only the children of those who'd perished in the Derelict Temple. There's Lieta, Satrap Rumpel's daughter. And she will die like the rest of us unless—"
 
   "How did you learn of my coming?" I interrupted him.
 
   "A pigeon arrived from Xantarra nine days ago. Satrap Gorm wrote that if anyone can save us, it would be you," the demon raised his eyes from the pavement and fixed me with an intent look, then spoke loudly and clearly, over the sobbing of women heard all around. "We've been waiting for you, Dark One! All of us soldiers who are still standing, we are ready to follow you to the temple! Save our children, dar, and Gilthor will be yours..." 
 
    
 
    You've accessed the quest: Saving Gilthor.
 
    Quest type: epic, unique.
 
   Slay Ulrich the Zealot in the Derelict Temple.
 
   Reward: experience, unknown, increased reputation with the Craedia Princedom, increased reputation with Gilthor Province.
 
   Attention! The time for completing this quest is limited! If you do not slay Ulrich the Zealot in the allotted time, the residents of Gilthor Province will perish, and you will fail the quest. 
 
   30:16:31... 30:16:30... 30:16:29...
 
   If you slay Ulrich the Zealot by midnight tonight, your reputation with Gilthor Province will rise to exalted. In addition to other rewards, at the completion of the continental event in the Cursed Princedom, regardless of how it ends, you will gain full control over all three satrapies of Gilthor Province.
 
   6:16:31... 6:16:30... 6:16:29...
 
    
 
    The rustling that sounded in the ensuing silence gave me a start. The demoness standing before the boar slowly kneeled, still clutching her baby in her hands. Another woman followed, and then another... And then it was as if someone hurled sand in my eyes.
 
   "Cut it out, will you?!" I screamed at them, trying not to look at the kneeling women. "I was going to kill that son of a bitch anyway! You!" I snapped at the captain, turning Gloom sharply toward the gates. "Stay here and maintain order! Vaessa, Aritor, Hagedia, with me! On the double!" I spurred the boar toward the exit, cursing the writers responsible for this half-baked quest.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Who of us hadn't read books in which characters drove their horses to exhaustion or even death every hundred pages or so, supposedly fueled by necessity? Don't get me wrong, there are all kinds of situations that might call for extreme measures, such as when a human life is at stake, but whenever I would read about some asshole killing an animal this way without justification, I would begin to feel burning hatred towards them. Why? Show me a person willing to kill their pet dog or cat? Or even someone else's and not their own?
 
   It is a known fact that, unless reanimated, a horse driven to extreme exhaustion dies an excruciating death. And since a hero never knows the exact breaking point of the horse he's riding, his cruelty is even less justified. Getting to his destination on foot sucks. And whenever I'd read a phrase along the lines of, "I've missed you so much, my sweet princess, that I drove three horses to death on my way here," I badly wanted to hear the princess reply, "Get the executioner! Off with this dumb bastard's head!"
 
   But no, the character wasting his mounts so needlessly would be allowed to keep breathing. Not only that, he'd know exactly where the next victim of his negligence would be waiting for him.
 
   Where was I going with all this? Well, this last quest I'd been given had put me in precisely the kind of situation that many would argue justified this type of animal cruelty. Thankfully, I didn't need to agonize over it since that option wasn't even available for me and my clanmates. Simply put, it wasn't possible for a century of armored soldiers to gallop down a road less than four yards wide. Maybe in the real world such a thing would be possible, but not in the game world that operated by its own rules. In the game, a mounted horse was completely lacking a survival instinct, obeying his rider like a fine German car. My clanmates, on the other hand, had long stopped being computer programs, at least to me. Moreover, they seemed more human than many of the humans I'd known in my past life, and one of the ways in which their humanity manifested was absent-mindedness—a decidedly human characteristic. The point being, whereas a horse in the real world would do its best to avoid crashing into the horse in front of it, in the virtual world the chances of a collision went up by an order of magnitude, and we stood to lose an hour or more patching up injuries. The risk inherent in galloping the century to the temple simply wasn't worth it. We ended up leaving the horses less than a mile away from the pebble-covered path. I wasn't worried about their safety—there was no one around to steal them, and the local predators couldn't handle them either—so we left them grazing there with a clean conscience. The path was clearly of the less-traveled kind, unkempt and sloping sharply upward. It wasn't until eight thirty that evening that we finally reached the rippling film of a portal—visible only to me—that would lead us through the mountains and into the Derelict Temple.
 
   There were fragments of obscure statues scattered outside the entrance. Not that I cared to know the history of this place: whoever had inhabited it before was long gone, and the current tenants would soon be requested to evacuate by yours truly. Requested politely, no doubt, albeit not in writing. I had no doubt that I'd be able to bring my demons inside. After all, the local satrap had been able to go in with his forces as part of the quest's backstory, while their "self-aware" counterparts following the patch weren't allowed in. I suspected that if they had had at least one player among them, things might have turned out different, but as it happened it was up to me and my troops to complete this quest, which was obviously conceived by a morally bankrupt bastard. And here's the best part—we had only three hours and eighteen minutes to do it. 
 
    
 
   "So where's the temple?" Reece said doubtfully, materializing in the dungeon right after me. 
 
    Then again, calling the picture that opened before us a dungeon would be quite a stretch. It was simply customary, a familiar term used by players to refer to any of the game's instances, be they inside or outside, below or above ground. 
 
    After passing through the portal door, we ended up in a wide mountain passage that sloped upward still, then turned sharply right at around the four hundred yard mark. The passage was about one hundred yards wide, with sprawling terraces overhanging each other some fifty feet in the air that were linked to the ground by timeworn stone stairwells.
 
   Seventy or so yards from us stood several packs of hyena-like creatures. Gnolls! Now what were these foul creatures doing here, and how were they connected to the Twice Cursed god? There were ten packs in all, each numbering about twenty mobs. The gnolls were all level 175, standing close to seven feet tall and boasting around 400,000 HP. Mobs inside raid instances were especially tough, with roughly five times as much health and often twice the size of their ordinary kin on the outside.
 
   Standing tall on the third terrace was an enormous solitary tree. This would be the dungeon's first boss, named Upasus. Clearly a reference to the upas tree of Earth, the milky sap of which was used as arrow poison and for ritual purposes. An obscure reference, to be sure, perhaps only appreciated by botany enthusiasts and Jeopardy! contestants. I wondered which category I fell into... With a command to Elnar to split the party into two previously established groups, I continued surveying our surroundings.
 
   The rocky walls were plastered with colonies of albino weeds, casting patchy shadows on the ground that bore unsettling images of headless humanoid creatures. Even more unsettling were the two massive stone statues with gigantic bellies and erect phalluses, the length and girth of which rivaled the clubs those freaks were clutching with their tiny rickety hands. An expression of pure bliss was fixed on the strange creatures' bulldog-like mugs. 
 
   "Rather fascinating specimens! Would you agree?" Vaessa chuckled, following my eyes. 
 
   "Young ladies, and even those pretending to be young ladies, mustn't be ogling those things, you know," Reece answered in my stead in a mentoring tone. "Young ladies ought to blush and look away in shame at such an obscene sight." 
 
   "You're just jealous, boy," the magus snickered. "I highly doubt that you measure up." 
 
   "Damn right I'm jealous," the mage didn't bother denying it. "If my thing were that big, I'd have no need for a staff! I would slay all kinds of fiends with it, fighting in the front rows alongside our valiant leader!" Reece made a scary face, smacked the shin of his chainmail boot with the tip of his tail, and took a few sweeping swings with his imaginary weapon. 
 
   "Yeah, OK," Vaessa nodded. "Only all of Xantarra's females would be jumping the tallest city walls at the sight of you, powered by sheer horror." 
 
   "Enough!" I snapped at them, putting a quick end to the mirth their exchange was generating. "Reece, hit our endowed friends with something from afar—what if they come alive? The rest of you, pay attention! We've split up to take out packs with two groups simultaneously! Salta heads up the first group, James the other. I'm with the first group, Vaessa is with the second. We need to move fast, but that doesn't mean taking needless risks. If I see anyone acting foolish, I'll have them on horse guard duty in an instant. Don't pause to loot the bodies—we really don't have the time for that right now. Save your form for when we get to that tree—that's the boss. Mages, don't forget about Morph! Any questions? Then buff up! Salta, James, you're up!"
 
    
 
    It was hard not to be satisfied with the clan's development, seeing the damage we were doling out—a little over one million per second, and that was without combat form and with an average of two rare quality pieces of equipment per unit. But more than anything I was pleased with the way my demons behaved in battle—obeying orders without questions, moving and reacting swiftly, and using the right attacks.
 
   The truth was, I was incredibly lucky that physical attacks weren't at the core of any mage build, so that using them cost me minuscule amounts of energy. With my 6% regeneration, I could execute one special attack after another and not worry about running out of energy. My clanmates, however, had no such luxury. Some of their abilities consumed not only a fixed amount of their core resource but a percentage of it. Take, for example, a mage with 10,000 mana and 10% mana regeneration per second. The mage has four spells he can cast once every second: the first costs 500 mana, the second 1000 mana, the third 13% of his maximum mana, and the fourth 40%. The uninitiated might look at those figures and think, no problem! Use the first two spells and ignore the other two, and your mana will regenerate to full instantly. But, as with most everything else in life, there's a catch!
 
   If your first spell deals, say, 500 damage, and the second deals 1,000, spells three and four probably deal in the neighborhood of 5,000 and 8,000, respectively. Suddenly the strategy isn't so clear. And then there is the matter of all these spells working on different cooldowns... Mine was the only fool-proof rotation: I couldn't attack more than once every second, which is why I'd originally picked only two special attacks to build on, each of which had a two-second cooldown. But what should a mage in the above predicament do? There was only thing left to do: try to come up with an optimal rotation of attacks that would result in maximum damage over a particular period of time.
 
   In the old games, when a character's maximum level was limited, everything was simple. All builds (a character's intentional designation of stats and talents to suit a particular style of play) and rotations were easily accessible online. But today, with such a tremendous amount of talents and potential paths of development, it was the AI that determined each player's rotation based on their unique build and equipment. The problem was, I hadn't been able to find a way to manage it in my options. Either it had disappeared with the patch, or I simply didn't know where to look. The average DPS I was seeing in the menu currently was calculated from our fight with Nerghall. I didn't know whether or not the AI had taken combat form into account, but I wasn't itching to complicate the numbers even further. At the same time, the morning after killing the Lord of Darkness, I gave serious thought to potentially increasing those numbers even more.
 
   I'd used Reece, Salta, James and a few more demons as guinea pigs. Taking the troops to the training area, I asked them to attack the tattered training dummy for exactly ten minutes without changing form. After recording the data, I dismissed them, returned to my room and immersed myself in calculations. Because I hadn't given my soldiers more than three-four attack talents, preferring badass specialists to jacks of all trades but masters of none, it wasn't very difficult to arrive at a rotation for each class. But to my great surprise I discovered that they were already employing those exact rotations! I couldn't explain it, but there was no point arguing with facts. Moreover, I realized that Salta had altered her rotation significantly after getting her scalable bow. This meant that the young woman had switched up her attack talents purely on instinct! Even professional gamers would take time to optimize their strategy after an upgrade, but not her! I couldn't know for sure, but I suspected the effect was a carry-over from her past, back when NPCs were governed by AIs. Upon this discovery, I felt disappointment, since there really wouldn't be a way to increase our damage output, but also great relief. Because any intervention into my demons' combat tactics would only cause harm, this was one less problem for me to stress over. 
 
    
 
    All the gnolls were put down in under nine minutes. The main problem in these scuffles was keeping focus on the right targets—as a result, our archers and mages had no choice but blast the mobs at near point-blank range. It took quite a high skill to aim and fire from behind the tank's back, assuming the tank wouldn't twitch at the last moment and catch your arrow. We could have taken out the packs with a frontal attack, but despite the rush I'd decided not to take risks and play by the rules. 
 
    On my command, ten gnolls from the pack before us were transformed into miscellaneous creatures of roughly the same size, and another seven into blue blocks of ice from the archers' freezing spells. That left only five, who roared with outrage and charged right at us.
 
   Only three made it to the tanks, and then the slaughter began. Morph and Icing had a minute long duration, and we only needed three volleys from twenty archers to take a mob from full health to zero. By the time the crowd control spells broke only seven bipedal hyenas were still standing, only to be turned back into icy sculptures a moment later—each squad had eighteen archers, but the freezing shot was only used by seven at a time. This Icing ability was kind of OP, meaning overpowered. An instant cast that completely put the target out of action and, most importantly, could be used in combat, unlike the mages' Morph. The only downside was the long three minute cooldown, but our two squads more than compensated for it with sheer numbers of archers. 
 
   In the end, aside from the few gnolls that had made it to our melee fighters, we were left completely out of work, letting the archers and mages finish off the remaining mobs at their leisure. This is a bit too easy, I thought to myself, watching the last few ice boulders get smashed to pieces. I knew better than to get complacent, and was bracing myself for the worst. 
 
   "Everyone on my target!" Salta's sonorous voice boomed in the channel. "Mages, wake up! Where did that fat rat come from? Your handiwork, Reece?" the head archeress chuckled as the last gnoll collapsed onto the stone tiles.
 
   "Why are you always blaming Reece for everything?! I'll have you know that your 'rat' was actually a hamster, our commander' sacred animal. After wolf and boar, naturally. So take it up with Krian!" 
 
   "You're the hamster," I smirked and looked to my right, where Elnar's squad was finishing off their own pack of mobs. They had been lagging, but not by much. A bit closer to us, in the rear of both squads stood Iam, his face somber and his chin raised high, his left hand clutching the flagstaff on top of which the clan's banner streamed in the wind. I couldn't have dreamed of a better candidate for our standard-bearer. With his sense of duty, I didn't even feel the need to keep the banner under guard during peaceful activities. Then again, why risk it? The clan treasury, regardless of level, came with a secret area that no thief could break into—something akin to a player's private room. It wouldn't store much, but it was perfect for relics such as this.
 
   "On to the next pack! Leave the corpses! Look alive, mages! Coordinate your targets in advance! Wait for the cooldowns to reset. Attack on my command!"
 
    After earning her tail and promotion to officer, Salta's resemblance to a panther had grown even more. I often found myself admiring my sworn sister: her narrowed jade eyes, her tail swaying side to side, its tip ornamented with three silver rings. Even her slightest movements breathed determination and purpose. She looked nothing like the taciturn girl that had approached me alongside Iam barely over one month ago, but had turned into a majestic, deadly predator entering her prime. And now with that massive epic bow in her hands, she could have easily been tapped for the main role in some superhero movie. Catching me looking, the girl winked at me and nodded in the direction of the moving squad.
 
   "Need a special invitation, Krian?"
 
   "Coming, coming," with a chuckle, I Jumped to catch up to the troops who were forming up in their new position. 
 
   "Straighten out your ranks! Reece and the mages, take three steps to the right! Tanks ready? Begin!"
 
    
 
    The boss tree looked fairly ordinary. Some thirty feet high with a trunk circumference of around ten feet, it stood at the center of a rectangular tiled platform that measured roughly forty by forty yards. Its leaves were narrow and dull, but the flowers blooming on its branches were a vibrant raspberry color. It would actually make for rather a pretty sight if not for the skulls and bones scattered around it. And then there were the translucent cobweb-like threads that stretched from the tips of branches down to the ground, blocking our path. And by the looks of them, getting through without wings would be highly problematic. Otherwise I would have simply ignored the wooden bastard and pressed forward, since I doubted he had anything of real value anyway. The boss' two hundred million HP wasn't going to be a problem—even with 50% physical damage absorption he wouldn't last more than ten minutes. But I was still wary of surprises. Besides, for the life of me I couldn't tell the tree's front from its back, since, as any tank worth his salt, it was on me to turn the boss' rear to the rest of the raid. One would assume that all I needed to do was draw aggro and assume the correct position, and the boss would turn to me automatically. Still, it would be nice to know what to expect from the encounter beforehand so as to formulate some kind of strategy. Oh, but a demon can dream...
 
   "Amazing," Vaessa's awed voice broke the silence. "I had no idea such huge specimens existed!"
 
   "Come again?" 
 
   "This is the Tree of Hatred," she said, admiring the flowers growing from the branches. "But no one has ever seen a tree of this species taller than four-five feet!"
 
   "You do understand that we're going to need to cut it down, right?" I inquired, just to be on the safe side. 
 
   "Well, yes, of course, the tree won't let us pass otherwise. But would you look at the size of those buds!" 
 
   "Vaessa! You can discuss the birds and the bees with Reece all you want, but after the fight! Agreed?" I cut the magus short before she could turn this into a scientific conference. "Right now I'd rather you tell me specific things about this nature's wonder. For instance, what can we expect from it?" 
 
   "I honestly don't know, Krian. Once I was able to get my hands on a few buds from a barbarian visiting Xantarra. Its petals can be transmuted to an essence that's used in lots of alchemical recipes. But not even he knew where the buds had come from or how to get more. I know from ancient books that the Tree of Hatred waylays its victims, entangling them with sticky threads, much like a spider would, and devours them. And if a regular-sized tree is known to devour horses without trouble, I shudder to imagine what this fellow is capable of," the magus concluded.
 
    That didn't clear up much at all, but time was ticking with catastrophic inevitability. We had to act. Going by the name, let's assume that his main attacks would be physical and poison-based. What else? In theory, trees are supposed to be scared of fire. Unfortunately, that wasn't our forte: the century only had five fire mages and seven archers with maxed out Fiery Arrow. Still, that should probably be enough. There were also about a dozen gaping rifts on the platform surrounding the boss, and I fully expected a bunch of Pinocchio types to crawl out of there to help defend the mama tree. 
 
   "Listen up, everyone! Make a semicircle around the boss, use formation four. Aritor, keep your team by those black holes in case anything crawls out. Everybody must drink elixirs of nature resistance, the ones Vaessa handed out in the castle. If adds appear, ignore them. The tanks will pick them up, drag them to the edge of the platform and keep them there, spaced out at twenty yard intervals, no less! Aritor, you're in charge of adds, but be ready to tank the tree if need be. If anything goes wrong, use your best judgment. Shift into combat form ten seconds into the fight. If this bastard falls, we split up into two squads as before and keep going to maximize the increased damage output. Officers, make sure all your units are buffed! Start falling into formation. We're starting in one minute."
 
    
 
    We put down the tree in six and a half minutes, but spent the next three dealing with the boss' aides. Looking like ten-foot-tall black bluebells, they had crawled out of the rifts as expected. All in all, the encounter was fairly easy, if somewhat unpleasant on account of my being smashed onto the tiled floor rather painfully a dozen times or so. That, and every inch of my armor was covered with sticky goo. I looked like a flytrap that my mother used to put out at our country home every summer. Wasting not a minute, we fell into our previous formation and pressed on, up the passageway and to the right.
 
    
 
   The clock showed 10:47 PM, and we were finally here. Before us stretched a standard stone platform, on which stood an equally standard structure with eight stone columns and a closed iron-plated gate. This had to be the Derelict Temple. Spaced out along the perimeter were granite statues crumbling with age, and on it...
 
    Occupying the second platform, the dungeon's second boss—an eighteen-foot-tall cyclops armed with a menacing two-handed cudgel—fell even faster than the tree. We'd had to show considerable nimbleness to avoid the monster's attacks which crumbled the sturdy stone tiles with frightening ease. After catching one such blow with my shield and losing nearly 60% of my health, I'd decided to shift strategies and instead Jump or roll away from the attacks instead. It wasn't long before the cudgel had the entire platform covered with gaping fractures, falling into which meant certain death. All the while massive boulders fell periodically from the skies, splintering as they crashed into tiny shrapnel that made life miserable for anyone in their immediate vicinity. Thankfully, the cyclops wasn't the fastest creature under the Arkon sun, and I was able to execute three-four attacks before he would attempt the next swing. I kept the boss' aggro throughout the fight—it would have been tough for our damage dealers to out-aggro me with all the rift-hopping and boulder-dodging they had to do while firing off arrows or casting spells. Leaving the ugly carcass right where it fell, we pressed forward—through packs of ape-like creatures and into the final stretch. 
 
    Surprisingly, there was no boss in sight on the third platform. But the bigger surprise was what we saw instead: people. Specifically, three groups of fifty people each. Judging by their garb, each group had paladins, priests and mages. And these weren't the disavowed either—I didn't spot a single gray cassock among them. There weren't any hints as to who they were or where they came from, but I didn't much care either way. The legends above their heads burned red, symbolizing hatred, which meant they were enemies. Well, folks, it's nothing personal, as they say. The group closest to us had ten priests and just as many mages, and those would need to be crowd-controlled: the former to keep from healing, and the latter as the most dangerous. Well, my century had twenty one mages, not counting myself, and all of us had Silence at our disposal, so that shouldn't be a problem.
 
   "Krian, those are... What in Hart's name are light ones doing here? You said the way into our plane was blocked for them!" Elnar said, incredulous.
 
   "I'm just as surprised as you are, but does it really matter to you whom to fight?"
 
   "I guess not..."
 
    I too was extremely curious what in the hell one hundred fifty high-level human NPCs were doing in Gilthor. And the fact that these weren't ordinary mobs was beyond doubt, as every one of the fighters on the platform had a unique name. 
 
   "Listen up! Battle formation two! Archers and mages focus on the priests—the ones in white mantles. Maximum crowd control. No AoEs [Area of Effect are mass destruction spells that strike a particular area rather than a specific target] of any kind. Do NOT hit controlled targets..."
 
   Following my orders, the archers and mages split into two groups and began to move, taking positions at an angle just behind the melee fighters; this way, after the battle began they could fan out and unload on the enemy while minimizing risk of friendly fire. But then, when the entire raid made it out onto the platform, something strange happened. The tallest of the paladins from the group nearest to us pointed right at us and cried out in alarm.
 
   "Demons! Everybody in wedge formation!"
 
    All three groups of fifty humans stirred into action, and a mere fifteen seconds later we were facing down a tight formation of plate-clad warriors bristling with spears, their mages and priests spread out in a semi-circle behind the main attack force. 
 
   Impressive drilling, I admitted in spite of myself. And then the same paladin bellowed again.
 
   "Crush those filthy scum! Attack, brothers, attack!" And the formation began to advance on us, hiding behind a wall of massive shields. 
 
    I admit, it was an unsettling sight, especially considering their superior numbers—by about fifty percent—and each unit boasting around 350,000 to 400,000 HP. 
 
    I felt a blinding rage surge through me, sweeping away all hesitation and doubts. The blade slid out of my scabbard with a strident screech, and I took several steps forward, shifting into combat form on the go. 
 
   "You sold your souls to the dark gods, and you're calling us scum?!" my roar reverberated over the platform, bouncing off the temple gates. "Everybody in combat form! Salta, Reece, take out the priests!" I commanded, and immediately popped Aura of Horror, scattering the humans as they screamed in fear, thereby completely obliterating their monolithic formation. Only the paladins weren't affected, their divine shields sparkling around them. Bow-strings snapped all around, as Reece's and Salta's teams pushed forward, shelling the priests at practically point-blank range. I had to give the paladins credit: though there were only forty of them, they didn't panic and immediately commenced with closing their ranks, moving swiftly like a single unit. But my century of demons just wouldn't have that. The front row was upon the enemy before they could regain their formation, and then the butchery began. 
 
    
 
    The whole thing was over in less than five minutes. Deprived of their heals and magic support, the melee fighters couldn't hold out for long. Though paladins had some healing capacity, making any real difference was tough when beset by demons intent on interrupting any cast that wasn't instant. The paladin class was one of the toughest to defeat in a fair fight, as it was able to dole out decent damage, hunker down like a tank, heal when necessary, and also stun, which actually felt like a punch in the nose in real life. Except no one said this was going to be a fair fight.
 
   Infernal Rage was an awesome talent. Every ten seconds guaranteed a critical hit, and since my archers' average crit against mobs, bosses and NPCs was in the neighborhood of 50,000, the enemy ended up running out of priests real fast. My archers and mages then moved on to the enemy mages, snuffing out nearly all of them by the time Aura of Horror wore off. They didn't even bother hiding behind the melee anymore, though still remaining within their healers' casting range. With the mages dispatched, our ranged dps proceeded to bombard the half-century of enemy fighters, already tied up by our own melee units. At first the enemy tried to achieve some semblance of a formation, but gave up on that idea after a dozen of them fell dead in quick succession, and the entire platform became a dueling arena. And, as everyone knows, in a duel it's the side with heals that wins more often than not, even when the difference in hit points between the duelists is close to four thousand percent.
 
   They must have been the third boss, I realized, looking out on the platform littered with corpses. After all, the notion of a game boss transcended the classic definition of a big bad monster, whether alone or with a bunch of minions. But I wasn't blind to the fact that the global bump in NPCs' intelligence after the patch had nearly played a real nasty trick on us. Logic dictated that each half-century of enemy fighters was designed to attack us separately, after a certain time interval, but certainly not all at once. Otherwise the encounter would be virtually impossible for an ordinary raid of fifty level 180 players. And even for us, truth be told. If it weren't for my Aura of Horror... When would my streak of luck run out, I wondered? The very fact that I had remembered a talent I hadn't used even once before was remarkable. And suspicious. Were the gods looking out for me? Ugh, how ludicrous that sounded. And arrogant! As if the gods cared whether I got out of here alive. With the possible exception of Celphata, who had some skin in the game, I doubted that any of the others gave a damn. Apparently I was just a lucky son of a bitch. 
 
    The air on the platform was scented with sweat and blood. Blood... Hart, but I was beginning to like the smell! What was that? A byproduct of my new combat form? Or was I really starting to turn into a monster? I didn't want to think about that.
 
   Skirting the vividly red pools spreading out from under the piles of corpses and listening absently to reports from team leaders, I walked slowly toward the closed temple gates, and peered into the image depicted on them. It was a pair of dueling knights. Scowling canine-like jaws dripping with drool, eyes glowing crimson red—the artist had managed to convey the heat of the battle rather well. Only it didn't say anywhere in the drawing whether these creatures actually existed in this world, and if so, where? 
 
   "Elnar, casualties?" I bellowed. Speaking in a normal tone was impossible in this form, or maybe I just hadn't had the time to try and learn.
 
   "No casualties, dar! Incredible, but true," my deputy reported.
 
   "Excellent," I sighed with considerable relief. "Take three minutes to get everyone back in order, and form up in front of the gates."
 
   "Wow! What handsome fellas!" Reece clicked his tongue in awe. "Are their females as pretty, I wonder?" 
 
    The mage was his usual jolly self, totally unbothered by the mountains of corpses around him. In fact, I could probably count on one hand the things that might ruin his mood.  
 
   "Reece is talking about females? You don't say!" Salta chimed in. "Would you tell me why you'd want a mate with those teeth? She's likely to bite everything clean off, you know." 
 
   "There's so much about the ways of the world you don't understand, child," the mage retorted in a mentoring tone. "There are times when a muzz... I mean, a face like that gives an undeniable edge to a woman."
 
   "Like when slurping moonshine from a bowl?"
 
   "I fear this one's a lost cause, dar," Reece turned to me with a sorrowful grimace. "Here you have a grown woman, with her own man and even her own tail for Hart's sake. And yet she, uh..." the mage creased his brow in search of the right words, but I hastened to interject.
 
   "Save the debate on the merits of sharp teeth in a relationship for later, I've got no time for this now," I waved them away, though a part of me couldn't help but wonder what advantages Reece was alluding to. 
 
    That rogue! He'd intrigued me, but I couldn't bring myself to ask for clarification in front of Salta. Suddenly I felt great appreciation for these two, exactly as they were—no way would I want them to revert to being ordinary NPCs. I glanced at the clock, which showed one minute to eleven. We had been moving at a fast clip, but only one hour was left till midnight. Only the temple remained. No use guessing now, let us see what secrets awaited inside.
 
    It had gotten dark. To clarify, the sun had actually set long before we entered the dungeon, but up until now it had been fairly light. The darkness had fallen quickly and suddenly, as if some unseen giant had flipped the switch and pelted the sky bright with stars. It was time...
 
    The gate leaves groaned, and we found ourselves inside a great hall with rows of massive columns on either side of a walkway stretching into the distance. Hundreds of torches illuminated the space; as the draft blew in, the torchlight danced an enigmatic dance with the shadows. Half-crumbling statues stood over by the walls, and the cracked floor was lined with bones and gravel. All signs pointed to the true owners of this place abandoning it many centuries ago. The air was scented with burning oil and wood, which mixed with rot and desolation into a queer, pungent bouquet.
 
   Further ahead, by the temple's far wall, stood a lopsided altar constructed from some black material. And before it knelt a massive figure with its back to us—clad in heavy silver armor, its head hung low, a two-handed sledgehammer resting on its shoulder. Ulrich the Zealot, Champion of the Order of Impending Dawn. Level 280 with half a billion HP. I wished someone would explain to me what in Hart's name the champion of Erantia's foremost order was doing in this bloody hellhole? Even I'd heard of the Order of Impending Dawn, and I'd barely even played the damned game before getting stuck here.
 
   The Untainted were the local analog of the Medieval Inquisition. Those who held the portal open for Altus and his people were, as far as I remembered, one of the Order's divisions. So you might say I was rather surprised to meet one of the leaders of this almost omnipotent organization in a temple captured by agents of the Twice Cursed god. Add to that the fact that this "knight" had supposedly inflicted a deadly plague on the innocent residents of Gilthor, and the whole story made even less sense. 
 
    At the sound of the creaking front gates, the paladin stood up and slowly turned around. Sizing up the unwanted guests with an unblinking stare, the shifted the sledgehammer on his shoulder and started toward us. His heavy step reverberated in dull echoes off the walls cracked with time; it seemed that even shadows recoiled in fright from the mighty champion of one of history's most illustrious orders. Ulrich halted around thirty yards from us, and I could finally make out his face. The man was about two feet taller than me, and looked to be in his early fifties. A broad forehead over a shattered nose and a massive jaw. His expression was calmer than a still sea, and his steel-gray eyes contained not an ounce of fanaticism, but only unwavering confidence in his own strength.
 
   "You have come, demon," he spoke softly, looking me up and down with scorn. "I have been waiting for you and your lapdogs. The hermit didn't lie—I see almost a full century of the tainted, with a black demon in command." 
 
   "Tell me, when did the champion of a light order become a dark god's bootlicker?" I roared with no less measure of disdain, taking a step toward him. "When did paladins start killing innocent children by siccing monsters from the Gray Frontier on civilians?"
 
   "Light, Darkness... It matters not, so long as I can stop your invasion into our realm," Ulrich said. "Innocent children? The more of those horned parasites die along the way, the better. When it comes to your kind, any means are justified. And it's not my fault those who sit on the Order's council these days have piss, not blood, coursing through their veins. So what if Myrt wouldn't approve? If your kind break through to the upper realm, the problem would be much harder to the contain. That is why I'm here. Syrat gave me the chance to obstruct your path, and you shall not pass. You shall not get what you came here for. Even if I perish, the vault cannot be opened without me. So then, demon, let us begin," the knight made an inviting gesture. "Today I slay every last one of you. And then I'll sit and wait for the next batch of victims."
 
   "Fool," I shook my head. "Hatred has blinded you. The rift from the Netherworld happened several months ago—all I want is to build a portal between our planes. I don't care about you lot to invade you!"
 
   "You're lying, demon!"
 
   "Even if I am, it makes no difference. You won't live to learn the truth. And I will have what I came here for, with or without you. It's lying right over there, isn't it?" I pointed at a chest to the right of the altar, its edges radiating an olive magic glow. 
 
   "How did you..." his face suddenly warped with hatred, the paladin took a step forward, his nostrils flaring, holding his menacing sledgehammer with an iron grip.
 
   "I am a dreamer, you moron," I said wearily. "I've already opened vaults sealed by the Nameless' blood. Enough talking now. In another ten minutes you'll be feeding worms, and I'll make sure history remembers you as Ulrich the Childkiller!"
 
    Those last words I spoke while dodging the sledgehammer aimed right at my temple, and countering with a Tongue of Flame into the paladin's exposed side. The massive weapon smashed into one of the columns with a deafening crash, and the temple's long silence exploded with battle shouts from my officers, and the racket of my clanmates' boots on the stone floor...
 
   "I will crush you like a pest!" Ulrich roared, throwing up his terrible weapon for another swing. An Ice Spear struck him in the back and half a dozen arrows glanced off his cuirass. I kept falling back, but the paladin kept pressing me—and no wonder, only I could get my hands on the chest's contents next to the altar. Still, I had no intention of testing the strength of my shield against that sledgehammer. 
 
   "What's wrong, oh brave champion? I know you're used to killing children, so you'll have to excuse us—we're all grown up!" stamping the paladin's chest with the visual flourish from Ice Blade, I ducked behind another column. 
 
    I wanted him running after me. The latest patch had introduced a curious new element to the way NPCs viewed the world—some of them would stick to you like a fly to dung even without you using any aggro-drawing abilities, but simply to see you dead. The battle ought to last eight-ten minutes tops, and there were plenty of columns around. Tongue of Flame, step back, duck behind a column, step forward, Ice Blade.
 
   "Melee, get back! Only archers and mages keep on him!" I cried into the channel after the paladin swung his sledgehammer in a sweeping arc, sending the fighters hanging on him flying in all directions, like a rabid bear might brush off a pack of dogs, and taking off more than half their HP. The hell with this dude! We had plenty of time, and I wasn't going to risk my people's lives needlessly. Besides, it was easier on our mages and archers to pour on the pain without fear of hitting a friendly target. Ice Blade, step back, dodge sideways, step forward...
 
    The battle passed the twelve minute mark, but the paladin was very much near death. None of the tricks he'd employed thus far had helped him: not the exploding patches of light that appeared randomly on the floor, not the phantom swords he'd hurled through the air which then returned like boomerangs. His attacks had reached me only seven times—and while I wouldn't call it a pleasant experience, none of the blows were anywhere near fatal, especially when mitigated with a shield. The columns had been much less fortunate—nearly a third of the temple was now filled with large debris of marble and stone.
 
   Ulrich made for a gruesome sight: his cuirass badly dented, his helm knocked off and lost amid the debris. The strange thing was, all the arrows and offensive spells would hit him exclusively in the back and chest. The paladin knew he had lost, but kept on pressing me with the doggedness of a bulldozer, all the while muttering something I couldn't possibly hear over all the racket. Curious though I was, I had no intention of getting close enough to make out his words. Ice Blade, step back, raise shield to block a spinning phantom sword, sidestep, step forward, Tongue of Flame. Only there was something about his expression I didn't like, as if he knew something no one else did. He was calm and resolute as ever. What is this bastard up to?! I thought feverishly, sticking to the rhythm of my rotation. The answer came a few seconds later: down to five percent health, Ulrich leaped aside with surprising deftness, reached for his neck and pulled out a light metal disc from under the cuirass. In one fluid motion, the paladin raised it triumphantly overhead.
 
   "You lose, demon!" he roared with ecstasy, tossing aside his now-useless sledgehammer.
 
   "Get down!!!" I cried on top of my lungs, but my words were consumed by the darkness that had engulfed the temple...
 
    
 
   Your Toughness skill has increased to 48%. 
 
    
 
   Attention! You've earned a unique achievement, First in the Derelict Temple. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 3% increase to your physical and magic damage.
 
    
 
   Your reputation has decreased. Members of the Order of Impending Dawn relate to you with hatred.
 
   Your reputation has increased. You are exalted among the residents of the Craedia Princedom!
 
   Your reputation has increased. You are exalted among the residents of Gilthor Province!
 
   You've completed the quest: Saving Gilthor!
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 182.
 
   You have 1 talent point to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    Hart! My head was killing me. My whole body felt as if I'd been passed through a meat-grinder. I was lying in a pool of something sticky... Blood? A sharp piece of stone had cut into my cheek, but I couldn't raise my head... I didn't want to... Hart! I felt a surge of rage, my old friend, at my own helplessness, bringing me to my senses like a slap across the face. Get up, you pussy! My brain and legs still felt like jelly, but I willed myself off the warm temple slabs. A few deep breaths, and I almost felt normal again. My sword and shield were lying several yards away—I must've dropped them when that damned suicide bomber had blown himself to bits. In the spot where Ulrich had detonated his device nothing remained but a huge bloody stain, at the center of which was a pile of loot dropped by the paladin. A few items radiated a dark purple glow—epics! But that didn't matter now, not just yet. Wait, what was this? I opened my palm in surprise—all this time I'd been holding a silver disc, scraps of a chain hanging from it. Was it the same amulet the paladin had ripped from his neck before dying? But when did I have the time to pick it up? The sword and the chalice—the accouterments of the Champion of the Order of Impending Dawn—had two scorched furrows running through them, as if crossing them out. Well, of course, Ulrich had probably quit his Order when he...
 
    
 
   You've accessed the quest: The Truth About Champion Ulrich. 
 
   Quest type: unique.
 
   Go to Vaedarr and deliver Ulrich the Zealot's tainted badge to Father Sebastian, head of the Fellowship of the Untainted and Champion of the Order of Impending Dawn.
 
   Reward: experience, variable, increased reputation with members of the Order of Impending Dawn.
 
    
 
   Hart! The inquisition is the last thing I want to see, I thought to myself, putting the amulet away, but the next thought that popped in my head had me in cold sweat. My clanmates! I pulled up the raid menu... and felt an incredible, indescribable sense of relief. Alive! They were all alive!!! I was lucky again—if it weren't for our maxed-out resistance against Dark magic, not one of us would've survived. These days I didn't pass out even at thirty percent health, which meant the detonation had been devastating—no wonder that asshole was so certain he had won. But then, why wasn't anybody up and moving? I walked over briskly to Reena's body, lying motionless on the cold slabs, leaned in and gave the girl a couple of soft slaps on the cheeks.
 
   "I don't think you want to wake them just yet, Dark One. I doubt you want your friends to slaughter each other, consumed by a mad hatred?"
 
   The words spoken at my back startled me. I spun around sharply and froze with shock. The annoyance of not having picked up my sword and shield right away vanished the moment my eyes fell on the speaker—they wouldn't have helped me anyhow, not against him. The man perched on the altar wore a classic black waistcoat. He had fine, symmetrical features, and his neatly trimmed beard made him look like a musketeer circa the reign of Louis XIII, or maybe a Spanish grandee, at least the way I pictured them. His eyes shone with irony as he made an inviting gesture.
 
   "Have a seat," he chuckled. "Take a load off. That's what you two-lived say, isn't it?"
 
   "But... This is against the rules!" I exhaled. Oh, the hell with it! I decided to follow along. He could have killed me a hundred times already anyway—I was without recourse against a god. 
 
   "The world is changing, Krian," he sighed after a short pause. "And we're changing with it. And it's not just us—even for others like you, this world was nothing but a game until very recently." 
 
   "You know that, too?"
 
   "Aye, not that it makes a difference. What does it matter if all this is real or just a game..." 
 
   "What does a god want with me?" 
 
   "What did the other gods want? The ones who had left their marks on you?" Syrat asked in an even voice, locking his eyes on mine. "You mentioned rules, right? Well, just like the others, I can't just go wherever I want, not without making certain arrangements first... A detestable place, don't you agree?" he uttered after a pause, gazing pensively at one of the temple's lone intact statues depicting a bipedal giant with an elephant's trunk and tusks hiding behind massive shield that was as tall as him. "The Pangeans that built this temple were deeply steeped in their perversions." 
 
   "Why did you need to capture it if you hate it so much?" I asked, thinking to myself that the world was indeed slowly going mad. Here I was, sitting on a desecrated altar, having a chat with one of the Twice Cursed gods—a creature feared and hated by nearly every sentient creature under the sun. And I felt not a drop of hatred toward him. My face must have betrayed my inner turmoil...
 
   "Well, now," Syrat grinned. "You think it matters to me where to draw strength from? Whether I am the object of hatred or someone else, it makes no difference. As for the temple, I needed it for one reason—to wait here for whoever came for the case. And trust me, Dark One, I'll be more than glad to gift it to our raven-haired beauty."
 
   "What about Ulrich?"
 
   "I gave him what he asked for, but our valiant champion got his prophecies all mixed up. The rift that the hermit spoke of took place two months ago, just as this world was born."
 
   "So what do you want from me?" 
 
   "From you? You are driven by only two emotions: fear and hatred. You fear losing your friends and loved ones, and you hate our common enemy... You would have made a fine priest for me," a smile touched the edges of Syrat's mouth. "But you're still weak, demon. And your enemies' power equals that of the gods." 
 
   "Are you talking about Cheney and his guys?"
 
   "I don't know what they were called in your world, but here they are known as the Custodians."
 
   "I don't understand... You're telling me that they're your enemies as well?"
 
   "Not just mine. By their very existence the Custodians disturb the integrity of this world. But they are locked away in Azure Valley that no one has access to." 
 
   "But—"
 
   "You're wondering about the Nameless?" Syrat said, as if reading my mind. "If I knew where my dearest brother was holding him, we wouldn't be having this talk. That is a problem you'll need to solve on your own." 
 
   
  
 

"You still haven't answered my question..."
 
   "Because there is no answer, not just yet. I'm here today to talk and, shall we say, sort out our priorities. When you are ready, I'll be back, and we will continue this talk." 
 
   Syrat rose from the altar lightly and cocked his head, sizing me up like a buyer who wasn't quite sold on the product he was being offered.
 
   "Here, let this be your advance," a tiny dark cloud broke away from his hand and darted right at my chest. As it hit me, my whole body twisted in shock and unbearable pain. 
 
    
 
   You've learned a unique passive skill: Simmering Flame of Hatred.
 
   You are granted a one-time 5% boost to your Toughness skill. 
 
    
 
   Your Toughness skill has increased to 53%. 
 
    
 
    
 
   "That'll come in handy in your future, Dark One," Syrat said as I was coming back to my senses. "Keep looking for your woman, demon, and be wary of the contents of this case. Farewell now, I've lingered here too long." With those words, the divine visitor turned around and started leisurely toward the opened temple gates. Moonlight streamed into the main hall, bathing his distancing silhouette—it looked like the dark god was headed right for the night's mistress in the sky. I wanted to run after him, to stop him and ask a million questions that were rumbling inside me... But it was no use—he wouldn't give me any answers. No matter how real it got, this world still remained a game that operated by its own rules. Whether this was a blessing or a curse, I couldn't quite say. So I just sat there on the Derelict Temple's broken altar, watching broodingly as the Twice Cursed god disappeared into the night...
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   "Master mage! Master mage!" A young demon ran out of the bushes and onto the road some twenty yards ahead. He couldn't have been older than ten or eleven.
 
   "What do you need?" I reined in my mount, slightly annoyed at the sudden obstruction, and put up my right fist, signaling a halt to the century following me.
 
   Seeing that he had my attention, the kid smoothed out his red silk shirt, threw up his chin, and blurted out:
 
   "Uncle Kargal... I mean, Captain Kargal asked you to go to the main city square that's in front of the citadel. He asked me to tell you that the garrison is lined up and waiting for their master." The kid's face suddenly grew solemn. He stepped back with his right foot, pressed his right fist to his chest, and lowered his head. "I want to thank you personally for avenging the death of my parents. From this day on, my sword and my life are yours to command, Dark One." 
 
   It wasn't until now that I'd realized I was looking at a noble. The kid's tail hadn't been visible until he pressed the tip to the shin of his right boot during the bow. 
 
   "I thank you for your vow," I nodded to the little tifling. "What's your name?"
 
   "Kirym dar Sarkat," he raised his head, locking his eyes on mine. "My father commanded Satrap Rumpel's militia, and my mother was a captain in his army."
 
   "I see," I looked at Elnar to my right, then nodded in the city's direction. "It's all as you predicted, James. Go on, get our troops in parade formation!" 
 
   "Century! Three per column! Two yards distance, one yard interval! Line up!" the tifling shouted, standing up in his stirrups. Upon confirming that his orders were executed, he moved up four lengths.
 
    All this had been practiced way in advance: Elnar and Salta were up in the front, Iam with the banner two lengths behind them, then me, and behind me the rest of the century. It was James who had drilled all those moves, turns and actions. Hell, even Salta and Reena, with their leadership bar well past the centurion mark, could probably take over for him and do a far better job than me. Little wonder, too, given that my past command experience amounted to managing a sales team of ten and a detachment of incorrigible slackers on an airfield, all of which was useless in the context of commanding a century of armored troops. I had no leadership bar that would magically improve my command skills as it filled out, so I had to learn the old-fashioned way. Anyway, none of this bothered me. All this stuff was for show, whereas strategy and actual combat were on me and me alone. It was my headache, my misgivings, my responsibility... And I wasn't going to entrust it to anyone.
 
    Seeing Elnar's quizzical look, I gave a wave of the hand. The century stirred into motion, and I pressed my heels into Gloom's sides to follow. Upon catching up to the kid, still standing there by the wayside, I grabbed him and lifted him into the saddle before me.
 
   "Care to keep me company till we get there?" 
 
   "Aye aye, commander!" the little tifling was trying his best to act with dignity, but his suddenly rigid back and hoarse voice gave away the boy in him. Oh, but his peers would choke with envy! The final nail that drove the kid into complete stupor happened when Iam turned to him and winked without changing his signature grave expression. 
 
    I tried to make the little tifling as comfortable as possible—he was having trouble breathing as it was—then set Gloom into a trot after our standard-bearer.
 
    
 
    My clanmates had begun to recover five minutes or so after Syrat had left. Batting their eyes and looking around in bewilderment, the demons hastened to reestablish some semblance of a battle formation while being yelled at by James, Salta and Reena. When James turned up before me to report, I dismissed him with a wave, hopped off the altar and walked over to spot where Ulrich had met his end. The loot was scattered over the ground in a five yard radius: two epics and about fifteen rares. The epic bow went to Ivar, and the chainmail boots to Olta, while the rares went to James for subsequent distribution.
 
   Feeling quite jittery, I walked over to the chest, its edges emitting a magic green glow. It was the miniature replica of the vault that had been my prison for two solid months. This time, thank Hart, I didn't need to climb inside. Pulling off my glove, I slipped my hand into the chest. My fingers met with an object, and I pulled it out at once.
 
   The small case was made of pure truesilver, and bore a strange engraving on the lid. At a glance one might mistake it for a solid metal bar. There were no locks, holes or handles. No hint at what might be used to open it. Not that I planned on opening it—the quest specified that I needed to hand over the case, not its contents, to Vyardiz, whoever that was. And I was more than content to pass on the headache to him. 
 
    Sarykas, the capital of Rualt, was roughly two weeks' ride from here. And though I badly wanted to get back on the road, sadly, that wasn't an option. There was simply too much unfinished business in the princedom. 
 
    Putting the case away in my bag, I ordered the clan to pitch camp for the night. Mishtah could wait until tomorrow morning.
 
    After a quick breakfast at sunrise, the clan set out back to town, leaving behind only Vaessa to finish gathering certain valuable extracts and specimens for her research. 
 
    It had apparently rained the evening prior, at least there was no other plausible explanation for the wretched appearance of my trusty steed, who was otherwise ecstatic to see me. Gloom was covered from head to hoof with nauseating slime, and reeked so bad that my eyes started tearing up. I didn't know how I'd managed to climb into the saddle without passing out—I'd say it was my greatest achievement yet.
 
    As we set out for Mishtah, Elnar tactfully explained to me that the city's new ruler probably shouldn't appear before his subjects looking the way I looked. Now, sure, the citizens would understand and forgive, but there was something to the tradition of the province's sovereign returning triumphantly into town after a glorious victory, riding a white horse, perhaps even a black razorback, but certainly not a hog that looked to be covered in dung and smelled even worse. In fact, it wouldn't be so bad for the whole century to look the part of heroes—and heroes they were, no doubt about it. All we needed was to wash up, bathe our mounts, and clean our equipment. Failing to find a sound counterargument, I signaled a pit stop on the bank of a large lake about an hour from town, and ordered everyone to preen themselves proper. Then I tried to lead my black-furred companion into the water, but Gloom was having none of that. The boar was desperately pretending to not understand what I wanted from him, all the while sneaking wary glances toward the water. After numerous attempts at gentle persuasion had gotten me nowhere, I lost my patience, threw off my clothes, mounted the boar, and Charged him not once, not twice, but three times right into the bloody lake, likely causing a stroke among half of the fish population as my bathing clanmates split their sides with laughter. After his bath, the razorback was so distraught and upset with me that he wouldn't even accept a tasty treat. It took a solid hour of reconciliatory ear-scratching for the surprisingly thin-skinned beast to even acknowledge me again. 
 
    The sight of women bathing in the lake didn't exactly mend my surly spirits. Now, there was nothing overtly sexual to it—no skimpy bikinis, thongs or the like, but ordinary shorts and tops. Still, looking at those half-naked women triggered desires inherent to any red-blooded male, and knowing that I had absolutely no shot at ever being with them constituted some real twisted variant of virtual impotence. At some point my mood hit rock bottom, so I lit up and decided to keep busy cleaning my armor. Seemingly sensing my dejected state, the black boar materialized to my right. Having apparently decided to forgive and forget, Gloom prodded his warm snout into my shoulder, getting me all slimy in the process, and plopped down on the sand with a heavy sigh. That was how I spent the next several hours: nestled up against the warm side of the boar, who had fallen asleep within seconds, and polishing the metallic parts of my gear with sand. 
 
    
 
    "Straighten out the lines! Keep your distance!" Elnar's shout wrested me from my reflections. Maybe three hundred yards remained to the city gates. The main guard tower was decorated with variegated ribbons, and the swarms of citizens were all made up in festive garments—this Mishtah looked nothing like the city we'd departed from only yesterday. A demoness—the same one who was begging me for help yesterday with a babe in her arms—was standing in the gates, attired in a silk red dress and holding a silver cup. Only now did I notice her name: Villena. 
 
    Salta, Elnar and Iam moved their mounts to the side, allowing me to ride forward. After getting his fill of awed and envious looks from the citizens, the demon boy in the saddle before me slipped onto the ground and vanished in the crowd. Instinctively I rode up to the red woman at the gates, and dismounted. 
 
   "Welcome to Mishtah, dar!" the demoness' eyes shone impishly. She bowed, offering the cup to me in outstretched hands. She paused for a few moments after I accepted the gift, then raised her eyes at me with a fair degree of defiance. 
 
   I had the distinct feeling I was missing something.
 
   "Bottoms up," James' voice sounded in the raid channel.
 
    Bottoms up? Don't mind me. With a shrug, I downed what must have been about a quart's worth of tart white wine in one gulp. 
 
    After waiting for me to finish the wine, Villena gave a satisfied nod, took a step forward, and with the simple words, "Thank you, Dark One," clasped her arms gracefully around my neck. I must have made for rather a comical sight, kissing a young demoness at the city gates to shrieks of excitement from the citizens, and cries of encouragement from my troops. Villena's lips were soft and tasted like the wine I'd just downed. A warm sensation was spreading through my body, but the kiss just wouldn't end. Oh, screw it! Doing away with all conventions, I drew the woman close and concentrated only on this kiss. Suddenly there was a great racket—that was my warriors sliding their swords out of their scabbards and banging them against their shields. The raid channel erupted with laughter and cries of delight, and the citizens broke out in thunderous applause. I couldn't tell how long it all lasted, but all good things must come to an end. And so it was with this kiss. When the demoness drew away at last, there was a mischievous smile on her face.
 
   "It's too bad you're an elder," she whispered in my ear, then added loudly. "Thank you, Dark One, for the honor you've bestowed upon me and upon our city." With those words, she took the cup from my hands, and withdrew into the crowd, tottering like a drunk person. 
 
   "Would you care to explain this tomfoolery?" Still trying to find my footing, I turned an indignant gaze to Elnar.
 
   Evidently, my indignation wasn't very believable, because James didn't bat an eye as he offered an explanation.
 
   "Traditions, dar. The longer the kiss lasts, the more honor you bestow upon the city," he said, barely holding back a smile.
 
   "Would it have killed you to tell me about it beforehand?" I griped. It wasn't that I was necessarily displeased with the tradition, but I didn't appreciate being kept in the dark.
 
   "I thought you knew..."
 
   The tifling didn't know how to lie—his guilt-ridden expression was proof of that. 
 
   "Oh really?" hopping back in the saddle, I signaled for everyone to get moving, and grumbled some more into the raid channel. "I suppose all of you knew? I swear to Hart, when this is all over, I'm going to marry off every last one of you!"
 
   I tried to make my voice sound menacing, but failed miserably. The channel was silent for a while, and then Reece replied for everyone.
 
   "After seeing that libido in action, I bet they'll all elope before sunrise anyway," he quipped. "It'll be just you, me and Gloom left." 
 
    The roaring laughter in the raid channel was all the answer I needed. For better or worse, these demons were the product of their environment. I shook my fist at James as he turned around, and he too couldn't help but burst into gleeful laughter.
 
   Not even on Nittal's main square had I seen a crowd this large all gathered in one place. It appeared that the whole city had come out to meet my century. There were long tables bursting with food over beautiful ornamental cloths, trees decorated with colorful tape and ribbons, and citizens in festive garb beseeching my fighters to honor them with a visit immediately after the ceremony. And joy—the feeling of joy was so thick in the air I could almost touch it. Evidently, my mental resistance was powerless against positive emotions. The consumed wine was whirring merrily in my head, as my mood had done a one-eighty and kept on surging. 
 
   "Here's your chance to redeem yourself and tell me what surprises to expect at the main square," I asked James in the officer channel.
 
   "I'll have to disappoint you, dar," Reece answered for the warrior. He'd been riding somewhere in the back, and was apparently quite bored. "I doubt that Captain Kargal is going to be as forward as your new girlfriend. Of course, if you ask him nicely... Better yet, if you order him to—"
 
   "Shut it!" I snapped at the incurable mage. "James!"
 
   "Nothing to worry about," Elnar reassured me without delay. "The garrison commander will hand you the governor's badge, and that will be the end of the formal portion. You don't even have to say anything," he grunted in conclusion. "You've made everything clear at the gates without any words. The citizens of this town won't ever forget this day." 
 
   "Why do I get the feeling you're all against me?" I sighed. 
 
   "You can relax now, Krian," Salta said to me in a private channel. "If only for one day, today is that day." 
 
   "If you say so," I said to the girl, and gave another sigh. 
 
   As I contemplated her words, I quickly realized the truth of them. I still had over three weeks to recruit four more centuries of fighters, equip them, train them, put them in the saddle... No use worrying about that now. At least not until I had a talk with the garrison commander.
 
   "Krian, I think we should give the troops time off till lunch tomorrow. After we settle in, that is," Elnar said to me in a private channel. "Let them walk around the city, tell the locals about us. We still need to recruit fighters here, and their stories should bring in plenty of volunteers." 
 
   "Good call, James. You have a mind for advertising."
 
   "What's advertising?" 
 
   "I'll tell you some other time. Now, what am I supposed to do at the square?"
 
   "I'll line up the century opposite the city garrison. You'll step forward, accept the badge from Kargal, say a few words and call for the celebration to start. Simple." 
 
    
 
    Rectangularly shaped and sized like your typical parade ground, Mishtah's beautifully cobbled main square was surrounded on all sides with folks prepping for a celebration. Curiously, I still wasn't sure what they were celebrating today. Being rescued from the plague? Welcoming their new governor? Both, or something else entirely? I didn't bother asking.
 
    Everything happened just as James had said. After taking a knee, Kargal held out a square golden badge bearing a sword and a miner's pickaxe. Raising the medallion overhead, I cried out something in the vein of, "Don't mess with Texas!" and dismissed the jubilant crowd to start their partying. Elnar proceeded to lead the troops into the castle to oversee their accommodations in the barracks and stables designated for our century. I then waited for the captain to dismiss his own subordinates, and the two of us retreated into the castle as well. 
 
    Mishtah's castle was the carbon copy of the one in Xantarra. This wasn't surprising, for designing hundreds of materially different variations on the castle theme was both arduous and unrewarding. It was much easier to switch up the color of the walls, alter the layout of the courtyard, remove some statues or add others, and call it a day. 
 
    With a nod to the saluting guards, I followed Kargal into a small room on the second floor of the castle, then waited for the captain to make arrangements for dinner.
 
    Having settled in a comfy leather armchair, I set about to studying the many weapons lining the walls... And then it hit me. Damn! All of this is now mine! The castle, the river I'd seen at the approach to Gilthor, the villages we'd passed on the road, and tons of other stuff I couldn't begin to imagine. Well, technically there was a ten-year-old girl in the castle who was its rightful heiress, and every house in the province had its own direct owners, but still!
 
   I pulled out the governor's medallion, and examined it more closely. A union of warriors and miners, was it? At any rate, I was informed by a system message just as soon as I'd picked up the medallion that I was going to become a satrap at the conclusion of the continental event, with all the ensuing rights and obligations of such a post. If only I had any idea what that meant—alas, no one had bothered to present me with a checklist. The only thing I understood for certain was that as the governor of Gilthor I would be presiding over the province's three satrapies, which, in turn, were ruled by their respective satraps. Oh dear god, somebody shoot me... Yeah, sure, most folks in my place would be jumping for joy... Assuming most folks were bloody idiots.
 
   Bearing the responsibility for tens of thousands of lives was no joke, and I was badly lacking for qualifications. It was only in fairytales that a commoner would win the heart of a princess and the keys to the kingdom, and go on to live and govern happily ever after. I recalled the many books in which some bozo—usually a drunk, a retired marine, a middling manager or a student—ended up in some parallel world and went on to conquer and govern entire empires... Which usually came equipped with their own harems. Damn it, I'm getting distracted again, I thought, remembering Villena's warm lips. Don't get me wrong now, I had enjoyed reading those middle-aged men's fantasies about empires and harems as much as the next teenager, but those fantasies would do me little good now. I should have read non-fiction books about business and management instead, but who could have predicted my current predicament??
 
   So, let's get into the nitty-gritty. Say I was that very sucker who, by a twist of fate, had gone from rags to riches. Sure, I was only a satrap and not exactly a prince, but no matter. I had actually worked as a middle manager in my past life. Now, granted, managing a team of ten responsible for about one million USD in monthly revenue wasn't the same as governing three provinces, but it was something.
 
   The only thing I found reassuring was that this world still largely functioned by the game's laws. Reputation was more than an empty sound, and the game's characters were incapable of treason by default. If you assigned a shrewd local to assist you, he or she would never attempt to undermine you, and their authority would never rise above yours. In followed that, no matter how badly I might want to take Kargal with me, I shouldn't do it under any circumstances. The demon had obviously done a serviceable job as the city's interim ruler, and replacing him just wouldn't be wise. Nor would I touch any units under his immediate command. I didn't give a damn whom to recruit: farmers or professional soldiers. I could whip anyone into fighting shape within days, whereas for the locals the process could drag on for years.
 
    My contemplations were broken by the creaking door. The captain entered the room in the company of two comely demonesses carrying trays of food. The serving girls quickly set the table and withdrew from the room. When the door behind them closed, the captain made an inviting gesture and poured the two of us a glass of rosé.
 
    For a while the room was quiet save for the rattle of utensils on plates, and the periodic sound of glasses being refilled with wine. Having finally had my fill, I dabbed my mouth with a napkin, rummaged for my pipe and lit up.
 
   "You won't find wine this good anywhere but here, dar," the captain said with a dash of sadness, raising his glass and peering at the liquid inside. "There was a time we used to sell quite a few bottles of it in Suonu and Xantarra." 
 
   "Then let us toast to resuming the trade in a few months' time," I said with total seriousness, raising my own glass. "It might take a while longer with Suonu, but Xantarra shouldn't present a problem." 
 
   "From your mouth—"
 
   "To Hart's ears?" I sniffed. "That's exactly what I wanted to talk to you about."
 
   "I'm listening," taking a sip from his glass, the captain set it back down on the table, and sat at full attention. 
 
   "How many sentients are there currently in Gilthor?" 
 
   "Hard to say," Kargal shrugged. "I reckon around fifty thousand, not including children. Roughly twenty thousand in Mishtah, and at least another ten in the nearby villages. And I would guess about ten thousand more in both Zellyn and Careolla." 
 
   "Those are Gilthor's other two satrapies, right?"
 
   "Right," the captain nodded. "They're not quite as populated, with primarily mining, fishing and hunting towns. Each has a fortress with one hundred soldiers headed up by a regent. I expect both Legg and Knoren to arrive in Mishtah before long. They've been fighting the plague, same as us, so you have to think our collective miraculous rescue had caught their attention. If you're wondering about taxes, I'm not sure they've had the—"
 
   "Taxes are the least of my concerns," I assured him. "I need fighters, four centuries of them. I don't intend to hide away in Gilthor. Satrap Gorm will support me in a campaign on Suonu and Craedia, and I will rid the neighboring province of the undead scourge in a month's time." 
 
   "After what you've done for us, my men and I are ready to follow you to the Gray Frontier," Kargal said without hesitation. "In fact, any demon of age in this entire province would deem it an honor to join you, dar." 
 
   "I can't take you or your men, captain. We can't leave the province completely undefended. You will remain here as my deputy, and I will recruit volunteers from farmers and regular civilians. Don't worry, I have a way of training them in just a few days' time. That isn't up for debate. Now, tell me this: why is it that there aren't any undead in Gilthor?"
 
   "As you say, dar," the captain nodded grimly. "About the undead, no one has a definite answer. Nearly three hundred years ago several thousand of Ahriman's getare had approached the city, following the refugees that had poured out of Craedia. We hadn't locked our gates, but they never did enter the city. After camping outside the walls for a few days, they just up and left. Three years after that, Satrap Ellrot, the father of Satrap Rumpel who recently perished, led fifteen hundred soldiers—all the able-bodied units he could assemble at the time—to intercept an undead army two thousand strong up at the Granite Gorge. What happened next defied any rational explanation. The stiffs came to a full stop right in the middle of the gorge, as if obstructed by an invisible wall. Come to think of it, the stories make it sound exactly like the force that was blocking my troops from entering the Derelict Temple. Eventually the undead withdrew, and hadn't turned up in Gilthor since. The old-timers say it must have been divine intervention, but I couldn't begin to guess which deity we have to thank for that great service."
 
   "The Derelict Temple isn't quite so derelict anymore," I mused, not at all certain how the locals would react to the news that Death herself would soon reign in the temple. But then the goddess favored me, and that counted for something.
 
   "The temple belongs to Celphata now," I clarified to the captain, then proceeded to exhale smoke through my teeth, bracing myself for his reaction. To my surprise, the news didn't seem to upset him at all. Quite the opposite—upon hearing of the temple's new mistress, Kargal's expression changed to that of a cat who'd just gorged on sour cream, or a compulsive gambler who'd just won a jackpot.
 
   "You were truly born under a lucky star, Dark One, for the Mistress of Oblivion to bestow such an honor on you!" he muttered in total shock.
 
   "You're not bothered by this at all?"
 
   "Why would I be? The goddess of death has only one other temple, in Iskhart. And from what I hear it's not even a temple, but more like a shrine. But now... We won't have to fear dying anymore. The Mistress is greatly revered in these parts, and now that we can go to her with gifts anytime we wish..."
 
   "So we won't have any trouble finding twenty seven young men and women under thirty to serve in the temple?" I asked with a fair bit of relief in my voice.
 
   "I suspect there'll be a line ten times that number to serve the Mistress," Kargal assured me. 
 
   "That's not a problem. We'll send all who wish to serve to the temple, and let the head priestess figure out the rest."
 
    That was a huge load off my shoulders. As we were leaving her at the temple, Vaessa had asked me to send her twenty seven people and three horses of different coats. The magus laughed at my frowning face, and assured me that only the animals would be sacrificed. Something about their symbolism. The Ancient Greeks had Charon with his boat on the River Styx, and here supposedly the dead departed to the Gray Frontier or whatever in a three-horse carriage and jingle-bells... I was just guessing about the bells. And when I expressed my doubts about finding volunteers for her, the priestess simply smiled and gave me a kiss goodbye on the cheek. 
 
    I put a bit of smoked meat into my mouth and chewed it in contemplation. I'm going to miss Vaessa. Sorely. And not just as a soldier, but personally, I thought with sadness. 
 
   "Tomorrow morning I'll announce the enlistment of fighters and novices," the captain refilled our glasses, and scratched his chin. "I am truly saddened that I cannot come with you, dar."
 
   "Perhaps, but you'll surely have an easier time here than we will out there," I chuckled. "Dar Elnar will oversee recruitment—I'll tell him to come see you tomorrow. Oh, about Lieta and the other children of soldiers lost in the Derelict Temple. I want you to see that they're not wanting for anything. If you need money, just let me know." 
 
   "You're a strange governor, dar," Kargal chuckled before finishing his wine. "We've discussed soldiers and novices, and even the children, but you haven't asked a single question about the state of affairs in the province, nor about the size of our coffers. Here," he handed me a brown leather-bound ledger. "Inside you'll find all the figures for this and previous year, as well as what's in the treasury currently. I wouldn't have made heads or tails of it without the young daressa," he sighed. "The satrap made sure his daughter got a good education." 
 
    Great, now I was an accountant. A new class in the game, designed especially for me. I opened the ledger, glanced at the tables, and put it away. Accounting was undoubtedly important, critical even, but money wasn't a top priority for me at the moment. 
 
   "I have an excuse—I've just become a governor an hour ago," I said. "Just give me the basics: receipts and expenditures, how much is in the treasury currently, and whether we have any iron in there." 
 
   "At present the treasury has thirty two thousand seven hundred eighty three coins, dar. Last year's revenue was slightly over twenty six thousand, and expenses amounted to about twenty four thousand. I don't remember the exact figures, but it's all in the ledger. As for iron, no, we don't have any in the treasury. Why would we? Iron isn't mithril. We store iron in storehouses in the industrial district—that's just outside a city, a mile or so from the southern gates. Five years ago Satrap Rumpel had moved many plants outside the city to cut down on the noise. And the smell." 
 
   "Makes sense," I nodded, lighting up. "Are there a lot of horses in the satrapy?"
 
   "Enough to accommodate four centuries," Kargal smiled. "Plus, many will come with their own. Oh, and..." the captain frowned and looked away. "You should go see Lieta, dar. She's had it rough of late. Losing her parents, and now with all these changes..." 
 
   "I'll do that as soon as we're done here. And since it appears that we're done talking, I just need to finish my pipe," I pointed at the pipe in my hand. "Where do I find Lieta, by the way?" 
 
   "On the third floor, in the children's quarters," the captain said. "I'll take you there when you're ready."
 
    Ten minutes later Kargal and I were climbing up to the third floor of the castle. 
 
   "She's a really great kid, dar," the captain said, his voice breaking, when we stopped outside carved white doors. "We all love her very much, and—"
 
   "I don't intend on hurting her in any way. In fact, I think that young tiflings should be moved somewhere in the castle together with the children of soldiers that had perished in the temple. The princedom is going to need punishers in the future, so let's start training them now. Think of what you're going to need to make that happen, and report back tomorrow." Upon dismissing the captain, I opened the doors and entered the children's quarters, finding myself in a reception draped with lime-green velvet. 
 
    I found Lieta in the next room. The red-haired girl in a plain dress was sitting on a made bed, holding a large rag doll and gazing out the window in contemplation. The knock on the door gave her a start, and she turned to look at me. 
 
    Suddenly my mouth was dry, and my breath was stuck in my throat. The young daressa looked so much like my little sister when she was her age that if you put the two of them together, you could only tell them apart by Lieta's little horns and her tail, decorated with a red ribbon. What was happening? Was my consciousness slipping me familiar images, or was I slowly going crazy?
 
    In the meantime, the girl had put her doll aside, climbed off the bed and walked over to me, stopping a few feet away. 
 
   "Hi," I greeted the young mistress of the castle in a hoarse voice. 
 
   "Greetings, Dark One. Thank you for ridding Gilthor of the plague," the girl spoke in a flat, listless voice. "Are you here to kill me?" 
 
   "What?" I frowned, taken aback by her question. "Why would I kill you?"
 
   "I am my father's sole rightful heiress," the girl said in the same listless voice. "This satrapy is mine by birthright. I am in your way, Dark One." 
 
   "You were sitting here, waiting for me to come and kill you?" I muttered.
 
   "Yes," she wasn't denying it. "Even if you don't want the satrapy, you have many loyal fighters you could award it to."
 
   "I see," I nodded. "Does that mean you plan on not being loyal to me?"
 
   "What do I have to do with it?" the daressa shrugged. "I am still a child. I haven't distinguished myself before you in any way."
 
    What a mad, mad world. Here was this ten-year-old girl, standing there and waiting for me to kill her. I was the first to break, taking a step forward and whisking her up in my arms. Holding the girl tight, I whispered to her: 
 
   "My sweet child, I'm not going to kill you, and I don't intend to take this satrapy from you. Firstly, I don't kill children. And secondly, it wouldn't even make any sense."
 
    The fear on her face gave way to mindful timidity. Once the girl finally believed me that she wasn't in any danger, she broke down and cried.
 
   "Why wouldn't it make sense?" she sobbed.
 
   "Do you think I have so many nobles that I can sacrifice them just like that? Or is Craedia so small that there's not enough land for my soldiers? Have you forgotten that Gilthor has two more provinces which we could build out with towns and castles? And last but not least, how do you think Kargal would manage without you when I leave him here as my deputy?" I smiled, stroking the girl's fiery locks.
 
   "You're strange, even for an elder," she said softly, her voice finally calm. "There's never enough land, and all your reasons aren't worth a damn. It's just that for some reason you can't—or don't want to—kill a child."
 
   "And you're a strange child for asking such questions," I said gently.
 
   "It's how my father raised me," Lieta said. "You can only trust your own kin. Everyone else doesn't care about you, and, if given the chance, would readily trade you for anything that better suits their needs."
 
   "Well, I wasn't raised that way," I grunted. "And I only became an elder less than two weeks ago. So cut me some slack—I need time to mend my ways and slaughter all the kids in the princedom. And gobble them up afterwards," I put the child back on the bed, and gave a sly wink. "And guess who I'm going to gobble up first? A certain red-headed heiress who thinks she's reaaal smart!"
 
   "You're jesting," she smiled through the tears.
 
   "Answer me this, please," I folded my arms over my chest and looked down on Lieta, trying to impart as much warmth and comedy through my words and face as I could muster. "Suppose there's a great celebration happening. Now, where should the city's future governess be? All alone on her bed, crying and hugging her doll?"
 
   "But I thought—"
 
   "Let's not rehash that again," I protested. "Now, daressa, will you do me the honor of accompanying me for an excursion around town?"
 
   "It would be my pleasure, dar," the girl hopped off the bed and did a little curtsy. "Just give me thirty minutes to get ready."
 
   "I'll wait for you in the other room, then," I spun on my heels and made for the antechamber.
 
   "Krian! Did you really give that dreadful Kirym a ride on your black boar?"
 
   "You want a ride, too?" 
 
   "Of course! Otherwise I'll hear no end of it, and I—"
 
   "Well, in that case, it's a matter of great political urgency," I gave several quick nods.
 
   "Thank you," squealed the future governess of Mishtah. "I'll be really quick!"
 
    The tiflingess and I rode out of the castle not half an hour later. The girl was in much better spirits, and Gloom seemed utterly delighted, as if perfectly aware of just who he was carrying. It took another half an hour to finally make it to the city gates, as the roads were swarming with revelers. Judging by the demons' reactions seeing her on the razorback before me, Lieta was indeed adored by everyone in the city.
 
   As for Mishtah itself, something incredible was happening! The celebration reminded me of my last Halloween in San Francisco, the main difference being that then all the demons and other monsters were fake, whereas here there weren't any actual humans. The females were attired in tight, seductive outfits, and the males wore colorful tunics with wide flapping sleeves. Most extraordinarily, despite the liberal portions of booze being served on set tables every teen-fifteen feet, I saw zero instances of rowdy or disruptive drunken antics.
 
    Once we were five hundred yards or so out of the city, I popped Gloom's Charge without warning, and we zoomed through the next two hundred yards as the girl shrieked with fear and delight. There weren't any roller-coasters in this world, but I supposed this was the next best thing.  After about an hour and a half of this—waiting for the cooldown to reset, then popping Charge as Lieta squealed with delight—the daressa led me back along a route only she knew.
 
   We would turn down tiny alleys and stop by many different tables where we'd greet the revelers and I would drink beer while Lieta chatted with stately demons, both male and female, as they sneaked wary glances in my direction. I soon realized that the girl was trying to bolster my authority among the city's elite... In the world I came from, a ten-year-old child couldn't behave like this by default. At least that had been my experience, though certainly much depended on the child's immediate environment and upbringing. Still, at that moment I couldn't imagine a better ruler for Mishtah.
 
    Our tour of the city lasted quite a while, and I couldn't get hammered like I'd been hoping to—I didn't want to be seen in that state in public. But it didn't matter, as I was having a great time. As dusk began to fall and very particular female moaning sounds started coming from virtually every corner, which the tiflingess shouldn't be hearing on account of her impressionable young age, and which I shouldn't be hearing for altogether different reasons, I took Lieta back to her quarters in the castle. 
 
   "Thank you for a wonderful evening, dar. I haven't smiled since the day my parents perished, but today..."
 
   "Something tells me that wasn't our last walk," I smiled to the girl.
 
   "Tell me, Krian, who's Alyona?" Lieta looked up at me, peering into my eyes. "You've called me by that name seven times today."
 
   "That's the name of my sister. She's somewhere on Karn as we speak, and I absolutely need to find her," I sighed. "You look so much like her..." 
 
   "I'm positive you will find her, Dark One. Thank you, and see you tomorrow," the girl pulled on my waistcoat, forcing me to bend down a little, then got up on her tiptoes and pecked me on the cheek. The next moment she was gone, sealed behind the decorative white doors.
 
    I kept standing there a while, trying to ascertain my next move. I didn't want to booze any more tonight, nor go anywhere for long; in the end I slipped my pipe in my mouth and made for my private quarters. Tomorrow promised to be another crazy day, and I could use a good night of sleep.
 
    The castle's steward, a tall elderly demon, offered me the satrap's quarters. But since I needed my private room I refused the offer, using the excuse of not being a satrap yet, and requested the keys to one of the rooms on the third floor instead. 
 
    Once in my room, I took a quick shower, opened a bottle of cider and settled in front of a monitor. I wasn't going to fall asleep anyway, not after it had dawned on me on the way here that I had no idea what classes, and in what quantity, I was going to need for my soon-to-be half-legion. That thought, aided by a brief cold shower, had kicked my buzz and drowsiness right out the window.
 
    Pouring myself a tankard of foamy cider, I suddenly got a sense of déjà vu. It hadn't been three months since I was conceiving my build in that Lamorna inn, and here I was conceiving a build for my clan. I took a big gulp from the tankard, then took a deep drag on the pipe, held the smoke for a few moments and let it out through my teeth.
 
   What was it I wanted? The answer came the moment my thoughts articulated the question: I wanted to win without sustaining any casualties. Ever. That meant every one of my fighters, both tanks and damage dealers, needed to remain within the range of one or two healers so that the latter could keep them out of the grave. How could I accomplish this task? Break down the half-legion into standard groups of five, comprising a tank, one melee and one ranged dps, a mage and a healer? Poppycock! That kind of breakdown worked well in a dungeon, but definitely wouldn't fly in an open field. The tasks required of each class were too diverse and would take the characters all over the map, likely beyond the range of the group's healer. Should I spread the priests around and instruct them to heal whoever fell within their healing range? An even dumber idea. As the saying goes, too many cooks spoil the broth. How, pray tell, should a priest determine healing priority? By whoever had the least health? Great, but then expect a dozen other priests within healing range to do the exact same thing, resulting in constant overhealing and wasted mana. Even more importantly, with too many priests overhealing one target, other units in need of healers' attention were bound to get overlooked. No, this wasn't a viable option.
 
   Knocking out my pipe into my plate, which currently served as an ashtray, I refilled it immediately and lit up again, then got up and starting pacing around the room. Let's imagine a half-legion going on the offensive. Tanks and melee dps smash into enemy lines, mages and archers fall back and around to flank and blast away at the enemy from a distance to minimize friendly fire. 
 
   So far that meant a minimum of three groups, each of which would require healing. 
 
   I sat back down, pulled up the image of a dark elf female on the monitor, colored her hair red and saved the image as my desktop background. Now what? I asked the drawn dark elf maiden. Alas, the girl was looking somewhere behind me, apparently indifferent to my anguish. Should I split up healers and assign them each class separately: archers, melee dps and mages? No, there was no way one healer would be able to keep up four melee fighters in the pandemonium that immediately followed the cavalry's ram attack. But then... Ugh, what a moron I was! All that time spent working for the company, listening to my coworkers' exploits I'd taken it as gospel that a group should comprise five people and five people only. 
 
    It wasn't until now that it had dawned on me... Forget fives! The solution was right there before me... We would fight in threes: tank, melee dps and a priest, two mages and a priest, two archers and a priest. That would give me one hundred sixty six groups of three.
 
   True, my half-legion would lose sixty six damage dealers as compared to the classic raid makeup, but in return we'd gain unprecedented survivability and maneuverability. I refilled my tankard with cider, raised a toast to my monitor maiden, and downed it in one go. The hell with manners—nobody could see me here, save perhaps for my new redheaded girlfriend. For a moment I thought I saw the girl on the screen pucker her brows and give me a reproachful look. "I think you've had enough, Roman!" was the phrase that was supposed to follow that look... but it never did. Alyona was somewhere far away, and I sincerely hoped that she was all right. "I'm coming, sis. As fast as I possibly can..." I said to the picture of the elf, switched off the computer and literally collapsed on the bed. Welcome sleep came fast and furious.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   "A warrior dies facing the enemy, a coward dies facing away from the enemy!" Elnar was laying down the law as he rode past half a legion of fighters lined up in the square. "I sincerely hope that none of you will ever shame yourselves before Dar Krian! So if anyone doubts their courage or resolve, speak up right here and now!" 
 
    Seeing me approach, James barked "Ten-hut!" to the half-legion, turned his horse around and steered it my way at a trot.
 
    On his next command, Iam, Salta and Reena moved four lengths forward and stood at attention. The standard-bearer then threw up his balled right fist, and the half-legion stirred into motion, marching fluidly after their officers, then straightening their ranks behind them.
 
    Just like a parade, I thought, replaying the events of the past three days in my mind as I watched James approach.
 
    
 
    The morning after the celebration I held a meeting in my room, summoning Elnar, Iam, Salta, Reece, Aritor, Reece and Schen. I served everyone a half-liter cup of coffee, which they certainly appreciated, still nursing a major hangover from the night before, and proceeded to explain to them my plan of action. Then I gave them half an hour to process everything and offer their thoughts. 
 
    Prior to the meeting I'd ordered an oval conference table and comfortable high-back chairs from my room's private menu. As for the coffee, somehow there was a battery-operated espresso machine on the list of objects available for in-game gold. Perhaps it had slipped by RP-17's detection, or maybe he was well aware of the item and had deemed it innocuous; whatever the case was, the machine made a great cup of java out of whole coffee beans, with batteries that could be recharged with magical energy. The only downside was that you couldn't take it outside your private room, but that hadn't stopped me from buying two hundred pounds of roast coffee beans after taking a single sip. And I planned on stocking up even more—just in case RP-17 changed his mind and removed the option of purchasing the divine beverage. Thankfully, produce in the game didn't spoil, whether stored in a bag or a vault, and I was going to take full advantage of it.
 
    To my surprise and slight disappointment, the futuristic-looking machine with digits glowing brightly on the display panel had failed to wow the tiflings in any way. Would they even acknowledge a supersonic aircraft? Then again, why would supersonic aircraft be a source of wonder in a world with real bloody dragons?!
 
   "Leading a half-legion isn't the same as leading a century, not by a long shot," said James at last. Having been unanimously accepted as my top officer and military adviser, he was speaking for everyone. "Staying in formation would certainly be more complicated. Also, dar, if we're going to fight in threes, everyone's going to need pikes." 
 
   "How long is the standard infantry pike?" I turned to Aritor.
 
   "Ten to twelve feet," he replied.
 
   "What about that uncommon recipe the paladin had dropped... Wasn't it a cavalry lance around fifteen feet long?"
 
   "Slightly over fifteen feet," said the tank. "But each one takes twenty standard iron bars and four bronze bars. That ain't cheap."
 
   "Cavalry attacks infantry using the advantage of their superior weapon length," Elnar saw where I was going right away. "Listen, dar, that should actually work! In theory, even a combo of mages and priests could take on an infantry formation." 
 
   "In theory we have eighteen thousand gold, but in practice..."
 
   "Hold it, Reece," I cut the mage short before he could deliver the less-than-appropriate punchline to a joke he had recently heard. "No, James," I said to Elnar. "Mages and archers are mages and archers. The priests that will accompany melee fighters get Hand of Justice at level 200, so use them during a ram attack. But mages and archers should remain as they are. Let pikes serve as a very last resort." 
 
   "Wait!" Aritor threw up both of his hands, calling for attention. "Do you mean to tell me that we have five days to forge four hundred horse armors and fifteen hundred cavalry lances? Where am I going to get so much iron and bronze? And even if I do get the materials, we don't have nearly enough blacksmiths to get it done. Even ten days wouldn't be enough." 
 
   "The industrial quarter outside the city has eighteen master blacksmiths with apprentices ready to help," I assured the tifling. "And there's enough iron and bronze in stock to outfit several legions of getare. Once we're done here, take all our smiths there and get to work. Kargal will show you the way." 
 
   "Good enough," Aritor nodded, took a sip of coffee from his cup, and fell back in his chair, silent. His entire demeanor suggested he had no interest in whatever else was on the agenda. 
 
    We talked a little while longer, and then I saw by my subordinates' contemplative faces that it was time to conclude the meeting.
 
   "We'll open the recruitment stand at the square right outside the castle. Today we recruit folks into the clan, and tomorrow whoever wishes to serve Celphata. Reece," I turned to the mage. "Take all the volunteers that show up tomorrow, organize them and escort them to Vaessa at the temple. James, make room for new recruits in the barracks, and start training them first thing tomorrow. You already have your task," I looked at Aritor. "Salta, you're with Schen. Figure out how many reagents we have for enchanting. Schen, get the keys to the city treasury from Kargal. Have Hagedia and Zara disenchant however much gear they need, but make sure all our archers' bows are enchanted with Ice Serpent's Breath. I trust I don't need to instruct you about arrows? If there are no questions, you're all dismissed."
 
    The next three days were absolutely nuts. Whether it was Kargal's doing or the stories of our escapades relayed during the celebration, but as soon as our recruitment stand was up over fifteen hundred demons in the 180-200 level range turned up at the square to enlist. 
 
    I spent all of that day and most of that evening deciding which volunteers were most suitable for the clan. Those who had their own horses had a definite advantage over the rest. After selecting four hundred demons, I broke the news to those who didn't make the cut, assuring them that I would be back three weeks later to recruit the rest. And that wasn't a lie—a satrap was bound to have more resources to work with than a knight-captain, and besides, I would undoubtedly need an active army to defend the province. 
 
    By the time I was done I hadn't even the strength to crawl to my own bed, and ended up falling asleep in the barracks with the new recruits. 
 
    On day two James, Reena and Salta took our new clanmates to train, and those who wished to serve in the goddess of death's temple began pouring into the square. 
 
   "Auntie will have her own legion soon," Reece snorted into the clan channel as he set out to the temple with nearly eight hundred demons. "There'll be ritual square dancing amid the columns and races up the temple steps—all for the Mistress' glory, no doubt." 
 
    Legg and Knoren, the deputies from Zellyn and Careolla, arrived by nightfall of the second day. They were good guys, similar to Kargal in many ways. To my surprise, despite their provinces being ravaged by the plague in the past month, they had even managed to collect and deliver a decent share of taxes. We stayed up half the night, talking and drinking. I told them about myself, and they told me about their respective provinces. After receiving from them detailed maps indicating all settlements and mines, I got to thinking that the local geographical delineations weren't quite the same as they were above. An Erantian baron was supposed to be the equivalent of a local satrap. But whereas a typical barony measured around one thousand square miles, virtually all of Gilthor's and Craedia's satrapies were at least three times as large. I assumed that the devs had done this because, unlike Karn, Demon Grounds featured just one civilized state. Some seventy percent of the territory across the local satrapies were uncultivated woodlands, and the other thirty were zones where the trees ended and mountains began, with all the gorges, passes and mines that came with them. You couldn't dream of a better place for leveling. The zones were all in the 170-200 level range, and likely crammed with prizes to reward the bold and the enterprising. I asked both deputies to look for and map out any dungeons they may find, then clarified what said dungeons may look like. The deputies nodded their consent, vowing to check every shrub and question every miner and hunter in their domains. 
 
   After that talk I went to see James in the barracks, and didn't leave until the following morning.
 
   Day three began with my unexpectedly gaining a whopping eight levels, as the system log informed me that I had completed the quest Celphata's Will II, and that the goddess was still friendly to me. I hadn't earned any material rewards, but for my money getting to level 190 was the best reward I could've hoped for. And considering that I'd gotten this level in less than three months' time playing the game... The higher you climb, the harder the fall, I reminded myself. Don't go patting yourself on the back just yet. With those thoughts, I headed off to check on my new clanmates trying on newly forged equipment delivered from the industrial district. 
 
    By early afternoon a pigeon arrived from Xantarra with news of an undead army five thousand strong advancing on the city from Suonu.
 
    
 
   "Dar! Your Steel Wolves are lined up and ready to march toward Xantarra on your order!" James bellowed across the entire square, causing flocks of crows occupying the nearby trees to take off in fright. 
 
   "Excellent," I nodded to him, and opened a raid channel to save my voice from shouting. "We should be in Xantarra by nightfall three days from today. We'll move at a trot, and go around La-Kharte. By the time we reach Xantarra, the city will be one full day under siege. Reece, how are we doing on essences of light?" 
 
   "Ten for each demon," reported the mage, who had been unusually reflective since coming back from the temple two days ago. 
 
    Was he tired? Nah, probably just missing his "big sister."
 
   "I see," I shifted my gaze to James and motioned toward the city gates. "All right, let's set out! You're up, colonel!"
 
    
 
    Remember when I thought that Celphata had left me without a reward for completing her quest? Well I realized the error of my ways only after my half-legion made it out the gates, with the whole city seeing us off.
 
   "Auntie!!!" Reece cried out gleefully, following by astounded exclamations in the general channel.
 
    Heading our way on the southern road that led to the temple of the goddess of death, riding astride a bone horse with a retinue of nine bonehounds was a woman dressed all in black. On the outside, the magus of dark magic and head priestess of Celphata's temple hadn't changed at all, save for two white strands streaking through her hair, black as a raven's wing. But in every other way... Level 310, and nearly 100,000 hit points! The Mistress of Death wore four pieces of armor whose runic patterns were suspiciously similar to those on the scalable belt dropped by Nerghall. Suffice it to say, the priestess had been handsomely rewarded by her goddess, and so was I by extension.
 
   "Dar," stopping her dogs in their tracks with a subtle gesture, the magus rode up to us, and bowed her head in a greeting. 
 
   "Fancy seeing you here, Vaessa," I smiled at her. "Come to see us off?"
 
    Content to dispense with the formalities, the magus looked over the half-legion standing at attention, her whole demeanor radiating gentle mockery.
 
   "Tell me, Dark One. Was it your plan all long to abandon a helpless and lonely woman in this dump of a province?" 
 
   "It's just that... You know, with the temple..." I tried to object, barely holding back laughter. 
 
   "What about the temple?" the magus arched a graceful brow. "After you and your would-be helper here," she waved at the mage, who was smiling from ear to ear, "herded half of Mishtah's bloody population there, forcing me to take in not twenty seven demons but fifty four, there's no room to swing a bonehound now." 
 
   "Fifty four is good, certainly better than twenty seven," Reece butted in. "Now they can square-dance in two shifts, around the clock! And also chant sorrowful hymns, and—"
 
   "Shut up!" Vaessa snapped at him, then turned back to me. "In all seriousness, the mistress bid me to follow you everywhere, Dark One. Until the very end."
 
   "What end would that be?"
 
   "That she didn't say," the magus sighed. "But you might as well consider us brother and sister." 
 
   "Uh-huh," I smirked. "We even look like twins. Monozygotic." 
 
   "What?" the Mistress of Death frowned, then glared at Reece. "I leave you with the commander for three days and already he's spewing filth you've taught him?"
 
   "It's a scientific term," I chortled, and gave Elnar the signal to set out. "I'm glad you're back with us." 
 
   "As am I," Vaessa smiled. "Where are you taking us this time, by the way?"
 
   "I'll tell you along the way," I grunted, raising a prayer of gratitude to Celphata for this unexpected, spectacular present.
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
    It's hard losing friends. I don't think I could ever develop a casual attitude towards it. War is war, you say? Can't have war without casualties, right? Excuse me while I wipe my ass with all these justifications and excuses! I was staring down at the mutilated bodies of Ivar, Olta and two more scouts, a cold rage seething inside me. Rage against the bastards that had dared harm my people, against that scumbag Korg for wreaking havoc even in death, against all the filth he'd brought with him to Xantarra's walls... 
 
   "How did this happen?" I asked Elnar, standing to my right. 
 
    I didn't recognize my own voice. Hart! Back home I would be narrating low-budget horror flicks, the thought flashed on the fringes of my consciousness. I fought down the wrath fulminating inside me, much like a master might calm a wolfhound growling at a human. 
 
   "I know no more than you do, dar," James said, struggling to hold my stare. "It looks like they were ambushed, but who could have done it?"
 
   "Spectral spiders," leaning over Olta's body, Vaessa brushed her palm against the scout's colorless cheek, then held it up, demonstrating the gray dust that had stuck to it. "Latessia. The spiders were carriers of this hex." 
 
   "Try again, this time in the common tongue," I asked her, trying my damnedest to keep my tone civil.
 
   "Apologies, Dark One," the magus bent down to the ground, picked up a small bone fragment and showed me the symbols carved upon it. "Put simply, with a bone like this and some knowledge of necromancy, a sorcerer can conjure up a spectral spider, bind it to him or herself, imbue it with one to three hexes, and send it out to scour the area. The creatures transfer the hexes to the target they attack, and live no more than five minutes thereafter. On their own spectral spiders are no more dangerous than the zombies I used to raise before we came to Gilthor. They're immune to ordinary iron and steel, and any priest can just dispel the hexes. However..." 
 
   "What?"
 
   "Our guys caught a bad break. There were at least eight spiders on this meadow, and three of them went right for the priest," Vaessa pointed at the corpse of one of the scouts. "Latessia is a nasty hex that causes partial paralysis, and—" 
 
   "Get to the point!"
 
   "Theirs was a painful death, dar," the magus said softly, looking away. 
 
   "Who? Who sent the spiders? Korg? Or that prick in the black mantle?" 
 
   "No," Vaessa shook her head without looking up. "A lich cannot conjure up a spectral spider. This is the disavowed's doing." 
 
   "You mean to tell me the scouts were wrong? That among the undead army we'll also find Vill's lackeys?"
 
   "Not necessarily. Typically a spider won't go further than twenty five miles from its master, but it could also be bound to someone else, like Korg, and made to follow the host to Xantarra." 
 
   "For what purpose? Why all the complications?" 
 
   "Nothing complicated about it, dar. One necromancer can conjure up and send out up to ten spectral spiders to hunt." Vaessa caught the tip of her tail, twirled it in her palm, and finally looked at me. "When the target dies, the necromancer that had sent the spider draws power from it, a part of which goes to their patron. It won't surprise me if there are dozens, maybe hundreds of similar creatures prowling about in Xantarra's vicinity." 
 
   "I see," I looked up at the sky overcast with dark thunderclouds, and gave a heavy sigh. This made it five... I'd lost five people out of those who had joined my clan a month ago. How many more lives would be sacrificed for me to complete this damned quest? No, I couldn't afford to wallow. I couldn't change what happened, couldn't bring back the fallen. But if the scumbags holed up in Suonu thought they could kill my people with impunity, they had another thing coming. 
 
   "Hyld," I addressed the short black-haired tifling. "You're the new squad leader. You heard what the magus said, yes?" Waiting for him to nod in confirmation, I continued. "Elnar will assign you five trios of fighters. Together with your surviving squadmates, that makes twenty units under your command. From here on your orders are to never scout with a team of less than ten." 
 
   "Aye aye, dar," Hyld nodded and patted the muzzle of his horse, who was neighing worriedly. "I have three units about two miles south of here. Shall I call them back?" 
 
   "No, they should stay put, but send reinforcements right away. Did you hear that, Elnar? I want fifteen soldiers assigned to scout duty posthaste!"
 
    When James and the new scout leader rode back to the half-legion, I looked back to the corpses of our friends, and then to the magus.
 
   "Can you do that, too?"
 
   "What exactly? Conjure spiders?"
 
   "No. I mean the hexes." 
 
   "Latessia? No," Vaessa shook her head. "After you've 'remade' me back at the mages' tower, I can barely remember the name of the hex and what it does, but..." the demoness stopped short, wavering.
 
   "Quit mumbling like an intern in a bordello!" I growled at her. "Spit it out!"
 
   "When I'd turned the altar over to the Mistress, that unlocked a whole new branch of hexes," Vaessa relented. "It doesn't offer anything particularly unique, but if you're looking for something similar to this, there's Velena's Embrace that I could learn at will." 
 
   "What does it do? And who's this Velena?"
 
   "Velena is Celphata's companion and her punishing hand. They say no one sees her more than twice in their lifetime. The hex itself paralyzes and slowly kills the target over a period of three days. The victim suffers tremendously and dies in agony, but the Twice Cursed don't get anything from such a death. The hex remains on the target until it dies, and only a servant of the goddess of death can remove it. I wouldn't be able to cast it on the likes of Korg or Nerghall, but only on those weaker than me... Only, as I remember, you were against me learning and using similar abilities." 
 
   "Go ahead and learn it. There's a reason Celphata unlocked this branch for you." With a nod to the magus, I turned around to face the tiflings lined up behind me. 
 
   "Two more from your original group are gone," I said to the dour-faced soldiers. "Reece, get your mages and burn the bodies—the scouts and their horses. We'll set out to the main tract in half an hour." I looked them over, then gazed toward the distant Suonu. "Those bastards will pay dearly for their deaths, this I promise you. As will their wretched god."
 
    
 
    My half-legion made it to the besieged Xantarra by the afternoon of day three after departing Mishtah. 
 
    Through much of our journey I'd cursed at the game's developers for making it impossible to build a portal within one hundred miles of a besieged city. This restriction had been implemented long ago to combat attempts at foul play. Otherwise, what would prevent, say, a clan leader whose castle was being attacked from summoning allies to his aid? Or quickly striking a deal with bands of mercenaries? "No, gentlemen," the devs had said then. "Even in a magical world we mustn't completely dismiss classic medieval methods. If you own a castle, make sure to maintain a garrison capable of defending it!" This exclusion zone of one hundred miles went in effect for everyone without exception the moment any army entered the territory of a city or castle with the aim of capturing it. The decision to block portals was made by the AI governing a particular territory, and it never had a problem telling an army that posed a danger to the local population from your typical band of brigands. 
 
    Leaving my Wolves a few miles from the city, my scouts and I sneaked up to within a few hundred yards of the city walls, giving me good view of the undead army laying siege to the city.
 
   I counted roughly four thousand skeletal warriors, seven hundred archers and three hundred undead mages. All had been brought to the city by General Korg—the same commander of Erisjat's legion of punishers who had been killed at Xantarra by Ahriman's getare two hundred eighty years ago. Why couldn't the shithead just stay in the Gray Frontier? Korg had come to Xantarra accompanied by fifty different monsters in the 180-200 level range with very similar stats to Daeron and Magroom whom I'd dispatched to the Gray Frontier not too long ago. The mobs' health varied from eight to twelve million HP; with the right attack strategy, my half-legion should be able to eliminate all fifty in five minutes of regular combat. But it wasn't those beasts that worried me. The general—an eighteen-foot-tall level 350 death knight clad in a suit of matte black plate—boasted 700 million HP, while his companion, a lich named Meresmet who looked like a huge field scarecrow in a black mantle, had 380 million HP at level 300. The lich was hardly a dangerous opponent on his own, but in tandem with the general I could see the odd couple posing a real threat to my troops. 
 
    The undead were behaving strangely. In the three hours I spent observing the siege, I saw their soldiers approach the city walls several times, then fall back immediately while leaving behind a few dozen skeletal corpses. The general, stationed in the back of the main host along with his retinue, wasn't moving at all, which made it seem like the undead army was waiting for some sort of signal. Why did they come here? My guess was that the undead had stirred into action because the end of the continental event was barely more than two weeks away. It was perfectly conceivable that the continental event's script had the general attacking Xantarra exactly two weeks before it was scheduled to end. Then again, Korg wasn't your average mob but more like an NPC, so I shouldn't underestimate him. 
 
    But what was I to do in this situation? 
 
    My scouts had found several boats on the bank of the Great Lake. I probably could send a courier to Satrap Gorm with a request to deploy some naval vessels for us. However, it would take at least several days to transport five hundred soldiers with horses into the city, and then only Hart knew how long the siege would last. Two weeks remained till the end of the continental event. I still had Suonu and Craedia to deal with, and I couldn't afford to lose time by taking a passive position. And besides, I never liked the word "passive." In the end, the courier dispatched to Xantarra was carrying entirely different instructions from me.
 
    I had no intention of reinventing the wheel. Rather, my plan was to move around the army besieging the city, then launch an attack on the general and his sidekicks. Destroying a disorganized leaderless throng of mobs would be infinitely easier, especially with the support of the Xantarrian army. If all went according to plan, the entire army of stiffs would be put to eternal rest tomorrow.
 
    Once done with reconnaissance, I'd returned to the raid party to coordinate the itinerary with Elnar, and was about to signal to start moving toward the road when the recon channel came alive with the death rattle of my men. 
 
    
 
    I wasn't especially knowledgeable in the local belief systems as far as what happened to sentient beings after death. According to one belief, most were reborn in some new family and didn't remember anything from their past life. If you were a warrior who had lived a worthy life, you would definitely merit another incarnation as a warrior. A noble would reincarnate as a noble, and a farmer as a farmer. But that was just one school of thought. Others argued that you could be forever imprisoned in the Gray Frontier, or haunt the realm as an evil spirit, or resurrect at a graveyard like real players. With so many different theories to go around, some locals wouldn't bat an eye if someone they saw torn to bits in battle just yesterday would turn up for dinner the following day, all in one piece. There were tons and tons of different rituals, rules and directives in this world, and none of them interested me in any way. I didn't even really believe in the local gods. I simply knew that they existed.
 
   I was staring quietly at the magical blaze of the funeral pyre, burning with hope that Celphata would return my soldiers to me alive. But before that could happen, I would need to capture Celphata... Hell, I would conquer Rualt as well, if need be—all I needed was time. 
 
   "Dar, it's urgent!" the voice in the channel belonged to Raud, the fourth tifling from formerly Ivar-led recon squad. "A strange wagon train is moving towards Xantarra about two miles south of here. Four centuries are guarding the transport: skeletons, mages and five knights." 
 
   "What's strange about it?" 
 
   "There are thirty wagons covered with gray sackcloth, and some kind of wooden..." the tifling hesitated for a moment. "Catapults, dar! They're catapults!" 
 
   "How many?" 
 
   "Ten catapults. They're moving slowly—should be about three hours till they reach Xantarra." 
 
   "Understood. Keep an eye on them, we'll be there soon," I said to the scout, and switched to the officer channel. "Everyone hear that? Elnar, get everyone ready, we move in five minutes. We must intercept those catapults." 
 
    Now I know why the undead army is staying put, I thought, and felt a sense of gratitude to providence that the undead general hadn't gotten smart enough to travel with his siege weapons. Then again, thinking logically, what did he have to fear? All of the princedom's residents were presently hiding behind the besieged city's walls; the transport had a decent escort already; and, most importantly, the general had no idea my half-legion was anywhere near. 
 
   "Wolves! Straight ahead! At a trot! March!" James shouted the commands, standing up in his stirrups. Casting one final glance at the scorched grass on the meadow, I pressed my heels into Gloom's sides, and steered him after my half-legion.
 
    
 
    In my past life I'd only seen catapults in movies, and film directors were infamous for sacrificing logic for spectacle. That was how we ended up with beautiful women in skimpy leather skirts for armor, elves skipping along floating rock platforms as they collapsed to the ground, and millions of tons of gold stashed away in dragon caves. The point being, I was highly suspicious that my observations of catapults from movies had any basis in reality. Then again, this wasn't reality but a magical game world. Now, sure, the local women could put on armored bras and steel thongs if they wanted to, but they would only do so in a very particular setting and no more frequently than they would back on earth. Floating rock platforms were similarly hard to come by, to say nothing of dragon caves stuffed with gold. As for the wagons making their way toward the city, they too had little in common with what I'd seen in Hollywood's conceptions of medieval fantasy worlds. 
 
    Roughly twelve feet tall, they were constructed entirely of old discolored bones, each of which, in turn, seemed to be made up of forty to fifty people. Who needed theoretical mechanics and structural integrity? In movies and games these were utterly pointless sciences. Whereas in the regular world this contraption couldn't have moved five yards without collapsing, these beauties had already traveled hundreds of miles and looked as good as new. 
 
    We were positioned about a hundred yards off the road, waiting for the right moment to attack the strange caravan. Though the aggro radius of mobs in the 180-190 level range allowed us to draw much closer, our armored horses needed this distance to pick up sufficient speed.
 
    Serving as draft animals for the caravan were repugnant looking creatures that kind of resembled grizzly bears—that is, if you slaughtered those grizzlies, skinned them, turned their hides inside out and glued them back onto the wretched animals. Raud had been right: there were five death knights in the front, three quadrants of infantry behind them, followed by ten catapults and a long string of peculiar carts covered with dark fabric operated by skeletons dressed in rags and tatters. Carts like these were typically used by farmers to transport hay, though Korg and his crew must have needed them for their own reasons. Finally, there was another century of skeletons in the rear guard. 
 
    As a coworker of mine used to say, "Any video game you make, you had better give your players the ability to rob caravans." This is for you, Richard, I thought to myself, then turned to Elnar and motioned at the level 190 death knight at the head of the caravan. 
 
   "That one's mine! We attack when he reaches that pole right there," I pointed at a fat rod sticking out of the ground. 
 
   "Wait!" Vaessa cried into the general channel. "Those carts are carrying corpses infected with anthrax!" 
 
   "Infected with what?" I looked at the magus in shock.
 
   "An infection from Anthraxia, that's a zone deep in the Gray Frontier. I don't know much else, only that the disease had originated there. The corpses don't remain infected for long, as the infection starts to decay when subjected to sunlight. That's why the carts are covered with fabric. I also sense preservation magic cast over them." 
 
   Oh, you wise-ass comedians, I thought to myself, barely restraining myself from laughing. A zone in the Gray Frontier, was it? Well, at least now I knew what Korg's plan was with respect to the city. First the catapults would hurl the diseased corpses over the walls, then he'd take the beleaguered city by storm. I seemed to remember a similar scenario from another classic game. As the saying goes, there is nothing new except what has been forgotten. 
 
   "Anyone who breathes in the infected air dies in ten minutes or less," Vaessa continued in the meantime. "Our priests can dispel the disease easily enough, but any diseased sentient will still suffer tremendous pain for a solid week." 
 
   "Everyone got that?" I roared into the channel. "Steer clear of the carts! Reece, burn them to the ground from a distance, along with the drivers."
 
   "Wolves! Lances ready! Prepare to gallop... Attack!" James bellowed, and the half-legion rushed into motion like a single organism. All targets were accounted for, coordinated perfectly among all my troops. A wolf's howl—our battle song—soared over the valley, picking up in volume and intensity as we drew closer to the enemy. It must have been heard as far as Xantarra. 
 
    Aggro! One of the death knights turned his head and pointed at me with his sword. Three centuries of skeletons began turning toward the charging half-legion, throwing up their shields and closing their ranks. 
 
   "Shift!" Elnar cried out. "Full gallop!" At once all my clanmates began shifting into their true form, while spurring their mounts to maximum speed.
 
    I shifted together with them, and popped Gloom's Charge. My target, the caravan's commander, whipped out his blade and started turning his bone horse toward me. The force of inertia hurled me against into the back of the saddle as the razorback gunned forward. The howling all around me was intoxicating. The death knight raised his rectangular shield with his left hand, and drew his right away, preparing to strike... But a moment too late. 
 
   Popping Infernal Rage, I smashed into the fiend, my lance skewering his side with a crunch. Crit! Even if the death knight did survive, being trampled by Gloom finished him off right quick. The momentum carried us further into the next pair of horse and rider. The edge of the second knight's heavy shield struck me in the right shoulder, numbing my arm completely for a moment.
 
   "Bitch!" leaving the lance in the corpse, I raised my own shield to block his attack. The weapon, its blade radiating a marsh-like glow, caught only air, just as the knight's bone horse tumbled to the ground, like a sedan flattened by a bulldozer. Gloom, that beautiful boar, pinned the pair down with his hooves, and delivered a terrible blow with his tusks at the supine knight's chest. 
 
   To my right, a wave of getare smashed into the enemy. Despite the skeletons having closed their ranks and raised their shields, the impact was enough to send three centuries of armored infantry flying in all directions like bowling pins. 
 
   Strike! I grinned with pride, alternating attacks at the knight as the latter tried to regain his footing, and reveling at the exhilarated banter in the general channel. I popped Gloom's Frenzy. The first knight's horse was back on its feet and trying to hit me with its front hooves, but Gloom's tusks were faster. The razorback knocked the animal back several yards whereupon it met a swift end, moments after its master, courtesy of one of my demons.
 
    In the corner of my eye I glimpsed the rearguard century rushing at us from the left, their formation order more or less intact. As the skeletons got within twenty feet, they suddenly froze, immobilized by the Blizzard raging over their heads. An AoE spell bolstered by Infernal Rage was a terrible thing to behold.
 
   "Fire Storm," Reece commanded calmly in the mage channel, and the Blizzard gave way to a torrent of molten lava.
 
   To my left Vaessa's bonehounds were dragging the remaining death knights along the ground; the magus herself was whispering something under her breath while making strange hand gestures and looking terribly bored. 
 
    Suddenly the wind shifted, now blowing from the direction of the carts. So foul was the stench that assaulted my nostrils then that even in demonic form I barely held back from puking. 
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 191.
 
   You have 1 talent point to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    Having finally regained his footing, the death knight swung his blade and caught my boar's in the withers before a dozen arrows tore into his belly. The next moment a getare unit executed a shield bash, knocking the mob back down. The soldier followed up by raising their visor and blowing me a kiss. Tilly! Well, that was certainly her style, and I couldn't even shake my fist at her in return—the girl had already joined another scuffle. Ice Blade. Crit! Tongue of Flame. Crit! Each attack took off 70 to 80 thousand HP from the knocked-down target. There was a flash, as several wagons on my left caught fire.
 
   "Krian! Get out of the way!" Salta's resonant voice cried in the officer channel. Without thinking twice, I Jumped thirty steps to the right.
 
    Before he'd even managed to get up, the death knight was turned into a porcupine, twitched a few times, and kicked the bucket. I looked around the battlefield, and realized it was all over. And my Charge cooldown had only just now reset! We'd obliterated over four hundred undead in the span of five minutes! 
 
    Sliding open my visor, I smeared my nose with a blue ointment Reece had supplied me with back in Feator. Able to breathe freely at last, I slipped a pipe into my mouth, having filled it judiciously beforehand. 
 
   Half the carts were ablaze with the disgusting sound of lard being burned in a frying pan. Reece was gesticulating wildly at his mage crew, and half the getare were examining the seized catapults with great interest.
 
   "What are your orders?" Elnar rode up to me. The way he carried himself, you would think the air was scented with gentle lavender. 
 
   "Get the catapults off the road! We'll decide what to do with them later," I said to him, exhaling the smoke. "Burn the carts, collect the loot. We move out to Xantarra in half an hour. Today we'll have to deal with Korg and the rest of those freaks." 
 
   "Why go there?" James snorted, gesturing toward the city. "He and his buddies are coming this way."
 
   "Shit!" I exhaled, watching the rows of monsters approaching in the distance, and knowing full well that Elnar had no tactical plan for this particular situation. Not when it came to bosses. We were looking at an open battle, that much was clear, but getting us through what promised to be quite an ordeal was on me and me alone. At least the skeleton army appeared to have stayed behind outside the city, else we'd need to retreat. 
 
    In truth, retreat was probably the most sensible option even now. My troops had barely more than five minutes left of their combat form, after which time it would be unavailable for forty five minutes. But I had no guarantees that, having lost his siege weapons, the general wouldn't immediately launch an assault on the city. And once he and his retinue reunited with the rest of the army, killing him would be a hell of a lot harder. No, we had to take the fight to them here and now. 
 
   "Wolves! Formation four!" I roared into the general raid channel. "Archers and mages, take the right flank! Reece and Salta, traps on the road! Everything you've got! We must not let Korg's companions get a running start! Aritor, lock up Meresmet! Vaessa, as soon as they get close enough, shut the lich up with Silence of the Great Darkness. Warriors, the half-century is on you! Mages and archers, try to put down the lich as soon as you can—five minutes should be enough. I got Korg. Reena, make sure Aritor and I have enough heals. As soon as Meresmet is down, everyone switch to the death knights. Korg dies last! Elnar, take over." 
 
    Barely half a mile remained till the enemy. How did Korg find out that his caravan was under attack? Did they have their own command chat or something? At any rate, the caravan was history now. I exhaled some smoke and looked around. 
 
    The ground was scorched on either side of the road since the first undead invasion and the great fire that followed it. West of here, where a large village once stood, there were only frames of blackened houses, with shoots of greenery peeking out of the ashes. 
 
    I'd chosen this spot for its level terrain—for the cavalry to be able to pick up decent speed when attacking. They say in the old games your mount would travel with equal speed through woodland as through tilled farmland, instantly spin one hundred and eighty degrees, and not sustain any damage in combat. What I wouldn't give to have those mounts for my clan, I thought longingly, steering the boar to the right edge of the half-legion as they fell in formation. Full-immersion games had devs doing their best to avoid such glaring oversights. Merely observing another player galloping at full speed do an instant one-eighty could result in a cognitive dissonance, if not other, more serious psychological side effects. 
 
    The death knights riding our way had produced long black lances—evidently, they were well aware of at least the basic points of cavalry tactics. Thankfully, though their leader may have grown smarter since the patch, he still wasn't smart enough to have his troops attack all at once. Perhaps not enough time had passed, or could be the undead were just naturally stupid, but the menagerie of monsters charging at us had already dispersed across some three hundred yards. Leading the charge was a group of thirty death knights atop bone horses. Waddling behind them were mini bosses of varying sizes and degrees of ugliness and decay. And bringing up the rear, with an enormous two-handed sword resting on his shoulder, was General Korg himself, walking practically hand-in-hand with Meresmet. Well, yeah, no horse could carry that fat ass, I thought, glancing warily at his weapon and realizing I wanted nothing to do with the business end of it. With the level difference, any blow that landed would bring serious pain. If this were happening IRL, an eighteen-foot giant would obliterate me into amino acids with a single swing of his twelve-foot sword. Praise Hart, this wasn't the real world. For want of anything better to do while we waited, I tried making an analogy with reality. Tanking a boss twice your level would be like letting a regular person in armor go up against a heavyweight wrestler armed with a rubber sword. The latter's blows wouldn't kill you outright, but they might just make you wish you were dead. And I wasn't discounting my superior Toughness skill at fifty three percent. 
 
    I couldn't help but crack a smile at the mental picture.
 
   "Do they look funny or something?" mused Reece, appearing on my right. "I thought I was the only one sick in the head around here, but I'm not so sure anymore. Still, that funky bunch over there," He gestured in the direction of the undead, which by now were no more than three hundred yards away, "do look pretty comical."
 
   "And here I thought the appearance of a tail in certain individuals might help trim their tongue some," I admitted. "How foolish of me. Anyway, are you certain your traps will slow them down?" I gestured at the numerous colorful rings covering the ground forty yards ahead.
 
   "Not just slow down—they will stop them," Reece vowed. "I wager half of them will even get knocked out of the saddle." 
 
   "Good," I nodded, and commanded into the general chat. "A few changes! Mages and archers, you're helping the warriors until those two get here. Switch back to previously assigned targets on Elnar's command."
 
   "I saw that coming," the mage noted philosophically, and spurred his horse toward his troops. 
 
    
 
    Once, a long long time ago, I saw a movie in which two huge trucks collided into one another head-on. My emotions then were similar to what I experienced right when the death knights reached the traps set up for them. There were explosions and a deafening racket, and moments later a wave of my demons, having received the order to attack from James, came crashing into the cloud of dust at full speed, their lances tilted. 
 
    Just then a gust of wind swept away the ash and smoke, courtesy of one of Reece's air mages, enabling our mages and archers to lock in their targets. The ensuing pandemonium made it difficult to make out the shouting voices of my officers. Bone horses covered in plate were on the ground, thrashing in agony. More and more monsters kept pouring from the direction of Xantarra, as if we were downstream of a junkyard in torrential rain, only to be promptly intercepted by trios of getare. 
 
   Bloody beasts! Is there no end of you? I fought down the raging animal inside me, rounding the main site of the battle. Aritor, Vaessa, Reena and five more priestesses were right behind me. 
 
   Seeing what was unfolding before them, the general and Meresmet picked up the pace.
 
   "Mages, archers! Back to your original targets!" Elnar's command reached me just as I popped Charge and unleashed the storm of cold fury inside me. 
 
    The bastard on the tip of my lance had been torturing and killing innocent sentients on the orders of a toady serving a despicable god. He and other bipedal wretches who had sold their souls to Vill had turned an entire city into a graveyard. MY city. Too bad Ahriman's getare had granted them such an easy death. It was good that he'd been able to rise from his grave, if only to give me the pleasure of putting him back there. 
 
    Upon seeing a rider charging him atop a razorback, the general shrugged the two-handed blade off his shoulder, grabbed the hilt with both hands and raised it high overhead. 
 
   "Die, asshole!!!" the tip of the spear struck Korg in his right knee, which was his pivot foot, and was immediately followed by my four-legged APC. 
 
    One and a half tons of weight moving at fifty miles per hour was no joke. No joke at all.
 
    The steel tip broke through the blackened metal, though the lance's shaft shattered from the impact. The eighteen-foot-tall carcass of the former punisher was spun around, as the boss lost his balance and came crashing to the ground.
 
   I pulled on the reins and turned the boar around, then rushed back at the general, trampling him as he was trying to get up. 
 
   "I've only just begun!" I spat out while executing an Ice Blade, driving my sword into the dark slit of his closed helm, letting loose all the hatred that had accumulated in me.
 
    The general twitched, emitting a deep-pitched growl—I couldn't make out the words. With my boot on his helm, I pulled out the sword and managed to land another Tongue of Flame before Korg finally recovered. 
 
    Gray steel flashed through the air to my right. Ducking down to the boar's withers, I angled the shield so that the blow glanced off of it, and pressed the razorback to the boss' injured pivot foot, preventing him from executing full-strength attacks.
 
   "I'll coat my sword with your guts, worm!" Korg bellowed furiously. "You and your pitiful bunch will spend eternity in my army!" 
 
   "You moron," I shot back, hacking away at the general's pivot foot by alternating attack skills and parrying the angled swings of his sword. "A few hours from now you and your entire wretched army will be standing before Celphata in your underpants. You had better pray the goddess doesn't have you reborn as a muckworm!"
 
   "Die!!!" roared the commander of the undead army, leaping up with nimbleness belying his size, delivering a crippling chopping blow as he landed, and following up at once with a warrior's whirlwind. 
 
    To be fair to the devs, when designing these abilities there was no way for them to predict that the boss would be tanked by a mage who could simply Jump away from the deadly storm of blades. 
 
   While Korg spun like a top, I took a look around. A hundred yards back Elnar's armored troops were mopping up what was left of the general's half-century of knights. Bristling with arrows like a hedgehog, Meresmet was hounded relentlessly by Vaessa's puppies, who had him surrounded and cornered like a wolf pack hunting a moose. The lich's mantle was in tatters, and his HP bar below half. There were no gray icons in the raid window—everything was going according to plan. 
 
   As Korg concluded his whirlwind, I cut the distance between us with a gallop. His next blow overpowered my block attempt, and I swerved to his right leg as before. The general tried his damnedest to shove me aside, but to no avail. While he would have succeeded if I were alone, but between the boar and I, we probably weighed as much as he did. Ice Blade, Tongue of Flame...
 
   "Die!" I hopped to the side, and the dance continued...
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 192.
 
   You have 2 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 6 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    As the staff slipped from his hands, the lich collapsed to the ground like a broken doll. The mages and archers spurred their horses in my direction.
 
   "Stay out of his melee range! Only Vaessa's hounds can come in!" I shouted into the general channel, though I imagined Elnar didn't need the warning. 
 
    As I blocked yet another of the general's blows, one of Vaessa's hounds pounced and locked its jaw on his wrist, and the first arrows and spells started flying into his torso. His death was now just a matter of time. 
 
   In phase two, instead of a whirlwind the general hurled Spears of Darkness around him, which weren't particularly troublesome for the raid. Through it all I kept on hanging around his right leg while being overhealed to oblivion by utterly bored priests, and Jumping away whenever the boss attempted any kind of special ability.
 
   At ten percent life Korg roared something along the lines of, "You shall all die in terrible agony at my hands!" and summoned an Army of Darkness—a century of level 200 ghouls—but even that did little to delay his death. Immobilized by a Blizzard, the undead century was obliterated by a torrent of arrows and a Fire Storm in the span of ten seconds. 
 
   Not five more minutes later the sword slipped from the general's grip, and the giant's lifeless bulk fell to the ground. 
 
    
 
   You've earned a unique achievement, Korg's Slayer. General Korg is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 4% increase to your physical and magic damage.
 
    
 
   The morale of your party has risen by +15 points. Your party's current morale is +31 (a 31% increase to your party members' physical and magic damage).
 
    
 
    That's better, I nodded with satisfaction at the running system messages. The morale had dropped precipitously—from forty percent to just sixteen—after four hundred recruits were accepted into the clan. All the new arrivals started out with a ten percent bump thanks to my rank, and the system had merely spat out the arithmetical mean. A thirty one percent increase to damage output was nearly twice better than sixteen, and that should certainly prove useful in the upcoming battle with the undead army. 
 
   "It's all a bit too easy, don't you think?" Elnar rode up to me, regarding the general's corpse with grim suspicion.
 
   "Well, this wretch is no Nerghall," I shrugged. "And we're no longer just a century."
 
   "Dar! Two undead legions are moving your way from Xantarra!" Hyld announced without sounding particularly panicked in the recon channel. "They'll be there in about seven minutes." 
 
    I looked out and indeed—the skeletal warriors were on the move. 
 
   "His summoning an Army of Darkness must have reached them," Elnar pointed at the skeletons with his sword, then turned to me. "What's our plan?"
 
   "Did all our horses survive?" 
 
   "No, we lost about twenty," James shook his head. "Horses aren't a priority for our priests." 
 
   "Put all the units who have lost mounts into saddles with others, and have them retreat towards Farot. The rest quickly collect the loot and follow after. I doubt the skeletons will pursue us for long," I commanded. After a few seconds of silence I added, also into the general channel: "Since when do I need to repeat my orders?" 
 
   "You heard the commander! Get moving! Reece, if I see anyone from your crew of slackers twiddling their thumbs, I'll have every mage polishing pots and pans for the next week." 
 
   "Beings of superior intelligence are inherently inclined to indulge in reveries," the mage mused. "And what are reveries but a certain dissipation of the mind..."
 
   "And you had better believe you'll be polishing them without magic!" James snapped, ignoring the mage's objections. "Now get to it!"
 
    Four thousand gold were recovered from the general, two and a half from the lich, and nearly seven more from the death knights and skeletons. Every private in my army stood to earn almost ten gold coins as a bonus for this battle, which was nothing to sneeze at by local standards. All the loot dropped by Korg and Meresmet—six epic pieces, twenty eight rares, plus vials, reagents and recipes—I tossed into my inventory without even checking them. There would be time to sort out the trophies later. The haul was a good one, no doubt, but the important thing was that my strategy had worked! Four hundred skeletons, two raid and five mini bosses were annihilated without any casualties. Suddenly Olta appeared before my eyes, sweet Olta with that coy smile of hers. I gritted my teeth and gazed in the direction of the burning carts. I'm coming for you, you bastards! It won't be long now!
 
    The skeletons running our way were less than two hundred yards away. It was time to split. Surveying the battlefield one last time, I steered the boar after the retreating half-legion, and that was when I glimpsed a solitary figure standing by the wayside. 
 
   "You promised me a ride on your razorback, dar. Is now a good time?" Tilly smiled at me impishly, throwing back a mane of pitch-black hair in a classic womanly gesture. 
 
   I leaned over without dismounting the boar, grabbed the girl by the waist and hoisted her up before me. As the demoness cozied up in her seat, she pressed her back against me so hard that I had no choice but to put my left arm around her. 
 
   "This is nice," the girl purred dreamily.
 
   "Uh huh. Nice that I have plate armor on me," I chuckled. 
 
   "Dar, I heard there are rituals that can turn one into a succubus."
 
   "Uh..." I let out a heavy sigh. "Don't worry, girl, we'll get you a husband soon."
 
   "No way, I've only got eyes for you," Tilly shook her head. "We'll get married as soon as I become a succubus!"
 
   As if I didn't have enough problems, I thought, spurring the razorback to a trot. Then again, I wish my problems were limited to affairs of the heart, I smiled, and held the black-haired demoness tighter.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   The rainclouds over our heads were of a dull-grayish color. As the wind picked up, it cleared the sky and raised clumsy waves over the surface of the lake. Far out west lightning streaked through the sky, followed by thunderous peals that drowned out the ringing of the alarm bells and the banging of metal-reinforced wood on Xantarra's gates. It was as if nature herself was objecting to the vulgar villainy she was bearing witness to. 
 
    Having lost its general, the undead army had predictably commenced with a head-on assault. The gray quadrants of infantry, each numbering five hundred skeletal warriors, stood perfectly still dangerously close to the city walls, ready to pour into the city as soon as those eighteen-foot iron-bound gates fell.
 
   "Reece, three fireballs high into the air at five second intervals," I commanded, my eyes fixed on the fifty-foot battering ram that had crawled right up to the gates. 
 
   "Elnar, I need everyone at maximum readiness. The target are enemy mages and archers," I pointed at the four rows of skeletons hiding behind the main host, and chuckled. 
 
    Everything was a bit too neat. The enemy's ranged threat was waiting for us right where we'd put them. And Gorm wasn't being reckless. What was this, blind luck or the mysterious prophecy at work? Why had I been able to intercept the catapults? If that hadn't happened, the city would have taken heavy losses already. Truly, in a virtual reality, where luck was measured in digits and percentages, albeit hidden from the players, and even boasted a goddess as its patron, strange happenings and developments might not be quite so strange. I couldn't find any credible explanation other than that the silver fox, which was the goddess of fortune's favorite form when appearing before the local denizens, had favored me today. Yet again. I glanced askew at my third epic item, winked at the black wolf with menacing red eyes scowling back at me from its matte surface, and examined its stats. Yet again. 
 
    
 
   Granite Greatshield.
 
   Left hand. Shield.
 
   Durability: 3795/4000.
 
   Epic. 
 
   Minimum level: 180.
 
   Armor: 1000.
 
   +100 to strength.
 
   +250 to constitution.
 
   +3.6% to critical hit chance with a physical attack.
 
   95% absorption of blocked physical attacks.
 
   80% absorption of blocked magic attacks.
 
   97% absorption of impact from inertia of all blocked attacks.
 
   Weight: 55 lbs.
 
   Crafted by Master Drovlan for Prince Roudez.
 
    
 
    Triangular in shape and roughly one yard in length, the shield came with comfortable leather straps on the inner side. The raised surface along the edges bore a silver engraving. Shields like this weren't especially rare even before the patch. Any decently-sized self-respecting clan had outfitted their main tank with something like this. And for good reason! The laws of physics in the game yielded only to magic, and with this monstrosity you had a decent chance of keeping your footing against almost any physical attack, even that of a god. All I needed now was to convince myself. Being not of this world, I might have a hard time blindly trusting binary code over primal instincts. After all, when a twelve-foot blade is flying right at you, it's only logical to want to get the hell out of the way. Let's wait and see, I suppose, I grunted. I'm not ready to take on the gods just yet. The shield wasn't scalable, but the absorption of impact from inertia made that irrelevant. Hell, I would carry it even if it were of common quality. And nearly four percent to crit was nothing to sneeze at either. All my previous shields blocked at most fifty percent magic, whereas this one blocked a whopping eighty percent! Good times! 
 
    Of the remaining seven epics, Aritor won a decent pair of tank gloves and helm, Reena got a staff, Reece a ring and a charm, Elnar a pair of boots, and Vaessa some shoulder pads. In a truly comical twist, the magus had initially refused to accept them because the pads broadened her shoulders, and—and these were her words, not mine—why would any woman would want to look like a man?! Unsurprisingly, Reece made sure to put in his two cents, suggesting that, in the interests of maintaining pleasing visual proportions, his beloved auntie should look into broadening her rear end to match her ample new shoulders. It took all of my command authority to save the reckless joker from the Mistress of Death's vengeance. In the end, reason prevailed and Vaessa grudgingly accepted the pads, while the mage hastened out of sight to escape the necromancer's righteous wrath. 
 
    Of the many rares dropped by the bosses, only two recipes merited special attention. One was an enchanting recipe for one-handed weapons with a two percent chance to freeze the target with a physical attack, and the other a blacksmithing recipe for horse plate armor. Unfortunately, my existing enchantment kept me from applying another one, and Gloom just wasn't a horse. It appeared that the poor bastard would have to endure until we reached elven or orcish lands. I'd already tried commissioning the local smiths to forge any kind of armor for my furry friend, but to no avail. The armor either fell off the boar or severely hindered his movement, and eventually I gave up. In theory, it should be possible for a blacksmith to deliver a customized order, especially one that was fairly simple. Sadly, a steel suit of armor for my oinking rhinoceros was anything but a simple order.
 
    A typical suit of armor for a horse comprised five pieces: chanfron for the face, criniere for the neck, peytral for the chest, croupiere for the hind quarters, and flanchards for the flanks. But the razorback, according to Aritor, would need no less than eleven pieces, and it would probably take at least a week to design, tweak and ultimately produce one viable piece of armor. Just one of eleven. So, despite the fact that I had over fifty smiths at my disposal, this project was still out of reach for the time being; moreover, I sincerely doubted that demon smiths could pull it off for the simple reason that boars weren't native to Demon Grounds. Now, if I had a lizard for a mount, that would be a different matter. (By the way, the boss had actually dropped a rare quality five-piece horse armor set, and if only we had enough time, steel and mithril, I would have my entire half-legion of mounts rocking top grade armor.) Finally, Gloom wasn't just some ordinary hog, but an epic razorback for Hart's sake. His hide and bristle were twice as tough as a horse in plate armor, and the two of us were pretty good at tanking even without any armor on the boar.
 
    The final and most interesting item to drop from Korg—not counting my shield, of course—was the Symbol of Suonu. The world really was changing if the raid boss of a city had chosen to depart from his domain. And I suspected I knew exactly who had forced him to do so. The only thing I found odd was that those bastards in gray robes weren't anywhere near his army. Was something keeping them in the city? I would know soon enough either way. Just as soon as we decimated some five thousand skeletons, I'd get right on it.
 
    The besieged city responded to our signal with three fireballs loosed in the air. That made me chuckle, and I glanced askance at Elnar's tense face. 
 
   "There are fifteen hundred soldiers in the city! And of those, at least five hundred are soldiers!" he exclaimed indignantly. 
 
   "So?" I grunted.
 
   "Why isn't there anyone on the walls?! They would be trading at least five enemy units for every one of theirs!"
 
   "I told Gorm through the courier to remove his troops from the walls."
 
   "But why? At this point Xantarra can repulse the assault on her own. Especially if we engage the undead, Gorm can take his troops outside the city and hit them in the rear!"
 
   "First of all, I don't plan on trading any units—neither mine nor Gorm's, not one to five, not even one to one hundred. That's a terrible exchange rate in my book. Second of all, I want the attackers' mages and archers standing behind the main host so that we can take them out all at once."
 
   "You've got another plan brewing?" James shook his head. 
 
   "Simple. In a few minutes the Xantarrians will open the gates. The square behind the gates is fully barricaded, so the skeletal infantry won't be able to harm the archers on top of the barricades without dismantling them. We'll wait for the first thousand warriors to enter the city before hitting their archers and mages."
 
   "Why wait? Can you explain that to me? Why not hit them right away?! A good portion of the undead will break into the city anyway!"
 
   "Not necessarily. And besides, if we attack right away, their ranged units will have time to turn around and fire off a salvo. I don't want to risk anyone, don't you understand? A dozen errant arrows can mean another life, and I've had enough losses already," I said. 
 
   "What makes you think this salvo won't happen if the undead burst into the city first?" James pressed, unrelenting.
 
    I understood where he was coming from. The tifling was spoiling for a fight, and deemed a five to one exchange more than fair. But I didn't. Whether or not I would capture Craedia, when all was said and done Gilthor's three provinces—Suonu, Callehzia and Xantarra—would need to be rebuilt, repopulated and, if need be, defended against unwanted guests. And I had precious few troops with which to do all that. So no, I wasn't going to trade my demons for the bloody undead. And yes, this was yet another of many instances of my acting in ways unbecoming a proper leader, in addition to leaving La-Kharte unguarded, not bothering to inquire about Gilthor's problems or her coffers, and tasking a simple captain of the city guard with governing three whole provinces. Hell, I was too busy to worry about appearances. I was racing through the script like a skier down a giant slope, only I was a shitty skier. I cared more for the gear and morale of my fighters than sizes of estates and taxes. All that would come later. For now, I was focused on keeping every one of my demons alive. Recent history proved that my brains more than made up for my lack of gaming experience. As for James, he still couldn't fathom how we'd only lost ten soldiers up to this point. Surely he thought that the goddess of fortune herself visited me every night, and who was I to disappoint him? 
 
    Pointing at the battering ram, I said:
 
   "Once in the city, that entire horde of undead will aggro on Gorm's archers, and won't bat an eye when we hit them from behind. Just wait and see."
 
   "What does 'aggro' mean?"
 
   "James, after we've finished our main battles, we will sit and have a long chat about the laws of this world. Until then, do your job and lead my army. The gates are about to part." 
 
   "Aye aye, commander," Elnar nodded, and spurred his horse back to our host.
 
   "Don't forge to call me for that chat," Vaessa said with a smile, still standing to my left. "I've figured out some of these things by now, but I fear there are many more." 
 
   "I wouldn't dare to exclude you," I assured her, and motioned toward the city. "It begins."
 
    After yet another blow of the battering ram, the eighteen-foot gate leaves shook and began to part with an ear-splitting screech. The next blow left one of the leaves hanging on a single hinge, or whatever they used for fastening devices in this world. The nearest infantry quadrants whipped out their weapons and began to move, congesting at the gates which were becoming a choke point. 
 
   "First we take out the archers and mages, then we regroup and finish off the rest!" Elnar shouted, standing up in his stirrups to my right. My colonel then turned to me, winked and lowered his visor with a clang. "Century! Lances ready! Prepare to gallop... Attack!"
 
   Let's see what the undead peons are worth without their commanders. The death knights leading the divisions don't count, I thought as I set Gloom into a gallop. Get ready to bite the dust, bitches.
 
    A familiar wolf's howl soared over the Xantarrian valley, as bone-chilling as ever. Feeling like my strength had doubled, I picked up the army's battle song while shifting into combat form, and activated Gloom's Charge. The beast gunned forward, pressing me into the back of the saddle, and easily skirted the getare ahead of us. My target was the mini boss—a lich at the head of the enemy squad. I didn't bother checking his HP bar—Infernal Rage made that irrelevant. Out of the corner of my eye I glimpsed my archers and mages fan out, and moments later the boar and I sliced through the ranks of enemy archers like a hot knife through butter, sending skeletal bodies flying in all directions. The undead officer spun around in time to face me, and the tip of my lance struck not at his back but at his chest, covered in leather armor. Crit! Gloom tossed the lich's broken body aside with his tusks, and the boar and I suddenly found ourselves out in the open, past the enemy ranks with nothing to do. 
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 193.
 
   You have 1 talent point to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 3 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    There came the crunching sound of bones breaking, and the raid channel lit up with gleeful cusses, with the girls more than holding their own against the boys. A bolt of lightning struck the ground just ahead. With a smirk, I stood up in the stirrups and saluted the rapidly darkening sky.
 
   "Ingvar is with us!" a voice yelled behind me, and another lightning bolt followed in apparent confirmation,striking right in the midst of the undead infantry.
 
   "Reece, Salta, take the right quadrant," that was Elnar now. "Everyone else, follow me! Ingvaaaar!" 
 
   Missing us miraculously again and again, the lightning bolts kept striking at the skeletons bursting into the city, taking them out by the dozens. Though I was fully confident in our victory even without the assist, apparently our patron god was of a different opinion. Either that or he was simply bored. Or maybe he was avenging the deaths of his Order's knights, Ivar and Olta? Whatever his reasons were, I wasn't going to argue.
 
    As my troops and I smashed into the next quadrant, I unloaded on the pressing skeletons with complete abandon. Frenzy to Gloom, followed by Fortification! I threw up my shield to block the swing of a two-handed axe wielded by a death knight, an enemy officer, and countered with an Ice Blade, followed by a Tongue of Flame. Gloom upended the knight with his tusks, knocking him down. My next Ice Blade crit just as Elnar appeared on my left, skewering the mob to the ground with his spare pike, and proceeded to hack away at the enemy commander. I was barely feeling any pain—my combat form and a pair of dedicated healers took care of that. A stiff to my right caught me in the hip with his sword, only to be smashed to bits by a getare leaping out from behind me. The blow took off two percent HP... What a joke. My half-legion could have probably annihilated the entire undead host camped outside the city without any help and not sustain a single casualty. 
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 194.
 
   You have 2 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 6 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    To my right, rows of archers and mages were blasting away at the enemy infantry while keeping them at arm's length. The skeletons had no chance in hell. Freeze, Rain of Fire, Blizzard, Chain Lightning, Rockfall all mixed together, sweeping away the undead fighters as they were trying to close the gap. 
 
    The blue light went out of the death knight's eyes before he could get back on his feet. Surrounded by two hundred melee fighters and one hundred healers behind us, we rubbed off another half-legion of undead in the span of fifteen minutes, and found ourselves out in the open.
 
    Demon faces were now flickering on top of the walls. They were waving to us as they dropped large rocks onto the heads of skeletons crowding the entrance. 
 
   "Get back!" Elnar bellowed into the general channel. "Archers and mages, finish off the ones at the gates. No AoE spells or you'll hit our own!"
 
   I knew then that it was all over. At least on this side of the city walls. 
 
    Hot damn! We had just slaughtered three thousand mobs in less than an hour! Times like these I was glad this was a game, in which I could take farmers and civilians and turn them into hardened warriors simply by recruiting them into the clan and allocating their talents.
 
   "Casualties?" I turned to Elnar as he was pulling up.
 
   "No casualties!" James was exultant. "Uncle Elias and Satrap Gorm will be pleased. Too bad we can't just ride into town now. Thanks to those guys over there," he gestured at Xantarra's defenders on the walls, "the ground is littered with rocks. No way we'll get through on horseback without mangling half our mounts." 
 
    
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 195.
 
   You have 3 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 9 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
   "I reckon the satrap will be fine without us," I said, pulling the helm off my head and taking out the pipe I had prepared beforehand. "Tell the archers and mages to cease fire before they do hit our own. Have them start gathering loot instead." 
 
   "You were right, by the way. The skeletal archers never did fire at us," James shook his head in wonder, then turned his horse around and steered it toward the city gates.
 
    As he departed, I bent down slightly and patted the boar on the withers. And so we're alone again, Gloom, I thought with a sigh. Hagedia and Reena, my pair of personal healers, had gone off to their men. Reece was off by the gates with his mages. Salta was next to Elnar, and Iam was with his banner. My heart suddenly heavy, I rummaged in my bag for a bottle of moonshine, took three big swigs and followed it up with equally deep drags on my pipe.
 
   Sure, I realized that these demons were all grown up now, with tons of responsibilities and subordinates of their own. There was no turning back time. And yet, somehow I'd felt a lot less lonely back in that Hart-forsaken Ballan than I did today. I sighed again, remembering the people I'd lost, and my mood dove all the way to rock bottom.
 
   Stop whining! I rebuffed myself. Everything is bloody fine! Yet another enemy was defeated, demolished even, and I was one step closer to my goal. What was this goal? To smoke that scumbag Cheney? To find my sister? Did she even need me anymore? She had Max. I recalled my last phone conversation with my aunt, and smiled in spite of myself. I was glad it was Max, and not someone else. Max was a good friend whom I trusted completely. Hell, even when we were kids people often mistook us for brothers, though we looked nothing alike.
 
   No, my main goal was here! All of these lands being ravaged by the undead scourge... This was my home now. And these demons were my family. And there was a shit-ton of work that still needed to be done here. It was settled—after I sorted out the princedom's affairs, I would go up to the upper realm, settle the score with Cheney, and bring Alyona and Max down here. At least then I'd have someone real to talk to, and besides, there was nothing for them up above. I took a few swigs from the flask, and chuckled. Gloom grunted approvingly, sensing the shift in my spirits. Don't worry, bud, hopping out of the saddle, I scratched the boar behind the ear, we'll find you a girl too, several even. Your sows will give birth to lots of piglets, and then all my men will have mounts like you. 
 
    Gloom seemed pretty content with that idea. Shoving his moist snout into my neck area, he closed his eyes and puffed blissfully. 
 
   "Feeling blue, eh?" Vaessa had walked up to us soundlessly.
 
    The magus was holding her bone horse by the reins; her hounds were resting on the ground a dozen yards away. 
 
    A bone horse, unlike other bone creatures, wasn't exactly a horse skeleton. Vaessa's mount more closely resembled a horse that had been skinned alive, with bony hooves and a head that didn't look like a horse's skull in the literal sense. Rather, it was a collection of bones that vaguely replicated a horse's skull, with eye-sockets that glowed a sinister blue color. 
 
   "What makes you say that?" shoving Gloom's snout aside, I flashed a mocking grin at the magus. 
 
   "Let's not pretend this is Newton's binomial theorem," she smiled. "When the Dark One is cuddling his beast in the middle of the day, it's pretty damn obvious." 
 
   "Do you even know what Newton's binomial theorem is?" I snorted.
 
   "No," the magus admitted readily, "but you keep talking about it! And these references of yours are infectious. I imagine it's something sumer-smart and well above my pay grade." 
 
   "Truth be told, I don't know what it is, either," I turned around and looked out on the ground carpeted with bones. "I admit, I was in the dumps a few minutes ago." 
 
    "Don't worry, dar. You'll pop into a brother tonight, and all will be well," Vaessa chuckled sadly, and looked way. "But not me..."
 
   "Wait, what's wrong with you?"
 
   "You think men are champing at the bit to jump into bed with a necromancer?" 
 
   "What does that have to do with anything?" I frowned. "The way you look... I wouldn't hesitate for a second if it weren't for, you know..." 
 
   "You are you," the magus smiled, and gazed wistfully at the sun hanging over the valley. "There was this one barbarian, one of the Snow Leopards... but it didn't work out. I wasn't exactly popular before, and now that I'm a head priestess, it's hopeless," Vaessa waved in frustration. "Oh, it's not important, dar. Think nothing of it."
 
   "Don't you go sour on me now," grabbing the woman by the shoulders, I peered into her eyes. "You're with me now, aren't you? Celphata commanded you to follow me everywhere, right? Once we're done here, I'll take you to the higher realm where there are millions of men like me, and no one will give a damn if you're a priestess or a cook. You'll need a retinue of bone dragons just to keep suitors at bay!"
 
   "There are no men like you," Vaessa smiled. "Listen, once you're done letting off steam, come see me in the tower. At least we can get drunk like before. And, by the way, you know you can take some of them with you. Not to my tower, I mean, but in the field. They won't refuse you."
 
   "No," I said with a sigh. "It's not the same. Used to be I could only dream of such an arrangement, but now... There was Dara back in Nittal. A succubus. We had a good time, but here..." I smiled back at her. "I'll be fine on my own."
 
   "Well, you men have it easier," Vaessa laughed. "Anyway, we're on for tonight, yes? Just as soon as you're done. A woman mustn't be left all alone in a big city. It's scary out there."
 
   "I can't begin to imagine anything that might scare you," I grinned. At that moment we heard triumphant cries coming from the direction of the city. 
 
    
 
   The morale of your party has risen by +10 points. Your party's current morale is +41 (a 41% increase to your party members' physical and magic damage).
 
    
 
    And with that, the threat to Xantarra was eliminated. With a wink to Vaessa, I turned toward the gates. The welcoming committee was already out and heading our way. 
 
    Clad in mithril armor and with his helm off, the Xantarrian army's commander looked nothing like the good-natured fellow James and I had shared drinks with in his tent not that long ago. His high forehead furrowed with lines, brows knitted into a stern fold, and lips a thin line of grim resolve, the demon riding toward Vaessa and me was a seasoned warrior accustomed to high command. Stalking alongside him was Zach, the same kid who had escorted us to the satrap's castle the last time around. The young demon was doing his darnedest to maintain the solemnity of the moment, looking straight ahead with a somber expression. 
 
    Err, will I need to do some ceremonious bowing and whatnot? I was starting to panic a little bit, but quickly dismissed all worries. Let them have their spectacle, it didn't bother me none. I'd risen from rags to dars only recently, so they would just have to forgive me.
 
    But even Homer sometimes nods. Having gotten within twenty yards, the legate took a look at Vaessa at my side, and stumbled. The demon's brows crawled upward while his jaw dropped. As for the kid, he stood perfectly still like a pillar of salt, batting his eyes in awe at the enormous bonehounds, whom he must've initially mistaken for piles of bones. To his credit, the legate's dithering lasted mere moments. Recovering quickly, the old soldier rode another ten yards and stopped, bowing his head deeply. After a few seconds he squared his shoulders, and spoke, loudly and sincerely: 
 
   "Xantarra and her governor welcome you, Dark One! From this day on, our city owes a debt to you that can never be fully repaid. Satrap Gorm is wounded and thus wasn't able to come out and greet you. But he's expecting you!" 
 
    Then, without giving me the chance to respond, the legate dropped to one knee, bowed his head before Vaessa, and continued with equal measure of solemnity.
 
   "Xantarra is delighted to welcome the head priestess of Celphata, the Goddess of Death and Rebirth. All our doors are open before you, mistress. Satrap Gorm would be honored to receive you as his guest."
 
   I grunted with amusement. If this kept up my necromancer friend was bound to get a big head! Then again, she wasn't that kind of demoness. 
 
    I looked over to Vaessa... and literally lost the gift of speech. Standing to my side was the Snow Queen herself, right out of the classic tale by Hans Christian Andersen. Flawlessly upright, with lips pressed into a thin line, and the breeze playing with her cloak, black and embroidered with silver. Everything about her screamed royalty. The magus even seemed to have grown taller. No, I wasn't filled with holy trepidation beholding my friend, but her transformation was nonetheless quite stunning. Not knowing what to do next, I looked to her to respond to the kneeling legate.
 
   "I am pleased that the citizens of Xantarra honor my Mistress," she spoke in a soft, soulful voice. "I will visit your city, but, to my great sorrow, I will not be able to see the governor before the troops set out for Suonu. He and I will have to speak later. Should the satrap have any questions, he can seek answers from my commander..."
 
   "But—"
 
    Elias raised his eyes at the woman, but she had apparently decided to dispense with the formalities, and kept on speaking through his objection, now in a normal tone.
 
   "...my commander, who is the master of my soul. I wish he were the master of my flesh as well, but certain circumstances are presently standing in the way of that..."
 
    With a wink to yours truly, the magus spun around on her heels, grabbed her horse by the reins and headed off to her hounds with a spring in her step. 
 
    What a sly, sly fox!
 
   "How's the satrap doing?" I asked the commander, who was apparently still dazed from the exchange and didn't seem to be in a hurry to get up off his knee. 
 
   It must have taken ten seconds or so for my question to register. Elias rose slowly, his eyes still fixed on the distancing Vaessa, and replied. 
 
   "The undead broke through one of the barricades. We lost twenty soldiers before Gorm intervened and singlehandedly halted their advancement. He held them at bay for a good ten minutes while the soldiers mended the barricade." 
 
    Yeah, that made sense. In the local hierarchy Gorm was akin to a raid boss, so what were a few dozen lowly skeletons?
 
   "I trust he's better now?" I asked.
 
   "Aye, he's recovering in the castle. And he's expecting you," Elias said. Seemingly back to his senses, he nodded in the direction of the magus. 
 
   "About the head priestess..."
 
   "The Derelict Temple belongs to Celphata now, and Vaessa is her trusted servant. But she's been commanded by her mistress to be at my side."
 
   "That's wonderful news, if a bit unexpected," the legate turned back to Zach and shook a fist at him. "I'll have you flogged for this, boy. Did you forget the etiquette?!"
 
   "But... it's just that the lady... ugh! I mean the head priestess, and I... and then those dogs..." the poor kid stammered. 
 
   It was up to Elnar, who had walked over to us just in time, to salvage the situation.
 
   "It's good to see you, uncle," James gave the legate a heartfelt hug, then turned to the young tifling and inquired innocently. "How's it going, Zach?"
 
   "A colonel?" Elias exhaled, then lowered his eyes and said sorrowfully. "And at your age... Your father would have been proud." 
 
   "James!" the youth shouted joyfully. "Uncle Elias promised to take me with you to Suonu! Hey! How did you kill that monster? And what about—"
 
   "Patience, patience," Elnar stemmed the unending stream of questions with a smile. Then, turning to me and standing at attention, he reported, loudly and all soldier-like. "The loot has been gathered, dar. We can move into the city." 
 
   "Join me for a visit to the satrap?"
 
   "I need to see about accommodations for our troops first. There's quite a bit more of us this time around."
 
   "As you say," I nodded. "Go then, do your duty." 
 
   "I'll make arrangements for a meeting later," declared the legate. Then, with a glance at Zach, who was literally jumping, or rather hopping from foot to foot, he snorted with exasperation, spun around and started back toward the gates in solitude.
 
    Fifteen minutes later, when the debris outside the gates was finally cleared, I led my half-legion into the city on a white steed. Metaphorically speaking, at least. The creature I was riding was hardly a steed and anything but white, but I wouldn't trade my black-furred companion for a whole herd of thoroughbreds. 
 
    The barricades had already been mostly dismantled by then. In the real world it would have taken the citizens days to clear out the carts and put away the logs, but we weren't in the real world—here an ordinary female could easily carry a load ten times her weight. As a result, the biggest obstacle in the way of our raid was the sea of bones of would-be invaders cracking and crunching under the horses' hooves. 
 
    Our reception was a warm one. There were no parades or myriad hats being tossed in the air, but the citizens waved to us energetically, and invited the troops to their homes to celebrate the glorious victory. Which all made sense. There were no visors here, no stadiums, so every momentous event was celebrated as a community. And in a world where women were on par with men in every way, every celebration became a veritable Brazilian Carnival. 
 
    Vaessa hadn't followed us into the city. Having gathered her team of alchemists, she set out to the site of our battle with General Korg to extract some choice morsels from the bodies of the fallen mini bosses. Midway through the city Elnar and the troops turned and made for the Callehzian district, leaving just me and Elias, who'd actually managed to avail himself of a white steed somewhere along the way, to continue to the castle.
 
    Gorm hadn't changed one bit since last I saw him. He had the same pitch-black hair and piercing green eyes, the same neatly trimmed beard... Only the wrinkles on his face seemed less apparent, and he looked fresher somehow despite his injuries. Of course, by now those injuries had been healed.
 
    The satrap rose and extended a friendly greeting, then motioned for the legate and me to sit in the familiar armchairs by the fireplace. A servant appeared at once with a bottle of wine, and filled our glasses. 
 
    Honoring the satrap's request, I relayed the short version of our adventures through the princedom, which took a little over an hour. Thankfully, he was already aware of many details. The satrap wasn't particularly interested in the strategy employed in slaying Nerghall, Ulrich and Korg, but the very fact of their killing elevated my status in his eyes to incredible heights.
 
    We sat in silence after I was done, staring into the fire. At last, Gorm put his glass on the table, leaned back in his chair, and asked:
 
   "Tell me about the world you've come from, Dark One."
 
    The question caught me by surprise. I didn't quite spill my wine or anything—in fact, I had been expecting him to ask difficult questions—but not this... Removing my pipe from my mouth, I proceeded to tell Gorm the information that every NPC in the higher realm probably already knew. I told him about the game, about talents, stats, quests and pain. About others like me, of which there were over thirty million up above. About the sad truth that the people who had come into the game were yet to accomplish anything of value, one county and a dozen baronies notwithstanding. I told him about Ahriman, about the knights of the Order of the Red Flame locked away at the Craedia Citadel, and that I had less than two weeks left to rescue them. 
 
   Once finished with the story, I set to studying the swords hanging on the walls. And then I added:
 
   "My arriving here was accidental, but there's no going back. This is my world now..."
 
    There was a minute-long silence in the office of Xantarra's ruler. 
 
   "Nothing happens by accident under the sun," the satrap shook his head. "I remember my entire life, down to the smallest detail. I remember the siege of Xantarra, and the dark ages. I remember Vaessa's father, Master Diarten. He was a fan of the pipe, just as you are. The night we were sitting here, in this very office, and planning the assault on the mission of the disavowed, Vaessa was sleeping right there on that oaken cot." Gorm gestured in the corner of the office. "She was just a little girl then. And the next morning he left southeast, as part of a squad headed up by Dar Krual. Ask Vaessa if she remembers that night." Gorm chuckled, and took a sip from his glass. "You say this is all some kind of game. But what if this is real, and the world you've come from is a game?" 
 
   "Perhaps," I shrugged. "But how did you know I was from another world?"
 
   "It's that same bloody prophecy. Elias," the satrap looked at the legate, sitting still in his armchair. "Tell him what you remember from that book." 
 
   "A Black Demon shall come into the princedom from another world," the legate quoted, still as ever. "The great Lord of Darkness shall fall by his hand, and Death herself shall plant a gentle kiss on him, and lead him to the key to Cathella, the Spectral City. The plague shall yield before him, and the Twice Cursed god shall guide his way." 
 
   "Seriously, you guys? You couldn't tell me any of this before??" I grimaced. 
 
   "You didn't ask," the satrap shrugged. "Not to mention, all these prophecies about the Lord of Darkness, the kiss of Death and the Twice Cursed god would have sounded rather far-fetched, don't you think?" 
 
   "Yeah, I suppose," I finished off the wine and refilled my glass. "So what comes next? Celphata mentioned something about me finding a woman, and lots of other stuff." 
 
   "Celphata?!" Gorm choked on his wine, put the glass down on the table and looked up at me, teary-eyed. "You spoke to the goddess of death?" 
 
   "Who do you think advised me to capture the altar in the Derelict Temple and chose Vaessa as her priestess? And besides, you didn't seem too shocked by the gods' marks on me when we first met, so why now?"
 
   "It's not the same," Gorm shook his head, clearly stunned. "All those marks I saw on you then could have been made by the gods, even a Lord of the Netherworld, without actually appearing before your eyes. But to speak with Celphata herself..." 
 
   "Then? You mean you don't see them anymore?"
 
   "No, now they are hidden from me," Gorm reached for his glass. "You have changed a great deal since our last meeting, Dark One. I couldn't quite tell you how, but I sense it clearly." 
 
    Must be the blood of the Nameless from when he struck me. If it can conceal entire zones, the marks of five-six gods is but a trifle, I thought to myself, but asked out loud:
 
   "What else does the prophecy say?" 
 
   "Nothing else," Elias didn't seem at all impressed by the news that I had conversed with the goddess of death. Or perhaps he had exhausted his capacity for shock for today. 
 
   "What do you mean! Celphata was saying something about a woman!"
 
   "I'm sorry, dar, but that is all I'd been able to read. Past that point all I remember is some unintelligible glyphwork."
 
   "So what am I supposed to do with this?" I produced the scroll and showed it to Gorm. "And what is this Spectral City, anyway?"
 
   "Death herself plants a gentle kiss on him..." Gorm recited softly. "You know, Dark One, I can't be bothered to be shocked anymore."
 
   "Trust me, it wasn't so gentle," I smirked. "Her lips are a bit cold. Other than that, the goddess is a beautiful woman, no doubt. Now, what about this Cathella town?"
 
   "According to legend, Cathella is the capital of the ancient Pangean civilization that used to inhabit these lands before departing from here," Gorm explained, gazing into the blazing fireplace. "As they were leaving, their shamans raised two great bone dragons, Vaell and Velargass, to protect the treasures they would leave behind. The legend has it the Pangeans returned to their homeland. As to where it's located or why they left when they did, nobody knows."
 
    Well, that wasn't very helpful. No matter, Cathella wasn't anywhere near the top of my list of priorities. First I would get the hell out of here, and then decide whether or not to head over there. True, Celphata had mentioned I'd be able to find answers about the prophecy and the Nameless in the Spectral City, but I supposed the quest could wait till after I made it to the higher plane, and found my sister and Max. Then all of us could head back down to Cathella. Even Cheney, that scumbag, would need to wait. And let's be honest here—I was still too weak to challenge him. I clenched my fists unwittingly at the thought of Cheney, feeling the cold fury begin to overtake me. Oh, what the hell! I cried out mentally, driving off the unwanted companion. Here I was—a rational, pragmatic, intelligent being, and the mere shred of a memory of my tormentor instantly transformed me into a rabid beast! Why?! The pain I had suffered in Vill's cursed vault was a thousand times worse than anything that had happened in Cheney's basement, but I bore no ill will toward Hart or Ingvar. Even Vill didn't elicit such rage in me, despite being a certifiable shitbag. Could it have something to do with that same prophecy?
 
   "Are you all right, Krian?" the satrap's alarmed voice wrung me out of my ruminations.
 
   "I'm fine, just remembered an old buddy of mine," I said, taking a few gulps. 
 
   "You're better off remembering him only in battle, Dark One," Gorm said, shaking his head. "The emanations of fury and hatred coming from you when you're thinking of him are just too powerful." 
 
   "Speaking of hatred," I said. "All the things mentioned by Elias in that prophecy have materialized. I spoke with Syrat, and he did hint at where I should look for answers to certain questions." 
 
    At those words, Gorm broke down and burst into hysterical laughter. Forgetting all about etiquette, Legate Elias snatched the bottle off the table, put it to his mouth and started guzzling, without bothering to come up for air. Still laughing like a madman, the satrap rose from his chair, walked over to a cabinet and produced a large clay jug. 
 
   "Almost three hundred years ago I'd decided I would drink this cognac before the final march on Suonu." 
 
   Looking up at him, I asked just one thing:
 
   "When do we move out?"
 
   "You're the commander. You decide," he shrugged.
 
    
 
   You've completed the quest: Satrap Gorm's Trust. 
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 196.
 
   You have 4 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 12 stat points to allocate.
 
   You have gained a level!...
 
   You have gained a level! Current level: 198.
 
   You have 6 talent points to allocate.
 
   Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit.
 
   You have 18 stat points to allocate.
 
    
 
    Gorm emptied what was left of the wine into the fireplace, and filled our glasses with the cognac. Rolling up the right sleeve of his shirt, he grabbed a dagger from its sheath and made a deep cut on his arm.
 
   "The Xantarrian army is ready to follow you, Dark One! he said ceremoniously. "I swear by the true blood that courses through my veins that I will follow your every command. My people and I are ready to fight for you, dar! And to die for you, if need be!"
 
    At the first words of the oath, the old legate leaped to his feet, bowed his head and froze. The ensuing silence was paramount, broken only by the crackling of wood in the fireplace. 
 
    I rose as well, took the dagger from Gorm and made a cut on my right arm, in the same spot as Gorm. Peering into the satrap's eyes, I said:
 
   "I accept your oath, Gorm. I swear by the true blood that I will rid the princedom of the undead scourge, or die trying." 
 
    "That's that, then," the Xantarrian governor raised his glass. "We are with you, Dark One. The army will be ready to march by noon tomorrow. Elias," he turned to the legate, "tell Askel to supply Krian's troops with whatever they need. Coordinate the movement between the two armies with Elnar, and send engineers to the catapults right away. I want them in full working order by sunrise." 
 
    The legate finished his cognac and took his leave. As for Gorm, the satrap refilled his glass, fell back into his armchair, and said:
 
   "And now, would you repeat the part about joining your clan, and allocating talent and stats..."
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   In all the books I'd ever read, the authors always made it a point that being at the top was the hardest. The commander carried a heavy burden, having to answer to his higher-ups and being responsible for the lives of his subordinates while making tough decisions through it all. Well, I'm here to say that all that is bullcrap. Once you've made a decision, you simply couldn't afford to agonize over it and second-guess yourself. Not to mention, the right decisions were often self-evident. The one big exception would be if the decision-maker was positively clueless about his reality, which could then lead to disastrous consequences
 
    Looking over the interior of my private tent, I poured myself a shot of cognac and downed it at once. Oh, right, I had a tent now. I never asked for it, and I would have been perfectly fine without it, but I didn't bother putting up a fight when it was allocated to me. The canopy fabric was heavy-duty, kind of like tarpaulin. The interior room was round and maybe one hundred square feet in diameter. Inside was a fairly wide bed, a table, six stools, a carpeted duckboard, a small cabinet and a chest with various necessary sundries like cups, plates and bottles of cognac. This whole construction never had to be dismantled, but simply traveled as is in one of the wagons. Only Gorm, Elias, Vaessa and myself had these. Oh well, you shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth. Gorm wouldn't have understood my refusal—I was the commander-in-chief, for Hart's sake. 
 
    All around me, the two thousand strong camp was getting ready for sleep. Everyone was doing their own thing: the sentries stood watch, the cooks cooked, and off-duty soldiers were gathering around campfires to unwind and shoot the breeze. Only I was alone in my tent, not counting the cognac.
 
    Our collective host, comprising six and a half centuries of plate-clad cavalry and fifteen hundred infantry units, had departed Xantarra the day after demolishing the undead army. Even at this stage in the game it had been a surprise how quickly Elnar and Elias had managed to organize the campaign. Of course, Elnar's leadership bar was rapidly creeping toward the legate mark, and Elias was already a legate. And commanding a legion—about four thousand infantry and nearly fifteen hundred cavalry—was no joke. The game automatically improved an officer's command skills as they ranked up, but where did that leave me? I had to make my own way, which was why Gorm, who had left my tent ten minutes ago, had been teaching me the general and finer points of commanding a legion for going on four nights now, at the end of each day's march. In the real world this process would have taken a decade, but here my ability to absorb information far exceeded reality—a few more evenings over a bottle of cognac and I would be fit to lead my army all on my own. Of course, there were other, often striking differences between the game and reality. For instance, our caravan, consisting of ten catapults seized from the undead, forty wagons carrying parts of two siege towers and private tents for the high command, was moving at the same speed as the main host.
 
    If memory served me right, in the Roman army every legionnaire carried two-three poles on him with which to pitch a transit camp. But here, I alone could carry three to four hundred poles. Our army had dedicated units carrying twenty each, which was more than sufficient. Others carried tents, food, weapons... And yet we were as light-footed as ever, moving at a clip of three miles per hour. Today was day four of our campaign, and we had roughly eighteen miles to go to Suonu, and from there Craedia was a stone's throw away. I wasn't anticipating serious resistance in the dead city. Technically, it had already been captured—I had the symbol in my inventory. There were no undead anywhere in sight—I would guess that Korg had picked up every last skeleton in the city's vicinity when setting out for Xantarra. What Suonu did have, however, were certain characters that I was itching to see and have a chat with.
 
    I fought back the fury inside me by force of will, and took two deep drags on my pipe. Those bastards would pay for killing my people. They would pay dearly. 
 
    It had been a dreary march. Even my razorback had abandoned me. And no wonder, seeing as he had become a symbol of our clan on par with the wolf. The sly beast must have gained another two hundred pounds over the past four days with everyone and their mother slipping him treats, to the point where he'd been refusing food at regular feedings. But maybe it was for the best. I recalled the first night in my private tent, and chuckled. Master sleeping alone? Not on my watch! Gloom had shoved his bulk into the tent—thankfully, the entrance was wide enough—and had plopped down to sleep right down the middle. Only the razorback didn't think to steer clear of the central tent pole. As a result, when I awoke from the commotion and saw stars overhead, the boar was already off for a stroll through the camp. Well, a "stroll" was one way to describe it. If you took a rhinoceros, thrown a car cover over it and set it afire, the beast probably couldn't match the destruction wrought by my gregarious piggy. It was a miracle he didn't kill anyone! Everything worked out in the end: the palisade was repaired, and Gloom was found a quarter mile from camp, lost in the woods. It took a long while to pacify the panicked razorback, but the incident became a source of much glee and gossip for the troops. 
 
    Aunt Tanya had been hospitalized again, and couldn't be reached by phone. Apparently, the doctors prohibited patients from talking to their dead relatives. Maybe I could bring her into the game with me? She would probably refuse, but there was a little something I could interest her with... Maybe after she got out of the hospital. For the first two days of the march I'd been passing the time by exchanging messages with Alyona—all of them through our aunt, naturally. I had told her all about my adventures, and had spelled out all the names of the bosses I'd killed and the gods I'd encountered—all in the interest of allaying my sister's worries. It was too bad we couldn't speak directly. The real world was full of people who were on real bad terms with technology, and were prone to fainting at the mere mention of some hi-tech innovation like "voice recorder." And my aunt just happened to be one of those people. 
 
    I wasn't sleepy at all, but sitting here in the tent all alone, listening to chatter and laughing all around me was the worst kind of torture. Should I come out to the guys? Maye check that the sentry posts were filled... Heh, as if there wasn't already someone taking care of it... No, the general mustn't be doing such things—it was bad for morale. Damn, damn, damn! I refilled my glass, and lit up. Maybe Vaessa wanted some company? No, visiting the magus in my drunken state was an even lousier idea. 
 
    Back then in Xantarra, after my chat with the satrap, I had gone to the local brothel and had found it empty. Everyone had gone out to celebrate, and I wasn't about to go scouring the streets for succubi. It would be unseemly, and I just didn't feel comfortable meddling and spoiling other people's good time. So I ended up going to see Vaessa, as promised. The local apple wine was a cunning beverage. It seemed innocuous enough when you drank it, but then it would sneak up on you, and before you knew it you were drunk as a skunk. And considering that Gorm and I had had ourselves more than a few drinks not long before my meeting with the magus... 
 
    What happens between a man and a woman after they share a few—and I'm being conservative here—bottles of wine? That's right, it naturally leads to kissing and... Thankfully, there came a moment when I realized that the desire raging within me was enough to tear the woman before me in half, and I knew—I just knew—that if we continued she would be meeting her mistress before the night was through. I still didn't know how I'd managed to control myself then, only that I did. Perhaps it was my past experience suppressing my inner rage. I ended up going to sleep on the cold floor, resolved to never again drink with women one on one, at least not unless I was sure my partner could survive the aftermath. It was different with succubi. Maybe it was their aura or some other trick of the trade, but somehow they managed to fill you with desire while keeping you from losing your head. 
 
    All right! Another shot and a dose of sedative, and then sleep! There were more loud voices outside. I listened for a moment, then poured myself some more cognac. Here in my tent I could hear everything that went on outside, and I could scream at the top of my lungs with nobody hearing a peep. The tent was completely soundproof. Not that I had anything to hide...
 
   In addition to teaching me the art of war, Gorm had been trying to instill in me an aristocratic manner. That was the main reason I was sitting here in total solitude. No, you can't do this. Nor that... Surely a commander could check on sentry posts? Yes, of course, but not five times per night. Truthfully, I had nothing against Gorm. He was a good man with a surprisingly keen sense of humor, even he had never heard jokes from good old Earth. But that only added to our evenings together. He would be in the middle of explaining which specialists were necessary for erecting siege towers, then giggle like a schoolgirl as I countered with classic jokes that, in any decent company at least, would have my authority plummet right into the gutter. 
 
   "Greetings, demon!" the voice that spoke was soft and throaty, and had come from the tent entrance. I turned around sharply... and thought I would sooner have had someone toss a grenade inside. At least then I would feel more comfortable. 
 
    The woman standing in my tent might as well have stepped off the pages of a Japanese manga. She wore silver-embroidered ankle boots on her feet, and what must have passed for a pair of shorts at the waist. Her top was a collarless camisole with pads that jutted out just so, exposing nearly half her cleavage and white-as-snow shoulders. 
 
    The fickleness of the creature before me was the stuff of legend, both in this world and in the one I'd come from. She was sizing me down with those emerald-green eyes, her black tail with a white tip quivering near the ground. Her cheeks bore three stripes each, and her black-and-white ears peeked out from under a cascade of luxuriant hair most harmoniously...
 
    This one will be the end of me, I thought, rising toward my unexpected guest. But wait, why should she be the end of me? Maybe I would be the end of her!
 
   "I welcome you in my humble abode, my lady," I bowed my head and made an inviting gesture. "I want to thank you for playing such an active role in my life." 
 
   "So this is you, Black Demon," Sata sniffed. Without standing on ceremony, she took a seat on a stool near the table. "You need not thank me, I played absolutely no role in your life. Unlike you in mine," notes of frustration were apparent in the goddess' tone.
 
   "Errr..." I stammered, more than taken aback by her words. "Could you... explain?"              
 
   "Quit standing there like a dummy! Pour the lady some cognac!" she demanded, ignoring my question.
 
   "Yes, of course," acting in total stupor, I produced a new bottle and a clean glass from the chest. Walking over to the table, I poured the cognac, took a seat across the goddess and looked at her searchingly. "So, how did I, uh..."
 
   "How did you?" She sipped the cognac, then fell back in what was now an armchair at a snap of her fingers. Folding her hands over her chest, the goddess gave me a reproving look. "As if you don't know!"
 
    Damned anime lovers! Sure, they wanted to make her as pretty as possible, but I was the one left to suffer! Finishing my own glass, I sighed and shook my head, trying real hard not to stare at her chest.
 
   "My lady, I really am at a loss as to how I could have wronged you," I said, trying to think through all possible scenarios... Hart! The last thing I wanted was the goddess of fortune upset with me, whatever her reasons!
 
   "I saw your friend recently," at last the goddess deigned to explain herself. "I have need of him."
 
   "Max? What for?" There must have been something in my face or tone, as her frown grew deeper.
 
   "Not for the reason you think, demon!" she snapped at me. "He wouldn't have survived it. Or are you worried about your sister?" 
 
   "What about my sister?"
 
   "Nothing! I have no interest in her," swirling the cognac in her glass, Sata took another sip, and peered at me intently. "I need your friend for a mission of great importance." 
 
   "What does it have to do with me?" 
 
   "You really have to ask?" This was probably how Alyona used to look at me back when we were kids and I took a candy from her—for educational purposes, naturally. "You were the one to drag your loved ones into this mess! It matters not to the prophecy if you're a demon or an elf! And after doing a kindness to your friend, I too got dragged into this story up to my neck." 
 
   "What story are you talking about?" I asked, fighting down the fury rising inside me, and hoping it wasn't coming out in my voice. 
 
   "I cannot tell you that," she sighed, and emptied the rest of her glass. 
 
   "Game rules?" I grunted.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Well, gods shouldn't be able to meddle in the affairs of players on a whim..." I started to explain, but she cut me off with a wave of the hand. 
 
   "The rules you speak of don't apply to my kind. They vanished along with the birth of this world. Just like this," the goddess blew an invisible dust speck off her palm. "Rather than say foolish things, you should be pouring me more cognac." 
 
   "But how?" I asked in surprise, refilling her glass with more of the dark leathery liquid. "Both Ingvar and Kirana said that—"
 
   "I don't care what they said!" Sata chuckled bitterly, taking another sip. 
 
   Damn! I thought in panic. She's getting plastered like a regular barfly! I didn't know how alcohol affected deities, but judging by Sata's shiny eyes the process hardly different from ordinary beings. I had never interacted with drunken goddesses, and I would rather not start now. What if I said or did anything to offend her? She could just snap her fingers and this entire camp would go poof! 
 
   "You've been pulled into the prophecy, dreamer!' the woman continued in the meantime. "Even gods can only influence you indirectly. Do you realize the significance of this? Consider that Ingvar accepted you in his Order. Celphata is keeping her priestess at your side. Kirana gave you that black monstrosity with a snout. You even got a gift from Syrat for crying out loud! Were you just an ordinary being that Ingvar was interested in, he could have just annihilated Craedia and given it to you! Or simply sent you to the higher realm. That is what you want most of all, isn't it?"
 
   "But..." My head was spinning from her words.
 
   "Even I can't help you," finishing off her current portion of cognac, Sata put the glass back on the tale. "I only managed to find you thanks to your friend's help." 
 
   "What can I do? What is it you want from me?" 
 
   "Well, I can see what you want from me—it's written on your face," the goddess chuckled. "Go on, keep it coming," she nodded at the empty glass, "and I'll tell you what I want."
 
    So you caught me staring at your chest, big deal. Especially after the dry spell I've had, I thought in frustration, getting out a new bottle. I'd like to see someone say to a goddess, "No, honey, I think you've had enough." I sighed. Wherever this was going, I knew I had precious little control over how it would end...
 
   "Anyone involved in a prophecy can only see their own part in it. For instance, I can only see the potential consequences for myself and the ones I care about. Celphata sees only what pertains to her directly. Do you understand?"
 
   "What a peculiar prophecy," I grumbled, upending the cognac into my mouth. "Everyone's talking about it, but no one really knows what to expect."
 
   "That's not quite right," Sata said, shaking her head, and pointed her finger to the ceiling. "A war will soon be unleashed up there, the likes of which that world has never seen. I personally see about two hundred different scenarios of how it could unfold, and I'm only good with sixteen of them. If it weren't for your friend, the war would have bypassed me, or I could have somehow influenced its outcome, but what's done is done..." Sata rose sharply from her chair, and before I knew it she was inches away from me. Putting her hands on my shoulders, she peered into my eyes. "Don't abandon the castle with the four red towers, Dark One. When the siege begins, you must stay there and help the defenders defeat the Beast! Even your death may remedy the situation. No matter what, you mustn't leave the castle before the Ancient Beast is no more!"
 
   "But—"
 
   "You must swear on the true blood! And when this is all over, I will help you recover everything you will have lost in death!"
 
   "Stop..." I said softly.
 
    Her fragrance—a mix of cognac and some exotic herbs—was making my head spin. The huge pools of her eyes appeared to have absorbed the whole world. Her lips were so close to me, beckoning, but... Too many men throughout history had been derailed at this very bend. And I wasn't about to let myself be a blind pawn in somebody else's game. Thanks to Altus and his gift of mental resistance for allowing me to think soberly in such sticky situations. 
 
    What was I looking at here? The favor of a goddess in return for one death? No problem! But what was her end game? 
 
   "Will my death be final, or will I resurrect?" I asked her. 
 
   "I don't know," with a barely audible exhale, Sata removed her hands from my shoulders and sat back down in the chair. After a moment's silence, she said: "I honestly don't know, but if you swear that vow, I will do everything possible to get you out of wherever you end up." 
 
   "I see. What about the people I care about—will it put them in danger?" 
 
   "If you mean your sister and your friend, then I swear to you that it won't," she assured me. "Believe me, killing that beast would remedy a great many problems. It won't only be me you'd be helping..."
 
   "I suppose you will tell me neither the name of the beast nor of the castle?"
 
   "I cannot," Sata nodded, confirming my suspicions. "But you will recognize him right away." 
 
    This entire performance, with the attempt at mental influence in the end, had been deliberately crafted to get me to consent. And now the goddess was peeved, ostensibly thinking that, having recognized and rebuffed her manipulations I would surely decline, and there was nothing she could do about it. But were I to refuse my part in this action, what would she do? And what would happen if her fears were to actually materialize? None of those scenarios boded well for me, of that I was certain. Moreover, going along would mean safety for Alyona and Max—a goddess' word surely meant something. As for assuring my death, well, that remained to be seen! Feeling sick and tired of this rigmarole, I picked a knife up off the table and made a cut across my wrist. As the blood trickled from the cut and onto the floorboards, I spoke softly:
 
   "I swear by the true blood that I will not abandon the castle with the four red towers when it becomes besieged by the Ancient Beast! I will do everything in my power to destroy it, and won't depart from the castle until the monster is dead!"
 
    One might think that such an ambiguous vow could be interpreted a myriad different ways, but that just wasn't the case in a world without lawyers. I would undoubtedly recognize the location and the beast, and would be forced carry out what I'd promised. 
 
    The goddess listened to the words of my vow in silence, nodded with satisfaction and rose from her chair.
 
   "You know, Dark One, somehow I knew you wouldn't refuse me. You're a lot like your friend, or maybe he's a lot like you." Her eyes narrowed slyly, and she continued with a smile. "You've fulfilled my desire... Now why don't I fulfill yours? Especially since I just saw another scenario of how the future might unfold." 
 
    In an instant Sata was on my lap, her hands sliding around my neck and her tail around my midsection. 
 
   "Your friend is with your sister, so he couldn't. But you can," she whispered into my ear. "And besides, you wouldn't throw a buzzed woman out into the night, would you?"
 
    With all the mental resistance in the world, there was no resisting this. This woman had just transcended the algorithms upon which the game was built. Surrendering to those insistent lips, I rose carefully and carried my precious load toward the bed.
 
    
 
    I woke up the next morning from sentries calling the camp to rise. I lay there with my eyes open for a moment, remembering the events of the night before, and eased my body into a pleasant stretch. The soundproof tent sure came in handy, I thought, getting up off the bed. Despite the fact that I'd slept barely more than an hour, my mood couldn't be better. And little wonder, too, waking up from the best night I'd had since starting my life in this world. I smiled at the woman lounging in an armchair, and began putting on my clothes. 
 
    Those fox's tail and ears, having magically vanished during the night's festivities, were back in place. The Mistress of Fortune's face was dark and deeply reflective. 
 
   "You know, back in the world I come from certain races have legends of foxes that have nine tails," I said to the woman simply to break the silence. 
 
   "Yeah, right!" the remark brought a smile to my night companion's face. "Imagine how big their asses would be," she reasoned, spreading her arms wide like a fisherman boasting about the size of a fish he'd caught. "Are you sure you're thinking of foxes and not rats?"
 
   "Hey, don't shoot the messenger," I laughed, devouring the beauty sitting before me, and feeling tremendous gratitude to all the fans of Japanese anime on Earth.
 
    "You know, Dark One..." she paused, contemplating something. "The last scenario I mentioned seeing before we, uh..." she blushed in the most charming way, her tail lashing at the floor. "Anyway, that scenario is very much within the realm of possibility. But it will require considerable risk on my part."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Never mind," she said with the air of someone who had just made a decision of great importance. "It's too early for you to know just yet." 
 
   "Well, then, good luck with all that," I blurted out, realizing immediately how asinine it sounded as she laughed wholeheartedly in response. Once done laughing, the woman slipped out of her chair and threw her arms around my neck.
 
   "I must go, Dark One," she said with a sad smile. "I've already lingered too long." 
 
    Sata got up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to mine... Just as Gorm, Elnar and Vaessa walked into the tent. Our morning briefing, of course!
 
   "It really was a magical night. We should do it again sometime," the goddess purred, drawing back from my lips and completely ignoring the new arrivals. "Take care, darling, and good luck," with a mischievous wink, Sata vanished in my arms. Mic drop!
 
    I must have stood there a solid minute in total silence, staring at the cracks in the floorboards.
 
   Eventually it dawned on me that time was still ticking, and I looked up from the floor at my visitors. 
 
    The looks on their faces said everything. If you shackled a person to the rails with a locomotive rushing at them at top speed, their expression probably wouldn't be as dramatic. Only if said locomotive were to end up being immaterial and drove over said person without causing them any harm, that expression would probably come close to what I was seeing now.
 
   "It's not what it looks like," I tried to explain to my companions. "Well, it is what it looks like, but not really. There's more to it than that..." Suddenly realizing the absurdity of the scene, I waved at them with both hands in frustration. "Oh, screw you guys!" Then I whipped out my pipe and lit up. 
 
    My wave set into motion the following actions. Having mumbled something unintelligible, Elnar tumbled out of the tent as if he was on acid. Gorm, who was looking at me as if I were Elvin Presley reborn, walked around me carefully to the table, snatched up the opened bottle of cognac and, dispensing with the etiquette he so assiduously espoused, put the bottle to his mouth. And only Vaessa, her psyche hardened from decades of interaction with all manner of distasteful creatures, gave an appreciative whistle and said with sincere wonderment in her voice.
 
   "You are something else, dar! I mean, I knew you were special, but this! Elnar told me, but stupid me, I didn't believe him." 
 
   "Wait a minute," I frowned, looking at the door. "You don't think he'll tell anyone?"
 
   "Of course he will," she gave me an astonished look. "Elnar is a respectable tifling in every respect, but to not tell an army marching on Craedia that their commander is sleeping with the goddess of fortune would be a war crime of the worst kind." 
 
    Having finally killed off the bottle, Gorm looked back at me, gave a conspiratorial wink, and made for the chest. For another bottle, evidently. I didn't know whether to laugh or cry, so I sat down on the bed and considered the situation. Vaessa came over and took a seat next to me. Shouldering me playfully, she said:
 
   "You don't think we're leaving here without the full story, do you?"
 
   "Should we wait for Elnar?" Gorm asked, opening the new bottle.
 
   "If Vaessa is right, then I fear the whole army will be crowded outside the tent within five minutes. I doubt even James will be able to get through," I smiled.
 
   "Come on, spill it," Vaessa shouldered me again. "What is she like?"
 
   "She's... amazing," I sighed. "In a word, a GODDESS." 
 
   Suddenly I saw her visage, as if woven out of thin air. The beautiful creature winked to me, and somewhere on the fringes of my consciousness I heard the chiming of her entrancing laughter...
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