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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    "Brake here!" Max leaped on top of a roadside boulder, shifted into an elf, and peered at the crimson sun disappearing behind the horizon with great concern.  
 
    The procession behind him was coming to a screeching halt, erupting in a cacophony of metal clanging, wheels creaking, and draft elk puffing heavily.  
 
    "Stop! Stop!" Teetotaler was barking behind him. "Feed the elk and release them! I better not see a single antler here in half an hour. Mages, set up traps around the perimeter! Nixon, your ten is on watch duty."  
 
    "Rexar, Donut, Tasha—report." The warrior addressed the scouts in the recon channel.  
 
    "All clear, boss! Nothing but lizards and some curious-looking pigs. All in the 180-185 level range..."  
 
    Tasha's reply made Max smile. When in Rome, right? Phylatrim's daughter was living proof of the ancient adage's wisdom. It wouldn't be long before her vernacular would become indistinguishable from your typical earthling.  
 
    "All right. Do another quick round, then head on back," said Max, taking in the surroundings.  
 
    Five-Finger Mountain. Overgrown with brown grass and strewn with boulders, the valley stretched as far as the eye could see. To the left loomed a small mountain formation. Well, "small" was a relative term—for your typical city dweller who rarely got out to nature, any mountain formation was an extraordinary phenomenon. This specific formation sprawled southward for some thirty miles, whereas their goal was the Five-Finger Mountain just over twenty miles to the west. He had ordered his party to camp here for the night since the point of crossing the ridge was still a few miles from here, and they could use some rest. Physical fatigue wasn't a factor in this world, but the party was emotionally drained after a week-long march across unknown terrain. Though they had only rebuffed two attacks over this week, his people still looked weary, and should recharge their batteries before the final crossing.  
 
    Max turned around and began observing with satisfaction as his party pitched camp for the night. He lowered himself onto the sun-warmed rock and lit up, raising mental thanks to Teetotaler and his ten for taking command of the entire squad of forty, as he personally wanted nothing to do with it. Yep, if it weren't for Teetotaler... Leading forty people was no joke. A good leader must know and account for the natural talents, quirks and character flaws of each one of his subordinates. And, to his deep chagrin, Max felt rather ill-suited for such a role. His own ten were all his friends, essentially, but as for the rest... 
 
    "I think I'm slowly going mad," said a huge black feline in private chat as it materialized to his side.  
 
    Shifting into elf form at once, Luffy took a seat on the rock next to the warrior, and clasped his hands behind his head.  
 
    "How do you deal with it? I don't even know what I am anymore," said the mage broodingly. "Don't be surprised if I start growling at night..."  
 
    "You should be sleeping at night," Max grunted. "Then you wouldn't have all these problems."  
 
    "You're one to talk," Luffy smirked at him. "You do know that cats have a keen sense of hearing, right? So, the next time you and Alyona head for the bushes, you might want to go a little farther..."  
 
    "Hey, at least you don't hear me growling." 
 
    "That's because we mages possess intellectual, sensitive natures that are prone to flights of fancy, not to mention various other abilities," quipped the mage, sitting up and sparking a light in the palm of his head. 
 
    "All right, all right," Max patted his friend on the shoulder conciliatorily. "Let's not start comparing natures now. Come, everyone's waiting."  
 
    "Fair enough," Luffy smiled. "Besides, I wouldn't want to get into it with Tasha present. That's a surefire way to get her all riled up."  
 
    "Oh? I remember a certain someone pontificating about dark lords and naked princesses at their beck and call?"  
 
    "Don't you go mentioning that around Tasha now," all the mirth was suddenly gone from Luffy's face, which now expressed only trepidation. "I know now that one princess is quite enough for me..."  
 
    "Duly noted," Max chortled, then shifted into a cat and hopped down off the boulder.  
 
    Luffy hopped down after him, and the two friends made for the bonfire that Bonbon had already built.  
 
    "Max, I can't tell you what's happening that way," Rexar gestured eastward. "Seems to be some kind of swamp, only really strange. There are level 200 slugs, and a whole sea of duckweed that stretches from fifty yards off the shore and into the horizon." 
 
    "Who cares?" the warrior shrugged. "We're headed the other way, anyway. And if some slug does decide to give chase, I doubt it'll be able to catch us."  
 
    "Makes sense," the ranger nodded, then spun on his heels and started toward the bonfire, where the rest of their squad was already gathered.  
 
    Though he still referred to his people as a "squad," it was looking very different these days, at least in terms of size. Tasha had been their eleventh addition, and with the Night Blades they were now a veritable half-century. Phylatrim was right to insist that the Blades start using elk, Max thought. No way horses and bears could traverse this terrain. 
 
     It was as if the lord had known the tough road that awaited them—nothing but sand and marshland. Sure, you could still ride bears here, but all that lost time... Why bother selling mounts in the Wild Wood at all if you could move as fast in your true form as on any mount? No, felines didn't need mounts, so this was probably but a peculiar vestige of a gradually changing world.  
 
    Max took another scrutinizing look at the camp being prepped for the night, gave an approving nod to Teetotaler, and made for the bonfire to join the rest of his people.  
 
       As he drew near, a cat with a light red coat rose from the ground and approached the warrior, stepping softly. Max squatted, embracing his woman around the neck as he sunk his fingers into her soft fur. The cat began to purr with pleasure, licked his face and muzzled his chest playfully, then hopped aside and shifted into a grinning Alyona.  
 
    "Keep that up, and I won't be scratching you behind the ears no more," the warrior grumbled as he stood up.  
 
    "You don't mean that..." the young woman drew closer, cocking her head and donning an expression of the most adorable innocence.  
 
    "You're right, I don't," Max couldn't hold back a chortle.  
 
    "Truce, then?" Alyona took his arm and led him to the bonfire. Bonbon was at his usual spot, cooking while singing a song from a world long left behind. 
 
      
 
    "I never wanted to be your weekend lover     
 
    I only wanted to be some kind of friend     
 
    Baby, I could never steal you from another     
 
    It's such a shame our friendship had to end 
 
    Purple rain    
 
    Purple rain...[1] 
 
      
 
    "Bonbon!" Masyanya suddenly exclaimed, spoiling the bald man's performance. "You're a jerk, and your songs are jerky like you!" 
 
    "What's the matter?" Donut gave his lady a bemused look. "That song is a classic." 
 
    "What's the matter?" the huntress turned to him with fire in her eyes. "He never wanted to be a weekend lover, eh? Only a friend, right? I know that ruse! All he ever wanted was to get into her pants, and now the bastard is waxing poetic about their friendship ending!" Masyanya spat while glowering in Alex's direction for some reason. "But I see right through that bullshit, so go to hell, jerk!"  
 
    "What did I do?" the ranger gave a bewildered shrug. "I don't have anybody's pants on my conscience."  
 
    "I'm not talking about you specifically," the huntress clarified. "But about all men. That's right, I'm generalizing." 
 
    "Why so aggressive, Masyanya?" Ellanca stood up for her man. "Is it the feral form? That outburst came out of nowhere."  
 
    "It's not the form," Bonbon sniffed, looking up from the boiling cauldron. "When my better half was going through, uh, you know," he twirled his ladle in the air, then smirked pointedly. "Her behavior was eerily similar in the early stages, even though she wasn't even blonde..."  
 
    "You... you..." Masyanya looked at Donut, nearly choking with indignation. "You promised not to tell anyone!" 
 
    "I didn't!" the rogue protested at once. "Do I have a death wish or something? Besides, I never tried being anyone's weekend lover—I don't even know that song!" 
 
    For a moment, a silence hung over the bonfire. The huntress looked around the faces of her comrades absently, and then the girl's eyes welled up with tears.  
 
    "Oh, come on now, Masyanya," Bonbon put the ladle into the cauldron, frowning. "Don't you start crying now. Everyone here loves you!" Scratching the back of his head, he added musingly. "I suppose Donut loves you a bit more than the rest, but I'll have you know that you've grown to dizzying heights in my eyes just now. It's like you've been dyed gray all of a sudden. Or light gray, perhaps," he corrected himself.  
 
    "Bastard," the huntress smiled through her tears. "And I'll have you know I still hate you. Though perhaps a bit less than before..." 
 
    With the obvious danger behind him, Donut drew closer to his lady, slipped an arm around her waist, and whispered something in her ear. Just then, the rest of the group broke free of their paralysis. The lucky couple were showered with warm words of congratulations, and Max marveled yet again at the wisdom of their tank, so masterfully concealed by his typical goofy demeanor. His recovery to soothe the enraged huntress was particularly extraordinary. And indeed—at his forty three years of age, he was like a big brother to the rest of the group.  
 
    "This calls for a celebration, no?" Donut inquired, catching his eye. 
 
    "Not today," Max frowned. "Once we reach where we're going tomorrow and get the map, we'll take a day off. Hold on just a little longer." 
 
    "Fair enough," the rogue gave a compliant shrug of the shoulders just as his turn came to hand his bowl to Bonbon.  
 
    They preferred eating in their human, or rather dark elf form. But the reason wasn't that the form required far less food for consumption; rather, it was Phylatrim's unequivocal demand that all newly minted shapeshifters—meaning anyone who wasn't born a kitten, essentially—had to keep such a "diet" for half a year to keep them from transforming into a proper feline irreversibly.  
 
    Max could barely taste his bowl of meat, his heart and mind burdened with a discomforting sense of dread since morning. Forebodings weren't without place even in the other world, to say nothing of this one. He took a look around the faces of his comrades as they dined, and thought back to the events of the recent days.  
 
      The transformation of their squad into a lion pride had gone without incident, and for a time they felt like a pack of playful kittens. Suddenly awash in an avalanche of new sensations, the elves certainly weren't above chasing butterflies, and not only! Max and Alyona must have run twenty miles through the forest right after—Max smiled at the memory of that mad race. Having had her fun and a good night's rest, his girlfriend reverted to her prudent and somewhat sardonic personality, which wasn't unlike the others' experience. The shifters acquired patterns ranging from light brown and striped to midnight-black, with only his girlfriend's fur matching her hair color almost perfectly. Max couldn't begin to guess why that was, but he certainly didn't mind it.  
 
    Their squad set out from Syruan two weeks ago, and crossed the misty border four days later. The next three days were spent traversing the graveyard of wooden giants, with dreary scenery that weighed on their psyches—they could only guess as to the kind of magic that had disfigured and destroyed the thousand-year-old trees. The misty border appeared to have been containing this magic, but not even High Prince Irwine probably knew how long that would last. There wasn't much variety of fauna on this stretch of wooden cemetery—all they saw were funny-looking birds distantly resembling ostriches, gigantic ant-like crawlers and another alien species of bug. None of the mobs were aggressive, nor was the magic exerting any sort of negative effects. The party was only happy to avoid trouble, and so on the evening of the third day they were already on the border of the Dark Empire. At least that was what the map would have them believe. As for Max, he had serious doubts that this was the true border of Darkaan. Where were the guards? Where were the fortresses, or at least the outposts? More likely, the devs had given the name to the entire southern part of the continent, prepping the area for high-level grinding. The real Dark Empire—and Max didn't doubt for a second its existence—probably stretched far further to the south. The Ancients, alas, were anything but a fable, and the pyramids that had been their resting places for millennia stood on the empire's territory. The biggest issue was that you couldn't build a portal in Darkaan, at least not with their level of skill. Therefore, were the party to find itself in a jam, they would have two ways of dealing with it: fleeing or making a stand to fight to the death. And Max wasn't enthused by either perspective. The map would update automatically as the party kept moving, displaying ahead about a day's worth of travel, and the zone before them was in the 185-200 level range. A barren landscape at first glance, it would nonetheless be foolish to think that the devs had forgotten to populate it with living creatures, and perhaps not only living. No, this had to be the handiwork of their demon neighbors. Max's suspicions were confirmed when the party ran into such a squad on the second day since departing the forest graveyard.  
 
    Though half-expecting their appearance, the reality of what he saw far surpassed Max's wildest expectations. He had already met the Netherworld's denizens, albeit only nine of them, back in the bowels of the Wicked Mountain, but, apparently, the frenetic pace and the adrenaline of that day had obscured his memory. This, however... 
 
    Their party was traveling down a long deserted road. Werepanthers kept in the vanguard and along the sides, protecting the main column where four rode abreast. Then again, you could hardly call it a proper column—none of Vagabond's men were professional riders with any real cavalry experience, and elk weren't exactly vehicles whose speed was easily adjusted to match the riders on either side. At least those were the excuses sheepishly offered by the riders in response to Teetotaler's rantings. Not that Max was especially concerned with the Blades' marching formation—he was busy enough with his own people.  
 
    Dusk was gathering over the wastes when four torches flared a dark crimson color some two hundred yards ahead—that was how the uninvited guests' portals appeared to their feline eyes. About four hundred NPCs in the 300-350 level range—evidently, the AI governing the demonic pale had decided this would be quite enough—poured out of the portals in the span of fifteen seconds, then promptly fell into battle formation. Most of them were humanoid in form, and easily over six feet tall. The men's faces might pass for human from a distance; the women, however, were so striking in appearance that even the hardened Blades, who were no strangers to such displays, gasped with awe.  The infantry—two quadrants on either side of the road—wore all plate and wielded a variety of weapons, from short spears to massive two-handed swords. Standing in front in the middle of the road was a level 450 twelve-foot-tall behemoth with a hog's face, horns curved like corkscrews, four-inch fangs protruding above his upper lip, and a billion HP. The commander, it would seem. Standing behind him were ten figures in crimson robes and hooded faces; and to their right, serving the role of cavalry, stood a century of ghastly beasts in bone armor, with crocodile muzzles and eyes glowing a menacing red. Size-wise, the creatures would probably rival an African rhino.  
 
    "Easy!" Max commanded in the main channel as he shifted into elf form. "We're unfriendly with them, so, in theory, they shouldn't attack us. Keep moving right past them, and God forbid anyone so much as brushes against any of them. If any questions arise, I will be the only one speaking," he concluded, and started first toward the demons.  
 
      There were no questions, and the squad passed through the demonic pale in deathly silence. The Netherworld's warriors stood like statues along the king's road, their eyes filled with disdain and... doom?  
 
    "Back on the horses!" Teetotaler barked into the main channel once the demons were fifty or so yards behind them. "You're one lucky son of a cat, Max. The only reason I haven't shat my pants is because it's physically impossible to do in this goddamn world."  
 
    "If I weren't a married man, I would make it a priority to pay this Netherworld a visit," Bonbon mused. "The place is teeming with six-foot-tall babes, and I always did like my women on the larger side." 
 
    "I'll be right behind you," Viper echoed from one of the back rows. "Maybe karma will redeem itself for our wretched luck with the foxes?" 
 
     His quip triggered a wave of nervous laughter, and the party kept moving in silence for a while. For the rest of the day before halting for the night Max would dwell on the strange expression in the eyes of the demons they had passed. Then he thought back to Roman who, according to Alyona, had also transformed beyond recognition. No matter—even if his friend now looked like the hog-like raid boss from earlier, Max didn't give a damn. Hell, Roman could be a cabbage white butterfly for all he cared—he wasn't exactly human anymore, either.  
 
    His contemplations were broken by the loud voice of Bonbon starting up yet another of his choice stories. 
 
    "...a hundred kiddies with my darling Anna," the bald man gave a broad smile. "And kiddies are just wonderful. Then I'll gather them all around the fire, just like this, pour myself a tankard of cold beer, and regale them with stories of how their daddy opened a can of whoopass on the gods of darkness..." 
 
    "Have I missed this alleged opening of a can of whoopass?" one of the Blades snorted as he drew closer to the fire. 
 
    "No, just as I don't yet have any kids," Bonbon frowned, then sighed and fell into silent contemplation of the flames.  
 
    "Hey now," Donut gave his buddy a gentle push. "You forgot to add 'not yet.' You'll have one in a few months' time, right? And the gods of darkness won't be long, either. There'll be plenty of time for opening cans."  
 
    "No doubt," Masyanya interjected suddenly. "We'll even bring ours over for a play date—for you to regale them with stories of your heroism. And teach them physics."  
 
    "Oh, he'll teach them, all right," Alyona chortled, diffusing whatever tension remained in the air. "And not just physics..." 
 
    Bonbon looked around the faces of his friends sitting around the bonfire, and gave a bashful smile. 
 
    "The gods will flee in terror once we're done with them, mark my words. Now if only I could get to my wife, then..." he wavered for a moment. "We need our family back together. We even have a house to move into once this is all over..."  
 
    "Max," Teetotaler broke the silence that fell on the gathering. "Could I have a word?" 
 
    "Sure," the warrior touched Alyona's arm, then rose and followed the Blades' commander.  
 
    Having walked about twenty yards from the camp, the mage turned around and locked his eyes with Max's. 
 
    "What is the matter? Something is gnawing at you, I can see it."  
 
    "I don't know..." Max touched the earring hanging from his earlobe, and shook his head. "I've had a bad feeling since morning. I haven't felt this way even yesterday, before those spiders attacked us..." 
 
    "That sucks," slipping a rollie between his lips, Teetotaler lit up, took a deed drag, and gazed up at the moon ascending the night sky. "We can handle mobs around level 200, even up to 220, assuming they don't overrun us with sheer numbers. But even a small squad of NPCs might prove troublesome." The mage paused, contemplating something, then nodded at the four huge boulders next to which the party had pitched camp. "Are there any even platforms up there?" 
 
    "Three of them appear to be. Each probably thirty yards across," Max gazed up, then back at Teetotaler. "What are you thinking?" 
 
    "Attention, everyone!" Teetotaler barked loudly into the main channel. "Lay down hedgehogs around the perimeter of the camp. Nixon and his squad takes the first quarter, three o'clock, and the rest pick up theirs in equal intervals, clockwise. The sentries keep behind the hedgehogs; mages and archers will all sleep on top of the boulders, and keep potions close at hand. I'll check up on y'all in half an hour. Everyone got that?" Upon waiting for his officers to confirm, the mage turned his attention back to Max. "Which of your guys are on watch duty tonight?"  
 
    "Rexar is on first shift, and then me," said Max, motioning at the nearest boulder. "Do you want us up there?" 
 
    "In case of an attack, our ranged dps will be safe from harm for a while, and should dispense plenty of damage," said Teetotaler. "I don't put too much faith in those barbs, but we have them, so why not use them?" 
 
    "Makes sense," Max nodded, thanking Vagabond in his mind yet again for the gift of his men and their very capable commander. 
 
    "One more thing," the mage opened the map, then stuck a finger at the narrow gap between the mountains, where the party was due to travel tomorrow. "The ruins of some stronghold have appeared on the map. There was a time when this passage was under somebody's control." The Blades' commander took one last drag, flicked the butt to the ground, and put it out with his heel. Then he looked up at the warrior. 
 
    "Max, I sincerely hope that the night will pass by without incident. But if it gets really bad, this is where we'll retreat. If we still have anyone capable of retreating, that is." 
 
    Max sighed and looked at his companions, gathered around the campfire.  
 
    Their last bind point was in Syruan. Upon exiting the castle, they had agreed that were any one of them to die, they would wait for the rest in the Wild Wood, since losing twenty percent of levels would only make them a burden on the rest of the party. And besides, how would they find the main squad without a direct portal, seeing as one's friends only appeared on the map within a five mile radius, and communication in the same channel was limited to a one mile radius? Traversing these lands below a certain level threshold would be suicidal even for a rogue with stealth, never mind any other class.  
 
    Thus far they had been taking every possible precaution to stay safe. The scouts were given aggro-reducing buffs to keep them from being attacked by higher-level hostile mobs. The Blades would release their elk at night—unattended mounts were too vulnerable a target, and you must always have your riding animal close at hand for a successful retreat. They had been able to rebuff an attack of two dozen level 200 stone spiders without any issues, and yet... He so badly didn't want to lose anyone. Max looked toward his people once more, and sighed. Death was reversible here. Even Tasha, after her panther marriage to Luffy, had been able to bind to a resurrection stone, thus giving her parents unspeakable joy. Still, losing people would result in a colossal loss of time, and time was a resource that—in Max's mind, at least—was dwindling rapidly. 
 
    "Very well," he nodded to Teetotaler. "I'll station my rangers on the boulders as well—we haven't gotten used to fighting in cat form yet. And if things do get hairy, you're in charge. As it stands, a stinking pile of horse dung would make a better military commander than me."  
 
    "It's a deal," the mage smiled. "And I do appreciate your use of imagery—it's very effective. I'm inclined to reuse it at the earliest convenience." 
 
    The camp wouldn't retire to sleep until the sky grew totally dark. The Blades had set out hastily assembled constructs—bundles of three sharpened wooden stakes. The mages then set their magic traps around the stakes, while Max's men helped the archers get up on the boulders with ropes—capable though they were, rangers lacked the mages' ability to easily jump up to a surface twelve feet in the air. The preparations took about an hour in all. Most importantly, not a single Blade had expressed doubt or derision over Max's premonitions—at least not out loud. Indeed, any premonition of the Gray Cat, marked by three goddesses and one of the Netherworld's Seven Lords, was no laughing matter, and ignoring it would be the height of stupidity. 
 
    Night fell on the wastes unexpectedly, as it often does in the southern latitudes. Clusters of bright silver stars poured out onto the sky, and the moon assumed its rightful role as the night's mistress. Upon exchanging a few words with Rexar who was starting his shift, Max shifted into a cat and made for the foot of the far right boulder to sleep. A red-coated cat was already waiting for him. Alyona had refused point-blank to get up on the top of the boulder, reasoning that the party may have need of healers down below, and Max hadn't been able to scrounge up any arguments to persuade her otherwise. At least she can always leap up if she needs to, he thought, muzzling his lady as she stretched out on the dry grass, and lay down next to her.  Sleeping in cat form was much more comfortable in the absence of a real bed. More importantly, an animal's sleep was much lighter, which was why his entire ten had shifted into animal form before turning in. The problem was, their combat prowess in animal form was still sorely lacking. His own offensive skills, for instance, were centered around biting, which was as tough as one might imagine when facing a battle-ready opponent always shifting their position, and wearing armor besides. Breaking your fangs on metal wasn't his idea of a good time, so in those situations he was limited to fighting with his paws, using the standard warrior's abilities. But that, alas, didn't inflict additional damage.  Cats were natural killers: sneak up on a foe, pounce and topple him to the ground, and that's the end of it. But if that's not the end of it, and the encounter morphs into a drawn-out battle, the feline attacker would find himself at a severe disadvantage with little choice but to shift back into a dark elf. Interestingly, upon their initiation and acquisition of cat form, his companions were all bestowed different skills. Primordial Roar, for instance, was only given to melee fighters: Helliona, Donut and Bonbon, but not Tasha for whatever reason. Max couldn't quite remember the names of skills that the others got—the elves themselves were still struggling to find the optimal use for their newly acquired talents, and meddling in that process surely wouldn't be helpful. Besides, he was busy enough trying to master his own skills...   
 
    The gray lion looked at his lady sleeping next to him, drew a heavy sigh, and laid his head on his forepaws. Nights in these lands smelled of warm rocks, dry grass and rotten seaweed, the stench of the latter wafting in from the marshes to the south. Somewhere in the distance nocturnal predators roared, scavengers shrieked, and a thin strip of mist sailed their way from the south, wrapping around clusters of rocks. Sleep just wouldn't come, and his sense of dread was neither increasing nor receding, so Max decided to shift his thoughts to something good. Like children, for instance... I wonder how many lion cubs are born to a lioness at a time? he mused to himself, recalling last night's campfire discussion, and looked once more at his sleeping beloved. No fewer than two and no more than five—at least that was what some TV show about lions had claimed. Five would be a real blessing! So much love would instantly enter this world... Their world—his and Alyona's.  The lion closed his eyes, and tried picturing sheep jumping over a fence. The tried-and-true trick had an altogether different effect now—suddenly he felt hungry. As he struggled to chase away the visual of roast lamb, one of the traps went off. The channel erupted with alarmed voices, which subsided just as quickly—some kind of animal had set off the trap. Already up on his feet, Max lay back down on the ground, soothing an agitated Alyona back to sleep. This time, slumber came unexpectedly.  
 
    He awoke as he always did—to his own inner alarm clock. He didn't need to check the time—it was ten minutes to five. This mysterious yet highly useful ability had appeared in him upon receiving his cat form, and only worked while he was a cat. The gray lion shook the dew off his coat in a familiar motion, gave a long stretch, digging deep furrows in the ground with his claws, and yawned sweetly, like a proper cat. Then, licking the muzzle of his woman as she half-opened her eyes, he slipped like a shadow toward the sentries, hearing her satisfied purring at his back. 
 
    "Rexar?" he called the scout in the party channel, stopping at the makeshift enclosure raised by the Blades.  
 
    "All clear, commander," the other answered at once. 
 
    "Good. Get some rest while I patrol the area," said Max, nodding to another sentry that appeared on his right—a comely fair-haired huntress named Tenderessa. 
 
    "Is Nixon sleeping?" Max asked her in the channel. 
 
    "Aye, his shift just ended," the girl replied. Then, after a moment's hesitation, she added: 
 
    "Max, is it all right if I pet you? No, I don't mean it like that!" She quickly clarified in response to his bemused gaze. "You see, I had a cat in that other world—Fluffy. He was my closest friend, in fact..." The huntress averted her eyes, her expression pained, then looked back to Max. "I wanted a pet cat here as well, but where would I find one? And you guys are so cool and pretty, I can hardly contain myself from stroking your fur, but... Whoa!!!" Tenderessa jumped to the side, her bow drawn, but lowered it at once when the source of her alarm became apparent: an enormous spotted cat who had landed softly next to them.  
 
    "Woof!" Rexar cried into the channel, then scowled mischievously at the frightened girl, gave a wink and finally turned to Max. 
 
    "So, I'm off to sleep, commander?" 
 
    "Go," the warrior nodded, barely holding back laughter himself.  
 
    "If I start stuttering, you two will be stuck paying my medical bills!" Tenderessa groused, putting her bow away as the ranger slipped away into the darkness. "Why would you scare me like that?" 
 
    "Listen, about 'petting' one of us," Max changed the subject. "When we get to our destination, we'll take a day to rest."  
 
    "And?"  
 
    "Pour Bonbon a few tankards of beer, and you can pet him all you like, I promise. Hell, for five tankards he'll purr for you and cough up a hairball..." 
 
    "Oh, you," the young woman frowned, then couldn't help but smile. "A grown man, and still with your jokes..."  
 
    "What jokes?" Max protested, trying to keep his tone serious. Casting another gaze at the camp sleeping behind him, he gave the girl another wink and easily jumped the barbed enclosure. Once on the other side, he went around the visible traps, then activated stealth and began circling the perimeter of the camp in a wide arc. 
 
    Dawn was nearing. The stars had already faded, and the moon now clasped at the distant mountain peaks in total solitude. Shrouding the entire terrain was a gray mist, thick and fluffy like cotton candy, with tops of gray boulders sticking out here and there. Cursing the terrible visibility, Max took his time patrolling the roughly quarter-mile-long perimeter around the camp. Finding no apparent danger, he decided to increase the patrolling radius. After rounding a dozen or so boulders wrapped in mist, he reached a point of elevation over the road leading to the camp, and froze.  Moving up the road toward their camp was a group of riders. Max counted about a hundred horsemen, though referring to those mounts as horses would be the very definition of a stretch. Covered in matte scales, with Doberman-like muzzles and eyes glowing a dark purpuric color, the mounts carrying the scouts of the Darkaan Empire—as the letters above the riders' heads clearly designated—made for an eerie and menacing sight in the morning twilight. As for the riders, they looked no less impressive than their mounts. Clad in a mix of chain and plate armor, with short spears at their backs, they moved toward the sleeping players' camp soundlessly, yet swiftly and inexorably. They moved like death itself. Whatever doubts Max might have held as to where the agents of the dark gods were headed, they were quickly dispelled. Trotting just ahead of the squad's commander—a level 250 mini boss with the unpronounceable name Tijuaourr—were five ghastly creatures covered in patches of bristly fur, their simian muzzles low to the ground and sniffing. The beasts were clearly following the elves' tracks... 
 
    "Alarm!" Max bellowed into the channel, swiping away the head of a four-legged ape that had appeared out of nowhere, then dodging a spear that followed a second later. "A century of mounted troops! Level 200! From the west!" The purple eyes of a canine mount flashed before him, and Max pounced on the creature, knocking it down, along with its rider. "They move in silence and detect stealth. Must be some kind of magic..."  
 
    Four arrows plunged into his side, followed by a dagger courtesy of the Darkaanese scout he'd knocked down, making the warrior gasp with pain. Another rider emerged from the mist, hurling a web at Max that glimmered in the darkness. This was a different kind of pain. Shifting form to shake off the paralytic spell, the warrior rolled sideways to avoid a pouncing simian, downed a health potion, then shifted back to cat form and made for the roused camp, taking huge bounds. Coming from behind him was the roaring of their Doberman mounts and the unintelligible serpent-like hissing of the Darkaanese troops, incensed to see their quarry slip away. 
 
    "Max! Are you all right?" Teetotaler's alarmed voice sounded in a private channel. 
 
    "All good! Skedaddling," he reported, smirking. "Be there in about a minute, coming from the west. Watch so you don't kill me by accident." 
 
    "No promises!" quipped the Blades' commander. 
 
      He wasn't pursued. Chasing a cat in the mist along rocky terrain was a surefire way to break your mount's legs, horse or not. Listening to the officers barking orders in the main channel, Max reached the camp in about a minute and a half. Once there, he hopped over the barbs, shifted into elf form, waved to Teetotaler, then skirted around the melee fighters as they fell into formation in preparation of the coming battle. He was looking for Alyona, and gave the most tender of smiles when he found her. Now this was a woman dreams were made of. No screaming, no fits of hysteria—she simply caught his eyes, smiled in return, and gave an understanding nod.  
 
    "Everyone buffed and loaded on potions?!" Teetotaler roared in the main channel. "If so, get ready! The cats do what they've practiced! Arches and mages, fire when ready! And God forbid any one of you big-eared bastards stick an arrow in my backside..." 
 
     There were chuckles in the channel—the commander's simple joke instantly lifted all the tension hanging thick in the air.  
 
    "Don't you have to grow a backside first?" came the jovial quip. It was Myrrha—a ranger from Viper's ten. "As it stands, it's kind of hard to see, let alone hit. Besides, it would be more pleasant for us women to look at..." 
 
    "Pipe down," the mage turned around with a chuckle, and shook a fist at the girl. "Get ready! And never forget that everyone here has more than one life!" 
 
       There were sounds coming now from the west—throaty, hissing cries. The Darkaanese weren't bothering with stealth any longer. "They're here!" yelled one of the Blades. Summoned by Masyanya, Mopsy gave a terrible roar, and the next second their camp was attacked. 
 
      Max didn't know whether the attackers' commander was an experienced warrior, but only that this was the NPCs' first encounter with players, meaning they weren't aware of the defenders' ability to communicate over a distance. This must be why the century's commander had decided to attack now; despite Max spotting the aggressors, he didn't expect that the sentry could alert the sleeping and unprepared camp in time. And cutting down a bunch of sleepy foes was such a sweet dish... 
 
      The traps laid around the camp went off with a bang and a vibrant display of color matching their element. Pained cries of wounded Darkaanese troops went up over the wastes just as the wall of plate-clad cavalry ran full speed into the "barbs" solicitously laid out for such uninvited guests.  
 
       Max hadn't seen anything like this outside of movies. The impaled mounts thrashed, bleeding heavily, as pandemonium fell upon them and their riders from the sky: flourishes of fiery and icy arrows, flashes of light and boulders of ice and stone.  
 
    "Archers! Focus fire on their ranged dps! Aja, grab the big bastard!"  
 
      Teetotaler's orders flew by somewhere on the fringes of Max's consciousness. Charging one of the Darkaanese bearing down on Bonbon, the warrior knocked the stunned foe to the ground with a kick of his steel-tipped boot, and dispatched the target to the land of eternal hunt in two quick swings of the sword. He hadn't noticed before, back there on the road, that the Darkaan Empire's warriors were essentially upright reptiles, or rather humanoids with reptilian mugs. There was a hissing at his right as the dead soldier's Doberman regained its footing, only to be cut down with an Ice Spear. He felt a flash of pain at his side as a couple of arrows hit him from behind the enclosure, following by Masyanya cussing loudly in their party channel. 
 
    "Viper! Keep Viper up!" some girl yelled frantically from the top of some boulder. 
 
    "Rada! Where the hell are you going?!" 
 
    Teetotaler said something else, but Max didn't hear him anymore—a Darkaanese warrior had appeared out of nowhere, striking him in the side with a short spear, and head-butting him in the chest. Max's breath caught in his throat from the pain, and he toppled over to the graveled road, teeth rattling. Grabbing the spear with both hands, the Darkaanese raised it over the grounded warrior, but then a huge ball of fire smashed into his back, sending him flying. Engulfed in flames, the reptile wheezed something, dropped the spear and crumpled to the ground, limp.   
 
    "Drinks are on you," Luffy grunted in the party channel. "And on Bonbon..." 
 
    "Drinks?!" the bald man exclaimed indignantly in between heavy breaths. "A mere glance at a beer label gets you shitfaced!" 
 
    "Sure, compared to you alkies," the mage drew a dramatic sigh. 
 
      A heal from Alyona washed over Max, and he struggled up to his feet. The fog had already dissipated, but visibility hadn't increased on account of the smoke rising over the camp. The air was heavy with a stench of burned flesh mixed with freshly spilled blood—a nauseating combination if ever there was one. Barely managing to keep from retching by breathing through his nose, the warrior surveyed the battlefield.  
 
        Their paranoia had borne fruit, as the Blades were finishing off the Darkaanese soldiers who had gotten past the barbs. Ten yards to his right, pink-hailed Aja spun like a top, deftly avoiding the heavy blows of the enemy commander's two-hander. Sporting less than twenty percent HP, Tijuaourr roared helplessly as he kept trying to get her. Yes, the NPCs had gotten smarter, and practically impossible to provoke into attacking, but when you're struggling to stomp into the ground a frail pixie of a girl less than half your size, that has got to sting.  
 
    "Behind you!" Bonbon shouted to Max, having just finished off his last opponent. 
 
    The warrior spun around to see a Darkaanese soldier about to lunge at him with his spear. Just then, Donut and Tasha materialized behind the lizard—it took them all of four hits to put it down. Tijuaourr hit the ground mere seconds later. Seeing that her immediate vicinity was clear of foes, Aja gave an ostentatious shrug of the shoulders, and sheathed her blade.  
 
    "They're running for it!" one of the Blades shouted. 
 
       And indeed, the dozen or so reptiles that were still alive out of those that hadn't yet reached the camp's territory had turned their toothy mounts around and were making a hasty retreat. 
 
    "Bastards have smartened up..." Bonbon pulled off his helm as the Darkaanese fled for their lives, then fished for a bottle, took a few hungry pulls and passed it to Max. "Let's hope they don't come back with some friends..." 
 
      There was no sense in abstinence in such circumstances, so Max accepted the vessel without argument. The liquid filled his belly with a pleasant warmth. Returning the bottle back to Bonbon, Max looked around for Teetotaler, found him, and walked his way.  
 
    "Sorry about that," Alyona's voice had a dash of guilt. "I was focused on Bonbon since he had two on him. I didn't notice right away that you needed heals..." 
 
    "It's all right," Max smiled at her. "Let me talk to Teetotaler real quick, and I'll be right with you." 
 
    "Sure," Alyona shifted into a cat, gave a great stretch, and lowered herself onto the ground.  
 
      Standing near the central boulder were about ten Blades, and when Max walked over to them, he realized why a grave silence had taken hold of the camp. Lying in a pool of blood by the foot of the boulder was a curled up corpse of a priestess. Seeing Max approach, the Blades' commander turned toward him.  
 
    "Three down," he stated grimly. "Monkie, Samurai and Rada. The first two in battle, but this one..." he gestured at the girl slain by the Darkaanese. "What possessed her to jump off this rock..." 
 
    "She was pulling me out," Viper said, and looked at Teetotaler defiantly. 
 
    "And why the hell were you running off past the barbs, brainiac?!" the mage barked in frustration, slipping a rollie between his lips. "I'll have you both on potato peeling duty till the cows come home!"  
 
    "As you say," the officer shrugged, squatting over the fallen priestess.  
 
    "Goddamn embarrassment," Teetotaler took a deep drag, gestured at the reptilian corpses dotting the landscape, and turned to Max. "I don't know how many of these amphibians are out scouting, but I reckon this isn't their last century. Which means the sooner we get out of here, the—" 
 
    "Darkaanese! Two more squads, each about a hundred strong!" Standing atop of a boulder, Myrrha was pointing westward. 
 
    "Mother..." Teetotaler screwed his eyes shut, took a few deep breaths, then grinned and slapped the warrior on the shoulder. "Vagabond did say we wouldn't be bored with you, Max. So, let's not be bored!" He looked at the Blades gathered around the boulder, and bellowed. "The barbs are gone, so we loot the corpses quickly and scram! Don't leave the dead's belongings behind! We move out in two minutes! Tick-tock!"  
 
      
 
    After some forty minutes of maneuvering past the myriad boulders and rock formations dotting the terrain, where a reckless step might mean a broken foot for their elk, the party finally made it to the gap in the mountain ridge. 
 
    "Goddamn it!" Teetotaler swore angrily the moment they rounded the rock protrusion and saw fortifications blocking the passageway. "What a shitty day this is turning out to be!" 
 
    "This is it, my darlings," Bonbon mused in their party channel, lashing his tail at his side, then turning toward Max. "Shall we reprise the glorious roles of the three hundred Spartans?" he flashed a big grin. "I call King Leonidas!"  
 
    "Put a sock in it, eh?" Max shot down the bald man while taking a look around. 
 
    The gorge itself, when viewed from above, had the shape of a funnel. From the spot where they had stopped and for another two hundred yards forward, the width was roughly three hundred yards, then the sides tapered sharply and the narrow space that remained was blocked off by walls of large gray stone, measuring five yards in height and fifty yards across. Down the center gaped a gate aperture, with a couple of square jagged battlements on either side.  It became clear now why the stronghold was empty—a landslide had demolished half the fortress, transforming the gorge into a precipitous wall rising to some two hundred yards. Climbing it in cat form was still theoretically possible, but it would take way too long, and who knew what they might find on the other side? He might have chanced it still if it weren't for the enemy in hot pursuit, but he had no intention of abandoning Vagabond's men—even beyond basic decency, there was no way his party of ten would make it in Darkaan without them. Running wasn't an option as they surely wouldn't slip past enemy scouts, nor could they use a portal here. The only remaining option was to fight, and you couldn't ask for a better spot to make a stand than behind these walls. They say a cornered rat fights to the end... 
 
    "Lizards! Just under a mile away!"  
 
     Myrrha's sonorous cry wrested him from his brooding, and he shifted his eyes to Teetotaler.  
 
    "I'm very sorry, Max. I didn't know..."  
 
    "Forget it!" the warrior dismissed him, gesturing at the gray walls. "Let's get up there and try fighting them off. It's just too bad someone took off with the gate." 
 
    "We'll make another gate," Teetotaler rose in his stirrups, turned and waved a hand toward the fortress. "We're headed inside! Release the elk! There's no room to spare, and they're not high enough to be of any real help, anyway. Viper and Aja to the right wall, Nixon and Ghost to the left. Proxx, Engineer and Tameya, close up the gap as soon as everyone is inside—you've got a ton of material to work with. Everybody clear? Then let's go!" The mage lowered back into the saddle, then slapped the side of his elk, and led the way to the fortress. The rest of the squad quickly followed, filing through the arched fortress gate, and began to dismount.   
 
       Inside the stronghold, the devastation wrought by the rockslide was on full display. Only two stone structures had been spared, one of which was a stable, whereas the other's function was beyond Max's comprehension. He jumped on top of one of the walls, shifted into elf form, and took a look around. The fortress was roughly fifty by fifty yards in size, with the entire courtyard littered with rock fragments, debris of structures that used to stand here, and some other gray-colored material with a smooth, tile-like surface. Rising from the debris, covered in thick brown moss, were stumpy saplings with bright orange leafage. It was unlikely that these had been planted by the fortress' former inhabitants, which meant it had been abandoned no less than several years ago.  
 
    Lying along the wall directly underneath the warrior was a ten-foot-long reptilian skeleton, out of which protruded a spear shaft, as thick as a human forearm. Another skeleton lay nearby, this one clearly belonging to some avian species, its cervical vertebrae shattered to pieces. Max pondered for a second what might have happened here, but quickly dismissed the thought—this wasn't the time for idle curiosity.   
 
    "Everyone on the walls, quickly!" shouted Tameya—a short, raven-haired woman with Eastern features. "Unless you wanna get smacked, that is—in that case, stay right where you are!" 
 
    She and two others in light brown mantles designated them as Earth mages stood opposite the gate, forming a triangle with each side about three feet long. When no more Blades or panthers remained on the outside, the mages joined hands and began raising them upward slowly. As they did so, the rocks littering the courtyard floor stirred and shifted, then crawled in the direction of the gate aperture, inside of which had formed a thin colorless membrane. About half a minute later the three mages jerked their hands downward, and all the rocks hurled toward the aperture at tremendous speed. There was a deafening crash, followed by shouts of enthusiastic approval all around them. 
 
    "Quite a show," Alyona smiled next to Max, studying a gigantic boulder so unceremoniously shoehorned into the gate aperture.  
 
    "No kidding," Teetotaler echoed, gazing contemplatively at the skeletons lining the fortress walls. "Outside of very specific circumstances, the spell is mostly useless. It could have been a decent AoE if not for the long casting speed, but as it is... Good thing it's a connecting talent, 'cause things would be looking rather gloomy for us otherwise."  
 
    "Gloomy? I find that to be a gross misrepresentation of how shitty our situation is," said Myrrha, whose hawk-like eyesight allowed her to see farther than most other players. She gestured at the Darkaanese figures entering the gorge. "A level 300 mini boss and a century of elite Darkaanese scouts." 
 
    "Just one century?" the mage clarified. 
 
    "Yes, exactly the same as those who have attacked the camp."  
 
    Teetotaler drew a sign, then smirked and glanced back at the pileup of rocks blocking off the gorge. 
 
    "Buff up! Be ready for them!" he bellowed, then turned to Max and added in a calm voice. "If we make it out of this alive, I just might believe that you're being led by the gods..." 
 
      The foulest in terms of taste was the elixir of possibilities, which added one hundred to each stat for four hours, contrasting starkly with the pleasant mint flavor of the elixir of health or the sweet orange flavor of the elixir of strength. If only this stinker didn't last four hours instead of two... Max gave the lilac-colored vial in his hand a dubious look, picked the cork off with his nail, then took a deep exhale and gulped down the bottle's contents in one go. As a kid, it had been recommended to him by his dentist to rinse his mouth with a concoction of oak bark, and his mother would force her son to repeat this agonizing procedure every damn day. And now he couldn't help associating the taste of this elixir with the one from his childhood. Max spat from the wall, then quickly slipped a pipe between his teeth to try and cover up the bitter aftertaste. As he lit up, he noticed a young guy standing on a small natural plateau to his right, about a hundred fifty yards off the ground. Shoulder-length black hair, trimmed beard, plain leather armor—how this fellow could have made it up to the plateau at such a steep incline, Max could only guess. Neither his face nor his level were visible from here. Catching the warrior looking, the man threw up his hand in a greeting. 
 
    Greetings, Gray One! A voice rustled in his head. Wait for it... 
 
    And that was it... Upon speaking those words, the stranger wrapped his cloak around him and simply vanished... Max took a deep drag, exhaled the smoke through his teeth, and shook his head contemplatively. Who was that? And what was he supposed to wait for? Surely the man had noticed their perilous situation. Was this a promise of help? That would be nice—some kind of hope, at least. Sure, I'll wait, Max grunted to himself, then shifted his attention to the enemy host as it came to a halt about two hundred yards before the fortress. 
 
      
 
    The reptiles were fully aware that the players had nowhere to run, so they took their time dismounting, then splitting up into four groups of melee and ranged fighters. The commander of the elite century—a warrior in a brown-green suit of plate armor with one hundred million HP and another tongue-twister of a name, Oualeeshch—rode out in front and calmly examined the fifteen-foot-high walls of the fortress. A level 300 mini boss. As long as the tank stayed up, the entire raid should be able to put him down in about ten minutes. If only he was here alone, that is.   
 
    What was the reptiles' plan of attack? Assuming they couldn't produce scaling ladders out of their asses?  
 
    Max exhaled the smoke, allowing himself a chuckle at the mental picture. Meanwhile, Oualeeshch turned back to his army and yelled something, or, to be precise, hissed loudly. Obeying his order, five figures attired in dark vinous mage mantles—having arrived with the century of elite scouts, they had been waiting just behind and to the side of the melee soldiers' right quadrant, along with the mounts—silently turned and started toward their Dobermans. After digging around in the saddle, the figures produced small animals that appeared to closely resemble Earth's chimpanzees—the creatures must have been bound by some paralytic spell, as Max had initially mistaken them for gray travel pouches. The mages then returned and laid the animals down roughly ten yards in front of the troops, forming a right rectangle with each side roughly five-six feet in length. Within a few seconds, a perfectly black reaping-hook materialized in the hands of each sorcerer.  
 
    "What kind of bastard wrote the behavioral algorithm for these two-legged beasts?" Alyona exhaled, then turned away as the figures in vinous mantles dissected their victims from the chest down to the groin, put away the hooks, and sunk their hands into the innards of the dying simians.  
 
     Max felt his stomach turn at the nauseating sight, as cries of exasperation and strings of seniorities went up from both walls. 
 
    "Silence!" Teetotaler barked in the raid channel. "They don't understand you anyway. Save your anger for when they launch their attack." 
 
    "Blood magic," Bonbon explained calmly, standing to Alyona's side. "The devs were planning on implementing it, but then decided not to after the press went apeshit. But these guys," the bald man nodded at the reptiles sanding perfectly still over their victims, "seem to have figured it out on their own."  
 
    What happened next defied reason. Their ghastly ritual complete, the Darkaanese mages walked out in front, fell into a row across from the fortress, and raised their bloodied hands toward the gate in perfect synchrony. The next moment, their palms spewed forth fiery tendrils that coalesced into an enormous ball, then smashed full force into the boulder serving as the gate. With a crash, the earth mages' creation, along with the gate columns, was turned to dust that crumbled into the dark brown moss.  
 
    "Tameya!" Teetotaler bellowed at once. 
 
    "Forty minutes till the cooldown," the young woman replied calmly. 
 
    "Damn it! Tanks, block off the entrance! All melee, back them up! Healers, mages and archers—stay up on the walls!" 
 
    "Looks like your luck has run out," Myrrha drew a bitter sigh, getting her bow ready as the quadrants of Darkaanese scouts started their advance on the fortress. 
 
    "Don't jump to hasty conclusions," Max smiled at the young woman, stashing away his pipe. "And don't bury us just yet." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The rays of the gentle Spring sun inundated the trees lining the roadside. Their leaves, having started their blossoming only days ago, looked resplendent, like puffy clouds of emeralds. The hillsides on either side of the road was carpeted with light-green grass, and dotted with yellow patches of dandelion-like flowers. The sunlight bounced off the mountain lake's bright blue surface some fifty yards below, bringing back freshness and the scent of fish being dry-cured on strange contraptions. We had been rounding this lake for the better part of the morning, and my spirits couldn't be higher thanks to the majestic scenery. I was sitting on a rock, smoking my first afternoon pipe, and gazing contemplatively at the dragon and razorback frolicking by the roadside. As a kid, when my parents would take me and Alyona to the zoo, I could spend hours studying the caged animals, mesmerized. Well, "hours" may be a stretch—our parents' patience wasn't bottomless, and our walk-through of the entire zoo rarely exceeded several hours. And the visit always concluded with a lollipop and cotton candy for both of us, though it was Alyona who would end up consuming mine. And why would you expect a big boy, almost a man, to bother with that saccharine junk, or to walk around the zoo with puffy candy fixed to a wooden stick? Could that be the reason my little sister so loved those trips to the zoo? I should remember to ask her when we meet.  At any rate, the spectacle I was presently seeing was unlike any experienced by any school kid, whether in Moscow, Tokyo or Uganda. Having grown considerably larger in size, yet still resembling an enormous baby chick, George was spreading his still-undersized wings and aiming to jump onto Gloom's back. The boar would hop aside with swiftness belying his bulk, then turn abruptly and punish the dragon for missing his mark by ramming his snout into him. George would fall to the grass, and Gloom would give a series of loud, satisfied snorts. And whenever George did manage to grab the boar by the withers, the two of them would proceed to roll on the ground, roaring and mowing down trees and making such a ruckus that all the surrounding birds fell deathly silent, and Irrot, the Snow Leopard who was our escort, stared with his mouth agape and eyes shining with awe.  In short, the sight wasn't for the faint of heart. Not that anyone was concerned for either the boar or the dragon—though Gloom was one hundred levels below Vaessa's pet, he had a definite weight advantage, and the dragon clearly wasn't biting too hard. In fact, I didn't doubt for a second that whenever George would gain the upper hand, it was simply because the razorback let him—both to encourage his new pal, and in the spirit of good clean fun.  
 
      Incidentally, bone dragons in the Realm of Arkon weren't exactly what one might imagine. Meaning, they weren't some animated naked skeletons, but rather fully formed giant reptiles, only in place of skin and scales they were covered with bone plates and spikes jutting out in every direction. To clarify, back when I first met George on the wall of Craedia, he was exactly that naked skeleton, but he wasn't that anymore. Whether he'd grown himself some meat on those bones or this was Vaessa's sorcery, I could only guess. The dragon's eyes, however, still shone their characteristic blue...  But who was I to talk? I could hardly bear my own reflection in the mirror. He had an excuse, being a dragon and all, but what was I? Some kind of human-demon-elder breed no one had ever seen before...  I thought back to Kert who had turned out to be mistaken about the dragon. Though it was I who had made the spectacular blunder of telling Vaessa that George was a summoned bone golem. Anyone else in my place would have been vaporized on the spot—instead, the necromancer's daughter subjected me to a heartfelt two-hour lecture on bone dragons and other summoned creatures. So now I knew that bone dragons were real, and that each one of them contained a piece of the summoner's soul that they shared with their pet. I also knew that once he became of age, he would even be able to procreate, assuming he found himself a suitable mate.  What use had I of all this knowledge? Beats me... I was quite content with this overgrown bone chick waddling around and beating up on hostile mobs, but I didn't want to offend my battle companion, so I listened to her lecture to the end without complaining once. And when she was done, I asked her how she had determined that George was a male—just to assure her I'd been paying attention. I brought up a story from my childhood, when my parents' friends had returned from their vacation home with a kitten, and named her Tony. Only about a year later when Tony gave birth to a litter of kittens, they realized that Tony wasn't Tony at all, but rather Tina.  I was cursing my big mouth immediately after, as the lecture continued for another hour. I should note, though, that Reece and Kan Shyom, both of whom were walking in front of us, listened with great interest about the biological differences of the sexes of bone dragons. The mage was even clicking his tongue delightedly the whole way. I, however, tuned everything out, since Lita had suddenly decided she wanted a word with me. Yes, I had started calling my darling bride "Lita"—the same pet name Saad Khor had for her. It drove her crazy at first, but she seemed to have calmed down after a while... After promising both me and the punisher general a life of misery and pain. Once I rescued her, that is. Oh, I had so much to look forward to... 
 
    "One might think she doesn't need anybody but her lizard," Kan noted grimly as he sat down next to me, nodding at Vaessa watching her pet at play with a blissful smile. "How can I hope to compete with that..."  
 
    The knight drew a heavy sigh, then shifted his gaze to the distant snow-peaked mountains, and was silent. 
 
    "How old are you, Kan?" I looked askance at the man sitting to my right, letting the smoke escape through my teeth.  
 
    "Well, if you count that magic slumber of ours, then..." the knight puckered his brow, thinking. 
 
    "My point is, you're reasoning like a total rookie," I didn't let him finish. "She's not opposed to your courtship, now is she?"  
 
    "How would I know?" the warrior fixed his scabbard, gave a shrug, then looked back at me. "She doesn't say anything to me. She just smiles. And when she smiles, I can't help but feel like a complete idiot. Which makes sense, given who she is. Who am I to compare..." 
 
    "Nonsense," I shook my head, patting the knight-commander on the shoulder. "Don't psych yourself out. It's just that Vaessa has been alone a long time, and may need some time to process the idea of being with a real man soon. She clearly sees that you're into her. I've known her far longer than you, and trust me when I say that she's really changed of late."  
 
    "Well, sure, she hasn't had a dragon before, but there he is now," the knight-commander motioned at George as he missed the boar yet again, and drew another sigh. 
 
    "When a woman realizes that somebody needs her," I continued, ignoring his last remark, "her behavior changes. There's a new sense of confidence in her eyes, in her movements. Even the way she smiles is different now."  
 
    "Then why is she—" 
 
    "Cut the crap, man," I grunted. "Have you told her once that you want to be with her?" 
 
    "No, but... In Erantia, the woman must first give a signal that she..." Kan Shyom stopped short suddenly, freezing for a second, then set his jaw, sighed yet again, and looked at me. "My prince, I really am an idiot..." 
 
    "I don't think we're in Erantia anymore," I evoked the classic line from history's first film realized in Technicolor. "As for George, many women are partial to house pets—don't let that discourage you."  
 
    "Give this 'house pet' a few years, and he'll be gobbling up a warrior in plate along with his horse without breaking a sweat," Kan chuckled, then looked back at Vaessa. "So, should I go tell her now?" 
 
    "No," I held him back with a hand on the shoulder. "Wait till we get to Mycana. You'll ask her to have dinner with you, and then..."   
 
    "As you say, my prince," said the knight-commander, rising to his feet. "You're certainly more experienced in these matters, while I've never been able to make it work with the right women. Never felt the need, nor did I have the time. But maybe all that will change now?" he sighed, nodded to me, and made for the horses grazing nearby.  
 
    I gazed at his broad back as he went, thinking. So many years without finding anyone... Then again, time probably wasn't much a factor with him—some people are simply more comfortable with solitude. And this world probably wasn't an exception. In the old world, even men who have their shit together and earn a decent living often struggle finding themselves a life partner. And it's not necessarily for a lack of volunteers—simply, you become so accustomed to being alone that the prospect of losing your freedom becomes a real hurdle. After all, whenever you find something worth having, you must invariably give up something in return.  
 
     I thought back to my former life, and sighed. Family bliss isn't free, and it's up to you whether you're ready to pay that price. Of course, you also need a spark—the kind that naturally happened between Altus and his elven maiden, or what this hardened veteran suddenly felt toward the necromancer's daughter. Funny, this man had taken thousands of lives in battle, yet was absolutely clueless when it came to interacting with 'the right women,' as per his own words. 
 
     You humans sure are an odd bunch, Jaelitte chuckled in my head. I would be tempted to call this man a wuss, but that just wouldn't be true. Any man with the balls to bare steel in the presence of my mother is anything but. No, he is a warrior in the truest sense, and yet... Everything is so complicated with you lot! 
 
    That is true, I wasn't going to argue the point. So you'd better get used to it.  
 
    Buzz off, Jaelitte sniffed, and was silent.  
 
    I wouldn't expect anything else from my dear wife, I thought while knocking out the pipe. I'd already gotten used to her ways, and besides, how many men would complain about their women preferring silence to arguing? No, this personality trait was a definite plus in my book.  
 
    I got up off the ground and stretched my back, grimacing at the racket being raised by the two creatures' frolicking, then glanced at the priestess standing about a hundred feet away. I hadn't broached the issue of her relationship with Kan, and I would keep it that way. Meddling with well-intentioned advice in these situations was a fool's game—if anything at all went wrong, you became the natural lightning rod for all parties. And though I genuinely wished nothing but happiness for the necromancer's daughter, this should be her decision alone, without any intervention from me. Kan was a good man, and things should work out between them just fine. I envisioned the two of them strolling through a park with George on a leash, grinning at the mental image as I put my pipe away into inventory. Enough distractions for now—it was time to hit the road.  
 
    "Call off your baby chick, we're setting out!" I waved to Vaessa, shouting over the dragon's roaring. Then I nodded to our escort, and sent a mental command to the razorback.  
 
    "He's no baby chick," the priestess stroked George's muzzle as he ran up to her, then shot me a reproving look. "I've already explained to you that—" 
 
    "I don't want to disappoint you, auntie," Reece butted into the conversation, looking desperately bored. "But presently your pet resembles a dragon no more than the dar's boar resembles a newborn pig." 
 
    "Keep talking, smart guy," the priestess gave him a stern look. 
 
    "What did I do?" the mage gave a clownish shrug, and gestured at Raena standing nearby. "Even our resident Snow Queen would back me up here. She's not much of a talker, sure, but she could give a nod or two."  
 
    The Snow Queen reference was my blunder—these things tended to happen whenever I shared any cultural tidbits from the old world with this lot. But it wasn't an unfair description—Raena had indeed been riding in silence with a cool, estranged expression, completely ignoring Reece's attempts to engage her in conversation.  
 
    "You forget yourself, boy," the raven-haired sorceress' eyes twinkled with ire. 
 
    "Boy?" Reece said, shaking his head. "I'm sorry, baroness, but I don't consider your three-century-long slumber cause enough to call you grandmother. Though you do look stunning for your age," the mage exhaled with awe as he spread his arms. "I'm ready to propose right here and now—just give me a sign." 
 
     Raena gritted her teeth, visibly trying to keep her tone even. 
 
    "If it weren't for our joint campaign, I would challenge you to a duel and kill you. But then, all campaigns end someday..." 
 
    "Enough, everybody!" I snapped, hopping into the razorback's saddle. "Hart! You're all acting like spoiled children! Get on your horses, and let's ride! As for you," I glared at Reece, who was blinking innocently, "if you open your mouth one more time before we reach Mycana, I will sew it shut. Got it?"  
 
    The mage donned an expression of pure fright, closed his mouth with his left hand, and touched his ear with his right for some reason. As if checking to see if it was still there.  
 
    I bit my lip to keep my expression grim, then signaled our readiness to the escort, who had already mounted his lizard. I didn't believe for a second that the rascal had actually taken my threat seriously, but I didn't care. He was what he was, and I was content to keep him that way, but at least we would ride the remaining several hours to the Irbis capital in silence. Once back on the road, I set Gloom to a trot behind Irrot's lizard, loosened the reins, and proceeded to mull over the events of the past ten days.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the end, my visit to Iskhart hadn't netted me the half a kingdom one might expect in a fairy tale. Or perhaps it was because I had already stolen the princess without her daddy's permission. Jokes aside, my life hadn't changed in any significant way. In your typical fairy tale, the unlikely hero who rescues the princess reaps his reward that very evening, feasting with the king as the court prepares for a wedding. Of course, technically, I haven't yet rescued my princess, so perhaps that explained Ahriman not throwing a feast in my honor? And besides, we were already wedded de facto, so I shouldn't complain.   
 
       Since my momentous visit to the palace reading hall, I had spent only one more day in the capital of Balliose, half of which was spent in conversation with the Overlord. Though Ahriman's attitude toward me hardly changed to one of ardent fatherly love, at least he was no longer bullying me with his aura or asking too many questions. As a result, it took me only a few hours to tell him virtually everything, including my arrival in this realm, and what it used to be for me and for the other humans who had ended up here. I didn't even omit the parts I usually kept mum about, such as my encounters with the gods and the White Dragon, as well as the prophecy. There was no sense in keeping anything from the Overlord given his direct interest in keeping my precious carcass alive and well, for only then would I be able to rescue his darling daughter form imprisonment.   Once done with my story, I inquired about the curse hanging over my princedom, and put in a request for help in taking Vaessa and Reece out of Craedia. I didn't want to take anyone else along—they had seen enough fighting to last a lifetime. I wouldn't have taken these two, either, except the necromancer's daughter was operating on direct orders from Celphata, and without Reece's antics I would likely blow a gasket after a few short months from sheer boredom. The truth was that this kid was the only one I could talk to about the world whence I came, as the mage absorbed any information like a sponge. He expressed keen interest in nearly everything: history, politics, literature, films... Whereas for me, these recollections of Earth remained one of the few threads connecting me to my fleeting humanity.  
 
    When I was done with my story, Ahriman simply nodded, fell back into his large leather armchair, closed his eyes and was quiet. For a long, long while. No less than three hours. I didn't sweat it, especially since Lita had warned me that her father would enter such "buffering" states periodically. Whereas Gods and Elder Demons might easily see how all the possible future scenarios interweave and impact one another, Alcmehn's Overlord wasn't quite on their level, and evidently needed time to process information before making any important decisions. And who was I to deny him that?  
 
    So I took the time to chat up my wife, and when she fell silent without warning as was her MO, I switched to studying my surroundings. The furnishings were as expected: a massive writing desk made of some kind of dark yellow stone; a fireplace big enough to fit an ox; two book shelves of the same yellow stone, overflowing with scrolls and enormous leather-bound folios badly cracked from old age; various art on the walls; and a dozen other objects of ambiguous function laid out on low stone tables by the far wall. Ahriman hadn't offered me a drink, but I was still buzzed from before, so I wasn't complaining, giving the Overlord all the time he needed to evaluate the myriad possibilities before his mind's eye before deciding on the optimal one.  
 
    "Shit," Ahriman growled as he awoke from his lethargic slumber. "A great war is coming to Karn and to the Gray Frontier. The Fountain of Wishes has dried up in Aerot's garden, and our neighbors below are nervous." The Overlord rose from his chair and gave me a sour look, freezing me in place with a bottle in hand. Then, clasping his hands behind him, he slowly walked up to one of the paintings on the wall. 
 
    "The final seal crumbled the day Jaelitte died, but so far I've been able to keep our blood kin from invading this plane," he said with his back to me. "The white-haired one's plan was to weaken me to the point where I couldn't oppose the Netherworld's demon armies from ravaging our lands. You didn't let that happen, Dark One, and for that I am grateful."   
 
    "I'd thought that he wanted this plane for himself," I said, putting the bottle away. 
 
    "After desolating Alcmehn, Velial's armies would have moved on to the human lands, Karn, and I cannot imagine what Vill or whoever stands behind him would gain by that," Ahriman shook his head. "I cannot see everything, but I do see clouds gathering over Karn. I expect that within the year we will know whether the continent will remain as is or become the domain of new masters. Not that any of that matters on the grand scale," turning back around, the Overlord fixed me with an appraising gaze. "You can expect to meet many other adherents of the white-haired god on your path, Dark One, and he certainly craves a meeting with you himself. And every one of those encounters is fraught with gray smoke and oblivion." The Overlord of Alcmehn gave me a hard stare. "Yours is a tough path, but if you walk it to the end, I will truly believe that you are worthy of my daughter."  
 
    "You know, you speak just like the rest of them, those who have left their mark on me. You throw around these ambiguous phrases dancing around danger, oblivion, death... And never say anything concrete," I shrugged, deciding to dispense with the niceties. "Some are scared of being dematerialized, others simply can't say anything. But, alas, none of that makes it easier on me." 
 
    "You think I'm afraid of the true death?" Ahriman scowled. "It hasn't scared me since the battle of Fertan Valley, when Syrat's transformed bastards struck the flank of my dying legion. My very soul was incinerated by Velial's sorcery that day," the Overlord of Alcmehn sighed. "You're mistaken, demon. It's just that I cannot see anything through the fog of the prophecy. Only hazy contours of  possible crisscrossing scenarios. Like you, I know not what it means; all I see is that you will run into one of the white-haired god's lackeys somewhere outside Vaedarr." Ahriman walked over to one of the bookshelves, and picked up a scroll rolled into a tube. "The curse on your princedom will fall exactly one year after the capture of Craedia. Sajtore will give you two Tyras amulets to lead your people out safely." The Overlord unfolded the scroll and laid it out on the desk, then looked over at me. 
 
     "You will have to go to Cathella on your own. We are at peace with the Snow Leopards, and this isn't the best time to break it. And another thing," the Overlord squared his shoulders and raised his hands, fingers splayed, over the scroll, which hadn't moved despite basic laws of physics. A sense of magic permeated the air, then there was a crash, and the next moment the scroll rolled into a tube again, scarlet sparks running along the rim.  
 
    "I can use this spell as many times as I like, but can only seal it into a scroll once. And this," a vial with whitish, milk-like substance appeared next to the scroll. "I hadn't gotten the chance to use it back in Fertan Valley." Ahriman sighed, then looked at me. "Perhaps you'll find better use for it..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Something soft touched my cheek, followed by a breeze, and then... A crow alighted on my shoulder, stirring me back to reality. At least I thought it was a crow—I knew no more about birds than I did about mushrooms, that is to say, less than nothing. In fact, any quest giver would be a damned fool to send me off into the forest with a basket for mushroom picking. Also, if memory served me right, crows were usually grayish-black in color, not pitch-black like the color of the bird presently perching on my shoulder. That and the beast was close to twice the size of any crow I'd ever seen. 
 
    "Careful, dar! That's no simple bird!" Vaessa yelled behind me. 
 
    Uh, no kidding. It wasn't like birds landing on my shoulders was a regular occurrence. I waved to the magus reassuringly, then cocked my head to try and get a better look at my strange guest. It didn't work very well—for all my achievements, I hadn't yet learned how to rotate my head a hundred eighty degrees a la The Exorcist. But then the birds hopped off my shoulder and onto the back of Gloom's neck, spread its wings and shifted its feet a few times. Comfortably settled, it cocked its head in return and fixed me with its black beady eyes.  
 
    "Can I help you?" I inquired, not particularly hopeful for an answer.  
 
    The bird studied me intently for ten seconds or so, then cried something in what I presumed to be its crow tongue, and took off in the air to attend to its crow business. 
 
      
 
    ????????? ?? ???? ???????? ??????? ????????? ?????? ???????? ???????? ? ?????????? ???????? ????? ? ????? ?????????????. 
 
      
 
    Hart! I swore to myself, looking at the lines of question marks suddenly populating the system log. Is this how things will go from now on? The deeper the rabbit hole, the fatter the rabbits?! Is the world changing faster than its programming allows? Have I gotten so far that the game's AIs' brains are starting to melt? 
 
    "Anyone know what that was about?" I asked my companions, following the bird with my eyes.  
 
    In response to my question, Reece put on a solemn expression, then stuck out his tongue, stuck a finger in it, pulled on his right ear lobe, made a throat slashing gesture with the sharp of his hand, shrugged and spread his arms. This one will never change, I shook my head, holding back a smile. 
 
    "Morrigan the Swift and her companions are known to appear in bird form," said Kan, riding on my right. "I'd never seen it myself, but I remember Lars and Altus mentioning it. Having gotten to know you, prince, nothing surprises me anymore."  
 
    Hmm... Morrigan, the Goddess of Stealth and Military Cunning. I perused the chronicles, then drew a sigh. Now what did this one want from me? Of course, it was entirely possible that this wasn't her... Anyway, I was no Sherlock Holmes to rack my brain over all these mysteries. If she needed me, she knew where to find me and tell me her wishes. Or at least crow them in a more or less intelligible manner.  
 
    As we drew closer to the capital, the road became significantly more lively. I saw peasant wagons, lone riders and small groups of fighters in striped black-and-white coats. The average level of the local populace exceeded that of Ashtar and Rualt dominions by a considerable margin, which made sense given that barbarian lands had been designed by the devs as the equivalent of Erantian frontier. Except nobody could have predicted that this world would up and start living and developing on its own terms.  
 
    We overtook a caravan carrying barrels of every conceivable size and shape. Growing bored, I opened my inventory and proceeded to examine the Overlord's presents once again.  
 
      
 
    Ahriman's Fiery Weakening 
 
    Unique item. Scroll. 
 
    Duration: 90 minutes. 
 
    Effective range: 50 yards. 
 
    Effect: No creature in the Realm of Arkon can resist the Alcmehn's Overlord's magic. Your opponent suffers a 50% penalty to their attack speed, casting speed, movement speed and damage output.  
 
    Aim at your target and break the seal to use.  
 
      
 
    Holy Myrt's Tears 
 
    Legendary item. Potion. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Effective range: 60 yards. 
 
    Effect: the Supreme God of Erantia's magic is particularly potent against spawn of the Gray Frontier. All undead targets in the spell's area of effect suffer 50,000,000 damage.  
 
      
 
    The scroll was a veritable atomic bomb, explaining why even gods and Elder Demons preferred not to mess with Ahriman. The difference being, he could cast this Fiery Weakening as much as he wishes, while I only had the one scroll, and enemies up the wazoo: Vill, his two still-living companions, the three-headed dog guarding the White Dragon, other dark gods I hadn't encountered yet, and the three brothers Vaepar, Valeph and Halephos for desert. Of course, the scroll was essentially useless against the titans anyway, what with the dark gods being capable of instantly healing their wounded brother, who, in turn, could deal massive amounts of damage even with fifty percent attack power. Let's just hope they were still sound asleep with no intention of waking anytime soon. With my luck, there would be nasty surprises aplenty even without the Ancients' getting in the way. No, let them sleep for as long as they could. 
 
    Ahriman had also mentioned about running into someone by Vaedarr. Figures—Urgam the soul catcher was human in that vision, so if he were hiding somewhere nearby, the area would surely be indicated on the map. And that meant a visit to the human capital was on the agenda. After tracking down and having a few words with that douchebag, I would set out to the orcish lands in search of the third and final one.  
 
    Holy Myrt's Tears... I groaned at the pompous name. I recalled images of the deity from the game's literature—a stern-faced, bearded hulk of a man armed with a massive staff—and struggled to imagine him crying. Not that I cared either way whether he was a crybaby—all that mattered to me that the vial could be pretty damn useful. Not against serious foes or anything, but it should turn a whole bunch of regular undead to ashes in the blink of an eye. One could wonder how a legate going into battle against demonic legions could have procured such a potion, or how it had preserved after said legate's death? The first question might be answered along the lines of any good commander always having a set of potions for every conceivable scenario, or that some suspected that Vill and Syrat might defect to Velial's side. As for the second, I supposed that the demons resurrected by Velial wouldn't rise buck-naked, but retain their equipment and inventory. Anyway, what mattered was that the vial was now in my possession.  
 
    I took out the other accessory issued by Ahriman, and set to studying it. The gold medallion was decorated with several small rubies and boasted the engraving of a wolf's muzzle. An envoy's badge. Similar to the courier's badge in function, only several times better. This baby guaranteed me access to just about any ruler in the upper plane; moreover, with their consent, I could create the first stationary portal linking Demon Grounds to Karn by breaking it. Unfortunately, the actual journey to the upper plane would still need to be done the old-fashioned way. And the other portals would be built without me—surely Ahriman didn't want for diplomats. The first one, however, could only be built by a player, confirming my long-time suspicions that the devs had planned from the start for the commander of the clan that had completed the continental event to meet the Overlord. Except the way it all went down couldn't have been foreseen in anyone's wildest dreams, but whatever. Were I a player in the traditional sense of the word, and were the world still a game instead of whatever it had turned into, I would probably be squealing with glee right about now. But as it was, this quest was just another pain in my ass. Still, refusing my father-in-law wasn't an option: firstly, my father-in-law just wasn't someone you could refuse if you valued your life, and secondly, the portal had to be built anyway, seeing as without it I wouldn't be able to return home afterward. 
 
      
 
    "Take care of Lita, kid!" Saad Khor chuckled, gave me a mighty slap on the shoulder, and opened a portal to Laketa's environs.  
 
    Curiously enough, I didn't feel any animus toward Altus' killer. On the contrary, I quite liked him. Perhaps it was because the archmage had perished in a fair and glorious battle, fighting for what he believed in, just like the general? Or maybe it was Jaelitte's warm attitude towards him in my conversations with her, often referring to him as uncle? Anyway...  
 
    Ar-Iraz wasn't in Laketa, but I did find Daressa Valtar instead. Surrounded by a half-century of Astarot's punishers as her retinue, the woman escorted me to a string of wagons stationed on the border.  
 
    What was there to say? The sight of my new citizenry made me groan—and for good reason! It was one thing to read about global resettlements of various peoples, but to see it with your own eyes was quite another story, despite the conditions of this realm being far more bearable than back on Earth, where lacking sanitation alone could result in prodigious loss of life.  
 
    The size of the camp was enormous! I saw many children and the elderly, but also plenty of able-bodied women and men, and two huge herds of livestock... I shuddered to imagine how Prince Ritter had managed to get this veritable horde to the border, then reprimanded myself for my stupidity. The caravan had three and a half thousand soldiers, each of whom was probably capable of sending their own family to the border, along with their wagon, cows and sheep in tow.   
 
    I didn't see any guards near the camp. Hell, Ritter hadn't even bothered to strip the rebels of their weapons and armor! What was that about? Yet another expression or gratitude or simple indolence?  
 
    After chatting for an hour with Dar Unill, the tifling charged with supervising the camp, I realized that I was going to need a few good bottles of liquid courage before even attempting to deal with this "boon." But though I had plenty of cognac, I had no desire to drink it. Instead, I went the tried-and-true route: ordering the caravan to cross the border and make for Suonu, poaching three of Unill's deputies, then crossing the border myself and taking a portal to Craedia. I had talented and experienced "demon resources" there that shouldn't have any problem taking over the management duties of this resettlement project. 
 
    Everything was fine back at home. Though only a month had passed, the castle had been transformed so radically that I feared for my next return it would resemble something from a Disney cartoon. Evidently, Schen's advanced administrative skills enabled him to intuit what I might like or dislike. And indeed, I now had my own personal chambers and reception area. A fireplace, a writing desk, books on stands, art and weapons on the wall... Clichéd, you say? Screw that! Was I a prince or what? If so, let me act accordingly. Now, sure, there were only four books in all, two on each stand, but that was all fixable. Once the borders were open, I would order a whole wagon's load of books and other useful stuff, maybe even dictate some books to the guys myself.   
 
    The princedom as a whole was also doing well. The farmers had been resettled, and the troops were getting a lay of the land, practicing on the perpetually rising Irstad undead and level 200 stone golems that abounded the foothills south of Craedia and Tehran-Asha.  
 
    The first thing I did upon my arrival was to make my private room mirror my chambers in Craedia, preferring to avoid any visual dissonance. Then I handed over to Schen all the junk filling up my treasury, tasked him with "handling the migrant problem," and sent for my officers. While waiting for them to arrive, I took a leisurely stroll around the castle before being cornered by my quartermaster and forced to listen to his three-hour-long report. Now I knew why Louis XIII was such a slacker, at least according to Dumas. And really, why would anyone want to bother with all these calculations? How much leather to order for hunters to craft saddles for the legion's getare, or where to set the quota for metal production in each of the princedom's twenty four mines? Praise the gods, my demons didn't need to be taught anything, as otherwise I might have gone completely mad, lousy teacher that I was. Not even the game's absolute memory was of help here, since virtually nothing outside of basic algebra was applicable to this realm, and I wasn't entirely certain about even that. Economics? The game's economy had changed beyond recognition after RP17's antics. The upper plane was probably full of former economists and lawyers struggling to put their earthly education to use.  No, once all this was over, I would take Alyona and Max, and all three of us would start apprenticing with Schen, Elnar and Gorm. Yes, apprenticing, instead of thrusting our noobish noses into management. My last job may have been in America, but I was still Russian to the core, and us Russians have really taken to heart the concept, "if it ain't broke, don't fix it!" Better yet, keep your innovations to yourself, and it'll keep working for a long, long time. This was my personal philosophy as well, explaining my general strategy of listening to others with an air of understanding, and nodding whenever the situation appeared to warrant a nod.  
 
    If anyone here thought that assembling nearly two dozen sentients over a territory enormous by even Earth's standards was a matter of five-ten minutes, they would be dead wrong. Despite the fact that every one of them was capable of building a portal to any point within said territory in one minute flat. Take me, for instance—as a kid, I used to live exactly four minutes' walking from my school, yet how often would I actually show up to school on time? But I digress... By evening all of my darlings had finally pulled up, and it was awfully sweet to see the unbridled joy on their faces. The prince had returned! Or so they thought...  
 
    The prolonged dinner flowed into a five-hour-long council meeting at which I recounted to my friends all my adventures, omitting only the true reason for the Overlord's sudden shift in disposition toward me. I didn't want anyone to celebrate prematurely over gaining a mighty ally in an Elder Demon. Considering that said demon was presently locked inside a ring or some kind of pocket of reality, the extent of her aid amounted to an occasional boost of morale in yours truly—more often, a loss thereof. So, when Vaessa posed the expected question, I went with the "dumb boss" defense a la, "Yeah, I got hitched. Sure, I'll be happy to introduce you all later at some point."  
 
    The fact that I was only taking Reece and Vaessa with me was accepted without argument. The development of the princedom had to be seen to, and having Reece loitering around while his own Kjier lay in ruins was helpful to no one. As for the necromancer's daughter, she was under orders from her mistress. In the end, I decided to take a small team to Cathella, and only summon the knights and mages to help upon reaching the city. They wanted to escape this plane just as much as me, so let them work for it.   
 
    Kan, who had become a "wolf" like everybody else by then, volunteered to come along, citing his being unaffected by the princedom's curse, though his real motivation lay somewhere else entirely. And there it was now, his true motivation, looking like a proper biker in leather and a black beret, riding just behind me. All that was missing from her getup were metal chains and silver skulls, even though my companion's expertise in skulls of every stripe far surpassed any biker's back on Earth.  
 
      
 
    As I indulged in memories, the terrain around me changed drastically. Though there were more riders and wagons, gone were the fruit trees and the grass, and the road had turned in the direction of mountains that rose so steeply I couldn't begin to estimate their true height. I was heartened by the fact that we had a guide who, at least theoretically, knew exactly where we were going, and shouldn't lose his way. 
 
    Two unresolved issues had remained with respect to our upcoming campaign. The first issue was resolved when Raena, a master of both Ice and Life schools of magic who was present at the meeting along with Saverus and Gerat, volunteered to be our healer. But the second issue... I hadn't expected that mountains on a map and mountains in reality might have, shall we say, very little in common. The distance from Craedia to Cathella measured to just under two hundred miles as the crows flies, two thirds of which would have to be traversed over these very mountains. And though Arkon merely simulated Earth's natural laws, mudflows and rockslides happened with realistic frequency, and the last thing I wanted was to lose twenty percent of my levels on account of my own idiocy. Besides, the actual journey through unexplored mountains would likely slow us down by an order of magnitude. It was for the above reasons that we were presently riding to Mycana, the capital of the Snow Leopards, with whom I was on friendly terms.  
 
    The commander of the century that met us on the border ended up being "one of ours"—in addition to being part of the same order, the tifling personally knew the chieftain's son I'd saved, including the particulars of the rescue. According to him, finding a guide to the Effervescent Peaks—the name of the zone on my map with the highlighted symbol of the Spectral City—was only possible in Mycana, since sane demons would never venture into that area. Indeed, you needed to be either without fear or without brains—this was his exact quote, the bastard. I presumed he attributed us to the former and not the latter, unwilling to entertain the notion that a party led by a captain of the Warrior God could be nothing but a bunch of cretins, only the aforementioned captain might himself argue to the contrary, particularly in light of the events of the past several months. In the end, we did find a guide to take us to the capital and help track down Alsar, and for the better part of the week now we'd been on the road to the barbarian capital, since it wasn't accessible to us by portal thanks to the bloody rules of what used to be a game but was now a fully formed, albeit fledging world. The reason being that building and using a portal in these lands was only possible after imbibing from the holy spring of Arrakas, the patron God of the Snow Leopards clan, also known to others as the Irbis peoples. I wasn't even sure if the commander of the century that had met us was capable of building one. According to him, such an honor was bestowed upon the chosen few, seeing as imbibing from the holy source could garner the attention of Arrakas himself. Personally, I couldn't care less if he did—I wondered if there was even a spot on me free of some god or other's "mark." Just as long as I was allowed to complete the ritual, for if I had schlep back the same way, I'd probably lose my marbles. Assuming everything would go well—and for some reason I didn't doubt that it would—we'd take a portal to the Effervescent Peaks, which was a mere twenty five miles or so from the destination marked on the map.  
 
    "Rummar's Gullet!" exclaimed the guide, pointing at a large breach in the precipitous mountain. Standing next to it and behind walls of twelve-foot-thick stone were rows of plate-clad soldiers, no less than five hundred of them. Looking at them, I couldn't help but think that the Snow Leopards resembled barbarians no more than my Gloom resembled Vinnie the Pooh. Where were the animal skins, the shaggy and greasy hair, the tooth necklaces? The tumbledown shanties, the drum circles, the spiked clubs? The only visible difference between the Snow Leopards and Alcmehnians was their somewhat darker, almost bronze-like skin color, and the striped patterns on their cloaks. The explanation for this was actually very simple. The people of Earth were much too mollycoddled and sensitive to actually experience any of the things we saw in movies and on television. How many people out of a hundred would consent to live in these mountains, feeding fleas and bathing every other fortnight in passing streams that might also be home to some nasty critters? In this sense, the local highlands were just as tough as the ones back on Earth, so all the villages and mini forts that we'd passed featured inns where you could enjoy a decent meal and a restful night's sleep. Perhaps it wasn't so bad that this world had adjusted some aspects of reality to suit the bulk of its audience... 
 
    "Who are those men, and where are there so many of them?" Vaessa pointed at the fortress as she pulled up to the guide. "Are they guarding this pass, or is it some kind of transient camp?" 
 
    Having released George on the guide's request a few minutes prior, the necromancer's daughter now burned with curiosity.  
 
    "Rummar's Gullet is a great pass into the very heart of our lands," Irrot explained. "And these warriors are the Blue Cats of Unnat, the first general. They will hold any enemy here for a thousand heartbeats—long enough for the passage behind them to seal shut."  
 
    "Even a god?" I inquired, wondering to myself just how a gap big enough to fit a dozen locomotives would seal itself in a thousand or even a million heartbeats.  
 
    "I don't know about a god," the guide shook his head. "Neither gods nor Elder Demons have ever visited our lands, but I can tell you that not even Ahriman's assault legion would pass here. It pays to be on guard with such dangerous neighbors." 
 
    As if father would want anything from these two-legged sheep and their four-legged cousins out on pasture, Jaelitte snorted in my head. He's got idiots in his own kingdom to spare. 
 
    I suppose you've never been taught respect for your neighbors, though any scion of a ruler should— 
 
    Should nothing, my wife didn't let me finish. Respect must be earned, and these... Do you think the locals didn't know about their neighbor selling out to the Twice Cursed scum? Or maybe you doubt that the Irbis army could annihilate Korg's legion without breaking a sweat? So why did they hole up here in their mountains while my father dealt with the Gray Frontier spawn running amok in your princedom?  
 
    Maybe you're right, I sighed, then nodded to the guide and steered Gloom toward the fortification's gate. 
 
       Oh, how simple things were in most movies, and even some books. An adventurer goes up to the mountains, finds some hole in the rock, then walks a couple of hundred feet and stumbles upon some abandoned dwarven city. And nobody cares to ask why the city is incredibly vulnerable to attack. Why the dwarves couldn't have built it deeper underground? Yeah, given the time constraints of a feature film, realism takes a backseat. And it's even worse in comic books, which couldn't be bothered retaining even a semblance of it. 
 
       Rummar's Gullet cut right through the mountain, stretching for about twenty miles. Just as in the old world, mountains in Arkon were a natural wonder, grand and majestic. And though the tunnel looked almost like a highway, traveling on it wasn't particularly enjoyable. More like the opposite of enjoyment, actually. Hell, I dare anyone to enjoy walking beneath countless millions of tons of rock while breathing air reeking of wet dog fur. How this particular scent had gotten into the tunnel I couldn't begin to guess, nor did I want to, since that knowledge wouldn't filter the air anyway, and twenty miles wasn't so long a stretch that I couldn't power through it. Thankfully, all things must end, and when our party came out to a small plateau closer to evening, I beheld Mycana at long last.  
 
    Looking down from a height of nearly half a mile, the valley inside which the city nestled was like a magical Spring oasis. Surrounding the city on all sides were trees and bushes of every conceivable shape and shade, both decorative and fruit-bearing, blending together into a veritable ocean of lush, variegated greenery. I had never been to a tropical island in my past life, but in terms of opulence of color, I'd bet this valley could rival even the best of them. The city itself was somewhat smaller than Nittal, and generally similar to the game's other cities aside from certain architectural distinctions and an abundance of maroon hues. The biggest difference was the complete lack of fortress walls, which made perfect sense given the city's location behind impregnable mountains that essentially served that same function.  
 
    Having already gone through security when entering the tunnel, we were allowed to enter the city unmolested. Upon taking us to the local inn, the guide took off in an unknown direction with an assurance that Alsar would be notified of our arrival at once.  
 
    The inn wasn't especially memorable aside from the fact that the job of stabling and feeding Gloom fell squarely on my shoulders after the local groom fell into a literal stupor at the sight of my boar. Our party grabbed a quick bite to eat, at which time I went up to my room and went straight to bed. Tomorrow promised to be a tough day, and I would sooner tackle it freshly rested. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "The daressa knows the way?" there were notes of surprise in Alsar's voice. 
 
    "The daressa was born by the striped cats' bonfires, and has walked these paths back when your father was the clan's chieftain," Vaessa sniffed, walking in front of him. "And you were nothing but a twinkle in his eyes, if that."  
 
    "Forgive me for not seeing it, Elder One," this time the Snow Leopards' centurion's voice was tinged with panic. Or did I head what wasn't really there? And what did the locals even mean by the honorific? Age? Difference in social status? Or both? 
 
    "No worries," Vaessa reassured him. "Not even your father would have been able to see it now."  
 
    The necromancer's daughter ascended the high marble stairs with ease, then pulled on the knob of doors draped in black-and-white fabric, and walked inside. 
 
    In fact, Vaessa was looking a tad too carefree today, only I knew my companion well enough to recognize truly profound longing behind the facade. Alas, there was nothing I could do to ease the childhood memories of coming to this castle as a little girl with her father—happy memories that now lay heavily upon her heart. Reece recognized it as well, judging by his silence the entire way here, and he knew his mother's girlfriend far better than I.  
 
    Alsar turned up at the inn the next morning, five minutes after we'd finished breakfasting. Externally he looked much the same, despite being on death's doorstep last I saw him. There were, however, subtle differences in his appearance, and I could only guess how he'd managed to gain a whopping one hundred levels since then. Of course, players and NPCs lived and developed according to different laws, so I really shouldn't be so surprised. For his part, Alsar didn't display any surprise regarding my changed status, extending a genial welcome before stating in a more official tone than Holgrim, chieftain of the allied Snow Leopards clan, looks forward to receiving Krian, Prince of Craedia, his companion Vaessa, High Priestess of Celphata, and the rest of their party, at his palace's small presence chamber in one hour.  
 
    In the time it took us to reach the ruler's residence, I found myself in serious jeopardy of going cross-eyed. In a very literal sense. A notion of princely dignity kept me from rotating my head one-hundred-eighty degrees like a freaking tourist inside the Sistine Chapel for the first time, leaving me to walk the whole way with an expressionless face while admiring the many majesties of the barbarian capital out of the corner of my eye. When else would I be back here, if ever? Vaessa still wore her mask of nonchalance, while Kan, Raena and Reece had nothing to do with my problems. But while the first two walked in silence, the mage wouldn't shut up for a second, actively trying to engage others in conversation to varying degrees of success. Whereas the captain of the guard tasked with escorting us shot back curt, monosyllabic replies, the chieftain's son lasted no more than fifteen minutes before shedding his official mask and indulging the inquisitive mage with comprehensive answers to every posed question. Thus we had learned that Mycana's history closely resembled that of Ancient Rome, only the role of a she-wolf was played by a snow leopard. And not by nursing the city's founders, but by bringing the carcass of a deer to Alsar's starving ancestors, and then escorting them through Rummar's Gullet into a valley protected by mountains on all sides. The question of how a century of demons had ended up lost in the mountains in the first place wasn't in the story, or maybe Alsar just hadn't gotten to that part yet—our party reached his father's castle just as the Snow Leopards' ancestors were swearing an oath to their progenitor. 
 
    The small presence chamber we'd been taken to was indeed small, meaning its size didn't exceed that of my high school gym. In all other respects, it looked perfectly standard: a large fireplace wrought with metal in fanciful patterns, a dozen paintings, a couple of plants rising from bedpan-like tubs. And hunting trophies... So many trophies that I wondered initially if I'd walked into a zoological museum. Then again, many of the mugs scowling down at me from the walls had little to do with zoology—apparently, in addition to notable hunting kills, Holgrim liked to display the heads of his slain enemies. Perhaps this was an example of why these people were deemed "barbarians"? On the other hand, I would probably think twice before refusing such a collection. If nothing else, I didn't think I could ever tire of contemplating Vill's and Cheney's decapitated mugs mounted on a wall. Let others have their burning flame or flowing water—this would be my Zen for all eternity.  
 
    Besides Holgrim himself—a stately broad-shouldered tifling with twin blades at his waist and the face of a stone-cold killer—there were two others in the room, a man and a woman. Their names were Ertan and Krina, Alsar's big brother and sister—he'd told us about them on the way here.  
 
    Both were black of hair, with twin blades at the waist, just like their father, and similar facial features, which wasn't uncommon for two people born to a mother on the same day. Alsar, in contrast, didn't look like his siblings at all. Nor like his father, for that matter... 
 
    "I welcome you and your companions at my bonfire, prince! And I thank you for saving my second son!" Holgrim growled, casting a passing glance at the flames blazing in the fireplace.  
 
    "And greetings to you and your family, chieftain," I nodded, watching Alsar give his father a round berth, then take his spot behind him, in between his older siblings. "I apologize for not giving you advance notice of my visit. Circumstances have forced me not to tarry..." 
 
    "Krina and her panthers will take your party to the Pass of Forty Springs, prince," Holgrim nodded sideways at his daughter, who was examining us calmly, appraisingly. "You'll be able to take a portal to the Effervescent Peaks from there. However..." the chieftain paused, then met my eyes with a steely gaze. "Don't you think that heading to the Wicked City with a party of five is presumptuous, prince? Even when said party comprises a high priestess of the Goddess of Oblivion and two knights of the Lightning God?" 
 
    "You know about the Spectral City, chieftain?"  
 
    "'A Black Demon shall enter the gates of Cathella, and peace shall come to the land of the Irbis,'" Holgrim quoted with his eyes half-closed. "I'm not one to believe ancient legends, yet..." he drew a heavy sigh. "We all used to think that the Black Demon in question was Erisjat, so... No, let's not rehash the past," the chieftain locked back at me. "I doubt that you've come to Mycana on a courtesy call, Dark One. No one goes to the Effervescent Peaks without a reason, and one needn't be a seer to realize why you're headed there."  
 
    "Why? What's the deal with these Effervescent Peaks?" I asked Holgrim, shifting from foot to foot.  
 
    I found it odd to be standing during such a conversation, but barbarians were probably used to it. Was that why there wasn't a single chair or sofa in the small presence chamber? Did these people just sit on the floor? 
 
    "The trolls and spirits inhabiting the mountains never used to attack sentients without a reason," Holgrim placed his hand on the hilt of one of his swords, gazing away at the blazing fireplace. "Three centuries ago the Pass of Forty Springs grew enveloped in grayish haze. It isn't mist—mist doesn't smell of death. Within a month this haze spread over great distances, transforming the essence of creatures dwelling there. Six of our settlements were destroyed by the transformed beasts, leading to Orhuel taking the people out of the Effervescent Peaks. I suspect that the illness that would ultimately send him to the celestial bonfires had afflicted him exactly then."  
 
    "Orhuel is the name of the Snow Leopards' chieftain that preceded him," Vaessa explained in the party channel, looking perfectly composed on the outside. "Erisjat was his little brother."  
 
    This must be why the barbarians never invaded Craedia, I addressed my spouse mentally. Going to war against your brother is a tough cause to justify. Or maybe they thought Erisjat would rid them of the blight spilling out of the pass. 
 
    Does it matter what they thought or believed in? Jaelitte snapped back. Why do you keep making excuses for them? Keep this up, and I'll start to have serious doubts about my choice.  
 
    Are you saying it was you who have chosen me?  
 
    Isn't it obvious? she snorted. Now, granted, it's not like I had many options. So, I grabbed the first option that I came across. 
 
    Now wasn't that nice to hear from your life partner! And it wasn't like I could argue that point... 
 
    "Half a century ago my scouts scoured the pass through and through, but found nothing that would explain the blight," Holgrim continued. "They did find, however, that the transformed become especially dangerous when the moon is full. For this reason, it's best that you and your party set out on the morning of the second day. Alsar will show you to your quarters. And prince..." he gave me another intent look. "I don't know what you hope to find in Cathella, but I cannot recommend going there. The very legends I'd referenced say that the Black Demon never comes out of that gods-forsaken city..." 
 
    "Que sera, sera," I shrugged, thinking to myself that I had no intention of actually physically coming out of Cathella. Instead, I would use the scroll to take a portal right to Karn, along with the knights and mages. We'd lost enough time as it was. 
 
     "Thank you, chieftain!" I nodded to Holgrim, and was about to head for the exit, then paused as Reece suddenly stepped out in front. It wasn't that the youth broke some sort of etiquette, but I didn't expect any of my companions to ask follow-up questions.  
 
    "My lord," the mage began in a tone as serious as I'd ever seen from him. "I wanted to ask which of your clansmen visited Xantarra in the year of Assor's eruption?" 
 
    "Why do you ask me this, mage?" Holgrim couldn't hide his surprise.  
 
    "My father... he might have been from the Snow Leopards," the youth said, faltering on the word. "My mother Luitha... she died without ever telling me about him..." 
 
    "Give me your hand!" In the blink of an eye Holgrim was beside Reece, seemingly defying physics considering his bulk. Taking the mage's proffered hand, he made a cut on the wrist, passed his own hand over the bleeding wound, then brought it up to his mouth, and froze... 
 
    This is why I love this world—for these sorts of incredible twists that can only happen here, the thought flashed through my head as Holgrim raised his eyes to the stunned mage—slowly, as if fearing what might come next. 
 
    "Ertan, Krina, Alsar," the chieftain spoke in a hoarse voice. "Come. Let me introduce you to your brother..." 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Father's Legacy II. 
 
      
 
    And scene... 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    "Here's what's bothering me," Reece drew a sigh, watching Saverus' mages hastily dismantling debris of earth elementals into many different components. "In every fairy tale I remember from childhood, the youngest son was always the idiot." 
 
    "Why are you remembering fairy tales all of a sudden?" I grunted. "Or do you mean that if you were smart, you would have stayed behind in Mycana with your family?" 
 
    "I gave you my word, dar, and I don't intend on breaking it." 
 
    "I released you of your vow days ago!" 
 
    "That's true, and I appreciate the thought, Krian, but I am the only one who can truly release myself of an oath I willingly gave," Reece turned to me, grinning broadly, and shook his head. "I'm happy to have found family, but after a few days in Mycana I'm going to start climbing the walls. You've changed all our lives, dar, and I don't want to go back to my old life. Not even my father or siblings can give me what you've given me..." 
 
    "What is it that I've given you?"  
 
    "You know the answer to that perfectly as well. Every one of us following you is dying to know what will happen to us next!" He nodded at the ugly statue on a giant throne growing out of the rock, and his lips curled into another joyous grin. "In what other life could I have visited the mythical Spectral City? And after this, Karn! Humans, elves, orcs..." He lashed at his bootleg with his tail, spread his arms, and gave me a sidelong look, as if suggesting I was the crazy one for questioning his life choices. "Do you honestly think that even one tenth of all this could be traded for a quiet, peaceful life? What about Vaessa? Kan? Even the Snow Queen... Why do you think she volunteered to come with us? I'll tell you something else—such impulses ought to be encouraged!" 
 
    "Raena!" he called to the sorceress, who was presently bent over an earth elemental's remains. "So, are you marrying me or what? Tick-tock!" 
 
    "Idiots ought to stick to marrying idiots," she replied calmly, triggering some chuckles out of the foxes standing nearby. If nothing else, the young woman's sense of hearing certainly wasn't lacking, apparently having eavesdropped on and registered our entire conversation from fifty feet away.  
 
    "Well, all I need is to nap a few centuries to cure me of my idiocy, then I'll be saying all sorts of smart things!" the mage countered. 
 
    "No, you won't," Raena said just as calmly. "Because if your prince doesn't cut your tongue off in your sleep, I'll do it for him." 
 
    "Women are so complicated!" Reece gave a dramatic sigh, then waved dismissively and started toward Kan and Vaessa standing by the stone sculpture. 
 
    I watched him go in slight bewilderment. What kind of cheap soap opera was this? First James, then Kan, and now Reece? No longer did I have any doubts that the mage had fallen head over heels—I knew him and his mannerisms too well by now. Throughout his life, his combination of looks, charisma and suggestive humor had been quite sufficient to seduce most women, but here all that shattered beyond repair against the impenetrable ice walls put up by the blue-eyed sorceress. As for Raena, her behavior was nothing like it was in the first days of joining up with us. The young woman had long recognized that the mage fancied her, and was now in full-on torture mode with her caustic remarks to his signs of affection. Now, yes, Reece was a bona fide clown, but he was my clown! And it gave me no pleasure to see him in this predicament. What could I do? Kick the girl out of the party? Nonsense, that would only hurt him more, and she was our only healer besides. Alas, there was no easy solution in sight.   When there's nothing you can do about any given situation, let it work itself out without your meddling—that was my philosophy. I sighed, then proceeded to contemplate the corpses of seven mountains trolls stuck in picturesque poses by the far wall of rock. Finally, I looked up at the ugly bastard perched on the stone throne, his bald skull shaped like a fir-cone, arms stuck out in front, unnaturally thin for his build, mouth gaping in a muted cry... The humanoid on the throne looked like a sheared chimp. A sheared chimp terrified of something. The map had led us here, but to what purpose?  
 
    We had set out to the Spring of Arrakas—a small spring girdled by mountains and guarded by a half-century of "blue cats"—immediately after our audience with Holgrim. Unfortunately, reaching out hadn't been revelatory in any tangible way. Water is water is water, if somewhat salty and smelling a bit like rotten eggs. Personally, I much preferred regular old sparkling water from my past life. 
 
      The entire drinking process took us no more than fifteen minutes. Thankfully, we didn't need to lap up the water like animals lest we soil the purity of the ritual—standing next to the holy spring was a gazebo interlaced with vines, inside which stood a small table set with ten vessels of varying sizes. Upon completing this simple procedure, we returned to Mycana, and from there it was all hands on deck. On Holgrim's insistence, it was decided to summon the knights and mages right into the barbarian capital's outskirts, while Kan and Reece headed to Craedia through a portal built by the chieftain. The former to organize the passage properly, and the latter to build the return portal, as it was relayed to us that only a member of the ruling bloodline could build a direct portal to the capital, which Reece had conveniently become very recently. In this sense, Arkon was a very fair and efficient world—any change in status instantly transferred all due entitlements into your possession. The bureaucrats of Earth would choke on their rage were anything like that to start happening back home. 
 
    The knights and mages turned up closer to midnight, bringing our total to exactly ninety nine, counting demons and humans both. The rest had decided to follow Gerat's lead, and it made no sense to try and collect them throughout the princedom. Now wasn't that interesting? While you're off pursuing some insurmountable goals, barely managing to catch your breath, normal sentients around you get together, get hitched, and start families. And the presence or absence of horns doesn't faze their prospective partners one bit—on the contrary, they find the exoticism alluring.  
 
    The knights and mages were quartered in barracks specially allocated for them, and the following morning Holgrim, having acquired a third son overnight, surprised us with a gift of his own. Two hundred fifty war lizards and a promise to send two hundred eggs to the princedom once the border opened—a royal gift it was indeed. I had no need of a lizard mount myself, obviously, but watching seasoned soldiers squeal with delight as they rode those reptiles up and down the road was a sight to behold. And seeing as every lizard was outfitted in shiny new armor, I suspected that Mycana's armorers must have donated a full annual quota's worth to our cause. As for the object of the chieftain's joy, he turned up at breakfast clearly nursing a wicked hangover, which didn't stop him from downing a liter of wine right there on the spot. In response to my proposal to leave him here with his new family he declared without hesitation that he'd rather risk his ears and tongue than to stay behind in Mycana. I didn't press the issue, and on the morning of the following day our incomplete century, accompanied by a half-century of grim-looking women, took a portal to the border of Effervescent Peaks. 
 
    For any normal person, mountains are either a word on a page, a brownish blot on the globe, or vistas of mesmerizing beauty on paintings or the visor. The reality, however, is somewhat different. The vistas are just as mesmerizing, but their dimensions can be even more overwhelming. The Effervescent Peaks, spanning zones ranging from levels 200-350, stretched for over one hundred twenty miles to the south, disappearing in the Great Ocean that, according to Vaessa, surrounded all of the Realm of Arkon's planes. Sentients also called it the Dark Ocean, and it was said—by sailors in particular—that swimming in its waters was a particularly bad idea even for the realm's gods. For the avoidance of complications that would be incompatible with their eternal lives. 
 
    I doubt that any person alive is truly capable of giving justice to the natural of beauty of mountains with descriptions—there just aren't any appropriate epithets in any of the world's languages. Emerging from the portal, I forced the boar to run a few more dozen feet, then dismounted and froze, flabbergasted by the visual beauty that opened up before me.  The sprawling mountain valley was carpeted by lush verdant grass, and decorated lavishly with isles of pink flowers. About a quarter mile to the left, a river of wondrously emerald color fell into a perfectly oval lake. Roughly a third of the valley was occupied by a pine wood, running down the mountainside to my right, precipitous and crisscrossed with deep fissures. I saw boulders overgrown with brown moss, cliffs grasping at the floating clouds, herds of yaks grazing and wild horses galloping... Looking at all this, suddenly all I wanted was to forget the whole bloody prophecy, build a camp on the lakeside, break out a spinning rod with a six-pack of Guinness, and build a campfire... Only my trusty Pflueger was nowhere in sight, likewise the slightly bitter dark beer... Chasing away the inopportune blues, I hopped back into the saddle, slapped my four-legged pal on the withers, and gave a wave forward, steering my party toward the pass lurking some twenty odd miles in the distance.  
 
    The idyll came to a swift end before long, as green hills gave way to wastes laden with naked rocks, and the air began to reek of dead flesh, overpowering the fragrance of mountain flowers. Curiously, I could see no visible sources for the stench, and nobody else seemed to pay any mind to it. I wasn't especially worried—what could possibly pose a risk to a squad of level 300 NPCs in a level 220 zone? That's right, nothing. As for the odor, I'd smelled enough dead flesh back in my princedom that any paleontologist back on Earth would choke with envy.  
 
    My confidence was proven right with the very first attack, as a group of two dozen mountain trolls swinging wooden clubs was decimated by our scouts before even reaching the main host. The frequency of attacks picked up as we drew closer to the pass. Strangely, the trolls appeared to aggro on our party whenever we entered their field of visibility, which defied the very fundamentals of this world—regular mobs shouldn't behave like this! Except nobody seemed to have told them this. 
 
    As we drew within ten miles of the pass, the groups of trolls were replaced by earth elementals, though that hardly impacted our pace. It hadn't taken the foxes and mages long to master their new means of transport, so now their ten in the vanguard wasn't just taking out all the mobs along the way, but managing to loot their hearts and essences to boot. The women assigned to us weren't taking part in the fighting, but riding calmly in the back with impassive faces. The journey so far was free of any surprises, and when evening fell our squad pitched camp about a mile from the pass, at the foot of an old mountain, hunchbacked like a sleeping camel. 
 
    I'd previously envisioned a mountain pass to be almost like an elevated mound over which an off-road vehicle could easily drive. The reality turned out somewhat different—we were looking at a nearly vertical stretch upslope at least a full mile in length, and a similar distance downslope. Good thing we had tools at our disposal that mountain-climbers back home couldn't even dream of, like Jump and the lack of fatigue by default, in addition to traditional ones like horsehair ropes. But if I'd suspected before that mountain-climbers were out of their freaking mind for picking this hobby, now my suspicions were firmly cemented. 
 
    The night passed uneventfully, not counting a level 210 wyvern attempting an aerial attack on the camp and getting hopelessly ensnared in a defensive spell. It must have been either the hungriest or the dumbest wyvern around. And now, thanks to natural selection, Raena was rocking a decent ring with mana regeneration and +100 to healing spells.  
 
    It took us about eight hours to conquer the pass, and all the while I was cursing profusely whatever outstanding individual was responsible for portals being prohibited in the Effervescent Peaks. According to Krina, that happened the year that strange blight crawled out of the Pass of Forty Springs.  
 
    Nothing, I sighed, casting another glance at the humanoid sitting up on the throne. This frightened monkey holds the key to entering the Spectral City. Once there, I'll be sure to get answers to all my questions. 
 
     Eight hours was nothing compared to what it would have taken us to cross the ridge if not for Krina's panthers. Besides clearly feeling comfortable in the mountains, the women were incredibly adept at reading the rock to find the optimal path of ascent. Of course, it stung a little to catch their slightly derisive glances, as I felt like a clumsy bear by comparison, but I wasn't going to sweat it. No matter how good you may be at any given thing, there was always someone out there who was better—and I was rather lousy at this particular thing to begin with. In theory, I could put in the time and effort to learn rock-climbing or the myriad other skills I was deficient in, but which of those things would make a tangible difference in my life? No, you had to be selective with your time and resources—in this world as well as in the past one.  
 
    With the ridge behind us, we kept moving toward the gorge without stopping. The valley into which we'd descended had uneven terrain, so we decided not to summon the mounts we'd released before starting the ascent—it was simply more comfortable to travel on foot.  
 
    On the approach to the gorge, we saw scenes of primitive humans depicted on the smooth surface of the sheer mountainside, ostensibly the handiwork of some smartass designer. The pictures featured ugly humans and even uglier animals. Now, it wasn't that the Realm of Arkon couldn't have had cavemen in its history, or that some of those cavemen couldn't have been artistically inclined. But when you saw inscriptions in the rock above one such scene claiming that one Christopher Holmes was a dumbass and a bastard, it was hard not to suspect that the local Neanderthals or Cro-Magnons had little to do with this. To say nothing of the scene itself, in which three humans were hurling spears at the fourth's posterior, while three deer stood nearby, reared, holding their bellies with their front hooves, laughing maniacally.  Interestingly, neither my fighters nor Krina's panthers appeared to pay any mind to the petroglyphs. Was this kind of art commonplace in their minds, or was it that they simply couldn't register it? I recalled Christopher—a decent dude all around who managed one of the subdivisions in a neighboring department—and wondered what he might have done that one of his subordinates would risk a hefty fine, maybe even their job, with this tomfoolery? Oh well, this was in the distant past. Casting a final glance at this memento from a long-gone world, I signaled to my party, and entered the Pass of Forty Springs.  
 
    The gorge itself resembled a rocky corridor roughly three hundred yards wide. Virtually vertical walls rose about a quarter mile over the mouth of a river that began here. Here and there the water trickled through fissured rock, like tiny waterfalls, and pooled into springs, elucidating the location's name, though I didn't bother counting them all. There wasn't any vegetation here aside from brownish moss draping the rock and patches of short grass that reminded me of nettle. The stench in the air suggested that somewhere not too far ahead we should find several hundred of dead elephants. And not just dead, but largely decomposed. Seeing no mobs in our line of sight, we kept moving along the right wall for a little over two miles, then took a right at the river. Another couple of hundred yards led us to a spacious cul-de-sac in which fifty or so level 250 mini bosses were waiting. As before, the mobs attacked simultaneously, thereby violating the game's laws, but that didn't help them one bit...  
 
    "All done, prince," Saverus' voice brought me out of my ruminations. 
 
    Nodding to the mage, I peered at the group of clustered fighters, found Kan, and pointed him toward the enormous rock lying some fifty yards from the humanoid's throne.   
 
    "Go there and stay there until I've opened the path," I said, then turned to Krina, who was standing nearby.  
 
   
 
  

 "We're on location," I bowed my head ceremonially, my hand on Ruination's hilt. "Thank you and your fighters for leading us here."  
 
    "We merely traveled alongside you," the young woman bowed her head in turn, then looked me in the eyes and smiled. "Good luck, Dark One! We're planning a visit to your princedom a year from now, and I hope to see you there alive and well."  
 
    With a nod goodbye, she spun on her heels, walked up to her brother, and ruffled his hair playfully. "Take care of yourself, little brother," Krina gave a sad smile, patted him on the shoulder, then spun around again and started toward the river. The panthers followed her in silence. 
 
    "Everybody, to that rock!" Kan commanded, pointed to the boulder.   
 
       He had assumed command of the combined forces only temporarily, for the duration of this campaign, which would be his last. Though the warrior was now a full-fledged member of my clan, he remained the most experienced commander among the humans, so who else but he should lead them out of this plane? With my help, of course. My job, as usual, was the cushiest by far. I was beginning to think the post of art director or coordinator was designed specifically for me back on Earth. 
 
    As the panthers were walking off, I double-checked the quest log to make sure part two of the Celestial Seal key was still there, then produced the scroll from inventory and made for the monkey perched up on the throne. Part one of the quest had been completed the moment I'd departed Ahriman's private library, with the system immediately activating part two. There was no way of knowing whether building a portal to Karn would work without all these quests, simply by holding both fragments of the key in your hands, but I wasn't going to test that theory.  
 
    Putting the unfolded scroll to the markings glowing a dark red color on the rock wall just left of the throne, I jerked my hand away and took several steps back. For a minute or so, nothing was happening. Finally, the statue shook and grew covered with webs of cracks. There was a barely audible clap, and the next moment the entire composition crumbled to the ground, replaced by a hillock of brown sand and the pitch-black rectangular window of a portal.  
 
      
 
    Attention all clans and players in Demon Grounds! The continental event known as Cathella the Spectral City has started!  
 
    Objective: capture and destroy Cathella the Spectral City. 
 
    Reward: 1 epic scalable item of one's choosing to every participant. 
 
    Duration: NA. 
 
    Conditions: 
 
    The Spectral City can only be destroyed once. 
 
    Failed attempts to complete the continental event will alter the reward for its completion.  
 
    First failure: 1 level-appropriate epic item of one's choosing. 
 
    Third failure: set of 8 level-appropriate rate items of one's choosing. 
 
    Fifth failure: set of 4 level-appropriate rate items of one's choosing. 
 
    Ninth failure or thereafter: 1 level-appropriate rate item of one's choosing. 
 
    On behalf of the Realm of Arkon's administration, best of luck to all the players and clans! 
 
      
 
       I watched the lines of system messages tumble over one another, then shook my head. Another continental event, eh... But why wasn't there any mention of the second fragment of the key, nor of the two bone dragons? Were those supposed to be a surprise? Oh well, no point asking questions nobody was going to answer. Personally, i couldn't fathom what any dragon might want to do in some dead city, but most players probably never had those questions. Dragons in the city? So what? And who cares what the devs had been smoking at their brainstorming session when the idea came up? You're not here to ask questions, but to raid and farm phat lewts! The continental event could only be completed once. Thankfully, nobody was breathing down my neck, so I could fail as many times as I liked. Only I wasn't planning on failing even once. In theory, a century of level 300 NPCs should sweep a level 220 instance without any hiccups—at least I badly wanted to believe it.  
 
    "We enter!" I turned around and waved to Kan, then started toward the portal. But before I could walk through it, there was a fluttering of wings above, and out of nowhere a black crow alighted on my shoulder. The very same crow that had already taken a ride on my shoulder on the road to Mycana. Settling comfortably, the bird gave me a light peck on the cheek, croaked, and pointed her beak at the portal. 
 
    "And where's your ticket, young lady?" I snickered, not expecting—and obviously not getting—an answer. "Fine, fine, be a stowaway." Casting one last glance at the sun setting beyond the shoulder of a mountain, I took a deep breath and stepped through the black triangle of the portal. 
 
      
 
    There was a blinding flash, and a waft of dry grass in my face. I stepped forward and to the side, letting the other fighters filter out of the portal. The sounds behind me were a mix of muffled cussing and the clanging of metal. Then one of the foxes gave a restrained laugh. I blinked several times, and took a look around. The portal had taken us to a large stone terrace carved right into the rock at an elevation of about two hundred yards and enclosed by a three-foot-high balustrade. Standing along the perimeter were twelve fifteen-foot-tall statues of bipedal armored elephants, the exact kind I'd seen back in the Derelict Temple. Well, maybe they weren't exactly the same, but for someone who would struggle to tell a Chinese person from a Korean, would anyone expect me to do better with elephants? As I was getting my bearings and taking my sweet time admiring the architecture, my lacking military leadership was put on full display, as the foxes and mages wasted no time blocking off the entrance to the staircase leading down, and falling into optimal defensive positions, following my officers' terse, snappy orders. Sad as it was to admit, I was still eons away from being a professional soldier, let alone commander... With a wink to one of the elephants holding a massive two-handed sword overhead, I walked over to the railings, leaned on them, and took a few deep breaths. We were finally here! 
 
    Back where we'd just come from, the day was just winding down, but here it was the dead of night. There was plenty of light, however, what with not one but two moons shining up in the sky, one of which took up about one tenth of the entire firmament. In these conditions, I doubted that nights ever got truly dark. 
 
      Oh, but I was getting tired of all these mountains! To the right, roughly two miles from where we were, a road paved with large cobblestones was crawling out of a narrow gorge. Stretching initially along the base of a short mountain range, it took a sharp bend right across from the terrace, sloping up and into the mountains past two temples cut into the rock on either side. The details of the architecture weren't visible at this distance, but I could already see that the temples were modeled after those in the Jordanian city of Petra, the kind visited by the legendary Indiana Jones during his last crusade. I had seen that film exactly eleven times, and I remembered each viewing vividly. Hart, that seemed so long ago now...   
 
    The temple entrances loomed darkly, bluish sparks running over them periodically. Dungeons? Inside a dungeon?! Never in my life had I seen anything like it. And I was in no hurry to go inside. Sure, it would have been fun to play out my childhood fantasy and try on the hat of an action hero... But no. Let the fantasy remain just that—a fantasy. The Spectral City itself, where the road through the mountains culminated, stood maybe a mile away from our terrace, and about a quarter mile higher. The part of the wall visible from here must have exceeded the length of my own castle's front wall by a factor of four. If that was any indication of the city's size, I suspected we would need quite a bit of time to explore it! The odd thing was that, aside from the soft voices behind me, the area was steeped in absolute silence. No chirping of crickets, no crowing of birds... The bird! I spun my head sharply. It was gone! But how could a crow take off from your shoulder unnoticed? Oh, the hell with you, bird. And the hell with all these riddles—I've got no time for them. If you need me, you know where to find me. Turning back to Kan's still figure behind me, I gestured toward the city lying before us, and said: "Everyone ready? Then let's set out!"  
 
    Not a minute later, our party was making an organized descent down a winding stone staircase under the dark gazes of Pangean statues lining the perimeter of the terrace... 
 
      
 
    In classical fantasy, dark elves were oft referred to as drow. With dark skin, white hair and pointy ears, they lived underground, favored dark magic, and worshipped their spider goddess, Lolth. And, if memory served me right, the value of male lives in the drow society was negligible, if not altogether worthless—the matriarchs ruled the roost. And that was all fine and dandy—what had always bothered me was the notion of a subterranean race somehow being dark-skinned. Was it dark magic that painted their skin dark? But then, the magic was dark in essence, not in actual color. Or were they dark due to their evil alignment? Some black Americans I'd met might justifiably take offense to that. The only other possibility I could think of was that they simply didn't shower much—perhaps the most ludicrous explanation of them all. Having said all that, who was I to criticize the classics of the genre? Even if some of the stories our parents grew up on were no more logical or realistic than superhero comics, it wasn't my place to trash them.  
 
    The reason I brought up drow was that they existed in this world as well. Only here they weren't dark elves at all. The local drow also dwelled underground and primarily worshipped Lolth, while also honoring a few other gods. Their ears were just as pointy, though a bit more lupine in shape. Now, I couldn't speak for matriarchs or the race's hygiene practices, but in terms of skin color the Realm of Arkon's creators acted much more logically than the classics, making them fair-skinned. As to the drow standing guard at the right gatepost, his skin was fair with an ashy tone. Attired in a three-piece purple suit and a matching top hat, contrasting most comically against his pale face and garishly red lips, this must have been another homage to the comics of old. After all, what could be more absurd than a drow dressed up as the Joker? His level 195, sharp features and pursed lips hardly posed an apparent danger, except the fellow looked so utterly out of place here that you couldn't help suspecting something fishy.   Our party stopped two hundred yards from the gates—rushing into a strange city with this mob at night would take a special kind of crazy. The role of chief negotiator was assigned to me, by me. Setara's Shield had come off cooldown a few days back, so were I to come under attack, I'd escape without breaking a sweat. But, as I neared the gates, no attacks came, nor did the drow guard disappear behind them. Interestingly, I couldn't read his name, as it was written vertically and with round lettering that distantly resembled Arabic. Fair enough, let him remain the Joker. Coming to a stop a few dozen paces from the gates, I gave a scrutinizing look at the walls and, finding nothing suspicious, extended a greeting: 
 
    "Good evening!" 
 
    My voice ruptured the silence enveloping the city, thunder-like. The drow, who had been stroking the fur of a squirrel-like critter perched on his shoulder, looked up at me, the irises of his eyes flashing red in the moonlight.   
 
    "I wouldn't necessarily call it 'good,'" the guard spoke meditatively. "One hundred gold!" 
 
    "What about one hundred gold?" I asked. 
 
    "Price of admission," the drow shrugged, returning to his interrupted activity. 
 
    "For all of us?" I grunted, giving a reassuring gesture to Kan, standing still in the middle of the road behind me. 
 
    "Each," the drow replied calmly, stroking his pet squirrel. 
 
      Damn! Ten grand for an excursion through the spectral city wasn't cheap! That was counting George, whom Vaessa had summoned back at the platform with the stone elephants.  
 
    "And if we don't pay?" I asked insinuatingly. 
 
    "Then you'll enter without paying," he shrugged again in the same impassive tone. 
 
     How curious! I shifted my gaze at the symbol of the sun carved at the junction of the gate leaves, rolled my feet from the heel to the ball, folded my arms and got to thinking. This world may have been rapidly shedding its former game laws, but nothing happened here arbitrarily. The guard naturally would never divulge his reasons for requesting thirty kilos of gold, and most players would undoubtedly choose not to pay something that wasn't required. And they might never find out just what the door cover was for, unless, of course, they were to swiftly awaken at the bindstone, conveniently located at the foot of the staircase leading up to the terrace. The bindstone I'd never bothered to bind to, incidentally, since I hadn't come here to die... Still, ten thousand gold! A million dollars in the old currency... Oh, the hell with the money—let it all burn!  
 
    "Catch," I tossed a leather satchel to Joker, having automatically transferred the right sum to it. 
 
    The drow caught the satchel with his right hand, and gave a soft sigh of what seemed like disappointment.  
 
    "Well, then... Welcome to Cathella, demon!" He threw open his arms and gave an uproarious laugh of a movie villain... before vanishing from the sight.  
 
      That very second, there came a screeching of metal. The gate leaves shuddered, then began rocking back and forth before falling at my feet with a deafening din.  
 
    Always with the showmanship, I sniffed cynically, giving the go-ahead to my commander, then started toward the open gates. 
 
      
 
    I watched in contemplation as the fighters skirted me and took their positions in the courtyard. Thus far, the landscape seemed to fully mirror the map of the city given to me by Vaessa on the day of our meeting. The city's three main streets branched out from the gates like sun rays. The left abutted the citadel way out in the distance. The middle led to some obscure rectangular construction inside which, according to the map, a bone dragon guarded Ingvar's gauntlets of valor. Because, you know, why wouldn't a dragon be guarding them? With the utmost fervor and dedication, I bet, sleeping with one eye open lest the precious gauntlets be lifted Bilbo Baggins' style. But I digress... The last main street ran from the gate and disappeared in the middle of either a city park or a graveyard—my skills in cartography weren't sufficient to know for sure. Thankfully, that point was also entirely inconsequential.  
 
    But, as one could have expected, it wasn't that simple. The streets were right there, yes, but the city was not... Or rather, it was, kind of, but not really. We were surrounded with deformed foundations of crumbling houses, heaps of debris, blackened pavement... All of which was shrouded in mist that seemed to have no natural origin. Visibility was decent within a hundred yards or so, but then congealed into an impenetrable wall that churned and folded in on itself. There didn't seem to be anyone around to welcome us, not counting the ubiquitous piles of bones that, judging by the skulls, belonged to relatives of the warriors from the terrace. I was no zoologist, but I could recognize an elephant's skull when I saw one. There was an old zoo museum back in Moscow that my mother would drop me and Alyona at while she went grocery shopping. The problem was, a fourteen-year-old boy at a zoo museum tasked with looking after his whining seven-year-old sister was likely to start losing his mind long before their mother could realistically be done with her shopping. On the plus side, he had all the time in the world to carefully examine the skull of a mammoth just right of the museum entrance, and remember it for the rest of his life.  
 
    Not that my superficial knowledge of zoology was of any use in terms of figuring out what we were supposed to do next! Wait till morning? Down here, how would we even know when morning came? At least the "where" of it seemed obvious enough—to the citadel, as the second fragment of the key had to be there. To be sure, Ingvar's gauntlets were an absolute necessity in my eyes, but after being here for a millennium, I reckoned they weren't going anywhere. The truth was that I really didn't give a damn about the continental event. This place wasn't a dungeon in the sense that it had to be completed—otherwise, why put a bindstone at the exit? Which meant we could split this joint at any moment. Now, sure, I hoped to be able to return here should everything go well, but deep in my gut I knew that wasn't going to happen. Once this mysterious prophecy ends one way or another, I would grab my wife, sister and Max, and take a much needed vacation somewhere like the local equivalent of the Canary Islands. For a minimum of fifty years or so... As for the gauntlets, they could stay here another thousand years under Velargass' dutiful watch. Hell, she probably had more use for them than I did... 
 
    "You mentioned dragons, prince?" Saverus' voice broke through my reveries of palm trees. Waving away one of his own, the mage walked toward a crater of clearly molten rock, bent down and traced his hand along the edge. Then he turned around, dusted off his hands, and said: 
 
    "The temperate of dragon fire at the exit center is three times higher than along the edges, and this is exactly the kind of mark dragon fire leaves on the rock." Rising to his feet, the mage pointed at a chunk of wall protruding from the debris, its edges burned off with heat. "The dragon came in from the west, and either changed course or picked up altitude right above us, since the exit tracks end here. The ditch itself has been filled with debris." Saverus looked up to the sky, and then at me. "This city was destroyed by dragons, prince, and I doubt we'll find even one whole construction here. The lords of the skies invariably finish what they've started..." 
 
    Interesting... I grunted. Were dragons on a quest of their own? Or did they suddenly decide to help me out on account of my being so awesome? At any rate, if the master was right, this meant half the job was already done! There was, however, one other strange thing... 
 
    "Vaessa," turning toward the demoness, I nodded at George standing to her right, and thrust my right thumb behind me. "Will your chick... I mean, will your dragon be able to do the same at some point?"  
 
    Judging by the necromancer's daughter's expression, she was just as astounded by the news. And why wouldn't she?! According to our information, Cathella was home to bone dragons, and the probability that some outsider had turned up and devastated their own city right in front of their noses was as far-fetched as it could get.  
 
    "Growing up in wild nature, he would be able to do this approximately fifteen hundred years after birth," Saverus replied for the demoness. "But a creature summoned by a powerful master or mistress of death could reach maturity much faster. Even so, his fire-breathing glands shouldn't come in for at least the next century, since bone dragons develop them much later in life than black or red dragons, who can breathe fire after their fifth birthday." 
 
    "All I knew was that by summoning him," Vaessa caressed George's muzzle, a blissful smile playing on her lips, "I pulled the soul of a black dragon from the depths of the Gray Frontier, and joined it with my own. But..." She gave the beast a gleeful once-over. "I can't say I'm upset at the thought of him breathing fire! Master mage," the necromancer's daughter looked to Saverus, still smiling. "What other skills can he learn?" 
 
    "Sewing, cooking, speaking without resorting to jarhead vulgarities," Reece sounded off from behind the dragon. "In a word, auntie, he'll learn everything you never could get a hang of." 
 
    "My dear boy," Vaessa chuckled, completely unfazed by his teasing. "Even you won't be able to spoil my mood for a good while longer!" 
 
       Kan, who had been instructing his officers nearby, walked over just in time to hear to hear the last part of that exchange. Looking first at Reece and then at Vaessa, he gave a forlorn shake of the head before addressing me: 
 
    "Have you decided?" he asked, gazing calmly at the wall of mist churning ahead. 
 
    It appeared that my commander didn't give a rat's ass who it was that had ravaged the city: dragons or field mice. I didn't share his calmness in the slightest, though he knew his troops better than I—perhaps they had some tricks up their sleeves even in the event of a dragon attack. 
 
    "We'll take the left road," I gestured left. "According to the map, that's where we'll find the citadel. "Oh, and Kan," I nodded at the mist blanketing the road, "don't let the scouts get too far from the main host. I have a premonition, though I couldn't explain it even if you asked."  
 
    "No need, I see everything myself," the knight-commanded nodded. Then he turned to his fighters, and spoke without raising his voice. "Everybody heard that? Fourth formation! Direction: northwest! Move out!" 
 
      
 
    "Stop!" Kan commanded when the billowing haze suddenly dissipated, revealing the dark bulk of the citadel.  
 
    The walls—composed of large, densely fitted stones—rose to around thirty feet, culminating in octagonal battlements that looked like colossal chest pieces. With sharp jags and narrow slits of apertures, the citadel loomed darkly over the city ruins in the hazy light of the two moons obscured by clouds. 
 
    "Do you find it odd that the dragons left the fortress untouched?" the commander said musingly, without looking away from the gaping gate aperture.  
 
    "Maybe they holed up inside it?" I shrugged, motioning at the black statue of a dragon opposite the gate—wings spread in flight, enormous body covered in rhomboid scales, long neck arching, maw baring rows of razor-sharp teeth... The mysterious sculptor had captured the dragon at the moment of landing, as if the sixty-foot-tall reptile had found some cause to pay a courtesy call to the local ruler.  
 
    The statue was the sole surviving element of the courtyard, which was otherwise littered with bones blackened and deformed by dragon fire, then yellowed with age. 
 
    "The fortress is protected by some kind of strange spell," Saverus said with a frown, gesturing at the gate. "I'm afraid conventional methods won't get us inside. I have never encountered this kind of protection personally—to my shame, I can't even identify the type of magic used..." He shook his head despondently, then turned back to the group of mages clustered behind him. "Perhaps some of you could..." 
 
    "I can sense emanations from the Gray Frontier," elbowing her way from the rearguard alongside George, Vaessa bid her pet to halt, then walked over to us, adding: "I can't quite make out the defense either, although..." She gave the gate aperture another intent stare, and her face suddenly grew very serious.  
 
    "It seems to me, dar," she said contemplatively. "That it's the handiwork of someone we both know. I'd rather not speak his name aloud."  
 
    "Voldemort? He's here?!" I sniffed, then waved reassuringly in response to Vaessa's bemused stare. "Never mind! I know who you're talking about." 
 
    "Well, since you know, let's go see if my theory is right." She gave a nod to Kan and Saverus, then added, injecting a dose of formality into her tone. "Commander! Master! I need to test something out. Are you with us?"  
 
    Without waiting for their reply, Vaessa spun on her heels, skirted a small pile of rocks, and started sprightly toward the fortress. Like that man will ever let her out of his sight, I grunted to myself, and followed after her. 
 
    "Five number three is on cover duty—the rest are waiting," Kan's voice sounded behind me.  
 
    Evidently, a veritable delegation was going to check out Vaessa's theory—five foxes were in tow behind Saverus and Kan, clutching crossbows that were ready to fire. 
 
    Generally speaking, Lars' foxes and Altus' mages were an interesting bunch. Being frank, I couldn't tell any of them apart, neither women nor men. Aside from Kan, Raena, Saverus and Gerat, that is. Take a battalion of soldiers marching on parade grounds, or construction workers laboring in a pit. Every one of them is an individual. For their parents, friends, commanders or supervisors. But for you as somebody simply passing by the parade grounds where they're training? Additionally, how are you supposed to perceive people that virtually never speak? Now, sure, Kan had shared with me that one of their missions a while back involved crawling around some caverns for three solid months that were home to colonies of plants with deadly toxic venom which would shoot poisoned needles at the sound of any human voice. To my perfectly reasonably question of why those very pants hadn't reacted to the sound of footsteps, Kan patiently explained that the caverns were likewise home creatures that fed on aforementioned plants... I had no further questions for the man, given that I wasn't at all interested in the particulars of the caverns' ecosystem. As for the foxes, if they preferred communicating in their own channels, I didn't mind that at all. I had once joined one of their party channels out of idle curiosity... And left just as quickly. The fighters appeared to be communicating via some combination of speech and telepathy, perhaps similar to radio comms of a special forces squad in the process of destroying a terrorist cell. That is to say, they spoke actual words, but taken collectively it was gibberish. For the outsider, anyway. And I was content to let them have their privacy—Hart knew, I was already at full conversational capacity with Vaessa, her clown of a nephew, and my lovely wife. And if need be, I would teach Gloom to speak... Oh, pig, how I've missed you!  
 
    With a sigh, I cast another glance at the citadel walls. Finding nothing suspicious, I touched Vaessa's shoulder, who'd been standing perfectly still a few dozen yards from the gate aperture. 
 
    "Well?" 
 
    "Patience, dar! I'm trying to make sense of this."  
 
    It was clear that the magus was struggling, her features having grown sharp, beads of sweat forming on her forehead. A silence enveloped the square, broken only by George's intermittent breathing from the rear ranks. Interestingly, I personally couldn't see any defenses—the citadel looked perfectly ordinary to me, as did the gate. That said, I wasn't so foolish as to doubt either Saverus or Vaessa.   
 
    The magus kept standing there for another five minutes, as if linkdead, and I was beginning to grow concerned when she took a sudden step forward and threw up her hand. A heap of bones lying between her and the citadel stirred, then rose in the air and began to swirl, crackling softly. There came a soft clap, and... 
 
    "Tano, do you really think that—" a voice began to speak behind me. 
 
    "Yes!" the magus didn't let Saverus finish. 
 
    An enormous bone hound emerged from the vortex, though it more closely resembled a bone cow. Turning around, the beast regarded us with eyes glowing a sorcerous blue color, twitched and started slowly toward the black gap of the opened gate. 
 
    Saverus was apparently the only one who understood what was happening, and possibly George judging by his soft growling, though the young dragon hadn't budged—Hart forbid he disobeyed his mommy's orders. As for me, I didn't particularly care, as long as in the end I got access to the bloody citadel! I had no intention of delving into any dark magic, because I wouldn't understand anything anyway. Sure, it might be wise for a commander to be aware of his subordinates' abilities, but when said abilities far transcended your mental capacity, it was better to just go with the flow. They could always try and bring me up to speed, if need be. 
 
    "It's a golem," Vaessa said quietly, as if reading my mind. "I need to determine whether whoever had set this defense is on our side. What if I'm mistaken?" 
 
    Wiping the sweat off her brow, she nodded at the hound drawing close to the gate. 
 
     "I've left but a tiny thread between us..." 
 
    Just then, the hound ran through the gate. There was a deafening noise as a cloud of dust shrouded the gate, as if someone from the other side had tossed a smoke grenade. Scooping up Vaessa's limp body from the ground, I passed her to the back, then whipped out my sword and stepped up to the beast that had leaped out of the citadel. 
 
    The creature summoned by the necromancer's daughter was still about the same size, but now it looked nothing like the bone hound it used to be. With a narrow oblong snout, forebody covered in bone plates, stumpy paws set wide apart, spikes jutting out of its back, and eyes burning a fiery red, the monster looked to be some inexplicable amalgamation of a rat, a bull terrier and a sea urchin. It made for an eerie sight in the surrounding twilight, but as an ordinary level 280 mob, it instilled no fear in me whatsoever. It wasn't even a mini boss! A few strikes of the sword should do it... 
 
    "Protect her like you would your own balls!" A voice cried behind me, followed by the whistling of a blade being drawn. Momentarily, the knight-commander was at my side, metal clanging. Sure enough, he had passed Vaessa to somebody else and rushed headlong into battle. Color me unsurprised! 
 
    Then again, "rushed headlong" didn't describe his pattern of movement particularly well. In combat, Kan seemed to flow from one spot to the next—I could only dream of moving like he did. Alas, you had to be born a warrior in this world to possess that kind of prowess. Even the way he stood now, it was just far enough not to get in my way—I was certain that were I to take a swing toward him, the tip of Ruination would pass exactly one millimeter from his shoulder. If only I could be this good by picking up a talent... I sighed mentally as I pulled my hand back, ready to strike back at the beast who, having changed masters, was getting ready to pounce. 
 
    The monster let out a deep-pitched growl, tensed up, then charged right at me. 
 
    I heard a flurry of claps behind me, as several arrows punctured the air, leaving a fiery trail, and disappeared in the blackness of the open gate. There was a blast, followed by bursts of color that stained the translucent walls of the defensive dome as it melted.  
 
    "Quit groping me!" Vaessa roared behind me, breaking free of the foxes struggling to keep her restrained. "If I want a bunch of men pinning me down, I will damn well tell you!" 
 
    If she's yelling, then she's all right, I thought, glancing back and handing Vaessa a handkerchief in a familiar motion. The necromancer's daughter put the cloth to her bleeding nose, then stuffed it in her pocket in a motion just as familiar. Was she collecting them or something? 
 
    "It's bad news, dar," she said, pulling back her cloak. "The protection is double-layered. I can't make any sense of the first layer—the way it transformed my bonehound so thoroughly... As for the second layer, it was set either by our towheaded friend or by somebody close to him."  
 
    "Nerghall? The transformed had pulled him out of Cathella, after all." 
 
    "Yes, that makes sense," Vaessa nodded. "He may have croaked, but his defense remains. And, unfortunately, it isn't in my power to lift it." The priestess shook her head, fixed a cuff peeking out from under her sleeve, and looked up at me. "I'll tell you something else. Even if Nerghall hadn't placed this defense here, I still wouldn't go near that damned gate. Did you see what that magic did to my golem?"  
 
    "Saverus?" I looked to Altus' former apprentice.  
 
    "I agree with Lady Vaessa," the mage shook his head gloomily. "The defense field covers the citadel with two domes. I have never seen anything like it, and I can't even imagine how..." the mage trailed off. 
 
    "Well, then," I shifted my gaze from Saverus to Kan, frowning. "If we can't get into the citadel, let's pay a visit to the local dragons instead. I fished out a map, and thrust my finger at the northern section of the city. "This is us!"  
 
    It appeared that I wasn't going to get out of meeting Velargass... 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Say what you will, but two moons in the sky was a fun sight. And I'd grown so accustomed to all this that I wasn't even asking myself where they had come from? Naturally, were anything like this to occur in the world I'd left behind, I would be the first to blow my gasket. Just imagine coming out on the balcony for a smoke one fine evening, and seeing this... Hell, the entire world would blow its collective gasket! On the other hand, the people of Earth had been inoculated over the years with the likes of Superman, Batman, predators and aliens, murderous asteroids, giant intelligent bugs, and much, much worse, so perhaps they'd be more prepared to deal with it than I gave them credit for. Moreover, I couldn't recall a single hit movie in which the aliens were the good guys. Humanity always needed a bogeyman, and it didn't matter who or what assumed that role: alien bugs or other bipeds living under the same sun, as long as there was an enemy to rally against. That was just the way we were built.  
 
    I shifted my gaze to the four portable labs, where Saverus' mages toiled brewing elixirs against dragon fire. It was odd how clean the air was down here. And what had been the source of that stench in the Pass of Forty Springs? Funny how these are the topics that come to mind, I caught myself thinking. Not the sealed citadel, or the imminent battle against the beasts that had laid waste to this city—no, I was more concerned with air purity and the process whereby smells passed through portal windows. And why the Hart not? Both were perfectly reasonable matters for contemplation, if you ask me.  
 
    With a chuckle, I lit up a pipe, and looked back up at the sky. There was no denying that two celestial bodies hanging overhead, one of which had a circumference exceeding my arm's span, was a strange sight, to say the least. And yet, people would have gotten used to it fairly quickly. The news media would sow panic for a while but move on eventually, and humanity would recommence its usual behavior—laboring for their daily bread. 
 
    And your typical person wouldn't think twice about the matter save for the occasional summer evening while on vacation when, away from the hustle and bustle of daily life, they suddenly found the time to lounge in a comfy armchair with a cup of coffee, listen to the rustle of the grass, and contemplate the islands and the continents of the two celestial bodies floating overhead. 
 
      
 
    Our party came to a halt in the northern section of the city, at the foot of a stone staircase the upper platform of which abutted the open gates of an enormous temple. The staircase was long and wide, and rather steep, its timeworn steps covered with countless tiny cracks, suggesting that the temple to which it led was once the most visited place in the city, which had since been wrecked to its foundation. 
 
    We had made it here without incident, with the only development of note being the sudden vanishing of the misty haze. I still didn't know whether it had been a natural phenomenon, alien magic or a harmless gimmick by the devs for visual flair, nor did I really care. From our current vantage point, all of the city opened up before us in all its dreary glory.  
 
    Saverus was right—the dragons hadn't left a single structure wholly intact in all of Cathella. All that was left were the city walls, the citadel with the statues in its front courtyard, the cemetery and this staircase with the temple. I'd seen countless such cities in my travels through the chessboard of nightmares, countless buildings reduced to rubble, broken roads, ditches and streets filled with debris and bones... If this were happening back in that other life, I would no doubt be shaken by the tragedy that had transpired here, but presently this picture evoked in me nothing but boredom. Everybody changed with time—some more, some less. And though I was generally fine with all the changes I'd undergone, the fact that I now appeared to lack empathy... Well, sacrifices were inevitable—in this life as well as in the last.  
 
    A sudden gust of northern wind made me shiver. I shifted my shoulders, then rummaged for my cognac flask. Who knew how much longer the brewing process might take? I might as well keep myself warm... 
 
    "I wanted to talk to you, dar," the necromancer's daughter swept invisible dust from the rock next to me, then took a seat. 
 
    "What about?" I exhaled the smoke through my teeth, gazing contemplatively at the flask in my hand, then looked over at Vaessa. 
 
    The young woman's behavior had been rather odd of late. Specifically, she appeared to be actively avoiding me for. This wasn't entirely new—she had exhibited similar behavior during our travels to Craedia, after I had ordered to hang the disavowed on the walls of the temple they had themselves destroyed. The necromancer's daughter seemed withdrawn, almost distracted—the way someone might look when faced with a decision that could irreversibly impact their fate. Only she wasn't even looking in my direction; rather, her gaze kept returning to Reece, who was presently standing by the wall to our right, speaking and gesticulating emphatically. His interlocutor, George the bone dragon, was sitting across, staring directly at the mage with his lower jaw slightly slacked. The sight of those two was so comical that I nearly choked on my own smoke.  
 
    "I know that my timing is ill-advised," Vaessa continued. "But there may not be a better time in the future, or I simply may not muster up the courage to bring it up." 
 
    "What happened?" I took a small sip from my flask, and gave the magus my full attention. "Has Celphata made you her companion?" 
 
    "No, it's not that... I wanted to talk about relationships. Between humans and demons."  
 
    "Oh, that," I sighed, motioning toward Reece. "I know, the kid's got it bad..." 
 
    "Oh? Is something the matter with him?" Vaessa gave me a pointed look, her voice tinged with irony. 
 
    "I bet..." Exhaling the smoke, I gestured at Raena with the pipe-holding hand, who was conversing with Saverus. "That one is having none of his shenanigans, I mean his courting." 
 
    "Serves him right! He's gotten used to coasting on his looks and charm..." Vaessa snatched the flask from me, and took a few bid swigs. "He doesn't know how to court properly!" she added, wincing as she swung the flask through the air for emphasis and spilling precious cognac in the process. "The little jackass has earned it! So let him squirm!" Vaessa stared broodingly at the spilled droplets of booze, then looked back at me. "Don't worry your pretty little head—that one will be just fine."  
 
    Seeing my incredulous gaze, Vaessa nodded at the fireflies swirling over the steps.  
 
    "How much do you care about the opinion of these bugs? Not much at all, right? Thought so. If a noble lady—and our lady here is noble, no doubt—is merely ignoring that clown's advances, that's already a sign! And if she's actually reacting to him at all... But don't you tell him anything!"  
 
    All I could muster in response was a noncommittal "mm-hmm."   
 
     I dare anyone show me a man who understands women...  
 
    "Anyway, I'm not here to talk about him," the demoness continued. "He's not worth so many breaths!" 
 
    "What did you want to talk about, then?" 
 
    "Kan Shyom proposed to me!" Taking another big swig, she fixed me with a suspicious askance look. 
 
    Tobacco smoke is quite the treacherous thing—you can choke on it at the most inopportune time!  
 
    "You don't say?!" I mumbled as my coughing fit wound down, wiping the tears from my eyes and trying to sound surprised. "He just came out and proposed out of nowhere?" 
 
    "Aye," the demoness nodded. "On day two in Mycana, he invited me to The Supple Reed—that's the central tavern in the palace courtyard. And then he proposed... before we even got to the tavern!" 
 
    "I am but an old soldier, my lady. I know not of love," I spoke with my best Kan expression. 
 
    "That's pretty spot on, but that's still not why I'm here," Vaessa nodded, squinting her eyes with even more suspicion. "When I inquired whether this was his idea or somebody else had nudged him to, he didn't give me a straight answer, muttering something about a certain demon instead..." 
 
    "Well, sure..."  
 
    "What does that mean?" Cocking her head, Vaessa squinted so hard her eyes became tiny slits.  
 
    "I mean, why couldn't it be a demon, right?" Suddenly I found myself wanting to get far, far away from here, even if that meant coming face to face with the dragons responsible for desolating Cathella. "A well-intentioned demon who thought he'd help a cool dude woo an even cooler dudette."  
 
    "And who might that demon be, huh?!" Vaessa raised the flask to her lips, took another sip, then put her shoulder to mine and made a sweeping gesture, as if encompassing all the space surrounding us.   
 
    "I only see three demons here, dar! Or am I missing something? And one of those demons he'd never listen to, Hart be praised! And then he proposed to me..." 
 
    "Well, there were plenty of demons back in Mycana," I offered up a logical objection, then finally cracked a smile. "And besides," reclaiming my flask at long last, I took a swig myself and nodded at Kan Shyom, who was instructing his subordinates as per his usual self. "He's a good man, isn't he? And he's mad about you, so..." Suddenly self-aware of how corny it all sounded, I gave a comical shrug and another timid smile. 
 
    "Why don't you tell me the rest? Did you give him an answer?" 
 
    "If only it was that simple," the demoness turned away, gazing up at the clouds encroaching on one of the moons. "You know about my obligations before you, dar. And about my oath to the Mistress." 
 
    "Isn't he in the same boat? All tied up with obligations?" I asked, stuffing the vessel into my bag, away from further sin. "Just tell the truth—you're scared!" 
 
    "A little bit, maybe," Vaessa admitted, dismayed. "It was just so sudden, and the timing isn't exactly great... Anyway, I told him I'd let him know after all this adventuring is behind us. And another thing," Vaessa sighed, then motioned at one of the statues at the base of the staircase. "I'm a woman, not an elephant made of stone! So, next time my suitor comes to you for advice, try and make him understand that, won't you?" 
 
    "Absolutely!" I said, then tried to rise, but the woman held me back by grabbing at my sleeve.  
 
    "Hold up," she said with irony in her voice. "I know this one dar who claims to have never broken a promise, and it so happens he'd promised to tell me about a certain someone he'd managed to marry. And I've been waiting patiently for what I bet is quite the captivating story!" 
 
    "There's no time," I gestured at the open gates of the temple. "Some other time..." 
 
    "We've got at least another hour! The Scarlet Salamander Elixir takes a long while to prepare. And besides, have you no shame?!" the demoness frowned. "Here I am, pouring out my soul before you, and this is what you give me in return?" she peered into my eyes. "So, spill it! Who is she?!" 
 
    "Ahriman's daughter," I sighed, sitting back down on the steps. 
 
    "Do you mean to tell me that you have wed Jaelitte dar Rakata? The Elder Demon's own daughter..."  
 
    Strangely, she didn't sound all that shocked to me. 
 
    "Does Ahriman have some other daughter?" 
 
    "And what were you discussing with her mother back there on top of the tower—the guest list for the wedding?" Vaessa pressed on, countering my question with one of her own. 
 
    "Exactly. And we'd decided to take the undead about the storm the citadel off the list," I chuckled and reached for the flask again. How could anyone expect me to get through this without cognac?! 
 
    I kept the story short and to the point, without delving into unnecessary details and further omitting that our initial encounter had begun with a domestic quarrel of sorts. There was no point in sharing that part: I didn't view my victory as a merit of any kind, and admitting that my wife had chosen me only because she had no other option wasn't exactly healthy for my male pride. I knew the truth of our relationship and its history, and that was quite enough. 
 
    After I finished speaking, Vaessa kept silent for a while, contemplating a small split on a step of the staircase. Eventually she sighed and said in a soft voice: 
 
    "Poor girl..." 
 
    "Yeah, she's had a rough stretch of—" I echoed.  
 
    "I don't mean that," the magus interrupted me, then added, tinging her voice with sorrow. "All those troubles are behind her, yes. But look at the husband she got stuck with..." 
 
    "What's that?!" I cried out, nearly speechless with indignation. 
 
    "You've never going to be satisfied, dar. You'll always be running off somewhere! Whereas every woman dreams of a peaceful life..."  
 
    "This woman happens to be an Elder Demoness! And do you seriously think that I enjoy all this running around? Once I finish off my to-do-list, I'll—"  
 
    "You'll what?" Vaessa smiled. "As for gods and Elder Demons, did you ever stop to think why it is that my Mistress, your mother-in-law, or any deity for that matter, look as good as they do? Could it have something to do with the fact that they're practically all-powerful?"  
 
    "Actually, Kirana—" I tried to object. 
 
    "Don't confuse their combat form with their normal appearance!" Vaessa didn't let me finish. "Look, they are women first and foremost, and goddesses second! As for you, prince, I know about your sister and your human friend, the one you trust wholeheartedly, but it's all an excuse! A week or two after rescuing them, you'll be itching to get back into action. It took you all of three days after our grand victory to go rushing off to Rualt, where you wasted no time getting into the thick of it. Lord Yllial's Slayer! Hart!" Rising to her feet, Vaessa gave a stretch, then added with reproach in her voice. "And you could have told your friends, you know."  
 
    "I was going to tell you..." I said sheepishly.  
 
    Indeed, it was no easy feat to keep something from the priestess of the Mistress of Death. The blood of the White Dragon may have concealed all my achievements, but keeping secrets while bearing marks of certain Great Essences favoring me was a whole other kettle of fish. 
 
    "Of course you're going to tell me!" the magus smiled. "But later—the mages are wrapping up," she gestured at the alchemists packing up their portable labs. "One last thing. If I were your wife, I'd chain you to the marriage bed for a century or so..." She snorted, caressing the muzzle of her pet dragon that ran up to her, then started toward the gathering point.  
 
    Nothing is ever easy, I thought with irritation, watching her go, and tried to picture myself relaxing in a lounge chair on the beach of some tropical island...  
 
    It appears that you have some intelligent women in your entourage, my wife's contemplative voice sounded in my head, shattering the illusion. 
 
    A bit too intelligent for my liking, I grumbled. 
 
    Still, I may consider her recommendation, Jaelitte added. 
 
    Hey, now! In our family, decisions of that magnitude are only taken with the husband's explicit consent!  
 
    As you say, dear, my spouse giggled before "signing off." 
 
    Was I hallucinating? Or was her voice dripping with irony? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Truthfully, I wasn't all that scared of dragons. What was there to be scared of, really? According to your average Earthling, a dragon was either the embodiment of wisdom or absolute evil. In the former case, no way would a sagely dragon devour sentient beings! He'd much prefer to play a game of riddles, chess or even poker. Besides, if he did devour a sentient being, the next day he might have to face a thousand sentients instead, only this time they'd bring not chessboards and card decks, but bows and crossbows. Worse yet, it might be just one guy in shiny plate, also sentient but kind of slow, and if surviving arrows and bolts was still possible, a heroic knight would mean certain death for the big lizard. At least as far as any self-respecting fairy tale was concerned. As for the second time of dragon, the wicked villainous one, they were also invariably dumb as nails, stealing princesses and guzzling everything that moved. And if something wasn't moving, they'd shake it and then guzzle it. As a kid, I never could understand what a wicked dragon would want with a living princess. Where exactly would she live in the monster's lair? What would be eat? Most importantly, how would a knight with a dummy sword—for that was exactly what ancients swords looked like in museum exhibits—manage to slice the dragon's head clean off with a single swing?! We're talking about bones and tendons and flesh that amounted to three-four feet in diameter! And the dragon wasn't exactly putting its head down on an execution block, either! None of my parents' explanations never passed muster with me, to say nothing of the excuse that fairy tales were a magical domain where anything was possible. But I digress. The point was that in all the books and movies I'd digested throughout my childhood and young adulthood, the good—be it a valiant knight with a sword or a disheveled hillbilly with a crossbow—would always triumph over the evil personified by the dragon. This was why the average Earthling wasn't scared of dragons, and neither was I. At least that was my line of thinking half a minute ago... 
 
       The temple in Cathella was virtually identical to the one in which I'd had a chat with Syrat, with the only difference being the absence of the end wall. Strangely, there were no signs of destruction anywhere, so either the designers had simply forgotten to put a wall there, or this was part of the temple's design. Our party passed by the grim-looking marble statues, rounded the rectangular altar, and came out a round platform that resembled a helipad. And then... 
 
    "Double semicircle! By the numbers! Titan bolts! Mages, put up a screen!" the barking commands came courtesy of Kan, walking directly behind me.  
 
    I froze, unable to utter a word, standing there and admiring these creatures in all their terrible glory... Sure, I'd imagined something like this, but imagining and seeing it live with your own eyes... One of the dragons, named Vala'ael, was sleeping; the other one was fully awake, its head hovering around the level of a fourth floor window of an old five-story building—the kind I'd lived in back in the now-distant Moscow. I couldn't quite make out the details of the sleeping dragon, but Velargass... Every inch of her body was covered with bone plates; her wings were enormous and slightly parted; her wedge-shaped head was crowned with horns that curved back elegantly, in between which rippled a bone crest. In a way, she looked like the latest Bugatti model—not a single redundant element, but only pure, awe-inducing power.  
 
    We were some sixty-seventy yards from the dragons. Both of them were level 580, their HP concealed for some reason, but if our fight with Nerghall was any indication, each had to have at least four billion each. And their attitude toward us? Unfriendly... 
 
    "Saverus, with the others! Titan's Spear at the one on the right!" 
 
    "Stop!" I roared, realizing what was about to happen. Then I turned around, sized up the foxes who were preparing for battle, and said in a calmer tone of voice: 
 
    "They won't hurt us. And I need to speak with them." Seeing the misgivings in the commander's eyes, I added: 
 
    "They will only speak with me. I told you that already." 
 
    And indeed, even before our campaign I had fessed up to Kan my true identity and the story of my arrival here. Shockingly, he didn't seem at all shocked by it, but spent the better part of the next three hours interrogating me about the game's combat mechanics and rules for completing dungeons. The upshot of our talk was that he concluded that his was the role of a tank, as was Lars' before him. His shield was identical to mine, and with his million and a half HP, absence of inertia and astronomical damage output, this was a tank dreams were made of. I had accepted Kan without modifying his stats in any way, and his damage output to mobs and bosses hadn't changed! Which meant that, no matter how smart the local NPCs would get, he should hold their aggro in perpetuity. The only downside was that he stood to sustain a hell of a lot more damage in return, but there wasn't anything I could do about that—aside from hoping that the combination of his shield and Raena's company of healers wouldn't let him down. 
 
    "We are ready, prince," the commander said sternly. "Should anything happen..." 
 
    "Should anything happen, I have the shield of the Goddess of Justice," I nodded, then spun on my heels and started toward the dragons. 
 
    Two enormous beasts, each more than sixty feet in length. Where had all those heroic knights found the courage to even get close to something like this?! Assuming all of their bodies' natural reflexes functioned normally... Ugh, what was it with these tangential thoughts of mine? And how was it that two raid bosses were hanging out together, in the same place?! I kept walking, each step resounding in the silence hanging over the platform like the echo of a great bell.  
 
      
 
    Fifty yards... 
 
      
 
    Forty... 
 
      
 
    At unfriendly, they shouldn't attack me... According to the rules of old, at least, though much had changed over the recent months. Either way, two dragons on a single platform was unheard of! And even if they didn't harm me initially, how long before I did or said something that would turn them hostile? 
 
      
 
    Thirty yards... 
 
      
 
    Velargass slowly turned her head my way. The color of her eyes—I had never encountered anything like it... 
 
      
 
    Twenty yards... 
 
      
 
    Why have you come, Cursed One? The mental power of the female voice that sounded in my head reminded me of Ahriman's Aura of Might, enveloping me like a blanket, stripping me of my will. A wave of cold fury rose up from deep inside me, washing away the panic stirring in the edges of my mind... and suddenly vanished. I stopped and raised my head, peering calmly into the dragon's unblinking eyes. The vertical eyelid, serpentine in shape, with an iris the color of honey... It looked so unbearably lovely in the twilight that I couldn't help but smile. 
 
    What made you think I was cursed? I asked mentally, without averting my eyes. 
 
    It dawned on me that I'd said something utterly stupid not two heartbeats after. Picture an Asian man walking into a bookstore owned by someone who bears no particular love for Asians. So, the shopkeeper asks the visitor as to the purpose of his visit, making sure to mention the man's ethnicity. To which the man responds, "Why am I Asian?" The answer is foolish on two fronts. Firstly, it's impolite to answer a question with a question. And secondly, I couldn't well expect a dragon who was already unfriendly to me to start explaining in full detail her reasons for deeming me cursed! All those thoughts had raced through my mind in span of my third heartbeat. Had I grown daft all of a sudden? Or was this the influence of the dragon's voice? 
 
    Thankfully, Velargass turned out to be smarter than the shopkeeper from my reverie. 
 
    Magic... The one that had slaughtered the citizens and blocked the way to the citadel... The voice rustled in my head. I can hear its echoes in you... 
 
     What the hell was she talking about? What was it inside me that was so magical? The true blood? The White Dragon's blood? 
 
    I thought it was you who had destroyed the city and its inhabitants... I said, upon bringing my thoughts in order. 
 
    No... There were notes of sorrow in Velargass' voice. Why would we kill our own lower ones? We have merely spared them their suffering.  
 
    The dragon lowered her head, putting her eyes on the same level with mine.  
 
    Why have you come here, Cursed One? She repeated her question. 
 
    I pulled off my right gauntlet, suppressed the imbecilic desire to take a step forward and touch my interlocutor's muzzle with my bare hand, produced the first key fragment and presented it to Velargass. 
 
    For this, I nodded at the stone cradled in my palm. There's another one just like it somewhere around here. Together they'll combine into a key that will unlock a path to another plane of reality. 
 
    A moonstone... Strange intonations stole into the dragon's voice. Yes... It fell in between realms fourteen aeons ago, along with some other objects belonging to the Elders from the world whence you came. It happened in the year of the Great War. 
 
    By "Elders" I reckoned she meant gods. As for aeons, centuries, perhaps? Was she referring to Velial's invasion? Hey, at least she wasn't speaking Chinese. How many Chinese could she be able to gobble up in one go? I wondered. What about Russians? Probably more Chinese than Russians... Ugh, what in Hart's name was I going on about again?! Flushing the idiotic thoughts from my mind in a fit of rage, I clenched my teeth and took a deep breath to calm down, then checked again to ensure there wasn't some kind of debuff on me, and finally looked back into the dragon's eyes.  
 
    "Where can I find this moonstone?" I asked out loud, letting my words rend the silence enveloping the platform like a burst of gunfire. 
 
    I didn't care if I sounded insolent. I had to bring this conversation to a close or risk losing control of my own mind, my high mental resistance notwithstanding. Remaining lucid was already getting noticeably difficult... 
 
    The dragon didn't seem to react to the sound of my voice. The question, however... The majestic creature raised her head slowly, peering into my eyes from above. 
 
    Are you ready to traverse the underside of this realm, Cursed One? she whispered insinuatingly. It is, after all, the only way to enter the Hall of the Ancient Kings!  
 
    "The underside of the realm?" 
 
    The magic in your blood will allow you to embark on the Path, she continued, ignoring my question. But it will not help you complete it. Velargass exhaled loudly, lowering her head once more. You are not a lower one, however, for you are not affected by my voice. And though the magic of your Elder has altered the underside, you may yet succeed in traversing it to the end... 
 
    The timbre in the dragon's voice had changed, and I could hear notes of... was it hope?! 
 
    I immediately felt my spirits sink. Hart! Of course, why would I expect this stretch to be easy? I shouldn't be surprised at all, in fact. Perhaps one day Arkon would change so fundamentally than most of these damned quests would finally vanish from the realm? Oh, but a demon could dream...  
 
    I drew a heavy sigh, shifted my gaze to the other dragon who hadn't bothered to so much as open one eye through this entire conversation, and said: 
 
    "Yes, I am ready! But I ask that you tell me about the world's underside and this Hall of the Ancient Kings." 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Velargass, the Great Dragon of Pangea, is intrigued by you.  
 
      
 
    Change of terms for the quest: Fragment Two of the Celestial Seal. 
 
    You've accessed the quest: Fragment Two of the Celestial Seal I. 
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Listen to the story of Velargass, the Great Dragon of Pangea. 
 
    Reward: experience. 
 
      
 
    So, the dragon's voice was imbued with magic that appeared to turn sentients into blathering idiots? Or did it just affect me in such a way? At any rate, my mental fog clearly completely after the bump in reputation, as though someone had opened a window in my head, letting the increased wind blow all the stupid out of it. Hmm, I thought, reading the conditions of yet another quest. The Great Dragon of Pangea? Then what is she doing here, along with her pal? Oh well, I suppose I'm about to find out.  
 
    I accepted the quest and braced myself, expecting another vision that typically followed in similar circumstances. Thankfully, it didn't happen this time. 
 
    Lisssten... Velargass' voice changed again, now sounding like the hissing of a giant serpent. I reckoned that with her change in attitude toward me, the negative component had gone from her voice, which now sounded exactly as it should. Of course, this was only the second dragon I'd ever communicated with, so it was too early to draw any conclusions. 
 
    The dragon spoke for a little over quarter of an hour. In the star-studded sky, the rim of the first moon was becoming gradually eclipsed by the second. The wind had calmed, and I just stood there, listening and trying to understand. Understanding wasn't easy, but I still couldn't bring myself to ask questions. Reputation was a funny thing—it could fall just as quickly as it was gained. And besides, interrupting your interlocutor wasn't classy, especially when said interlocutor was a sixty-foot-tall lady dragon.  
 
    From what I did understand, it appeared that our worlds had collided three thousand years ago, when the lasso born from the blood of hundreds of thousands of sentients triggered a chain of cataclysms that resulted in a storm in the Dark Ocean. The storm, in turn, led to the collision between Pangea and the Land of Dragons, which were part of the Karn mainland at the time. I couldn't begin to imagine those processes, and I wasn't at all convinced that I'd understood all of Velargass' speech, but I hoped that I'd at least grasped the gist of it. As for the lasso, I even had an inkling just who it was that had created it three thousand years ago. But anyway. After all those epochal developments, the Pangeans who had been cast away to Karn by a whim of fate grabbed all their stuff and returned to their historical homeland, leaving only the temples that they obviously couldn't bring along (though I doubted that Celphata minded). This left Cathella and its environs something of a borderland between the two worlds. And since it used to be part of Pangea, its inhabitants never left. Just the opposite, Vala'ael and Velargass—who seemed to be something like demigods in their world—came here to bolster its defenses. 
 
    In terms of architecture, Cathella largely resembled most of Arkon's big cities. The biggest and most unique feature of the city was the Void Pyramid—an artifact stored in the enormous Hall of the Ancient Kings, located in the main building of the city citadel. According to Velargass, the hall could easily accommodate a dozen of Pangea's Great Dragons. Of course, my own father-in-law's Small Hall was spacious enough for that very dozen dragons to put on theatrical productions, so I wasn't all that impressed with size this time around. The small size of the artifact, on the other hand, did surprise me. It worked just like Myrt's staff in Vaedarr, only instead of increasing morale and mana regeneration, the Void Pyramid cast a shield on the citadel that could only be bypassed by its defenders. It was theoretically possible to dispel the shield, but that would take oodles of magic, and seeing as the pyramid drew its power from its environment, capturing the citadel without divine aid seemed virtually impossible. Back to the story. The next fifteen hundred years passed by uneventfully: the dragons stood watch over the city while the citizens went about their lives. And why would they worry if Karn's inhabitants had no way of accessing this land in between realms? Even gods, who weren't constrained by such conventions, weren't visiting Cathella much, if at all. The reason being that, with this land being a part of Pangea, their magic was neither effective nor predictable, unlike anywhere else in Karn. And besides, what would gods want with this scrap of land with its orthograde elephants whose notions of theology differed greatly from those typically accepted in Karn?  And so, when Velial invaded the lands of men, the locals didn't bat an eye. And it wasn't until the Netherworld's Overlord, and the Light Gods after him, began placing their seals that severed Demon Grounds from its surrounding territories that the Land Between Realms suffered its own shock. The city was wrecked, with only the artifact-protected citadel surviving, and strange objects began falling on top of the elephants' heads. One of those objects was the aforementioned moonstone, termed "repylite" by Saardak Ar-Kilat in his notes. The city was rebuilt, but then, three centuries ago it was visited by my old acquaintance, whose lackeys Elnar and his men had nailed to the walls of their own temple.  How could I be sure it was Vill? Somehow Velargass managed to convey his image to me with her thoughts; and I, naturally, would be hard-pressed to forget that loathsome mug with the scar running across it. And this is where the story gets interesting. After invading the Land Between Realms, the Dark God decided to eschew battling the dragons directly, but used the blood of the White Dragon to undermine the citadel's defenses, infiltrated the stronghold, recalibrated the artifact, left Nerghall behind to guard it (the dragon had shown me his image as well), and left to attend to his godly business. What was Vill after? Simple. The blight that escaped the citadel had transformed the citizens, and the artifact that had served them throughout the centuries began siphoning their life force instead. And not just siphoning, but killing them—slowly and painfully. The dragons put an end to the residents' torments, but couldn't break through the citadel's new defenses. Neither did they wish to return home to Pangea, abandoning the citadel taken over by the cursed god here on the border of the two realms.  
 
    Velargass conjectured that Vill wanted the Void Pyramid for the same reason he wanted the ring so well familiar to me. But then the dragons succeeded in preventing the pyramid from accumulating the power required for using it, and it fell into standard recharge mode. And now it couldn't be touched at all for fear of squandering whatever power it had accumulated thus far. Essentially, knocking it off its stand would foil the Twice Cursed God's plans in one fell swoop. And playing the role of Frodo would be a certain Black Demon, should he manage to enter the Hall of the Ancient Kings via the Ancient Paths, the way to which could be opened for him by a certain lady dragon, should she, in turn, find herself inclined to help him.  As for their reward, the hero and his companions—and he could take up to four other sentients with him—they could each take one item from Cathella's treasury, which was crammed full of valuables recovered by the city's inhabitants from all over the Land Between Realms. Most interesting of all was my deduction that the continental event aimed at capturing and razing the city probably wasn't conceived by the devs at all, but generated by the system itself. After all, if Velargass was to be believed, the entrance to the tombs of the Ancient Kings was blocked off by unknown magic fifteen hundred years ago, just as the seals were cast, whereupon the citizens declared a reward to whoever manage to get inside all ten tombs and recover ten fragments of some object called the Disk of Desires. Two of those were the very Indiana Jones temples we had passed on the way to the city, and the others were nearby as well. So, the party of players that ended up here would need only clear ten dungeons, reassemble the puzzle, and hand it over to the elephants for the second key fragment! Easy peasy! And it all made logical sense. The devs had planned for the building of the portal to Karn to happen at around level 150-200, which was way too low to deal with two demigods. And that meant that the dragons and the citizens couldn't be hostile to the visiting demons, but either neutral or, at worst, unfriendly.  
 
    On the other hand, the Pangeans had all died out three centuries ago—why? And why wouldn't the dragons attack us on sight? Hart! Why bother trying to make sense of this shit when RP-17 could have easily stirred the events in a locked plane in a way that would make even the gods' heads spin? The dragons might not have cared for the elephants one bit, or maybe they were initially unfriendly to all visitors, and this was still the devs' preconceived storyline? Even the flow of time could be totally different here. At any rate, I had little choice in the matter but to do as the dragons asked. Well, at least Nerghall was already feeding the proverbial worms, and all I had to do to complete the quest was traverse these Ancient Paths and shove the artifact from its stand. I didn't even have to handle it. With the defenses down, the dragons' magic that survived Nerghall and Vill would be of no danger to me. I would get the second key fragment, then put myself and my retinue of knights on mages on an express train to Karn! Yet another step... 
 
    If I allowed myself a minute to catch my breath and reflect on my recent past, it might result in a mild stroke. The sheer number of gods was dizzying, and enough to stop believing in their singularity. And then there were the great dragons, elder demons and the like... If anyone told me a year and a half ago that I would find myself standing in front of a giant flying reptile that spoke and breathed fire... Sure, somewhere in the back of my mind I realized that these were all artificial intelligences that could be simply purchased by any Earthling with means, but that didn't make them any less real to me now! And what did that make me? A patient inside a loony bin, strapped down his bed? Lines of digital code? A bug in the system that all these gods and dragons nonetheless had to deal with? No... It won't be long now. Once I make it to the upper plane, Alyona and Max will be proof enough that I haven't lost my mind yet. Only them.   
 
    Lost in my own thoughts, I missed the moment when the dragon's rasping voice could no longer be heard in my head. And the lines of system messages scrolling before my eyes brought me back for good. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Fragment Two of the Celestial Seal I. 
 
    You've accessed the quest: Fragment Two of the Celestial Seal II. 
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Take the hidden passage to the Hall of the Ancient Kings in the citadel of Cathella the Spectral City, and use any means necessary to take the Void Pyramid out of operation.  
 
    Reward: experience, fragment two of the Celestial Seal. 
 
    Attention! No more than five allies can be used to complete this quest. 
 
      
 
     Don't say anything about yourself, demon. I see it all clearly already. I know that you will not refuse me... 
 
    "Obviously, I won't refuse you," I turned around and looked at the mages and knights, frozen still fifty yards from here. Not a word had been uttered in the general channel since the dragon had initiated the mental communication. They were waiting, hoping for an amicable resolution to whatever was happening.  
 
    "Don't you worry, fellas," I sighed, shifting my eyes to the billowing mist that began manifesting to my right the moment I'd made the decision—the last decision I would make in this plane. The murky substance began to heave and churn, as if taking a life of its own, unaffected by the wind gusting on the platform. 
 
      
 
    Hidden passage to the Spectral City's citadel. 5 heroes. Zone level ??? 
 
      
 
    Oh, but I was getting sick of all these question marks! Was the hidden passage changed by the magic of the Twice Cursed God? The hell with that! I was going in there, regardless of the zone's level or whoever—or whatever—waited for me on the other side. Kan, Vaessa, Reece and Raena wouldn't hesitate either—I was sure of that. Such were the laws of this world, which was still a game in this sense. I couldn't walk this path alone. If I tried, I wouldn't get very far... 
 
    As soon the shield is down, Vala'ael and I will come to destroy the Elder's servant, the voice sounded in my head. It is up to you to do what must be done. 
 
    Aha, so this was the devs' conception, after all! Except there wasn't a servant anymore. But I wasn't going to tell the dragon that. 
 
    "I'll do it, don't you worry. Just let me speak to my people, and we'll get going." I nodded at Vala'ael, who still hadn't bothered to so much as open one eye, and asked the question that had been nagging me. "Does he talk?" 
 
    What is the purpose of words? Turning her head slowly, Velargass gazed at the dragon lounging on the slabs. My husband and I understand each other without words. Words are necessary for lesser ones like you. So I speak. He is silent. Silent since the moment we came to the Land Between Realms... 
 
    "Thank you," I said to the dragon, spun around and headed back to my party, a smile playing on my lips. 
 
     Evidently, even dragons could be like people—at least when it came to certain aspects of marital life. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Xahrien's Lair, Hoary Ridge Environs. Zone level 190. 
 
      
 
     That bitch fully blocked all my abilities! Jaelitte hissed furiously in my head just as soon as I emerged from the portal window, then side-stepped to let the others pass through. 
 
    Where are your manners, princess? I inquired, taking a look around, trying to understand where the fickle fate had cast us this time.  
 
        No more than fifty yards wide, the passage ran straight ahead, then turned right in about seventy yards. The air was dry and wonderfully crisp, with the temperature in the upper sixties using Earth's measures. The walls of the gorge sloped upward at a near vertical angle, some of them sporting colonies of dark brown moss and cracks of suspect origin. The ground was even, not counting pebbles and rusted pieces of crumbling armor. And bones... You couldn't well have a road without bones, now could you? Judging by the skulls, this site saw no less than a dozen humans dispatched to the Gray Frontier. Or perhaps they were elves or drow—I wasn't a big enough expert in the local anatomy to be sure. It was easy enough to notice horns or fangs protruding from the lower jaw, but discerning a human skull from an elven one? Sorry, pass.  
 
    My manners are just fine, thanks, my wife grumbled. But when I'm finally free, I'll take a day to hunt these flying toads! The toad didn't lie, by the way—Death magic is strong here indeed. We cannot go back, though. There's going to be the same wall like in that citadel, may the Seven damn it for all eternity.  
 
      I thanked my wife and turned around, looking for anything of interest, and finding nothing. The passage extended downward and to the right, disappearing from view some one hundred yards down. But I knew better than to doubt my wife's words—nobody was more invested in my personal safety than her.  
 
    "Mountains! I didn't realize how much I missed them till now!" The mage took a long, skeptical look at his surroundings, made a wry face, and extended a hand to Raena as she stepped out from the portal, tripped over a rock and lost her balance momentarily, then let loose a phrase that proper ladies from respectable families probably shouldn't even know, much less utter. Ignoring Reece's gesture, she skirted the mage while nearly bumping into his shoulder, then craned her neck and proceeded to study the sun hanging over the gorge.  
 
    "We're already in Karn?" the sorceress exclaimed in surprise. Tearing away from contemplating the local star, she turned her gaze to Kan, standing perfectly still nearby, as if calling on him to bear witness.  
 
    "I don't know about your Karn," Vaessa said, the last to emerge from the portal. "But we definitely shouldn't go that way." The necromancer's daughter nudged her dithering dragon, then gestured behind her.  
 
    "We're at the border of the Gray Frontier, aren't we?" I grunted as the realization finally dawned on me. 
 
    Hart! That's Xahrien! If memory served me right, the unique boss was level 380—a bone dragon who had wiped the Azure Dragons no less than twenty four times. So epic was their ultimate victory over the dragon that they had officially changed their clan's name when it happened, as the kill propelled them into one of the world's foremost clans. But what the hell was he doing here?! A unique boss could only be killed once by definition! And why was I seeing more and more of these bone dragons all of a sudden? Velargass, Vala'ael, George... And now this big fella!  
 
    I sat down on an outcropping of rock, slipped a pipe between my teeth, and took a few drags, paying no mind to my party mates' bemused gazes.  
 
    What was going on here? Was Raena right about us arriving in Karn? But then what was the border to the Gray Frontier doing here? Or was it an illusion of sorts? Were the Ancient Paths a reflection of the real world? The real world... Ha! I crack myself up... I shook my head in bewilderment. Conceding the possibility that the system could have generated any instance from the upper realm for our "hidden passage" into the citadel taken over by the Cursed God, why would it make it a raid instance?! After all, only five sentients could go through the portal, and if my memory was correct, it took a whopping two centuries of hardcore Korean gamers to take down Xahrien... Velargass mentioned something about the Twice Cursed God's magic transforming this stretch of the Ancient Paths—could this be the reason for our wretched luck? Or was this not really Xahrien, but something else entirely? As always, too many questions—and nowhere near enough answers.  I recalled Jaelitte's words that the Ancient Paths weren't really one whole plane. She didn't know much beyond that, but, as I understood it, from here I shouldn't be able to access the dungeon I'd been cast into after slaying Nerghall, for instance, or fall back into the endless chain of changing zones on the chessboard of nightmares. And Vaessa had said that the Ancient Paths were really a multitude of islands in the vast Ocean of Darkness. A bloody archipelago... Having finished my pipe, I rose and looked up at the sun shining through the rocks overhead. It looked perfectly ordinary, just like the sun in Demon Grounds. But even if it weren't, it didn't change our situation one bit. Whether or not there really was a level 380 bone dragon waiting for us, there wasn't anything we could do but go and see for ourselves. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I didn't feel like smoking at all. Putting out the glowing embers, I put the pipe away, then caught Raena's questioning gaze and gave a negative shake of the head. 
 
    "No, this isn't Karn. Simply one of its reflections." 
 
    "In that case, what's got you so worried?" She followed up at once, examining the walls overhanging us as if in search of the cause. 
 
    "I agree, earl," said Kan, frowning. "It would behoove us to know what to expect ahead." 
 
    "Would that I could tell you." Purely mechanically, I sat back down on the rock and lit up again. Upon realizing the absurdity of my behavior, I cussed softly and spat on the ground. 
 
    "This place is a dungeon, the kind I told y'all about before. Somewhere toward the end we'll meet Xahrien—a bone dragon. After defeating him, we will move on—either to the next level or into the hall of those geezer kings."  
 
    "Ancient Kings..." Raena corrected me automatically. 
 
    "What difference does it make?" I shrugged, taking another deep drag while thinking to myself that this really wasn't the time to give up bad habits. "Don't ask me what that passage will look like—I don't know. A door, a hole in the wall, a portal... And when we get to the end, we may not see a monster but some weird puzzle instead. The only thing I know is that this place will take us into that hall. Or to a graveyard—if that's even possible nowadays." 
 
    "Aye, we remember," Vaessa dusted some non-existing specks off George's neck, then gave me a brooding look. "You talked about the true death that may take us here. But I don't understand how—" 
 
    "I don't understand either—I just feel that we mustn't die here. It might not be the true death, but it wouldn't be pleasant. Being tremendously weakened, we'll be on an express train to Mycana!" 
 
    "What's an express train?" Reece looked up from the huge dead fly he'd been studying in his palm, eyes shining with curiosity. 
 
    "It's a mode of transportation that..." I began to explain, then waved him away with frustration. "What does it freaking matter?! Just understand my orders: we move slowly and with maximum caution. You've got five minutes to buff up. Starting now." 
 
      
 
       My jaw locked up from the bitter taste. I crushed the empty vial with my fist, chasing down its contents with an elixir of constitution. This tried and true method sure beat the alternative—walking around with a screwed-up face for the next several hours, constantly spitting viscous saliva... Back on Earth everybody knew that pure alcohol and vodka could be washed down with water, whereas soda could be mixed with a bit of whiskey. In here, however, you couldn't avoid the shotgun approach. But not drinking the Great Elixir of Possibilities just wasn't an option—three hundred points to all stats wasn't something we could afford to pass up. It was back at the Swamp Cave that I'd discovered that washing it down with an elixir of constitution fully mitigated the bitterness, leaving your mouth feeling pleasant and fresh. Well, almost. It was probably closer to the feeling you get after rinsing with mint-flavored mouthwash. Not quite like the taste of candy, but after the initial bitterness, the aftertaste was indeed quite pleasant. Even in a realm of magic, the law of relativity remained intact. 
 
    "What level is this insect, dar?" the mage proffered his palm—lying in his open palm was a dead bug unknown to human science. It looked like a mix of fly and wasp. Two pairs of membranous wings, glistening black belly, hooked feet and a sharp stinger sticking out the back. I couldn't quite remember what wasps looked like back on Earth, but this specimen here would probably be their queen, given its size of a small field mouse... I considered the question for a moment. 
 
    "Don't you have anything better to do?" I asked him skeptically. 
 
    "Well, buffs and potions are all up," Reece shrugged. "Besides, you're a little too serious for my liking. The boar isn't here, so who's going to distract you from somber thoughts of world domination and installation of a new order for the benefit of all sentient beings?" 
 
    "Right," I smiled, patting the mage on the shoulder as I went around him.  
 
        The youth was back to being his clownish self—as obvious a signal as any that his spirits had stabilized. And I knew exactly why: back there in the dragon cave, Raena had joined our clan. I didn't know what had pushed her to finally take that step—perhaps Vaessa had been right, or maybe the girl was just an adventure junkie. Whatever her reasons, I wasn't going to reject a level 320 healer and frost mage! Did Sata lie when she said she couldn't help me? Is she sitting up on a cloud somewhere, smiling down on me? I gazed up at the sky, just in case, but it was completely clear. Not a cloud, then. Slipping my sword out of its scabbard, I lowered my visor, then looked at Kan standing still on my right.  
 
    "Everyone ready?" 
 
      The knight nodded, and I gripped tight the straps of my shield. Our party began to move. 
 
      
 
    "Watch out! From the air!" the knight-commander cried out in alarm.  
 
    There air overhead exploded with a terrible racket: the flapping of wings, crashing or rocks, and a high-pitch squealing sound like that of a buzz saw. At once, I rolled to the right and raised my shield—just in time to block the downward strike of a scowling serpentine skull. Bones cracked, and the wyvern collapsed at my feet, having lost more than eighty percent of its HP. The next beast's claws scraped the top of my helm, nearly spinning me around, and then something struck me hard in the right shoulder. Just before I toppled over, completely disoriented, I popped Aura of Horror. Once on the ground, I rolled to the side and sprang to my feet. One of the beasts was writhing right in front of me, and I put it out of its misery with a fair of quick strikes before looking up and assessing our situation tactically. 
 
    Wyverns! More than thirty of them in all. Glistening serpentine bodies, huge membranous wings, all of them level 185 and with half a million HP! I'd been saved by my shield, which prevented the beasts from overwhelming me with numbers. They must have been hiding up in the cliffs, completely undetectable from down below. As to their vastly superior numbers, that was on account of this being a raid instance. Six of the creatures were already down: two taken out by Kan, and one each by the rest of us. And George wasn't far behind, clutching another one in its jaws as it writhed helplessly. My Aura had caught all the still-living mobs, scattering them in all directions and giving our party the thirty-second break we so desperately needed to regroup.   
 
    My mind raced frantically, trying to formulate a viable strategy as the wyverns scrambled in fear. Being twice their level, Kan might be able to tank them all, but he had no chance of grabbing the attention of a few dozen mobs. Some would no doubt pounce on Raena for her heals, or on the damage dealers. If only there was a way to take them all out in one fell swoop, despite the beasts being all over the place...  
 
    "Lay off! No damage!" I bellowed into the party channel, grimacing at the nauseating squealing. "All aggro on me! Raena, shield me! Vaessa, on my order, cast Desiccation on me!" 
 
    "Aye aye, dar," the magus' voice quivered, but she didn't object or say anything else.  
 
    I loved that about her. All business, no cheap theatrics... 
 
    I Jumped over to the right, pressed my back against the wall of rough rock, and put up my shield. Any crowd-control skill—and my Aura was exactly that—drew the mobs' ire far better than your standard swing of the sword. Ten seconds, nine... How dare these filthy beasts... A wave of rage washed over me momentarily, but I willed it back down. Three seconds... two... 
 
    "Are you certain, Krian?" The necromancer's daughter asked in a calm voice. Too calm... 
 
    "It'll be fine! I'm rocking ninety five percent resistance!" I replied, raising my shield just as the first wyvern smashed into it. Another sickening crunch of bones, and the quasi-dragon reeled, then fell, its wings whipping at my shoulder. Before I could follow up, the next one crashed into my shield, and I felt somebody's teeth clamp down on my right wrist. The sky quickly grew dark as the winged bastards swooped down on me, like pigeons on a tender-hearted granny with a bag of breadcrumbs. Something struck me right in the head; the next moment, a wyvern that had crashed into the rock just overhead fell right on top of me. My HP bar began sliding rapidly to the left. Now!  
 
    "Now!" I roared to the necromancer's daughter, realizing I wouldn't last much longer. 
 
    For several seconds, nothing was happening. At a certain point I realized I couldn't breathe. There was a clapping sound, and then... 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 63%. 
 
      
 
       Darkness. I felt pain take hold of my body, belatedly. Not pleasant, but bearable. Especially since my health bar was already back to full. But the smell... The revolting smell of decomposition seemed to permeate my very bones.  I got up, kicking away a limp wyvern's body. Well, I definitely wasn't lacking for strength; if only I had a brain to match... Sadly, increasing Intellect did diddly-squat in that department. The lifeless animal's head jerked, and its carcass began sliding down, revealing a heap of corpses underneath. Vaessa had done quite the number on them with that AoE! Squaring my aching back, I rolled my shoulders, found Vaessa with my eyes, and gave a reassuring wave of the hand. 
 
    "Sometimes I really hate you, dar," she grumbled, her voice breaking, then let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    "This isn't exactly my idea of a good time, either," I smiled, still grimacing from the nauseating smell as I worked my way out of this trench of corpses. 
 
    "How low did I get?" 
 
    "Less than ten percent," the woman frowned. "Do you realize how risky that was?"  
 
    "Nonsense!" I waved dismissively, trying to sound carefree. "Raena is practically your level, and her shield is top notch!" 
 
    I glanced over at George, who was blithely munching on the crumpled body of a wyvern in his death grip, grinned, and gestured at the piles of dead mobs, who were presently doing their best impression of blue-skinned plucked chickens. 
 
     "We could easily meet another dozen of such flocks up ahead. You see now that we mustn't underestimate the dangers lurking in this place—we can die here. At least now we know for sure that your Desiccation is effective against them. And I don't mind the pain—I'm used to it." 
 
       Desiccation was a skill that had appeared on Vaessa's talent tree at level 350, same as George. Out of nowhere, without rhyme or reason or any connecting talents. Vaessa didn't bother guessing where it had come from or why; after a quick consult with me, she simply threw five points into the skill. The skill's description was rather vague—something about the Great Darkness coming to the aid of its servant by draining a certain amount of life force from all hostiles caught within a square-shaped area of fifteen by fifteen yards, and with a two-minute cooldown. Oh, and the casting time was fairly long at five seconds. In practice, the spell turned out capable of putting down a whole pack of mountain wolves upwards of level 210 and rocking 300,000 HP in a single cast. Against skeletons and earth elementals, however, it was absolutely harmless. Similar to Nerghall's life-siphoning ability, you could only take life from someone who actually had it. As for the origin of the actual skill, well, this wouldn't be the first gift Vaessa would get from her Mistress. And it didn't matter whether Celphata had bestowed it personally or it had manifested on its own. It was entirely possible that skills and abilities would soon disappear from this world altogether; instead, warriors would start pumping iron to increase strength, while mages would enroll in Ravendum, the local Hogwarts, to hone their specialization. I didn't care either way, as long as we still had immortality. Actually, the locals were already doing something similar. Raena and Kan, for instance, hadn't felt any changes upon getting accepted into the clan, aside from the clan bonuses. As for Reece and Vaessa, they now had the same action bar that I did—and the magus was convinced that it made her life much simpler. The crossover between the game's magic world and real life was becoming so convoluted that you could easily go insane trying to make sense of it all. Or you could be like me, and not stress it. 
 
    "It's strange, dar," the knight-commander's voice interrupted my musings. "I've never seen anything like this. These beasts are predators—each one requires a vast territory to hunt. You should never see them even in pairs outside of mating season." Leaning over one of the bodies, Kan unsheathed his dagger, the wedged it into the wyvern's jaw.  
 
    "Aye, definitely predators," he wiped the blade on his sleeve before putting it away. "The teeth and jaws confirm it." He nodded at the mountain of corpses, then looked at me searchingly. 
 
    "But if that's the case, what were they eating here?" 
 
    "They were nourished by the holy spirit," Reece helpfully interjected. 
 
    "By what?!" the bemusement on Kan's face gave way to curiosity. 
 
    "Oh, you'll have to ask our noble prince about that," the mage was back to playing stupid—his favorite part of all. "He'll explain, and I'll listen along with everyone."  
 
    "You start looting, listener," I snorted, then explained: 
 
    "These are mobs, Kan. I told you about them. Just like skeletons and earth elementals. They don't eat anything, existing simply to make us stronger. I don't know what this world was like half a year ago, but that's how it is today. For now..."  
 
    "So, the world has changed not only for you, the arrivals, but for us as well," the knight-commander studied the surrounding cliffs skeptically, then sighed. "You mentioned before that Pangea and Karn became entangled somehow? And then your world, more recently? Do you think that maybe your Earth is but one of many possible, infinite worlds?" 
 
    "Save the philosophy for those brainiacs," I smiled, nodding at Raena and Reece, who were already looting the corpses dutifully. "I have enough on my mind without all that. All right, listen up!" I spoke up, addressing everyone now. "We have twenty minutes' downtime, then we keep going. Same strategy as before: Kan and I are in front, and everyone else thirty yards behind us." Seeing that Kan was about to interject, I shook my head. "No! I know that you can tank them better than I, but if things get hot, you can only fear seven. And that requires using up your Charge, which may be problematic with a flying mob. So, we'll do strictly as I said. Let's roll."  
 
      
 
    He looked kind of like a mole cricket—if mole crickets grew to twenty five feet in length. Long antennae and two pairs of mandibles on either side of the half-opened maw, dark facet eyes, forepaws like crayfish pincers, bronze forebody and olive belly. The size of this thing made it real difficult to call it an insect, despite what a proper entomologist might say. Then again, I doubted that any entomologist back on Earth had ever seen anything remotely like it.  
 
    The boss stood on a square-shaped platform the size of about one quarter of a football field, its body blocking the entrance to Xahrien's lair. Atrylus (that was the lobster's name) had 220 million HP at level 190, and a fight with the creature seemed unavoidable... He wasn't put here as a decorative piece, now was he?  
 
    Why hadn't I bothered to look up the Azure Dragons' clearing of this dungeon? At least I would have known what to expect from Xahrien, as well as from this shrew. Of course, hindsight is everything—who could have predicted that we'd end up here, of all places? 
 
    We had made it here without any casualties. As for Vaessa, she'd just have to get over it. Sure, it couldn't have been easy for her seeing me flirt with death, but there wasn't anything to be done about that. I wasn't a masochist, but this was the optimal strategy for our team. The six packs we'd encountered thus far, I'd been essentially knocked out every time. And yet, that had only netted me one point to Toughness, from the very first time. 
 
    Judging by the level, there should be other bosses between this one and the last one, Xahrien. And if I didn't anticipate any issues snuffing out Atrylus, a level 380 bone dragon wasn't exactly a gopher. Where's a raccoon when you need one? I thought with a sigh, and glared at the monster's twitching antennae.  
 
    The wind was blowing patches of dry grass all over the platform. The air was scented with wormwood and something rotten. My back ached as if I'd just completed a triathlon with a hundred-pound backpack strapped to it, which actually described my path in this world thus far rather aptly. The others were looking pretty fresh—Kan especially seemed to have not a care in the world.  
 
    "I suppose that one is in our way?" the knight-commander broke the lingering silence, pointing toward the boss with the tip of his sword. 
 
    "Well, yeah," I nodded. 
 
    "Let's hope that dung beetle will have something better than worthless junk, stinky viscera and scales," Reece said, curling his lips skeptically.  
 
    "Were you disappointed with the wyverns' gallbladders?" Raena put in her two cents, giving the mage a sidelong glance. "They fetch twenty gold a piece in Vaedarr!" 
 
    "Not for sale!" Vaessa frowned, shoving away George's sniffing muzzle. "We'll get plenty of use out of them ourselves. I'll spare a dozen for that spindly one, if you like, but no more. As for you, young padawan," she gave Reece a stern look. "You've made a choice to pursue serious science. So man up and act like it!" 
 
    The "spindly one" was obviously Saverus, whereas "young padawan" was clearly my doing. Though I never considered myself been a fanboy of the classic space opera, the term was a fun one for sure, always evoking in my mind the image of a pimply bespectacled nerd making swooshing noises while swinging a dummy sword. Leave it to us humans to introduce neologisms into the local lexicon. I bet the heads of NPCs above are exploding with useless information. And in the end, will we bend this world to our will, or vice versa?   
 
    The nearly two hundred wyvern corpses had indeed produced nothing valuable, aside from the aforementioned gallbladders—the two pairs of common quality chainmail gauntlets were swiftly discarded right on the spot. However, watching Reece get swarmed by wasps and midges after getting covered with goop extracting said bladders—that was quality entertainment. Heck, he could proclaim himself Emperor of Midges, and few would dispute such a claim. Instead, he seemed thoroughly annoyed by the worshippers as he tried to get rid of them using magic.  The young man had become a powerful mage in his own right, his Ice Spear tearing through wyverns like a hot knife through butter. Plus, he was now a prince of a fairly large barbarian kingdom. In a few levels he would be able to don the set of Saethdien Roa, gifted by me, whereupon he could probably rival even Raena. And yet, he obeyed his elder sister—whom he affectionately called "auntie"—unquestioningly. When ordered to gut the beasts, he'd simply nodded and proceeded to gut them. All of them. All the while jumping on every opportunity to tease her. These locals sure were an odd bunch. Odd, yet honorable. And for that I loved them. 
 
    "Earl! Any special instructions?" Kan Shyom's low voice interrupted my musings. 
 
       Take the knight-commander. He was a simple man at heart. See an enemy, punch the enemy in the face, and the sooner the better. And I could see that all these delays annoyed him. He was always perfectly civil toward everyone—even our clown mage—avoiding arguments, keeping quiet unless he had something to say, and executing my orders without question. And now, here was a boss right in front of us, twitching his bloody whiskers, while we were twiddling our thumbs! 
 
    "The rocks," I pointed to the boulders lining the platform. "I bet the bug is going to burrow into the ground, and when it does, we'll all need to jump on top of the rocks. Kan, tank him by the left wall, with his back to us. If any adds appear, I'll use Aura to send them scrambling for Vaessa and Reece to wipe out. Raena, your primary job is to heal, and help out as needed otherwise. And George," I turned to the baby dragon, who was hearkening to my instructions intently. "You can gorge on anything you like, just don't get in the way. We've still got buffs, so let's do this!" 
 
      Before the echo of my voice had faded, the knight-commander was already Charging the cockroach blocking the cave entrance. There was a sickening crunch as a chunks of chitin flew in every direction, along with one of the beast's antennas. Losing exactly one percent HP, the boss began chirping maniacally, blocking itself with one claw while lunging with the other. That was an attempt at an attack, at least—valiant yet futile. Moving with inconceivable swiftness, Kan shifted positions without even bothering to put up a shield, severed another of the boss' antennae, and began backing up to the left wall. By the time I cleared the gap with a Jump, shifted into combat form and struck out with an ice Blade, the boss was already down five percent HP! Shortly thereafter, a pair of Ice Spears plunged into the monster's side, leaving deep gashes that oozed a dark viscous substance.  
 
     Ice Blade! Tongue of Flame! Sidestep to avoid George's sweeping wing. Ice Blade... 
 
    "Beetles!" Reece hissed into the channel. "Twenty of them! Fear them, dar! Embrace the dark side!" 
 
    Even in a voice made deeper and tougher by the combat form, the mage's voice dripped with mockery. What a jackass! I thought to myself as I popped Aura of Horror. Large chunks of ice started falling from the sky, shattering against the rocks with ear-piercing racket. To my right, the dragon was hanging off of the boss' underbelly. The stench of rot and ozone permeated the air. The monster struck with its spiked pincers with speed and precision—most of the blows I caught with my shield, only sometimes feeling the searing pain of an unblocked blow. Ice Blade! Tongue of Flame! A cool healing spell from Raena washed over me. Ice Blade... 
 
    "On the rocks!" Kan Shyom bellowed. Consumed with my simple rotation, I missed the moment Atrylus burrowed into the ground. Cursing my own inattentiveness, I rushed to the nearest boulder, then felt the ground underneath me heave as I lost my footing and fell to one knee. The ground cracked, then widened, as the boss' hideous head emerged from right under me. An inhuman pain gripped me, plunging my HP bar into the yellow. You bitch!!! Seeing only red, I escaped the chitinous mandibles with a forty-yard Jump before collapsing on the nearest boulder, completely drained.  
 
    "He starts breaking the ground from the second attack! Keep alert, and move right away!" The knight-commander's voice was as calm as ever, but it was all I could do to not howl from the pain. Two heals in quick succession restored my health bar to full, allowing the rage to swoop in and disparate the fog before my eyes. Bastard! I stood there for five seconds, teeth clenched, watching Atrylus crawled out of the ground and pounce on Kan. Then I rushed the enormous insect, popped Infernal Rage, and started beating on the cracked chitin in a frenzy. Ice Blade—crit! Ruination sliced through the blackened side with a crunch. Tongue of Flame—crit! A brown-green gunk began spilling out of the open wound. Ice Blade—crit! The boss' body convulsed violently, then toppled over to the sand with a crash. 
 
      
 
    You've earned a unique achievement, Atrylus' Slayer. Atrylus 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. 
 
      
 
    My last blow hit an already lifeless carcass. Breathing heavily, I wiped my blade on a rag, slid it into its scabbard, and slowly shift my eyes to Xahrien's lair. Strange—the Azure Dragons hadn't fought this cockroach, at least to my knowledge. Then who was waiting for us inside the cave? The bone dragon's twin brother?  
 
    "Here, prince. Have a drink and relax!" Kan offered me an uncorked clay flask. "I have seen things in my life, but that look in your eyes is giving even me the shivers. And that doesn't happen often, I assure you."  
 
    "You'll get used to it," I smiled wearily, accepting the vessel from the knight-commander. "This bunch is already used to it," I nodded over at Reece, taking three deep swigs and nearly breaking into a coughing fit—the liquid burned my throat like pure rubbing alcohol.  
 
    "What the hell is this?" I handed the bottle back, wiping the tears from my eyes and struggling to keep my footing. 
 
    "A dwarven beverage—good, strong stuff," Kan smiled, accepting the vessel, then pointing to an inscription upon it. "Brewed from some kind of special cones and aged for a good half-century or so. Makes for a fine sedative and painkiller. Best drunk in small, careful sips, but I see that demon princes need not be so careful."  
 
    Was that... a joke? Kan—developing a sense of humor? Hot damn! Still, the knight-commander hadn't lied—I was already feeling much better, and barely able to keep an idiotic smile from my face. Those mountain cones must be special indeed. 
 
    "Don't misunderstand master prince, uncle," Reece butted in, as expected. "That look he gives has a purpose—to send us mortals scattering in all directions. And, with respect to me specifically, to hold on to my ears!" The mage covered his ears with both hands to illustrate his point. "Now, would it be too much to ask for one of those magic bottles? I'm dying to try it myself, but I'd definitely save some for auntie! And even leave a bit for our prince for when he gets that look in his eyes again..." 
 
    The knight-commander smiled again. Twice in the span of five minutes? This was unprecedented... Had he drunk the magic potion himself or something? He'd long stopped responding to "uncle" as a term of endearment, but to up and smile like that for seemingly no reason... 
 
    "Here, young padawan!" smiling for the third (!) time, the knight-commander handed Reece the bottle. "But don't overdo it, you hear me? Even the dwarves have been known to strip down to their socks and stage naked round dances around their anvils after they've had too much. As for the lady, she should steer clear of it altogether. This stuff just isn't for women." He turned to the contemplative Vaessa, winked at her, and looked back at me. "I've got another dozen bottles in stock, earl. Once we're out of this place, we'll have ourselves a party."  
 
    And here I thought this one was a lost cause, Jaelitte sniffed in my head. But no! Turns out he's decent enough fella! 
 
      Still feeling a bit dizzy and oddly estranged from everything that was happening, I tried to listen to my inner self, just to be on the safe side. Nope, no desire to strip and dance. Praise Hart! Oh, but what was this world coming to?! 
 
      
 
    The entrance to Xahrien's lair resembled an airplane hangar—both in terms of size and shape. I couldn't begin to guess what had possessed the designers to go for such an analogy, but it looked cool, no doubt about it. Following the analogy, judging by the size of the "gate," the dragon that would have to fit through it was smaller than a Boeing 986, and that was sort of comforting. Then again, Velargass was smaller, too, so... In this realm, size definitely wasn't everything. Of course, the stupid thing was that the dragon probably couldn't even fly out of his lair, unless he desperately needed to for some reason. And I doubted that anybody dragged him in tow using whatever those airfield vehicles were called. More likely, he simply walked out of here on foot. I mean, he had to eat, didn't he? It was only in fairy tales that dragons bathed in their mountains of gold and jewels for years on end, but you couldn't well eat metal, now could you? Not even if you're a dragon. And what else is there to eat in a cave? Mold? Mushrooms? Mushrooms... And cones! Ha! Man, this stuff Kan had shared was the bomb! My mind was swimming, just like during the conversation with Velargass, if not more! And there was no way of knowing when I'd sober up, either. If nothing else, this was rather innovative prep for our battle with the Boeing 380... Boeing? What freaking Boeing?! Stay here, waiting for my jumbled thoughts to get straightened out? I wasn't sure I could force myself to sit still. No, we were going to keep moving down this enormous tunnel in search of adventure. I could see now why the brewers of this swill would dance after whetting their beaks. Or did they sing? Dang it, I don't remember! And if Kan and I were still looking fairly presentable, Reece, on the other hand... He too had taken a swig—a victory toast of sorts—and clearly began feeling it soon thereafter, while in the process of extracting gooey-looking stuff from the boss and his insect minions.  
 
    Speaking of Atrylus, the beast hadn't dropped anything of note. A pair of epic leather boots and chestguard, both level 150, a bunch of rare quality crap, a couple of recipes, several dozen vials and a bit over six hundred gold. But anyway, as soon as our resident mage felt the sinister influence of dwarven cones, he immediately tried to get George to guzzle the magic elixir. And, to his credit, the dragon seemed perfectly amenable to the idea of taking a few sips, but then his mommy got involved. Instead of pontificating on the harm and damage alcohol consumption may cause underage dragons, the magus simply promised to finally make do on my promise to cut off her nephew's much-tormented ears. And then tongue. And also tail. And then move on to the rest of his, and I quote, "junk." I did wonder if Vaessa even realized what a double entendre she'd just pulled off... Probably not. Through it all, Kan and I stood there with perfectly somber expressions, though my lip was bleeding from how hard I was biting it to keep from laughing. I'd even put my helm on.   Finally, gathering all my will in my fist, I gave the order to keep moving. Up ahead was the lair! Behind me I heard Reece propositioning Raena to conduct some ritual called Union of Cold. The fact that she hadn't killed him yet was comforting. And he seemed to have recovered some of his faculties, to the point of shuffling along after us and giggling at everything in sight. Now, I was neither stupid nor crazy to rush into battle with my mind a jumbled mess. Once we reached Xahrien, we would halt outside his aggro range and wait till everyone sobered up. But the cave was empty thus far. Icicles shone down from the ceiling, and the walls were covered with familiar moss and water streaks. The air was chilly and scented with... Not so much a physical smell but a sense of doom and death. It wasn't the stench of rotting flesh, and not even of long-decomposed bones. I had never been inside a dragon lair before, but wouldn't it smell of the decomposing remains of his meals? It was only Velargass and her spouse who could chill on their platform and somehow discard the leftovers somewhere. Then again, I did remember seeing bones lying in the vicinity...     
 
    The entrance to what looked like the lair's living area was framed by crystals radiating a soft, dark green glow. I stepped through the arch first, and froze in amazement, while a whole number of things happened behind me: Kan cussed, Raena sighed, and Reece fell silent. And for good reason. Lying at the center of the huge, stadium-sized cave were the bones of a gigantic dragon. The skull of what was once called Xahrien stared into nothingness with lifeless eye-sockets. The beast's wings were shattered in many places, and the gaps in the ribcage were large enough for a New York City bus to drive through. The scene was eerily beautiful, yet deeply unsettling.  
 
    Yes, players came to these places seeking great rewards and glory. But this here dragon, he had been no more than a game mob. He had never razed a city to the ground, had never devoured sentients out of sheer cruelty. He had simply waited here for a party to come and kill him—that had been the fate written for him. And then the Azure Dragons came and did the scripted Heroic Deed. They killed a puppet.   Why am I upset at that all of a sudden? Was it the dwarven concoction? Far be it from me to judge anyone after all the creatures I'd killed. Still, the world had changed, and dragons were now actual dragons! And this one would have fought for his life to the bitter end. Personally, I was keeping my options open coming here. If I come to an agreement with the beast instead of killing him, why the hell not? But that was a moot point now—the dragon was already dead, at least in this pocket of reality. Now for the passage into the hall that was our actual destination...   
 
    The lightning situation in the cave was lacking, so I didn't immediately notice movement near the skull. Moments after, a baby dragon emerged from behind it and headed toward us, waddling comically. The creature was level 320, no name displayed above his head, though the bar was an ominous red, and the spitting image of George. Had the Azure Dragons missed an egg hidden in the cave that had hatched after its parent's demise, and was now out for revenge? And the stupid system had confused the hatchling for the dungeon's final boss and sent us here to take care of it?  
 
    In the meantime, the dragon drew within twenty yards of us and, in defiance of all aggro laws, bent his head like a duck, peering first at me and then at Kan, and hissed furiously. The next instant, he charged right at us. 
 
    "Don't you dare!" Vaessa's cry pierced the air.  
 
    The necromancer's daughter jumped out from behind us, shoving Kan aside as he attempted to block her way. A dark web-like shadow smashed into the attacking baby dragon. Stopping him dead in his tracks like an invisible wall. The dragon crashed and fell to the ground, still boring us with blood-red eyes filled with animus. Kan cast a puzzled look my way, lowering his raised sword most reluctantly. I shrugged, equally puzzled. But what happened next only added to our bewilderment.  Vaessa came forward toward the creature, with George following right behind her, nearly knocking me over with his bulk as he passed. When the necromancer's daughter halted, the pet did as well, then spread his wings like an eagle and froze. A trail of dark smoke appeared, connecting his chest to his mistress. Intrigued, I stepped around the dragon for a better view.  Leaning over the paralyzed mob, the magus grabbed his jaws and opened them—with some difficulty—then snatched her Hanteryon's Claw, made an incision on her wrist and began pouring her flowing blood into the creature's gullet. George started, spreading his chick-like wings even wider. The HP bars of the paralyzed dragon, the magus and her pet linked to her by some strange spell all began to shrink. A healing spell that fell on her almost instantly had absolutely no effect. The eyes of Celphata's high priestess filled with blackness, large beads of sweat forming on her brow as her health bar dwindled down to half. For Hart's sake! She's going to get herself killed! I whipped out my sword and stepped forward to finish off the paralyzed dragon, but just then a searing pain shot through my arm. Then there came a soft chuckling sound, and it was all over.  
 
    The HP bar of the spellbound dragon turned from red to green, and another heal from Raena restored Vaessa's HP to full. The magus clasped the prostrated dragon's muzzle with both hands and turned to me, panting. 
 
    "Thank you, Krian... But... I need a name, quickly! This is a girl..." 
 
    "Lola!" I blurted out the first thing that came to mind, then shook my head with annoyance while sheathing my weapon.  
 
    "Lo-la!" Vaessa echoed in a gentle whisper, tenderly caressing the spiked muzzle.  
 
       The cave trembled as four green letters manifested out of thin air over the dragon's head. Another quake followed, a stronger one. I felt the world go dark before my eyes, my nostrils suddenly assaulted with the scents of pine and freshly cut grass... 
 
      
 
    Daar Princedom; Eastern Borderlands, Scorched Grounds; Laetan Barony, Eastern part of Tyremian Wood; zone level 200. 
 
      
 
    "Here comes another adventure!" I heard Reece cackle behind me. 
 
      But I wasn't there anymore. I was standing in the middle of a cool forest at night, breathing in the crisp air and basking in the starlight filtering through the tree crowns.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    What was that? I inquired mentally of my wife, gazing at the twisting tree trunks while trying to keep my voice as level as possible under the circumstances. 
 
    Whatever do you mean, dear? Jaelitte asked in surprise. 
 
    Don't act stupid, please, I said evenly. It doesn't look good on you! 
 
    No, dear, my wife parried at once. It's not I who's acting stupid, but you. And it doesn't look good on you anymore than it would on me. She held a small pause, then added, as if doing me a favor. If you're referring to that winged toad, that was me strengthening your squad. Indirect influence, you might call it—I know how you like all those fancy terms. And your necromancer won't have any objection to rearing said toad into adulthood. Just look how ecstatic she is!  
 
    And those succubi—I began to say, but Jaelitte interrupted me half-sentence. 
 
    The same exact indirect influence. Providence prohibits me from lending you direct aid, but every so often I see a loophole, and I take advantage of those.  
 
    Providence, then, I sighed, watching Reece and Raena set up traps along the meadow's perimeter.  
 
    Indeed, Jaelitte said with total earnestness. And you mustn't mock it. For as long as I'm stuck in this hole, I cannot help you in any meaningful way, but only with trifles. The exchange with my father, and now this toad. You'll need to wait until I'm back in my true form. 
 
    Thanks for clearing that up. 
 
    Anytime, sweetheart... 
 
      Her voice still buzzing in my ear, I turned to look at our newest find. The "find" in question was looking rather discombobulated, much like its new mistress standing nearby. Like a pet dog being taken for a walk, I chortled to myself. There was a classic painting to that effect, with the lady likewise wearing a beret—the main difference was that the dog in the painting wasn't anywhere near the size of a grown horse.  George wasn't in the best of shape, either, by the look of him. Everybody's HP bar was full, so this must have been some other type of recovery. I suspected that the magus had shared a part of her soul again. I need to have a talk with that animal lover... But really, I was more upset with myself for doubting a freaking high priestess of the goddess of death. Taking a deep breath to subdue the rage rising from within, I pulled off my helm and stashed it into inventory. It wasn't bothering me or anything, but I still felt as if breathing was easier without it. Seeing my emotional state, Vaessa lowered her eyes to the ground like a schoolgirl having been caught cheating. 
 
    "I'm sorry, dar," she said quietly, trying her best to sound remorseful. "I know that I have no right to take such risks. The Mistress—" 
 
    "What's your mistress got to do with anything?" I cut her off, trying to keep a calm tone. "What did you hope to accomplish there?"   
 
    "A Mistress of Death, having summoned one dragon, is capable of taming another one," Vaessa looked up at me, her eyes twinkling with defiance. "And I was certain I would succeed!" 
 
    That was when my rage broke. 
 
    "And did you?!" I roared at her. 
 
    "Master prince!" Reece hurried to step in. "You've been telling us stories about some mother of dragons, remember? So, how can you blame auntie for getting inspired and wanting to become one, too? Sure, in your story there were three dragons, but here you can't have more than two! I admit, Lola is a scrawny one, no doubt, but the mother from your story must have breastfed them, yes? So, maybe that's what auntie should do here? I know it may be tricky at first, but what if it works?!" 
 
    I looked at the mage, totally lost at his words initially, and then... 
 
    "Oh, of course," I waved him away, barely holding back laughter. Then I started toward Kan, leaning against the trunk of a tree standing on the edge of the meadow.  
 
    "Breastfed them, huh?" Vaessa hissed behind me. "I'll show you breastfeeding..." 
 
    "No! Don't show me anything! I'll find my own food!"  
 
      There was the clapping sound of a teleport, and there was Reece, walking in front of me with hands in his pockets and not a care in the world. Having escaped the magus' wrath, the rascal knew that Vaessa wasn't going to make a scene with me in the middle. Let her work through that anger—she'll come to her sense sooner.  
 
     The mage really was something else. The way he had diverted my ire from his sword sister—at his own expense, no less— was masterful. It didn't matter one bit that she was higher level than me. She had sword an oath to me, and she had no right to take such reckless risks! Of course, I wouldn't have done anything to her, but still! Mother of dragons... Hart!  
 
    Reece was the first to reach Kan, to no one's surprise. Halting under a pine tree next to which stood the knight-commander, the youth scratched his chin contemplatively, threw up his head, and slowly made his way around the tree. 
 
    "You're gonna cut it down, or what?" taking a step away, Kan smacked the trunk with his palm, just as a seasoned woodcutter might. "It's a fine tree, too. Straight as an arrow!" 
 
    "It's not that, uncle," the mage replied in a deflated tone, eyes still glued to the treetop. "It's just that I find myself in hot water, so I'm thinking how to best climb this tree to the top." 
 
    "And why is that?" the warrior inquired. "Are you trying to hide from the lady?" 
 
    "Not at all," Reece drew a dramatic sigh. "I'll cozy up on a branch, break out a banjo and start playing, celebrating the feats of our beloved prince. I'd promised him as much once. I suppose now is as good a time as any to deliver..." 
 
    "What's that now?" the irony in the knight-commander's voice gave way to bemusement. 
 
    "Such are the vagaries of life, uncle," Reece tore himself from contemplating the treetop, and turned toward Raena.  
 
       I stopped next to these two, realizing that the knight-commander was in no state to answer any of my questions, crossed my arms and proceeded to wait for the show to conclude. I was soon joined by Vaessa and then George, huffing and puffing as he curled up on the grass.  
 
    "Perhaps Raena will agree to such a life," Reece continued in the meantime. "To live up on a branch with me. We'll make a nest. Or maybe a large enough hollow. I'll be playing my banjo, and she will sing."  
 
    "How are you going to make a hollow, exactly?" the sorceress inquired. 
 
    "And the prospect of sharing a life with me, that doesn't scare you?"  
 
    "I think I'd sooner see you share a life with woodpeckers," the young woman shrugged. 
 
        Reece held a dramatic pause, then glanced at the lounging dragon, and winked at him.  
 
    "You have no idea how lucky you are, George! Your girlfriend was tamed, not summoned, by auntie. And if that tall somber-looking fellow is to be believed, she'll learn to spit fire much later than you." Casting a sidelong glance Raena, the mage walked over to the pine tree where Kan had just stood, and lowered himself to the ground, leaning back against the trunk. 
 
    "Then again, females learn to spit poison from a very early age," he concluded philosophically before falling silent at last. 
 
    "Banjo is a string instrument you pluck to produce music, similar to a guitar, in the world I come from," I answered Kan Shyom's silent question, then added, nodding toward Reece. "Unfortunately, our esteemed scald doesn't know how to play one, since he'd only heard of it from me. I've no idea whether such instruments exist in this world, but I suppose there are some among those who had ended up here who would know how to craft them. So, once we've wrapped up all our affairs, I will make sure to find such a craftsman and commission from him a banjo or something similar. And then we return to this meadow, boost this here loudmouth up on the branch, and enjoy the concert."  
 
    "I object to the ambiguity!" exclaimed the mage, struggling mightily to keep a straight face. "Only a banjo and nothing else!" 
 
    "Fine, I'll even have the master inscribe your name on it. And now, if we're done with all the tomfoolery, let's get down to business." I looked around at the faces of my party members. "Kan, Vaessa, Raena. Your thoughts?" 
 
    "We shouldn't go that way," Vaessa pointed to the southeast. "I don't sense the echoes of the Twice Cursed's power in that direction, but only a strange kind of Death magic. Almost like my Mistress' power turned inside out, though Celphata was never here. I can't describe it any other way."  
 
    The magus fell silent, looking discomfited. I turned my gaze to the knight-commander. 
 
    "Kan?"  
 
    "We're in Tyremian Wood," he said. "I was here six years ago..." he faltered, then sighed and corrected himself. "Two hundred eighty six years ago, I should say. We were returning from a mission to Tarsa. There were ten of us." Kan looked at the trees lining the meadow, as if calling them to witness. "The krags had dug a den somewhere in the area, and the locals had been unable to track it. We helped them, got our reward of one hundred gold from the senior warden, and left. The baron's castle is roughly four-five miles north of here," he waved in that direction, "and a well-fortified village along the way, with a decent inn. I remember liking the ale, and the wom..." he faltered again, then continued. "The village shouldn't be much farther than two miles. At least it was there three centuries ago."  
 
    "Well, I wasn't here then," Raena said, and I shifted my eyes to her. "I didn't guzzle the local ale or feel up the local barmaids," she shot Kan a wicked smile. "So, I don't have much to say."  
 
    "What are krags?" I asked the commander. 
 
    "Quasi-ghosts," he said, his eyes fixed reproachfully on the garrulous sorceress. "They live in large families, twenty-thirty strong on average, and like to feast on human flesh. But they pose no danger to us. The magus here," he nodded at Vaessa, "will put down a whole family with a wave of the hand. Which leaves me clueless as to what we should expect here, prince."  
 
    "I see," I said, giving another look around the meadow. "All right, then, listen up. Reece and Raena, line the perimeter with traps to the max. The rest of us will gather brushwood and get a fire going. After dinner, we sleep. At dawn we move out toward that village. I'll keep watch first. Get moving! We have maybe six hours till daybreak, and I want everybody freshly rested." 
 
      
 
    Fire had long been a source of life for mankind. Throughout history, fire had chased away predators and served to gather communities around it. With fire people had acquired a home to always come back to. People... When was the last time I've seen a person? I sighed and gazed into the softly crackling flames. Thirty feet to my right Vaessa was feeding her new ward, and I just sat here, listening to the nocturnal birds' cries and... and nothing. I didn't want to dwell on what may await us further. It wouldn't change anything, so why stress about it? Sure, I hoped that we would get out of this dump quickly and without incident, and then move on to where we actually needed to be, but, alas, my hopes couldn't make that a reality. Many people were afraid of the unknown, but I wasn't one of them. I doubted that whatever awaited us was scarier than the Twice Cursed God, whom I'd already grappled with a few times and didn't fear meeting again whatsoever. Was it foolish of me? Perhaps, but I didn't care—what was the point of fearing the inevitable? The bastard had already croaked twice, so I'd try to make third time be the charm.  
 
      I was sitting facing the campfire, thus breaking the number one rule of Medieval night watchmen of Earth. What use was a watchman that was seen from a mile away, and one blinded by the flames besides? Of course, I'd never read any Medieval-era manuals on keeping watch at night, but I had read books that mentioned such things. And I wasn't an idiot that couldn't see the obvious. In winter, a watchman must sit with his back to the campfire at worst, and in all other seasons nowhere close to the fire at all. But that was there. Here, getting past Reece's and Raena's traps overlaid with Vaessa's alarm network could only be done by a higher-level NPC, and one who was a master of several schools of magic to boot, and I doubted someone like that was hanging around a level 220 zone. No, my watch duty was purely symbolic, but here I was, staying up while contemplating the flames. I mustn't allow myself to grow weak. Heck, I'd prefer to be patrolling the perimeter, but that would probably end with me setting off some—if not all—of those traps. And the fire wasn't blinding me at all—an Elder Demon's eyesight wasn't like that of an ordinary human. I could stare at the flames for hours on end without feeling any ill effects.  
 
      Lying on the ground to my right was George. The dragon wasn't sleeping—his kind rarely slept at all, it seemed. No, the creature was gazing into the flames along with me. Dragons were fond of fire for obvious reasons, and George could stare at it for hours, mesmerized. Hart! I sighed, gazing up at the star-studded sky. Why couldn't we have taken mounts into this dungeon? It wasn't like there wasn't enough room for them—these pets were about the size of my boar, and there weren't any restrictions on them... Damn, but I was really missing my Gloom. 
 
      My brooding was interrupted by soft footsteps and creaking leather.  
 
    "You're not mad anymore?" asked Vaessa, taking a seat across from me by the fire.  
 
      Lola walked over with her mistress, moving soundlessly. As if she weren't a dragon, but a large gray cat. A very large cat. Sizing up the company, she lowered herself to the ground just as soundlessly, and was still.  
 
    "No," I replied curtly. 
 
    "Dar... Krian... You must understand..." 
 
    "Stop," I stopped her with a gesture. "It's behind us. But I want you to think critically next time. Not just about you, but about all of us here, your companions."  
 
    "All right," she sighed.  
 
    "Good. Now, did you want to ask something?" 
 
    "Not just ask, but tell."  
 
       She glanced at her due of pets, sighed again, and continued in a hushed tone. 
 
    "Something terrible is afoot in the Gray Frontier, dar. The streams of power have gotten so tangled up that I can no longer hear or sense my Mistress. I don't know what is happening, but it feels to me that the Great War has begun!" 
 
    "That should be expected," I slipped a pipe into my mouth, reached into the fire for a smoldering branch, and lit up. "Vill has possession of the White Dragon's blood and the support of one of the world's creators. It's only natural that he will try to rid himself of all his enemies. I'm sorry, but there's nothing we can do to help her. We must follow our own path. Isn't that what she herself wanted for you?" 
 
      The magus nodded without saying a word, falling into somber thoughts of her own. A predator roared somewhere nearby, and then silence fell on the surrounding forest, over which only the crackling of embers and the panting of the lounging dragons could be heard. Vaessa kept her silence, and I sat across from her as before—smoking and watching the flames dancing in her dark-green eyes. She was in a tough emotional state, but I'd already said all I could. A war in the Great Frontier? Her mistress in danger? Well, we hadn't exactly come to this forest to pick dandelions. 
 
    "What is next for us, dar?" Vaessa leaned forward, peering into my eyes. 
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    "Where are we going? Why are we going there? Will we make it? And what's going to happen if we do?" She rapped out the questions with barely a pause in between.  
 
      And the questions were certainly of a new kind. Was this the result of her bond to Celphata being severed? Or had she begun to transform into a regular woman following Kan's proposal, one that worried needlessly and asked a bunch of stupid questions that had no answers? 
 
    "We'll make it," I chuckled. "We'll waste all the bad guys, and live happily ever after. Everybody will pair up: you and Kan, Reece and Raena, George and Lola, Jack and Jill... I'm already married. We'll all have a bunch of kids, and then—" 
 
    "Why do you speak to me as though I'm an idiot?" the magus frowned. 
 
    "Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer," I shrugged nonchalantly. "I don't know any more than you do. Only that we don't have many options. Or rather, we have only one option." 
 
    "Do you sincerely believe that we'll make it?"  
 
    "I know we will," I said just as nonchalantly. "And I'll know it even when on the verge of death! Why bother with any of this otherwise?" 
 
    "I suppose. You are the Elder, after all..." Vaessa sighed, and then... smiled. "Thanks, Krian," she nodded, rising to her feet. "I suppose I'll go get some sleep." 
 
    She drew away from the fire, laid a blanket down on the grass, then curled into a ball on top of it. The dragons rose in unison as well, waddled over to their mistress, and lay down carefully on either side of the magus, shielding her from the world and from the elements. I smiled at this expression of dragon affection, then shifted my gaze back at the campfire. 
 
    "We'll make it! We absolutely will!" 
 
      
 
    As morning rushed in, the forest around us was transformed beyond recognition. The trees lining the meadow no longer looked crooked. It was your typical mixed wood, the kind I'd seen plenty of in the heartland of Russia.   
 
    Having packed up our things, we breakfasted quickly and set out in the direction shown by Kan. Soon we hit a wide dirt road, and started following it northwest.  
 
    We saw the soldiers after about fifteen minutes. Ten of them in all, level 220 with a level 250 captain, they wore a mix of plate and chainmail; four were armed with bows, and the rest with shields and short spears. Their attitude toward us was unfriendly—hardly a surprise. It wouldn't take us longer than a minute to dispose of them, only I had no intention of doing so.  
 
    As we came into sight, which happened at a distance of around fifty yards, the captain barked something, causing the bowmen to slip behind the roadside trees, and the spearmen to grab the shields from their backs and form a line, blocking the entire width of the road.  
 
    "If even one arrow flies out from the forest, kill nine of them. Leave one for questioning," I commanded calmly into the channel. 
 
    Raena cast shields on all of us as we kept walking, including the dragons walking on either side of the main party.  
 
    "If anything starts, I'll stick to the center. You, prince, head into the woods to my left. Vaessa and the dragons, to my right," Kan added.  
 
    No sooner than the command was voiced, George slowed his pace and shifted to the right. As he should have—in these situations, Kan was in charge. Besides, he knew the locals far better than I ever could. I would take over command only in the event of something truly unpredictable, which this situation clearly wasn't.   
 
    As we drew close, the captain took a step forward and put up his hand in a halting gesture. 
 
    "Who are you?!" he asked anxiously upon sizing us over. "And what are you doing in the lands of Baron Daenic Laetan?" 
 
    Narrowed brown eyes, massive lower jaw, windswept face—something about the man reminded me of Gerid, while the small triangle on his cheekbone assured me that we would find a common language. And the eyes of his soldiers, despite their wall of spears, displayed no hostility whatsoever. In fact, the best way to describe their expression would be that of utter bewilderment. And indeed, it wasn't every day that their barony was visited by demons and dragons. Now, sure, the dragons were still on the small side, as were my horns, praise Hart, but still.  
 
    "Krian, Prince of Craedia, and his companions!" the knight-commander cast a heavy gaze around the battle-ready soldiers, eventually stopping at their captain. "I remember there being a village up there, with an inn," he continued with a nod forward. "That's where we're headed—to that inn."  
 
    "Demons?! Where do you come from?" the captain's eyes stopped on Reece for a moment, and his brows shot upward. "An officer!? But..." he looked again at Kan, struggling to express his thoughts. I sighed and showed him my marks, which finished the job of stripping the man of the gift of speech.  
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Kulam, captain of Baron Daenic Laetan's first century, relates to you with respect. 
 
      
 
     "What is going on here?" Kan inquired after waiting a few moments. 
 
    "An army of undead, the one that had blocked off the border with the orcs and Darkaan last year, attacked the baron's castle yesterday!" Kan exclaimed, gesturing behind him as his soldiers all lowered their spears. "They had never crossed the borders of the wastes before, but last night..." he faltered, gritted his teeth and let out a heavy sigh. "I'm stationed in Dorca, so I wasn't there. Last night a rider came from the baron and reported what had happened. And earlier today our first century arrived in the village. We fought off the attack, but the eastern wall is completely ruined. Thirty five casualties, five of which were our brothers from the Order... They departed to serve Ingvar in their next role. These are the Borderlands, a troubled place. Many of us have sworn fealty to the Lightning god."  
 
    "What about these undead?"  
 
    "I don't know, I wasn't there," said Kulam. "Centurion Arvid is in Dorca, he will tell you. He's from the Order as well." 
 
    "So what are you doing here?" 
 
    "The stiffs all came from there," the captain gestured northeast. "That is why they avoided Dorca. And though last night was peaceful, the baron ordered us to leave anyway. The wastes are crawling with the undead, and the castle will not withstand another assault. Arvid has posted riders on all the roads, since these beasts are everywhere. The wastes are right behind you, barely over a mile away. If we see anything, we're supposed to mount our horses and ride straight for the village. Over in Dorca they're packing everything up, and preparing to burn Tissy soon." The captain stepped aside, and waved to his soldiers to clear the way. "Go to Dorca, sirs. Find Arvid, he'll be able to answer your questions better."  
 
    "Tissy? Who's that?" Reece asked from behind me. 
 
    "Merid's daughter," the captain frowned. "Stupid girl—apparently, she's the one who set the undead on the baron's castle."  
 
    "A necromancer?" Vaessa asked.  
 
    "Who can tell?" Kulam shrugged. "A group of the Untainted come the village three days ago, aiming to study the undead on the borders. All the way from Vaedarr, I think. So, the day before yesterday they were returning to the village at night, and saw the wretch drawing some sorcerous symbols on the ground, right on the border with the wastes. They brought her straight to the elder, and she didn't deny it. Admitted to everyone that she was summoning skeletons. And that very night, the undead hit the castle." The captain shook his head in distress. "You know, we honor necromancers around here. A couple even lived in the castle, though only one survived the night. But the Untainted accused her, so Arvid ordered to have her burned at the stake. That's the story as I know it."  
 
    "Thank you, warrior," I nodded to the captain, then waved a hand, signaling for the party to start moving. "Now, let's have a look at these undead of yours."  
 
      
 
    So, apparently the undead had flooded the border between orcish and human lands. Demons shouldn't be too far from here either, but it was unlikely that the dungeon transformed by the Twice Cursed God would lead us there. The Netherworld wasn't his domain, and I wouldn't have any trouble coming to an agreement with demons, anyway. I wasn't that antisocial, after all. No, I was ninety percent certain that this was the long sought-after Karn. Unfortunately, I couldn't just tell all the locals to take a hike, and set off to Vaedarr—my ultimate destination. First of all, I could never leave Gloom behind, and his icon was presently inactive. Second of all, I wasn't willing to abandon all the knights and mages in Cathella. And third of all, try as I might, I wouldn't be allowed to shirk the obligations bestowed unto me by the System. Such were the negatives of the game world. So, we would have to keep going, mow down all the baddies in our path, and do what was required. This was the only way.  
 
    After about fifteen minutes we emerged from the forest and saw the village. Then again, calling this settlement a village would be a gross misrepresentation—with tall walls of thick logs, eight guard towers, and gates reinforced with steel plates, Dorca looked more of a stronghold than Farot was. Unlike Farot, however, archers were manning the walls—I counted at least twelve soldiers just on the gate side. After accounting for the six arbalests installed in the towers—just the visible ones—this wasn't a village that any attacking force could afford to take lightly.  
 
    The man-made defenses aside, the fort was surrounded by open space for least a mile, before the next stretch of woodland set in.  
 
    We passed through the fields growing some kind of local grain, and came up to the gates. An exchange ensued that was nearly identical to the one from earlier, if only a bit shorter.  
 
    "Arvid is in the square," a mustachioed captain named Urvaz motioned behind him. The guards stood aside, allowing us to finally enter.  
 
    "Dar, don't you feel like we've seen all this before?" Reece nodded at the string of wagons laden with household implements. "Although, I admit I feel a lot more confident this time around." 
 
    "Oh, sure," I chuckled, looking around the place. "That time we didn't have Kan, Raena, Vaessa or her dragons with us."  
 
    "On the other hand, now we're missing Gloom and the rest of the guys," countered the mage, gazing pensively at the drivers sitting up in the coachbox.  
 
    The captain hadn't lied—Dorca really was preparing for evacuation. All around us hammers were banging, the air smelled of shavings and oil that the locals used to lubricate the axes of their wagons. Nobody was wearing civilian clothes, but at worst leather armor, and carrying either bows or short spears. Yeah, these people looked no more like farmers than a Doberman like a Chihuahua. More like, they looked like Russian Cossacks or cowboys from the Old West. A harsh land produced a harsh peoples.  
 
    We reached the square, located roughly one hundred fifty yards from the gates, in total silence, as conversations around us died down at once the moment our party came into view. And who could blame them? For most of Karn's population, demons and dragons were a no more common occurrence than for any citizen of Earth. I imagined that the reaction of San-Franciscans would be pretty similar were I to roll up in the company of three green aliens and a couple of prehistoric reptiles. The whole city would probably assemble, creating a racket as if their 49s were playing in the Super Bowl. If anything, these people's reactions were much more subdued: mostly just slacked jaws and hushed whispers.  
 
    We moved aside to let a few wagons pass, then continued past the inn that Kan had found so memorable, and finally came to the square, where a veritable auto-da-fe was taking place.  
 
    I'd always been averse to scenes like this, both in books and in movies. From an early age I'd felt a raging hatred for the Medieval inquisition. For the bastards who burned innocents with their "cleansing" fires, while daring to invoke God's name as justification. I had fantasized about bursting into the square on a mighty stallion, dispersing the bloodthirsty crowd and throwing the tormentors into the fire! And then standing there, watching them burn. This was it, the moment where my childhood dream could be realized... But this was a different world. Here, if someone was actually put to flame, it was for a reason. A necromancer responsible for siccing an undead army on the baron's castle deserved to die! This is necessary. Pushing down the rage fulminating inside me, I took a good look around the square.  
 
    In fairness, the locals differed from the denizens of Medieval Europe in every meaningful way. Back there, a scene like this would gather thousands of gawkers, but here only the soldiers were present in the square. Two dozen of tens. And, judging by their dour faces, they were anything but delighted at what was happening. A heap of brushwood had been thrown around the stake, crudely mounted onto a makeshift platform. Bound to the stake was a young woman, her eyes darting frantically, her expression one of horror and despair. A gag was in her mouth, preventing her from speaking. A dreary silence hung over the square as a gray-robed priest ascended the platform, holding a burning torch.  
 
    Centurion Arvid—a tall, broad-faced soldier—was standing directly across with his arms folded, observing the execution with a grim expression. Next to him were four more gray robes ranging between levels 250-280. Ghuntard, the senior among them, was saying something quietly to another priest at his side.  
 
    "In the name of your god..." the executioner spoke in a listless voice, and took a step toward the bound victim... And then, it was as if the veil was pulled from over my eyes. The names of Myrt's servants blinked, turning from green to red and rearranging subtly. Guntard was now G'Untard. The disavowed?! How in the hell?! My maxed mental resistance is letting me see through virtually any disguise, the thought flashed through my mind as I hopped onto the platform, and kicked the false priest away from the heaping brushwood with my metal boot. 
 
    "These are the disavowed! For Ingvar!"  
 
    An Ice Blade crit against the gray robe lying supine on the wooden boards, knocking off more than half of his HP. Another blow and the priest's body convulsed in agony, bloody froth forming on his lips.  
 
    The square erupted with the clanging of steel as an arrow plunged into my hip. Bitch! Kan Charged forward, knocking over two soldiers raising their crossbows. Seeing the stripes on my face, Arvid whipped out his sword and brought it down swiftly on the neck of the nearest disavowed, severing the head from the body.  
 
    "Get the priests!" His cry resounded over the din of the burgeoning battle.  
 
    An Ice Spear smashed into the shoulder of the third false priest, knocking him over as his feet kicked the air.     
 
    The soldiers, having recovered their senses, pounced on the target to finish him off, then switched hastily to the fourth and final aide. With a Jump, G'Untard escaped the epicenter of the battle—his face streaked with blood, his robe ripped to pieces, and his life already in the yellow. 
 
    "Infidels!" he croaked, his voice trembling with hatred. His hand dove into his robe and produced a gnarled tree branch, which he then stuck into the ground at his feet. "You shall all die!!!" 
 
    Three crossbow bolts punctured his chest. The disavowed's body jerked as his eyes found me in the crowd. With a triumphant smile on his face, the head priest slowly sunk to the ground. 
 
    Raena's heal washed over me. The arrow had only taken off five percent HP, glancing off the armor. I turned around and removed the gag from the girl's mouth.  
 
    "Master! It wasn't me who set the undead on the castle... I can only summon skeletons!" the poor thing mumbled. "Only skeletons, truly! You must believe me, master..." 
 
    But I wasn't listening to her. I was standing there, studying the agitated crowd, and feeling blissfully happy. It was the kind of happiness that could only be felt upon realizing one's childhood dream. 
 
      
 
    "We have big problems, dar," Vaessa's dismal tone brought me back to reality in no time.  
 
    I hopped off the scaffold, paying no mind to the wailing would-be witch, and walked over to the necromancer's daughter, who was leaning over the head priest's corpse. I hadn't tied that chick to the stake, so I wasn't going to be the one to untie her. She was no longer in danger—of that I was certain. As I was certain of the fact that the assault on the castle had been the handiwork of these scumbags who had infiltrated the fort disguised as Myrt's servants. Surely this bunch hadn't taken to the wastes to catch grasshoppers? 
 
    Meanwhile, the soldiers of the local garrison, whose assistance in battle had been both swift and effective, were only now starting to notice our motley crew. And many of them—mostly those who weren't busy looting the bodies—froze in their tracks, staring at the demons and dragons that had somehow become guests in their village.  
 
    "Enchanted aspen branch," the magus nodded at the twig sticking out of the ground. "I've heard about something similar."  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And nothing," she shrugged. "Other than the fact that all the undead in the area will soon swarm this place like locusts." Snatching the twig out of the ground, Vaessa studied the symbols etched into the bark. "The spell will last six hours," she said, tossing the twig away. "And when it runs out, the undead will leave. The local baron's castle must have had another one just like it."  
 
    "Always with the dire omens, auntie," Reece sniffed, walking over to us. "Although, if the dragons hadn't lied about our path being twisted by the Twice Cursed God, then this must be the quest the commander spoke of."  
 
    "To destroy all the local undead?" Raena asked to clarify while looking at me. 
 
    "How should I know?" I shrugged. "Do we destroy the whole army or someone in particular? Again, I've no idea. But it seems to me we should stick around and see what happens next."  
 
    "Take these, drag them outside the gates, and burn them!" the centurion's booming voice stirred his soldiers from their stupor, and they began tossing the disavowed's corpses into a cart standing on the edge of the square. 
 
    Satisfied that his subordinates were carrying out their orders, Arvid glanced at the girl, who was still tied to the stake, shook his head and started making his way toward us.  
 
    "Sir," he nodded to me, then to the rest of our party, one by one. When his eyes fell on Vaessa, the centurion's brows shot up. "It is a great honor to welcome a priestess of the Goddess of Death in our ba—" 
 
    "Later," Vaessa stopped him with a gesture, nodding at the corpse of the disavowed lying nearby, the face still showing the smile it wore at the moment of death. "Sound the alarm, centurion. We will soon have a horde of undead at the gates." 
 
    She conveyed the basics of what she'd shared with me a minute earlier. 
 
    The centurion's face darkened as the magus spoke. Taking a moment to collect his thoughts, he sighed and spoke dryly. 
 
    "A moment, earls. I must issue orders to my people," he said, then stepped back from us, turned around and bellowed. 
 
    "Sanka!" 
 
    "Aye aye! Earl! Centurion!" A frail black-haired girl in a leather helm that kept sliding down over her eyes most comically ran out of the crowd of soldiers, and froze in front of her commander. 
 
    "Ride to the baron at once," Arvid ordered, accentuating every word. "Tell him that Dorca is preparing for imminent attack by the undead. Dismissed!" 
 
      As the messenger took off to carry out her orders, the centurion turned to his captain—a spindly fellow with a pockmarked face. 
 
    "Kron! Put all of Dorca on alert! Remove the wagons from the courtyard! Put every able-bodied soldier aside from the sentries on the eastern wall! Ronn's and Grass' squads man the gates. And make sure each arbalest is equipped with three arrows enchanted by Master Edhar."  
 
    Aye aye, earl!" the captain nodded, then motioned toward the scaffold. "What do we do with her?"   
 
    Arvid turned toward me questioningly.  
 
    "The girl's gift has awakened," Vaessa explained. "Your captain mentioned there being a necromancer in the castle. I don't think he'll refuse an apprentice."  
 
    "You heard the lady," Arvid turned back to his captain. "Dismissed! You have five minutes to clear all the wagons, and put everybody on those walls, including civilians!"  
 
    Taking in the bustling square, the soldier turned back to us, eyes shining with resolve. 
 
    "On behalf of Baron Laetan, I hereby express to you my gratitude for restoring justice and slaying the disavowed who had infiltrated the barony's lands. Earl Laetan will personally reward you for the head of every one of them. However..." Arvid glanced up at the sun creeping toward its zenith, then looked back at me.  
 
    "The undead will be here in a quarter of an hour," he added wearily. "They travel by portals across the wastes, and the village is barely a mile from the main road. That means you have very little time to depart from the village safely." 
 
    "I think we'll stick around," I said with a shrug, motioning toward the still-open gates. "I'm curious to see the local undead." 
 
    "Well, then," the centurion grinned. "I'd say Dorca's chances have just risen from none to slim. Follow me to the gates, earls. I'll explain along the way what we can expect." 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Yes, it was that simple. The idealistic game world was one hundred percent certain that we would stay behind and help defend the village from the beasts of the Gray Frontier. The locals were all open and honest. Corruption and betrayal were impossible unless scripted; brothers-in-arms would never run from battle and leave their comrade behind. Here, honor and proper death were far more valuable than gold. This was how the world was at its conception, and RP-17 hadn't changed anything in that regard. Instead, he had simply imbued these creatures with a soul, and had dragged in those who would invariably change this world at the core...    
 
    A tocsin rang out from the bell-tower behind the inn—a harbinger of doom that echoed down the narrow streets of the outpost as it prepared for battle. In the blink of an eye Dorca transformed into a disturbed ant hill as the locals stopped everything they were doing and poured out of their yards, fixing their armor and weapons as they ran toward the gates, next to which a couple of captains were expediently assigning the new arrivals to posts on the wall.  
 
    After letting a string of wagons pass, we reached the courtyard and ascended the stairs to the left wall, following Arvid's instruction, while Reece and Raena remained below. A healer needn't be in the thick of the battle—her heals would reach us just fine from where she was—and the mage was only more deadly at a distance. The dragons stayed down as well for the simple reason that there wasn't any room for them up on the wall—that and they could provide cover for the casters if things went awry. As well as provide material support to the several squads of soldiers positioned on either side of the gate. Arvid had promised to join us up top as soon as he finished issuing the necessary orders to all his fighters. 
 
    "Think anyone can even hear what he's saying?" I asked Kan, shouting over the ringing bell, after we ascended the high wooden stairs. 
 
    "The military manual clearly states that the tocsin must sound for no less than five minutes in the event of an alarm,"  the knight-commanded shrugged, then motioned at the castle jutting over the treetops. "That girl the centurion had dispatched to report could be intercepted, so this way the baron is sure to learn that the village is in danger. They'll stop it soon enough, anyway—five minutes is more than enough for this backwoods. If we were in Vaedarr, you'd be listening to this concert for a day and a night." 
 
    "That's comforting," I chuckled, and proceeded to observe the final touches being made to prepare the fort for the impending assault. 
 
    The commanding stripes on my cheek were severely lacking when compared to real-world experience. So, despite my great achievements, I was relegated to the role of observer.  
 
    The wall on top of which we'd been graciously allocated space was roughly ten feet wide, with thick wooden logs protruding outward every couple of feet in place of jags. There was hardly any room to breathe in this throng of soldiers bunched up together, most of them wielding shields and short spears. Out of the ranged fighters, only a few had crossbows, with regular bows being far more prevalent due to ease of use—I saw kids barely out of puberty clutching those with an experienced grip. There were about three hundred in all, including the dozen or so mages standing over the six arbalests aimed at the forest. Now, this wasn't my Craedia, but a village like this was beyond the means of any gaming community I knew. The grim resolve on the soldiers' faces, the sparks of hope in the eyes of locals as they snuck wary glances at the dragons standing opposite the gates... What kind of undead were these if a small army holed up in a sturdy fort seemed to be preparing to make their last stand? Expecting not to win but to go out in a blaze of glory, and make the invaders pay a crippling cost for their inevitable victory? It reminded me of the battle of Suonu, when the villagers fought desperately in the face of death against the legion of their lord who had sold out to Vill. 
 
    "There were three centuries of them," the tocsin had stopped ringing, and now I had to focus to hear what Arvid—who had already ascended the wall—was saying. "Two and a half centuries of skeletons, fifty reapings and two cerraths. We weren't expecting an attack, having gotten used to them being there, and us here..." The centurion leaned against the gate tower, folded his arms, and peered into the forest. "But even if we hadn't been taken by surprise, it wouldn't have changed anything. The cerraths took down the wall in one swoop, and if it weren't for Master Ynnox's artifact, all of us would have perished there. We would have had a hard enough time just with the merged reapings... Thankfully, his Blast destroyed them all. The Master of Death paid with his life, and I think that Celphata will take his sacrifice into account when welcoming his dark soul..." 
 
    "Merged reapings?"  
 
    "Under certain circumstances, reapers are able to meld their auras and spells," Vaessa clarified in reply to my questioning look. "The boost itself isn't amazing—only about one fifth from each, but the thing is that they aren't stacked, but rather multiplied. A united aura of fifty reapers around my level will take down a mature bone dragon in the span of ten seconds. Of course, the dragon won't just stand there and wait for death, but will burn them all from the air while the area only works along a surface. Still, it is a nasty weapon when deployed properly."  
 
      Twenty or so riders appeared on the road leading out of the forest, and continued toward Dorca, whipping their horses.  
 
    "Gates down!" Arvid barked after the last rider entered the fort. "Kulam, report!" 
 
    "Undead to the southwest!" the captain shouted, dismounting his horse. "Four centuries of skeletons, two of mowers, and..." the soldier smacked his horse on the rump, and the animal went trotting toward the main square.  
 
    "Well, out with it! Any cerraths?" 
 
    "Three cerraths, earl," Kulam reported, averting his eyes as he said it. "And one of them is truly monstrous—none of us have ever seen one like it." 
 
    "I know those critters," Kan grunted as the army's vanguard began crawling out of the forest, his steady voice rupturing the silence that had enveloped the fort. "They will smash through the gates with ease, so I should be down below, prince. I can keep at least one of them occupied." 
 
    "Well, brother," Arvid said hearteningly, watching the knight-commander rush down the stairs. "See you at Ingvar's feast?"  
 
     With a mirthful smile, the centurion clapped me on the shoulder, and followed after Kan.  
 
    "I wouldn't bet on Ingvar welcoming us too soon," I sniffed and turned to carefully examine the host forming up across the fort. 
 
    The captain hadn't lied—there were indeed four centuries of the enemy. Curious how he was able to count so accurately. The warriors' plate was rusted through and their shields cracked with time, and the archers' chainmail was full of holes. The infantry moved in clean quadrants, with the century of ranged fighters following behind. There were no siege weapons in sight—only the long scaling ladders gripped by the melee fighters in the front rows. The whole idea of using ladders when storming a castle was laughable. This wasn't Medieval Europe where any arrow fired from below could bring death or serious injury, forcing the defenders to take cover while the infantry scaled the walls. Everything was different here—any fool that made it to the top of the ladder would be met by three defenders, making the strategy not nearly as viable. This assumed comparable numbers, gear and overall strength between the attacking and defending forces. The skeletons standing outside Dorca varied in level between 280-300. I didn't know about their equipment, nor the reason why the System allowed these mobs into a level 220 zone, but at least now the doom on the faces of the defenders made sense.   But what was I saying? The System could be duped—for instance, using game methods to summon the undead occupying Erantia. Vill, you dog! This will be another stone on your wretched grave! I didn't know whether a god could even have a grave, but I was determined to personally arrange it. The skeletons wouldn't be so hard to rebuff on their own. No, the real danger lay on the right flank in the form of one hundred ninety six level 320 reapings, their faces unseen under those dark hoods, with strangely twisted scythes resting on their shoulders. The beasts formed a neat quadrant of their own, hovering about a foot off the ground, a pitch-black blob spreading from under them in all directions. Last but not least were the three monsters Kan had referred to as "critters," which could have easily been copied off of some paleontology magazine cover. How so? Because the cerraths looked suspiciously like the T-Rexes of Earth. The three gigantic rotting carcasses were frozen twenty yards in front of the infantry quadrants, all of them raid bosses in the 350-400 level range! Their eyes burning bloody red, bones protruding through rotting patches of hide, their stench alone was sufficient to knock out a small army. And taking into account those jaws, which could easily fit me even in combat form, the intimidation factor was quite strong. At least they weren't tall enough to reach the defenders from the ground—that was some comfort. You don't scare me, you ugly bastards. I've survived worse than you! 
 
    "Soldiers! Everybody who came out on these walls today!" I heard Arvid's brisk voice from above. The only way to get up to the tower was with a Jump, so the centurion had to climb down, then climb back up again to take the elevated position from which to control the battle.  
 
    "Our brothers have come to our aid!" his voice rang over the silent fort. "We are joined by the high priestess of Celphata, the Goddess of Death! To them, this army of undead is like a handful of juicy nuts to a bear famished after winter's hibernation! Our sovereign will be here with his knights and archers in half an hour, aiming to smash the enemy in the rear! The first salvo of the arbalests will be at the cerraths! After that, focus fire on the reapings! Keep firing when ready—no need to wait for orders! Let's drive this scourge back whence it came! And may the gods favor us in this battle!" 
 
    "I don't want to upset you, Krian," Vaessa said softly in the party channel, "but we have absolutely no chance in this fight. The creatures these people call cerraths are brainless brutes, and the skeletons are no trouble, either—I could take a whole century by myself and not break a sweat. But the reapers... there are too many of them, and they're operating like a single organism. To break through their aura, we'd need a barrage of high-impact projectiles. And, unfortunately, those arbalests won't be nearly enough. They'll turn my dragons to dust in a flash, and I won't be able to stop them..." The necromancer's daughter sighed, then continued. "The Mistress is quiet, and we have no one else to expect help from. I will do my best to block their initial attack, but you mustn't rely on any more than that, dar..." 
 
    "They're on the move!" the cries came from several directions at once. 
 
    "Lastly, dar, I doubt that I would make it into the halls of your god," Vaessa added aloud. "And I want to tell you how grateful I am for—" 
 
    "Shut up!" I glowered at her. "We are still alive! And I have no intention of dying in this dump!"  
 
    "As you say, Elder," she shrugged, and turned her eyes toward the army advancing on Dorca. 
 
    The undead weren't in a hurry. The cerraths were in the front, the earth quaking under their steps. Behind them were the quadrants of skeletons, marching in perfect formation. And behind them were the reapings, floating above ground and leaving a wide swath of ash in their wake. Interestingly, though the wind had picked up, the flaps of their shrouds weren't moving. It was as if the creatures were existing in their own dimension, detached from this reality. Could this bunch be the aforementioned changes brought about by Vill's magic? Who cares! It doesn't matter what hole they crawled out of—just focus on driving them back in that hole!  Looking at this merry procession, I suddenly felt a keen sense of how surreal all this was. Here I was in Heroes of Might and Magic redux, with the forces of Necropolis besieging a castle! But if so, where were my beloved Black Dragons? Though we had a couple of dragons in our ranks, they were as far from their black brethren as Vaessa and Reece were from the elite units of the Inferno. But wait! Wouldn't Vaessa fight for the Necropolis, in that case? Bloody hell! Why do these stupid thoughts keep popping into my head at the worst possible times... 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Saving Dorca.  
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Help the residents of Dorca and Baron Laetan's first century to rebuff the assault of the undead army occupying the Erantian borders. 
 
    Reward: experience, unique skill, increased reputation with the residents of Dorca, increased reputation with the residents of the Laetan Barony, increased reputation with the human race, increased reputation with Centurion Arvid, increased reputation with Baron Laetan.  
 
    Attention! Reputation gains are dependent on your personal contribution, as well as your party's total contribution, to the defensive effort. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell?!" I exhaled in shock, reading the lines of text. "A quest within a quest?"  
 
    Was the System feeling guilty of putting the player in an impossible situation, and thus trying to sweeten the bitter pill? Or was there a hint here that there may be a way out of this yet?  
 
    Dismissing the lines of text scrolling through my peripheral vision, I accepted the quest and looked back at the undead host, trying to optimize our next steps. 
 
    "They'll start running soon." A soldier commented to my left. 
 
    And indeed, as they drew within three hundred yards of the fort, the cerraths lowered their heads and gunned forward. The skeletons followed their lead, rusted armor rattling. As they ran, the warriors broke into squads of ten units, and the quadrant of archers reformed into a chain—and only the reapings kept creeping slowly in the rearguard, as if all this bustling had nothing to do with them.  
 
      The arbalests fired in unison, the projectiles drawing a pretty arc in the sky. All three arrows plunged into the cerrath on the left; the beast staggered, but then resumed its mad dash. But before he ran another five yards, an explosion of white light consumed him whole.  
 
    Hart! They could have warned me! Demon vision was quite a bit more sensitive than human, and Light magic was far from easy on the eyes.  
 
    Somebody shouted, loudly and gleefully. Another wave of snapping bowstrings followed, and then the creaking of the arbalests being reloaded. 
 
    "Hold the line!!!" the centurion bellowed just before the walls of the fort shook to their foundation. 
 
    The din was deafening as metal chains broke and iron ground harshly against the pavement. Barely keeping my balance, I blinked through the cloud of dust to see Kan tanking one of the cerraths, the one pincushioned with arbalest bolts. A squad of spearmen assisted the commander alongside Raena and Reece, burning through the target's HP. The arbalests' second salvo appeared to have missed the target, as the monster used inertia to smash through the iron-wrought gates. Arvid did mention the cerraths' ability to break through walls. A regular T-Rex probably would have cracked open its skull. The other odd thing was that the dragons so far hadn't reacted at all to the giant lizard breaking into the fort.  
 
    "Arbalests, cease fire! Wait for the reapings!" It was a miracle Arvid's voice could be heard at all over the roaring of the lizard getting battered in the courtyard, and the cussing of the soldiers swarming it. "Squads one, six and eight—get down! Kulam, Urvaz, Orwyn, block the gates! Wait for the others!" 
 
    The soldiers who had reached Dorca before the attack hadn't come up on the walls, joining the two squads Arvid had stationed down below. One squad of ten was on the cerrath, and the other three stood ready at the gates. The centurion must have planned on taking out two of the lizards in quick succession, but reality was quicker in making its bloody adjustments.  The second cerrath, down about a quarter health from the bolt plunging into its leg, was back on his feet now, and limping toward the fort's shattered gates along with the skeletons that had caught up to it. More soldiers rattled past Vaessa and me, down the stairs and into the courtyard, freeing up considerable space. But we wouldn't have time to admire the view, for just then a veritable avalanche of skeletons descended on Dorca.   
 
    Approximately one third of them poured through the breach made by the cerrath, but their original plan of attack remain unchanged. Ladders thumped against walls, steel clanged and rattled, and the lizard roared, trapped at the gate. Shifting into combat form, I stepped forward and put up my shield, screening Vaessa. The arbalests fired once more, and all the soldiers remaining on the wall abandoned the now-useless weapons and proceeded to engage the skeletons scaling the ladders.  Ice Blade! Tongue of Flame! The first stiff trying to climb up on my section of wall plummeted down before even baring his weapon. With my damage output, buffs and clan bonuses, I had burned through his 300,000 HP in two attacks! Another warrior's skull peeked out above the wall—an ugly bastard with burning eyes and decomposing hair encased in a dented rusted helm. Ice Blade—crit! Sayonara!  A pair of arrows plunged into my shield, while a third ricocheted off my helm. I took a quick look around, ascertaining the situation. The cerrath being tanked by Kan was down to about one quarter HP, and the second was stuck in the breached gate. Arvid's voice could be heard from precisely that direction—the centurion must have concluded there wasn't anything for him to do up in the tower.  Yet another skull emerged. Ice Blade, Tongue of Flame... Two more arrows struck my shield. I peeked over it, searching for the reapings. The beasts had halted about two hundred feet from the gates, left hand raised as the right held the scythe resting on the shoulder. Why were still so far? Come closer, you bastards!  I launched another combo of attacks, dispatching yet another skeleton. Just then, a salvo of arrows reached the reapings, only to hit an invisible wall and fall harmlessly to the ground. Hart! The next moment, all two hundred reapings brought down their hands in unison, unleashing a giant octopus-shaped gray cloud at the gates.  
 
    "Farewell, my prince..." The necromancer's daughter whispered in a private message as a thin translucent film materialized in the path of the hostile magic.  
 
    The two spells crashed into one another, viciously assaulting my eardrums. At least half a century of the skeletons crowding the gates were turned to dust as a huge black blob began quickly spreading over the ground at the point of impact.  
 
    "Bastards..." Reece hissed into the party channel. 
 
    "Prince! Vaessa! The dragons!" Raena exhaled into the channel after him. 
 
      I turned sharply... and felt a tsunami of fervent, all-consuming rage surging from the depths of my demonic soul. 
 
       The necromancer's daughter lay on the timeworn wooden planks, staring lifelessly at the blood-orange sky in its zenith. Her features were noticeable sharper, and her mouth partly open. Arms splayed, her right hand clutching her father's black dagger... No! No, no, no! I dropped to one knee, ripping a vial of greater healing from my belt socket, and poured the contents into her mouth. I had nothing to break it against, but it should work this way, too... Seventeen! She had seventeen HP left! A bullet that misses you by an inch wasn't meant for you, I thought with unfathomable relief. This world must have been laughing, but the laughter wasn't the sinister kind. The dragons weren't moving either, their health bars empty. But the creatures were still alive—their mistress had shared the impact of the blow with them... 
 
     I felt the rage consume me whole—too great, too intrepid to contain even if I wanted to. And I didn't want to... Vaessa's HP was restored to full, and her cheeks now bore a hearty hue, but that didn't change anything. 
 
    "Raena! Greater healing on the dragons!" I commanded into the channel, dismayed by the sound of my eyes voice. "Reece, take Vaessa out of here! On the double!" 
 
    "Aye aye, dar!" I heard the mage reply somewhere in the back of my consciousness. Taking a step toward the edge of the wall, I popped Infernal Rage, and decapitated the next skeleton rising to meet me. Thirty seconds of crits should be more than plenty! I darted down the stairs, dragging a couple of skeletons with me, then raised my shield and began cutting through the line of undead. This wasn't difficult due to the skeletons spreading themselves thin along the entire wall, so I only had fifteen-twenty standing in my way. Another dozen arrows hit my shield, four more glanced off my right shoulder, and one ricocheted off my helm. Stupid freaks! Of course, I was now their nearest target! I wasn't feeling any pain, having lost only about thirty percent HP, which was nothing to my Toughness level. I ran another thirty paces, cutting down an archer just before he could loose his arrow, then popped Fury of Primordial Chaos and Jumped right into the center of the hovering bastards. Being fifty yards from the gates, I didn't need to worry about hitting friendlies. Die, scum, die!!! A flurry of colors flashed before my eyes, and my ears felt as though they had been pumped full of water... But then everything ended in a fraction of a second. An AoE amplified tenfold and reflected back to the caster was no joke! 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 246. 
 
    You have 1 talent point to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 3 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hart!" I couldn't help exclaiming as I took stock of the scene around me. I couldn't even hear my own voice. I was standing at the center of a perfect circle with a fifty-yard radius, in which patches of sand molten into glass alternated with huge pools of murky liquid, out of which sprouted the stalks of sickly brown, reed-like grass. There were also four trees in the center, having appeared inexplicably out of nowhere, as well as large blocks of dirty-yellow ice, three small boulders and scattered heaps of crushed rock.   Chaos magic sure lives up to its name! I thought with a chuckle. The only negative was that the spell hadn't lasted long at all—evidently, the fifty-second duration from the description would only apply under continuous influence of hostile magic. Aside from that, this was as OP a skill as I'd ever encountered, at least in a PvE environment. In PvP, virtually no player used area-of-effect skills—at least that was the case before the patch. Area heals were perhaps the sole exception, but then I wasn't that kind of idiot to reflect heals back to the enemy.   As for my Chaos talent breach, that had to be the System being guided by its notions of fair gaming, thereby balancing the scales in my struggle against one of the dark gods. At least that had been Lilit's explanation, and assuming Vill really did sit on the other side of the table.  
 
    Watch out! my wife's cry of alarm whipped at my brains, and by some miracle I managed to dodge the cerrath charging right at me. 
 
    The monster's jaws snapped in dangerous proximity to my shoulder, and I nearly passed out from the unbearable stench that not even the elixir downed before the battle could fully mitigate. Having been denied entry into the fort, the level 400 reptile ran another ten yards, driven by momentum, before slipping on the ice, plopping into a pool and crashing head first into a tree. Strike! I felt another surge of rage coursing from within, only this time I could barely keep from laughing.  
 
    The sounds of battle returned to my consciousness at that instant. Arvid barking orders, soldiers swearing, metal clanging—all these things blended together into a concert of truly demonic music.  
 
    Running over to the cerrath as it was trying to get back up, I drove the tip of my sword into its eye-socket. Roaring with pain, the undead beast jerked its head sharply, and now it was my turn to go puddle-diving. I could only blind the mob partially, but that was better than nothing. Why did that stupid things aggro on me, anyway? The defending troops had already taken off nearly half its HP! Or was it linked to the reapings somehow? 
 
    "Krian! Where are you?" I could hear notes of panic in Vaessa's voice, having already recovered.  
 
    "One hundred yards out of the gates! The reapings are done!" I shot back, trying to decide on my next move. 
 
    I couldn't take down a level 400 boss singlehandedly, but the beast would only need to catch me a few times. Praise Hart, the skeletons didn't seem at all interested in my humble person—the level difference wasn't big enough. And those that might have been interested due to proximity had gone the way of the reapings.  
 
    I Jumped thirty yards closer to the gates, used a healing potion, then turned back to the cerrath, now back on its feet, and raised my shield. As the reptile rushed at me, a three-foot-long bolt struck the ground at its feet while another plunged right into its chest. Raising thanks to the gunner, I dodged its next attack. A flash behind me took the monster's health down one quarter. I glimpsed Vaessa's lithe figure appear on the wall. The magus raised one hand, and no less than fifty skeletons crowding the gates came crumbling to the ground. 
 
    "We're coming, prince!" Kan's calm voice the jump in my XP bar signaled the demise of his cerrath. Mine, however, was still breathing... Not for long! The wounded monster began to turn laboriously... and then it leapt! Clearing thirty yards in an instant, the multi-ton carcass came crashing down on top of my raised shield. An inhuman pain shot through my back. Quickly downing a healing potion to little effect, I managed to evade the mighty strike of those huge yellow claws yet again. Then I Jumped over to the bolt sticking out of the ground, slipped Ruination into inventory, pulled the projectile out of the soil, and spun around to face the cerrath. 
 
      There was new commotion at the gates, as the skeletons pressing the defenders were almost literally knocked back like bowling pegs. Emerging through the gap, a duo of bone dragons, Kan, Reece, Raena, and dozens of surviving soldiers were suddenly running my way.   
 
    "Laetan! Laetan!" With those cries, a company of mounted knights emerged from the corner tower and raced along the wall, mowing down tarrying skeletal archers.    
 
    They're not going to make it in time... None of them. But that's OK.  
 
    The three-foot-long rod in my hand felt like a dart. Now, I was no ballista, but given my strength star, it didn't really matter. Besides, the enchantment cast on the rod would be triggered at any impact with undead flesh. 
 
    "Come at me, bitch!"  
 
    The bolt impaled the charging beast's thigh. Rolling away from yet another attack, I sprang up to my feet and started walking toward my people, without bothering to turn around.  
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 247. 
 
    You have 2 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 6 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    We probably wouldn't be able to loot the sucker, but I surely didn't mind all that XP! 
 
    Seeing that their help was no longer needed, the soldiers turned back around and hurried to mop up the remaining skeletons. Even now, the undead were pushing to scale the fort's wall with maniacal tenacity.  
 
    "I see you're considering becoming a druid, dar?" Reece flashed a big grin, glancing from the carcass of the expired reptile to the improvised meadow that had appeared at the site of the reapings' demise. "What are these trees, anyway?" 
 
    "And what do you care about trees? You still haven't availed yourself of a banjo!" Kan chuckled in turn. 
 
    "Hilarious..." the mage shook his head somberly, but then couldn't resist and burst out laughing.  
 
    "You alive?" Vaessa gave me a gentle push in the side with her fist. "I can't wait to hear how you handled those rea... Whoa." The magus' eyes fell on the blot left behind by Chaos. "Tell me, dar, just how many more bloody surprises am I to expect from you?" She shook her head with disbelief, then started toward the ground deformed by the magic.  
 
    Oh, that's anyone's guess. With a shrug, I and the others followed after her. As we walked, a series of exuberant cries rang out from the direction of Dorca. Victory! 
 
      
 
      
 
    "This is... unstable ice!" Raena exclaimed just ahead. Producing a small matte case from her bag, the girl emptied it of some greenish powder and started packing it with yellow shards strewn over the molten sand. Moreover, she was actively trying to collect the smallest pieces, ignoring the larger ones that, despite the scorching sun overhead, seemed to be in no hurry to thaw. 
 
    Unstable ice? Was it some kind of rare alchemical reagent? But then why wasn't Vaessa reacting to it in any way?  
 
    "And why are you two just standing there? Are you alchemists or what?!" the young woman looked up from her task, as if reading my mind, peering incredulously from Reece to his auntie. 
 
    "Probably because neither of us have a titanium case," the demoness explained calmly, examining the bark of one of those trees of mysterious origin. "Besides, I don't think this is the last time we'll see this ice. With what we've come to expect from our prince, I expect we'll be turning up our noses at flakes off Velial's own rear end before the fortnight is done..." 
 
    Hmm... I didn't know about flakes, that that comment reminded me of a story from my youth. I was sixteen-years-old when Max came over with a large chunk of dry ice, the kind used for storage of ice cream in thermal containers. Now, I didn't have any actual ice cream, which rarely lasted long in our house. The ice itself, however, ended up being surprisingly fun, oozing milky white bubbles when placed in a cup of water. We also learned that tossing its pieces into a bottle of water and corking it resulted in a kind of ballistics test site. Unsurprisingly, my parents came out unimpressed by our intrepid experiments. The bottle left a deep gash on my forearm after exploding, and Max's sharpshooting knocked my grandmother's classic vase off the top shelf. And though my parents bought whatever lazy excuse I'd offered regarding the arm, the ruse with the vase was uncovered that very evening when Max, ever the bloody boy scout, called my parents and fessed up to everything. He'd been afraid that I'd get in trouble, apparently... Except if he'd only kept his mouth shut, there wouldn't be any trouble! It wasn't like anybody ever remembered that stupid vase again... 
 
    Hearing the rattle of hooves on pavement and the clangor of metal, I turned around. Ah, here comes the local baron! I was actually pretty impressed—it hadn't even been half an hour, which meant he must've rushed to our aid without any hesitation. And he'd been smart about it, too—waiting for the lagging infantry and only then smashing into the rear of the skeletons bearing down on Dorca. Whereas he could have easily looked the other way and let the fort burn. Then again... No, he couldn't have. 
 
    The soldier leading the cavalcade dismounted his horse, removed his helm and passed it to his squire, ordered Arvid and the two knights on either side of him to wait there, and started toward us in a measured, confident gait.  
 
    Looking no older than twenty, the young man sported short red hair, a pug nose and puffy lips. And yet, the local ruler made for an imposing sight. As tall as Kan and clad in full plate that glinted with silver, his cheeks bore two lieutenant stripes. The lightning god's Order wasn't known for cronyism, which meant this youth's achievements had to have been considerable to have merited becoming an officer. 
 
    Halting directly across from me, the baron put his hand on the hilt of his horns, grabbing the proverbial bull by the horns. 
 
    "Prince! Mistress! Earls! I am Baron Daenic Laetan, and I welcome you in my lands! Furthermore, I hereby swear with my soldiers as witnesses that from this day on, you and your companions will always find protection and shelter here!" 
 
    The lad shifted from foot to foot, and then added in a softer tone. 
 
    "I don't know what business brings you to Borderlands, but it wouldn't surprise me if the lightning god himself sent you here to our aid, brother." 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased! The human race is neutral to you.  
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased! Residents of Laetan Barony relate to you with respect. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased! Baron Daenic Laetan is friendly to you. 
 
    Your reputation has increased! Arvid, centurion of Laetan Barony's first century, is friendly to you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Saving Dorca. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 248. 
 
    You have 3 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 9 stat points to allocate. 
 
    You've learned a unique skill: Vanquishing Death. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 250. 
 
    You have 5 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 15 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You've acquired the skill: Vanquishing Death. 
 
    Primordial Chaos duly rewards the feats of its adherents.  
 
    From here on, all damage dealt to undead and other creatures from the Gray Frontier is increased by 20%.  
 
      
 
    If only I knew who it was that had sent me here, I thought to myself while reading the system message, then added out loud: 
 
    "Happy to help, brother. I don't think you need to worry about evacuating anyone anymore. The disavowed are dead, and the undead, as far as I'm aware, is firmly bound to the borders."  
 
    "I know," the baron took a step back and gave an inviting gesture. "Will you do me the honor of dining with me? A courier is already on his way to the castle with orders for the chef." He looked at the dragons lounging nearby and smiled. "I do hope these wondrous creatures like beef?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, baron, but I fear we've already overextended our stay here in the Borderlands. Would you update me quickly on what's happening in Erantia?" 
 
    "I'm sorry, too, brother, but I understand," he sighed, his expression becoming contemplative. "Vaedarr... According to Liana's priests that had visited the castle recently, strange things are afoot in the capital. Thousands of people that had supposedly arrived from some other world. One day the bas-relief in Myrt's temple simply crumbled, and the city guards report seeing a giant black hound at night in the central square. Some seers also speak of a great host advancing on Erantia from the depths of Darkaan." At that, Daenic gave a shrug and a chuckle. "Now, you can believe what you want, brother. But if you ask me, those monks are hitting the bottle a bit too hard in between services. Or maybe they're just gossiping from sheer boredom."  
 
    "Well, the one thing I surely don't believe is talk of a black hound in the night," I returned his smile. "For the simple reason that all hounds are black in the night. Unless, of course, they are white..." 
 
      
 
    And then there was darkness... 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Northwestern Darkaan; Helstaad, Southern border of Argun Mortuary, zone level 232. 
 
      
 
    "We never did grab lunch," Reece announced, his voice tinged with remorse. "But don't you worry, uncle. As soon as we get back, we'll hit up that inn of yours! Right after we send Raena off to pick some more icicles—or maybe mushrooms this time? Anyway, she'll get busy while we go knock back a few, and maybe get busy ourselves with a few tavern wenches, eh? I saw a few cuties in that crowd..." 
 
    "What would I want with flowers? And besides, I took a liking to that blue-eyed baron," the sorceress parried in a caustic tone. "So, you can pick your own mushrooms, with or without the booze and your wenches..." 
 
    "Will you two ever grow up?" Kan grunted as he examined carefully the slanted gravestones and the skeletons roving amid the trees. "It'll be dark here soon, prince," the warrior turned to me, apparently satisfied with his inspection, and motioned at the moon's nascent silhouette. "I propose we camp here for the night. I doubt that those stiffs over there will go anywhere till morning."  
 
    "Agreed," I nodded, looking behind me at the barren land stretching all the way to the horizon. "Not much for us to do at a graveyard at night. My gut tells me we'll see plenty of it, anyway."  
 
    "But... This is Helstaad!" Vaessa exhaled in awe.  
 
    She squeezed between me and Kan, and walked ten paces toward the graveyard. "My father had told me so much about it, but I'd never dreamed of ever actually seeing it!" 
 
    "Your childhood dreams sure are strange, auntie, and—" Reece began to speak, but I wasn't going to have any more of that. 
 
    "Put a sock in it! Reece, Raena, not another word! Vaessa, secure the perimeter. Kan and I are going to gather firewood. After we've built a fire and eaten, you can tell us all about the hellhole we've ended up in this time." 
 
      
 
    I was getting pretty freaking tired of bland fast food. With a sigh, I looked from the pot boiling over the fire to the sandwich in my hand. Roast boar meat with herbs that tasted almost like parsley. It wasn't terrible or anything, but simply plain, having nowhere near the juicy flavor of the Big Mac from my youth.  Unfortunately, eating well was extremely difficult in the field, as cooking consumed entirely too much time which could otherwise be spent on sleep. Oh, and you needed to know how to cook, too. In our party, the best cook was yours truly with a whopping twelve Cooking skill! In other words, while I could be expected to roast some meat over coals, it was in everybody's interest to keep me "out of the kitchen." In my past life I could barely make myself eggs sunny side up, which had been a source of constant nagging for my ex-wife. I even tried my best to learn to cook, or at least pretended to. What would happen were I to actually cook up something tasty? Only more nagging to get back to the kitchen! And to that I say, hard pass! So, a month and dozens of kilos of wasted foodstuffs later, she finally left me alone. And in this world, I simply had no time for cooking. Nor the desire, to be perfectly honest. Thankfully, in Arkon brewing tea pertained not to Cooking, but to Alchemy. Reece had been spoiling me silly with incredible tea he would brew every time we pitched camp. It was unlike any tea I'd ever tasted, as if brewed by a tea master from a small Chinese village in the Middle Ages.  I took another sour look at the sandwich in my hand, sighed and stashed it into inventory. What I wouldn't give for some french fries or rhubarb pie! Alas, neither plant was native to Craedia. I should remember to pick up some seeds in Karn. No, I still wasn't some kind of progressor, but merely a man who was sick of eating nothing but bread, meat and herbs. 
 
    "Helstaad..." Sitting across from me, Vaessa put her mug on the ground, took out an elegant bone pipe and lit up, then continued. 
 
    "The human kingdom of Erantia was formed nearly four thousand years ago, but that doesn't mean there weren't any humans on Karn already. In fact, there were numerous fiefdoms who kept warring—with the orcs, as well as amongst themselves. The chroniclers refer to these as the Dark Centuries. Too little information has passed to us, but I know this for a fact: Helstaad predated the formation of Erantia. I don't know who was buried there before, but Erast the Great—the first human emperor—ordered that all his subjects be put to rest there. For nearly fifteen hundred years Myrt's priests would send the dead here via portals, handing them over to the Mistress' servants..." 
 
    "Why go through all that trouble?" I asked, so surprised that my hand froze in midair, holding the burning branch that was supposed to light my pipe. "Dragging dead people across the entire country?" 
 
    "What ruler in their right mind would tolerate military forces of a potential adversary on their territory?" Vaessa asked me with equal measure of surprise. "Orcs and demons both burn our dead, and the cemeteries you've seen hold only their ashes, which nobody could ever raise. For the elves, as far as I know, the Great Forest destroys any undead that stirs on its territory. And both drow and dwarves dump their dead into deep mines. Just try to imagine how many undead can be amassed at a simple village graveyard over a thousand years!"  
 
    "Oh yeah, it's all perfectly logical," I nodded, thinking to myself that some fantasy writers back on Earth would do well to consider such nuances when penning their oeuvres. 
 
    "But that's not the only reason. People believed that the border between Karn and the Gray Frontier runs through Helstaad. And that here the souls of the buried had an easier time reaching my Mistress' chambers." 
 
    "Is that true?" Raena, who had been listening intently, inquired of the demoness. 
 
    "I don't know," the magus took a sip from her mug, then cast a contemplative gaze at the graveyard lying a few hundred paces to our right. "All I know is that size-wise Helstaad is no smaller than Callehzia and Xantarra combined, and that it was named after Hel, a companion of Celphata, who was entrusted with keeping order over these lands."  
 
    Sure, why not throw some Norse mythology into the mix? I chuckled to myself. Here she is, doing her duty, while her daddy is chasing after the Avengers on the visor screens back home, and always ending up the loser despite all his cunning.  
 
    "Was?" Reece accentuated the syllable, visibly burning with curiosity. Truly, the mage was ready to listen to myths and fables for hours on end.  
 
    "Yes, was," the demoness took a long drag, then exhaled the smoke with satisfaction. "She is no longer around. Three and a half thousand years ago a university of dark magic and necromancy was founded, the only one in all of Karn. Ahn Kulad, it was called. And even after Darkaan pushed back the borders of its neighboring kingdoms, people kept burying their dead here, and the university kept training the Mistress' adherents. Everything ended during the Chaos War. Most of the university's alumni perished in Fertan Valley after Syrat's army hit the human legions in a treacherous flank attack, and the link to the rest was suddenly severed. Hel disappeared as well... It's reasonable to assume that some of those who had perished or gone missing were our kin as well, but neither my father nor I have ever managed to locate them."  
 
    "Why was it so difficult for humans to drop by Ahn Kulad and find out what happened there?" 
 
    "Some may have tried," the demoness shrugged, turning to gaze at the tongues of flame dancing over the firewood. "But it's not so simple. Helstaad's borders may be stable, but its interior is transformed every night at midnight. Burial grounds may shift location by hundreds of miles. Without an Eye of Oblivion, an amulet crafted by Master Kiyaret—the founder of Ahn Kulad and the foremost necromancer of the antiquity—and awarded to every adept at the time, you couldn't hope to orient yourself in Helstaad without the help of Hel herself. Neither Kiyaret nor his followers were found anywhere in the Gray Frontier, Hel vanished, and the amulets salvaged from Helstaad stopped functioning. I fear that not even my Mistress knows what really happened here. The gods may be powerful, but they're neither omnipotent nor omniscient."  
 
    "Are you trying to tell me that if we head there," I stuck my thumb in the graveyard's direction, "we won't be able to orient ourselves? Not even by the sun?"  
 
    "You misunderstood, dar," the demoness said with a sigh. "We'll be able to orient ourselves just fine—we can even cross it whole in about ten days. Locating something specific, on the other hand—that we won't be able to do, alas. Then again, I could be mistaken. Everything I've told you just now, I've learned from my father." 
 
    "It would be logical to conjecture," the knight-commander joined the conversation, "that the dungeon transformed by the Twice Cursed God and this ruined university might be one and the same. He is, after all, just as much a ruler of the Gray Frontier as Celphata. And that would explain why not a single necromancer working or studying there was found after the fact. They're all probably still in there, but in another location."  
 
    "Right," I rose from the snag I'd been sitting on, rolled my shoulders and gazed over at the mist billowing in from the graveyard. "Let's turn in. Reece has got first watch. Tomorrow morning we set out in search of this university. We don't have much to go on, so might as well follow this lead."  
 
    "After hearing the story from my father, I had promised him to someday find Ahn Kulad and learn what really happened," Vaessa said softly, tossing a branch into the fire.  
 
    "Promises ought to be kept," Reece added in a perfectly serious tone. "And blessed are those who are given such a chance by Providence." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rage and ennui! That was the best way to characterize my current state.  
 
    The rain had ended half an hour ago, but the trees girding the chapel still dripped with cold nastiness. I glanced at my sleeping companions and wide awake dragons, sipped from a cup of now cold tea, rummaged in my bag for a pipe and began to fill it with tobacco, taking my time. Doing this in the pouring rain would have been problematic. Six days! Six unbearable days of roaming aimlessly through this endless burial mound, with its countless tombs, crypts and gravestones! Without a clear destination or any idea what was expected from us by the stupid system and its stupid quests! Where were we going?! What were we looking for?! Who were we supposed to kill?! The pipe finally stuffed, I slipped it into my mouth, took a burning brand and lit up. The flavor of tobacco had a calming effect. Taking a deep drag, I tried to focus and—for the umpteenth time—devise a course of action for our party.  
 
    The necromantic university was the only prominent place in Helstaad known to Vaessa, which was why we had decided to look for it. Nobody had any doubt that we needed to look in amid the graves, and not out there in the steppe that stretched out to the very horizon, so we wasted no time after a quick breakfast entering the territory of Helstaad. Looking back, the only advantage to that plan was the fact that the undead dwelling here turned out to be completely non-aggressive—the skeletons we encountered simply froze in their tracks and followed us with their empty eye-sockets radiating a bluish glow. They wouldn't aggro on us even when we had to physically shove them from our path. That could probably be explained by the fact that this territory was still technically under Celphata's rule, and attacking the goddess' high priestess wouldn't be smart even for brainless bags of bones. Not that level 220 skeletons with their measly 200,000 HP would present a serious obstacle to us anyway. Still, we didn't mind their docility—this place was shitty enough as it was.   
 
    I never was much of a woodsman in my past life. It was one thing to go for a pleasure walk or to pick some mushrooms or berries, but quite another to go hiking for several days. If nothing else, I was grateful for the trails—faint but still discernible to the amateur eye—and that only a few rare graves were cordoned off behind low stone walls or rusty rods, else I'd run a serious risk of losing my marbles. Perhaps I had grown too soft, too spoiled by relatively normal roads and actually knowing where they led, but here in Helstaad I just couldn't shake the feeling of constant discomfort. And I reckoned that any intelligent being would agree! When your every step entailed shuffling through heaps of rotting dark brown leaves, surrounded by gnarled trees draped with cobwebs and other such foulness, as walking corpses roamed nearby, watching you pass with mindless eyes, keeping sane became a real challenge.  But we soldiered on—Hart knew this wasn't our first rodeo. The map only displayed the terrain half a mile out. After our first night here, when our surroundings remained identical upon waking, we initially decided that Vaessa had been mistaken and that the graveyard was static within its borders, but then, after hitting a huge ditch filled with stagnant water the next day and doubling back, we suddenly found ourselves in a totally different area. So, the veracity of Master Diarten's stories to her daughter were proven true, though that hardly gave our party any comfort. Even the brute-force strategy of combing through Helstaad section by section and finding this Hart-forsaken Ahn Kulad wasn't an option anymore.  
 
    The graveyard itself was probably unchanged within a particular radius, around each player. All that made perfect sense. Putting aside the realities of patch seventeen, this cluster of zones, the size of a small European country, was a fascinating place for high-level players with hordes of level 230+ undead mobs, and an endless supply of graves and crypts to explore, raising archeology and treasure in the process. We were talking at least a hundred dungeons—with all the loot and bonuses for first completion that came with them. A veritable Klondike! You could scout the area, locate a new dungeon, post about it on the forums, get paid and build a portal to the buyers. Because the terrain remained unchanged, you could lead anyone anywhere without any issues. But that was then. Today, you'd have to be some kind of crazy to attempt anything like it. And there were plenty of people that that fit the bill, only none of them had in their party a high priestess of the goddess of death, which would mean having to weed through all these undead at every turn. On the other hand, the skeletons were no match for a team of seasoned level 200 players, and we had yet to encounter anything more dangerous. Luck, perhaps? 
 
    Three gray shapes slowly floated past the chapel, soaking in the raindrops falling from the roof, groaning dryly as they went. This was the fifth time now just during my watch. What a weird pathing. I watched the phantoms pass broodingly. If I'd ended up here half a year ago, no doubt I would be captivated by all this beyond belief. I would examine every inch of those columns, and the strange glowing symbols inscribed on them, and peek into the pedestal at the foot of which Reece was sleeping (though the mage had probably already inspected it). But at the present, I honestly couldn't care less. And then there was the Hart-damned unending rain! Two full days spent under torrential downpour in a boundless graveyard was somewhere beyond the brink of Good and Evil. Our traveling speed had decreased to one third of what it was... 
 
    Suddenly, the relative silence was broken by the flapping of wings as a large black bird alighted on the stone pedestal moments later. The same one that had entered Cathella perched on my shoulder. I may not be an expert of avian species, but how could I possibly forget this crow? Also, despite the air all around being saturated with moisture, I couldn't spot a single drop on its feathers. Maybe this wasn't a crow, but some kind of goose? Oh, like it freaking matters! If it's here, then it wants something from us. So let's hope this nightmare is close to ending. 
 
    "Kraaa!" the bird spread its wings, shifted from foot to foot, and cocked its head slightly as it peered into my eyes. 
 
    Can't be a goose—no membrane joining the toes, I noted to myself, then said out loud: 
 
    "And good health to you as well!"  
 
    The bird didn't reply, so I continued: 
 
    "Look, I get that you're not a simple crow. How else would you have found us? So, if there's something specific you need from me, I'm ready to do it. As long as it doesn't go against my convictions and my chosen path."  
 
    Had anyone ever seen a bird laughing? No? Well, I just had! I didn't know how, but all of a sudden it became clear to me that it was smiling. And there was far more irony in that smile than joy. And I couldn't even ask my wife who this creature was! Taming Lola had apparently taken a lot out of her, as my better half was presently recuperating her already limited strength reserves. Could this really be Morrigan? Oh, she could be Velial himself for all I cared! I wasn't going to refuse help from any source. 
 
    The crow seemed to understand me just fine, taking off to a branch of one of the many trees surrounding the chapel, and crying something else to me in its bird tongue.  
 
    Was this the System giving me another solution to a dead-end situation? Or, on the contrary, was it luring me into an even deeper hole? 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, I'm not an idiot," I said, getting up on my feet. "And nowhere near the idiot I'd have to be to follow you alone." 
 
    "Get up! We've got ourselves an escort!" I commanded into the party channel. Then, emptying the remains of my tea into the fire, I put the mug away into inventory, and set to waiting for the others to get ready. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The four warriors on the steles framing the crypt raised their swords in a victory salute. The crypt itself appeared to have been made out of a whole chunk of dazzling-white marble. The walls stood out in fanciful relief under the triangular roof, with an iron-bound door that bore the pattern of a scowling crowned lion—and all in pristine condition. So stark as the contrast to the platform leading up to the entrance that the crypt seemed to exist in a different dimension from its surroundings. Ten feet out stretched deep pools of ooze that looked and smelled foul, but inside that ten-foot-radius there was only a neat grass carpet. Standing amid the gravestones cracked and slanted with time, and slabs half-sunk into the soil, the crypt was like a chaste ballerina who had somehow gotten mixed up with a band of drunken hobos. Clearly, magic had something to do with it. 
 
    We had made it here by the afternoon of the following day. The rain had finally ended shortly after dawn, allowing the sun to peek out from amid the clouds, its rays filtering through the trees, bouncing off the surfaces of rain puddles, and shimmering in the cobwebs draping the branches.   
 
    This last leg of our journey had been uneventful, aside from the less-than-pleasant experience of wading through knee-deep muck for several hours that smelled even worse than it looked. The phrase "as the crow flies" made it particularly evident how little birds cared for the ground obstacles facing bipeds that had to follow them from point A to point B. If only Gloom were here, he would probably think he'd died and gone to pig heaven. 
 
      The undead kept ignoring us, as before. A few times we could make out large beasts at the edge of visibility, with what looked like extremities peeking out of the water, but nobody drew to within ten yards of us, so I didn't sweat it. As we moved, our feathered escort silently flew from one tree to another, guiding our way. In the former world we could hardly have made this journey without floodlights illuminating our way, but not here—Reece, Vaessa and I on account of our keen demonic vision, Kan and Raena thanks to a spell cast by the priestess. And so we kept moving.  
 
    But, of course, every journey must end, and so it was for this one. Alighting on the roof of this very crypt, the crow cried something and simply vanished in the air. Hardly surprising. We hadn't yet encountered a proper dungeon in Helstaad, but I had no doubt that the entrance to the crypt would lead us precisely inside one. The structure was simply too unusual to not be one.  
 
    "They say King Erast the Uniter ascended to the halls of Myrt after his death, and became the Light God's companion," Kan said softly behind me. "I never thought I'd be standing before his tomb." 
 
    "How do you know it's your king's tomb?" Reece inquired with his unfailing curiosity. 
 
    "The crowned lion and those birds on the bas-relief," Raena explained for the knight-commander. "They symbolize Wisdom, Valor, Truth and Objectivity—the principles by which the human dynasty sought to rule. None other than the great king's ancestors could be buried underneath. And the crown's shape suggests that it's the progenitor himself who rests here." 
 
    "Well, at least we're not dealing with democracy," I shrugged, carefully inspecting the four birds etched into the bas-relief. 
 
    "What's a democracy?" inquired the irrepressible mage. 
 
      "Equality and sovereignty of the people—the principles leaders of my former world loved to tout but rarely ever followed." 
 
    "What principles did they follow, then? In practice?" Vaessa interjected. 
 
    "In practice... Imagine a princedom where every resident is a prince. What principles could possibly rule in such a case? Power, money, utility. Same as here. Only here they don't lie as much. Otherwise, it's all pretty similar. But anyway! You all realize now that we're going to need to head into this royal tomb. We've lost a ton of time already, so let's not dilly-dally. One last thing," I turned to look at Raena and Kan. "I hope we won't violate any global canons by entering it?" 
 
      "Well, crawling around tombs isn't exactly a noble endeavor," the knight-commander shook his head. "That said, Raena and I are no strangers to it, so what's another sally? Besides, we won't actually find Erast in there. And if the undead have made a nest in his final resting place, I think he'd be only grateful if he cleaned it out for him."  
 
    And if we happen to borrow something, it will only be for a cleaning job well done, I chuckled to myself, but said out loud: 
 
    "Excellent! Then buff up! We head inside in three minutes. Standard order. Tick-tock!" 
 
      
 
    The crypt door opened without creaking. There were no traps, not even a lock, and the hinges had apparently been graciously oiled beforehand—were we entering a great king's tomb or a roadside inn?   
 
    After entering, I took a marble staircase down, turned right and ended up in a long wide hallway.   
 
    Wall-mounted lamps flickered bashfully through the translucent mist that marked the entrance to the dungeon. And again, no doors in sight. Odd... Then again, to Hart with the oddities. The dungeon was called Erast the Great's Mausoleum, and was recommended for a party of only five. Well, not every dungeon on our path had to be of the raid variety, and I was only happier for it.  
 
    "What is it?" Kan asked behind me. 
 
    "Nothing special, I would think," I shrugged, turning around. "But keep your guard up just the same." 
 
    "Have you ever seen us lower our guard?" Raena parried with a dash of venom.  
 
    "Touché," I chuckled. "So, shall we? Once inside, we'll play it by ear."  
 
    With a smile to the young woman, I motioned at the mist billowing over the entrance, and stepped into the dungeon.  
 
    The darkness breathed incense and decay into my face, and the next moment a mighty blow drove me into the wall. The next blow—this one in the chest—knocked the wind out of me. Covering myself with the shield, I blocked the next few strikes of two-handed swords wielded by the three plate-clad skeletal warriors that had me surrounded, then stepped to the side and drew Ruination. What the Hart! Every dungeon must have an aggro-free area at the entrance! That's an immutable law! 
 
    Of course, the dozen or so skeletons in plate crowding the entrance—each level 250 with 8 million HP—didn't give a damn about any laws. The hallway extended another forty or so yards forward, faintly lit by magic lamplight, with twelve vertical sarcophagi along the walls and a stone floor strewn with debris. Registering all these details instantly as I glanced over the battlefield, I kicked back the nearest skeleton that was poised to strike, and gunned forward to clear the way for my party members.  
 
    "Move aside, prince!"  
 
    Appearing to my immediate right, Kan wasted no time smashing into the undead and spinning into a warrior's Whirlwind. Barely dodging the knight-commander's furious blade, I stepped to the side, popped Infernal Rage, and lunged at the hip of the nearest skeleton.  
 
    Crit! 
 
    A Spear of Darkness tore into my right side. Blocking the next swing of a two-handed sword with my shield, I broke the vial of a healing potion on my belt, and Stepped through Darkness toward the skeletal mage, hiding behind the skirmishing melee.  
 
     The undead caster in a gray robe threw up both hands, hurling a black web toward me which I caught with my shield. Shutting him up with a Silence, I stepped forward and struck out with an Ice Blade. 
 
    "Bastard!" 
 
    Ruination smashed into the lich's side with a crunch, knocking him back a few paces. Taking advantage of the target's confusion, I threw myself at the mage, knocking him down a butt of the sword to the head. Ice Blade—crit! Tongue of Flame... I didn't fear any attack from the back—the deafening dragons' roar behind me made it evident that I was the last thing on the skeletal warriors' minds. As Silence wore off, the mage Jumped twenty yards forward, spun around and hurled a Dark Cloud at me. I caught the spell with my shield, and the system log blew up with messages of my reflecting a spell of paralysis. I followed with Earth Shackles that bound the feet of the jumpy skeleton, but just then an inhuman pain skewered my chest.  
 
    "Bitch!" Noticing the debuff afflicting me, I pushed through the pain, slowly making my way toward the immobilized mage. A Spear of Darkness broke against my shield as my vision began to swam, when at last my Jump came off cooldown. Just then a soft push knocks me down to the slabs, and the next Spear of Darkness shattered against the chest of the dragon that took my place. Dragons had a base eighty percent resistance to all magic, and this one was one and a half times higher level to boot, which rendered any hostile spell a notch below harmless.  Still roaring terribly, George gunned toward the shackled skeleton, clutched him in his jaws, tore the poor bastard off the ground with visible effort, and hurled him against the wall. What the... Did he just rip him out of Earth Shackles?! An Ice Spear that followed moments after drove the skeleton as he tried to scramble to his feet into the sarcophagus behind him. But it was Kan, after Charging this improvised volleyball, who ended up getting the final blow.  
 
    "Next time, would you mind not running off like that?!" Raena's angry whisper sounded in the party channel just as her heal fell onto my shoulders. "I understand your battle rage and all, but I'm not a doe to keep prancing after you!" 
 
    "I've always pictured you more like a mountain goat..." Reece's voice, transformed by the combat form, still managed to sound dreamlike somehow. 
 
    "And you, keep your mouth shut!" the sorceress snapped at him. 
 
    "I'll try," I growled, rising from the slabs and offering a placating gesture, then taking a look at the skeletal remains scattered around the entrance. The fight had ended a little too quickly... Then again, Kan's Whirlwind dealt five attacks to as many as seven opponents at once, and the skeletons had been all bunched up together like that. The better question was, why the hell had they attacked us prematurely in the first place? Too bad they couldn't answer that question anymore. But whatever. I was more bothered by the fact that I had just served as a punching bag in yet another fight. An Elder Demon, Lord Yllial's Slayer, yadda yadda yadda... The truth was, if it weren't for Kan, Vaessa and Raena, we would never have gotten even this far. On the other hand, it was I who had saved the day by taking out the reapings the last time around, and I would have dispensed with this lich without a problem if I hadn't gotten jumped right at the entrance. So, no, I was hardly some useless parasite riding anyone's coattails... Indeed, self-suggestion was a powerful thing!   
 
    I looked around the hallway contemplatively, the walls bearing all kinds of strange symbols. Then my eyes fell on Vaessa, frozen a bit to the side—her pose rigid, her eyes half-closed. Had Celphata made contact, or was she communicating mentally with her dragons? Sensing me looking, the necromancer's daughter started, then found me with her eyes, and motioned at a barely visible passageway in the left wall, all the way at the end of the hallway.  
 
    "There, just ahead... Daye..." 
 
    "Excellent! Unfortunately, I haven't graduated any local universities. So, maybe you could school me on what exactly that is?" 
 
     "The daye are classified as elder material undead. Under certain circumstances, it is capable of camouflage and weak mental influence. Also, unlike the reapings, its consciousness is free and amorphous, so—" 
 
    "Wait," I stopped her with a gesture, nodding at the bones at the entrance. "The legends above these said they were skeletal warriors." 
 
    "You shouldn't trust everything you see, dar," the magus smiled. "Reapings are warriors who have fully retained their combat and magic skills, in addition to most of their mental capacity, at a minimum. These can be liches or regular soldiers. Brains, initiative—everything except free will. This bunch was bound to this place by a control spell—I reckon they were the king's guard to the monarch buried here. Or, rather, their material remains, since the soldiers themselves had long reincarnated." Vaessa caressed Lola's muzzle as the dragon purred, then gestured again to the end of the hallway. "The daye appear outside abandoned or defiled crypts or barrows, and since this cemetery is almost entirely abandoned... This particular one has been here for a while now. And I can tell you for a fact that someone has been here before, in this tomb, after its appearance." 
 
    "Twelve warriors of the king's guard would have wiped the floor with us," the knight-commander said with a healthy dose of skepticism. "But, wait... Did you just say we're not the first to visit this tomb?" He looked up from the silver vial he'd just extracted from the lich's corpse, fixing Vaessa with an incredulous look. 
 
    "See for yourself," the magus shrugged. "Why would they all crawl out of their sarcophagi otherwise? No, these were the king's guard. Or maybe bodyguards. Their skills remain, but their bodies undergo a major transformation that weakens their combat skills quite significantly." 
 
    "Interesting..." passing the vial to Raena, the knight-commander turned in the direction indicated by Vaessa. "You didn't say what we should expect from this thing." 
 
    "It hasn't attacked us yet, so, nothing serious," Vaessa said. "Four spider legs, two pairs of forelegs, one of which looks like bone sickles. Special abilities vary. It's probably sitting up on that ceiling, or maybe on one of the columns, if they're still intact. It'll attack as soon as one of us draws near the king's sarcophagus."  
 
    "Well, then, let's go take a look at this daye of yours..." 
 
    Taking a pink vial from my bag, I slid it into an empty slot on my belt, and headed toward the faintly lit passageway.  
 
    The king's tomb was propped up by eight massive stone columns, dividing it into roughly three even sections. Scowling lion muzzles stood out in relief, underneath faintly glowing runes, underneath whimsical patterns decorating the ceiling—all of it illuminated by the orange glow of wall-mounted magic lanterns. On the whole, the ambiance in the burial vault was anything but dreary. It was like a large, well-lit gymnasium—and no more.  The sarcophagus itself stood on a three-step stone pedestal by the far wall, looking more like an integral element of the interior than the centerpiece that it actually was. Do these runes actually mean anything? Anything at all? Or were my former colleagues just doodling? I couldn't help but wonder. Probably the latter. But the funniest thing was that in animating this world, RP-17 must have been forced to imbue these inscriptions with some kind of sacral meaning. And so another mysterious ancient tongue was born... 
 
    We had arrived here after taking the well-lit stone stairwell down four flights, stopping at the entrance to check out the interior of the hall before entering. The daye's natural ability to blend into its environment, as described by Vaessa, bypassed my high mental resistance, making the mob extremely difficult to make out in advance. The magus' claim that we weren't the crypt's first visitors was proven true the moment we descended and discovered the corpse of some hapless tomb raider lying under the sarcophagus. And it was a corpse, rather than just a heap of rags, as evidenced by a boot sticking out from under a strange-looking cloak. One of the locals, then. Good. It wasn't that I was happy that a sentient being had perished—I hadn't lost all my humanity yet, praise Hart—but this meant I was still the first player to have been here, which meant the bonus for being the first to complete the dungeon was mine to lose. Of course, how could any other player have gotten here before me? Plenty of my compatriots—and I still felt like I could refer to them as such—would have no problem completing this small dungeon... If only they could find it. And I doubted that any player had even been to this cemetery yet, let alone in this dungeon. 
 
    "There, behind the fourth column," Vaessa walked inside, stepped to her left, and motioned forward with her hand. 
 
     I walked over to the necromancer's daughter and looked to where she was pointing... Ha! Like we even needed Vaessa to notice this monstrosity. Defying all conceivable laws of physics, the creature, roughly the size of a grown bull, had somehow stuck itself to the back of the far left column, hanging some fifteen feet off the stone floor. I couldn't make out any particular details of its appearance from here—the thing was completely still, blending into the pattern engraved on the wall of the tomb, with only its head and partial torso visible. At level 250 and with 140 million HP, it had to be the official boss of this modest dungeon. It wasn't even named, and shouldn't take a decently geared party more than five-ten minutes to take down. And for us, it should take a whole lot less. So, there was no point guessing any of its special abilities. 
 
    "Kan, grab it and pull it back to the sarcophagus steps, ass to us. Or whatever it's got for an ass," returning to the central passage, I drew my sword. "Buffs are still in effect, so let's begin."  
 
    With a shrug of his broad shoulders, the warrior produced a small throwing knife from his belt, and hurled it at the daye in one fluid motion, then took off toward the sarcophagus. The creature responded with a sound that chilled the blood in my veins. I never did like hearing children cry, but when a child's cry sounded in a place like this...  
 
    The daye's appearance resembled that of a huge gray spider, augmented by the artist's rich imagination with a half-rotten simian torso, ear-less canine snout, and spindly triple-jointed forelegs with hypertrophied tips shaped like a scythe. An actual scythe, the kind my grandpa used to cut the grass with at his summer house.  
 
    Hopping off its makeshift roost, the beast immediately attacked the warrior with a double-strike of its forelegs. Were I in Kan's position, I'd have absolutely no chance at blocking essentially two spears flying at me from two different directions, but that was me, and Kan was Kan. At the last possible moment the warrior turned sideways, letting the right extremely swish harmlessly through the air while blocking the left with his shield and instantly countering with a couple of slicing strikes. The beast from the Gray Frontier changed its tune at once, going from soft sobbing to furious roaring.  A couple of Ice Spears crashed into the daye's side, the pair of dragons roared as they rushed into battle, and I, suddenly afraid that the party might end before I could get in on the fun, shifted into combat form and gunned toward the boss. Once upon the target, I popped Infernal Rage. Ice Blade—crit! Tongue of Flame... An Ice Spear suddenly hit me in the back, heaving me forward. I tripped over one of the beast's legs, then slipped on a chunk of ice scattered over the floor, and came tumbling down to the slabs. The next moment, I saw a scowling canine snout blocking my field of vision, followed by a crushing double blow to the chest that dented my mithril cuirass. A flash of horrid pain gripped my body as my vision began to swim.  
 
    "Mother..."  
 
    The dragons came to my rescue, literally shoving the daye—which had somehow reset all aggro—off of me. 
 
    Rage burst into my consciousness, displacing the pain to a large degree. I rolled to the side and got up on my right knee, raising my shield in time to block another Ice Spear. Reece, still in combat form, was red to me. The mage's eyes looked distant, the bluish mist of another nascent Ice Spear billowing around his wrists. Vaessa had mentioned something about the boss' mental abilities... And no heals yet because the bastard had gagged Raena with a Silence! That explained why the daye had shifted aggro!    
 
    Slay the traitor! the thought flashed through my mind. 
 
    Shut him up with a Silence! One Step through Darkness and... The human in me prevailed over the Elder Demon at the last moment. Knocking down Reece just as the mage had pulled out his dagger, I picked him up overhead and threw him as hard as I could toward the exit leading to the staircase. Mental control only worked within a particular range. The mage lost more than half his HP crashing into the door, but I wasn't worried—Raena would top him off soon enough.   
 
    "Prince, I couldn't..." the magus' voice sounded just as a healing spell washed over my body pleasantly, dispersing the red fog blurring my vision. 
 
    "I know, don't worry about it," I dismissed her. "Watch Reece."  
 
      
 
    Attention! You've earned a unique achievement, First in Erast the Great's Mausoleum. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 3% increase to your physical and magic damage. 
 
      
 
    What the... A moment ago the boss still had enough HP to allow me to unleash all of my pent-up rage on his miserable self!   
 
    Kan appeared to share my sentiments. Bending over the daye, he patted the corpse on the mug and poked it with his blade, then straightened and gave Vaessa a perplexed look. 
 
    "Is it dead?"   
 
    "Seems to be," she shrugged, calling off George and Lola before turning her face to me. "Care to explain?" she inquired with a dash of sarcasm. 
 
    "You're asking me?!" I had shifted back into humanoid form in hopes that the rage pulsing in my temples would subside. Turning around and seeing our resident mage—looking somewhat battered but now perfectly healthy—I drew a heavy sigh. "Maybe it just expired... From old age?" 
 
    "The undead don't expire," the demoness said insinuatingly.  
 
    "Well, then, how..." I began to speak, and then it dawned on me. 
 
    Psychic Thorns—of course! Reece had been the first target the daye had taken control of, and the mage was almost twenty levels below me. That trick probably wouldn't have worked with Vaessa, Raena or Kan—not with their level difference. So, upon losing control when his puppet had been hurled out of range, the daye must have tried to take me under control instead... What if Vill or Cheney were to try it? I wondered. Would they too lose thirty percent HP after the first failed attempt, and straight up croak after the second? No! That would be too easy! I will make sure those bastards die a very slow, very painful death! 
 
    "He tried taking me under control," I explained to my friends. "And that kind of shenanigans is fraught with certain deadly risks as of late..." 
 
     "Krian... dar..." Walking up to within ten feet of me, Reece halted, his head hanging low. "I didn't—" 
 
    "I'm over it," I cut him off at once. "But I'm not over the fact that you hadn't shifted into your form in time. And for that you're going to be shifting with every cooldown for the next day—in the interest of forming good habits. Now let's go see what that crow wanted us to do down here." 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The large holes gaped in the cloak that covered the corpse lying on the steps—the daye must have ambushed its prey by falling on its back. The cloak looked to be in relatively good shape. It had an unusual cut, almost resembling a bearskin—if only the fur were replaced with yellowed autumn leaves. The boot sticking out from underneath the cloak looked more like a leather sock, missing both a sole and a heel. This kind of gear was probably optimal for camouflage and stealth while moving about woody terrain, though not only. Was this an elf? A servant of Morrigan? Or maybe a human ranger? Oh well, it doesn't matter now. I carefully turned the corpse over on its back.  Unsurprisingly, time hadn't been kind to the dead flesh, as the body now resembled a desiccated mummy. The skull's eye-sockets gaped eerily, the face seemingly frozen in an unnatural smile, with patches of skin the color of brown parchment. I was no forensics expert, but to me the body appeared to have been male in life. 
 
     I leaned over and touched the corpse, peeking in... And chuckled. Why am I not surprised? Waiting for me were a small leather pouch tied with black string, a map rolled into a tube, and a silver square-shaped amulet. After the daye had given up only gold, a few scrolls and three rare rings—aside from a bunch of junk not worth mentioning—I couldn't help but feel a tad worried about a certain feathered creature possibly playing a nasty trick on us, but this here explained everything. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: The Dispatch. 
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Deliver the missive recovered from Phantom Leamien's corpse to Morrigan, the Goddess of Stealth and Military Cunning, or any of her phantoms or companions. 
 
    Reward: experience, unknown. 
 
      
 
    Morrigan's phantoms? Right, I recalled Kan mentioned them. They were supposedly pretty badass, something akin to ninjas back on Earth. Only select few had ever seen them, or only when the phantoms themselves allowed it. What about her companions? Nobody knew who they were, aside from Morrigan herself and maybe a few of her servants. Oh well.  With a shrug, I stashed the pouch into my bag. The quest didn't say anything about me looking at the contents, so I wasn't going to bother—I had my own secrets to spare, and could do without taking on someone else's. Could the bird that had led us here be Morrigan, or least one of her companions? I found it unlikely that a simple servant could appear in a dungeon with a group of players. Not that it changed anything for us. I took the amulet off the corpse, and began to examine it carefully.  
 
      
 
    Eye of Oblivion. 
 
    Accessory; charm. 
 
    Durability: 3/10. 
 
      
 
    And that was it. Hanging off a gold gain, the small sheet fashioned from what appeared to be silver alloy bore an engraving of the infinity symbol. This was the charm that, according to Vaessa, should allow one to travel through this endless graveyard without losing one's way. Let's hope she knows how to use it... Displaying the charm to the other party members, I put it into inventory, and reached for the map. 
 
      
 
    Map of Helstaad. 
 
    Epic.  
 
    Changes every 24 hours. 
 
    Makes it possible find and make one's way through the Great Cemetery of Karn. Combined with certain charged accessories, allows a portal to be built anywhere in the cemetery. 
 
      
 
    Just what the doctor ordered! And the charm's "durability" probably indicated the number of charges left, meaning three. Three! All we needed was one. And there was Ahn Kulad—roughly eighty miles north of our current position. Thank you, Crow! I could kiss you on the beak! I produced the charm from my bag, and handed it to Vaessa, along with the map.  
 
    "Take it. I don't know how to use it, but you should. And I hope you can build that portal for us." 
 
    "Thank you, dar," there were notes of reverence in Vaessa's hushed tone.  
 
    The magus drew closer and accepted the proffered items.  
 
    "And yes, of course I can," she said in an estranged manner, slipped the chained charm around her neck, and was still. Like giving a doll to a little girl, I chuckled, watching the magus transfixed by bliss, then turned around and sighed. The image of her reminded me of Alyona. Her eleventh birthday, the smiling faces of our parents, the doll house I'd given her as a present... Hart! 
 
    "Might we peek inside the sarcophagus?" Raena's sardonic voice broke through my pensive memories. The young woman nodded at the corpse lying at my feet, adding: "At least to find out what this one had died for?"   
 
    "Yeah, sure." 
 
    I walked up the steps, and approached Erast's place of rest. That's odd, I thought, stopping at the sarcophagus and inspecting the cover, which was shifted approximately one third of the way. Could the intruder have done this? Maybe the pouch he had on him was what he came here for?  
 
    After creating a magic lantern—the askew lamplight was insufficient to illuminate the inside of the sarcophagus—I took a look into the stone coffin... And whistled with surprise. It was empty! Only a small silver flask rested on the bottom, the kind the alkies of Earth constantly carried on their person. Apparently, Myrt had taken Erast's body as well, and not only his soul. I picked up the flask and examined it. It certainly didn't seem special, with typical ornamental patterns on the surface, no lid, and nothing inside... Suddenly I felt the floor move, and I felt as if I were falling... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "You are my son no more! Leave at once! I never want to see you again!" 
 
    His mother's voice betrayed great pain, but it was resolute. His sister's eyes were full of tears, and his little nieces clung to her sides with frightened faces and screwed-shut eyes. No longer her son... Rynec closed his eyes and breathed in the Helstaad air, crisp and scented with overripe leaves. How could she.... Those holier-than-thou hypocrites always claimed that there was no force in the world stronger than a mother's life, and yet... The young necromancer leaned back against the trunk of a young pussy-willow, and turned toward his bonehound, embracing the beast around the neck. 
 
    "It's all right, Myrna," he whispered, patting the animal gently on the nape. "Soon, real soon now..." 
 
    The youth drew a sigh, then made himself comfortable on the ground, and allowed himself to slip back into those unhappy memories. 
 
    Soon, real soon now he would return to that damned city and have his revenge. Sure, Baron Isaec had croaked, but seven others who had lied that day under oath were still living... 
 
    That spring seven years ago, the streets of Vaedarr were overflowing with lilacs in bloom. On the day Prince Daar's eldest son was wedded, a crowd of buzzed nobles stumbled into his father's inn. Nobles... Yeah, right! When the baron pulled his sister Rickie—who worked as a barmaid—into his lap and started groping her, and her husband Ekim along with their father tried to stick up for her, Baron Isaec cut them down in cold blood. A simple groom, Ekim had been armed with nothing but a short club... The guards arrived on the scene shortly after, but it was too late—his father and brother-in-law were beyond help. During the trial, the baron lied under oath that father and the groom had gravely insulted him, leaving him no choice but to defend his honor! And his seven buddies had parroted his account word for word. In the end, the baron got off scot-free, but that was OK. Rynec hadn't forgotten. He hadn't been at the inn that fateful today, but he had attended the trial, and committed every one of them to memory. Perhaps it was then, as he gazed upon those sleek arrogant mugs with a seething hatred, that the Gift had awakened in him? 
 
    As if sensing the master's thoughts, the bonehound stirred and nuzzled him in the stomach. It's almost like she's really alive, thought the necromancer. Then again, why "almost"? The creature contained a part of his soul... 
 
    "What's wrong?" caressing the spiked snout with his palm, he peered into those eyes burning bright crimson. "We'll be going soon. Just a little longer..." 
 
      
 
    His mother had taken their loss the hardest, growing old and feeble before his eyes. She sold the inn and moved the family to the northern outskirts of town. His sister spent all her time tending to his ailing nieces—he would often hear their hushed weeping at night. And he... What could he do? A boy left without a father, nursing a kind of bestial rage that seemed to burn brighter with each passing day. He hated everything. This whole city with its gardens and alleys. The people, unwilling or unable to understand his pain. But most of all, he hated the nobles. The vile scum whose word in court trumped reason and common sense. The bastards who had taken his father from him. Some nights he would sneak onto Baron Isaec's estate, climb a tree growing by the fence, and watch those lit windows, picturing the day he would get to kill that loathsome monster, and how amazing it would feel. And the more clearly he realized that he had no chance in hell against a professional soldier, the brighter the flame of his hatred burned. 
 
    Ingvar and Lata hadn't been generous to him at birth. He was short and frail, only five-foot-tall, with colorless eyes set too close together, a hooked nose and an upturned upper lip. He never had any friends. His peers teased and bullied him, calling him a rat. He fought back, sometimes punishing the bullies, but more often getting beat up. And nothing ever changed in his life. Perhaps this was why Rynec had taken the death of his father and Ekim so hard. The only two men who saw past his ugly appearance for the human being that he was were dead... But if the Warrior God and the Goddess of Love had laughed and mocked him, Syrat had given him strength to spare. "I will have my revenge! At any cost!" whispered the lips of the boy sitting up in the tree, as if in a mad delirium. 
 
    A sudden gust of wind blew some raindrops into his face. It was about to come down. Rynec started, shook his head, and took a quick look around. Seeing nothing but a few skeletons wandering a few hundred yards away, he gave a bitter chuckle.  Alone. He was alone again... It was sad to admit that the bonehound he'd summoned six hours prior was the only creature in the world he felt close to. But he was used to it by now. His emotional pain had long abated, but not his hatred. Syrat and Vill were brothers. When the Light Gods turned away from him, one of their dark counterparts had given him willpower and hatred. And the second would give him strength and a weapon! And Rynec didn't give a damn that their armies had trampled to dust nearly forty thousand legionnaires in Fertan, of which three and a half centuries were Ahn Kulad graduates. As far as he was concerned, the more noble scum died, the better! Just as long as those seven survived—so that he could personally see to their deaths! 
 
    The necromancer rose, stretched his aching back, and nodded to the hound lying on the ground. 
 
    "Come, Myrna! Let's have a look around for anything interesting. The one we're waiting for will find us if he wants to." 
 
    Immersed in his thoughts, he hadn't noticed the evening set in. The trees and the gravestones jutting out of the ground were being slowly consumed by twilight, assuming hazy, ethereal shapes. It never did rain—the northern wind had scattered the storm clouds bunched up over the cemetery, paving way for the moon, a dirty yellow stump in the sky. Rynec opened his hood, its cover no longer needed, and started east with his hound, carefully to skirt the graves as they went.   
 
    The spring had come early this year. All around the trees were covered with supple leaves, and the ground with young grass. Here in the south, winters were warm. Snowfall was a rarity, happening maybe two-three times a year. Time in Helstaad appeared to be standing still. Somewhere in the north the Netherworld's army was advancing on Vaedarr, but here in the cemetery, it was quiet. Here, it was always peaceful and quiet.  
 
    When the darkness grew virtually impenetrable, Rynec stopped and turned on his Night Vision. It was close to midnight. Helstaad would soon change, and things would get very interesting. The elders of Ahn Kulad claimed that these lands still held many undiscovered graves of the ancients—those buried here by their kin before King Erast's momentous decree. Many of the artifacts from the university had been recovered from precisely such graves. Could tonight be the night fortune smiled at him?   
 
    The bonehound's snout was nearly level to his head. Truly, he had made a wonderful pet. And after only a few days' travel and without any meditating. Master Urgam had endowed him with sufficient power to make do without it. Bolo would have been proud of his pupil. Except Bolo wasn't around anymore. And the bonehound he had named after that girl from The Maple Leaf that had been so kind to him. He'd even hoped that something might happen between them at some point... Before she was murdered while Rynec was swinging a pickaxe in Shanama. Who could have done it to her? A drunken customer whose advances she had rebuffed? A burglar? The innkeeper hadn't a clue, and he never returned to the establishment afterward. Maybe his mother was right to have cast him out? Death had long been on his heels, and had even followed him here. Except now he was the one leading it here... 
 
    Rynec shut his eyes and let the gusts of cool breeze caress his face. Why? Why was his memory so insistent on painting these pictures from his past? Was it to justify all that he had already done, or was about to do? But he didn't doubt his chosen path for a second! People had never brought him anything but pain, with only the rarest exceptions. A sequence of faces flashed before his eyes: his father's, Ekim's, Myrna's, Bolo's... 
 
    His growing body demanded a woman. But women demanded money, and he didn't want to ask his mother for it. What kind of man would he be if he did? He hadn't been able to find any work—all the regular employers shunned him just as his peers did—and his poor health precluded him from working at the port or enlisting in the army. He started coming home in the wee hours of morning, lying to his mother that he'd gotten work as a lamplighter, while in reality... He landed in Shanama—a correctional mine the locals referred to as the Saucepan—for half a year. For thievery. The day after his twentieth spring. It was there that he met Bolo. 
 
    Bolo was a lone wolf, a thief that even the mine's hardened killers gave a wide berth to. Why risk messing with a madman? Of course, Bolo wasn't mad—at least not fully, and not all the time. Some of the convicts said that the Goddess of Justice had left her mark on him—why else would he land in the penal colony every five years, like clockwork, as if he were his own judge and jury? But he never expounded on the topic to Rynec. 
 
     They found each other. A balding old man, barely able to speak without slurring, and a youth who hated the whole world around him. If there anyone he could thank for dulling the aching pain that had been gnawing at him all his life, it was Bolo.   
 
    They were given their freedom on the same day.   
 
    "You know where t-t-t-o f-f-find me," the old man said when they reached the city gates. Then he grabbed the youth's hand, gave an understanding smile, and disappeared in the crowd of people going about their day.  
 
    And then came the memorable exchange with his mother. Rynec heard her out, saying nothing in response, then turned around and left, barely managing to hold back tears. That was the last day he had ever cried.  
 
      
 
    The next two years he spent living with Bolo.   
 
    In terms of space, the catacombs were nearly as large as Vaedarr itself. A veritable city, only underground. True, it was home to many unsavory types, but if you knew their habits and dwelling places, you could lead a relatively normal life. And by then he had become quite capable of fending for himself.  
 
    Once a week they would head into the city for work. Rynec would spend exactly half his earnings on whores—the catacombs and the slums abounded with them. But the other half he would meticulously put away. In his heart of hearts he still hoped that his mother would understand and forgive him. But he would never see his mother, his sister or his nieces ever again. As for Bolo, he wasn't trying to teach Rynec how to live. He simply taught him. How to move soundlessly, cover his tracks, to break into any lock. 
 
     They communicated primarily with gestures. When the old man would fall into one of his infrequent fits, Rynec wouldn't leave his bedside, wiping the yellow froth from his lips and listening to his feverish ravings. It would take his friend and mentor a full week to recover from a fit, whereupon everything would go back to normal. The old man had become like a father to him, allowing Rynec to feel almost normal for those two years. No, his hatred hadn't gone anywhere—simply, the pain that followed him everywhere had somewhat dulled.  
 
    They never killed anyone, and nobody bothered them in return. The infrequent raids carried out in the catacombs by the city guards never seemed to reach them. And everything would have continued as always if not for that day. The day when his Gift fully awakened.  
 
      
 
    Rynec awoke from his reminiscing, looked around himself out of habit, then touched his pet on the neck and set out in silence. The bonehound followed just as silently. What's the point of all these inscriptions, anyway? he thought, squinting at the letters on the lopsided gravestones. What did it matter who lay underneath? The corpses were delivered to sanctuaries, then sent to the cemetery by portal, never to be seen again. Was it the adepts' way of justifying the cost of burial? Nonsense! Nobody could verify the adepts' work, even if they wanted to. Why, you could wander this cemetery for a hundred years and still not find the grave you were looking for!  
 
    Suddenly, an image on one of the stones drew the necromancer's attention. He came closer, stopped and proceeded to carefully inspect the gravestone. The coffin had been crudely and unevenly wedged into the ground, the lid's surface crisscrossed. This was the grave of a disavowed. One day they would bury him in a grave much like this one. Rynec shrugged and waved to his dog, then kept moving, eyes forward. What difference did it make what stone he was buried under? As Bolo used to say, it was your accomplishments in life that counted, and not the ditch in which your bones would rot. And Rynec had no intention of dying just yet—he had way too many scores to settle before letting the true darkness claim him. 
 
    The Gift had begun awakening in him during his time with Bolo. On occasion, Rynec would note inexplicable surges of power while killing rats that would occasionally visit their place of dwelling. Of course, he had no idea what those were at the time, but only that they would brighten his mood, help him wounds convalesce with unnatural speed, and eliminate all night terrors. Soon, exterminating rodents became his favorite pastime. Bolo would simply smile and shake his head. Perhaps he knew all along? But the Gift hadn't awakened fully until the day of his death...  
 
    The small silver medallion with three sapphires and a discolored engraving that they had lifted from the appraiser's stand in the eastern square had belonged to the wife of the captain of the city guard. They extracted the stones and offloaded it to a fence, and smelted the silver, thereby signing their own death warrants. So precious was the seemingly worthless trinket to the fat cow that her husband declared an unofficial bounty on their heads. 
 
    They were ratted out by Hesse, one of their regular fences. When six soldiers blocked off the narrow alley leading from the inn to the pier, followed by steel boots trampling the ground behind them, Rynec recalled the copper mine and the pickaxe he so vehemently detested. He didn't know that they were about to be killed, and missed the moment when three crossbowmen stepped forward and synchronously threw up their weapons. 
 
    "Run, s-s-son, run!" Bolo mumbled, and heaved his body in front of him. 
 
    Metal thumped and screeched against wood as three steel arrowheads emerged from the old man's back. The thief's body, thrashing in agony, was thrown at Rynec, who caught it mechanically, his world constricting to the size of a pin hole. As the realization of what was happening came to him the next second, something truly dark and alien surged from the very bowels of his soul. 
 
    "There's nowhere to run now, rat," one of the soldiers gave a gap-toothed smirk, tossing his crossbow aside, then drawing his sword and taking a step toward Rynec. 
 
    And then he struck! All of his hatred, all of the pain and fury he had accumulated over his life, he now unleashed on these steel-clad scumbags. A black vortex engulfed the soldiers blocking the alley, pulverizing their bodies, turning them into a mash of rusted armor and bones, while crashing into the wall of a house on the right, the structure groaning as it came apart at the seams. Oceans of Power flowed into Rynec. He staggered, as if drunk on it, then gently laid the lifeless body of his friend down on the ground, and turned toward the soldiers that were closing in on him from behind. An arrow plunged into his hip, but he felt not a hint of pain. He felt hatred, and only hatred! Another strike, and the soldiers' desiccated bodies crumpled to the pavement like rags dolls. More Power streamed into him!  Rynec felt the tip of a crossbow sticking out of his back, and ripped it out of his flesh in one jerking motion, along with the shaft and tail. How am I still alive? he thought absently, leaning over the old man's corpse. 
 
    The wall finally came crashing down, raising billows of dust. He heard cries of alarm, and saw a feeble bearded fellow dart out of the crumbling house. He man stopped dead in his tracks, a hand over his gaping mouth, then gunned in the direction of the pier, yelling and waving his hands frantically. 
 
    "Goodbye, father," Rynec whispered through clenched teeth, and carefully closed the old man's blank eyelids. 
 
     Then he rose to his feet and started toward the inn, reeling as he went. He would have his revenge... Hesse squealed like a pig as he died, his screams music to the ears of the newly minted necromancer. Rynec was death incarnate, sparing only Hesse's daughter Larra and her two tots. Something about her had always reminded him of his sister. Once done with the slaughter, he went down to the catacombs, sealed the entrance behind him with a rockslide, and continued on to his now-solitary home... 
 
    Did he regret the deaths of all those people? Not in the slightest. Back when his father's and Ekim's bodies were taken away, one of the priests had said that a violent death may grant the victims a more fortunate rebirth. So, he had done these people a service. The soldiers, and the rest of them. Let them have their better rebirth—it's no skin of my back.  
 
    With a shrug, the necromancer resumed his sally across the cemetery. He wasn't sleepy at all, and so he decided to continue his night walk. Truth be told, he wasn't expecting to find anything of interest here. Common graves were empty, hardly ever worth the effort, and the Ancients' graves were concealed from the eyes of strangers. He was hopelessly inexperienced in this kind of search, and all the myths and legends spouted by his elder classmates were hardly helpful to him. He had three days remaining for his quest, three days to roam amid the graves and wait. Earl Lloeso, Ahn Kulad's foremost summoner, had advised him not to rush the summoning, but prepare for it with all due diligence. Thankfully, to Master Urgam's credit, Rynec didn't need to bother with all that "consciousness cleaning" nonsense.   
 
    He had come upon the mass grave of the bandits that had been hung in some obscure barony a few hours after arriving in Helstaad via a random portal. The criminals' bones proved to be the perfect material for a summoning, and the summoning itself a mere formality. He was unlikely to ever return to Ahn Kulad, and if he did, it wouldn't happen until the institution was under new management. All Rynec had to do now was wait—wait for the one he had summoned to answer his call. 
 
      
 
    The day Bolo died, he barely made it back to his dwelling, and realized that he was dying. The pain rending his body was intensifying by the minute. He had barely enough strength to finish off the remains of the water left in a cup on a bedside table. He didn't make it to the bed, passing out immediately after.  But the pain persisted even through loss of consciousness. He was aware that he was lying on the timeworn wooden floorboards, and that the front door he was facing was open. Aware that he wasn't capable of the slightest movement, or even so much as a moan. Hazy images floated before his eyes. Images of horrid monsters, his father with his throat slashed trying to tell him something... And then all he saw was Baron Isaec's smirking mug. And when Rynec realized that death's embrace was mere moments away, he heard the Call. Somebody infinitely far from him was attempting to reach his fading consciousness. It was a tin spark, a faint ray of light in the darkness engulfing his consciousness. Rynec reached for it desperately, touched it and... immediately fell into darkness. 
 
      
 
    He was awoken by the foulest of stenches. He jerked, realized that he was bound, then drew a heavy sigh and slowly opened his eyes.  
 
    He was in a small, well-lit room. The stone walls were cracked in places, with iron clamps jutting out. The furnishings amounted to a cot in the corner, a blue magic lamp and a wooden chair to which he'd been strapped with leather belts.  
 
    When Rynec saw who else was in the room with him, and finally realized where he'd landed, he felt a chill. Standing before him with his arms folded and head slightly cocked, was a disavowed—only they wore gray mantles with that specific cut. He'd been to the Chaste Square once before for an auto-da-fe, and remembered well the garments of the three being led to the scaffold. If nothing else, he'd always had good memory. 
 
    Those who had disavowed the true Light served the two Dark Gods, brothers Vill and Syrat, whose names mothers everywhere invoked to frighten children into behaving. Theirs was the most powerful and organized cult serving the Dark Gods in all of Erantia, with the adepts drawing power by torturing and putting their victims to death. The cultists were perpetually hunted and executed, whether by hanging or burning at the stake, and yet people kept disappearing. And so the invisible war continued until the moment Erast the Great proclaimed himself king and put a bounty on their heads.  
 
    Seeing that Rynec was coming to his senses, the disavowed threw back his hood and spoke with a pleasant baritone.  
 
    "My name is Urgam! Master Urgam! Welcome to my humble abode, young man!" 
 
    His face was entirely ordinary, even handsome in some indiscernible way. With a neatly trimmed beard, well-defined mouth and an even gaze, he hardly resembled the monster from the tales spun by raconteurs in the inns all over Vaedarr. Yes, Rynec was afraid. Terribly afraid. But letting one's fear show was a surefire way into a torture chamber. As Bolo used to say, "Your fate will be decided by the strong, and the strong despise cowards." 
 
    "Is this what you call welcome?" he replied, glancing at his bound limbs while trying to keep his voice even. "I suppose my notions of hospitality differ from yours."  
 
    "That is for your own good," the man said without changing his tone. "You're about to see why."  
 
    The disavowed pulled back the sleeves of his mantle and put a hand on his wrist.  
 
    "This will hurt," he warned. 
 
    The next moment, the serpent tattoo on his wrist moved, yawned, then quickly slithered from his wrist and onto the youth's strapped arm, and Rynec shuddered from the pain that followed, as if a thousand white-hot needles had been driven simultaneously into his skull. His body arched and, despite himself, he screamed on top of his lungs.  
 
    "Relax, it's over now," Urgam put his palm on the young man's forehead, and he felt the pain slowly receding. "This is cairat. You'll be able to tame one yourself someday."  
 
    "There will be a 'someday' for me?" Rynec wheezed with difficulty.  
 
    "I'm sure you've already realized there are only two ways out of this room," continued the disavowed. "One of them is rather unpleasant, but the other will open a world of possibilities for you." 
 
    "Will I... will I need to torture anyone?" 
 
    "And what is so bad about torture?" the disavowed arched his brow and smirked. "For some sentients, a torture chamber is the only shot at securing a good rebirth after death. So, for some, torture is the kindest service you can offer. But to answer to question, no, you personally need not torture anyone. There are many paths to Power, and you can travel any one of them, procuring it any way available to you."  
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Urgam freed his wrists, then stepped aside and clapped his hands softly three times.  
 
    "Bring me a chair," he commanded to a six-and-a-half-foot-tall gorilla who appeared in the doorway. Then he turned to Rynec and said, "And a flask of malise for our guest."  
 
    "What was that thing you did?" the young man asked, rubbing his numb hands. 
 
    "Cairat is a totem and your protection against your own Gift. It will help you to find yourself, and it'll be your keeper. And I will be able to observe what happens to my pupil in the early stages of his apprenticeship."   
 
    "You... you mean to take me on as a pupil?" Rynec asked in surprise as he accepted the flask.  
 
    "Why not?" the disavowed shrugged. "A necromancer whose Gift has awakened without any outside assistance deserves our undivided attention. But that's not the point." Taking a seat in the chair that was brought in, Urgam peered intently into Rynec's eyes. "Soon, I will explain to you what you're going to have to do. Drink the malise—it'll restore your strength and anchor your Gift. Drink, then tell me about yourself."  
 
    And Rynec told him. About himself, about his father's death, about his travails and the hatred consuming him. Why hide anything from a man who intended to be his teacher? Once the story ended, Urgam got up and started pacing around the room, hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    "It's so much more interesting than I could have imagined!" he said musingly, then turned toward Rynec and added: 
 
    "So, you know how to pick locks?" 
 
    "Yes, virtually any locks," he shrugged. "Except, perhaps, for the magical kind."  
 
    "No, the magic is something else entirely..." Urgam continued contemplatively. "But, I have to say... It's as if Master himself sent you to us!" 
 
    "Just what is it you would have me do?" Rynec asked warily.  
 
    "Every one of us is always ready to act. All you need is motivation and the right payment. Let's take you, for instance," the disavowed looked into his eyes and smiled. "What would you be willing to do if in return you would get the chance to kill your mortal enemy?" 
 
    "Everything!" Rynec answered without a moment's hesitation. "I would die for that chance!" 
 
    "There's no need for dying," Urgam shook his head, then looked around the room dubiously. "You'll stay here for now. G'Larnus will bring you food and books. Don't leave the room just yet—you're not ready. I will call for you when the time comes."  
 
      
 
    He would spend three days in the room. He was fed well, and the door wasn't locked. The one book the disavowed had brought him talked about how to control one's Gift. There were exercises, formulas and diagrams. Rynec gave his best shot at making sense of it all, but failed miserably and gave up. Everything would be explained in due time.  
 
    He felt his burgeoning Gift as a warm ball in the upper section of his stomach and in the tingling of his fingertips. The sensations were pleasant and somewhat frightening at the same time. He was itching to try something similar to what he had managed back in that alley, but his prudence prevailed every time. Strangely enough, he remembered perfectly well what he had done then: how he drew Power from himself and poured it onto his enemies. He knew that, if need be, he could do it again. Or at least he thought that he could.  
 
    Time dragged painfully slow, and his questions accumulated. At some point he even began to suspect that his new mentor had simply forgotten all about him. But, as with all things, eventually there came an end to his waiting. 
 
    He was summoned on the morning of the fourth day. G'Larnus walked into the room, fixed the guest with a heavy look, uttered a simple "Come with me, brother!" and walked back out at once.  
 
    They took a narrow, poorly lit corridor past four locked metal doors, then made a right and went down a wide store staircase, stopping before a double-leaf steel door. One of the leaves bore the images of a serpent eating its own tail.  
 
    "Go, the master is waiting," the disavowed gave him a gentle nudge in the back. He wasn't going to enter.  
 
    The door screeched, and Rynec found himself in a spacious rectangular room with a high stone ceiling. Blinded momentarily by the bright magic lamplight, he blinked to regain his vision, then took a few steps forward and froze in his tracks. In the center of the room stood a broad metal table, on top of which lay... Baron Isaec. Completely nude and strapped tightly with wide leather belts. Next to the big table stood a smaller one, on top of which lay a variety of instruments the purpose of most of which Rynec couldn't even begin to fathom. There were knives with straight and curved edges, saws, curved drills... The sight of these implements of torture sent shivers down his spine, though he was standing on the other side of the table. But then all alien thoughts were readily displaced by hatred.  
 
    He took a few more steps, then turned to Urgam, who was standing off to the left, attired in a cloak with a hood thrown over his head.  
 
    "He's all yours," he said curtly, gesturing at the victim. "Do whatever you want with him." 
 
    Rynec nodded, took a deep breath, walked briskly toward the table, and peered into the eyes of his father's murderer. 
 
    "Do you remember my father, scumbag? Or Ekim?" he asked, not recognizing his own voice. 
 
    The baron mumbled something unintelligible in response. To be fair, it was hard to speak clearly with a belt stuffed in your mouth. But Rynec hardly cared about hearing or understanding him. Snatching the biggest dagger off the table he could see, he screamed "Die, bastard!" and drove it right into Isaec's heart with all his might.  
 
    The Power that poured into his consciousness hurled was overwhelming, but he kept his footing. Putting his palms on the baron's chest as he thrashed in agony, he kept perfectly still, feeling the life force escape Isaec's body as the viscous blood flowed in abundance. Everything was over after about a minute. Rynec wiped his hands on the rag lying on the table, took a step back, and turned to his teacher once more. 
 
    "What a waste of such precious material," the other said with a hint of reproach. "One must approach the acquisition of Power with cool judgment, but I suppose that would be too much to ask of you today. That said," he walked over to the table, casually examined the baron's corpse, and turned to Rynec. "I hope you understand, dear pupil, that there's no turning back for you now?" 
 
    "There was no turning back after that alley behind the inn," Rynec spoke hoarsely. "As for Power... I remember you saying, dear teacher, that torturing a victim might help them toward a better rebirth. And that wasn't something I was prepared to offer this scum of the earth."  
 
    "Logical, if unexpected," the reproach in the teacher's voice had given way to surprise. "You're smarter than I gave you credit for. That is good." He glanced back at the table, then fixed his pupil with a searching gaze. "Should you have need of any of his body parts, now is the time to remove them. If not, I need you to come with me. It's time you've learned what you have to do."  
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Urgam's chambers reminded him of old Raino's back office, the food merchant his father used to send him to with orders. A massive writing desk framed by six guest chairs, and a painting depicting some city's skyline on the wall. Only there wasn't a single window here. Then again, there couldn't be any windows in the catacombs—and Rynec didn't doubt for a second that they were currently underground.  
 
    "What do you know about Ahn Kulad?" the disavowed asked after his pupil settled into the chair offered to him. 
 
    Seeing blankness in Rynec's eyes, Urgam sighed and took a seat behind the writing desk. 
 
    "All right, then listen."  
 
    He interlocked his fingers, raised his eyes, and began his story. 
 
    "May it be known to you, dear pupil, that the science of necromancy can only be mastered by the human race. Though dark mages may be found among dark elves, drow and even orcs, none of them are necromancers. As of today, at least. The science of necromancy arose in Karn when Celphata, the Goddess of Death and Rebirth, found herself in need of assistants to hold rituals for the deceased. After all, only human beings bury our dead the same way our ancestors were doing throughout the ages. The other races have their own rituals. Even the elves, who commit their dead to the earth as we do, consecrate them to the Great Forest at the time of their burial, which, in turn, sends their souls to be reborn.  
 
       "The Goddess of Death bestowed the gift of necromancy to the chosen few representatives of the human race, and so the Gift has been passed down by right of succession since. This is why all necromantic initiations are conducted under the supervision of teachers and family. The Gift does not awaken independently outside of extremely rare cases, but it has with you. This used to be considered impossible, but today several such examples are known." 
 
    "Wait. Are you saying that the first wave of the disavowed served Celphata? But today she and her followers are our enemies!" 
 
    "Indeed," the teacher chuckled bitterly. "Death and the Goddess of Death are not one and the same. Providence has put Celphata in charge of the Great Sequence of Rebirths, and she doesn't like it anything awry transpires in her domain. Death comes in many forms, and the way a sentient meets it determines both their next incarnation and the amount of time their soul lingers in the Gray Frontier. Our Master and Teacher has revealed to us this truth many centuries ago. The souls of sentients who die a torturous death fall out of the Great Sequence for a while, only to resume the cycle after their cleansing. Celphata and her adepts may not like it, but that's no reason for us to disavow our purpose!" Rising from his desk, Urgam walked around it, leaned with his elbow and gazed upon his pupil with a smile. 
 
    "We are called the disavowed precisely because no one has been able to get us to disavow our purpose," he said with undisguised irony. "Yes, the methods we employ to serve that purpose elicit hostility and odium from the mindless masses, but we aim to make this world more pure! And we will succeed! No matter the cost!" 
 
      Did Rynec believe his teacher then? Yes, he did! Just as he believed him now. Urgam's words weren't in conflict with the words of that priest of Light. Furthermore, his father used to tell him that everyone in this life pursued their own purpose. Mortals, as well as gods... Only Rynec was in no hurry to commence with the mass cleansing just yet—once he cleansed the world of seven particular nobles, he would revisit the issue. And if a couple of hundred servants of the Goddess of Death were to land in the Gray Frontier in the process, would that be so bad? Everybody ended up there sooner or later, anyway. That much he knew for certain.  
 
    "Come, Myrna," the necromancer touched the snout of his bonehound, and set back out on the road, his thoughts returning to the events of two months prior. 
 
      
 
    "But I digress," Urgam continued in the meantime.  
 
    Arms folded over his chest, the master gazed at the wall painting contemplatively, as if some profound revelation was hiding within. 
 
    "Ahn Kulad is a castle erected by the ancients in Helstaad back in the Dark Ages. It was chosen by Celphata's servants to teach those like you—neophytes who have completed the first initiation. You must enroll there, infiltrate the repository of artifacts, find and carefully examine Hel's Rune Disk, then get out to Helstaad and meet with Master's messenger." 
 
    "But how... I'm one of the disavowed now! Wouldn't the servants of the Goddess of Death—"  
 
    "Silence! Don't interrupt!" Urgam cut him off at once. "You will undergo your initiation only after your task is completed. It will be conducted by the one you will meet in the Great Cemetery. This is an unthinkable honor, pupil! If you prove yourself worthy, you will be handsomely rewarded!  "There is a small town named Togota on the southern border. There you'll find a mission of the Goddess of Death's adepts. Tell them everything, omitting only our meeting and, obviously, what happened with Baron Isaec. Say that you managed the initiation yourself. I will put a mental block on you to conceal this information from others, and I doubt that our enemies would summon a mental mage all the way from Rovendum just to test the words of a neophyte. You will remember everything, but the information will be inaccessible for anyone who tries to read your mind."  
 
    "What about the soldiers? And the people at the inn? They all died by my hand!" 
 
    "So? The soldiers attacked you first, triggering the initiation by killing your friend. Everything that followed was the result of your losing control—something you can hardly be blamed for. The fact that you spared the lives of that woman and her children speaks in your favor. Finally, I'll have you know that Celphata's adepts aren't at all concerned with the lives of others."  
 
    "All right," Rynec nodded as he tried to digest it all. "You mentioned something about an artifact repository? I don't suppose getting inside will be a simple task?" 
 
    "Just a regular lock and four phantom guards that obey only Kiyaret, Celphata's high priest," Urgam shrugged. "During the Svaedan Riots they did turn to dust three top-notch sorcerers. However..." the disavowed removed the rectangular silver chain off his neck and handed it to Rynec. "This is Ark's Mirror. I found it two years ago in the ruins of Nihd Gaal. Our enemies don't have any idea of its existence. When worn around the neck, it will protect you from being spotted by the Higher Undead for ten minutes, and the lock you should handle with ease. "Remember! Don't put on the amulet until you're at the entrance to the repository. And don't you dare touch anything once inside. Your job is simply to examine the runes on the disk! And you won't be allowed inside until the fourth month of your training, after receiving the quest to summon a pet. After examining the runes, get out to the cemetery under the pretense of looking for a pet, and do the summoning. The cairat will help you do it." 
 
    "I understand, teacher," Rynec nodded, studying carefully the symbols engraved on the amulet.  
 
    "Good that you understand," the disavowed scratched his chin contemplatively, then added with a dash of skepticism. "I really would like to teach you at least a little... but I can't. You mustn't have prolonged contact with me. And, actually, the less you know, the better. You'll pick up the basics in Ahn Kulad, and I'll teach you the rest afterward. Now try to relax while I put a mental block on you."  
 
    Urgam stepped up to Rynec, reached out and put a hand on the back of his neck. The next moment, unbearable pain gripped the necromancer's body. 
 
    "It's over now! There won't be any more pain," Urgam's words reached him through the fog blanketing his senses. "Here's some malise," the disavowed offered him the familiar vessel. "Keep the flask. And hide the amulet. G'Larnus will supply you with locks and money for the road. He will take you outside the walls of Vaedarr and give you an idea of the lock's mechanism. He had studied at Ahn Kulad once, but we didn't have access to the Mirror then." 
 
    "Will all my studies be accompanied with this kind of pain?" Rynec inquired of his teacher, wincing as he sipped the cloyingly spiced mixture.  
 
    "No," Urgam shook his head. "But this way is about a hundred times faster and more reliable. We are done now, pupil. I've put the block on you, and widened your source. Your cairat will aid you in mastering it. Don't worry if my words don't make sense to you now—you will understand when the time comes." 
 
    "This disk... and the runes on it. Will it help destroy Ahn Kulad?" Rynec asked his teacher as he got up. 
 
    "Yes! And the gray-haired beast along with it! I'm talking about Celphata's favorite pet," Urgam said, frowning. "We've lost too many in this unending war. Five years ago my daughter and two sons were burned at the stake in Rehava's central square. G'Larnus lost all his brothers. The Great Sequence of Rebirths is inviolable, but does it really matter who's in control of it? Classes in Ahn Kulad begin on the first day of spring. You must not miss it! Now go, pupil! And may our Master be with you!"  
 
      
 
    Rynec braked, reached into his bag for the gifted flask, took a few swigs, and put it away with a grimace. He had long learned the art of brewing malise. There really wasn't anything to it. And though Earl Pharex advocated abstinence for recently initiated adepts, that admonition didn't extend to Rynec. The young serpent on his wrist kept careful watch over the body's general state, so he needn't worry about it.  The cairat ended up being a rather valuable acquisition. Rynec would grasp the theory, as well as all the fundamental spells and medications, faster than anybody else. And no one could possibly guess that a first-year student could be in possession of such a valuable totem. In fact, he had become quite fond of his studies at Ahn Kulad, and even regretted the fact that it would all soon come to an end. But no, regret wasn't quite the right word. Earl Pharex, the instructor of Artifact Theory was probably the only one of the staff who wouldn't purse his lips in disgust at the sight of the upstart commoner. And after his demise in Fertan Valley, Rynec wouldn't bat an eye if all the rest of them passed to the Gray Frontier to meet their precious goddess.  
 
    Urgam turned out to be right—they couldn't be bothered verifying his story. A gray-haired necromancer from the Togota mission heard him out, then let him hold some stone with a rough finish, then gave a shrug and a wave of the hand. The next morning he was delivered by portals first to the border of Helstaad, and then to the university campus.  Regular people didn't study at Ahn Kulad. In the vast majority of cases, the Gift awoke in the children of noble families, and Rynec found it awfully hard to keep his loathing for those spoiled brats from boiling over. He hadn't made any friends here, but neither had he made enemies. He was generally avoided, if not shunned, and he was content to be left alone.  
 
    Two weeks after classes started, Ahn Kulad suddenly emptied out. When hordes of the Netherworld's demons invaded Erantia, according to an ages-old contract with the king, all adepts above fifth degree, as well as most of the instructors, set out to join the army. And the Battle of Fertan took place later that spring. Was he happy to have learned of his future Master's triumph over the humans? Truthfully, he didn't care. Everything he had—his life, and his slaked thirst for vengeance—he owed to Master Urgam. And though it had transpired somewhat differently from what he had imagined, he would nonetheless carry out his teacher's task, no matter what it might cost him.  
 
    His group was assembled the day before yesterday by Master Kiyaret himself. After a round of solemn congratulations, he issued everyone their amulets and bid them to prepare for a four-day trek to the cemetery. Rynec broke into the university's treasury that very night.   
 
    Everything went according to plan. By then Rynec had already learned the kind of lock that was built into the university's small treasury, and how to open it. Moreover, he even knew what treasures were hidden inside, and their properties. Such things weren't hidden from the adepts of Ahn Kulad, but were actually discussed openly in class.   
 
    The war had made certain adjustments, reducing the number of artifacts kept at the university from ten to four—the rest were taken by the instructors when departing to join the king's army. Hel's Rune Disk, however—a gift to the rector by the goddess' companion—was naturally left in the treasury due to its quality of magically concealing the university's location, thus greatly hindering access to the cemetery to the Goddess of Death's enemies. The small brown disk lay on a low stone pedestal, and Rynec allowed himself half a minute to stand there and observe impassively the runes as they kept changing their patterns. When the symbols glowing red seemed to fill his entire essence, and his consciousness began to swim, he recoiled and hurried to leave the repository, closing the door carefully behind him. Now nobody would know that anyone had been here at all. The amulet he'd gotten from Urgam covered absolutely everything, including tracks left in the Astral.  
 
    Upon entering the cemetery, Rynec felt a sharp pain in his forearm—an apparent signal from the cairat—but the pain quickly receded and never returned. He had been wandering the cemetery since, waiting. Waiting for whoever was to show up for the procured information. Rynec hadn't a clue who it would be or how this information would be passed, seeing as he didn't remember a damn thing about the observed pattern. All he could do was hope that the procedure wouldn't end up fatal for him. He wasn't afraid pain—not after all the pain he'd already endured. 
 
    Rounding a small pond, the necromancer walked past four felled tombstones, clambered over a wind-fallen spruce, and ended up in a clearing. 
 
    Just then, the moon emerged from behind the clouds and illuminated the small meadow before him, stopping Rynec dead in his tracks. "Well, I'll be!" he uttered, his voice hoarse with tension. Standing in the center of the meadow was a crypt, its white stone glinting in the moonlight, framed by four warriors with swords raised overhead. No undead could be seen anywhere around, as if the unknown ruler's tomb scared them away better than the fumes from the great censer of Holy Myrt's main temple in Vaedarr. The necromancer knew right away that the person buried here had been anything but ordinary in life. Treading carefully on the soft grass, Rynec drew closer and proceeded to examine the tomb. 
 
    "This is the grave of the first human emperor!" he exhaled in astonishment, turning to the bonehound behind him. "The crown with nine crooked jags symbolizes Vaedarr and the eight great princedoms! And those birds! But... how?! How was it revealed to me?! The grave of Erast the Great should be concealed so that only Great Essences could find it! But then..." he bent down, carefully inspecting a short metal pillar with a stone set into the finial. After ensuring that the object wasn't imbued with magic, he pulled it out of the ground and brought it closer to his eyes.  
 
    "We've been here before, Myrna..." he sighed despondently, examining the stone in the finial, blackened and cracked with time. "Somebody knew exactly what to look for it, and this thing must have helped them to dispel the magic hiding the tomb." Rynec tossed the now-useless object, and glared at the lion scowling from the wrought-iron gate. "It's probably already empty! I bet Bel and Sata are having a good laugh at our expense! But wait..."  he stopped for a minute, contemplating a particular thought, and his spirits rose instantly—yet another sharp emotional swing within the past several minutes. 
 
    "The Great Deceiver! Mistress! Thank you! And forgive my foolishness and lack of faith! And for blurting out stupid things without thinking..." he spoke solemnly, his open palm pressed to his chest as he gazed up at the cloudy sky. Then he turned back to his bonehound and gave a playful wink. 
 
    "Anyone who entered the king's tomb had to have taken that with them," Rynec nodded in the direction of the discarded object. "But they hadn't. So, where does that leave us?" 
 
       The question was of the rhetorical variety. Fond as he was of his pet, she hadn't the power of speech. But she knew how to listen, and in the years spent in the company of Bolo, so tight-lipped he could go for weeks without speaking, Rynec had learned the art of talking to himself. 
 
    "That's right!" he continued, answering his own question. "Whoever it was that had entered this tomb is still in there! Apparently, the tomb's guardians had proved too much to handle. Good thing I needn't worry about the guardians at all!" He slipped the amulet around his neck. "In fact, they won't even see me coming. And besides, somehow I don't think that whoever I'm here to meet is going to be showing up in the next few hours. I'll be right quick, too—in and out."  
 
    The necromancer's tone sounded just a tad too apologetic. He shook his head, walked over to the still hound, and ran a hand over its spiked snout. 
 
    "Lie down, Myrna," he said tenderly. "Wait for me, promise I won't be long!"  
 
    He gave the hound another encouraging smile, then spun on his heels and, under the crimson unblinking gaze of his pet and only friend, started toward the entrance to the legendary king's crypt.  
 
    Sure, a dead dog was just as happy lying as it was sitting or standing, endurance never being an issue by default. Still, Rynec preferred to care for her as if she were alive. In the future on he would have several others, but this particular hound would always have a special place in his heart. She was, after all, the first to answer his call and imbibe a part of his own.   
 
    Carefully descending the marble steps while casting a spell that exposed traps every three seconds, he soon found himself in a wide dry corridor. Magic lamplight illuminated twelve runic sarcophagi placed along stone walls, and the air was heavily scented with temple incense. The necromancer's mood soured yet again—to get by those vertical caskets without disturbing the tomb's guardians, one had to be a true master of theft or necromancy. What if that piece of iron was chucked aside for want of necessity? he thought, but immediately refuted the thought. No, the infiltrator wouldn't have discarded it, be they a thief or necromancer.   Reassuring himself with those thoughts, and remembering that he had only six-seven minutes left till the amulet stopped working, he kept moving carefully down the corridor. After descending the stairs flooded with magic lamplight, Rynec peeked into the king's burial vault, and froze still with awe. The space was huge, ornamented with glyphwork and bas-reliefs, with a grand sarcophagus standing over by the far wall. But it wasn't the lavish decor that left the necromancer breathless; rather, it was the runes glowing a soft blue color etched into the eight columns propping up the stone ceiling.  Rynec realized that he was looking at letters of the Ancients' magic alphabet the moment his eyes fell on a familiar rune—one of the twelve—the knowledge and calligraphy of which endured to this day. Naturally, mages were aware of all forty letters of the ancient alphabet, but could only compose spells from twelve of them. Then again, the truly outstanding archmages knew how to keep secrets. Whoever Emperor Erast might have been before uniting the Eight Great Princedoms under one rule in Erantia, he certainly had capable helpers on his side. Rynec felt a pang of unbearable bitterness at the thought that he had only about four minutes before the amulet's duration would end, and the tomb's guardians would sense his presence. Worse yet, he hadn't yet learned how to leave marks at the Great Cemetery, meaning he might spend the rest of his life looking for this crypt and never find it. So, his deliberations on runes and Erantian history could wait. 
 
    If there was one thing about the situation he was glad about, it was that whoever had come here before him had never made it out. Lying on the lowest step of the staircase leading to the sarcophagus was the corpse of an elf—only their scouts wore cloaks of that specific cut and design. The body was face down, making it difficult to discern gender, but Rynec wasn't so crazy as to start moving it for the sake of curiosity. The sarcophagus' lid wasn't in place, and Rynec hoped that the elf hadn't managed to raid it. Something had killed it, either before or after... Well aware of his fleeting time, the necromancer started toward the vertical coffin, looking around him nervously while perma-casting the same trap detection spell.   
 
    He noticed the daye having drawn to within ten feet of the elf. The magic lamp flickered in a peculiar way, and the shadow of the cunning beast sitting right on top of the sarcophagus grew long, extending past the shadow cast by one of the columns. The grave mower hadn't reacted to him in any way, but Rynec still stopped and took out a potion of Mental Reflection. It would only last one minute and reflect just one attack, but the daye couldn't use his mind-dominating abilities more than that anyway. Rynec very much hoped that Earl Kiroto—the instructor at the university teaching the habits and habitation of the undead—knew his stuff. If things got hot, one minute would be quite enough to make one's escape—hell, he could run all the way to the southern border of the Great Cemetery! Suddenly, he felt a strange weakness take hold of his body. Without stopping, Rynec rounded the corpse on the stairs carefully, produced a flask and took a few big swigs, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. At last, he had reached his goal. Lying in the sarcophagus was a square case of truesilver, coated by century-old dust. And nothing else! No bones, not even any ceremonial armor customarily used to bury human kings in. But he would contemplate this mystery later—he was running out of time! Rynec's eyes returned to the item stored in the sarcophagus. The length of each side was barely smaller than an elbow, with a small ring affixed to a raised lid, and a pattern obscured by dust—the metal alone must have cost at least a hundred gold in material. If this was the container, what could the contents possibly be? Rynec felt his head spin from the myriad possibilities that flashed before his eyes. He looked around frantically, and his gaze fell on the monster hanging directly above his head. He desperately didn't want to die—he had way too many unfulfilled obligations—but leaving this case here was simply beyond his capacity. His entire essence was screaming that whatever lay inside the truesilver vessel was of such value that the movers and shakers of the world would reward whoever brought it to them most generously. And he so badly needed power and money...  It took a few more heartbeats for him to gather up his courage. Then, snatching the case from its resting place, he jumped sharply aside and, hearing the racket of the monster plopping down on the floor as it missed him, dashed toward the staircase. The racket continued as the lids of the runic sarcophagi shattered into innumerable shards. He still had time to make it out! It would take the guardian a few seconds to get his bearings after leaving his dwelling, and those few seconds should be enough. He zoomed past the reapings as they stirred awake, glimpsing their undead eyes ignite with their version of life, dodged a sweeping blow of a giant two-hander, and nearly slipped on one of the many shards strewn underfoot. At long last, he was at the exit!  
 
    "Myrna, follow me! Hurry!" he shouted to the hound who was waiting patiently for her master, and kept running down an already familiar trail. Yes, such magical custodians never left the tombs they guarded—they weren't like bonehounds, capable of pursuing their prey in perpetuity. And yet, as the saying went, Bel helps those who help themselves. This was a wisdom firmly instilled in him by Bolo, and Rynec wasn't about to start taking needless risks. 
 
    He braked near a familiar gravestone—the very one where the disavowed had once been buried. Breathing heavily, he walked over to a thick sprawling tree nearby, lowered himself to the ground, leaned back against the rough trunk, and closed his eyes wearily. His bonehound took a seat next to him.  
 
    "We did it!" the young necromancer wheezed, still catching his breath. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he glanced at the case lying in his lap, and took another look around, just in case. The sky had purged all the clouds, leaving the young moon all alone to cast twisted, broken shadows amid the chaotically arranged trees and gravestones. A few dozen skeletons and zombies roved amid the graves, their blue eyes sparkling like little stars in the night. The necromancer wasn't worried about them at all—with Icham's Ring, which was issued to every adept at Ahn Kulad, all these lower undead were rendered harmless. He and Myrna must have crashed into a dozen stiffs while running here, and to no ill effect. Rynec took stock of his mantle, and sighed. If it weren't for his clothes and boots being enchanted to repel water and dirt, he would be covered head to toe in muck after their mad dash across the cemetery.  
 
    "Well," he ran a hand over the light matte surface, then glanced sideways at the dog lying nearby. "Shall we have a look at our trophy?" 
 
      
 
    The whole time he'd been running here, it wasn't the possibility of a deadly pursuit that was on his mind. No, he was thinking about how he would open the case stolen from the tomb, and all that it might lead to. Cases like these were used by sentients to store exclusively powerful charged artifacts, which meant that peeking under the lid of the truesilver case was far more dangerous than taking a stroll through the crypt he'd just escaped from buck-naked. Truesilver was the worst conductor of magic in this world—even a literal ton of it couldn't accumulate or store an iota of magical energy. Its antipode—the mythical black iron—trumped any precious stones or metals in terms of capacity, to the point where a standard-sized staff could accumulate energy sufficient to kill a god. Of course, all this was purely theoretical drivel for either the bored or the crazy. Black iron was so rare a metal that if any of these theoreticians had actually seen it, it was from a great distance, and the owner of the object made from this metal wouldn't be caught dead lending it to anyone for some harebrained experiments. And the reason such thoughts kept circling about in Rynec's head was because he was terribly afraid—and rightly so—to open the lid. After all, whatever lay inside could incinerate him, his dog and all the surrounding graves in the blink of an eye! The truesilver couldn't protect him from magic, but was simply blocking the magical energy of the artifact stored inside the case (and Rynec very much hoped that it was indeed an artifact, and not the hairs from the tail of the first human emperor's favorite dog, or something to that effect), which could well refuse to accept its new owner. Earl Pharex did teach that great objects could possess their own volition... It didn't matter. None of that mattered. He had to risk it! This was his shot at power and money! Harnessing all his strength, the necromancer pressed hard on the well-defined protuberance on the side of the case...  
 
    "Oh, Great Deceiver!" Rynec exhaled at the sight of the plate lying inside the case. Fashioned from dark metal that had cracked with time, and shaped like a pentagram, the plate had the ansar rune glowing softly in the center, framed by five runes at the points he'd never seen before. The necromancer knew then its purpose. He was sure that he knew... 
 
      
 
    Nobody knew how the catacombs had appeared under Vaedarr. Myrt's priests spoke of quarries and iron mines from as far back as the Dark Ages, bards claimed it was where the ancient humans buried their tribesmen, and the crazies in the town squares warned of secret entrances to the Netherworld and the Gray Frontier. Whatever the case may be, less than a century ago there was a great rockslide near the entrance to the local mine that opened up a ton of empty space located directly underneath the City of Seven Winds. That led to numerous access points being made to the catacombs, and with the discovery that some of the caves' ceilings were as high as one hundred fifty feet came the royal decree to move all the local slums underground. As expected, the slums reappeared on the surface again before long, but the catacombs, particularly the southern and southwestern sections that were magically protected against the attacks of subterranean monsters, had since housed nearly one tenth of the city's populace. The catacombs were regularly swept for hostile creatures, again by the royal decree, but it was useless. The eradicated fauna would simply reappear after a time to reclaim their territory, so the initiative was eventually scrapped.  
 
    Any thief worth his salt had a place to lie low during a raid or flashes of activity by the city guard, and he and Bolo would frequently make sallies into the wild areas of the catacombs. On one such sally, the old thief brought him to a wide abandoned passage that led up to a massive metal gate.  
 
    Rynec ran his hand along the rough surface of the plate, remembering his exchange with Bolo. 
 
      
 
    "What is that, Bolo?" he asked quietly, inspecting the five-cornered hollow at the juncture of two thirty-foot metal plates.  
 
    "A g-g-gate t-t-to nowhere," the old man shrugged. "Everyone knows it, b-b-but no one g-g-g-oes there." Gesturing at the quarter-mile passage stretching behind them, he continued. "Rumor has it among the g-g-guards that male p-p-potency is lost in this c-c-corridor, so most avoid it like a p-p-plague. Lots of side chambers, g-g-good for hiding..." 
 
    "Male potency?!" Rynec's hand jerked involuntarily to protect his most precious, but then he noticed the playful smile on the old thief's lips, and grinned in response.  
 
    "You didn't say what actually lies beyond the gate!" 
 
    "D-d-does it matter? Folks in the t-t-taverns say it's an old g-g-gold mine. Idiots c-c-claim it's a p-p-passage to the Grey Frontier. The Holy One's p-p-priests used to say that not even the g-g-gods can open it! So, unless you have the k-k-key, let's keep moving!" Bolo waved dismissively in the direction of the gates, and headed back down the corridor. 
 
    "Gods can't open a simple gate?" Rynec muttered skeptically as he followed after.   
 
    "G-g-gods aren't omnipotent," the old man said, eyes forward. "P-p-providence isn't all p-p-powerful. Even the g-g-gods have rules they must follow. So, when you find that k-k-key, c-c-come back and see what hides b-b-beyond," on that note, the old thief burst into hoarse laughter that echoed off the rocky walls of the poorly lit corridor.  
 
    Rynec shut his eyes and leaned back against the warm rough tree bark.  
 
    "Here it is, Bolo! The key! I've found it..." he whispered.  
 
    The necromancer opened his eyes, gazed up at the moon hanging over the forest, and gave a bitter chuckle.  
 
    Sure, he had the key now, but what was he supposed to do with it? And why him? Why did he have to find the burial vault of the first human emperor, opened for him so graciously by some random elven scout? Why did the case contain precisely this plate, whose purpose was known to probably only a few people in the whole realm, Rynec being one of them? Or was the late Earl Pharex right to say that such objects chose their own masters? But if that was the case... 
 
    Suddenly a flock of birds took flight over the trees on the other side of the meadow, startling Rynec. He closed the case and tried to follow their flight. The next moment, the flapping of wings was directly above him, and he felt a breath of sepulchral cold and decay waft over his face. He felt a chill. A gerdard! But why is it so huge?! the thought flashed in his mind when the bird perched on a branch low to the ground took its yellow unlinking eyes off of him, stuck out its featherless neck, and cried something that seemed to block his ears.  
 
    He felt as though the bird's cry penetrated to the very depths of his soul. The necromancer followed the gaze of the creature from the Gray Frontier just as the bonehound to his side leapt to her feet, crouched onto her forepaws and growled menacingly.  
 
    "Easy, Myrna!" Rynec barked the order, though he too was struggling to fight down the horror enveloping him. Putting the case aside, he rose to greet the translucent figure moving towards him from the direction of the forest. 
 
    Master Urgam had hinted that whoever came for the information would be unusual, but Rynec could never have imagined that it would be Teiran himself. The Great Lord of Darkness, master of pandemics and deferred death! Even the Dark God's projection radiated a macabre, devastating force. The Great Lord of Darkness was slowly advancing on the rigid necromancer, the heralds of death swirling over his head in a soundless entrancing dance, long whitish tendrils dragging on the ground, transformed by his aura. On all the murals and paintings Rynec had seen over the course of his studies, Vill's companion was depicted as a giant figure wrapped in cerecloth, with a serrated scythe in one hand and prayer beads in the other. But in this projection he looked like an ordinary village youth, the kind that would be tasked with delivering a food cart to Vaedarr on market days. Two feet taller than the necromancer, who was on the short side himself, he appeared to be wearing trousers and a tunic of thick plain cloth, his hair tied in a ponytail. And his eyes... The frigid, bottomless eyes of the Great Lord appeared to reflect Death herself, at once exquisite and terrible in all its hypostases.  
 
    "Think of nothing, and do not move!" a calm, even somewhat pleasant voice sounded in the consciousness of the necromancer, standing at attention with his head bowed. Nothing was happening for a moment, but then Rynec felt the earth escape from under his feet as he tumbled into a black abyss. Only he felt no fear whatsoever, as if he were but an impartial observer. And just as he was coming to grips with the fact that there was no coming back from this, and his sanity was all but gone, everything ended. 
 
    "Good! You have done what was required of you." 
 
    The same impassive voice brought him back to reality. Barely keeping his balance, Rynec inhaled a chestful of air, cold and permeated with decay, and finally dared to raise his head. What he saw in the eyes of his future Master's companion was indifference and... approval?  
 
    "Open it! I can't see..." the sleeve of Teiran's spectral tunic motioned just barely at the case lying on the grass.  
 
    "Yes, master," Rynec nodded, picked it up off the ground, threw open the lid and demonstrated the contents to the Lord. A perfect silence ensued over the woods that lasted ten full heartbeats, broken only by the flapping of wings overhead. 
 
    "The key to Arkam's grave..." Teiran spoke softly, his tone tinged with irony. "What perfect timing! Myrt and his pups will no doubt rejoice when the city they consider theirs will be razed to the ground by an army hidden in the grave of his old friend..."   
 
    "It will all be over by morning, in the castle and the cemetery both," the Lord continued, steel in his voice. "When you return, hand it to me personally! You have pleased me twice this night, neophyte. By morning, you shall be a master!"  
 
    The Dark God's companion's words were still ringing in his ears, but Teiran was no longer there, his projection having dissipated in the night hanging over the cemetery. The gerdards were gone as well, with only the myriad moving worms carpeting this strip of the forest serving as a testament that Rynec was still of sound mind.  
 
      
 
    The Master of Death! This was his chance at power and revenge! The old king's tomb had proved to be his lucky break! The Great Lord of Darkness would open the gate and, undetected by hostile Great Essences, summon his entire army there. With the human legions decimated, the heavy cavalry was on the move to join the armies of the Great Forest and their dwarven allies, leaving the City of Seven Winds defenseless before the undead army pouring out of the catacombs.  "May they all die like dogs!" he spat through clenched teeth, gazing northwest with a burning hatred. Curse the city that had taken everything from him! His father, his family, Bolo! Curse the nobles bastards ready to bear false witness to cover for their own! Curse the captain of the city guard and his bitch wife! Curse the scumbag who had killed the girl he fancied... Curse them all!  
 
    There was a sudden pang in the chest of the young disavowed. He screwed shut his eyes, clenched his fists hard and breathed deep, letting the breeze blowing from the direction of Erantia caress his face. After standing there for five minutes, he opened his eyes once more, patted the bonehound nuzzling him in the side, and gave a bitter chuckle.  
 
    "I've made good on my promise to my teacher, but I still have unfinished business at Ahn Kulad," he said quietly. Then, having quickly built a portal to the castle gates, he made an inviting gesture to his dog. "Come, Myrna, we have till morning..." 
 
      
 
    "Back so fast?" Ornoc inquired. "Did you already..." the eyes of the senior student on gate duty fell on Rynec's bonehound, and his brows arched upward in astonishment. "Whoa! That's one beautiful dog! How did you manage to summon it?!" 
 
    "I'll tell you later," Rynec smiled in response. "After I get some shuteye."  
 
    He entered the gates, rounded a couple of service structures, and stopped before the southern entrance into the educational building.  
 
    "Goodbye, Myrna!" the disavowed got on his knees and embraced the dog, pressing his cheek to her bone snout. "I'm sorry, girl..." he whispered, then got back up. Bidding the dog to wait while fighting back tears, he made for the university entrance.  
 
    "A bonehound is a creature summoned from the Gray Frontier that contains a tiny part of the soul of the necromancer who summoned it. The creature cannot feel compassion or pain! Fondness and attachment are alien to it..." the necromancer's lips recited the class material like a prayer as he walked down the empty hallways.  
 
    He walked into the library, nodded to the drowsy student on duty, and continued straight to the small hall. In the far left corner, behind the glass stand, he crouched and removed two bricks from the wall, slipped the truesilver case inside, and immediately put the bricks back in place.  
 
    "You'll be safe here, for now. Who knows how the phantom guards would react to you..."  
 
    Upon carefully inspecting the wall and remaining satisfied, he dusted off his hands and made for the library exit.  
 
    The thief in him had found this cache six weeks ago by pure habit, knocking on all the walls out of boredom. It was empty, having evidently been used by one of the adepts years ago to keep some sort of secret. And now it was keeping his.  
 
    Treading carefully on the carpeted floor, Rynec made it to the southern stairwell and went down two flights. The hallway was familiar, and so was the lock. Only the charge on the amulet issued by his teacher was down to barely more than a minute.  
 
    Nothing had changed in the treasury since the last time—still the same six empty stands and four artifacts. The disk isn't particularly interesting anymore, he thought, stopping before a slender silver dagger resting on a velvet cushion.  
 
    Rakot's Hand of Justice. Rakot was a dark god and master of Limbh, the scariest place in all of Gray Frontier. The souls of sentients slain by this dagger landed in this monster's domain and skipped twenty cycles on the Great Wheel of Reincarnations. And no one—not even Rakot himself—could question the soul that ended up there. This was the law. Two thousand years in return for total absolution? A fair price to pay, in his mind. 
 
    Rynec looked around the treasury, and let out a heavy sigh. He suddenly remembered the taste of freshly drawn milk served by his mother, his father's warm smile, the silly quarrels with his sister, the merry squealing of his nieces...  
 
    "You are my son no more..."  
 
    Once the undead burst out of the catacombs, there would be no mercy toward everyone. The people he still cared for—the people who had done nothing wrong—they would still die, along with everybody else. His mother may have disowned him, but he hadn't disowned her! The key was safely hidden behind walls of truesilver, never to be found again. 
 
    The floor trembled under his feet. It had begun!  
 
    "Goodbye, Myrna!" he whispered, snatched the dagger off the cushion, and drove it hard into his chest. 
 
    Instantly turned to ashes, the necromancer's body crumbled to the floor, followed momentarily by the silver dagger, clanging... The phantom guards howled with disappointment over missing their mark... The Great War halted for a moment, then resumed its flow along a very different trajectory... And over in the castle courtyard, an ugly skeletal dog who had lost her master threw up her snout and howled its lamentation to the burgeoning moon... 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    "He's-s-s coming to..." Reece's hissing voice, transformed by combat form, reached me through a veil of darkness. 
 
    "Dar! Dar! Are you all right? Great Darkness! Wake up!" 
 
    I felt beyond feeble, as if the landmass of the whole continent was pinning me down, and my head ached as it might after a night of nonstop boozing. I groaned, and realized I was still hearing the echoes of the last words of the disavowed just before his final sacrifice. 
 
    I blinked open my eyes, shoved aside the vial with the foul-smelling mixture, and struggled up to a sitting position. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Defending the Great City. 
 
     Quest type: hidden, chain. 
 
     Stop the undead invasion of Vaedarr. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Defending the Great City I: The Key to the Forgotten God's Grave. 
 
    Quest type: hidden, chain. 
 
    Find the key to Arkam's grave in the castle of Ahn Kulad, ruined by the undead. 
 
    Reward: experience. 
 
      
 
    "Krian! You've been lying there for twelve hours!" 
 
    "Wait, Vaessa!" I stopped the magus with a gesture, then leaned back against the pedestal upon which the sarcophagus stood, closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. "Give me five minutes to recover. Then I'll be right with you." 
 
    You're alive, then?! the shock in my spouse's voice was tinged with significant relief. 
 
    Good question, I chuckled mentally, glancing at the flask I was still gripping in my hand, then put it away into inventory. But, judging by your tone, you're not especially upset by that. 
 
     Seeing as you're back to talking gibberish masquerading as a sense of humor, I suppose it really is you, Jaelitte said with total seriousness.  
 
    That was just a vision, I replied wearily.  
 
    Just a vision?! I was right there with you, choking on your hatred and despair! Gnashing my teeth from your pain! And then you died... If it weren't for my mental protection...  
 
    I'm sorry, there was nothing I could do. I would if I could, believe me... 
 
    Gods, I sure lucked out with a husband... Oh well, nothing to be done about it now. She held a small pause, then continued. I don't know what lies ahead at that cemetery, but whatever it is, I can sense that it won't be good. And I cannot help you in any way. All the power I had accumulated, I've spent trying to keep my sanity while you were entertaining yourself. Great Chaos! How I loathe being so weak... 
 
    Entertainment. Yeah. I sighed but decided not to explain. Jaelitte had already disengaged, anyway. She got the last word. As always. Whatever. Arguing with a woman about something trivial was silly at best and a sign of stage four male idiocy at worst. I clenched my teeth in anticipation of a returning headache and got my pipe out, then put it back in my bag. The air in here wasn't exactly stagnant, but I'd wait till I was outside. So, what do we have here? I looked at the party standing around me in a half circle and leaned the back of my head against the cool stone of the king's sarcophagus. 
 
    Another hidden quest—why was I not surprised? Until this nonsensical prophecy and the Great Essences around it were done with, I would only know peace in my dreams. Vaedarr was next. I was headed there anyway—to destroy Urgam, the bastard who had tortured my wife. I had no doubt about his identity anymore. That kid Rynec had perished, and I wasn't going to judge him for what he did. How would I have acted in his shoes? Actually, I'd already been in his shoes, quite literally... And never in my life had I experienced such despair, such sadness.     
 
      My hatred for Cheney was of a different kind. I was confident that someday I would plunge Ruination to its hilt into his disgusting face. However arrogant that may sound, I believe you shouldn't ever make a move unless you're one hundred percent sure of success. Sure, you might fail or even die in the attempt, but no life could really be lived without faith in yourself. Without relying on your ability to do what you intended. Without knowing you will never back down! We who came into this world had a clear advantage over its natives. We saw no boundaries. Gods and nobles did not cause us to quiver in trepidation. Many of us would fall aside along the way, yes. But some of us would make it. We were exceptional—we had been taught that all of our lives. But the youth from my vision didn't have that confidence... Still, he had completed my teacher's quest. Ahn Kulad was destroyed and Hel was, by all appearances, dead. But what had happened after, nobody knew. Nobody except me. The prophecy drew me, like an invisible puppet master, to face the servants of the Twice Cursed God time and again. What if I just left all this behind and traveled to some place on the northern coast of Erantia? Would the prophecy follow me and send some Twice Cursed Fish my way? What would happen to the whole quest? The search for the seal was only the first quest in the chain. Logically, that meant those dark gates needed to be opened in order to protect the City of Seven Winds. But how would that protect it? Would something within serve to defend Vaedarr from the undead threat? Or had Teiran gotten in there without a key—probably with some cheat Cheney and his goons had provided—and was now using the magic of the tomb of this mysterious Arkam to gather an invasion army? No matter. We would handle the truth, whatever it was. I had to find the seal and get those gates open, and the others could sort out their own problems. I supposed that Vaedarr had enough NPCs who could defend their territory well enough to cut off the heads of the Twice Cursed God's army. Meaning I didn't have to bother with it, at least for now. I would find the key, get to Vaedarr, and figure out my next steps. 
 
    There. I had a little more clarity now, and that made things easier. My head was still pounding, but I felt stronger now. There was no point sitting around.  
 
    "More than twelve hours, you say?" 
 
      I got up, trying not to wince from the pain, and smiled at the party gathered around me. "Come on, let's get some air. I have a very interesting story to tell you." 
 
    "Everything is-s-s great, yes-s-s." Reece hissed, making no effort to disguise his sarcasm. "Auntie s-s-summoned some zombies-s-s back in Xantarra. They s-s-seemed fine. Compared to you, that is-s, dar." 
 
    "Come on," I waved towards the stairs. I had a word for Reece, though. 
 
    "You... quit changing form like that. Understand?" 
 
    "Daddy's a strict one! But fair." He changed back to his normal form and ran past the dragons to reach the stairs first. 
 
    I sighed. "We all have to listen to your chatter all day anyway. That's enough of a struggle without all the hissing." 
 
    "...and he has no sense of humor!" Reece appended, without turning to face me. "Then again, nobody here has a sense of humor. Except the dragons. Maybe." 
 
    "Krian," the necromancer's daughter said with a nod at a corpse near the stairs. "We should take him upstairs. This is the tomb of the human king, after all, and I doubt the goddess will mind if we bury her scout."  
 
    "I'll take care of it, my lady." Obviously tired of being in the tomb, Kan scooped up the body as he followed Reece out. 
 
    "Vaessa," I said as I watched them go. "Tell me, do bonehounds feel any attachment to the necromancer that summons them?" 
 
    "You know that we give them a part of our very selves, dar," she said with a shrug, eyes on the listening dragons. "Each time, we know exactly how much of ourselves we want to put into them. We decide. I placed nearly half of my own self into these two, by the way." Vaessa smiled, gently running her hand along Lola's face. "That's much more than I needed to, but they're... they're alive, dar. And I will recover what I gave them, someday."  
 
    "Wait. So if that necromancer dies..." 
 
    "The hound won't disintegrate," said the demoness, finishing my thought for me. "It'll remain in the world, forever seeking vengeance on the necromancer's killers. It'll continue to live, but what will ultimately become of it, even the gods don't know that." 
 
    "Got it. Thank you. Wait, one last thing, Vaessa. These runes..." I nodded at one of the columns. 
 
    "Worthless." She shrugged again. "Only seventeen of the forty are still active. It's the ancient alphabet of a god that perished a long time ago. The god who granted people wisdom before the time of Myrt."  
 
    "You mean Arkam?" asked Raena.  
 
       Unlike the others, the sorceress was in no rush to leave the place of burial. She examined the pattern on the walls and would probably stay here for a whole day if she could. Had the twelve hours I spent lying here unconscious not been enough? 
 
    "Yes," I answered for the magus. "Look at them closely, ladies, and remember them. I don't think we can get out of having to visit the tomb of this Arkam fellow, and these dead runes might come in handy on location. Stop!" I raised a hand to stop the flood of inquisition that would follow. "I'll explain when we're out of here. I'm going up for a smoke. Had enough of this tomb..." 
 
      
 
    The sun was a dirty yellow, almost brown. It clung to the tops of the stumpy trees around the ruins. The walls had turned to black and collapsed in places. Piles of rocks covered with a dense carpet of green-brown moss. Broken, rusted metal where the gates once stood. Fifteen hundred years is a long time, and whatever the army of the Twice Cursed God's companion had not destroyed, nature was slowly finishing off.  
 
    We had arrived at this ruin of the undead Ahn Kulad just five minutes ago. Last evening I had told the guys about my vision and given orders to break camp and rest. There was no point to wandering around in the dark. Now I stood looking at that strange rippling iridescent entrance to the instance. The ruins were of the university of dark magic and necromancy, and I badly hoped that the portal would take us to that Hart-cursed Hall of the Ancient Kings. Straight to it. Not to another stepping stone, some Great Swamp teeming with frogs and reeds. A level 250 dungeon designed for a group of twenty raiders shouldn't cause us too much trouble, but it would be foolish to let our guard down. Who knew what was there waiting for us?  
 
    "Tell me, commander, why can't some of these dungeons be elven brothels? We could sure use that," said Reece thoughtfully, looking at the half-collapsed gate. "Auntie likes this place. Friends of hers everywhere. But I'd rather—" 
 
    "Since when did elves become your thing?" Raena said with a sniff, sizing him up with a smirk. 
 
    "I've never seen them, is all," said the mage with a shrug. "But the commander said they were pretty much all arrogant, cold-hearted bitches. And I hope you've realized by now that that's just the type I like." 
 
    "Pipe down," I interjected, nipping the latest family quarrel in the bud. Turning to the knight-commander, I said: "You wanted to say something, Kan?" 
 
    "If this sizde.. siste... system of yours is right," he said, still unaccustomed to the word, "then Vaedarr is indeed in serious trouble. Much more than we thought. I stayed up all night thinking about it." He sighed and looked in my eyes. "What could be hiding in the tomb of this long-forgotten god? What can help us stop the undead army? Some mighty weapon? I have never seen a sword better than the one you have at your waist. Will it help you defeat the army advancing on the city?" 
 
    "You think that monster is gathering an army beyond those gates too, huh?" 
 
    "Worse. Much worse," the knight-commander said, shaking his head. "Stupidity is not a trait of any companions of the gods. The first and second legions of Prince Calle will hold out until the main forces arrive, keeping the undead in the catacombs, and Myrt and Liana will blast the Lord of Darkness into a fine dust layer miles wide. He is perfectly aware of this, believe me. So, the only explanation that makes sense is that a great war is coming. Erantia will be attacked from the outside. The borders of the Great Forest, the Kraet Peaks, and the Orcish Khanate are blocked off, so help will not be quick to arrive. And the Cursed God, according to you, is now stronger than ever." Kan looked guiltily at Vaessa and sighed. "History is repeating itself, my prince, but with us in that boy's place. Though, alas, cutting our throats won't be our way out." 
 
    "The goddess is giving no answer," said the necromancer's daughter. "I think there is a reason for all of this."  
 
    Maybe everything had already been decided in the Gray Frontier. The logic of the Great Essences was not much different from human logic, and a god sure of his power would start by destroying his enemies first and foremost. And when there was an entire world of his enemies out there, well... Hart, this is all so cliché! Since childhood I had loved fantasy books and films with their Saurons and their saviors of the world. I had even had a fight with my girlfriend, saying that the Master of Fantasy had simply lived in a different time, that Nazis had appeared in the world a hundred years back... and now history was repeating itself, in a sense. The developers had created Vill just as he was, and the villain surely didn't lack for cunning: as soon as he dealt with his enemies there, he would advance to the higher plane. Given the pressure the orcs and humans were under by the spawn from the Gray Frontier, whom I was sure he could gain control over, his first targets would be Erantia and the Khanate. And he didn't give a damn about all these prophecies! But then again, maybe this was all just part of that game Lilit had mentioned. How could I know? I had wanted to go to the Great Forest first, and then on to Erantia. But it seemed that my search for my sister would have to wait. She was with Max, and I would trust Max with my own life without hesitation.  But would this information even help the humans? If one more companion of Vill's was destroyed, would that even help this shit situation? Or were Kan and me just paranoid? Anyway, I could navel-gaze all I wanted, but that wouldn't change anything. We had to go to Erantia's capital even if there was a slight chance we were right. I sighed and ambled towards the dungeon entrance. 
 
    "Whatever's out there, we don't have a choice," I said without turning. "Let's get out of here and go to Erantia to warn the humans."  
 
      
 
    Ruins of the University of Dark Magic and Necromancy. Up to level 250. Max party members: 20. Unique. 
 
      
 
    What the... I swore to myself. So that's why the dungeon entrance is orange. I hadn't noticed the word "unique" thanks to the font difference. We had only one chance to clear this one, and none of us wanted to think about what would happen to us if we died there. A unique location's increased drop rate and double experience were every player's dream, but I was getting tired of all these games. When we cleared this instance, it would disappear. The ruins would become just ruins, nothing more. And it was a matter of "when," not "if"...  
 
    "Well, shall we?" I waved the others to follow, and stepped first into the permeable orange membrane of the instance. 
 
      
 
      Ruins. As soon as I saw what was left of Ahn Kulad, the word flooded my mind. There wasn't a single standing building visible here, in the former domain of necromancy. They'd all crumbled. The cracked and melted stones were overgrown with weeds and nettles. Nearby, a fountain was half-torn out of the earth. Why had Teiran needed to level the place? Based on Rynec's recollections, the main building was once quite like the architecture of Westminster Abbey on the outside, though with a different size and shape. Of course any place of black magic higher learning needed to be in the Gothic style. That much had been ingrained into the populace, including the devs, by modern literature. Those pointed arches, columns, buttresses, archvaults, archbuttresses... I didn't really know much about Gothic architecture, and I didn't understand why vampires and necromancers were supposed to like it so much. It had religious roots. The undead should hate it!  Actually, their hatred was what we were looking at. Only the bottom three floors of the southern wing remained of the whole main building. The upper parts of it were black, noticeably melted, and the roof had been demolished by some powerful spell. We needed to get in there, but we would never be able to get inside the vault. And that was a damn shame. My vision had revealed a sweet ring and equally sweet amulet in there, both of which Vaessa could surely use. Except shoveling aside hundreds of tons of smashed rocks was, even in this game world, hardly possible. And the artifacts could be gone by now. The defenders could have tried to use them to fight off the attack. Oh well. The Eye of Oblivion still had two full charges, so Vaessa could put up a portal to this place at any time. We'd deal with this prophecy and then come back for whatever archaeological purposes we wanted. Right now, we just had to finish this part of the quest.  
 
    I breathed in the bitter smell of the grass dominating the ruins, and looked at the first boss of this supremely strange dungeon. Level 210, with 280 million HP. Just like in the vision. Burning, crimson eyes, a huge chest, and the lean form of a great predator. To Rynec, this was the most beautiful creature in the world, and in some ways, I agreed, having spent too long in his skin, feeling his every thought and emotion.  The hound was two hundred feet ahead of us, its head held high, proudly surveying the area. Upwards of fifty other hounds in the 200-210 level range surrounded it. Only they weren't hounds. I had seen these creatures before, in the west wing. These were stronger, about fifty percent larger and with three hundred thousand HP each. It didn't take an Albert Einstein in the party for us to realize that the boss would attack us as soon as we got within the aggro range of any of those long-dead mongrels. 
 
    The hound and her pack tightly guarded the way to the southern entrance, which lay only a few hundred feet from the square in front of the gates. Getting there would require traversing all the piles of stones, the remnants of university structures. Crossing them was possible, of course—by hugging the left wall—but that was a long shot. Stone staircases running up the wall were situated to either side of the gates, about fifty feet away. Or had once been situated, anyway. Now they were awkward protrusions, and each guarded by a pair of the undead mutts. And I would bet a hundred gold to a couple of coppers that they could detect invisibility. Which made sense—the dungeons weren't designed to encourage hapless wandering, but were more or less linear. Still, this whole situation seemed off somehow.  
 
    No other bosses were in sight. There were four groups of skeletal warriors with some blue zombies and a dozen reapings near the far wall. The big baddie was probably in the half-destroyed wing to the left, its entrance being a gaping black hole. Calling this thing a castle would a stretch. Save for the walls, there were no defensive structures. And even those looked like more like a decorative fence for the wandering undead. That made sense—why have towers and fortifications when the gods themselves couldn't find this place back in its day? And towers wouldn't have helped, anyway, with no one to man them. The university only had a couple hundred necromancers at its apex, most of them students. 
 
    "I don't know about you, auntie, but I wouldn't study at this school in a million years," said Reece with a chuckle. 
 
    Vaessa sighed. "When will you grow up?" She touched my wrist, nodded at the hound, and asked quietly: 
 
     "Is that her?" 
 
    When I nodded, the magus continued. 
 
    "We don't have to kill her, Krian. Right?" 
 
    "I agree, prince," said Raena, adding her voice in support of Vaessa's. "The disavowed is—" 
 
    "I don't want to kill her, either. Whatever Rynec was, he more than anyone deserves to have a piece of his soul remain here." I looked at the necromancer's daughter, then nodded at the bonehound.  
 
    "How long could you hold her for?" 
 
    "Two minutes," she replied without hesitation. 
 
    "Excellent. Here's what we'll do."   
 
    I pointed at the uprooted fountain.  
 
    "Reece and I will head up there. On my command, Vaessa will hold the boss, and I'll draw the other hounds. Reece," I turned to the mage. "You will stay right behind me. Once all of those undead beasts gather round, cast Ice Shackles and get to the main group, which will be right here. I'll use Earth Shackles, and you and Raena give it to the incapacitated mutts. Ten seconds should be plenty of time. Kan will provide backup. Once the adds are down, we head into the building." I gestured towards the dark entrance, where a pack of ten skeletons and zombies ambled about.  
 
    "Vaessa, while we're dealing with the dogs, send George and Lola over to take out those tourists. We'll all head inside, and Raena can bring the entryway down behind us. It's about to go to snot, anyway. The hound won't be able to get us then, unless she also has the gift of flight. We'll exit through a window if we have too. Once we clear this dungeon, the barriers will come down and the hound will be able to leave in peace." 
 
    "'Go to snot,'" Reece repeated, thoughtfully. "Interesting turn of phrase. Is it yours, or..." 
 
    I cut him off. "Save it for later. Get going on the sandwiches, buffs, alchemy, etc. We start in two minutes."  
 
    I patted the rascal on the shoulder and nodded towards the fountain. 
 
     "That means you, too, Mr. Philosopher. Here we go."  
 
      
 
    It was the west wing all over again. Half-rotted mobs with their burning blue eyes. I wonder what makes the colors of the undead's eyes differ? Always red, blue, or crimson. Why are they never violet? I would have to ask Vaessa later. I smiled as I checked the buffs on our group, switched to combat form, and stepped out, covered by my shield. 
 
    With a dull squelch, Stone Discs flew into the zombie flesh and a narrow black ribbon encircled the bonehound. At that instant, the university courtyard erupted into deafening noise. The monsters around the hound howled, the bone dragons roared—laying out the zombie hounds in their paths—and I shifted on my feet and activated Infernal Rage. With one shot of Tongue of Flame, I destroyed the first attacker. And now for Ruination. As a kid I dreamed of having a lightsaber, but lightsabers had nothing on this! The stench of burning dead flesh was everywhere. I stepped left as a corpse ran by me, and hit the next with an Ice Blade. Crit! A dog came at me from my right, only to be knocked down to the ground with my shield. The blow felt like little more than a parry in a game of ping-pong. One step back and my back was against a rock. Two of the beasts dug into my left leg then, but I couldn't shake them off without risk of getting swarmed. There were just too many dogs, and the noise was unbearable. Dastardly grinning faces drenched in slobber, pieces of bone sticking out of their dead flesh, and that stench... Thanks to my shield, I held my ground. It was a good thing the beasts could not all attack me at once. 
 
    "Now!" I shouted to Reece, who stood behind a rock. I cast Earth Shackles at my feet, heard an icy crackle behind me, and used Jump to return to the main group.  
 
    I barely kept my balance. Taking a left and leaning my hand against a corner, I tried to assess the situation. There was no need for my concern, thankfully. Raena threw up both her hands, her clenched fists a few inches apart, and froze. She was biting her lower lip, and a wild recklessness burned in her wide-open blue eyes. One hundred feet ahead, all of the paralyzed undead found themselves engulfed in a replica of Dante's ninth circle of hell. Blocks of ice smashed into the earth, hammering the party's ears with a symphony of shattering skulls and spines. Just like that, the courtyard was covered with a mix of sparkling ice splinters and bone dust. 
 
    "Oh, come on!" Reece exclaimed with reproach, realizing his help was entirely unneeded.  
 
    It was over as quickly as it had started. Our ears were still filled with the howl of undead hounds, the crunching of bones, and the din of falling blocks of ice, but we were in the clear. The bonehounds were in pieces all over the courtyard.  
 
    "Don't touch a thing. To the entrance!" I commanded. I waited for everyone and took up the rear, moving toward the dragons waiting for us at the entrance to the southern wing.  
 
    "Don't touch? Aw," said Raena with the sound of genuine sadness. "I was so looking forward to diving into hound guts, you know." 
 
    This one had clearly been hanging around Reece too much. 
 
    "Harness is ending, Chains will be next. Careful, everyone!" Vaessa waved at the hound, and the ribbon constricted around her body changed into four black pegs with a black chain. The sort used to leash circus animals, though certainly of a more magical variety. 
 
    The hound stood there immobilized, showing her dark yellow fangs and glaring at the bipeds passing by. Not making a single sound. It was stupid of me, probably, but even in the real world I had found about as much pity in myself for animals as for humans. Maybe more. This creature was from the Gray Frontier, and held a piece of the soul of the disavowed who had saved hundreds of thousands of people. I stopped in front of her, looking into those crimson eyes, and quietly said: 
 
    "Go, Myrna! Rynec would not want you to die. Go in peace, and farewell."  
 
      With a shrug and a sigh, I resumed following the others. It was all so strange. The necromancer's soul was there somewhere, in Limbh—and yet part of it was here? The dog could theoretically wait for her master to return. How long did he have left? Five hundred years? Maybe less? 
 
    "Prince!" Raena's warning cry brought me back to reality. 
 
    I whirled and froze. The hound stood a short distance away. No more shackles.  
 
    "Stay where you are," I commanded the guys, but they were in no hurry to attack. The beast was showing no aggression. She just stood there, her head inclined, and watched me. When she saw me turn, Myrna raised her head, howled loudly, and lay down on the ground, snout resting on her paws. She stayed still, not making a single move as we entered the building and brought the entrance down behind us. Incredible! A dungeon boss had refused to attack us! It was unthinkable, inexplicable... but it happened. So many things in this newborn world could not be explained. And maybe that was how it should be. 
 
    We reached the library in about three minutes. It wasn't far from the entrance, maybe about two hundred feet. Neither were the four packs of fifteen level 220 skeletal warriors and liches, but they were no trouble. In the games I played as a kid, mobs twenty or thirty levels below yours were guaranteed to be one-shot. Here, things were different on account of no level cap, but, usually, if a mob was one hundred levels below yours, one hit was all it took. Raena had demonstrated this at the gate, and she repeated it here. The girl simply took the lead, throwing Ice Discs as she went, apparently enjoying a break from healing. We simply followed, looting the bodies. I would rather have avoided touching the bones at all, but these one-off dungeons could have special surprises in them, so the effort was justified. In the end, those surprises amounted to four rare—only completely worthless—cloth pieces, two recipe scrolls for equally useless spells, and the standard assortment of alchemical reagents. Sure, there was probably someone who needed a fishing rod enchantment for +10 Fishing skill, but that person certainly wasn't me.  
 
    Only the dragons did nothing on the way to the library. They followed the group calmly, examining the cracked corridor walls with curiosity. Curiosity? How do I know that? No one knew how dragons thought. Humans couldn't even understand dogs' minds sometimes. Though dogs could be surprisingly articulate at times, that much was true.  The dragons, on the other hand, were a complete mystery. They were also growing, and soon enough we wouldn't be able to take them with us into such places, absent some ingenious solution. As Nasreddin Hodja said, either the donkey would die, or the Emir would. Then again, it was probably possible to teach a donkey theology in this world. Give me twenty years, and Gloom will learn to swear.  
 
    The library itself was empty. Completely. A timeworn stone librarian's desk stood to the right of the entrance amidst a pile of dirt mingled with dust. Even the rats likely had nothing to do here. Fifteen hundred years! No tree in this place produced paper that would last that long. Perhaps the rats had eaten all the books and all the shelves, and then ran off somewhere else on important rat business. 
 
    "Well, then." Reece shook his head as he took a skeptical look around. "I was just so impressed with the outside that I wanted to study some necromancy... My rotten luck."  
 
    "Here you go, scholar." I handed him the clothing scraps from the undead and proceeded through a door in the far left corner into a small hall. "Let's check the place out, quickly. I'll get the box and we'll move out. Enough of these universities and cemeteries." 
 
    "We'll study alchemy, smart guy. In depth. As soon as we're out of here. Got it?" Vaessa's warning boded nothing good for the mage.  
 
    "OK, auntie, let's do that. I was actually going to ask you myself." 
 
    I didn't hear the rest. The more alchemists we had, the better, right?  
 
    The situation in the small hall was just like that in the larger one. Except for a strange odor like burning tire rubber. I walked over to the same place Rynec had, squatted down, wiped the mold from the wall, and removed my gauntlet. Now, to pull out the correct bricks. Damn. Have any of you ever tried to pull bricks out of a wall? Even loose ones? I hadn't. And presently I felt and looked like an idiot.  
 
    "Let me, prince," offered Raena silently. What, had she been a rogue or something before meeting Altus? 
 
    "Sure." I pointed the girl to the right section of the wall and stood aside. 
 
    She bent down, placed her open right palm against the wall, and calmly pulled the bricks out. 
 
    "You said you were a mage," said Raena, stacking the bricks on the floor and nodding at the revealed hiding place. "Standard adhesive spell. Pretty much the first one we learn." 
 
    "I'm about as good a mage as..." I stopped. She wouldn't understand my analogies, no more than she knew what "shit" meant. And I didn't feel like explaining. Reece was more than enough as far as curious party members went.  
 
    "I'll learn," I said with a smile, pulling out the box and opening it carefully. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Defending the Great City I. 
 
    You've accessed the quest: Defending the Great City II. 
 
    Quest type: hidden, chain. 
 
    Find the Gate of Inevitability in the catacombs of Vaedarr. Open this gate with the found seal and destroy the army of the Great Lord of Darkness, Teiran.  
 
    Reward: experience, increased reputation with Myrt the God of Wisdom and Battle Honor; increased reputation with Celphata the Goddess of Death and Rebirth; increased reputation with Liana the Goddess of Art; increased reputation with the human race; increased reputation with all the races in the Realm of Arkon, up to unfriendly (reputation with any race already higher than unfriendly would increase by the required number of points); unknown. 
 
    Attention! To complete this quest you will need at least 500 allies level 200 or above. 
 
    Attention! You can recruit up to 100 non-player characters to complete this quest. 
 
    Attention! You have limited time to complete this quest! If you fail to destroy the army of Teiran, the Great Lord of Darkness in the allotted time, you will fail the quest. 
 
    2113:35:47… 2113:35:46… 2113:35:45 
 
      
 
    Go to Vaedarr, Roman. Right now. And that's not a request. 
 
    I gave a weary sigh and looked at the cracking ceiling. Damn it all. I guess I was going there anyway. But why the hell did I need to destroy the whole army on my own? Vaedarr had guards. Legions! And why only one hundred NPCs? Where could I find four hundred allies? Thirty million players, and how many of them had reached level 200? How many of those level 200 players were willing to risk battle with a god's companion without knowing his tactics, led by some upstart demon? I was a prince in Craedia, but there, I was no one! 
 
      
 
    Some kind of Chinese-looking character glowed faintly in the center of a dark brown, star-shaped plate. It was the rune ansur. Another five runes decorated the star's points. The seal was mine. It could not be lost, not even if I wanted to lose it. And it could not be stolen, not even by Hart himself.  
 
    "Prince, you all right?" the sorceress asked, worried as she watched me contemplating the artifact in the box. 
 
    "You know," I closed the box and stashed it in my bag, then looked at her. "In the world I came from, they told me that whenever I was fed up and didn't know what to do, I should wave my right hand and say the magic word..." 
 
    "What magic word?" 
 
    A single F-bomb sufficed. I went for the exit, leaving Raena to consider the mystical nuances of that distant world. 
 
    I could make no sense of what was happening in the main hall. Reece was bent over, looking at something on the wall concealed by the librarian's stone desk. Vaessa stood just behind him, and Kan was sitting on the desk itself, looking bored. He smiled and nodded when he saw me. 
 
    "We found it." 
 
    "It" was a metal safe in the wall. Or something like that. A small rectangular door with a keyhole. It had probably been covered by a shelf or something, since any picture hanging this low would look dumb. Or maybe no one bothered to hide it, since it might just have contained the librarian's records. The key would be a random drop from local mobs or perhaps hanging out in some hiding spot nearby.  
 
    "Should we break the wall?" Reece asked as he stepped back.  
 
    "Mages, always out to break things," said Kan with a sigh as he hopped off the desk, pushed Reece aside, and bent over the metal box jutting out of the wall.  
 
    "Here." He pulled some kind of black prong with a round, silver top out of his bag and carefully slipped it inside the keyhole. I couldn't see what happened next—the knight-commander's massive back was in the way. But a couple of moments later, a deafening crack prompted Kan to straighten and tear the broken door off. He dropped a bit of powder inside, waited a few seconds, and then pulled out a battered notebook and handed it to me.  
 
    "I shudder to imagine what other hidden talents you might have, earl," whispered Reece with deep admiration as he scratched his chin in contemplation. "But auntie sure is lucky. She'll never starve with you around!" 
 
    Yeah, the foxes had seen so many interesting places in their day, and those places had so many vaults. So, I wasn't surprised that Champion Lars' right hand could open them without trouble.  
 
    "Is something wrong, Krian?" Vaessa asked when she noticed my expression. 
 
    Raena ratted me out. "He opened that box, looked inside, then started waving his arms and cursing in that tongue of his." Sensing the magus' question, she clarified. "That short word he likes. You know the one." 
 
    "Kan is right. Teiran is assembling his army in the catacombs of Vaedarr." I shrugged and turned my attention to the item the knight-commander had given me. "I'll fill you in later." 
 
    Huh. No, this isn't just a bunch of library records. 
 
      
 
    Grimoire of Putrefaction. 
 
    Epic, expendable. 
 
    Allows you to learn one or two unique skills from the dark magic and necromancy talent trees.  
 
    Disappears after use. 
 
    Conditions: level 240, degree of master of dark magic and necromancy. 
 
    Penned by Great Master of Dark Magic and Necromancy, Inuar. 
 
      
 
    It had a darkened, cracked leather cover, with damaged edges and a barely distinguishable ornamental pattern. The devs had created books of this kind for all classes, and this one was for a necromancer. Naturally. What else would this library have—a guide to gardening?  
 
    "Here you go," I said to Vaessa, handing her the grimoire, then I gestured to the way out. "Let's get out of here. Time to end this." 
 
    "Dar, I... I... for me?" The necromancer's daughter's eyes were wide as she looked up from the book's cover and pressed it tightly to her chest.  
 
    I remembered how Alyona would do that very thing with the Harry Potter books. Press them up against her like that. It was a different time, a different world, but girls still acted the same, at least.  
 
    Well, it's not feed for the dragons, woman!" I shook my head and headed for the door. 
 
    "Thank you!" 
 
    "Thank Kan," I chuckled. "And have patience—don't just start reading it right here. We need to finish our business first." 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Going on Rynec's recollections, studies in Ahn Kulad were barely different from those on Earth, complete with desks, chairs, and a black board on the wall behind the teacher. Why should the devs reinvent the wheel, after all? But time was merciless to all things. Now, the auditoriums held little else but walls cracked and stained with time, and heaps of rotting plants that had been blown through the broken windows. The undead here were level 250, and there were more of them than I could've imagined, but they didn't slow us down. Ten minutes later, we stood in front of the tall double doors of the Testing Hall—I knew the name from Rynec's memories. But the young necromancer had had no clue what this room was or what actually happened inside it. The scene had only flashed through his mind once—only once during my vision, anyway. And I was grateful for that. No one wants to gain the entire body of memories of another person.  
 
    Wavy vertical lines ran along the time-darkened metal. Four symmetrically arranged rhombuses ordained the doors. The door on the right had one of those hemisphere-shaped handles with a ring running through it. The doors were made of some unknown alloy, but who really cared? It was what lay beyond them that mattered. The stairs up to the third floor had collapsed and the roof had suffered worse, and this hall seemed to be the last room in the university's destroyed wing.   
 
    "We'll go in following our usual plan. T minus one minute." I glanced a question at our mage. "Reece, why don't you have your culinary buff active?" 
 
    "Forgot," said the mage, pulling a sandwich from his bag and taking a weary bite. "I can barely stand looking at this food, commander," he said, averting his eyes. "You should ask Raena to cook us something. I'm even willing to eat frogs, like my namesake from your world." 
 
    "I sure wouldn't mind that, either," said the sorceress, surprising everyone by her agreement with the mage. "But I'm the kind of cook who'd burn a salad." She looked at Reece's sandwich and sighed. "I just don't hate you enough to make you eat my cooking."  
 
    I agreed with them. Everyone was fed up with these boar meat sandwiches, but how should we have known that the march to the bloody Hall of the Ancient Kings would take over a week? All of us had to munch a buff, though, on account of it granting +30 to all stats. Not so much, really, but I shuddered to imagine what would have happened had we fought the undead in Dorca without Vaessa enjoying that extra boost.  
 
    "All right, let's go. I hope the final boss of this stupidly long dungeon is just ahead." 
 
    I smashed through the door and took a left so the others could follow. When I lived in Moscow, I hated when people would put on the brakes and freeze, right on a busy staircase, to read a sign or map and get their bearings. That would be fine in other places, but with hundreds of people behind you ascending the same stairs in an unceasing river of humanity, well, to them you looked like an idiot. This was much the same. The passage was wide, and the aggro-free areas in every dungeon were rather large, but that was from the perspective of humans and demons. Having a couple of winged ten-foot dragons tagging along changed those calculations considerably. 
 
    "Well, then!" I said involuntarily having looked around the room, though calling the space a "room" would be quite a stretch. 
 
    It was a massive, square hall with walls made of downward streams of fog. The mirror floor was adorned with a disarray of geometric figures, reflecting the constellations of the night sky shining in from overhead. In the very center, two hundred feet from the entrance... 
 
    "The thirteen masters," I heard Vaessa whisper behind me. "My father told me about them. Now I see why the goddess could not find them and question them about what happened to her companion fifteen hundred years ago."  
 
    Master Kiyaret was in the center, with the other instructors atop each point of the monstrous twelve-pointed star inscribed into the floor. They did not move. Only a wind from some unknown origin barely rustled the fringes of their mantles along the floor. Their name glowered red over their heads, and all of them were level 250. Kiyaret had four hundred million HP, and each of his subordinates had forty million. A serious challenge even for a twenty-player raid party.   
 
    Judging from the total hit points, everything seemed right. A raid of twenty level 250 players could take out nine hundred million health in under twenty minutes, assuming the boss and his adds stood in place. But here, there were too many adds. A twenty-player raid had two tanks, maybe three. One would specialize in tanking bosses who dealt physical damage. The other would tank magic users, though both tanks could off-tank for each other if they had to. If the group had a third tank role—assumed by one of the melee fighters, usually—this thank would deal with the adds. That was the classic approach, anyway, drilled into my head by department coworkers and work seminars. Plus, my game memory was virtually flawless. But all that meant we couldn't defeat this boss. This place was for players level 250 and over. The reason we were here meant they were waiting for us. Meaning a trap. The trap that was presently staring me in the face. We could not retreat, but getting past this... Sata was probably right in saying that Vill could show up anywhere and wipe our group without breaking a sweat. But that would also untie the hands of all those who had left their marks on me. Besides, though I was loathe to admit it, I was like a mosquito to him, just annoying enough to swat if I came too close. Certainly not worth getting out of bed to swat. No, he would just fall back asleep, even if it meant I might suck a little blood in the meantime. He had plenty more. Of course, he would simply put out some mosquito candles or something the next day. The problem with that analogy was, we couldn't be neutralized with his Vill's version of insecticide. For every cheating move he made, the principles of fair play kicked in, and the system gave me some way to hit back. Kan, Vaessa, Raena, the rest of my group... My princedom, too. I just had to remember the resources available to me, and use them effectively. Only in theory could we defeat this boss, based on just the hit points. But I did have a certain magic bottle with me... 
 
      I flinched at a sharp screech and slam behind me—the door was shut, and a green glow flashed around its rim. After a moment, the fog poured in, covering the doorway and every hope of retreat. 
 
    "Shift!" I commanded abruptly. "Kan, I'll take the one in the middle, and try to clear the others!"  
 
    "The half-dead goddess' loyal lapdog," scoffed a mocking whisper. "We have been waiting for one of you, and you sure have taken your time." 
 
    Twelve of the masters raised their arms in unison, holding their daggers at eye level. Thick darkness streamed in ribbons from their weapons.  
 
    Despite the black of the night sky, enough light filtered into the hall to take in all of the action in detail. Within five seconds the rising haze had coalesced into an oblong, black crystal just over Kiyaret's head. It was suspiciously like the main accumulator from Cymon's vision. A loud clap rang out, and the crystal broke apart into a cloud of black and rushed into the pommel of the boss' staff. At that moment, the mage faced us, raised his weapon, and shouted some magical gibberish, which set the whole scene in motion.   
 
      A deafening crack of lightning, black as coal, struck Vaessa from above. The spell coursed through the ground, finding each one of its targets. The necromancer's daughter collapsed without a sound, over eighty percent of her health gone. The dragons behind her wheezed from the severity of their wounds. I heard Kan roar furiously as a crimson haze shrouded my vision.  Chain lightning. One hundred percent damage to the primary target and twenty-five percent to four additional nearby targets. Wait—that wasn't it. The hideous smell of death filled the air. All of these thoughts flooded my mind as I grabbed Ruination from its sheath and smashed a bottle on my belt. The glass shattered as Greater Healing drove the blood-red fog away. Two black spears struck my shield, and the third hit my side. Damn it! To my right, Kan leaped over the unconscious magus like a cat and dropped to a crouch, taking the spears directed at his woman with his shield. Reece was likewise motionless, but still breathing. 
 
    "Greater Healing on Vaessa and Reece!" I yelled, rushing at the bastards that had moved to join the Cursed God. 
 
    Two hundred feet? Why so freaking far?! The dark mages raised their hands once again, and the crystal above them began filling with darkness. Filling fast. Five, four, three... I always was a fast runner, but I pushed as hard as I could this time. Infernal Rage! Step through Darkness! I flew back into reality a mere two steps from Kiyaret, and gave him a boot to the stomach, then smashed another bottle gifted by Ahriman.  
 
    "Die!" 
 
      A dazzling white flash scythed through the figures around them. The overhead crystal hissed like butter in a hot pan. Then, a deafening crash knocked all the wind out of me! I couldn't hear or see a thing, but I stepped forward and unleashed Ruination at the place the boss had been standing just a second ago. My sword found its target, but the blow to my chest that followed threw me ten feet back. Idiot! At least my visor's clear now.  The next moment, my left arm felt the soft bump of a spell flying into my shield. Something sticky hit my side, then, and my whole body began to burn like I was being dipped full into boiling oil. Still, my sight came back, and through fissures of orange I saw, thirty feet away, Kiyaret's staff pointed directly at me. Hart! How the hell? This former rector of Ahn Kulad had thirty million HP left, but Holy Myrt's Tears should only have taken fifty million!  
 
      My confusion nearly cost me my life. Some revolting abomination flew out of the master's staff, and I barely managed to block it with my shield. It took the brunt of the impact, but a thousand hot needles still pierced my legs and face. 
 
    "Bitch! 
 
    I threw a Silence on the boss! 
 
     "Shut it, bastard!"   
 
     The master didn't even notice. A wave of his staff created a translucent field of protection around him, and another caused the floor to swell a half-dozen steps in front of me. A huge bodybuilder of an abomination crawled out. The creature's four arms each wielded curved sickles, and its eyes burned with a crimson fire. Level 250, eighty million hit points.  
 
    Hart! He was low on potions, the crimson fog was returning, and all that after only thirty seconds of battle.  
 
    "Prince! Don't move!"  
 
     Raena's voice sounded in the channel just as her heal reached me. Kan Charged into Kiyaret's side, enraged, and it soon became obvious that the former rector was no match for the warrior. The difference between them was seventy levels, and the bastard had nearly killed the knight-commander's woman. A powerful shield bash knocked the necromancer to the floor. His protection field flickered in the darkness, and then Kiyaret's health began to fall rapidly. A clap sounded to my right, and the necromancer's summoned creature melted into a thousand black flakes, collapsing to the floor. Just then, Vaessa woke. 
 
    "Kan, move!" said the necromancer's daughter, her voice trembling with rage. The dragons lumbered along, flanking their mistress. Vaessa's face was pale and her jaw clenched—clearly the magus had not fully recovered, but at this moment she was more like a high priestess of her goddess than ever before.  
 
    Kan held his sword at arm's length and stepped to the right. As the rector rose, his body was wrapped by the black ribbon flowing from the hand of the necromancer's daughter. Unable to resist, he collapsed to his left knee. 
 
    "Lapdog, you say?" The eyes of the high priestess of Celphata flashed with a magical blue light. "Now you'll have to explain to the mistress how you lost the greatest of her strongholds in all of Karn!" 
 
    Vaessa waved her right hand casually. A disk whipped through the air and decapitated Kiyaret. His body, the body of the former rector of Ahn Kulad, jerked and slumped down on its left side.  
 
      
 
    You've earned a unique achievement, Master Kiyaret's Slayer. Master Kiyaret is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 3% increase to your physical and magic damage. 
 
      
 
        Just like in the movies! I sighed and shook my head, plodding over to the boss' corpse. It would appear that the girl had her secrets—for the life for me, I couldn't remember her learning anything like that skill. In theory, any mage worth their salt could dispel a summoned creature before it was done crawling out of the floor. But hurling a disk for eight hundred thousand hit points? Well, she is almost one and a half times his level. No, Celphata must have taught her a few tricks. Wait. What had I just pulled off, and how? I knew exactly how much damage the potion gifted by Ahriman was supposed to inflict on the undead... But now wasn't the time for a postmortem. I'd figure all of this out later. 
 
    "Hey, commander, there's a portal here!" Reece stepped out from behind George, leaning against the dragon's side with one hand and waving the other behind him.  
 
    My eyes followed his gesture and focused on the portal hanging opposite the entrance.  
 
      
 
    Spectral City of Cathella, the Citadel. Zone level ??? 
 
      
 
    So, we had finally made it... 
 
      
 
    "Take everything and let's get out of here!" I ordered. I approached Kiyaret's corpse and looted him, briefly scanning the bounty, then waved and tossed Raena the potion of Greater Healing he had dropped—really the only valuable item on the body in this situation. Then, I approached the portal.  
 
    The others weren't far behind. In less than a minute, the whole group had left the undead-wrecked university building.  
 
      
 
    "Damn it all!" I cursed as soon as I saw the room we ended up in. A stadium. No, an amphitheater. A huge oval shape surrounded by seating. Like all self-respecting amphitheaters, this one had no roof. Cathella was shrouded in night, as before. The massive moon covered a full quarter of the visible sky. For some reason, it wasn't yellow anymore, but light blue. Was that its other side? Or was the dome over the citadel filtering its light? Didn't matter. What did was that it was bright as day, illuminating every detail of the place. The arena floor was, at its widest, three hundred feet across. Every fifty feet or so along the perimeter rested a square stone column, their purpose utterly unclear. The floor was made of some kind of soft yet coarse material, like the treadmills from my past life. There were four other entrances to the four sectors of the floor and a platform for VIP viewers, sheltered by an immense stone dragon spreading its wings. The building was not so out of the ordinary, but under the light of the moon, it seemed to have been pulled straight out of a horror flick. I half expected some unknown director to wave his wand and bring out hundreds of creepily smiling clowns. Or the shadow of some serial killer to appear on the far platform. No, Nerghall was already dead. There were no more murderous villains left. 
 
       The artifact itself sat on a small pedestal across the arena, just under the box reserved for guests of honor. It was a small, perfect pyramid with a bright scarlet glow, with a base four inches across. I could only see it from here by squinting.  
 
      Sometimes I had to wonder whether the devs ever stopped to consider rudimentary logic. What the hell was this here for? Did the local football team like running laps around the tiny pyramid? Did the gladiators fight for its blessing? But arguing with devs and artists was about as fruitful as arguing with priests. I knew that, having been an artist myself. They might have offered a dozen reasons. "This is the best location for accumulating cosmic energy. The stands serve as mirrors to reflect energy into the pyramid, and the spectators would gather here to watch the process." Nonsensical excuses. But what could I have done about it? "There's the portal, right behind you," they would say. "If you don't like the place, you can leave." 
 
    I turned around and made sure everyone was here. Then, I nodded toward the glowing artifact in the distance.  
 
    "How about we finish this?" 
 
    Another loud clapping noise. An elderly man, tall and thin, appeared in the center of the amphitheater. He wore a mantle gray as soot and leaned on his cane with both hands. A slight smile was on his face as he watched us.   
 
    It was R'harg, companion of the Dark God Vill. Level 570. Three and a half billion HP...  
 
    "Shit! Where did that thing come from?" I hurried to assess the situation.  
 
     Even the dragon had said only Nerghall had accompanied Vill to this place! But now, our strategy had to be... No, there was no winning strategy. We could never defeat this divine companion, not in a million tries. And there was nowhere to run, either. The portal was no option, and neither was the five of us attacking the Great Lord of Darkness without any tactical prep. But we had to attack! Vala'ael and Velargass could do the tactical analysis. I could only hope they wouldn't be too late.   
 
    "I've always wanted to ask you, dar, what 'shit' means," Reece asked from just behind me, with burning curiosity. "You've taught me many other interesting things about your tongue, but that remains a complete mystery." 
 
    I looked at him, but just shook my head. 
 
    "You can't even hold your tongue in a jam like this?" Vaessa glowered at the boy. 
 
    "Well, I mean," he nodded at R'harg, then looked back at the magus. "That's not even Nerghall. And since Nerghall didn't manage to cram his tentacles into all our orifices like he wanted, I'm sure this guy won't succeed, either. Besides, how will I ever travel to the Gray Frontier unless I find out what 'shit' means? I bet I'll need that there, so you can just—" 
 
    The arches rattled with the low voice of the monster. "You were a long time coming, demon. The Lord knew the treacheries of the Ancient Paths would fail to stop a slippery reptile like you..." 
 
    I rattled off commands into our channel. "Vaessa! Silence of the Great Darkness, now! Kan, hold him for five minutes! I'll try to slip by and knock that stupid trophy from its pedestal."  
 
    "...and the Lord said I must bring him to you alive. Though he did not say 'unharmed.'"  
 
    R'harg's last words were already spoken in a roar—where the old man had just stood, a massive shaggy gray wolf bared its fangs in a ravenous grin. Its bloodshot eyes gleamed in the moonlight as it stepped toward us. 
 
    "Move!" I carefully drew my sword and stepped out onto the rough stone arena ground. "Kan, you follow me, everyone else fan out. Vaessa, hit that thing with Silence as soon as we're close enough!"  
 
    Little more than fifty feet remained between us and the beast as it threw back its head to howl, but at that moment the gray haze of Vaessa's spell enshrouded it.  
 
    The wolf shook itself in confusion, trying to rid itself of the magical muzzle. I seized the moment and charged.  
 
     The monster's huge paws spread before me, decorated by patches of brown fur and a string of slobber rushing down. Step through Darkness! The beast was behind me now, and I broke into a Sprint. 
 
    "You're a fool to think your pathetic mistress' magic can stop me!"  
 
    I heard steel and rock clash behind me twice, the double clanging sound of a pair of missed sword swings. 
 
    "Pitiful creatures. You shall not pass!" 
 
    I sent a single kick at the twisted pedestal, overturning it as I myself turned back.  
 
    "Bitch!" 
 
    R'harg morphed into a twenty-foot giant, wielding two terrible falchions, reaching for the dodging and dancing Kan. The colossus wore strange rags and a ridiculous turban. Its absurdly wide mouth was full of tiny razor teeth, and in place of nostrils, it sported two flaps. The smoke disappeared completely—evidently his transformation dispelled all negative magic effects. The dragons hovered over the Lord of Darkness, but from all I could tell, he didn't even notice.  Raena was healing nonstop, managing to hold both the knight-commander's and Vaessa's dragons' health at safe levels. Vaessa and Reece had distanced themselves and were hitting the boss with the various spells of their schools of magic, but his life bar showed no response. Worst of all, it seemed that my knocking that damned artifact off its pedestal had made no effect. The moon was still blue, meaning the citadel's shield was still up.  
 
    "What the hell is wrong with you?!" I screamed, glaring at the lonely scarlet pyramid at my feet. "What do I do?"  
 
    In frustration, I stomped on the pyramid with my heel, one, two, three times... 
 
    R'harg suddenly leaped up and slammed the ground with a fist. The gladiatorial bedrock shuddered with a deafening crack, causing it to buck and reveal gnarly splinters in all directions, as far as fifty feet away. The knight-commander stood his ground but took a stun debuff. Two monstrous blows struck him just as a healing spell did, and only the quick hands of the magus casting a Shield around Kan saved him from immediate death. He was knocked back, more than four-fifths of his life gone, and was motionless. R'harg roared in triumph and turned, unleashing another flurry of blows. George's icon went out in a matter of seconds, and the incapacitated beast flew towards Lola like a doll chucked aside by a spoiled child. The female dragon tried to rise, but could not. Vaessa cursed in the channel as Raena shouted something... 
 
    "All of this, my Lord has foreseen," said R'harg with a sneer, focusing on me before he turned and cleared the space between himself and Raena in a single, effortless bound. One more punch to the floor threw her back into a column, and she slowly slid and slumped to the floor. The giant lifted both swords over his head—and at that instant, Reece flew in between them.  
 
    "Don't you dare touch her, you bastard!" hissed the mage, hitting R'harg clean in the face with an Ice Spear. The boss' momentary hesitation let the demon recast Ice Shield on himself. But to little avail. The falchion blow sliced through his defenses, and Reece's body spun and fell at the feet of Raena, who still lay there, stunned. Somehow, Lola saved the mage. Oddly, the dragon had grown in size, and now she slammed into the giant's back, preventing him from dealing the final blow. The monster was off balance, and the recovering sorceress seized her only chance. Grabbing Reece's unconscious body, she Jumped a full hundred and fifty feet to the side, and there fell to her knees.  
 
    Shit. Two minutes into the fight, and we're practically wiped.  
 
    My mounting rage tipped me senseless, and it took superhuman effort to restrain myself from rushing at this bastard from the Gray Frontier. I picked up the cursed pyramid and slowly walked towards the giant.  
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Acquiring... 
 
      
 
    "To hell with these quests!" Without taking my gaze from the monster, I swiped the system message away. "THIS is my quest!" 
 
    "The Lord has foreseen all!" The Lord of Darkness yanked his blade from the dead dragon, looked at me, and roared in malicious mirth. "The Void Pyramid is filled with Power and can only be destroyed by the gods! You!" he made a sweeping gesture with his sword, pointing at us all. "You are worthless. You are pathetic. You are unworthy to lick the muck from the Lord's boots! And you," this time, he was pointing at me. "Did you really think a worm like yourself could impede the manifestation of the Lord's plans?!" 
 
    "I know I can!" Shaking the glove from my right hand, I clenched the artifact in my bare fist.  
 
    Its sharp corners broke my skin, letting the blood flow down to the slabs of the floor.  
 
    "Only the gods, you say?" I grinned at the divine companion.  
 
    The next instant, the floor rocked underneath my feet. Then again. And again. Two columns to my right shuddered, then collapsed to the ground, split by a great crack. The movement grew, as if all of Cathella was shuddering. The amphitheater rumbled and rocked. A whole quarter of it rent itself free and collapsed into a cloud of dust to re-conceal the spacious statue-filled rooms it had laid bare. Cool air brushed my face. I turned away from the system alerts pouring in, gazing upward, and smiled. The moon was yellow.  
 
    "This is the blood of the White Dragon!" I displayed my empty, bloody palm to R'harg. "You and your master are fools. And you're a dead fool!" 
 
    He roared. "Die!"  
 
    The Lord of Darkness raised his arms, crossing his swords over his head, then swung them in the blink of an eye. A horrifying gray cloud screamed out of his blades and threw itself at me, plowing a long strip into the exhausted arena floor, skirting around my shield of the Goddess of Justice and hitting the ground behind me. The floor rocked once more. I watched a stone dragon head mounted on a wall above split to pieces, but I was unharmed. Looking at R'harg again, I shook my head. 
 
    "Like I said, you're a fool." 
 
    "Just die!"  
 
    He surged towards me, only to be floored by jets of dragon flame a second later. Velargass "unloaded" on the dark lord right after Vala'ael, as her spouse turned hard and crashed into the rising R'harg, knocking him back down to the floor. The two beasts raised immense clouds of dust. R'harg and Vala'ael wrestled, knocking over one of the columns and crashing into the far tribune, dangerously close to Kan, who was sitting in a daze as Vaessa attended to him. The knight-commander hadn't fully recovered yet, gazing around him with a foggy look.  
 
    "Come on! Now!" I screamed into the channel. "Vaessa, grab Kan and jump for it!"  
 
    "Yeah, no kidding," the necromancer's daughter snapped back, watching as Velargass threw herself into the fight. 
 
    The magus seized Kan under his arms, and a moment later, they had zipped sixty feet off to the right.  
 
    "Thank you, my lady," the knight-commander said hoarsely.  
 
    He struggled to his feet and turned, eyeing the monsters locked in combat, then shook his head and followed Vaessa towards my position. 
 
    A few seconds later, Raena dropped out of the air beside me. She placed the still-unconscious Reece on the floor slabs, cursed loudly, and sat down, leaning back against a stone in exhaustion.  
 
    "That was a great surprise, prince," she mouthed into the channel as she followed the clash of the titans. "But next time, tell us about the trump card up your sleeve, could you?" 
 
    "I just figured it out at the last second myself, actually." 
 
    The girl turned to me with a disbelieving sigh and shake of the head, then resumed watching the spectacle.    
 
    The gargantuan dust cloud flashed with all colors of the rainbow. The Lord growled and slashed and turned into wolf form now and then, but I supposed that not even Vill could handle the dragons on their home turf. No wonder the Cursed One had declined to fight them three hundred years ago.  Once R'harg's health dropped below half, twelve enormous bats materialized, but Velargass instantly burnt them to a crisp. The Lord's not long for this world! Indeed, his death was just a matter of time. You can fight with record-smashing levels of ferocity, but when you're up against two opponents with levels higher than your own, nothing but a miracle can save you. And today was out of miracles. They came in limited supply, after all.  
 
    I took a sip from my flask and lit up my pipe, then opened my log to see what the system had been screaming at me.   
 
    The quest was named Acquiring True Power, and its goal was either the one-time use or the destruction of the artifact. It had been accepted automatically, which didn't surprise me—these days, the system rarely asked me whether I wanted something. Like a drill sergeant, it simply demanded. Now Cathella would be fully and finally destroyed, and I would get a three-percent increase to my stats, damage, and max resists. Everything but experience. The system had calculated that the stat boosts were fair under the circumstances, but experience boosts were gratuitous. Of course, my defense against mental attacks and Darkness magic would have still remained at ninety five percent, so, whatever. At least I could run three percent faster now, and jump three percent higher! And most importantly, I glanced at my flask with a smile, I can now drink three percent more cognac! Ha! I might be laughing, but those three percent meant a lot more for Vill, given how hard it must be for gods to accumulate power. So, let him choke on it. 
 
    "Die already!" Vaessa spat through clenched teeth.  
 
    The magus walked up to me with her arms crossed and frowned at the single-victim massacre still raging. The energy was drained from her face. Her eyes were set with deep bags, but they still burned with fierce hatred. I felt sorry for her dragons, but they shouldn't lose anything from dying. I guessed only she knew the details on that one, though, so I declined to comfort her, lest I blurt out something hurtful and ignorant. We would talk when this was done and her pets were back at her side.  
 
    Any sane person would have made "belongs in Bedlam" gestures at the sight of us. We stood dangerously close, gaping at a battle of fantastic power and import just a few hundred feet away. But, just like before, we had nowhere to go. We couldn't build a portal during a boss battle, and the exits were all smashed. Plus, the spectacle was riveting. As if hearing my thoughts, Velargass uttered a chilling roar, seized R'harg by the shoulder, and hurled him into the stones. The Lord, who had only five percent of his HP left, knocked the dragon back with a powerful kick, only to be set upon by Vala'ael. Arm and body were sundered, and the dragons raised their heads and screamed triumphantly into the sky. 
 
      
 
    You've earned a unique achievement, R'harg's Slayer. R'harg 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 reputation has increased. Light elves are neutral to you. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. The human race is neutral to you. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Drow are neutral to you. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Dwarves are neutral to you. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Orcs are neutral to you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We didn't level up, and we wouldn't get any loot, but that didn't matter. We won! Good had triumphed over evil once more! For those of us who couldn't believe it, the monster's detached arm lay on the ground as proof.   
 
    I took a moment to look around the ruins, and let out a long whistle. The Hall of the Ancient Kings now looked more like the old Colosseum of Rome—only the stand on the right had more or less escaped unharmed. The one on the left had collapsed into the space below the floor. The dust was beginning to dissipate. The amphitheater was about seven floors tall, by old world standards. Through the breach in the stands to the left I could see a temple containing stairs and small humanoid shapes.  I approached, waved the foxes over, and took a careful peek inside. A pile of rubble, some three-story structures, and another statue of a dragon surrounded by sculptures of elephants with raised weapons. Nothing special. Though there were probably plenty of interesting things to be had here, I didn't have the time to go looking. Or the desire, really.   
 
    Yet another noise. I turned to see that Vala'ael had laid down on the rocks, next to the carcass of the slain R'harg. The dragon stretched out its neck and closed its eyes. Another trap? Well, what was so wrong with that? Life had returned to normalcy, to safety. Sort of. Seemed like as good a time as any.   
 
    Velargass threw a cynical glance at her mate—well, I assumed it was cynical, since that was how every woman I knew would look at her man in this situation—and carefully made her way across the ruins to the body of the slain George. She examined him carefully, tilted her head, opened her mouth, and... 
 
    "What the hell is she..." Vaessa looked ready to move, but I managed to grab her shoulder. 
 
    "Just watch."  
 
    A silver-colored cloud from the dragon's mouth drenched the corpse. The beast faced us, nodded ever so slightly, and started toward Lola leisurely.  
 
    Distant relatives, I heard her voice speak in my head. They are worthy. 
 
    What Vaessa's pets were worthy of, I had no idea, but the necromancer's daughter seemed to relax at the sight. The corpse twitched as a blue twister whirled around it, and then George stood up and looked around as if nothing had happened. He found his "mama" and casually walked our way.  
 
    "See?" I smiled. "She didn't eat him. She even saved you some mana!"  
 
    "More than just mana," Vaessa whispered. I didn't ask what she meant. She stepped forward towards her resurrected pet and caressed his spiny muzzle, then flinched back and turned to me. "But dar, he..." 
 
    "He's fine. More than fine, in fact. You'll see."  
 
    I bent over and pretended to be knocking my pipe clean just to hide my surprise. No, I was right—the young dragon's color had changed from gray to silver. But that wasn't what truly surprised me. I saw tears in Vaessa's eyes, and I knew her too well. Best to pretend I hadn't noticed, and never mention it in the future.     
 
    Lola rushed after George, towards their mistress.  
 
    Meanwhile, Velargass stopped in the exact center of the arena. The huge dragon reared up on her hind legs for a moment and flapped her wings—and a chest bound in metal shackles materialized out of thin air right in front of her.  
 
    Approach, her voice rustled over the platform, quieter than the wind from her wings. 
 
    "Kan, you still have that potion, right?" Reece had come to, still sitting where the sorceress had laid him. He was rubbing his face, looking more like a huge disheveled sparrow than anything else.  
 
    "Well, then." Raena picked herself up, gracefully shook off her robes and fixed a sleeve cuff, before fixing the mage with a sardonic look. "Was that a proposal back there? Don't get the rings yet, but I promise I'll think about it."  
 
     The girl threw a relaxed shrug and walked towards the center of the arena, where the dragon was still waiting. 
 
    Reece pulled his hands from his face and lifted his head—forgetting to scoop his jaw off the floor—as he watched her walk away. I'll be damned. For the first time in our acquaintance, the mage had nothing to say. 
 
    "Shut that mouth, Reece," Kan quipped with a chuckle before setting after Raena.  
 
    With a tired shake of my head, I followed them.  
 
    "I never thought I would feel grateful to beings from your world," said the dragon as she looked at each of us. "But that is exactly what happened. Cathella will be destroyed, and the boundary between our worlds shall disappear."   
 
    She stepped back and nodded at the chest.  
 
    "Behold your reward!" 
 
    The second fragment of the key, plus one scalable item of our choosing. The chest held a full sixty eight slots. Most of the items had a repeat in another slot, but still, this was an impressive selection! Sixty seven cells with epic scalable items! Not to mention the second piece of the key! The sight was enough to transfix any player for hours, but I knew what I was really here for, so I quickly found Ingvar's gauntlets, along with the quest item, and grabbed them while trying hard not to look at anything else. Then I stepped away from the chest.   
 
      
 
    Attention all clans and players in Demon Grounds! The continental event known as Cathella the Spectral City has been completed by a group of five players from the Steel Wolves clan. 
 
    Warning: the Spectral City of Cathella will be destroyed in 119 minutes and 59 seconds... 
 
      
 
    You've completed a quest: Fragment Two of the Celestial Seal II. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 251. 
 
    You have 6 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 18 stat points to allocate. 
 
    You receive fragment two of the Celestial Seal. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 255. 
 
    You have 10 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to intellect; +1 to spirit. 
 
    You have 30 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Celestial Seal. 
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Combine both fragments of the Celestial Seal and build a portal to Karn. 
 
    Reward: experience. 
 
    Note: the portal to Karn will take you to a random location on the inhabited continent.  
 
      
 
    I need to distribute our stat and talent points, I thought as I watched the system messages. Though I guess that's not urgent. I'll do that in the comfort of my own room, later. Too much has happened today. Ahn Kulad, the dead masters, R'harg... Stashing the stone and the gauntlets into my bag, I turned to Velargass. 
 
    "What will you do now? Leave?" 
 
    "Yes. We can leave now." The dragon bowed her head and touched her face to my chest.  
 
    Not knowing how to react, I reached out and carefully ran my hands along her skin. It felt like stroking a cool, rough stone. Yeah, as far as house pets go, dragons are pretty different. At least I could brag to Alyona now that I had touched a real live dragon. She'd be jealous. The tiny George and Lola didn't really count, but this dragon did. 
 
    You have destroyed the thread that binds our worlds. But nothing ever disappears without a trace. Now, that thread is within you, and I shall help it awaken. 
 
    A moment later, the soft light of her eyes filled everything around. 
 
      
 
    You've acquired the skill: Gratitude of the Great Dragons of Pangea. 
 
    Upon reaching level 350, the skill Portal to Mount En Alatain will unlock in your skill tree. This talent will cost zero skill points to learn. 
 
      
 
    I wish you all the best, demon. Farewell. Velargass took a few steps away from us, and defied the laws of physics by launching straight up into the air.  
 
    It's been fun. Don't be a stranger! The shout in my head made me physically flinch.  
 
    I shielded my face from the pebbles and dust flying every which way, turned, and realized I wasn't imagining things. Towering over the corpse of the vanquished Lord of Darkness, Vala'ael met my gaze and nodded his head, then then soared off into the night.  
 
    "Farewell!" he roared as he raced to join his mate.  
 
    For a time, we watched the dragon silhouettes against the huge moon over the Spectral City. Even after they had dissolved into the dark, I kept my eyes up for a time. It dawned on me then. Holy Mother! We came here for one key, but had found two! And the mount we unlocked was on Pangea! Otherwise, why would Vala'ael have told me not to "be a stranger"? Plus, there were her words at the end about the thread being "within me." Dragons were cool and all, and I was super thankful for their aid, but I wasn't so sure I'd want to visit them anytime soon. Then again, I had plenty of time—maybe I'd get bored in a thousand years.    
 
    So what was with the stones? I glanced at Kan, who was holding a broadsword sparking with scarlet as carefully as he might a baby, then reached into my bag and pulled out both pebbles and pressed them together with only a flicker of hesitation. In an instant, they melded into one large stone with tiny silver runes running along it. Nothing I could make sense of—luckily, I had no intention of trying to read them.   
 
    The seal now had a "use" function. That was good enough. I stashed the stone in one of my belt slots and looked around. Kan had selected a sword, of course, and Vaessa now sported an earring with the exact same kind of gem featured on the ring Celphata had given her. Reece, unusually thoughtful, held a staff in his right hand—an artfully carved shaft of wood with a faint blue aura. Meanwhile, our sorceress... 
 
    "Raena, the shop is closing, grab something and let's go!" I turned to Reece. "Come on, wake up and open us a portal to the temple!"  
 
    The mage gave a tremor of surprise and nodded, opened a portal, and returned to his ruminations.  
 
    "All right, I'm good." Raena pulled a staff just like Reece's out of the chest, examined it carefully, and gave a satisfied grunt, obviously stoked with her selection. 
 
    "Is everyone ready?" I asked, just in case. "Off we go." I stepped first into the portal, my mind contemplating the chasm between male and female shopping habits, even in a game world.  
 
      
 
    The "helipad" hit us with a blast of wind, and the weather only got worse from there. Clouds concealed the second moon, and the sky to the east flashed periodically with long, forked streaks of lightning.  
 
    "How we looking?" I shouted to Saverus over the howling wind.  
 
    The mage, surrounded by a dozen foxes, looked at me in concern, but relief took over once he saw Kan and Raena emerge from the portal.  
 
    "All good, no losses." 
 
    He accepted the invite to join the raid, stepped forward, and waved at the town below. 
 
    "We've checked the whole area but couldn't get inside the temples. A mob of undead tried to get us in the graveyard." 
 
    The total yield was ten pounds of gold and one hundred twenty four pieces of gear, of which only three were worth a closer look.  
 
    "Tents are all packed up!" yelled a young woman running out of the temple over the peals of thunder.  
 
    Saverus nodded and looked at me, his question in his eyes.  
 
    "We're good. Let's move out! Give the five-minute warning. Keep the loot and gold for yourselves and we'll deal with the rest later. Time is short!"  
 
    I washed the taste of dust from my mouth, returned my flask to its place, and nodded toward the center of the platform. 
 
    "We'll put the portal right here!" 
 
    The foxes and mages did a bang-up job, wasting no time. Not that anyone had any reason to idle about. They sure earned their keep, though, never failing to surprise by their endurance and discipline. And all this despite the fact that so much had changed over the three hundred years of their magic slumber. Each of them must have had loved ones on the outside... 
 
    "The people are ready, my prince!" 
 
    I nodded, glanced over the fighters standing behind me, and stepped forward. Then, my hands shaking with real jitters, I used the stone in my belt slot. 
 
    Two things happened at once: An orange square window appeared in the center of the platform, and a bird appeared on my shoulder. The same bird that had shown us the way to the tomb of the Great King.  
 
    I thought an unspoken greeting. Hi there! I was certain it heard me. Let me guess. You forgot your ticket again. 
 
    I don't know what a "ticket" is, the bird's pleasant female voice sounded in my head. But I suspect it is like those tags that grant one a right to be in a city, right? Understand, demon: I do not require any such formalities. I appear where I want to, when I want to. And now, Dark One, you must follow me. And hurry. Vaedarr awaits its hero!  
 
    The bird let out a loud squawk, gave a painful peck on my cheek, and abandoned my shoulder, disappearing into the portal. 
 
    Follow you it is, then. I shrugged and pursued the goddess, disappearing after her into the orange haze. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Darkaan, Horse Ridge area, Foothills of Mount Ama Antar. Zone level 205–210. 
 
      
 
    There was a breeze, though I could hardly feel it. It carried the smell of rotting algae to my nostrils. Tiny stones crunching and crackling beneath my feet, I stretched my shield in front of me, stepped forward and then to the side, trying to shake my head clear, orange circles still floating before my eyes. It took a few seconds for them to clear, and I took a look around. Seeing no signs of aggression, I stashed my shield on my back and my sword in its sheath.  
 
    It was nighttime. A bright swath of stars painted the sky, outlining the silhouette of a mountain. Stubby gray trees and groves of dark brush spotted its slopes. Before me reached a valley littered with large boulders, as far as the eye could see. Just over a hundred feet to my left I saw ruins, some kind of once-majestic eight-sided castle tower featuring a yawning black entrance and four tall, narrow windows. 
 
     I cleared the way for the rest by moving fifty feet out, then heard behind me the muffled commands of my captains, the soft clinking of armor, and the weak zaps of the mages' traps. That was standard protocol. We had to be vigilant, since the portal took us into the Dark Empire's territory. Anything could happen here, and there could be enemies nearby, even unseen ones. It was a game zone, of course, and a level 200 area was unlikely to proffer an enemy that could threaten us, but I wasn't going to yell at anyone for following protocol. They were doing their jobs, and I was here to do mine. And I aimed to do it without delay.  
 
    I looked at a massive lizard frozen atop a flat boulder, brought up my menu, and gave a mental command that pressed the icon I wanted. At long last, it had become active again.  
 
    Gloom appeared straight out of the air—by my side, just as he was supposed to. Damn, he's tall! The steed I remembered from Ballan was a piglet compared to this fella, now more than six feet tall at the shoulder, with two pairs of thick, foot-long tusks, scars all over his snout, and bloodshot yellow eyes. My boar exhaled obnoxiously, lowered his head, turned sharply toward me and froze for a moment, finally noticing me. The discovery prompted him to tilt his head, snort indignantly, and waltz up only to muzzle me in the stomach.  
 
    "Gloom! My darling pig! Hello!" I grabbed his massive face with both hands, buried my face in his prickly stubble, and held still.  
 
    Gloom tolerated the tender moments before breaking free, grunting a demand, and nudging me in the stomach again. At least that much hadn't changed. I smiled and pulled a big prickly green fruit out of my bag, one of the morsels Raena had given me. Trying not to so much as breathe, I offered it to the boar, who cared nothing for the prickles and terrible smell of the thing. He carefully plucked the delicacy from my hand and consumed it loudly. The boar's level grew with mine, no matter his location. I opened the pet's menu and added the available point he had to Fortification.  
 
    Our damage output was pretty crazy already, but Gloom didn't have armor, so a defense boost wouldn't hurt. 
 
      
 
    Fortification 2/3. 
 
    Cooldown: 5 minutes. 
 
    Increases the rider's armor class by 40% and maximum resistances by 7% for 2 minutes. 
 
      
 
    I closed the menu and reached for the next treat, but Gloom—still chewing—circled around me and approached Vaessa, who was pointing at her nearby pets and explaining something to Saverus.  
 
    Bastard! I missed my steed, but it looks like he... eh, what the hell do I care? What mattered was that the boar and I were back together. I smiled as I watched him, feeling happy for the first time since I leaving Craedia.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dire beauty of the blood-red moon graced the dark mountain lines. A light breeze stirred my overgrown hair. Nothing was finished, nothing was certain, but I still found myself wanting to shout for joy. I had gotten out of there. I had done it!  
 
    Dawn was breaking, veiling the valley in a blanket of fog, all the way to the horizon. The tops of the boulders stuck out of the mist, like deadly threats on a whitewater course. The quiet was profound. Silence hung over the mountains, broken only by a waterfall to the east and the rumblings of my napping boar a few feet away. Raena came from the direction of camp to speak with me, stopping just to my left as she took in the gray shroud about her feet and then gazed up at the sky.  
 
    "You know, prince," she began. "In the human legends, they say the stars are the souls of heroes who have died. And that whenever our troubles seem impossible, they come down to help our descendants. To help us."  
 
    Her glance strayed my way, then returned to the fading stars over the valley.  
 
    "Monsieur, my teacher, Lars, the Order's Council of Masters... Not long ago everything was so simple, so easy. But what now? What do we do now, prince? You're a dreamer, so you should know!" 
 
    Gloom shifted to our right, opened his eyes to check on things, and fell back to sleep.  
 
    "Six months ago, everything seemed so easy, so simple." I sighed and looked her in the eyes. "But none of it worked out. You know what happened next. Vaedarr, and that beast in the catacombs..." 
 
    "Shh. Listen!" The sorceress grabbed my wrist and leaned forward to peer into the valley's vapor covering. "There's a battle happening." She pointed to a mountain of black just a mile or so away. "It's not a big one, going by those sounds, but we should wake up Saverus and Kan. Thanks for chatting, prince."  
 
    Raena turned and sped back to camp, leaving me in complete bewilderment.  
 
    Here it was, a new day in a new world. I sighed, shook my head, and clapped my boar on his side, strong and warm. Then I moved towards the camp, thinking to myself that I wouldn't mind a visit from those star heroes right about now. Or at least once we got to Vaedarr.  
 
      
 
    A hundred feet from camp, I stopped and lit my pipe, taking a seat on a rock. There was no point getting in the way of everyone as they woke. They would tell me whatever I needed to know, anyway. The night before, we had quickly decided to proceed immediately to Erantia. Kan was again picked as commander, being the most experienced and familiar with the locale.  The border with the human empire lay over seven hundred miles away, meaning ten days of travel, assuming straight, flat roads and no distractions. And there were always distractions. Still, a century of level 300 NPCs with my buffs and Kan at the helm could mow down pretty much anything, especially if we kept close to the Great Forest, which lay three hundred miles west.  
 
    A couple of deep draws on my pipe, a glance at the camp as it stirred awake, a scratch behind Gloom's ear, lounging at my feet, a sigh. Soon I'll be needing a rake to do this. I'd never scrubbed an elephant before, but I was willing to bet that was easier. They didn't even have bristles like Gloom did. And this pig's skin had the consistency of a car tire—you can scratch and scratch and never be sure he actually feels it. As if reading my mind, the boar demanded more with a wriggle of his head. I smiled and resumed scratching. There was really only one big concern here: Erantia, as far as I knew, was crawling with undead. Maybe I could make peace with the demons stationed along the Great Forest, as my sister had claimed, but I'd never be able to negotiate with the spawns from the Gray Frontier. At least there weren't five of us now, like back in Dorca. Saverus would blast those undead to atoms—no, quarks—from a mile away. On to it, then.  
 
    Another couple of deep inhalations, and I knocked my pipe clean on the rock and tossed it in my bag. I stood to wish Kan a good morning, but then memories of Alyona came flooding in, souring my mood. Where was she? What was she up to? Why did these quests all run directly against what I actually wanted to do? Savior of humankind, bloody hell... 
 
    Look out! Jaelitte screamed in my head. 
 
    Her warning cry was still ringing as I rolled sharply right, leaped back to my feet, and drew my sword and shield. Gloom rose with a growl, and Kan whipped out his weapon as well. 
 
    "Greetings, Prince Krian!"  
 
    A man emerged from the air and showed us his open palms, as a sign of goodwill.  
 
    "My Mistress has sent me to speak with you." 
 
    Ah. Now I knew why my wife "woke up" like that. The uninvited guest was level 563, and a companion of Morrigan. That was all his legend said. No name, no health information. The guest displayed long, dark hair, fair skin, a neatly trimmed beard, and a friendly green disposition towards us. No fight would break out here, so I sheathed my sword and patted Gloom reassuringly. Then I approached the goddess' companion, greeting him with a nod.  
 
    "Greetings to you as well!" I drew a leather pouch from my bag and offered it to the scout. "For you!" 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: The Dispatch. 
 
      
 
    The man took the missive, examined it, and looked back at me. 
 
    "Thank you, demon. But this is not why my Mistress has sent me to meet you." He put the pouch in his own bag, turned and pointed northwest. "The one you call 'friend' is waiting for you. He and his men fought hard in the wastelands and are now retreating to the Gorge of Anda, pursued by two hundred Dark Empire scouts. But a rockslide has obstructed the gorge, and they cannot escape." The phantom lowered his hand and looked straight at me. "My Mistress wishes good to you, Dark One, and to your friend. She does not want his mission to fail. I would help him myself, but she has strictly forbidden any interference on my part. So, she altered the portal and brought you here..." 
 
    An ethereal liquid nitrogen poured into my soul, drowning my consciousness in cold rage. I suppressed the idiotic clarifying questions I could ask and threw open my map, trying hard to keep a calm voice. 
 
    "Where is... this... gorge?" 
 
    I'd let the B movie actors waste time with stupid questions like "Is it Max?", "Is he alive?" or "Is Alyona with him?" I had only one friend on this plane, and if he really was there, my sister was with him. 
 
    "Right here," the scout replied, showing the route on my map. "Under an hour away, on horseback."  
 
    "Please give my... gratitude to your Mistress," I said with a nod, turning to our commander. 
 
    He had understood everything, and was already barking out orders without looking at me. It took some time, but eventually they pushed through the rage pounding in my ears.  
 
    "...summon lizard mounts. Don't break down the tents until we've returned. We ride in one minute!" 
 
    I nodded, mounted my boar, took a few more deep breaths, and looked the way the scout had pointed. Those bastards dared to attack my sister?! I'm coming, Alyona! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "...keep those hooks on the walls! Cover the archers! Mages, archers, wait on my command. Ready, aim..."  
 
    Bonbon was deep in thought. "I wonder what lizard women are like? You think they got tits? Or maybe they lay eggs, which would mean no tits..." 
 
    "Idiot," mumbled Masyanya. "What, you looking to get some of their—" 
 
    "Shut it!" Myrrha held up her hand, nodding towards the cliff on the right. "Hear that?"  
 
    A few seconds later, they all heard it: the long howl of a wolf, sounding from the entrance to the gorge. It echoed further in a cold slimy wave, bouncing off the rock walls. Next followed the clamor of metal and an animal stampede. Within moments, a rider flew out on a monstrous black boar. His helmet was adorned with horns curved back like a buffalo's, and he was clad in black plate armor from head to toe. His lance was at the ready. So strange and terrible was the sight of him that Max knew right away that death would evade his people once more today.   Behind him rode four more, then two silver dragons as big as the rider in the lead. A cavalry of armored knights took up the rear, fifty feet behind the others. Then again, referring to them as "cavalry" was a stretch, considering they were all riding brown lizard bipeds. Their levels ranged from 235 to 350, and their names were all hidden. But their disposition towards the humans was yellow. Neutral. 
 
    "What the hell kind of natives are these?" standing beside Max, Donut broke the channel's deathly silence with his astonishment. 
 
    The lizard commander turned, pointed behind him, and shouted something in his oddly sibilant speech. The whole formation surged and unfurled its ranks towards their new enemy, away from Max's group. The rider ahead flashed crimson with some kind of buff as his boar Charged, cruising to meet the enemy at the speed of a sports car. The black beast crashed into the turning enemy line, scattering level 200 elite warriors and flying straight into their commander. The lance struck Oualeeshch in the chest with a crunch, the boar added its fangs, and the lizard's rag-doll body flew thirty feet through the air. A woman dressed in black leather, still three hundred feet back, waved the two dragons into the fight, who beset on the foe like dogs unchained, tearing into the Darkaanese mages. They were so frightening, and so beautiful. Each spell cast at them failed to pierce their silver scales. In the blink of an eye, the dragons wiped the mages off the map, like two bull terriers charging a mob of rats, and sped with a roar towards the riders. Lizard bones crunched, wounded animals howled, and bloody parts flew in all directions.  
 
    Another warrior clad in purple adamantine armor and wielding a glowing blue staff joined the fight, with an attractive black-haired sorceress holding an identical staff. They turned their lizards, circling the formation of archers on the right, and raised their weapons in unison. With a dry crack, a full fifty lizards were frozen in Ice Shackles. Some fell dead at once, while the rest were wrecked by a veritable giant trailing the strange quartet.  
 
    "She just took half of them out!" Luffy exclaimed in the general channel. "And that was just a control spell! How on earth—" 
 
    The sharp-eyed Myrrha hissed at him. "Did you see her level?" 
 
    The black rider, meanwhile, gripped the reins of his fearsome steed and turned it towards the ranks of soldiers rushing him. He stood in his stirrups, pulled his coal-black sword from its sheath, and let loose a deafening roar—but his cry was drowned out by the clash of steel, the moans of the wounded, the growls of animals, and the crashing of ice blocks from sky to earth. Scarlet vortexes began to swirl around the boar, covering an area around three hundred feet. The Dark Empire's warriors caught in the spell broke and began to flee.  Seconds later, the gorge shuddered as the cavalry smashed into the demoralized, disorganized enemy formation. It was over in minutes—the mystery warriors' levels were simply too high. Some went to help the dragons while the rest dismounted and casually began looting the slain enemies. The commander shouted something to the giant and leaped off his boar, slapped him on the side, and started toward the fortress in a leisurely gait.    
 
    "Now that's how you use a mounted regiment," muttered Teetotaler, envy in his voice. "You all would do well to learn. As if you... never mind. Everyone's alive, and that's what matters. Haven't got a clue where these NPCs came from, but it sure was good timing. You do what you want tonight, Max, but I'm getting hammered!" 
 
    Before Max could reply, he saw Alyona lean forward suddenly, her face pale.  
 
    "Roman!" She whispered the name. "It's Roman! He's alive!" 
 
    In a flash she was over the wall, covering half the distance between her party and the demon in three bounds.  
 
    That he was a demon was obvious when he removed his helmet. The fierce crimson light had vanished from his eyes, but the horns had not. A moment later, his form rippled and morphed from that of a black demon to the face she had known as a child, though with much more hair. A few dozen steps remained between them as Alyona shifted into human form. She struggled to remain on her feet as she ran to meet her brother, nearly choking on her tears.  
 
    "Well, there he is," said Max with a grin, patting Donut on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rage! All-consuming, inhuman rage! These creatures dared threaten the person closest to me? And that bastard in the green armor brought them all here!  
 
    Infernal Rage! Fortification! Gloom's Frenzy! Charge! The flat helmets and elongated faces of the archers whipped past. The left infantry squad turned towards me. Bam! Gloom cut through the formation like a knife through butter. A lance to the chest and fangs everywhere else, and the lizard commander's body took its last flight. Not a single one of these creatures would break through to my sister. Not a one!  
 
    I turned my boar towards the ranks, drew Ruination, and cast Aura of Horror. Behind me, Reece and Raena took out two dozen archers in a matter of seconds. Kan burst in, and the second group of fifty archers only had time for a single volley. A dozen arrows flew, but none could penetrate the sorceress' shield or the armor of the late Saethdien Roa. The foxes surged screaming into the enemy, routing them. Damn! The demon within me thirsted for blood, but there would be little blood if the enemy all fled in terror! 
 
    "It's over, prince!" the knight-commander announced in the channel. "But the mounts are still—" 
 
    "Kill them all!" I barked. "Collect all the loot... Thank you."  
 
    I suppressed my anger with sheer willpower, leaped off of Gloom, and walked slowly towards the fortress ruins. The dark elves stood frozen along the walls, along the gates. My heart sank as I scanned their faces, until... I found her!  
 
    My jaw dropped at what followed. Alyona, standing beside Max, turned into a huge red cat, hurled herself from the wall, and bounded towards me. I struggled to breathe, ripping off my helmet and changing my form. Then, I froze as a thought flashed through my mind. She didn't change her appearance, and neither did Max. But the next moment, my sister was hanging around my neck, weeping.  
 
    "Roman! You're... you're... How could you have left me?" Alyona sobbed. "You're alive! I... my darling brother..."  
 
    "I..." To be honest, these situations weren't my forte. I was feeling pretty uncomfortable.  
 
    What could I say to anyone, man or demon, in a state like this? 
 
    Max and some other guy also turned into cats, leaped down from the wall, ran over and stopped a few dozen feet away. 
 
    "But it's all right now," I said, nudging Alyona a short distance away and looking intently at her face, so dear to me, then smiling and pressing her to me once again. "Although, I keep thinking of a certain ginger creature who had promised she'd be waiting for me in Ellorian. Remind me who that was?" 
 
    "No idea!" Alyona pulled away this time, shaking her head and reaching for a handkerchief to dry her tears. "All I know is that she'd just got married. Or so they say."  
 
    "'So they say'?"  
 
    "No, I mean, yeah, she got married." She waved the subject away. "Is that your boar? Can I touch him?"  
 
    She knew that she didn't have to ask, but she did anyway. 
 
    She approached Gloom standing some ten feet behind me, then stuck out her thumb without turning. "By the way, you should meet her husband." 
 
    "Why, hello there!" A blond-haired rogue standing next to Max nodded politely. His name was Donut. Ha!  
 
    "Hope you're doing well," I nodded back.  
 
    Adoration flowed from behind me. "He's soooo cool. I want one!"  
 
    A smile crept onto my face. Life is returning to normal. Sort of. I walked toward my best friend. 
 
    "Man, you sure took your time!" Max said, shaking his head.  
 
    He shook the hand I offered and pulled me in, embracing me. 
 
    "How have you been, brother?"  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    November 2, 2016. Moscow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you liked this book, please consider leaving a review. I have these books translated out of pocket, and your review will help me to fund the translation of the rest of the series as quickly as possible. 
 
    Thank you so much! 
 
    G. Akella 
 
      
 
    Andy finds himself in a life and death struggle as he must adapt to his new environment and undergo the ancient ritual to become a Dragon to survive after accidentally falling through a portal to another world. Read this exciting adventure now by the best-selling author Alex Sapegin! 
 
      
 
    Check out a great LitRPG series Fayroll by Andrey Vasilyev, a pioneer and one of the top LitRPG authors. He is also a good friend of mine. You will certainly like his book Fayroll, More Than a Game if you like my series. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I would like to heartily recommend the book of Dmitriy Rus, my friend and one of the founders of the LitRPG genre.  The book is a must-read for anyone who enjoys the work of Russian LitRPG authors! Thank you 
 
      
 
    I would like to heartily recommend the book of Arthur Stone, my good friend and one of the founders of the LitRPG genre. The Weirdest Noob series are some of the finest works in the genre, and a must-read for any fan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Follow me on Facebook to get the updates and to stay tuned https://www.facebook.com/RealmofArkon  
 
      
 
    Join LitRPG Society on Facebook to find out more about the genre!  
 
    


 
   
 
  



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