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    Shadows of the Great Forest 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The trees of the forest held up their mighty boughs, weaving crowns high above the earth so heavy and thick that not even sunlight filtered through. The enormous trunks were coated with colonies of dark-green moss, hives of parasites and pale-gray patches of fungi plastered over cracked bark. Murky miasmas rose slowly from the tentacle-like roots, dampening the air. 
 
    It was a dark, seemingly boundless forest. A forest of eternal twilight. A forest of the Night Hunters. 
 
    A shadow stirred amid the trees. Seconds later, an enormous gray feline rose from his bed near one of the colossal trunks burrowing the earth. The predator gave a graceful stretch and yawned. The sharp curved claws dug into the damp soil, the huge white fangs glittered in the twilight, and the yawn progressed into a soft growl of satisfaction. The cat could lie there for days, nestled by the warm fallen tree... if not for his hunger. The predator was still for a while, sniffing the air. At last, catching a faint scent in the viscid humid air, he crouched, then leaped. The mighty form soared over the massive trunk, landing softly and noiselessly on the other side. Without a sound, the predator started off in the direction only he knew, fluid as water and quiet as death, disappearing moments later in the bushes enclosing the deadwood. 
 
    The cat found his prey a hundred heartbeats later. A dappled deer was standing on the edge of a particularly thick bush, devouring the large succulent leaves. The deer didn't notice the large gray shadow moving across the landscape until way too late, falling almost instantly, crushed underneath the powerful feline body with its throat ripped open. Surveying his surroundings with glowing yellow eyes, the predator proceeded to devour the warm smoking meat—unhurriedly, savoring every bite. 
 
    Suddenly, strange images began flashing through the great cat's mind. So vivid were the visions that the animal even halted his bloody feast. There were bipedal creatures in queer glistening skins... Humans? Elves? A young girl—green-eyed and red of hair—stood next to a stubby tree. She smiled and waved at him. A strapping raven-haired lad clapped him on the shoulder, squeezed his hand and muttered something unintelligible. Wait, his hand?! Alyona?! Roman?! Max?! Another fellow with a peculiar stick in his hands hurled fireballs at a colossal skeleton. A fair-haired elven female scratched her pet bear behind the ear... 
 
    Then the visions were gone, fleeting away just as suddenly as they had appeared. The gray cat raised his head, bared his teeth, and roared. The sound—one full of rage and woe—seemed to resound in every corner of the Great Forest, reaching its very core. This was followed by the snapping of dry branches and the rustling of leaves—both in the crowns high above the earth and in the bushes carpeting the forest floor. There came a ferocious hissing to the fore as the ground shook from heavy footfall. Moments later, an Ancient Beast broke through the shrubbery and emerged in the meadow. Rising roughly thirteen feet above the ground while measuring closer to fifty feet from end to end, the fiend resembled an enormous triton. Between a muzzle covered in large, pus-filled warts, massive fangs curving inward, an unblinking gaze of eyes glowing a menacing crimson, and a serpent's forked tongue flickering in his maw, the monster looked every bit like the spawn of a terrible nightmare. A light breeze was blowing in the direction of the unwanted guest, because of which the hunter hadn't immediately picked up the Enemy's scent. Having noticed the cat, the fiend started toward him, its hissing growing in shrillness and volume. The colossal reptilian body left a trail of trampled grass in its wake, a noxious goo oozing from its warts, staining the ground with blood-red blots. The fur on the back of the cat's nape stood on end. His yellow eyes suddenly infused with red, he stepped over the slain deer carcass. Pressing his ears to his head, he gave another menacing roar, and advanced on the monster. He was the master and protector of this forest, and no vile monster from the Great Swamp would dare stand in his way! The fiend attacked first. With his maw open wide, baring rows of razor-sharp teeth, it rushed forward... but its powerful jaws caught only air. Easily dodging the frontal attack, the cat leaped onto the the lizard's upper back, sinking his claws into the thick hide, and proceeded to tear at the back of the pockmarked neck... 
 
      
 
    Max' eyes snapped open. He lay there for a moment, drawing deep heavy breaths, then sat up and wiped the cold sweat off his brow. It was only a dream! For the third night in a row... The light of the full moon had a misty quality to it as it streamed through the window of their improvised dwelling. He looked over his wrists, just to be sure. Noticing no changes, he got up—quietly, careful not to wake the others—and walked out of the tent.  
 
     It was the dead of night. The silence was thick in the air, disturbed only by the chirping of cicadas, the crackling of a nearby campfire, and fish splashing in the lake, its glossy obsidian surface rippling and churning. After clapping his pockets in a habitual motion, Max reached into his bag for a rolled-up cigarette and took a seat by the fire. Picking up a smoldering branch, he lit up, took a deep drag and sat back, gazing up at the star-studded sky. 
 
    "Again?" 
 
    Luffy was sitting right across, the flames' reflections dancing in his eyes. The mage hadn't moved, seemingly hypnotized by the blaze. Indeed, it seemed to Max that his friend's thoughts were a million miles away. 
 
    "Again what?" 
 
    "Your dream. It's been a month and a half that day," Luffy said, repositioning the staff lying across his lap. "You're starting to turn, and she... she probably won't be back anymore." 
 
    "What makes you say that?" Max shot his interlocutor a skeptical look while exhaling a ring of smoke.  
 
    "You growl in your sleep," said the mage. "Somehow I doubt you're dreaming of pleasant things. Or were you talking about Tasha?" 
 
    "Would you quit whining about that?! Do you have any idea how hard it would be for her to get here? Or did you forget her level? How is she supposed to get to this island in one piece? And please stop worrying about me. I don't exactly know what is happening, but there's plenty of fight left in me. Once we make it to Ellorian, I'll go see the alchemists. Or the druids. They might know what to do." 
 
    "And what exactly are you going to tell them?" 
 
    "I'll think of something," Max grunted. "The moon should recede tomorrow, which gives me a whole month to work with. And yes, I'm quite aware that I probably won't survive the next full moon. Not in this form, at least." 
 
    "You think the full moon has something to do with it?" Luffy perked up. 
 
    "Were you born yesterday or something? Or have you never seen a movie or read a book about werewolves?" 
 
    "Sorry, I never really cared for that sort of thing," Luffy confessed, tossing some firewood into the flames. 
 
    "It's all right, the gaps in your education will be filled in no time," Max assured him.  
 
    "I'm honestly not opposed to it. It's just that things are moving from bad to worse every day."  
 
    "Don't worry so much—your kitten will find you eventually. And when she does, you'll be howling at the moon for very different reasons." 
 
    Flicking the finished cigarette into the fire, Max rose to his feet and gazed out on the wood surrounding their lakeside camp. 
 
    "We'll be done with this quest tomorrow, and then we're off to Ellorian. I plan to spend a good week grinding social quests—I'm sick of sleeping tents, barbecue at every meal, and round-the-clock guard duty. It's been over a month since I slept in a bed. And I wouldn't mind knocking back a few shots of vodka, cause I still haven't worked up the courage to try that slop Bonbon has been brewing. Especially after he and Donut thought they saw naked women running through the forest after one of their binges."  
 
    "Donut swears those were dryads." 
 
    "I don't care if it was the Pope himself!" said Max with a chuckle. "I saw one of the ingredients he'd mixed into his pail. And I'm not convinced by his assurance that it's safe for human consumption because birds gobble it up without any detriment to their health. What if those birds are total druggies? Keep chugging that swill and you'll be seeing more than just dryads." 
 
    "Let's just forget about them," the mage frowned. "Tell me this: do you really think we'll be able to escape this place?" 
 
    "Let's not start this again," Max grimaced. "We've already cleared out all three zones several times. All the zombies and skeletons are rotting in the ground, and we barely get a sliver of XP killing them anymore. So, tomorrow we'll obliterate the main den, put the stone on the altar, and take the passage that will appear. What else is there for us to do?" 
 
    "And if we fail?"  
 
    "Then Kirana will come and carry us away on her wings, or whatever she's got... Whose will do you think we're carrying out here?" 
 
    "Gods, Max! Kirana is stuck in some other plane! Did we memorize all those bloody chronicles for nothing? Or did you forget what's in them? You think the disavowed broke into her shrine and nicked that tear of hers just for kicks?"  
 
    "We'll return the tear and free her..." 
 
    "Oh, is that right? Think about it logically—would she have allowed her shrine to be desecrated if she could help it? The tear has nothing to do with it!" 
 
    "What exactly do you want from me?" Max frowned, folding his arms over his chest. "You want me to assure you that everything is going to be hunky-dory? I can't do that. I'm just as lost and clueless as you are. But there is one thing I'm one hundred percent certain of—that we will escape this place if we complete the quest!" 
 
    "I wish I had your certainty," the mage exhaled. "And you need not console me—it won't work, anyway. Did you even see yourself in the forest? Donut and Helliona are already oozing with envy! And who can blame them? Here's a warrior moving through woody terrain faster than a veteran rogue or a druid in cat form! And what am I supposed to do? Sit here every night and stare at the fire till I croak?!"  
 
    "Quiet!" Max shushed him. "You'll wake people. And look on the bright side—if you had chosen to be a water mage, you'd be sitting next to a swamp, staring at the water."  
 
    "Hilarious. Now tell me, what am I going to tell the others when you finally turn, raise your tail high in the air, and bolt into the woods? What if you won't retain your consciousness?! What if you become some kind of quest mob, to be slaughtered over and over again by raid groups?" 
 
    "Why would you even think that?" Max smirked, trying to instill into his tone all the confidence he could muster. 
 
    "Why wouldn't I? Again, what do the chronicles say? If you get bitten by a werewolf—run, don't walk to the nearest shaman or druid... Or to the temple of Myrt, or whatever that god's name is," Luffy turned to his left, then to his right in dramatic fashion. "Do you see a Myrt's temple anywhere? Helloooo?! We have no shamans, and our two druids are sound asleep, so don't count on them for help! But you should at least ask Helliona for advice. She spends half her days as a cat, so why not ask her?" 
 
    "Keep your mouth shut!" said Max, frowning. "They don't need to know anything just yet. Just think, what if things do go haywire? Nobody needs the extra stress. And besides, druids and Nightcrawlers are totally different development branches! Or did you forget the words of your future father-in-law?" 
 
    "My father-in-law? Ha!" Luffy spat on the ground in disgust. "You've been watching too many soap operas where the characters save their secrets for a cheesy cliffhanger in the season finale. At least they usually end well, despite all the melodrama. But is it going to end well for you? Look, I know you're afraid of Alyona reacting with pity or whatever, but—" 
 
    "Let's just drop the subject," Max cut him off. "I propose the following: if I don't think of something by the next full moon, we'll come clean to everyone. Agreed?" 
 
    "Very well," Luffy nodded. "Now, how about securing the agreement with a mug of moonshine? To take the edge of." 
 
    "We'll be mowing down the disavowed in the morning, remember?" 
 
    "Just one drink! Or are you some kind of designated driver?" 
 
    "Fine, fine," Max grunted, taking a seat closer to the campfire and producing another cigarette. 
 
     A month had passed since the day their group, following a chain of hidden quests, found themselves on this island in the middle of a seemingly endless morass. Every member of their relatively small party was now well past level 60. Their combat skills had grown parallel to their ability to work in unison, and their equipment had improved accordingly. And though the four weeks of non-stop grinding had resulted in only four rares, both of them for the mage class, nearly everyone was now rocking a full set of uncommon quality armor and weapons. Donut and Luffy were leading the way in the damage-dealing department, so much so that Max would often struggle to keep mobs from aggroing on them. He experimented with rotations and considered different talent builds, but to little effect. Lagging behind everyone was Helliona, which she attributed to not yet being fully comfortable with her cat form. If only I had her problems, Max recalled his recent dreams with a sigh. Only now did he understand how flawed humanoid bodies really were. Sure, they were perfectly adequate for living in an environment furnished with all of modern civilization's comforts and innovations, or for swinging on trees, but... Could it really be the case that complete fusion with one's animal form was only possible at the expense of one's human essence?! Or were his fears unfounded? Alas, there was nobody he could ask. His current kin were presently warring with both dark and light elves simultaneously. In fact, he and Luffy were damn lucky to have had their reputation with the dark elves fall to only unfriendly, probably on account of everything transpiring in a newbie zone. They had lied to their friends about accidentally killing an NPC hunter while in Armilan, blaming the unfortunate incident on noobish ignorance. At any rate, asking questions of dark elves given his reputation would hardly be wise. Especially since some of them might recognize him as a Night Hunter, and he could only guess as to the potential ramifications of that discovery. 
 
     With another heavy sigh, Max pulled on his cigarette and looked off towards the lake, where a particularly large fish had splashed just a moment prior. We really are damn lucky, he thought for the umpteenth time. To come upon four zones in the 40-60 level range just a few days' journey from the capital is some kind of luck. Donut had gone out scouting on the very first day; after returning well past midnight, he reported that two-three miles from here stood three wooden structures, one of which housed a squad of the disavowed along with their leader, Agrallon the Hierophant—a level 70 necromancer with 70,000 HP that Max's party needed for a quest. According to Donut, the necro had a real nasty look about him, like an irredeemable murderer. Seeing as their levels were in the 40s, it was painfully obvious that taking him on would be suicide. A unanimous decision was reached as a result at their communal council to grind and grind and grind some more. That had the synergistic benefit of completing another of the quest's objectives: to annihilate the undead roaming their surroundings. 
 
    No sooner said than done. These past three weeks they had taken no more than a few days off, and even then most of those days had been spent raising professions. The party leveled mainly on regular mobs, as quest skeletons and zombies wouldn't respawn once killed. After all the party members dinged level 63, the experience gains shrunk by an order of magnitude, grinding their progress to a halt. The game awarded no experience for killing mobs more than 10 levels below the player, but the zone that contained mobs in the 58-60 level range also happened to be the one where the disavowed had made their den, which gave Max serious pause. Ten hostile named NPCs in mid-60s led by a level 70 boss could pose quite a challenge to a party of only eight; on the other hand, there was little point in staying here given the greatly diminished returns for their efforts. And so, once Bonbon reached level 65 the day before yesterday, Max decided it was time to move on. His biggest worry was that the fateful patch, which seemed like a distant memory despite occurring only two months ago, appeared to have greatly boosted the intelligence level of the game's NPCs, making them nearly indistinguishable from real players. And given this sudden intellectual boon, could they expect the boss to stick to the age-old and incredibly daft strategy of focusing on the main tank? Or would the "upgraded" NPC be smart enough to go after the squishy healers and damage dealers instead? Max could only guess.  
 
     Damn! Where did Luffy go? he thought, noticing that his friend hadn't returned to the campfire for at least seven minutes. Enthralled again, I bet... The game world, which had become quite real in an instant, would periodically display some truly inexplicable phenomena, with his own dreams being a great example. As for Luffy, he was experiencing something else entirely. These days the fire mage could sit there for days at a time, still as a statue as he peered into burning flame, presumably exploring some deep-rooted recesses of his mind. Wresting him out of such a state was rather difficult, and upon surfacing Luffy had the look of a lemon that had been squeezed dry, muttering curses under his breath and answering all questions with some gibberish about contemplating certain elements of spell-weaving in his trance. Nobody could understand what the hell he meant—what freaking spell-weaving could there be when any spell put on the action bar was activated by a simple mental impulse? But Luffy persisted with his story like a hardened POW, until Donut finally recalled reading some article about certain players who, after spending many years in the game, would experience unexplained flashes of insight that slightly boosted their characters' damage output. And since Luffy never slid into his stupor while in combat, his madness was eventually deemed harmless, and the mage was left alone.  
 
    "What are you thinking?" the mage asked as he returned to the campfire, handing a sixteen ounce copper tankard to the warrior.  
 
    "Where were you just now?"  
 
    "Just giving you time to pour this hooch," the young man dodged the question. "Hold on, I'll need all of my resolve to get through this," he grimaced ostentatiously. "I don't believe I've ever tasted anything quite like this pigswill."  
 
     To be fair, the tankard's contents reeked of something resembling rubber alcohol. Maybe abstaining would be the prudent thing here? he couldn't help but think. Then again, Bonbon and Donut had been consuming this stuff on the regular, going as far as claiming that the moonshine's taste was actually quite tolerable. 
 
    "Well, shall we?" Luffy rose to his feet, and clinked his tankard with Max's. Then he froze there, mouth agape. "We haven't drunk yet, my lady," he mumbled, making a funny face. "I say, it's too early for you to appear to us." 
 
     As he spoke, Max got up and nodded to the new arrival—a gaunt young woman wearing an intricate garment of woven flowers and twigs, which stuck out like porcupine needles, and trying real hard not to stare at her bare chest. That she was a dryad, Max had absolutely no doubt. Her name was Aeoli. With huge emerald-green eyes and flawless symmetrical features, the level 70 dryad looked like a beauty queen who hadn't quite grown out of that awkward teenage phase. Max remembered the books he'd read, which claimed that a dryad's age was directly proportional to the age of the trees she protected. If that information was accurate, he mustn't be mislead by the creature's youthful appearance. 
 
    So, Donut and Bonbon weren't lying... though nobody had believed them a week ago. In everybody's defense, the skepticism was well grounded, as the pair had gotten so plastered the night before they could barely remember their own names in the morning. 
 
    "What brings a true daughter of the forest to our humble hearth?" he asked politely of the young woman, and realizing that his interactions with the rogue were proving rather useful—when given the opportunity, he now knew how to properly address such creatures. 
 
    "My sisters and I are grateful, Nightcralwer," Aeoli smiled, baring perfect teeth that were white as snow. "And to you, young elf marked by a daughter of a High House," her head cocked, she addressed the mage, who was still standing there with his jaw dropped. "And to all your companions for all you've done to help cleanse this forest of the blight. I know that tomorrow you will depart for the den of the Dark God's servants, and I have a small favor to ask of you." 
 
    "I'm at full attention," said Max, taking initiative. 
 
    "The flame," the girl nodded at the smoldering embers of the campfire. "We're not fond of the flame, but I ask you this nonetheless: after you've destroyed the adepts, you must commit all that is there to the cleansing flame. Here, take this," a pair of small objects magically materialized in her hands. She handed one to the warrior, and the other to the mage. "These seeds will aid you in your travels. And this," Aeoli reached into the folds of her garment, produced an elongated white object, and handed it to Max. "Give this to the Mistress. The Two-Faced Goddess must know who stands behind all this. Tell the Mistress that we remember her, and await her return," the young woman winked playfully to Luffy, who was looking comically discombobulated, and slipped into the darkness surrounding the blazing campfire. 
 
    "Watch out, swarms of mosquitoes will be flying in there soon," Max snickered, looking at his transfixed companion. "We need to do something about you, man—you lose the gift of speech whenever you see a pretty girl," he continued with pity in his eyes. "Was it the teenage breasts that did you in? Because I didn't take you for a cradle robber." 
 
    "Oh, screw you," Luffy cussed at him without any malice. Upending the contents of his tankard into his gullet, he proceeded to stare at the object clutched by his left hand. "Oh, snap!" he exhaled with awe, and showed it to Max. 
 
      
 
    Anjaenore's Enchanted Seed. 
 
    Bound item. Expendable. 
 
    Unique. 
 
    When used, multiplies the power of your damage and healing spells by 10 for 20 seconds. 
 
    Break to use. 
 
      
 
    "Too bad it's only for single use," he sighed. "What about yours?" 
 
    Max opened his palm, displaying a brown seed the size of a garden plum.  
 
      
 
    Olimare's Enchanted Seed. 
 
    Bound item. Expendable. 
 
    Unique. 
 
    When used, you become completely invulnerable to any pain for 60 seconds. 
 
    Break to use. 
 
      
 
    "Bonbon would have gotten more use out of this, but, alas, it's non-transferable," Max said with regret. Slipping the seed into a free slot on his belt, he shifted his gaze at the second object gifted by the dryad.  
 
      
 
    Cenatodone's Tooth. 
 
      
 
    And that was it—no stats of any kind. The thirteen-inch fang wasn't even a quest item. Only Max knew exactly what beast it belonged to, and that knowledge gave him no comfort at all. 
 
    "I imagine you need to deliver that thing to Kirana? Who else could the dryad have dubbed a 'Two-Faced Goddess'..." Luffy conjectured. "I'm not particularly eager to meet that kind of beastie in the woods at night..." 
 
    "Me neither," said Max with a sigh. "I'm going to try and get some sleep. I'm no fire mage—contemplating the flame is no substitute for sleep." He got up, put the fang away in his bag, and started toward their transient dwelling.  
 
    "Hey," the mage called out from behind him. "Who's going to finish your drink?"  
 
    "It's yours. Or you can just dump it," he waved him away. "Suddenly I'm in no mood to drink..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    "Well, Max, what's the plan?" Donut spat out a toothpick, then turned toward his comrade with an questioning look. 
 
    "You're looking at me like I'm some squad commander for the Green Berets," the warrior sniffed. "What I'm seeing is totally at odds with what I know about the game. In all the time we've been laying low in these bushes, I didn't notice any pattern in the movement or actions of these bastards."  
 
    "That's the thing," the rogue frowned. "They're behaving like players do. Should I make another sally?"  
 
    "What's the point?"  
 
    "To eavesdrop on their conversation." 
 
    "And how would that help us?"  
 
    "I don't know, but we need to do something!" 
 
    "Aye, we do," Max nodded. "But if any one of us dies, that will set the whole team back three weeks. Is that what you want? No? Then take a deep breath and put your thinking cap on." 
 
     It had been four hours since he, Donut and Rexar settled behind a fallen tree trunk, further obscured by a thick underbrush, to observe the disavowed. Their base stood at the foot of a steep grassy hill some two hundred yards from the forest line. The adepts of the god of torturous death couldn't be bothered putting up any kind of fence around their structure, apparently unconcerned with security. 
 
    What served as the main structure was an elongated one-story log cabin blackened with time. A small roofed terrace jutted out over the front entrance, propped up on four decorticated wooden stakes. Standing on the left side of the main structure was its cousin—another single-story log cabin, only squarely shaped, windowless and with a sloping roof. Just past it the trio could make out a dilapidated shed, and further behind that—according to Donut after his scouting run—lay the entrance to an abandoned copper mine that the disavowed had appropriated for their own needs. Completing the picture was a small well and a strange construct of boulders stacked one over another. 
 
    There were never less than four-five people outside: a couple lounging beneath a canopy near the shed, and the others scurrying to and fro on their errands. At a glance one might mistake them for farmers going about their day—if not for the gray adept robes, faces obscured by hoods, and the heavy stench of rotting flesh wafting in from their direction, spoiling the illusion of an idyllic farm life. 
 
     What the bloody hell! Max was thinking. Even if you spend your days and nights torturing and killing people, can you ever really enjoy breathing this stench? Or is it just the developers' sick fantasies? Who do these sickos even torture for entertainment? Wild hogs? Deer? Not that any of that really mattered. He wasn't here to question the logic of the world's creators, but to annihilate all these bastards, lay the quest item upon the goddess' altar, and get the hell out of here posthaste. Preferably to Ellorian. Once there, they could catch their breath and ponder their next steps. 
 
    "Max! Max!" 
 
    "What?" He turned around to see Rexar tugging on his sleeve. 
 
    "You never said what you disliked about my plan." 
 
    "Fine, let's run through it. You come out and show yourself to them—then what?" the warrior asked with a sigh. "How many of them do you think will give chase? Two? Three? All of them? In the latter case, we'd have no choice but to run. No way we can take ten level 65 NPCs all at once, and that's not even counting their boss. And if we get lucky and it's only a few, killing those few would tip off the rest, and we'd lose the element of surprise. And besides, somehow I don't fully believe that they have zero contact with the outside world." 
 
    "Aren't you forgetting something? These are your typical NPCs who will forget all about you the moment you lose aggro?" 
 
    "Rexar, I've already met NPCs that are much smarter than the two of us put together. And that makes me reluctant to take needless risks." 
 
    "The commander is right," the rogue voiced his support. "We need to put them down all at once!" 
 
    "Fine, have at it, then," the ranger gave a frustrated wave of the hand. "I suck at brainstorming, apparently." 
 
    "Tell me this, Donut..." Leaning back against the fallen tree trunk, Max waited till he was comfortable, then continued. "Can you jam the lock in that shed?" he gestured toward the square structure. "And if so, how long would it take Rexar and Luffy to set fire to it? Masyanya doesn't have Fiery Arrow, as far as I remember..." 
 
    "You want to burn the disavowed in the shed? But—" 
 
    "Is that against the game rules somehow?" 
 
    "No, but—" 
 
    "Look, we have to start thinking outside the box here," said Max with a frown. "If the NPCs are much smarter than before, if they're virtually identical to people, then let's start killing them as we would real people!" 
 
    "It's absolutely absurd," the rogue shook his head, "but we can still try. The shed should catch fire in a minute's time—I doubt there are any fireproof spells on those logs, and our mage has bolstered his firepower lately. And if that's not enough, I have six vials with quite an explosive cocktail," he smiled wickedly. "Those doors can be bolted from the outside—easy-peasy." 
 
    "Donut sure did pick the right class to play," Rexar snorted. "I leveled my Fiery Arrow recently, so, in theory, even I should be able to ignite the shed. But if Luffy and our illustrious assassin with his Molotov cocktails lend a hand, we should get a fire going pretty quickly." 
 
    "Splendid," Max nodded, then turned to Donut. "Here's the plan, then. The two of you will take Luffy and approach the shed from the left side. You will use stealth, while Luffy with Rexar will pop invisibility potions—I believe we've got sixteen in storage. The rest of the party will use invisibility to sneak right up to the disavowed who'll be outside. As soon as you latch the door, we will spring to attack. That's the gist of it, anyway. Get the others and we'll iron out the details." 
 
     After the whole party gathered and set to waiting, about two hours passed before the boss named Agralon—a tall necromancer with strange black runes inscribed on his thick gray robe—walked into the shed, accompanied by five of his underlings. Both groups wasted no time downing invisibility potions and taking their positions, then freezing in wait for the ranger's signal. Max had transferred the command for this battle to Rexar—in his experience, being in the thick of melee combat made it extremely difficult to keep one's finger on the pulse of the battle and make timely decisions that often decided the final outcome.  
 
     Slipping out of the shadows outside the square structure, Donut latched the door in the span of two seconds. Just then Luffy threw up his hands, and one of the gray-robed humanoids lounging under the canopy was suddenly a sheep. "Attack!" came the war cry from Rexar, and the battle was on.  
 
     Upon hearing the call, Max Charged into the disavowed that was running out from under the canopy, his sword smashing into the scum's right collarbone. The heavy blade left a broad bloody mark on the shoulder of his target; after crying out like a girl, the enemy quickly recovered from the brief stun to knock the warrior back with magic, then immediately cast some kind of curse on him. 
 
    Asshole! Max growled, spitting blood to the ground as he sprang back to his feet. Another spell woven by the disavowed hit him, and his HP bar plummeted to nearly half. His world suddenly a sea of red, he dispelled the negative magic with a Berserker's Roar, and dashed at the gray figure crouching low to the ground, its health bar dinged by less than twenty percent from the earlier blow. But the necromancer had no intention of retreating, throwing out a small metal rod that he gripped with both hands. The warrior doubled over as a magic whip struck at his chest, knocking the wind out of him. Suddenly he couldn't breathe, and every move took a monumental effort. The curse was siphoning his strength and transferring it to the disavowed. The thought that he was about to die registered with full impact in his mind, but he just set his jaw and kept pressing forward, though it seemed like he was trudging through a quagmire, one inch at a time, toward an enemy that had already nearly recovered all of his health. 
 
    A cool wave of healing lifted the bloody veil blurring his vision moments before he lost consciousness just as an arrow plunged into the disavowed's chest with a squelch, making him stagger. Rexar's shot broke the necromancer's focus, lessening the pressure on the warrior's chest. As the cooldown on his Charge reset, he closed the distance between them and smashed the butt of his blade into his opponent's face, putting all of his fear and fury into it. The disavowed reeled and tried to Jump away, but Max would not relent, knocking the disoriented target on the ground with a powerful kick of his chainmail boot. His Death Blow crit, plunging the necromancer's HP bar into the yellow as he squealed from the pain. Then he twisted on the ground in a way no human being ever could, evading Max's next strike and countering with a strong double kick to Max's groin. As the warrior doubled over in pain, the disavowed Jumped, then hurled an Arrow of Darkness that was followed immediately by another curse. That was the last of his triumphs, however, as a pair of arrows struck and spun the disavowed's body on its axis. The dark mage teetered, then collapsed to the ground.  
 
     Another wave of healing forced the pain to recede. Max straightened up with some difficulty, struggling to catch his breath as he took stock of the situation. The wind blew in his face with a strange cocktail of heat, ash and burning plastic. The battle was nearly over. The last of the five necromancers—the one Luffy had turned into a sheep at the very beginning—was trying to flee into the main building, favoring his right foot. An arrow whistled by from Masyanya's direction and hit him in the back. The enemy staggered and was almost immediately toppled by a large black panther. With one powerful strike of the paw, it was all over.  
 
     The laboratory structure was ablaze with a bluish flame so unnaturally brilliant that it could probably be seen from the elven capital. Muffled shouts could be heard from inside the burning cabin.  
 
    "You OK?" Alyona's worried voice in his head brought a tortured smile to his lips.  
 
    "All good," he exhaled, trying to add as much confidence to his tone as he could. Then, grimacing through the pain, he started over to the disavowed's corpse.  
 
      
 
     Though his hit points had been restored to full, the pain from banal bruises, cuts and other such injuries that plague us occasionally in the real world would not immediately relent. Max hadn't a clue as to why that was, but he was grateful to the goddess of luck that he was even upright. Were the disavowed to have struck him mere inches lower... he shuddered to imagine what would happen. A game though this may be, he just didn't see how it would be possible to ever fully recover from a strike of that magnitude right in the perineum. So, why was he walking over to the body? Not for loot—they would split all that later. No, he wanted a look at the enemy soldier who had nearly dispatched him to his next incarnation. There was no doubt in his mind that if it weren't for his friends' assistance, he would have been long dead. It irked him that a same-level NPC could dispose of him with such ease. Somebody cussed into the raid channel. Next came a sob from Ellanca, followed by retching sounds. That wasn't surprising, considering this was their first battle against humanoids. And if anyone were to sound off that real warriors mustn't feel any emotions, Max would readily point them to the mangled bodies lying in pools of blood, pincushioned with arrows. With those thoughts, the warrior turned over the body of the disavowed, bloodied robe and all, and froze in a stupor. It was a woman. A young woman, almost a girl! The pale skin of her face contrasted starkly with the blood trickling from her half-opened mouth. Her huge brown eyes were wide open, communicating sheer terror. The sight of her cast Max in a cold sweat. What had he done?! And what kind of monster would create a game in which you had to kill women?! The warrior drew several deep breaths, trying to quell his rebelling conscience. He wiped the cold beads from his brow and swore in exasperation.  
 
    "What's wrong, Max?"  
 
     His state of shock was broken by Alyona's voice, who seemed to sense his emotional turmoil. He was about to respond when there came a deafening explosion, causing his XP bar to spike and the combat log blow up with text. At the same time, there was an ear-piercing roar of inhuman fury, as powerful blows began to shake the walls of the burning building. The wooden frame groaned, and within moments the roof of the structure came caving in.  
 
    "Steer clear! Fan out!" Rexar bellowed into the channel. "Everybody, get ready. Ellanca, we're counting on you!" 
 
    "I'm fine," the girl snarled at him. "You're not my freaking shrink." 
 
     Forgetting all about his recent navel-gazing, Max rushed to take his position to Bonbon's right, blocking the path to the lightly-armored archers and healers.  
 
    "What is that thing?"  
 
    "Didn't you read the log?" Donut sniffed nervously next to him. "The top dog on the inside just devoured all his buddies and jumped to level 120. Which means that we'd better hope this fella burns, or things are going to get hairy..." 
 
    Just then one of the walls collapsed, and a twelve-foot-tall smoking monstrosity came tumbling out, the very sight of which inspired nothing but disgust. Agralon the Hierophant looked truly repugnant. One might think that the boss' designer had first slapped a shapeless blob of rotting meat onto a skeletal frame, then had deemed his creation an irredeemable mess and dumped it. The one positive development was that out of 150,000 hit points, the boss had no more than three thousand left.  
 
    "Stay back, Bonbon," he barked at the tank in response to his sidelong glance. "We're taking that freak down from a distance. Kite him toward the forest." 
 
     A couple of arrows sunk Agralon's chest with a crunch, followed by a fireball. With a blood-curdling roar, the beast jerked his disproportionate limbs up over his head, then thrust them forward. The ground underneath the group blackened. Max felt something slimy touch his shoulder as the earth ruptured and bony skeletal fingers shot out to clasp his right ankle in an iron grip. The log blew up with messages of curses and hexes applied to the party. A voice swore frustratingly into the channel, to which the monster roared with triumph, then minced toward them.  
 
    "Alyona, Ellanca, get the debuffs!" Donut bellowed, turning into a translucent shadow. 
 
     Slipping into invisibility and removing the hexes on his own, the rogue started toward Agralon, veering slightly left. What happened next was unthinkable. The boss jerked toward the rogue and delivered a crushing blow with his right paw, balled into a hypertrophied fist. Caught totally by surprise, Donut didn't even scream. His body was knocked back a dozen feet and was still, all twisted up like a broken doll. The rogue was still alive, but unconscious from the pain shock of losing nearly ninety percent of his life. Paying no attention to the arrows tearing at his flesh, Agralon started moving toward the lifeless assassin, and suddenly for Max the passage of time slowed to a crawl. Sensing that his legs were now free, and that Bonbon was still bound with some kind of magic despite all his swearing, he popped Charge and smashed into the beast's hipbone with all the force he could muster. The boss simply spun in place, brushing him away like a pesky fly, though Max felt as if a horse had kicked him in the shoulder. Barely keeping his balance, he stared into the beast's eyes, huge and yellow and burning with inconceivable hunger. Realizing that he hadn't even time to swing, he simply thrust the point of his sword forward, stabbing the monster in his repugnant maw... 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 14%. 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 66. 
 
    You have 1 talent point to allocate. 
 
    Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 3 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You've earned a unique achievement, Agralon's Slayer. Agralon 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. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Dark elves are now neutral to you. 
 
      
 
     Max opened his eyes and tried to sit up. His body ached as though it had just been flattened by a steamroller. Grimacing with pain, he grabbed onto Bonbon's arm and pulled himself to his feet, straightening his back with some difficulty, still tight from the recent spasms. He looked around at his companions' faces, then winked to Alyona, her face as pale as a sheet, smiled and reached into his pocket for a cigarette.  
 
      
 
    "Thanks, bro," Donut said to him guiltily. "That was retarded of me. I was sure he'd already aggroed on the archers, but my cocktails must have caused even more damage."  
 
    "Don't beat yourself up," Max patted the assassin on the back reassuringly, lit up, and looked back at his friends' faces, still showing some concern. "All is well that ends well, right?" he mused, exhaling the smoke.  
 
    "Look at yourself in the mirror before pontificating about good endings," Masyanya shook her head as she lowered herself to the ground. "I could loan you mine, if you want."  
 
    "Don't be mean," Donut smiled at her. "Besides, a wounded hero deserves a kiss from his lady love, does he not? I've been waiting patiently..." 
 
    It was obvious that the rogue was hurting just as much as Max, but he refused to let that keep him down. 
 
    "Keep waiting," the huntress groused. "Of all the nerve, calling yourself a hero... All I see is a fool rushing at a boss twice his level who can see right through his stealth. And you!" she glared at Max. "Charging the bastard without waiting for the tank to grab aggro first—that is sheer idiocy, not heroism." 
 
     You could see that Masyanya was still on the edge from the recent encounter. But then, her mood had been sour since she'd lost her bear a week ago when it became "untamed," to use the game lingo. Apparently, Masyanya had been missing some required talents from her summoning branch—a blunder that came to light only after her pet had simply vanished one fine night. The error was fixed expeditiously, but that didn't bring back the pet. Naturally, the primary victim of her lousy mood was none other than Donut.  
 
    "That was my fault," Alyona came to Max's defense. "I needed to dispel Bone Pincers from Bonbon, but ended up casting it on Max first." 
 
    "That's enough, everyone," said Max, wanting to nip the argument in the bud. "Take ten minutes to rest, then we'll loot the boss, search the cave and the houses, and get the hell out of here. And if anyone can't sit still, feel free to loot the bodies of the disavowed."  
 
    The face of the girl he'd killed appeared before his mind's eye, and he groaned to himself. Withdrawing toward the nearby shed, Max took a seat on a grounded log, leaned back against the rotting wood, and closed his eyes. Aww, the hell with all this! he thought as he took a drag, and somehow that simple thought made him feel better. 
 
    "What's wrong?" Alyona sat down next to him. He hadn't even noticed her approach. The young woman put a hand on his shoulder and arched her right brow. "Spill it! I can see that something is eating away at you."  
 
    "The disavowed that nearly killed me..." Max spoke quietly, gesturing weakly to the prostrated body. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "It was a woman..." 
 
    "So?"  
 
    "Alyona... What kind of game is this that I'm forced to kill women?" the warrior spat with annoyance, averting his eyes. 
 
    "I told you before, and I'll say it again—in this game, the genders are fully equal!" the young woman said with a sigh. "I know you're still relatively new, but it's time you accepted this as an axiom. It's not some kind of feminism, either, but simply the way things are. By default. And besides, that bitch certainly doesn't look like a pitiful orphan or a sex slave. She was an adept by rank, which means she had tortured at least one sentient being to death. Did you forget what Donut's story about his friend observing the interrogation of a captured Red Raven? And what about all those damaged folk that had been sent to the mentalist? The simple truth is, we do the whole world a favor when we exterminate these vermin!"  
 
    "All right, all right," Max put up his arms conciliatorily. "None of what you're saying is lost on me, but... I guess I still need time to come to grips with this new reality."  
 
    "The sooner you do it, the better," said the girl, fixing a leather lace on her boot. "Because if the next pretty face you see causes you to pause or hold back, others may suffer as a result. Including you. And I really wouldn't want that to happen," she concluded, looking up at him with a smile. Then, with a peck on the cheek, she snatched her staff up off the ground and was off in Masyanya's direction, apparently to give solace to another sulking soul.  
 
    She's got Roman's personality, Max grunted to himself, watching her go. Even if her ears are a tad pointier.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
     The emerald tear—a translucent and perfectly saturated stone of a grassy green color—seemed to be the carbon copy of the stone inlaid in the pommel of the sword that had been set onto the altar of the goddess. Or, rather, an infinitely purer version of it.  
 
    "Incredible!" Ellanca exhaled with awe, clearly speaking for all of the group's representatives of the fairer sex. "Could I hold it? Just for a moment, I promise I won't break anything!"  
 
    "Here, have at it," Max held out the gemstone to the young woman. Ellanca hurried right over, paying no mind to the priest's blackened corpse. "Let the others have a look, too—don't think I can't see the pure child's wonder in their faces," he chuckled, then glanced at Bonbon—the only one in the group who looked as bored as ever, chewing on something. "There's a ring here for you to grow into, but it'll take some work," he grunted.  
 
    "Oh yeah? What sorta work?" the bald man inquired, swallowing whatever he'd been chewing.  
 
     Bonbon was the oldest in their party in terms of years lived in the real world, but you wouldn't know it from the way he handled himself. Perhaps it was his former job as a high school physics teacher that was to blame, as his remarks often scraped the depths of high school innuendo so lewd and vulgar that even the normally imperturbable Masyanya would blush and look away.  
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Unique Trophy II.  
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Hand in Agralon's Head to the quartermaster of any High House. 
 
    Reward: experience, 70 gold. Increased reputation with the chosen High House. Increased reputation with the dark elves. 
 
      
 
     And so it was, after accepting the quest shared by Max, he remarked in typical Bonbon fashion: 
 
    "Some more head-chopping, eh? Don't mind if I do. Shoot, for seventy gold I'll mince my own grandma into tiny little pieces and fellate a cobra!" 
 
    "I beg you, spare us the details of your personal life," Masyanya tore her eyes off the gemstone in her palm to glower at Bonbon and step away from him.  
 
    "I'm afraid to ask what he would do for a hundred gold," Rexar quipped, sneaking a glance full of feigned terror at the tank.  
 
    "You lot are hopeless bores," Bonbon dismissed their passive-aggressiveness without malice. "Gimme that ring. Before they break out the pitchforks."  
 
    Barely holding back laughter, Max handed him the rare quality ring that, in addition to the regular stats, also added five percent to absorption of all blocked physical damage, and continued sorting out the loot. 
 
     Besides the tank ring, the boss dropped two hundred gold coins, priest gloves of a silky fabric dyed baby blue which went straight to Ellanca, and an agility charm that was won by Rexar after a roll. Five uncommon quality pieces to grow into, some alchemical reagents and a few crafting recipes were distributed by Max among those who wanted them, while the rest of the haul, which mostly consisted of paladin and necromancer gear, the warrior dumped into his inventory for subsequent sale at an auction. Searching the main building further added to their wealth by a dozen or so common quality items, as well as twenty four gold coins after Donut had spied and cleaned out a cache. The party was then given another reason to rejoice when a random cupboard check revealed sixteen bottles of booze and four pouches of tobacco. Finally, the garb hanging in the wardrobes and most of the kitchenware was confiscated by Bonbon (who else?) as he bemoaned the squeamish sensibilities of those who refused outright to so much as lay a hand on the personal property of the disavowed. 
 
    Next on the agenda was the inspection of the copper mine, which everybody partook in except for Masyanya, Ellanca and Helliona, as the girls declared in near unison that they wouldn't be caught dead puttering about in such cesspits. There were two reasons Alyona broke the mold and accompanied the crowd: because mysterious dark caves mustn't be explored without a healer, and because her "paper" had been mercilessly cut by Ellanca's "scissors." 
 
      
 
     The exhausted copper mine was little more than a cave some sixty yards deep, dimly lit by a few dozen magic lanterns. Branching out into roughly ten side chambers, the long straight tunnel seemed to culminate in a larger hall. The air was dank and heavy with pungent odors that resembled stale mop water and wet dog fur.  
 
    "Wait," putting a hand on Bonbon's shoulder who was leading the way, Rexar pointed toward the far end of the cave. "There's someone down there! I can hear their panting."  
 
    "I bet it's a captive elven prince!" whispered Alyona, who was bringing up the rear. "We're going to rescue him, and he shall reward us with all of his kingdom's riches." 
 
    Her voice sounded awfully funny on account of her holding her nose as she spoke, apparently unwilling to breathe in the cave's malodorous fumes. 
 
    "What need have you of a prince, sweetheart?" Donut said while pinching his own nose to taunt her. "You've got Max."  
 
    "We've all got Max! But I've never seen an actual prince," the young woman countered, then prodded the rogue in the back. "Keep moving, wiseass!" 
 
    "Settle down. We'll search everything in order," Max cut the discussion short, conceding to himself that he'd rather not find any princes down here.  
 
     Sure, Alyona was obviously joking, but every joke had a sliver of truth... As if sensing his thoughts, the girl gave him a disarming smile and a clownish shrug of the shoulders. Max shook his head with ostentatious reproach, then followed Bonbon into the first side chamber, and grimaced with disgust. The room, which was two hundred square feet at the most, had but one attraction—a rectangular wooden table with leather clamps secured for binding extremities. The table's bloodied surface was swarming with large green flies and glistening beetles Max couldn't quite identify. The leather aprons and grisly implements hanging on every wall left no doubt as to the room's purpose. 
 
    "I suppose this was their butchery?" Bonbon gave a long whistle. Even his face was slightly more pale than usual. "Good thing we didn't grab any grub from the pantry—I fear it's well past the expiry date."  
 
    "You fool!" Alyona hissed in a constrained voice, and ran out of the room holding her mouth.  
 
    The men heard retching sounds coming from the hallway a moment later.  
 
    "Luffy, let's take a good look around. Once we're done, all this will have to burn. Along with the house and the shed. Remember the dryad's request?" 
 
    "Aye aye, commander! How about now?!" 
 
    "No, not just yet. Let's check everything first." 
 
    "A dryad?" inquired the ever-inquisitive assassin as he examined the great variety of hooks and saws hanging on the walls. His demeanor suggested he wasn't particularly sickened by the torture chamber.  
 
    "Uh-huh. The same one from your and Bonbon's vision, I gather," Max grunted, then headed back into the hallway.  
 
     Since morning he hadn't quite found the time to relay to the others the incident from the night before. But I will need to have a long talk with Donut, Max thought to himself. Tell him about the Fifteenth High House and about my dreams. There was no point in keeping secrets anymore. He still dreaded the moment when Alyona would find out, but the rogue was certainly experienced enough to hopefully offer some advice. Moreover, he realized how foolish it had been of him to forbid Luffy to talk about their adventures in the Sunlit Forest. Then again, what's done is done. He would chat with Donut at the completion of this hidden quest, and come clean to everybody else as soon as he decided what to do about his dreams.  
 
    "You OK?" he asked a teary-eyed Alyona. 
 
    The girl was leaning back against the stone wall of the tunnel—her shoulders trembling and her face stained with wet streaks.  
 
    "Monsters! Inhuman monsters!" she was whispering hotly. "Why couldn't we get stuck in a good game, Max? A benign game where we'd milk cows or grow vegetables? Where there's no war and no torture? No mutilated corpses to trip over..." 
 
    "Come on, Alyona, they're not all this bad in here," he put a hand on her shoulder in solace, not knowing what to say, and drew a heavy sigh. 
 
    "Some comfort you are," Alyona smiled at him weakly. "Go, do what you have to do. And the same goes for the rest of you explorers! Quit staring at me like that. Give me a minute, I'll catch up with you." And, with a dismissive wave to everyone, she turned away.  
 
     Searching the next six spaces, which were situated directly across one another, didn't take long. Judging by the metal rods barring entry, these had been used as prison cells. Typical empty square cells with chains affixed to the stone walls—only one of them also contained a small pile of yellowed bones. After diligently checking and knocking on every inch of the second-to-last cell in search of any secret caches, Donut made a show of dusting off his hands, and turned a searching gaze to Max. 
 
    "All clear! So, shall we go have a peek at the host?" 
 
    The heavy breathing could now be heard by all, and since it definitely didn't belong to a human, an elf, or any other humanoid creature for that matter, Max decided not to rush things needlessly. They still had the main hall to inspect before the last cell with the mysterious prisoner it contained.  
 
    "It's time," Max nodded to the rogue. "Bonbon, take the lead, just in case. Everybody, be ready..." 
 
     Though Max wasn't entirely unprepared, the enormous shadow of a gruesome monster that darted toward them nonetheless caused both him and the tank in front of him to shudder and recoil from the thick rods that served as the beast's prison. The eyes glared with a bloody-red glow in the shadows of the cell, the massive chain clangored as it jerked, and a terrible roar shook the cave, charged with so much impotence and rage that Max struggled to keep still as shivers ran down his spine. Baring its huge yellow fangs as it crouched on powerful four-toed paws, the chained monster, whose legend identified it as "cerrath," watched the unwanted guests with a savage animosity. The level 70 creature was no less than five feet wide in the withers, with a body partially covered with ceratoid plates, and a pair of saurian-like horns jutting out of its forehead.  
 
    "Everything OK in there?" Helliona's spoke into the raid channel, her voice betraying some alarm.  
 
    "All good, hunny bunny," Rexar assured his lady after a nervous chortle. "It's just that we found a cobra, and I happen to have seventy gold on me, so Bonbon is about to—" 
 
    "Dummy," the girl snorted and went offline.  
 
    "Dummy is right," the grinning tank was quick to offer his two cents, as always. "Calling a panther a bunny! I wonder which of us is the bigger deviant..." 
 
    "Hey, put that thing away!" Donut held back the archer as the latter nocked an arrow. "Are you blind? That is a rare pet! Any hunter would give their eye-teeth to tame one like it! If we ice this thing, Masyanya will neuter every last one of us! Well, almost," he concluded, casting at a glance at Alyona, who was still a bit pale.  
 
    "Are you nuts?" Rexar gave him an incredulous look, then gestured at the skulls and bones lining the floor of the cell, many of them clearly belonging to sentient races. "Look at all the people this beast has devoured!"  
 
    "He devoured whatever it was they were feeding him!" the rogue persisted. "Let's put you on a chain and see you turn up your nose at food."  
 
    "Personally, I don't care either way," the archer sniffed, putting the arrow back in his quiver. "But if Masyanya drops a deuce at the sight of this giraffe, that's on you."  
 
    "I'll go get her," the rogue winked at Max. "This is the kind of thing that's hard to explain remotely."  
 
    "Why did you call it a giraffe?" Luffy inquired of the archer as the assassin hurried out of the cave.  
 
    "Fine, chipmunk it is," the latter shrugged, leaning back against the uneven surface of the stone wall. The mage was still looking confused, so he continued, with sarcasm in his voice. "Do you really care what this monstrosity is called? The letters above its head spell out 'cerrath,' though it looks like a mix of a bull terrier and a croc on steroids."  
 
     Donut and Masyanya appeared not a minute later. The girl was walking behind the rogue with a hand covering her mouth, her face expressing not only disgust with the mephitic odors permeating the air, but also a promise of somebody's certain death. 
 
    "There! Check out this handsome fella, Masyanya!" flashing a big smile, Donut gestured sweepingly at the snarling animal. "Sure, it's not a Yorkie or a Pekingese that may be closer to your heart, and not even a bear, but... Can you imagine a more convenient taming situation? And all I ask in return is a kiss of gratitude for saving him from these brutes!" 
 
     Max felt a sense of déjà vu—the assassin's presentation reminded him of a kid that had knocked on his door a few years ago hawking some wet-dry vacuum with an astronomical sticker price. The moment Masyanya laid eyes on the roaring beast inside its prison, it was like she hit an invisible wall. Seeing his lady's inscrutable face, it wasn't long before Donut started sneaking panicked glances toward the exit. Eventually, however, the fair-haired huntress' face relaxed and spread into a beatific smile. The girl spun around, threw her hands around the assassin's neck, and planted a long and tender kiss on his lips. Donut appeared more surprised by this turn of events than anyone, and just stood there like a stiff, batting his eyes in the most comical way.  
 
    "And they call me a pervert..." Bonbon shook his head, having removed his helm. 
 
    "Come now," Alyona turned Max gently, prodding him toward the exit. "Let's give them some privacy." 
 
     Was that a note of regret Max heard in the young woman's voice? 
 
     The hall at the end of the cave was spacious and well-lit. Shaped like a square, its walls bore dark hieroglyphics of mysterious origin around the head level. Then again, those could easily be runes for all he knew. Standing at the center of the hall was a rectangular altar, the sight of which made Max a little uneasy. The pedestal was enormous and sarcophagus-shaped, with a relief comprised of human body parts encased in stone running along the perimeter. Mouths opened in muted screams, hands reaching out... It all left an impression that the victims were still alive and aching to escape, but their prison of stone, though it seemed to visibly flex, would not break. Rising from the altar top were thick greasy candles, exuding fumes that resembled fried fat. The enormous sacrificial bowl contained three heads, all of them in varying degrees of decomposition. The pointy ears and dark skin suggested the victims had once belonged to the dark elf race. Standing to the right side of the altar, in the center of an intricate figure drawn upon the slabs, was a strange triangular construction. The final item of interest was located by the far wall: a ten-foot-tall humanoid statue in a close-fitting cassock, its hands resting on the head of a curved staff, its hooded face gaping darkly. The still figure of the mysterious deity seemed to observe the unwanted guests in contemplative silence, but there was something else about its posture—something that made Max want to get as far away from this place as possible. Everything here felt drenched in agony and death.  
 
    "Jeez... Kind of blows your mind, doesn't it?"  
 
     The animal's growling behind them had ceased, so Bonbon's comment thundered through the uneasy silence like a gunshot.  
 
    "What the hell is that, Donut?" Max turned to the rogue, swallowing a hard lump in his throat. "Hey, get back here! Save the daydreams for later!" 
 
    "Huh?" wrested from his sweet reveries, the assassin glanced around with interest, then frowned. "Shit! We should get the hell out of here, Max. Like, right now. That triangular thingie is a frame of an attuned portal, which is being sustained by the altar. This clears up the mystery of where these bastards procured their victims! This was their bridge to the mainland, and if we don't get out of here, we may be entertaining guests real soon!"  
 
     As if in response to his words, billows of black mist began rising from the surface of the altar; moments later, the darkness took shape of gangly tentacles that started moving toward them.  
 
    "Go, go, go! Nobody knows what hellspawn may crawl out of there!"  
 
     Donut pulled on the mage's sleeve, trying to drag him toward the exit, but Luffy broke free and hurled three fireballs at the altar in quick succession. The hair on one of the severed heads in the bowl caught fire, and one of the fireballs knocked four of the burning candles off the altar. That aside, the magic flame simply trickled down the black stone, having caused no material damage.  
 
    "It's hopeless! Only the servant of a god can destroy the altar of another deity! Don't be stupid! Let's go!" 
 
    "Hopeless?" Max turned toward him. "Screw that!"  
 
     The warrior rushed the altar, raising his sword in a sweeping arc, and brought it down onto the foul structure with all the hatred that was bubbling inside him. The blade shattered bone and stone alike, crunching and grinding and ending up lodged around the midway mark. A bone-chilling howl went up from the altar as the twisted faces on the relief stirred to life. Many hands reached for Max, but the warrior paid them no mind. As his companions stood there in stunned silence, he dislodged his weapon and swung again. The third blow proved to be decisive as the loathsome structure sundered. The black mist evaporated at once, and the cleft halves of dark stone began to melt like hot wax, morphing into a viscous black substance. Within seconds the sordid liquid was sucked into the stone slabs of the floor, leaving behind a black irregular stain and a pile of yellowed skull and bone fragments.  
 
    "Suck on that, asshole," tossing the bastard sword into his left hand, Max turned toward the statue by the wall and made a gesture that was universally recognized in his former life.  
 
     The eyes under the hood flashed a furious crimson as the statue reeled and crumbled to the stone floor. A silence engulfed the chamber, broken only by the melodious singsong from the hallway, where Masyanya was taming her new pet in a trance-like state. The next moment, the system log erupted. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Vill, the God of Torment and Torturous Death, relates to you with hatred. 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 67. 
 
    You have 2 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Racial bonus: +1% to resistance to earth magic. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 6 stat points to allocate. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 76. 
 
     You have 11 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 33 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You have earned a new title, Ally of the Great Forest.  
 
    Your party has destroyed a level III altar belonging to adepts of a god hostile to the Great Forest. The Great Forest doesn't forget its allies! You will be granted the following bonuses for as long as you remain on the territory of the Great Forest: 
 
    3% increase to physical and magic damage,  
 
    3% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells, 
 
    3% increase to armor class. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you up to in there?!" came Masyanya's indignant voice. "You've totally ruined my concentration! And what was all that..." the girl quieted down for a moment, apparently noticing the log. "Oh, snap! Who did you ice in there just now?! Tell me before I start breaking ankles!"  
 
    "It's all right, Masyanya," Alyona tried calming her friend. "Keep singing, the boys really like your voice. I'll update you a little later. So far, I fear I'm just as lost as you are."  
 
    "What's so unclear?" Rexar said with a grin. "Our fearless leader has just destroyed the altar of a dark god in three swings, and now we're on good terms with the trees. Don't ask me how he did it, though. As for the middle finger that had caused the dark god's statue to crumble to dust, I don't think I'll forget that scene for as long as I live!"  
 
    "I hereby dub you, Knight of the Middle Finger!" Bonbon proclaimed in a solemn tone. "Too bad you don't carry a shield—I'd engrave the sigil myself. And I almost have the motto worked out..." 
 
    "Hacked that thing to death, Max. Never did take you for a hacker..." Donut mused, scratching his chin.  
 
    "Screw you, guys," Max smirked, pulling off his helm. "Or did you forget about this?" He produced the emerald from his inventory, illuminating the shadows with a vibrant green color. "The goddess' token! It worked with the sword fragment, so I figured it wouldn't hurt to try with the stone."  
 
    "Indeed," the rogue shook his head. "I am truly speechless. Here's my advice to you, Max. When we get to Ellorian, the first thing you should do is visit Sata's shrine and thank her for this inconceivable stroke of luck."  
 
    "I've been thinking about that myself," the warrior nodded. "I wonder what she looks like..."  
 
    "We'll go together and have ourselves a look." 
 
    "Luffy, as soon as Masyanya is done catching her Pokémon, go ahead and burn it all down. Donut, please sweep the room for any secret caches in the meantime. I'm feeling a bit nauseous, so I'm going to get some air. Could be all those black fumes I've inhaled."  
 
      
 
     Having finished distributing all his new stats and talents, Max was already on his fifth cigarette by the time Masyanya came out of the mine—pale from exhaustion but beaming with joy. Donut was alongside her. 
 
    "Uh, what..." Max rose to his feet, noting that no animal was following the two.  
 
    "There was a weird chain on him," the huntress explained, settling down on the grass and stretching out her legs blissfully. "A real pain to remove, and it had strange symbols on it besides... No point taking risks, so I decided to release him and re-summon in twenty four hours. That's what the guides recommend as well." 
 
    "She named him Mopsy," Donut groused, shaking his head. 
 
    "Mopsy?" Bonbon snickered, then exploded with laughter. 
 
    "Don't laugh," Masyanya protested. "Back home I had a cat named Flopsy and a Pekingese named Mopsy. My new pet didn't really look like Flopsy, so there you go," the young woman explained her rationale, looking defiantly at the rogue. 
 
    "I don't have a problem with anything!" Donut held up his hands placatingly. "I was the one who said he looked like a Pekingese in the first place, and not so much like a cat... Not at all like a cat, actually," he mumbled to everyone's uproarious laughter.  
 
    "Max, everything that could burn back there, is ashes and dust now," said Luffy, emerging from the mine. The mage's face was covered in a thick coat of soot. "Want me to burn down this hovel, too?" 
 
    "Go ahead. And don't forget the shed," the warrior nodded his consent, then turned to everyone else. "Get ready to set out—we've got some three miles to schlep through the forest still. We'll rest at camp. Or at some inn should our employer decide to reward us by building a portal to some town." 
 
     When they were roughly half a mile away from the devastated den of the disavowed, Max, who was bringing up the rear, turned around to gaze at the billows of black smoke rising over the forest. His attention was instantly caught by a solitary woman's figure on the path behind them—the dryad was standing perfectly still, observing the party as it disappeared into the depths of the forest. Max smiled and waved at the magical creature. Fortune be with you, Gray Brother, a voice rustled in his head. Aeoli raised her slender hand in farewell, and vanished amid the verdant grasses and leaves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
     Upon returning to camp, Max decided not to delay with the quest's completion. And so, exhausted though they were, the party made for the shrine of the Two-Faced Goddess. The emerald tear vanished with a plop as soon as it was laid on the altar, and... and that was pretty much that. Nothing of interest followed—not even a confirmation from the system about the completed quest. 
 
    "So... What does that mean?" Rexar voiced what everybody was thinking.  
 
    "Who knows," Max shrugged, peering at the faces of the statues standing on either side of the altar. 
 
    "Maybe we ought to chant or something?" Luffy mumbled musingly as he scratched his chin, then looked at Masyanya for some reason. 
 
    "Maybe dance a jig, too?" she snapped in response to him looking. "If so, that's not for me. We've got a couple of pros here—let them sing and dance all they want. You just make sure to keep the booze coming."  
 
    "You are such a mean girl," Bonbon looked at her with a smile. "Donut and I were merely taking a load off then! Besides, our performance was harmless. Just a bit of clean fun."  
 
    "You mean to tell me that when two grown men get piss-drunk, strip down to their unmentionables, and start a circle dance going while singing 'Mary had a little lamb,' that is your idea of 'clean fun?'' 
 
    "It sounds even better, the way you tell it," the tank retorted without bating an eye amid uproarious laughter. "Anyway, why are still standing here, Max? Let's roll—my brain works better on a full stomach, anyway." Fixing his scabbard, Bonbon spun around and made for the exit. 
 
    "The only thing that one's brain thinks about on a full stomach is how to keep it full," Masyanya snorted, then went after him. 
 
     Finding no answer in the statue's faces, Max clapped Donut on the shoulder—the rogue seemed lost in thought gazing up at the shrine's ceiling—and followed after the rest.  
 
    "See! I told you, didn't I... Hey, peeps, there's something out here! Looks like a portal," he heard Bonbon's voice from further ahead. 
 
    "Why is it gray?" Helliona stepped aside to let Max through. The rectangular portal window was hovering above the ground in front of them, its surface billowing with a gray haze.  
 
    "They ran out of pink ones down at the warehouse," Rexar quipped. "But don't worry, darling, for you I will—" 
 
     He wasn't given the chance to finish his thought.  
 
    "Get back!!!" came Donut's desperate shriek as the rogue emerged from the shrine. 
 
    At that very moment, a tall white-haired man stepped out of the portal. His black waistcoat bore fanciful ruby symbols, contrasting starkly with the unnatural paleness of his triangular face. The man wielded a long curved staff, its tip fashioned into a human skull out of some silvery metal. G'Larnus, a level 400 necromancer boss with three hundred million HP. Max hadn't met an NPC anywhere near that level before, and the burning hatred in the eyes of this uninvited guest left little doubt as to his intentions.  
 
    "What the—" Max began to speak, but he wasn't allowed to finish.  
 
    The necromancer's face contorted into a scornful smile, and he threw out his left hand, palm forward. A powerful force struck the warrior's chest, knocking him backwards into one of the columns that made up the shrine's frame. His teeth ringing from the impact, he felt the salty taste of blood fill his mouth. 
 
      
 
    You have been stunned for ten seconds!  
 
      
 
     The party channel exploded with groans of pain, as the boss emerged fully from the portal, swung and thrust his staff into the ground with a loud crunch. The skull on the tip flashed its beady scarlet eyes, then lassoed the incapacitated players with what looked like frayed electric cables. 
 
      
 
    You have been paralyzed!  
 
      
 
    The system log flashed information on the estimated duration of their helpless state. The situation proceeded to worsen by the second, as twelve dark elf players materialized from the portal, all in the 120-160 level range. Looking at their sneering mugs, Max recognized one of them: Grath, the same asshole who had threatened them from the other bank of the swamp, and whose head was worth a thousand gold pieces to the leader of the Night Blades clan. But... how?! A bunch of players in low- to mid-100s in cahoots with a level 400 NPC?! And how had they managed to open a portal to an isle lost amid the marshes? Max felt a chill from the wave of terror that washed over him. He knew exactly what fate to expect from the Ravens, and he shuddered at the thought of what awaited the female members of his party... He gritted his teeth, trying to break free, but it was no use—the spell kept him completely immobilized.  
 
    "Wait here!" the necromancer barked to his companions, then made his way—leisurely, without hurry—toward the supine warrior.  
 
     A powerful kick in the stomach with the toe of a boot—reinforced with a light, hard metal—knocked the wind out of a paralyzed Max, and stripped roughly a third from his HP bar. The next blow was to his uncovered face—he jerked from the pain, his mouth filling with blood as his life plunged further into the yellow. His vision swam in a sea of crimson red. 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 15%. 
 
      
 
    "Worm! Did you really think you could destroy the master's altar and get away with it?" the necromancer hissed into Max's face, squeezing his throat. "Or were you hoping that you couldn't be found? Then allow me to disappoint you—it was I who had destroyed this shrine!"  
 
    Shoving the warrior's head away, the necromancer scoffed with disdain, dusted off his gloves of black leather, and stepped away. Bastard! Max was choking on helpless fury—the state of induced paralysis wouldn't even let him spit into the asshole's slick, snooty mug.  
 
    "Or maybe you thought Kirana would help you?" G'Larnus snorted, stopping beside Alyona, who was likewise supine, and peering into her face. "Yet another disappointment! Your two-faced mistress is rather far from here, and there's nothing she can do for you now. Such a pity..." The necromancer brushed his hand against the elven maiden's cheek, who could only glare back at him with pure hatred. "I like this one, she's got spunk," he said, studying the young woman, then proclaimed loudly, "I'll take her for myself..." 
 
    "But, master, you promised her to me!" the commander of the bunched-up group of dark elves took a half-step forward.  
 
    From the man's demeanor, it was obvious his top priority was to not let his authority slip.  
 
    "And I will keep my promise," the necromancer nodded. "You shall have her... In a few days. The other three females should be enough for the lot of you in the meantime. As for the rest, chain them and throw them behind bars," he ordered, gesturing at the scattered male bodies. "I'll destroy the altar, and you will do the rest. Break the statues, then dump the debris in the swamp. Oh, and remember," he turned around, pointing at the Raven leader. "The girls had better be in marketable condition in three days' time. I know your tricks! Master doesn't like it when blabbering idiots are laid upon his altar. They're all two-lived and bound to this area, so we'll do the ritual right here."  
 
    "Guys! I'm still inside... I'm going to try and break that stick of his," the rogue's voice was barely audible, but gave Max a sense of hope just the same. "Masyanya! Ladies! Run over to the stone, remove your bind spots, and try to die. The lake! You can drown in the lake! Max, I... We need to distract that scumbag and try to Silence him—even for ten seconds."  
 
    "Ladies, I beg you not to try and be heroes!" even mental messaging was a struggle for Max. "Luffy, the dryad's gift... Use it against the Ravens... Bonbon, me and you got the necro..."  
 
    "Ready? Then I'm off! Remember me kindly, Masyanya!" Donut yelped in a strangely ecstatic tone, and dashed out from inside the shrine. 
 
     The shadow darting behind the necromancer's back caught the PKing party that had arrived with the boss unawares. Slipping out of stealth, Donut proceeded to land several blows at the staff sticking out of the ground, easing the pressure on Max's shoulders. The necromancer's reaction was near instant—spinning in place, he hurled a Clot of Darkness at the rogue, knocking him back nearly a dozen feet. With an absurd flailing of the arms, the assassin fell to the ground and was motionless. His avatar in the party had turned gray.  
 
    "Bastards!!!"  
 
     A large crimson ball exploded right in the Ravens' midst, turning instantly into a wall of flame.  
 
    A chorus of horrific cries rang out in the meadow before the shrine as the elves were being burned alive. G'Larnus turned around toward the mage, muttering something, but Max didn't let him finish his spell. After popping a health potion and spitting out blood, the warrior Charged at the dark mage right from his supine position, and struck right at his hateful mug, putting all the strength and fury he could muster into the blow. A moment later, Bonbon appeared at the necromancer's side. Max noted with satisfaction that his blade had left a dark-red mark on the asshole's pale skin. He realized full well that they had no chance of actually putting down the boss—indeed, the necromancer's life hadn't moved a hair—but they could keep him busy long enough for the girls to remove their bind points. From the corner of his eye Max watched as Luffy hurled spell after spell, their potency multiplied by ten, at the dark elf scum writhing on the ground. The mage looked terrible indeed—a true master of fire. Rexar was at his side, loosing arrow after arrow to accompany strings of choice obscenities. The Ravens were done—even with their far superior level advantage, the very first AoE fireball had taken half of their group out of order. And the rest were being finished off by the mage in truly spectacular fashion. He was taking licks as well—Max could clearly see a couple of arrows sticking out of his chest—but his feet were firm on the ground. Max glanced back and thanked all the gods that the girls had been smart enough to avoid any foolish heroics—all four were running behind the shrine. Interrupting G'Larnus' cast with a kick just as the boss had shaken off his stun, the warrior bashed the butt of his bastard sword into the target's mouth, twisted with hatred.  
 
    "Eat shit!" he growled, taking satisfaction in the sound of teeth being shattered by steel.  
 
     So what if the injuries inflicted were insignificant? Max was certain now that this haughty scumbag wouldn't soon forget this fight. And he didn't care one bit about the torture that awaited him, because Alyona was able to get away! He managed to land one last blow to the loathsome beast before G'Larnus knocked both him and Bonbon several yards back. Max passed out upon hitting the ground, and when he opened his eyes, he saw that Luffy, Rexar and Bonbon were already dead. The sword had slipped out of his hand when he lost consciousness, but what good would a sword do him now? He wasn't even sure why he was still alive. The warrior struggled up to his feet as the necromancer made his slow approach. The boss looked truly terrifying, his sleek groomed face sporting cuts and bruises, his eyes burning red with fury, his mouth bloody... 
 
    "You thought I was just going to let you die, worm?" G'Larnus hissed. "Oh, no, no, no! You and your miserable buddies will die a hundred deaths, a thousand deaths!" 
 
    "I see you've still got teeth left? Come closer, I'll fix that," Max scoffed through the pain, beckoning the necromancer forward. 
 
     A double wave of healing fell upon his shoulders, giving him chills—not from relief, but fear. "What the hell?!!" he bellowed into the channel, seeing that the girls' avatars were still active. No... he thought. All these deaths... Will they have been in vain?! 
 
    "Leave him alone, you vampire!" came a shout. It was Alyona, appearing from behind the shrine.  
 
    Max had never seen the young woman like this—her red mane of hair wild and unkempt, her nostrils flaring, her green eyes burning with so much rage and loathing that even the warrior felt a bit ill a ease.  
 
    "Just you wait, bitch! I'll get to you in a second!" G'Larnus snarled at her. 
 
    "Pick up the corpses of those you came here with, vampire, and..." What followed was a colorful description of what the necromancer should do with the Ravens' blackened bodies.  
 
    "Alyona! God dammit! Run!" Max groaned, Charging into the necromancer to distract him.  
 
    Alas, he was weaponless, so the expected one-and-a-half-second stun didn't take. G'Larnus knocked the warrior back easily, then rushed toward the young woman and... came tumbling to the ground, struck in the chest by an arrow that came from the direction of the forest. Leaping back to his feet, the boss threw his staff overhead and roared some kind of spell, but then a second, third and fourth arrows caused him to stagger. The darkness that was starting to form over the head of the staff vanished. G'Larnus turned and began a hasty retreat just as a warrior in resplendent plate suit rode out from behind the shrine on an enormous boar, and knocked the necromancer to the ground with a mighty shield bash. Another fighter in the same getup rode up behind him, skewered the disavowed's body to the ground, then hopped easily out of the saddle, and waved in the direction of the forest.  
 
     Here comes the cavalry from behind the hill, Max thought, suddenly realizing that no more than five minutes had passed since the battle began. He gave a tortured smile to the girls as they walked toward him, lowering himself to the ground in exhaustion. He also realized that there wouldn't be any torture in his future, given that G'Larnus had his hands full—his level 400 looked mighty low as compared to his current adversaries: the goddess at level 750, and her level 500 companions. It was a pity that the others had died, sure, but all they had lost were levels. They could always gain back the experience, even if they had to linger on the island a few extra weeks. 
 
    "Max! Max!" Alyona knelt down over him, turning his head this way and that as she examined his face. "Does it hurt?"  
 
    "Actually, it's quite pleasant," he smiled with bloodied lips, and noted with some surprise that the faces of the women around him were totally devoid of tears.  
 
    Just the opposite, their eyes shone with a strange kind of resolve. That and something else—something he couldn't quite comprehend.  
 
    "Silly!" Alyona flashed a tortured smile of her own, then turned toward the scene unfolding in front of the shrine. "I hope that bastard's death will be painful," she whispered with animosity. 
 
    "Alyona, that's not..." Max began to object, then suddenly realized that he was desiring the very same thing. In fact, the same vicious desire was on clear display on the faces of Masyanya, Ellanca and Helliona, as they bit their lips and looked on with unnerving bloodlust.  
 
    Damn! it finally dawned on him. Kirana is the goddess of vengeance for a reason—the air is practically scintillating with her power... The illusion faded suddenly, as the knight in shining black armor blurred for a moment and transformed into a raven-haired woman of medium stature. The goddess' companions—all twelve riders that had poured onto the meadow—remained as they were.  
 
    "This is the end of the line for you, rat," the goddess spoke in a sonorous voice, looking down on the necromancer pinned to the ground with spears. "Do you know what happens to rats in a dark basement when they get caught?" 
 
    "You bitch!" he rasped back at her. "So you managed to crawl out of your ditch, have you? But you're too late! Master has already collected all the power he needs, and it won't be long now till you're all squirming on his altar! In fact, this whole shitty forest will be nothing but a swamp in a few years' time."  
 
    "Scitti, rip out the bastard's tongue—I've grown weary of listening to his gutterspeak."  
 
    "Yes, mistress," said a stocky level 450 warrior. Pinning the necromancer down with a knee, he threw a mighty punch in the jaw with a fist encased in black metal. 
 
    Max looked away from what happened next. It was one thing to loathe somebody; it was quite another to observe them being viciously tortured.  
 
    "Time to restore old traditions, brothers. I hate that in our absence a part of our home has become breeding ground for random scum crawling out of the Gray Frontier," the goddess said contemplatively, then nodded at the tall fair-haired elven female just as the latter was removing her helm. "Laerness, give this rat the triffid's treatment. Infinite loop. Let him experience firsthand his master's mercy. As for the two-lived that came with him, find them and pass them through five loops, then throw them into the Gray Frontier. Once done with all that, bring the house in order and put up a guard! I'm going to be busy for a while." 
 
    The raven-haired beauty looked around herself, then threw up her hands. Four pillars of dazzling green light struck down from the skies, infusing with color the gray icons of their fallen companions. To Max's shock, their levels weren't reduced. 
 
    "Dooonuuut!" Masyanya yelped, dashing toward the flabbergasted rogue on the ground, and catching him in a hug. 
 
    "What the devil have y'all been up to..." Bonbon groused as he climbed up to his feet. His eyes darted around and fell on Kirana standing not ten yards away. "Hart on a pogo stick!..." he muttered, still as a pillar of salt.  
 
    A hint of a smile touched the goddess' lips. With a nod of satisfaction, she started in Max's direction.  
 
    "Pipe down!" he barked into the channel, cutting off idle chatter, and rose to greet the approaching goddess. It was difficult to put into words the sensation of seeing a divine being for the first time in his life. Then again, for all of his efforts, Max was struggling to accept that this frail black-haired girl in front of him was a goddess. Yes, the air around her seemed to pulsate from the power emanating from her. Yes, he realized that this non-player character was thousands of times stronger than he was. And yet, he didn't feel the kind of veneration he'd heard so much about. Or maybe this was how it was supposed to be... As if reading his mind, Kirana surveyed the motley crew of players with a playful twinkle in her eye, and smiled.  
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, is friendly to you. 
 
    Kirana's Favor, a passive ability, has been changed to Kirana's Glory, granting you a permanent 5% increase to all your stats, and a 95% resistance to Nature magic. 
 
      
 
    "I am grateful for what you have done for me and for our common home, dark ones!" the goddess' voice resonated, yet was as soft as the murmur of a forest creek. "I see what it has cost you, and I am sorry for not being able to arrive earlier." 
 
    "It is an honor for us to serve the Mistress and the Great Forest," Max bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    No one had ever taught Max proper etiquette for communicating with gods, so he figured he'd err on the side of reverence. Having read a ton of adventure novels set in the Middle Ages as a young adult, he had a pretty good idea of how to act. Or at least he thought he did.  
 
    "Good answer, warrior!" Kirana studied him for a moment in silent contemplation. Then, seemingly reaching a decision, she added: "Much has changed in my absence. This whole world has been turned on its head. Agents of the Twice Cursed are gaining strength and violating its unwritten laws. Forgotten are the old traditions! Kin is waging war against kin! But I suppose you know that all too well, Gray One," her mouth parted in a bitter smile. "I see that neither you nor your companions have yet chosen a side in this war. And so I offer that you to serve me, and to finish the grand and noble endeavor you have begun." 
 
    "It would be an honor, Mistress," Max gave another bow of the head.  
 
     What else could he say? To ask the goddess some time to think? Nonsense! What if there wouldn't be a second chance? Being on the good side of such a powerful high-level NPC—and a divine one no less—had to count for something. And if he sounded like a pompous ass, well, that was hardly his fault, having been educated by the likes of Sir Lancelot and Don Quixote.  
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Restoring the Shrine II.  
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 77. 
 
    You have earned a new title, Neophyte of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. 
 
    You have 1 talent point to allocate. 
 
     Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 3 stat points to allocate. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 78. 
 
    The title, Neophyte of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess, has been changed to Adept of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. 
 
    You have 2 talent points to allocate. 
 
     Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 6 stat points to allocate. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 82. 
 
     You have 6 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 18 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. The dark elves relate to you with respect. 
 
      
 
    Neophyte of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. You and your allies are granted a 1% increase to your physical and magic damage, 1% increase to armor class and all resistances, and 1% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells. Experience gained by you and your allies is increased by 1%. If a party has several members ordained into the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess, their bonuses do stack, but no more than 40% per party. 
 
    You may now safely communicate with the second hypostasis of the goddess of two faces. 
 
      
 
    Adept of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. You and your allies are granted a 3% increase to your physical and magic damage, 3% increase to armor class and all resistances, and 3% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells. Experience gained by you and your allies is increased by 3%. If a party has several members ordained into the Order of the Goddess of Two Faces, their bonuses do stack, but no more than 40% per party.  
 
    You may now safely communicate with the second hypostasis of the Two-Faced Goddess. 
 
      
 
    You've earned an achievement: Marked by the Two-Faced Goddess.  
 
    Your reputation has increased. Fighters of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess and certain other NPCs relate to you with respect. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Restoring the Shrine III.  
 
    Quest type: hidden, chain, personal (the quest has been granted to a total of 9 players). 
 
    Go to the lands of Darkaan, find the temple of Kirana the Goddess of Vengeance, and lay upon its altar the emerald tear received from the goddess.  
 
    Reward: experience, increased reputation with the dark elves, epic scalable item of your choosing. 
 
    Attention! To complete this quest you will need at least ??? allies. 
 
      
 
    "I am still too weak to pinpoint the location of my temple," Kirana continued with a sigh. "All I remember is that it is located along the eastern edge of the Great Forest. In the centuries of my absence, the Great Forest was forced to recede before Darkaan's onslaught, which means you should look for it there."  
 
     So that wasn't even the final link in the quest chain, Max thought to himself. But... had he read that right? An epic scalable item for each of them?! For that kind of a reward, they would turn over every pebble! Of course, they should worry less about pebbles and more about the spawn of the Netherworld that had the Great Forest surrounded—indeed, those fiends were unlikely to welcome the search party with open arms. And those might not even be the greatest danger they'd face... But screw all that! What mattered was that he and his friends had been given this extraordinary opportunity; as for the extraordinary journey that it would likely require, they would tackle it later, one step at a time. With a sidelong glance at his companions, all of them stupefied by such a turn of events, Max replied for all. 
 
    "We thank you for trusting us with this quest, Mistress. We shall find the temple and do as you asked." With those words, he produced the fang received from Aeoli and handed it to the deity. "A local dryad asked us to pass this to you," he said, while thinking to himself, Why couldn't that girl just do it herself? Some kind of game laws we players can't comprehend? Or maybe dryads can't talk to goddesses? The devil himself would break a leg tripping over these conventionalities! 
 
    Taking the item from him, Kirana set to studying it. Suddenly the goddess' face became warped with such hatred that Max felt uneasy. A ripple ran over Kirana's body, and the next moment the stunned companions were looking at a six-foot-six knight in charcoal-black armor, a blood-red glow radiating from the slits of the visor. Max felt as if an elephant had just climbed onto his shoulders as a flurry of strange images flashed through his mind: dreary plains and crimson skies, the air drenched with death and desolation. A demon horde attacking a squad of plate-clad warriors, bunched together with spears thrust outward like a giant metal porcupine. A colossal arachnid-like creature impaled with an enormous Ice Spear rolling on the ground with a blood-chilling wail, crushing row after row of attacking foes. An eighteen-foot black demon swinging a flaming two-handed mallet as if it were a toothpick. The images flooded in, tripping over one another, until there was just one final scene: a battlefield littered with corpses, and a group of riders at the very edge, barely visible to the naked eye... 
 
    "Bastard! How dare he!!!" the goddess' yelp of rage yanked Max out of the maelstrom of visions just as he was starting to feel his sanity slip away.  
 
    He must have made for a miserable sight indeed, for the woman—if you could call this giant a woman—dialed it back at once, and Max felt the pressure on his consciousness weaken. Masyanya swore into the party channel as Ellanca dropped to her knees with a soft groan, clutching her head at the temples. Only Luffy seemed peeved, like an obnoxious teenager whose parents had just shut off his favorite anime. What if we hadn't become adepts just minutes ago? Max couldn't help but wonder. His gut suggested the whole lot of them would have become prime candidates for the loony bin. 
 
    "Urgot, that swamp abomination, took advantage of my absence to sic Cenatodone on this section of the Great Forest!" Kirana explained in a voice spitting with fury. "The Ancient Beast feeds on the life force of trees that cannot oppose the onslaught of the Great Swamp! Neither I nor my companions can intervene directly, but..." a small green rod appeared in the goddess' hands, which she then extended to Max. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Cenatodone.  
 
    Quest type: epic. 
 
    Use the Mark of Kohel to summon Cenatodone, and slay it! 
 
    Reward: experience, increased reputation with Kirana the Goddess of Vengeance, admittance into the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess (if already a member of the order, promotion to a higher rank), increased reputation with dark and light elves, unknown.  
 
    Attention! To complete this quest you will need at least one hundred level 120+ allies. 
 
    Attention! The Mark of Kohel is a personal consumable item with a three-hour limit on use. If Cenatodone isn't killed within three hours, you will have failed the quest.  
 
    Penalty for failing the quest: decreased reputation with Kirana the Goddess of Vengeance, demotion to the lowest rank if a member of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. 
 
      
 
    "Kohel was an archmage from the time before the War of the Great Rift. He had killed many monsters like Cenatodone," the goddess explained, now in a calm tone. "Sadly, Kohel was killed in the war, and this rod was given to me by one of his apprentices. The Ancient Beast is tough—too tough for you to handle without help. You will need allies. However, I will reward handsomely those who distinguish themselves in this effort."  
 
    Max accepted the small wooden stick, its tip shaped like a pine comb, from Kirana's hands. He examined it quickly and put it away into inventory. 
 
    "If we are to find allies, we're going to need to find a way out of this swamp."  
 
    "Yes, of course. Daevelnus will get you to Ellorian," the goddess nodded at a tall warrior in plate, waiting expectantly by the entrance to the shrine, into which the others had dragged the captive necromancer a few minutes prior. "You will report to him after Cenatodone is slain." 
 
     Another ripple went through her body, and the goddess reverted back to her usual human—or rather elven—form. 
 
      
 
    You've learned the spell: Portal Creation to the Shrine of the Two-Faced Goddess. 
 
    Casting time: 10 seconds. 
 
    Mana cost: none.  
 
    Cooldown: 240 hours. 
 
    Opens a 5-minute portal to the chosen shrine of the Two-Faced Goddess for all the members of your party. 
 
      
 
    "The best location to summon the monster is close to where you found the fragment of the Inexorable. Now, finish up whatever business you have on this island. You have thirty minutes..." 
 
    "Mistress! Forgive me, but could you help clarify what's written here?" Max hurriedly produced the scroll received from Phylatrim. "It appears to be some extinct, forgotten language..." 
 
    Taking from him the document discolored with time, Kirana peered into the fuzzy hieroglyphics. 
 
    "What's the world coming to," she chuckled bitterly, "when Ancient Elvish is becoming forgotten," the young woman traced a hand along the leather surface, then handed back the scroll. "Some of the lettering didn't survive the centuries, but you should be able to read it now." 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Mysteries of History. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 83. 
 
    You have 7 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 21 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Mysteries of History II.  
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Show the scroll to Redcliff the Whisperer, Master Instructor of the High House of Nightcrawlers. 
 
    Reward: experience, unknown. 
 
      
 
    "What's going to happen to the necromancer and all of them?" stepping out from behind Max, Alyona gestured at the Ravens' corpses. 
 
    "They will serve their master personally," the goddess gave an ill-boding grin. "Now, if that will be all..."  
 
     Suddenly the goddess' brows began to arch upward. Taking a step forward, she peered into the young woman's face.  
 
    "Taure yende?" Kirana whispered with incredulity. For her part, Alyona seemed quite taken back by the sudden attention. "You have a brother! The one confined to the plane inaccessible to your kind..." 
 
    "You know about Roman?! How is he?!" all the color seemed to flee from Alyona's face, and she stood there, breathless with anticipation. 
 
    Kirana closed her eyes for a moment. Her eyelids were quivering, as though she were looking somewhere far beyond the doors of human perception. 
 
    "He's doing fine, girl. Your brother is a great warrior! It was by his hand that Shaartakh and Nerghall have fallen, and he is the sole reason I've been allowed to return to this plane. When I met him, he asked me to pass something to you... Alas, the laws of this world do not allow such things, but that doesn't mean I can't give you a present from me personally..."  
 
    Kirana caressed Alyona's cheek gently, then took a step back, as if admiring her work.  
 
    "But how do I find him?" the young woman muttered in dismay.  
 
    "He will find you," the goddess smiled. "Farewell for now, and good luck in your hunt for Cenatodone!"  
 
     With a nod goodbye, Kirana spun around and made for the entrance to the shrine. 
 
    "Holy crap!" Donut was the first to break the silence. "So that's what the system message from before was about! That was a level 550 raid boss! Do you realize how unreal that is?! Even Xahrien sub-400 when the Azure Dragons killed him! I shudder to imagine what your brother has become if the gods themselves speak of him with reverence in their voices..." 
 
    "Oh, hush it, will you?" Masyanya gave him a shove in the shoulder. "Can't you see she needs time to process all this?"  
 
    "Right, my bad," the rogue put up his hands defensively. "Alyona, can you at least tell us what that present was?" 
 
    "Moonfire... Now your healer can dish out decent damage," the flame-haired woman gave a sad smile.  
 
    "All right, let's cut out the chitchat," Max broke in. "We'll have plenty of time to yammer after we get off this island. Everybody get your things and let's go see that spindly fella in a lime-green cloak." 
 
    "How much did you say was the reward for these bastards' heads?" Bonbon inquired casually of Donut. 
 
    "A thousand for the leader, and twenty each for the rest, I think..." 
 
    "Well, then, feel free to call me every name in the book, but I'm going to go get ourselves paid. I don't think our new friends will need, um, all of their victims' bodies..." the bald-headed warrior mused. Then, with a decisive grunt, he produced a hatchet from his inventory, and started toward the heap of blackened PKers' bodies. 
 
    "I happen to fully support our follicly challenged friend, even if he does get a sick kind of satisfaction from this," Masyanya muttered aloud, looking at the distancing Bonbon. "In fact, I regret not having a hatchet of my own..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    "How much?" Max exhaled. 
 
    "Why the surprise, young man?" the tall fair-haired elf gave a shrug without looking away from the glass he was polishing. "Mine are the lowest room rates in the environs of Ellorian. It is for this reason, in fact, that I currently don't have any vacancies." 
 
     "You call four gold per night a low rate? I stayed here barely a month ago, and paid only a silver coin for a room." 
 
    "Quite right, and you were accompanied by a mage apprentice. I'm glad to see that since then you've managed to earn the respect of my people," with the glasses finally polished, the innkeeper gave the late would-be patrons a weary look. "Much has changed in the past month. Tons of adventure-seekers and opportunists have been pouring in, driving up prices for certain goods and services by an order of magnitude. And two weeks ago His Majesty Larentyl ratified the Grand Council's decree to multiply certain taxes and duties by three..." 
 
     Despite the late hour, the spacious and well-lit dining hall of the inn was fairly busy. There wasn't any rowdiness, no drunken shouting or brawling; rather, all player conversations blended together into a continuous medley of background noise. The air was thick with tobacco, beer and barbecue. There were barely any empty seats, and Max was surprised to discover that he couldn't see a single player below level 50. This despite the fact that they were in a zone that maxed out at 20! Then again, he needn't be surprised—at four gold per night, and assuming analogous prices in nearby establishments, this place was well beyond the means of all but the most affluent lowbies. Four hundred bucks just to visit your private room! And that included the discount for being "respected" by the dark elf faction... Stop! 
 
    "Hold on a second. Did you just say there aren't any vacancies?!" he stared incredulously at the innkeeper.  
 
    "Afraid so, warrior. All thirty three rooms on the second floor are occupied," the elf confirmed. "Rooms four and seven will free up by lunchtime tomorrow. If you're interested, I recommend putting down a deposit."  
 
    "Does any of this make sense to you?" Max turned his gaze to Donut, standing on his left.  
 
    The rest of their party had remained outside. Bonbon, Rexar and Luffy had gathered all the flasks and had gotten in line for the spring, and the girls simply had simply wanted nothing to do with the building's smoke-filled interior.  
 
    "No more than it does to you," the rogue sniffed, then looked back at the innkeeper. "Tell me, my good man, how much for a tankard of beer?" 
 
    "To stay or to go?"  
 
    "In light of this new information, to go, I suppose."  
 
    "Four gold for a two-gallon keg. Freshly delivered from the western border." The elf's lips parted in a light smile. "Oh, and each keg comes with a free piece of advice." 
 
    "What advise is that?" Max chuckled, laying out four stacks of ten silver coins out on the bar.  
 
    "It appears that you intend on spending the night under the open sky? If so, then I must strongly recommend against building a campfire in Ellorian's vicinity. The latest magistrate decree set the fine at ten gold coins per every sentient offender, or a one-month sentence at a copper mine, with eighty percent of the earnings garnished by the treasury. Work conditions at the Caëntine Mines aren't the most comfortable, so if you must subject yourself to them, you might as well earn the standard fifty percent." The elf disappeared into a cellar, then reemerged with a two-gallon keg in his hands. Placing the keg on the bar, he smiled again. "Luckily, there's another option. If you're hungry for some hot food, the sucking-pig will be done in five minutes or so. I would be happy to serve it to your party alongside freshly baked bread and roasted vegetables."  
 
    Recognizing their silence as a sign of consent, the innkeeper hailed the passing barmaid.  
 
     "Maernie, please see to it that our friends are taken care of," he said with a smile. Then, with a friendly nod to Max, he turned toward the next customer. 
 
    "Things just keep getting weirder and weirder," Donut reflected with a chuckle as they were leaving the inn, twenty seven silver coins poorer than before.  
 
      
 
     In the meantime, the dusk outside had turned to blackness, and the night's sky had filled out with twinkling cobwebs of constellations unfamiliar to Max. From their position, the tree line surrounding the small settlement was a swaying wall of impenetrable darkness. The enormous moon—half-concealed by clouds—looked like a pancake ripped in half. The scent of forest flowers in the air was intoxicating. 
 
     There were plenty of folks outside despite the late hour. Most of them were players—rushing about their business, their faces determined and grim. The inn's courtyard was well-lit. A young and long-haired level 17 ranger named Erlic was fussing about one of the side structures, pouring something out of a burlap sack into a wooden bucket, a soft growling coming from his right. A patrol of four level 200 elven females came sauntering through the open gates.  
 
    "I gotta tell ya, bro," Donut said contemplatively as he watched the lithe powerful figures pass. "Something has definitely changed in this world... I feel like someone went and flipped a color picture upside down, and now it's the black-and-white side that's showing. Everything seems so slick and polished at a glance, like we're in some German suburbs. And yet, there's something in the air, something rotten that's causing the hair you know where to stand on end." 
 
    "I'm guessing you don't mean your head," Max grunted as he waved at the girls waiting for them across the street. "So, off we go to the woods? We've got a ton of food, and almost as much beer. After we knock back a few, I bet the picture will flip back to the color side. You coming?" 
 
    "Hold on, not just yet," Donut touched his arm, then hailed the ranger toiling in the yard. "Hey, mister, mind if we ask you a few questions?" 
 
    "For a few silver pieces, you can ask me as many as you want," the other replied with a slight accent, flashing a wide grin. 
 
    "So it's like that, huh?" the rogue was looking pissed, so Max touched his shoulder to keep him calm.  
 
    "With these prices, all he's asking for is a tankard of beer," he snorted. "That's a fair offer, don't you agree?" 
 
    "I wish I could spend it on beer," the ranger drew a sigh after deftly catching the coins that twinkled in the moonlight as they flew by. "I'm saving up for a decent bow, and that'll cost at least thirty gold at the auction house. As soon as I upgrade, I'm getting out of this dump and to a normal zone."  
 
    "An uncommon bow of your level costs thirty gold now?" Donut's eyes went round. 
 
    "Why uncommon? I'll take a level 20 rare, thank you very much," Erlic clarified. "The recipe is a common enough drop, and there's a shit-ton of crafters around nowadays. It would be even cheaper if the bowyers didn't need to buy ingredients for the bow-string from elves, and those pointy-eared hyenas are charging an arm and a leg nowadays... But I don't need to tell you—you've just been to the inn."  
 
    "That sounds pretty low to me," the assassin shook his head. "A weapon like that used to cost closer to a hundred." 
 
    "Used to being the operative word," the kid chuckled. "But don't get too giddy—at your level, you shouldn't expect to upgrade any slot with a rare for less than one fifty. Not too many volunteers to explore high-level zones and dungeons these days."  
 
    "Why is that?"  
 
    "Shoot, have you Slavs been living under a rock?" the kid took a seat on a nearby crate, shaking his head incredulously. "Fine, listen. Since the patch, any instance that's already been cleared once is automatically adjusted to the level of the highest player in the party that enters it. That's assuming the dungeon is of a lower level than said player." 
 
    "Could you explain that in simple terms?" Donut grimaced. "And why would you assume we're Slavs?" 
 
    "After working for Aulen for a solid month—that's the elf behind the counter you spoke with—I've heard every accent under the sun. And I've gotten pretty good at telling them apart. Hungarians, Bulgarians, Russians and Tatars do this thing when they draw out their vowels, and—" 
 
    "Tatars aren't Slavic," the assassin corrected him. 
 
    "Yeah, right..." Erlic scratched his head. "Who are they, then? It's all the same land... And besides, the point is you all speak the same way. Me, I'm from Sheffield, England. In my past life my father had a stud farm, so I get on well with animals. Got myself a job here as a groom, and I like it. But sometimes a bloke comes riding in on some monstrosity that—" 
 
    "Stop," Max stopped the kid's verbal stream with a gesture. "Go back. What were you saying about dungeons?" 
 
    "Ah, right," Erlic smiled. "Let's take a level 20 dungeon. The first time we go in there, all the mobs will be for level 20 players, with drops to match. But if any one of us goes in there a second time, assuming we're still locked out, then the dungeon's level would soar to match your level 83 while the loot would remain the same. Oh, and the drop rate would be cut to one tenth the usual. It all started happening one day before the great expulsion. People were pissed for a few days. Only whereas before you could log out and go bitching and moaning on the forums, your only recourse now is to head to the nearest temple and complain to the gods. And I don't see the gods giving a damn..." 
 
    "And what if the dungeon is level 100?" 
 
    "It will stay level 100, only the drop rate will still decrease to one tenth on all repeat clears."  
 
    "That's brilliant!" the assassin exclaimed ostentatiously. "For years the devs have been racking their brains trying to make life harder for farmers, and here's the perfect solution! You don't even need a monthly respawn anymore..." 
 
    "Oh, but the respawn time didn't change. It's just that you can only power-level there during the first clear," the ranger echoed in support.  
 
    "And what is this great expulsion?" 
 
    "Oh, that," Elric smirked. "You can't imagine the bedlam we've had here three or so weeks ago. You couldn't take a step outside Ellorian without tripping over somebody's tent. It was like a music festival, or a siege. Tons of people were flooding into Arkon from that other life. And if those who had played before immediately took off to other cities and locations, the rest of the arrivals turned this place into a non-stop party. Good thing the local trees are virtually impossible to cut down—the elves can only train woodcutting in Canlee, which is an 80+ zone—or we'd be looking at a desolate landscape right now. Mind you, Ellorian is no small town—it can probably fit half a million if you conserve space and let people sleep out in the streets, but this... Oh, and oftentimes the new arrivals didn't know even the basic rules. For many of them, this world was an exotic getaway of sorts. Except there they still had their maids and bellboys, but here... I'd already been working for the old man at the time. My father had given me a capsule on my twentieth birthday, which happened to be just three days before the patch..." 
 
    "The old man—you mean the innkeeper?" Max clarified. 
 
    "Right," Erlic said. "He only looks forty, whereas in truth he's Columbus' age by our standards. And he's no slouch, let me tell you. Used to serve in the Wind Talkers, and those guys are this world's equivalent to the Navy Seals or the Green Berets... Where was I? Oh yeah, you had to see his face when all these 'tourists' started complaining about not having a visor in their private room, or that they couldn't install Facebook and Twitter on their computers."  
 
    "Basically, a few things happened at once three weeks ago. The notion of private room ceased to exist, and His Majesty Larentyl the Tranquil lost his patience. Well, to clarify, the room remained exactly the same, only a million people can no longer enter the same room."  
 
    "What about going in, then coming out and handing over the key to a friend?"  
 
    "You think no one's tried that already?" Erlic snorted. "Every imaginable scenario has been tried and tested, but no dice. Even asking the innkeeper to pass the keys doesn't work. Basically, if you rent a room for a day, it's your private room, or a typical hotel room if anyone else enters it." 
 
    "What's the news with the inn, commander? And how long will you standing there chitchatting?" Rexar asked in the party channel.  
 
    "The inn is a no-go, but we did pick up food and beer. Five more minutes—Donut and I are clarifying some things," Max replied, then glanced at his watch and realized it was indeed time to go. "So what happened to all the masses in the end?" he asked lastly of the gabby ranger. 
 
    "Nothing terrible," he shrugged. "Well, I suppose that too depends on the person. If you were unable to pay your taxes, you were forced out of the city, and then the royal wardens and mages drove all the crowds into portals leading to the Caëntine Mines or the Vaalen Woods. Certain NPCs can build portals for more than just party members, you know, and the king apparently has plenty of those. Technically, nobody was forced to work against their will, but the alternative isn't exactly pleasant, so... The working conditions are relatively decent, both at the mines and at the tree farms. There's food and shelter, and you get to keep a portion of what you make."  
 
    "Hold up! What tax? Do you need to pay taxes to stay in the city?" Max was clearly struggling to keep up with the story. 
 
    "Didn't you see a squad of wardens when entering the zone? They were supposed to..." Erlic trailed off, and his face spread into a wide grin. "I know! It's your 'respected' status with our pointy-eared friends! Which is pretty incredible, now that I think about it—when did you have the time to earn it?! I must have come across less than twenty of our kind who were respected, and they were all well over level 100. But you guys are only in your 80s!" 
 
    "Don't get sidetracked, please—we've got hungry females waiting," Donut pleaded. 
 
    "Hungry females are a problem," the ranged winked conspiratorially, apparently interpreting it in his own way. "Anyway, unless you have paperwork signed off by the king or at least a prince, you're going to have to fork up two gold a week for the privilege of staying in the city. With your reputation, it'll probably be half that, but that's in addition to accommodation costs, naturally. And Ellorianeans don't take kindly to beggars—believe me, I've seen it. Get your tags at the inn, and the patrols won't give you any trouble."  
 
    "But we don't need to be here a week," Donut protested indignantly. "All our business here should take two-three days tops!" 
 
    "Tell that to the Green Guard at the gates," Erlic chuckled. "I'm sure they'll be sympathetic to your situation."  
 
    "I see," Max sighed. "There's no escaping greed and bureaucracy, whether in a real world or a virtual one. All right, we really do need to get going. But I want you to have that tankard of beer, after all," he said, handing Erlic two more silver coins. 
 
    "Thanks, bro," the ranger smiled warmly. "While in Ellorian, make sure to stay at The White Crane. That'll save you a few gold per person. The owner is a bit of an oddball, but a decent bloke just the same, and they feed you well. The location isn't exactly central, but I assume you'd sooner walk an extra kilometer than pay an extra gold coin. I can see you're not exactly swimming in riches, either," he nodded at the dents in Max's breastplate. "Strange times are coming, I must say. I hear travelers at the market talking of a demon invasion, or of a war with Darkaan. But then, we don't give a damn, do we? We're immortal now, right?"  
 
    "I suppose so," Donut shook the offered hand, then clapped the ranger on the shoulder. "Now, if only immortality offered infinite comfort, eh?" 
 
      
 
    "You boys do whatever, but I'm off to sleep. I can barely keep my eyes open." Ellanca spread a blanket at the root of a tree, lay down, and gave a pleasant stretch. "Feel free to plan world domination all you want, and I'll gladly hear all about it tomorrow. Wake me up when it's my turn to stand watch."  
 
    "That sounds good to me, too," Masyanya echoed her friend. "I don't care what we do tomorrow—slay dragons or rescue princes. I'll do whatever I am told. Except what you have in mind," she corrected herself at once, addressing the rogue who was looking suspiciously thoughtful. "All right, then, good night!" Blowing a kiss to Donut, the huntress proceeded with her own bedtime routine.  
 
    "If everyone is done eating, let's make a plan for tomorrow. It's one in the morning, and it's been a long, arduous day."  
 
    "If we wait till everyone is done eating, we'll wait till morning," Rexar motioned at Bonbon, who was still munching merrily.  
 
    "Keep talking, friend, you might actually say something smart one day," the bald man took a swig of beer and screwed his eyes shut with pleasure.  
 
    "Cut it out already," Max frowned. "We need to turn in Gaerryon's and Agralon's heads to the quartermaster of a High House. So let's decide on the House."  
 
    "Don't forget about the Ravens' heads, and the goddess' quest. Unless you think our crew of nine is enough to snuff out that orthodontist?" Bonbon reminded him. 
 
    "An orthodontist is a kind of doctor," Luffy chimed in, gazing at the midges swarming the magic lantern. "A dentist. Now, I'm no fan of dentists, but not to this extent."  
 
    "Can you set up a meeting with the Night Blades, Donut?" Max asked the rogue, opting to ignore the side comments. "But don't mention Cenatodone—just say we have important business with them. I want to see if they'll reward us for the heads before deciding whether or not to involve them. As I understand it, their clan is going to get a nice boost for killing that lizard, so I'd rather make sure they're honest first." 
 
    "No problem. I'll set up a meet with Vagabond or one of his officers. It'll probably take a few days, as I can only reach my buddy by mail. Every High House has a consulate representing them in Ellorian, but of them all I'll only recommend the House of Marten. Rumor is, that's the house with the highest number of players as members. Which means we can expect decent treatment. But you're going to have to go there alone—the guards at the consulate won't allow more than one human to enter. Which doesn't make any sense, since they'll give you the money for everyone anyway. But I'm actually interested in something else."  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "What made you think that Cenatodone is a lizard?" 
 
    "What else can crawl out of a swamp?" the warrior's face showed incredulity. "Unless you're expecting a fish..."  
 
    "And what was that scroll you gave to Kirana?" asked Alyona, who had been quiet all evening. 
 
    In fact, the young woman hadn't been herself ever since their encounter with the goddess of vengeance. Max realized that her thoughts were far away from here, probably with her brother, but he hoped that this state of hers would soon pass.  
 
    "An NPC gave us that scroll as a token of gratitude for our service before leaving the Sunlit Forest."  
 
    "And what is the House of Nightcralwers?" Donut inquired at once. "I don't remember hearing about them, ever." 
 
    "Both dark and light elves have seven High Houses each," Max began to explain, cursing the rogue's incessant curiosity. "Before the War of the Great Rift, that number was fifteen. There was some kind of conflict between the House of Nightcrawlers and Nakilon, the reigning king, and so they were banished to the outskirts of the Great Forest. The details get pretty blurry from here, but, supposedly, the forest itself stood up for the exiles and prevented their extermination. I don't know," With a sigh, Max took a sip from his tankard. "At the present, this House is at war with all the elves, regardless of skin tone." 
 
    "I think I either read or heard something about that. Are they the ones that inhabit the Wild Wood? The local zones are all level 130 and above, and it's not exactly a popular place, let me tell you. You'd better have a raid of at least a hundred before venturing out there. The Wild Wood is located at the ass crack of this world, and the journey there is both long and perilous. I don't think anyone ever even explored it in groups, but only a few solo rangers."  
 
    "See," the warrior grunted. "You know more about it than I do."  
 
    "All I know is that this place borders the Dark Empire, and that few people have ever gone near it. There's plenty of virgin territory around here, you know. The Great Forest itself isn't nearly as thoroughly explored as the lands of humans and orcs!" 
 
    "Why would that be?" Helliona asked, surprised. "You've got about as many people playing for elves as for humans." 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" the rogue gave a sly smile. "Let's take you, Alyona. Why did you decide to play as an elf? Because everybody knows that elves are beautiful," he continued without waiting for an answer. "Dark elves especially with their year-round bronze tan. Also, druid class is exclusive to their race." 
 
    "What are you getting at?" 
 
    "It's simple. Having a certain appearance and bonuses is one thing. But actually living in the woods, or underground like dwarves or drow, is quite another. Psychologists have penned plenty of essays on the subject. The statistics don't lie: nearly eighty percent of players who started out playing for the elf race would bolt for Erantia or the Orcish Steppe before hitting level 50. After all, even the orcs' lifestyle is more familiar for humans. The stats were even worse for dwarves and drow—something like ninety five percent eventually broke. In what should be a shock to no one, there are precious few who can handle living in rocky dens and burrows." 
 
    "What about now?" 
 
    "Now, everyone has been returned to their habitat. Their ancestral lands, so to speak," he chuckled.  
 
    "Tell me this, then—why is it that I felt absolutely no discomfort in the month we've spent living in the forest?"  
 
    "Ah, now this is where it gets interesting. My theory is that we have ceased being humans pretending to be elves. I think that we are elves... Though, admittedly, with certain quirks and limitations."  
 
    "OK, then! No more booze for you," Bonbon declared with a sigh.  
 
    "I'm nowhere near drunk," the rogue parried. "Unlike certain someone who's already downed half a keg. If you're worried about your wife, don't. Humans and elves have always been sexually compatible, so there won't be any major changes to your relationship..." 
 
    "Are you saying players in this world can mate and give birth?!" the tank inquired in a very different, serious tone. 
 
    "I'm sure of it. If the NPCs can, why not us?" 
 
    "Poppycock!" the bald man waved him away. "I've just drunk a few liters' worth of beer, as you so shrewdly noticed, but do you see me running for the bushes? It's the same deal with children!" 
 
    "Oh, Bonbon, Bonbon," the assassin shook his head. "How do you think the devs explained the absence of those physical necessities of yours? No idea? Then listen up, smart guy. They said that food and water is metabolized fully by the body—some of the energy goes to sustain the organism's vital functions, while the rest dissipates in the surroundings as magical energy. You'd need to ask somebody else how it's done—I never was strong in biology or physics—but in a world governed by magic and unconstrained by a host of physical laws, I don't find it particularly implausible. Essentially, every sentient being is a kind of generator of magical energy. If you think that sounds like gibberish, I'm not going to argue, but that gibberish comes straight from the game's creators. And the truth of it is on full display. Just think, as much as you like stuffing your face, you shouldn't be able to fit into any door. And what does RP-17 do after becoming self-aware? Not a damn thing! He simply leaves everything as is, but also grants self-awareness to the NPCs, equalizing them with us in that respect. And after all that, do you really think that he wouldn't grant his wards the ability to procreate?"  
 
    "If that's true, then this world is going to have a serious overpopulation problem," said Alyona, who had been listening to their exchange with full attention. 
 
    "Wrong again!" Donut chuckled. "Do you really not know that the Realm of Arkon is always expanding? Right now, Karn is the size of Australia. Eventually it will grow to be that of Africa, and then Eurasia. Remember the mention of new plans in the patch notes? Any idea of the magnitude? No, guys, this world will never lack for lands to explore and dungeons to unlock... It is a toy to last millions of years, and things like the twenty-percent penalty Kirana had spared us, and Toughness having a maximum value of 85%—those are the factors controlling for this growth!" 
 
    "Well, aren't you the philosopher," Rexar whistled with admiration. "But I suggest we get back to the matters at hand. I'm still struggling to understand something," he turned his eyes to Max, and continued. "How did you survive the encounter with the House of Nightcrawlers if they're hostile with both dark and light elves?"  
 
    "Um, that just kind of... happened," the warrior shrugged. "And then they accepted me as their own. Luffy even ended up with a bride..." Looking around at his slack-jawed companions, he sighed and began the story from the beginning... 
 
      
 
    "And then we—or rather I—decided it was best not to say anything for now," the warrior explained, eyes cast down to the ground. "We had enough on our minds as it was. We were going to tell you everything when the time was right..." 
 
     There was a silence, heavy and stifling, broken only by the slumberous crackling of branches of the mighty trees, and the forest owlets calling to one another in the distance.  
 
    "I'm begging you, Max, never do that again," Alyona spoke quietly. "There's never a reason to hide anything from friends. You do realize how much you've hurt us just now?" 
 
    "Well, uh..." the warrior stumbled, looking grim. "You know I only wanted what's best."  
 
    "Don't we always?" Donut said, then burst out laughing. He didn't seem at all perturbed by what he'd heard. "You guys, I swear..." he shook his head with awed disbelief. "At least now I understand why our mage has been so sullen lately. I'd thought he was contemplating the finer points of magical theory, but apparently his thoughts were squarely in the gutter!" 
 
    "Oh, bite me!" the mage snapped back at him, but his voice was drowned out by the uproarious laughter. 
 
    "I suppose congratulations are in order?" Bonbon flashed a drunken smile. "Is she pretty, at least?" 
 
   
  
 

 "Yes, she's pretty! And go to hell, all of you!" the mage downed the remains of his drink, put his tankard down on the ground, and folded his arms with a grave and serious frown. But he couldn't keep up the facade for long, and was laughing along not a minute later.  
 
    "What does the scroll say, Max?" Alyona asked as the mirth began to subside. 
 
    "No idea, I didn't have a chance to read it yet." 
 
    "Well, then, what are we waiting for?" Helliona urged him, clearly expressing everyone's opinion. 
 
    "And with feeling," Bonbon echoed, raising an index finger didactically.  
 
     With a grunt, Max unfolded the yellowed leather scroll. The text hadn't been fully preserved, with illegible letters here and there. Still, the surviving portions of the text came together into a coherent message: 
 
      
 
    ...sixth night of the month of tepid water, our mission was attacked while crossing the Heather Vale by superior Darkaan forces. Lord Aeric's orders were to fight our way toward Misty Thicket, and so, after repulsing the dogheads' attack and losing more than half of our fighters, we marched double-quick to our final destination with the pursuers hot on our trail... 
 
    ...returning scouts confirmed the destruction of the House's consulate in Misty Thicket... 
 
    ...our dwindling chances, the lord ordered me to keep the letter safe while he executed a diversionary attack on... 
 
    ...took the phantom pastures after fighting through the cursed web woven by the dogheads' dark mage. Knowing that my life's thread would break in the next several days, I hid the missive and headed northeast... 
 
    ...the curse is devouring me from within, I will not survive this night... ...will send the missive with Gyrt. He cannot deliver the map, so I went and hid it in the third branch, concealing the cache with Alvaric's Hand of Fog.  
 
    May the crowns of the Great Forest rustle forever and ever! 
 
    Farewell. 
 
    Ryhn Falanir aka Silver Bough of Syndahl, Adherent of the Fourth Paw, Exodus Mission. 
 
    Cave inside the Five-Finger Mountain. Thirteenth night of the month of tepid water. 
 
      
 
    "I suppose we should be rejoicing. A unique quest and a new adventure, and yet... I don't have a good feeling about this," Alyona said with a shiver. "Did anyone get all of that?" 
 
    "Some kind of mission from some High House went into Misty Thicket carrying some kind of missive to the House's consulate," said Max, ticking off the points on his fingers. "They were attacked on the road by Darkaan forces, who apparently have dog heads. The mission was headed by a lord who bid the letter's author to try and escape with their precious cargo. The runaway did, but not before getting afflicted with some deadly curse, and now his corpse is lying in some cave in some five-finger mountain. Hiding somewhere nearby is the map indicating the location of the thing that his lord had commanded him to escape with. Does that sound right, more or less?" Max looked at the focused faces of his companions, scratched his cheek, and added. "All right, then. The only thing I don't quite understand concerns this Gyrt character who was with him. Who was he and why couldn't he deliver the map?" 
 
    "I'm guessing it's some kind of bird or critter. I heard about elven scouts using trained weasel-like creatures. Let me have a look," the rogue reached for the scroll. Taking it from Max, he brought it closer to a magic lantern and proceeded to study it intently. 
 
    "Bingo," Donut pointed at a spot on the cracked surface of the leather, then at another one. "See these holes? I think those are tooth marks. The scroll itself must have been attached to the neck, and the creature had to adjust it every so often. Here," he handed the scroll back to Max, and gave a yawn. "No need to speculate further, I think. The mission was sent by the Fifteenth House, that much is clear. They'll explain the rest when we get there. It's the 'getting there' part that we should be focusing on."  
 
    "We'll get there one way or another," Max concluded philosophically. "In the meantime, does anyone have any thoughts on where to look for Kirana's temple? I checked the map, and it would take us a century to locate it without any specific information."  
 
    "Didn't the goddess say it was on the edge on the Great Forest, bordering Darkaan?" said Helliona.  
 
    "The border between the dark elves' lands and the Darkaan Empire spans roughly one thousand kilometers. Plus, if the Great Forest has receded even five hundred more in the goddess' absence, that leaves us with one and a half million square kilometers to comb through. The temple is probably decrepit and not easily visible from a distance..."  
 
    "Let's stop guessing and start sleeping!" Rexar sprang to his feet. "I'm content to put our fates in Sata's hands—that's the name of the goddess of luck, right? Especially since she and our commander are on friendly terms." 
 
    "You're right," the warrior nodded in agreement. "We won't get anywhere tonight, so let's get some rest. We stand watch in pairs, standard schedule. We rise at oh eight hundred. Good night." 
 
     Sleep wouldn't come easily for Max on this night. The dead girl, the gloomy shrine of the dark god, the necromancer's derisive smirk—all the episodes of the past day raced through his mind, bringing little joy. The more the warrior tried to shake off the dread and fall asleep, the more he felt as though he were missing something important... Mercifully, there came a point when the visions faded, and Max succumbed to a restless, tumultuous slumber. And instead of the familiar twilit forest, he dreamed of a giant cobalt-colored bird... 
 
     When he awoke, the folds of morning fog were gradually retreating from the meadow into the woods, leaving behind large droplets of dew hanging off stalks of emerald-green grass that dazzled in the morning sun. Dew... Dew was the reason he hated waking up in the morning. He might be feeling differently if he were wearing rustproof mithril, but his half-iron, half-steel suit of armor needed to be cleaned with a clean dry rag every morning so as to prevent rusting. Not to mention, waking up in the grass made him feel as though he'd been hosed down in his sleep—suffice it to say, the sensation was hardly pleasant. The warrior washed himself using a bucket of water prepared the night before, and joined the rest of the party as they broke their fast on plain but hearty food. Once done with the meal, Max started to reach for a rollie when he noticed Alyona's alarmed glance at something behind him. He sprang to his feet and turned around. 
 
    Walking toward the camp from a line of bushes some thirty yards away was a level 90 dark elf warrior. His name, Kevin, glowed with an ominous color—the color red. He walked with his hands in front of him, palms open to signify his ostensibly peaceful intentions. He drew a doleful sigh as the party readied itself for combat anyway, but kept walking. Stopping twenty feet away from them, he spoke: 
 
    "We... I'm not here to hurt you. I simply want to buy a bit of food." 
 
    "Two more in the bushes on our right," Rexar said in the party channel. Bonbon took a step forward, raising his shield to block the healers standing directly behind him.  
 
    "Easy," Max commanded in the party channel. Sizing up the dark elf, he asked: 
 
    "And the two in the bushes—are they hungry, too?" 
 
    "Aye, they are," the warrior replied calmly. "If you decide to attack me, they will just leave."  
 
    "A priestess and a ranger, levels 90 and 91," Donut reported in the party channel. "That is all. I would need five seconds for the priestess, no more..."  
 
    "Stand down for now," Max grunted. "Let's find out what they really want." 
 
    "It's true, all we want is food! And we're willing to pay twice its worth," a frail raven-haired elven female stepped out of the bushes, looking defiantly at the warrior who had spun toward her. "Oh, quit it," she waved a dismissive hand in response to his withering look. "There are nine of them, including a stealthed rogue in the bushes, and that one is a ranger. If they want to kill us, there's nothing we can do to stop them. The location is swarming with guards, and we wouldn't get far even if we tried."  
 
    "You're pretty weird for PKers," Max grunted musingly, somewhat bemused by the tirade. "If you're in need of food, why not just take it from somebody?" 
 
    "And have two more weeks per corpse added to our redness? Thanks, but no thanks—we've got a month of hiding in the bushes already, and we're not looking for any extensions," spat out a tall fair-haired ranger named Alex, emerging out of the bushes after the girl. "We're nine levels away from a portal, but we can't get there in this newbie zone. And all the zone's exits are guarded by level 200 wardens—no way we can get by them," he shook his head, then looked right at Max. "You can tell your rogue that I see him. And dismantling traps from under his feet is getting tiring. My anti-stealth talents are maxed out—I've been mostly PvPing in the arena, so..." he turned toward the assassin's translucent silhouette, smiled and winked. 
 
    "Sorry, bro... that was dumb of me," the rogue returned the smile upon leaving stealth. "I had no idea you were so badass. "This guy really is tough as nails," Donut reported into the channel, his eyes boring into the ranger. "More than three hundred arena victories, and at least two epics in his gear. If things get hairy, Luffy, you sheep the priestess. Rexar, you stun the warrior, and we all focus fire on him. Of course, there's no reason to lay their cards on the table if their intentions were hostile to begin with..." 
 
    "We're not here to attack you, folks. Three against nine are crummy odds, even with all my badassery," the blondie spoke calmly. "We're not PKers—we simply fell for a stupid trap."  
 
    "Give these guys the leftovers, Bonbon. We'll pick up more grub in town, but they have another month of guerilla warfare ahead from what I understand," Max decided.  
 
    "Thank you," the ranger nodded as Bonbon handed over all the food left over from breakfast. "How much do we owe you?"  
 
    "Nothing! Instead, won't you tell us about that trap?"  
 
    "It's a long story," the ranger said with a sigh. 
 
    "It's all right, we've got time," Max pressed on. "Besides, if whoever or whatever has got you might be a danger to us, I'd like to know about it in advance."  
 
    "Fair enough, but we're going to eat during the story, all right? It's been a day without food—our Toughness will start ticking away soon."  
 
    Alex handed out portions of food to his companions, then settled on a fallen tree trunk.  
 
    "We're from Seattle. Merit is my cousin, and Kevin her fiancé. I've been playing for a little over a year, and they joined about three months later. Experience comes half as fast in the arena, so I didn't quite make it to 100. When the shit hit the fan, my teammates were scattered all over: two to Vaedarr, one to the dwarves in Kfar Hator, and the last one to the spiders in Louu. That's slang for drow, for those who didn't know. For my sister here," he looked at the black-haired priestess and smiled, "this life definitely beats that other one. PvP is in crisis mode—nearly all the arena junkies have quit. Everyone has got their own pain threshold, and though there are no penalties for dying in an arena battle, the sensations are hardly pleasant, believe you me. Whereas before NPCs never fought in the arena or in battlegrounds—aside from those written into a script, obviously—nowadays they rule the roost. Level scaling is gone, meaning I can just as easily encounter a level 200 elite as one in my level range. Even those around my level are a nuisance since they're almost always either Wind Talkers or Green Wardens." Taking a sip of beer from the bronze tankard, Alex shut his eyes for a moment, savoring the taste. "We were lucky that Merit and Kevin had picked dark elves—that's essentially how our trio came about. Tank, dps and heals—I couldn't have planned it better! After the patch we made straight for Azharis, where the locations are all in the 80-100 level range. It's swarming with other dark elves, but there's still plenty of opportunity for questing and leveling. It was there that we met those two: Hikki and Ngae. They claimed to be Korean, though I knew right away they were lying. Three of my arena teammates were from Korea, so I could tell. They were either pretenders or genuine fans of the culture. Anyway, that's not important now."  
 
    Finished with his food, Alex rummaged in his inventory for a black pipe, then put it down with a sigh. 
 
    "Here, enjoy," Max handed him a tobacco pouch with a smile. "And I thought Americans didn't smoke anymore—at least according to CNN."  
 
    "Thanks, bro," the ranger grunted appreciatively. "If you listen to CNN, you'll think Americans don't smoke, don't drink, work nine to five, and live in suburban homes behind white picket fences with 2.3 kids and a dog. Don't put too much stock in all that, is what I'm saying. Plenty of folks still smoke, and that's especially true in Arkon." 
 
    The ranger filled his pipe and lit up. After taking a few ravenous drags, he exhaled the smoke through his teeth with gusto.  
 
    "This shit always happens when you least expect it... We ran out of both food and tobacco yesterday while in a caravan." He sighed again, and continued his story. "Anyway, we accepted those two into our party—five beats three every time, after all. With a frost mage and a rogue, our damage output blew up. They seemed to be good people at the time, but then... We stumbled into a rare quest chain—like, crazy lucky stuff by today's standards. Nothing particularly interesting or extraordinary in terms of content: a ransacked campsite of some elven expedition culminating in a small instance designed for precisely a party of five."  
 
    "You say nothing interesting. I say those beetles will haunt my nightmares for the next month," the priestess said with a shiver. "And those half-digested corpses in the cobwebs..." 
 
    "Well, yes, the dungeon was pretty high on atmosphere," the ranger grinned. "But that's not the point. The final boss dropped a rare level 90 priest chestguard, the exact one she's wearing now," he motioned at his sister and continued. "Merit had maybe a few hundred XP points left till 90, so she threw it into her bag. For reference, the chestguard goes for about a hundred gold at the auction house if priced to sell. That must have been the main reason for the shitstorm that ensued." 
 
    "I don't understand," Max shook his head, confused. "You got the chestguard, and it's your names that got dyed red... Or were there problems with divvying up the loot?" 
 
    "No, nothing like that," Alex said, pausing for a moment. "The five of us were all different classes, and we'd agreed at the very beginning that loot would be awarded based on specialization. Money would be split evenly, including proceeds from the auction house for gear no one needed." The young man shot a vexed glance toward the bushes from which his group had emerged, then took a deep drag and exhaled the smoke. "I had the sense Hikki's behavior was off after clearing the instance, but I couldn't have imagined they would try what they did. The final quest needed to be turned in to a hermit about a mile north of the dungeon—he wanted the final boss' chitin and mandibles for his apiary. That was actually what the lost expedition from Azharis had been after in the first place. The elf paid us ten gold each plus a few trinkets. Merit dinged ninety, but didn't immediately equip her new chest. If we only knew... We set out and made camp maybe a quarter mile from here, near a small creek. Now I understand why those two had insisted on skipping an inn," the ranger drew another sigh. "Supply runs were always on me on account of my increased speed on woody terrain, and if it weren't for three bushes of starleaf... I'm working on my alchemy and herbalism, and starleaf is a fairly rare herb even in 90+ locations, let alone here. I was ecstatic to have come across it, so I got down to work. The harvesting process takes some time, roughly three minutes per bush. That was when I heard screams coming from the meadow..." 
 
    "The rogue, Hikki, tossed me a level 70 dagger with intellect, asking me if I needed it," Merit picked up the story. "The bastard knew I specialized in staves, and the dagger was pretty crappy besides. So, just as I threw the dagger back to him, he and his buddy left the party, and the system naturally deemed it an attack... Before we even knew what happened, the mage sheeped Kevin, and the rogue rushed right at me. I screamed..." 
 
    "You've made it to ninety without ever hearing of this scam?" Donut seemed genuinely surprised.  
 
    "Are you always this smart or only in hindsight?" the girl narrowed her eyes angrily at the rogue. "How were we supposed to know about these scams? We've never even grouped with anyone else before Alex joined us. We never expected those bastards to stoop so low," Merit looked down in bitter contemplation. "Anyway, it's no use rehashing the past. My brother killed them both, and now all three of us are PKers..." 
 
    "Did you loot the bodies?" Donut inquired of the ranger. 
 
    "No, we're not complete idiots," Kevin replied for everyone. "We have two weeks till our new status resets—looting their corpses would add two more."  
 
    "All right, then," the assassin threw his hands behind his head and stretched, his face assuming an expression like that of a cat catching a whiff of yogurt. "How long ago was this?" 
 
    "About an hour ago. We really were very hungry, so we headed toward the inn in hopes of finding someone to barter with," Merit explained. "Why do you ask?" 
 
    "A barter, then," reaching into his bag, Donut produced a map. "You show me the location of the tricksters' corpses, and I'll show you how to go from red to blue. Not two weeks from now, but today. On the condition that you told us the truth." 
 
    "Sure, I'd tell you even if you had simply asked," Alex sniffed, indicating a spot on the map spread out on the grass with his finger. "Right here, by the creek. There's a steep shoreline of white clay with shrubbery down below. I dragged the bodies into the bushes and hid them there."  
 
    "Excellent," the assassin nodded. "Now listen up. See this?" he pointed at the image of a small house drawn on the map. "That's the shrine of Setara the Winged, the goddess of justice for the uninitiated. It's maybe five miles from here. Your task is to make it to the shrine and shout 'I demand justice!' or some other pompous plea to that effect. That will put you under the goddess' protection, and nobody will dare touch you before her judgment is rendered. You won't be able to leave the shrine's territory either, but that's of little consequence. Then simply put a gold coin each into the charity bowl, slide your hands into the opening, and give your account of what happened. If you're telling the truth, it is highly likely that you'll be cleared of all culpability within a few short hours. But if you're lying, I strongly advise against taking this route. They say this shrine used to be something akin to a mailbox to the support team. Meaning admins would listen to the requests and act on the goddess' behalf. But now... It wouldn't shock me if the Winged Goddess herself administers justice, or maybe one of her servants. All I know is that this is your only shot at turning blue quickly. Surrendering to the guards means each of you paying a fine of one hundred gold per corpse—the fines have increased tenfold. And if you don't have the gold, you'd better be ready to work in the mines to raise it, which would take forever and a half, not to mention—" 
 
    "Hold up," Max cut the rogue short. "Why do you say that the fines have increased tenfold?" 
 
    "If you spent less time checking out females at inns and more times reading bulletin boards, you wouldn't be asking," Donut smirked, then turned to Alex. "So, are we good?" 
 
    "We're good," the ranger nodded. "Listen, whereabouts in Ellorian are you going to be? If your idea works, drinks are on us." 
 
    "The White Crane came recommended," said Max.  
 
    "I know it," said the ranger. "A decent spot, though I'd sooner call it a bear than a crane. You'll see what I mean," he grunted, handing Donut a vial of something. "When you find the bodies, position yourself upwind, about ten feet away, and sprinkle this powder. I'd left a few traps behind that will only despawn in twenty four hours. They're not going to kill you, but you won't appreciate the sensations, I assure you. Thanks for the good advice—we'll throw ourselves at the goddess' mercy and hope for the best..."  
 
    With those words, he rose easily to his feet and started northwest. With a nod farewell, Merit and Kevin hurried after him.  
 
    "Max, take the gang to Ellorian while Rexar and I do a bit of marauding," Donut said, turning to the warrior as the trio disappeared into the forest.  
 
    "All right. We'll wait for you by that statue of an elf with a shovel that's about a half a mile out of the city." 
 
    "That's an axe, not a shovel," Luffy corrected their leader.  
 
    "I don't care if it's a ballistic missile, so long as they know what I mean," Max waved a dismissive hand, and started toward the main road. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
     Coming up on the dark elf capital, one got the distinct feeling that this impenetrable thicket had been magically transplanted from the wilderness and plopped right in the middle of a blooming meadow. On his first visit, Max had been too consumed with finding Alyona to marvel at the grandeur of its defenses, but even now, gazing up at the giant trees and their interweaving branches that came together to serve as defensive walls, he wasn't feeling particularly reverential. According to Donut, these improvised city walls were thoroughly infused with defensive magic, making them fully fireproof and as hard as stone. In the event of a siege, the interlaced branches afforded enough space for thousands of archers and mages that, while enjoying the protective cover of the forest, would unleash a hailstorm of magic and metal upon any enemy that got within an aimed shot of the city. That might explain why, as far as Max knew from the history of this world, the dark elf capital had never been subjected to a siege. 
 
     The tract leading into the city was bustling, with small squads of wardens and elk-drawn carts moving briskly in either direction. Of those headed into the city, no more than half were players—evidently, the latest royal decrees and levied taxes were serving as a powerful deterrent against visiting the elven capital without a worthwhile purpose. I bet there's an hour-long line for any minor social quest, Max thought with annoyance. What terrible timing. He had zero desire to linger in the city, all the while paying a hefty fee for the privilege. Though they had saved up enough to last them several months of city life—nearly four hundred gold, not counting the thousand or so they were due for turning in quests—who knew what expenses awaited his group in the future? Masyanya had passed all of their money to Donut yesterday—the rogue's inventory was well protected against theft, and besides, it takes a thief to know one.    
 
    "Watch out!" a yelp rang out over the tract, giving him a start.  
 
    Moments later, a small cavalcade rushed past them and toward the city. Riding a white unicorn at the helm was a young red-haired elven female in green leather armor. The woman looked remarkably graceful in the saddle, her uncovered hair fluttering in the wind like tendrils of fire in the rays of the rising sun.  
 
    "It's picturesque scenes like this that make me a fan of fairy tales," Bonbon grunted, following the group of riders with his eyes. "If this were real, she'd be coughing like mad and wasting many hours washing the grime and dust from her hair. But here she can cut a dash and not worry about the consequences."  
 
    "Interesting. Is it like in the real world that only a virgin can approach a unicorn?" Masyanya muttered musingly. 
 
    "You've seen horned horses in the real world?" Bonbon feigned shock and horror.  
 
    "Cut it out," the young woman frowned. "You know exactly what I mean."  
 
    "All right, let's roll with it. I'm picturing a horse hoisting you up into a gynecological chair to examine your lady parts before deciding whether or not to let you ride him. Sound credible?" 
 
    "Gods, you really are an imbecile," the huntress rolled her eyes with exasperation.  
 
    "You should lighten up on the romance novels—it'll keep your gray matter fresher," Bonbon snorted, paying no attention to her insult. "Think about it—why would the devs implement such ridiculous restrictions? They need money, first and foremost, not your chastity. That redhead is probably hundreds of years old—do you really think she's never hooked up with anyone? What level was she, 250? And did you see how sleek those reindeer of hers and her riders were? She belongs to the upper crust of some High House, no less. So don't worry, you've still got a few years to catch up."  
 
    "Oh, go to hell," the huntress dismissed him with a wave. "Mopsy is quite enough for me." She turned a quizzical gaze to Max, but he was already shaking his head.  
 
    "We've talked about this, Masyanya. We don't know how the guards will react to your reptile, and besides, we don't want to attract needless attention. Let's just hand in our quests, drop by the auction house, catch up on sleep, clean ourselves up and split. Please hold off on summoning Mopsy until then." 
 
     Donut and Rexar turned up not fifteen minutes later. Their expressions were content, if not thoroughly satisfied, causing Max to deduce that though they had located the corpses, the haul proved to significantly worse than they had hoped.  
 
    "Twenty seven gold," the rogue reported. "A pair of rough sapphires and a dozen potions. The gemstones will fetch a few gold each, no more." 
 
    "You seem displeased," Max chuckled. 
 
    "Free is free," the rogue retorted. "But you always want more than what you get. Well, let's get going?" 
 
      
 
     The reaction of the guards at the gates to their party was rather favorable. Whether it was the etiquette inherent to the race or the party's reputation gains in recent days, Max couldn't care less. After paying twelve silver coins per person and taking a long passageway buttressed by giant branches that served as the city gates, they were finally inside the elven capital. 
 
    The interior of Ellorian, as with all the other settlements Max had visited thus far, was comprised entirely of wooden structures. Even the pavements resembled smooth tree bark. Native Marlorien were interspersed with cultivated constructions that rose as high as five-six story buildings but otherwise looked entirely familiar, like your standard residential dwelling. The devs and their sick imagination, Max thought to himself yet again. In his mind, artificially cultivated lodgings should look nothing like the typical wooden shacks and cabins humans used to build back in the Middle Ages. On the other hand, there was logic to this approach—how else were you supposed to accommodate such huge numbers of players and NPCs on a territory of roughly sixty square miles? Sure, you could force them to live in trees, but then the elven capital was never terribly populous to begin with, at least according to Donut. That would explain why the game's creators had designed even the exotic elven cities in a way that would be comfortable for the players. There was something about Ellorian that reminded Max of one of the Baltic cities he had visited on a business trip a few years back. Take away the usernames floating above their heads, and you could still tell players apart from the locals by their sudden, hurried movements, purposeful expressions and a dozen other subtle signs. Again, this made sense. For the locals it was business as usual, whereas his compatriots were still scrambling to find their place under the sun. With about half an hour of travel time left to the inn, Max decided to do something useful with the time they had. 
 
    "There's one thing that's been bugging me, Donut," he said to the rogue in a private message. 
 
    "Yeah, boss?" he replied, sounding somewhat juvenile. 
 
    "How did you know about that method you suggested to those Americans?" 
 
    "Well, for starters, I've been playing for a few years now," the assassin spoke evenly. "Didn't it surprise you that in two years I've only leveled to 31 while my buddy, the one that's in the Blades, is already 150?" 
 
    "I never gave it much thought. I suppose you could have been reskilled down to 30."  
 
    "You might not know this, Max, but only NPCs can reskill a character. If killed by a player, you're given several options for resurrection among previously used bind points. Just how badly would I have to piss off an NPC that they would corpse camp me?" 
 
    "Fair enough. Just tell me, then."  
 
    "All right. You know that different people play the game for different reasons. I've seen my share of dungeons and battlegrounds in other games, so here... Look, I bet I've amassed just as many kills as that ranger from America; the difference is, in the arena fighters aren't sent to a resurrection point, but are revived after the battle is over. As for leveling, there used to be an option in the settings to stop gaining experience."  
 
    "I see," Max grunted. "So you've been ganking noobs all this time?" 
 
    "Not exactly. I didn't attack players well below my level, and also..." the assassin hesitated. "I never killed women. I know it's silly to admit as a rouge, but it's true..." 
 
    "So you were Robin Hood, without fear and beyond reproach?" 
 
    "There's no need for mockery, Max. We all played the game our own way."  
 
    "I was just joking, dude..." 
 
    "You know, it's been instilled in me since childhood that hurting women is wrong. And, actually, I was part of a pretty close-knit group back in Vaedarr." 
 
     "PKing in a city? Are you serious?" 
 
    "Max, you're like a child sometimes, I swear... Every city has areas where the guards almost never go. There is also the sewer system, which is incomparably cleaner in the game for reasons that are quite obvious."  
 
    "Fine, but why level 30? Why not keep developing your character?" 
 
    "First of all, level 30 here is the rough equivalent of an average person back on Earth. It's all very approximate, to be sure, but that used to be the general consensus. Level 31 is when rogues get advanced stealth, making it easier to sneak around even densely populated enemy towns. If you learn the pathing of high-level guards, you have a pretty good shot at surviving. Of course, there's still the element of luck—or lack thereof—and sometimes shit does hit the fan. Still, being a level 31 rogue used to be considered the pinnacle of skill, and granted a certain status. And earning a Master Assassin achievement at level 31, which grants a ten percent increase to chance to crit when attacking from stealth, to date has been accomplished by less than a thousand people in the whole world." Seeing the look of surprise directed his way, Donut turned away, pretending to study the sculpture of a female archer rising from the fountain. "Yes, I became number seven hundred sixty five," he grunted in response to the silent question. "You would see all of this for yourself if we were in the same clan, but this kind of info is concealed from party members." 
 
    "But none of that has earned you any epic gear, at least that I can see?" 
 
    "Max, a character with over a dishonorable thousand kills on his record drops ten pieces of gear upon death. I'd gotten unlucky a total of four times in all this time. Procuring new gear in my case was fairly problematic, which is why, after Sage had so graciously redyed all our usernames blue, I wound up in Ellorian wearing pretty much only trousers. Having said all that, I never did get my hands on an epic..." 
 
    "Any regrets?" 
 
    "About wasting so much precious time?" the assassin chuckled. "No, not at all. After all, this is what led me to meeting you all, and Masyanya. You know, I've always been attracted to girls with attitude. I suppose they remind me of my twin sisters." 
 
    "Mm-hmm," it was all Max could muster, freezing still with surprise. His hesitation was gone momentarily, however, as he reached for a cigarette in an attempt to explain the pause.  
 
    "Where are your sisters now?" 
 
    "In Vaedarr, I told you," the assassin said, seemingly relieved from unburdening himself. "They selected the human race. Like I said, it was a fun crowd—a real motley crew."  
 
    "Are you telling me you were scouring the sewers with your sisters?" Max asked dubiously. "Are they assassins as well?"  
 
    "Well, yeah, we're triplets, remember? We were attached at the hip. And the girls were keen on tight leather outfits, daggers, traps, shurikens and the like." 
 
    "Hart almighty, every question with you is like pulling teeth," Max groused, trying to contain his emotions to avoid drawing the group's attention to their private conversation. Donut must have had his reasons for not mentioning any of this before. "So, the three of you were born at the same time?" 
 
    You're a genius!" the assassin seemed even more amused. "I wasn't sure you knew how that stuff worked. We're all twenty eight years old. Our parents had passed. All we had was our work and each other. Adult life can get pretty tedious, and games offer the chance to escape..." 
 
    "Do you miss them?" 
 
    "Well, sure. On the other hand, I don't have to worry about anyone looking over my shoulder. I was the baby of the three, by the way, the last to leave our mother's womb—and they never let me forget it... The truth is, everything is just fine with them. About six months back we purchased some land with a working inn. Not in the finest of Vaedarr's neighborhoods or anything, but a decent enough location—right on the bank of Aqasana River. And the fact that they're alone now," Donut gave another bittersweet chuckle, "is nothing new. Back IRL I'd worked as a systems administrator; Diana, the eldest, was a cop; and Erika, the middle one, was an army contractor. Which is to say, between the three of us, it's me who's the damsel. I'm not worried at all. Besides, with all the countless tunnels and dark corners in the Vaedarrean sewer system, they're certain make it to 150 long before me." 
 
    "Why didn't you say anything before?"  
 
    "What would be the point? It's not a secret or anything, but I try to avoid pointless chitchat. Even now I only gave you the story in broad strokes, leaving out the details, and only because seeing that guy Alex invoked a strange kind of nostalgia. If they do turn up at the Crane, we should try recruiting them. There's plenty we can learn from that dude, I assure you. I'd love to duel him, especially after I ding 100 and unlock the archery branch..." 
 
    "If they turn up, we'll talk about it," Max agreed. "Looks like we're here," he added, gazing up at the signpost of a white bird doing a strange dance in front of what looked to be an inn. The creature on the drawing looked more like a white crow posing awkwardly than a noble crane. "I'm guessing that you'd rather I not bring up what we talked about with anyone else?" 
 
    "Please. I'm not keen on Masyanya finding out about my past heroics," Donut sighed. "At least not just yet." 
 
    "Don't be a fool," Max snorted. "Do you really think she cares about who you were before?" 
 
    "You're one to talk, o Knight of the Woeful Countenance! Or rather, Knight of the Middle Finger, as Bonbon so aptly dubbed you. Why haven't you professed your feelings for Alyona? Or do you think she doesn't see the way you look at her?" 
 
    "Touché," Max chuckled. "All right, no need to get into all that. Let's go meet the innkeeper and see what the fuss is about." 
 
      
 
    The innkeeper was named Zurab. Just Zurab, and that's it. Hook-nosed, enormous, and hairy all over, his appearance almost seemed in accord with his name. A deep ugly scar ran across his face. The bear of an elf turned to the sound of the front door screeching open, sizing up the visitors with a heavy, dour gaze. Suddenly he smiled, and spoke with a slightly Turkish accent. 
 
    "Good day! Are you here for a meal, or will you be staying the night?" 
 
    The smile and voice of the white-haired giant gave Max the willies, as his hand involuntarily twitched toward his blade. 
 
    "Do you think his daddy is a troll? Or his mama?" Donut exhaled into the party channel, struck with awe. 
 
    "Both. And his grandpa as well," Rexar echoed.  
 
     The innkeeper's gaze stopped on Max, and a shadow seemed to cross the giant's face. He paused for a moment, then regarded the rest of the party, and said: 
 
    "Come in, come in, don't be shy," he made a welcoming gesture. "I do not eat my kin. At least not today. If the sight of me didn't send you running away screaming, I reckon we'll get along." 
 
     The inn's prices turned out to be quite reasonable indeed. There were vacancies, and the group ended up renting three rooms at two gold per room, per day. One for Helliona and Rexar, the second for the girls, and the third for the four guys. Casting a disconsolate glance in Masyanya's direction, Donut mumbled something distasteful on the topic of unicorns, the gist of the story having been relayed to him by Bonbon, and headed toward a long oaken table.  
 
    The dining hall was empty, breakfast having long ended, and lunch still hours away. All of the inn's guests were presumably out and about, taking care of business. Much like its owner, the inn's menu had an unmistakably Mediterranean quality; despite the dishes carrying original names and descriptions, they still felt quite familiar. Max decided on indulging himself with a portion of beer and the local equivalent of strawberry punch. The girls all ordered a cola, referred to as "kuhalo" by the locals, without coordinating their orders beforehand.  
 
    "A telling name for a beverage, wouldn't you say?" Bonbon remarked about their choice. "Almost rhymes with 'guano'... Who'd like to venture a guess what they carbonate it with?" 
 
    His witticism went unappreciated, or at least ignored. The food was brought pretty quickly by a comely barmaid. After wiping non-existent crumbs off the scratched tabletop, she brought over a stack of wooden plates, hoisted a huge bowl of roast meat in the center, and withdrew without saying a word.  
 
    "Things are looking up, eh?" Luffy broke the silence, the first to finish his meal.  
 
    "Agreed," putting his plate aside, Max sipped on the punch and reached for a rollie. "I hope twenty gold each will be sufficient to see the city? The plan is still the same. I'll go see the quartermaster of the High House of Marten, Donut will write to his buddy, and the rest of you will explore the city."  
 
    "Helliona and I will probably take some time to review and allocate talents," Rexar said. "With all the leveling we've been doing lately, there hasn't been much time to go over everything in detail." 
 
    "Just try to keep the noise down while you're doing all that, um, allocating," Donut chortled. "Last time around you must've frightened all the animals in a one-mile radius." 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about," Rexar made a surprised face. "Besides, there aren't any animals around here. Oh, and keep your envy to yourself," he flashed a wide grin.  
 
    "Right, innocent as a dove, this one!" Donut returned his grin, then looked for support to Masyanya who was dutifully pretending that this conversation had nothing whatsoever to do with her.  
 
    Not getting the backup he was hoping for, the assassin sighed and turned toward the tank instead.  
 
    "What do you keep staring at?" he asked Bonbon. "You've even taken a break from chewing—an extraordinary feat in its own right. Or... wait, are you sick?!" 
 
    "I'm studying the local artwork on the tabletop," the other snorted, indicating the classic four-letter combination with his finger.  
 
    "And what is your expert opinion, o Bonbon the art critic?" 
 
    "The execution is sloppy," the warrior said with the solemnity of an Olympic judge. "But I give the artists points for creativity. Even I haven't seen some of these combos—it's rather impressive."  
 
    "And you, Alyona?" Max decided to change the subject. "You've been quiet for the second day now. Wondering what to do with the goddess' gift?" 
 
    "What? Oh, it's not that... What else is there to do with it other than put in on the action bar?" replied the red-haired woman. "I spoke with my aunt—once yesterday and again today. She's being hospitalized again, so I won't be able to reach her for the next six weeks or so. I was hoping to figure out what's happening with Roman—there are some details I can't quite grasp. You know me, Max," the girl pushed her plate away and looked at him. "I don't like talking about something until I've gained a thorough understanding of the topic. And there are points in this story that have been bugging me for weeks..." 
 
    "You mean the monster that Roman took down?" asked the assassin in the silence that enveloped the hall.  
 
    "Yes, but not only," Alyona looked around the table. "There's also Kirana, and a dozen other things that are muddy at best. I've been taking notes on a parchment here, trying to piece it all together," the girl reached into her inventory and produced a sheet of paper covered with fine handwriting. "Some of the information is available in the chronicles, but—" 
 
    "Slow down, Alyona. Let's start from the top," taking a sip of beer, Donut raised his hand, calling everyone to attention. "I happen to be the most experienced in the realities of this world. Tell me what your brother said, and I'll do my best to make sense of it, and to explain it as best I can." 
 
    "Where do I begin?" Alyona crossed her arms and gave the rogue a searching look. "There's a lot there, and I'm not sure how to condense it, or even where to start." 
 
    "Let's start with Kirana, then. Where did he meet the goddess, and what part did he play in her returning to this plane?" asked the rogue, clutching the tankard in his right hand.  
 
    "He was traveling through some cursed princedom in the company of vampires, led by a level 400 vampire patriarch."  
 
    At that point Donut went and choked on his beer, breaking into a coughing fit so violent that Luffy, who was sitting next to him, would spend a solid thirty seconds slapping him on the back. Wiping tears from his eyes as he recovered, the rogue took several deep breaths, then raised his eyes back at the redhead. 
 
    "Are you telling me that your brother Roman was carrying something so important than an ancient vampire hostile to all the known sentient races by default was his security detail?" the assassin made an obvious effort to speak calmly, yet notes of hysteria punctuated his every word.  
 
    "I'm only telling you what was said to me!" Alyona frowned. "And, for your information, Roman wasn't carrying anything. The vampire was taking him to some raid dungeon where my brother was supposed to procure some truesilver case. The patriarch was supposed to make some kind of arrangement with someone in the dungeon to facilitate the trade." 
 
    "All right, let's suppose your aunt relayed everything correctly," Donut muttered in a conciliatory tone. "Now... what happened next?" 
 
    "The goddess and her entourage attacked their party. All the vampires died. Roman gave her some kind of mirror that somehow ended up liberating her."  
 
    "What mirror? Where did he get it?"  
 
    "Kirana lost the mirror at some point in the past. And he looted it off the corpse of Shaartakh, whom he had killed in tandem with some human mage." 
 
    "Never mind, I'm an idiot!" Donut exclaimed, then proceeded to massage his temples. "Kirana talked about that—I guess I haven't yet fully recovered from that battle. Shaartakh was an Elder Demon of the Netherworld—there was a system message about his death several hours after the patch!" he clarified in response to Max's confused gaze. "I didn't pay much attention to it at the time—there were other things on everyone's mind. Alyona, you were telling us that some assholes from the company created your brother's account just recently, right? Then I am absolutely freaking clueless how a low-level character like him could have taken down a level 400 raid boss, with or without the help of some badass mage... That's just unheard-of! And I won't even bother asking how a human mage ended up in Demon Grounds to begin with..."  
 
    "You don't believe me?" 
 
    "I didn't say that, did I? In fact, Kirana's words totally support your story. What I'd like to know is, how?! How could the two of them have snuffed out a raid boss, and an Elder Demon no less?!" 
 
    "Roman said it was mainly the mage who was fighting the boss—he'd simply picked up the quest from him. In fact, I'm pretty sure it was the same quest that later took him to the cursed princedom with the vampires."  
 
    "Give me a light, Max," Donut held out his hand.  
 
    "I thought you didn't smoke?" Luffy snickered to his side. 
 
    "Be grateful I'm containing myself to tobacco," the assassin muttered, pinching the cigarette between his teeth. "It's like the old joke..." 
 
    "What joke?" sitting on the other end of the table, Bonbon suddenly perked up. 
 
    "An old army joke," the rogue waved dismissively as he lit up, then looked back at Alyona. "You really have no idea how unbelievable all this sounds. A level 400 raid boss is like a hundred—no, a thousand bonehounds of the kind we had miraculously killed not long ago! I don't doubt your words, especially since the goddess said the same thing, and she certainly had no reason to lie to us. Still, the whole story is about as realistic as a couple of penguins climbing out from under this table and dancing the forbidden dance of lambada for our entertainment!"  
 
    "Settle down, Donut, mkay?" Luffy gave the rogue a reassuring pat on the shoulder, then peeked under the table warily just to be on the safe side. "How about you share that joke of yours with the rest of us civilians? Might make you feel better." 
 
    "The joke? Oh, all right, sure," the assassin nodded. "This crazy little story dates back to the time when the Soviet army had the so-called 'morale officers,' which were deputy commanders in charge of political indoctrination. It was relayed to me by this woman I knew," Donut gave Max a pointed look. "She graduated a motorized infantry command academy in her time. You know, emancipation and all that jazz. So anyway, the main characters are as follows: the general as the academy's superintendent, Colonel Sokolov as his morale officer, officer of the day, probably a lieutenant-colonel—alas, history didn't preserve his name. And the mess manager—Warrant Officer Zhuyboroda." Donut coughed while exhaling the cigarette smoke, then continued. "Now, for those who might not know—if a regiment loses their flag for whatever reason, it is immediately disbanded." 
 
    "Right. Go on," Max nodded.  
 
    "So, the general returns from vacation, and the officer of the day reports to him. 
 
    "Comrade general! There have been no incidents during your absence, aside from Warrant Officer Zhuyboroda cutting his finger!" 
 
    "What?" said the general. "What finger?" 
 
    "His right ring finger, sir!" 
 
    "What did he cut it on?" 
 
    "On a piece of glass, comrade general!" 
 
    "Where did he find a piece of glass?" 
 
    "From the mess hall windows that exploded, sir!" 
 
    "What?! There was an explosion?!" 
 
    "A warehouse with ordinance blew up, comrade general!" 
 
    "What?! How?!" 
 
    "A cigarette butt!" 
 
    "Whose?! The guard's?!"  
 
    "No, Colonel Sokolov's!" 
 
    "But he doesn't smoke!" 
 
    "Oh, he's done more than smoke since the regimental flag got pinched..." 
 
    "Otherwise known as 'SNAFU'—Situation Normal, All Fucked Up," Bonbon declared with a chuckle. 
 
    "All right, let's focus," putting out the cigarette, Donut looked back at the red-haired woman. "Let's pretend the part with Kirana is all figured out. Now, Alyona, tell us what happened with Nerghall." 
 
    "I don't have any details about that," the girl frowned. "Roman simply said that he, or rather they got lucky, and promised to explain everything in person. I had to call again—all these calls have cost us almost three gold! Thankfully, he called me back. Anyway, as far as I understood, he killed this Nerghall not by himself but with his century of soldiers!" 
 
    "What?! Wait a second, you said that he founded a clan with a bunch of farmers. Where did he get a hundred soldiers?!" 
 
    "Not a bunch, but fourteen," the girl corrected him. "You weren't paying attention."  
 
    "Um... I'll be right back."  
 
     Slipping away from the table, Donut walked briskly to the bar, returning a minute later with a potbellied clay bottle and a stack of tin shot glasses.  
 
    "Who's with me?" he looked around the table invitingly. "No one? All right, but I shall indulge. If only to lubricate my brain into better understanding the information relayed by our sister-in-arms." 
 
    He filled up a shot glass, upended it, and reached for a baked apple. A scent of roasted almonds wafted across the table. 
 
    "Now, help me understand how your brother was able to accept NPCs into his clan?" 
 
    "What's so special about that?" Rexar wondered. 
 
    "I'd like to see you try and recruit our innkeeper, or even that low-level elf working the vegetable patches outside. Don't bother trying—you can't! Not without earning that right, which is far from easy. Why else do you think players do all these social quests and seek employment from NPCs?" 
 
    "Ingvar made my brother knight-lieutenant in his Order, granting him the ability to command a hundred NPCs. Presently he can command five hundred..." 
 
    "That doesn't surprise me in the slightest," Donut grunted, pouring himself another shot of cognac.  
 
    "Who's Ingvar?" 
 
    "Shame on you, Max, for not knowing your own god," twirling the empty glass in his hand, the rogue set it back down on the table. "Ingvar is the god of warriors, though I can't imagine the circumstances under which your childhood friend would've crossed paths with him."  
 
    "Roman recovered his wife's headdress from Vill's vault," Alyona looked down at the piece of paper before her. "Loaetia is her name, if I heard it correctly."  
 
    "That explains it..." Donut looked around the table. "I trust I don't need to remind anyone that Vill is the very bastard everybody loves to hate nowadays? The one whose sculpture our valiant leader Max crushed with his almighty middle finger? As for Loaetia, she's a light elf and the goddess of mercy and medicine, if memory serves me right..." 
 
    "Alyona, how did your brother get into the vault in the first place?" Masyanya turned to her girlfriend. 
 
    "That part I'm not exactly clear on, either," the redhead shrugged her shoulders sheepishly. "All I know is that he had to remove all his clothing, including his loincloth..."  
 
    "So he simply undressed and entered the vault of a Twice Cursed god? Your bro is a hotshot!" said Bonbon, eager as ever to put in his two cents. 
 
    "And you're an idiot," Alyona gave a compassionate sigh and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. "He was sent there by Bel to recover an amulet that contained the soul of his cherished pupil." 
 
    "Bel?" Donut giggled in a way that Max felt genuine concern for his friend's sanity. "So the god of thieves is also in the mix! And why not—the more, the merrier! If you care at all about my mental health, my dear Alyona, you will explain to me how Bel figures into this story. For two years I've been dreaming of snatching even one glimpse of him... They say he reveals himself only to those who are worthy, but what could your mage brother have possibly done—what king or deity could he have robbed—to merit the attention of the god of thieves?! Or maybe the two of them were sitting around one day, feasting and boozing, and suddenly decided: 'Hey, why don't we steal from that buttmunch Vill? You know, for shits and giggles?'" 
 
    "You're not that far off," the young woman smiled. "Bel appeared to my brother at some pub, and they did have wine, I believe. Though he was pretending to be someone else at the time. Anyway, he gave him the quest and disappeared. And I honestly didn't know he was the god of thieves."  
 
    "Isn't that precious..." Donut poured himself another shot and downed it, ignoring the reproachful looks from the women at the table. "Let's recreate the sequence of events that happened to your brother," he muttered. "So, he and Bel are chillaxing at a pub. Then, Roman sneaks into the vault and obtains Loaetia's bonnet, which he hands over to Ingvar who's also there for some reason. Finally, the warrior god makes him a knight of his order. Right?" 
 
    "Knight-lieutenant," Alyona corrected him. "And her headdress was actually a diadem." 
 
    "Oh, what does it freaking matter?!"  
 
    "It matters," the girl objected. "And he didn't just waltz into the vault and grab the amulet with the diadem. The passage of time inside the vault was all screwed up. Roman spent two months roaming through different locations and slaughtering a ton of mobs, whereas outside of the vault only several hours had passed..." 
 
    "He was killing mobs naked?!" Donut exclaimed, wide-eyed. 
 
    "What beats a hotshot? A superstar? Then your bro is a superstar!" Bonbon added in support. "Especially considering what he must've had to use for a weapon in his state of undress..." 
 
    "Oh, you guys are just horrible!" Alyona shot back, barely holding back laughter. "I didn't really get all the details, either..." 
 
    "Well, at least that clears up why the warrior god marked him—I'd be shocked if he hadn't..." the assassin nodded, already quite soused. "Moving on. Why did Ingvar send him to destroy this Lord of Darkness afterwards?"  
 
    "Also a mystery," the girl shrugged her shoulders. "Roman said that an undead army headed by a level 250 raid boss—a bonehound, actually—helped him take down Nerghall."  
 
    "Where did he get them? And how did he get them on his side?" the rogue was a pitiable sight.  
 
    "And it was Cephata who tasked him with slaying Nerghall," Alyona added, ignoring his questions.  
 
    "Celphata," Donut corrected her mechanically. "Well, that makes perfect sense," folding his arms on the table, he dropped his head wearily, and was silent. 
 
    "Who's Celphata?" asked Max. 
 
    "Only the goddess of death," Donut looked up at him with a mad grin. "Oh, and I should mention the only ones who can talk to her are elder necromancers whom she'd personally taken into her service. Guess how many players are among them? Zero! And if anyone else so much as catches a glimpse of her, they die," he explained, spreading his arms comically.  
 
    "That's not true. Roman spoke with her after Nerghall's death." 
 
    "I believe you!" the rogue broke into a maniacal laugh. "Seeing as she'd put him in charge of an army of three thousand undead, why not have a chat with the man after they took down a level 500 boss? By the by, did your brother happen to run into any other divine beings during his travels?" 
 
    "Well..." Alyona knitted her brow. "You mentioned something about Setara's shrine earlier... I think that she did bestow some kind of gift upon my brother. And right before he and I spoke, he was talking to Syrat—he's a god, too, isn't he?" 
 
    "For the love of..." Donut dropped his head back down. "Syrat, the god of hatred, is the other Twice Cursed God. He and his brother Vill made a real mess once upon a time..." 
 
    A long silence settled over the table. Max was the first to break—he kept seeing visions in his head of his childhood friend who no longer looked anything like the Roman he knew. With a sigh, the warrior poured himself a shot of cognac and gulped it down. The taste and burning sensation barely even registered. 
 
    "The regimental flag..." he muttered, reaching for a smoke. 
 
    "No incidents whatsoever, comrade general..." Donut said without looking up, matching his tone. 
 
    "All right, I've had enough of all this drama," Alyona said, standing up sharply. "Masyanya, please give me the key—I look forward to a good night's rest in a bed for a change." 
 
    Taking the key from her friend, the young woman headed upstairs. 
 
    "You guys... Not a... not a word about this to anyone..." Rising from his chair, Donut stuck a finger at the huntress sitting across. "It's not worth it... They'll send us to a loony bin... fry our brains with mental magic... Good thing my brain is already fried..." the rogue gave a drunken smirk, snatched up the room key, and stumbled after Alyona. "Imma get some sleep... Maybe I'll wake up and all this will have been a dream..." he mumbled as he began his wobbly ascent. 
 
    "Mm-hmm," Bonbon scratched his bald head, then reached for the bottle. "I happen to agree with our inebriated friend. No use telling anyone else. Let's wait till her brother and your friend get back to the surface, and then we'll all be one big happy clan. Those two kills alone have netted him and his clanmates eleven percent to damage. But something tells me he's nowhere close to retiring, is he?" 
 
    "I don't know," Max said honestly, shaking his head. "But fair enough. Everyone has been issued pocket gold for some R&R, so feel free to enjoy the city, but handle your business as well. Let's be ready to set out no later than three days from today."  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    "Did you forget something, nerds?" said Andrey Somov, nicknamed Rhino—a tall and burly seventh-grader and a bully infamous throughout the school. He spat on the ground, crossed his arms, and stared at the fifth-graders blocking his way, every inch of him radiating scorn.  
 
    "We are your doom, you ginger asshole!" yelled a scrawny dark-haired Roman Kozhevnikov, diving at Rhino's feet and grabbing his ankles. A hard yank, and the stunned hoodlum's massive carcass came crashing down.  
 
     Max didn't waste a second. A righteous hatred was burning in his heart—after all, just two days ago Somov and two of his buddies roughed up his friend, leaving him with ripped clothes and a broken lip. The boy pounced on the fallen giant, and started throwing punches. Caught entirely off guard, Rhino took a few hits before covering his face and attempting to regain his footing. But little Roman was hanging on for dear life, like a husky on a grizzly bear roused from hibernation. There came the sound of ripping fabric.  
 
    "His mouth! Tear up his mouth!" Roman shrieked, trying to get at the much taller seventh-grader's face. 
 
    Max was yelling something, too, but it was too long ago to remember... In the end, Somov fled in disgrace, leaving the field of battle for the victors.  
 
    "Why were you screaming about his mouth?" Max inquired of his friend, studying the bloodied knuckles on his right hand. 
 
    "What do I know?" Roman grinned, flashing an epic tooth gap. "But we sure gave him hell, didn't we?" 
 
    By boys' standards, Rhino had indeed taken quite a beating. A bloodied nose and a shiner under his right eye were no joke. No attempts at retaliation were made, and probably not because anyone was truly scared of them. Simply, after the fight rumors began to swirl that little Roman was a total psycho, and normal people naturally gave psychopaths a wide berth.  
 
     Max smiled at the memories flooding his mind, then checked the map—he was at most half a mile from the consulate of the High House of Marten. A gentle midday sun was shining, filtering through the green crowns of trees lining either side of the road. There was a pleasant cognac-induced buzzing in his head, and his spirits were high. If there was one thing he'd learned from his friend, it was that in matters of importance you had to fight to the end, hardships and circumstances be damned. Lay all your cards out on the table, and do it in a way that would make clear to all of your opponents that you are not to be messed with! Admittedly, that approach hadn't been particularly successful in business, but perhaps it would be more effective here, where not everything was decided by money? As for Roman, whoever or whatever he might have become, none of that mattered—he would always remain his best friend. Theirs was the kind of friendship that's only possible with someone who's been with you through thick and thin over many years... 
 
     Suddenly Max felt a strange kind of panic—a foreboding, uneasy feeling. The world's colors seemed to fade, and an unexplained dread stung at his heart. The warrior surveyed his surroundings, and seemed to locate its source. Several yards off the road, near a hedge marking somebody's private garden, a young woman was sitting on the grass, wrapped up in a black fox's tail. And she was crying. In the two months Max had been in the game, he had never encountered a creature like her. The girl was almost preposterously cute in her green coat and trousers that accentuated her lithe, slender figure. Not even the pointy animal ears sticking out of her messy mane of raven-black hair could be deemed a flaw. Spread out on the grass in front of her was a straw mat, upon which lay a disorderly heap of colorful small figurines, about ten in all.  
 
    A powerful mental mage? Max wondered. But then why isn't anybody noticing her? Indeed, though the road was bustling with traffic, nobody appeared to be paying any mind to the girl sitting only a few yards away, instead hurrying along to tend to their own elven affairs. A beggar? She certainly didn't look like one! With her name and level hidden, he couldn't even tell if he were looking at a player or an NPC. Maybe it was the alcohol talking, but Max knew then there was no way he could just walk past this teary-eyed creature. Stepping off the main road, the warrior approached the young woman. Brushing the long strands of hair from her face, he gazed into those huge pools of sapphire-blue eyes.  
 
    "Why are you crying sweetheart?" he mumbled, somewhat stupefied by the sight of her. "Maybe I can help?" 
 
     The girl's beauty was truly surreal: fine, symmetrical features, soft and plump scarlet lips, and dazzlingly fair skin that was in stark contrast to the locals. Both of her cheeks bore three distinctly black lines, the kind Asian animators adorned werefoxes with. Come to think of it, her fox's ears and tail complemented that image perfectly. But what was a werefox doing here?! 
 
    "They don't even see me!" the girl lamented, gesturing at the constant flow of passers-by. "And I haven't eaten in days!"  
 
    "Hey, I saw you, didn't I?"  
 
    "Well? Do you want me to read your fortune?" she sniffed, nodding at the straw mat. 
 
    "If that will keep you from crying, then sure, you can read my fortune," Max said with a shrug, settling on the grass next to her.  
 
    "Five gold!" the fox-girl held out her hand.  
 
    "Take my purse, why don't ya..." said the warrior, scratching the back of his head as he produced the gold. Screw it, twenty gold wouldn't fetch anything decent, anyway, he thought to himself.  
 
    "Did you think your fortune was only worth a few coppers?" the girl chuckled, the tears evaporating from her face as if by a magic wand.  
 
    "Well..." 
 
    "I am the finest medium in the city, not some charlatan the likes of those guys," she declared archly and without a hint of her former sadness, hiding the gold in the folds of her clothes while motioning at a passing patrol, as if the wardens were her direct competition in reading fortunes.  
 
    "Can you tell me about what's happening with my friend? His name is Krian." 
 
    "Krian?" the fox smiled. "Do you have any idea how many Krians there are under the sun? Can you at least pinpoint your friend's location?!" 
 
    She's right, Max thought. In the early stages of the game's development, the Realm of Arkon's creators had decided against implementing unique characters. Instead, every name was assigned a unique and hidden ten-letter code, which had proved to be a nearly insurmountable obstacle in his search for Alyona not long ago. On the other hand, if it weren't for this code, he could never be simply "Max" in the game. 
 
    "He's in some kind of cursed princedom that's in Demon Grounds. In another plane of reality," he explained.  
 
    "I know about Demon Grounds," the raven-haired medium nodded. Gathering up the scattered figurines, she immediately threw them back down.  
 
    There was a soft clapping sound and the smell of ash in the air as a small cloud of dazzling sparks began to form over the straw mat. To his surprise, Max noted that some of the figurines had changed shape and increased in size while mid-flight. It wasn't that he'd forgotten he was in a magical realm, but the spectacle was so visually striking that he didn't immediately notice that the girl's features were likewise changing, becoming sharper somehow, her eyes now glowing a sorcerous blue color. The werefox reached out and picked up a black figurine depicting a frightening horned male. Biting her lower lip, she spoke in a serious tone: 
 
    "There's more to your friend than meets the eye, Gray One. He must be the reason for all that's been happening to you..." 
 
    "What are you talking about? And why are you calling me 'Gray One?'" asked Max, his heart starting to race. 
 
    "I called you 'Gray One' because that is what you are," explained the girl. "Or would you rather I call you a Night Hunter?" 
 
    Max had long realized this was no simple fortune-telling, and the girl was no simple NPC. He remembered the system message that said only certain high-level NPCs were capable of recognizing his belonging to the Night Hunters can. Who was she, really? Royalty disguised as a commoner? A goddess descended from the heavens? And why was it he hadn't even asked for her name? Max wasn't known to make such unforgivable blunders when engaging comely representatives of the fairer sex... 
 
    "Who are you? What is your name, and how do you know that I am one of the Night Hunters?" the warrior hurried to correct all his oversights.  
 
    "You've never met a Tylwyth Teg female? We're practically family," the fox gave him a broad smile. "Much like your kind, my people populate the Wild Wood, and can assume certain shapes. By saving your kin, you have also saved mine, and for that I am grateful. My name won't mean anything to you, and as for the rest... Your friend has been dragged into a grim and dire prophecy, and since your paths are destined to cross at some point, you and his sister have been pulled into it as well. Your future now hinges on his actions. Make no mistake, the two of you still have your own destinies and free will, but I get the sense you won't leave his side in this battle," she said with a hint of sadness. "I cannot tell you any more at this time. And not because I don't want to—I simply don't know. Not even gods can see all of the future, to say nothing of a simple seer..." 
 
    "But how—" Max began to speak through his shock, his buzz irreversibly gone. 
 
    "Not another word, warrior!" the girl stopped him with a finger to his lips. "You've already sidetracked me from what I wanted to do." 
 
    "What was it you wanted?" he stammered out.  
 
    "I wanted to read your fortune. But you had to bring your friend into the mix, and I hadn't even known about his existence." 
 
    "All right, read my fortune, then..." 
 
    "Five gold," the fox held out her hand. 
 
    "Here," Max handed over the gold, feeling like a complete idiot.  
 
    Somehow he knew that he was about to be swindled, but he couldn't help himself. There was just too much charm radiating from this creature, so much so that he doubted any hot-blooded male could resist her.  
 
    "As for you, Gray One, you're going to be all right. I very much hope so, at least, and your eleven gold are going to serve as a security deposit of sorts." Slipping the money her the clothing, the girl drew closer to him in a fluid motion, threw her arms around his neck, gave him a peck on the cheek, and literally vanished into thin air. He thought he heard her tinkling laughter somewhere on the fringes of his consciousness as the black fox's tail flickered its farewell amidst the moving crowd.  
 
    "Hey, old chap, whatcha doing sitting there?" a patrolman's voice pulled the warrior back into reality. "Got a tag?" 
 
    "Sure, here it is," Max got back to his feet, still not quite having processed what had just happened, and handed the dour-looking elf the local equivalent of a permit.  
 
    "Are you all right?" the soldier returned the tag after passing a palm over the round scrap of leather.  
 
    "Yes, quite all right, thanks," Max nodded. "I was just tired and wanted to get some rest."  
 
    "All right, then," the elf grunted, turned to his mates and nodded, and the patrol squad was off.  
 
    What exactly did you get yourself into, Roman? All these prophecies, gods and demons... Swindler though she may have been, the fox had indirectly confirmed what Alyona had said the night before. It might take another binge drinking session with Donut to untangle all these threads, but he wasn't quite ready for that yet. "Tylwyth Teg," he repeated the strange name to himself. Another shapeshifting people, evidently. The rogue had mentioned that the Wild Wood was home to more than just the cat family, but many other interesting species besides. And why did she say eleven gold when he had given her only ten? Could she have been the same beggar girl that had burned down the inn?! Quite possibly, but even so, who was she, really? Max reached into his bag and felt for the piece of sausage he had picked up from that doomed establishment—a memento. Enough, no use wasting energy on guesswork, Max decided. Verifying his location against the map, he moved on toward his destination. 
 
      
 
     One of the doors of the opened consulate gate depicted a critter with dark brown fur and a tail. Like many visitors hailing from a big city, Max had never seen a marten in person, having only heard that the creature preyed on birds, squirrels and rodents. Yet, he didn't doubt for a second that he was looking at one—why would the elves of a house honoring this very creature depict any other on their front gate?  
 
    "Taure varno? What brings you to the doorstep of our House's consulate?" asked a stately fair-haired elf standing watch at the door.  
 
    "Good day," the warrior offered a greeting. I have business with the quartermaster of the High House of Marten, and I would be grateful if you pointed me to him."  
 
    "Ryhn Yssair does not sell weapons and armor to those who don't serve the Great Prince Goherym."  
 
    "I'm not here to shop," Max shook his head. "Quite the opposite, I have something that might be of great interest to your quartermaster." With those words, he produced from inventory a massive bone skull, roughly five times the size of a horse's, demonstrating it to the guard.  
 
    Times like these, the comical element of this world was all too apparent. Max imagined lugging something like this to some museum in Moscow... He would have needed to transport it in the backseat of his car, since he sincerely doubted he'd be allowed into the subway with a skull of this size. And at nearly sixty pounds in weight, physically carrying it anywhere would be an ordeal in its own right. But here, Gaerryon's skull took up a mere three slots in his bag, and felt no heavier than a piece of foam.  
 
    A shadow of surprise flickered across the elf guard's impassive face. He nodded to Max and motioned toward an elongated two-story log cabin to the right side of a four-story hand hewn tower—the main building on the territory of the consulate.  
 
    "Ryhn Yssair is in his quarters. The entrance to the treasury is around back." 
 
    "May I ask a question?" Max said, putting the bonehound's skull away. "What was it you called me when I first came up?" 
 
    "It wasn't me who called you that," the guard chuckled. "Taure varno is what our Father called you when choosing you to be one of his protectors. To my knowledge, you are the first two-lived to have merited this great honor. It was quite a surprise at first, but I see now that you truly are deserving of this exalted title."  
 
    I bet he was surprised, Max thought to himself, but didn't say anything. Instead, he simply thanked the guard, and headed toward the treasury. 
 
      
 
     Ryhn Yssair was a level 220 elf, short of stature and advanced in age. His dress was similar to that of the guard at the gate, featuring the yellow-brown colors of his House, the main distinction amounting to a fanciful and seemingly chaotic ligature sewn into the right sleeve of his top. Sizing up the warrior with hawkish, widely set eyes, he gave a nod and asked—in a surprisingly polite manner for an elf of his apparent standing—as to the purpose of Max's visit.  
 
     After taking his time studying the trophies laid out on the table, Yssair gave another nod and left to an adjacent chamber. Returning not three minutes later, he silently set a voluminous leather satchel before the warrior. One thousand eight hundred gold coins. Max saw this even without needing to count—the real mystery here was how the quartermaster had known the exact number of people involved in killing the two bosses. Then again, did it really matter? The experience gain was surprisingly meager as compared to the main quests—not even enough to level up—and his reputation with the House of Marten remained neutral. For a moment Max considered the paradox of being respected with the race as a whole, but only neutral with all the High Houses. Wasn't virtually every elf NPC already a member of some High House? Was this an oversight on the part of the game's creators, or was there a deeper layer here yet unseen? 
 
    "Would you explain to me why the High House of Marten is in need of such trophies, ryhn?" he inquired after putting the money away. It wasn't that he was dying to know, but he felt kind of awkward leaving without another word. And besides, it was a chance to ask questions of an elf who, if his position was any indication, probably had access to the Great Prince himself. 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" his expression unchanged, the quartermaster peered into the warrior's eyes. "By selling the trophies to us, you share your glory with the High House of Marten. The number of seats in the Council of Branches is limited, and their allocation is done in accordance with the accomplishments of each organization. Need I explain further?" 
 
    "So, the High House that garners the most glory will win the most seats on this council?" Max had only heard of the Council of Great Princes, but he wasn't about to betray his political ignorance. "And this Council of Branches... is that like a parliament?"  
 
    "Aye, that is correct," the elf nodded. "His Highness Goherym is a wise ruler. When your people have appeared in our lands, his adopted a shrewd policy that resulted in roughly one thousand of your kind wearing the colors of our House. Of course, only the most deserving merit this honor, but the opportunity is there for everyone."  
 
    "You mention 'my people' and 'my kind?'" 
 
    "The two-lived—how was that unclear? Your arrival is recent, and though you associate with us, your behavior more resembles that of humans. Which is confirmed by the stories of those we've accepted into the fold." He gave a somewhat bemused Max a flat look. "Yes, I know about the game, and that you all used to be human. And that you all had to die upon your arrival here. And it makes sense—the humans died so that dark elves would be born. What is so strange about that?" 
 
    "Well, if you know all that, then you know that you all, um..." Max faltered, not knowing how to finish the phrase without offending his interlocutor.  
 
    "Are you trying to say that we were all... computer programs?" ryhn said with a pause. "Nonsense! Every one of us remembers their life to the smallest detail."  
 
    "How do you explain all this, then?"  
 
    "The mages think that your kind have been placed by the Demiurge into the inanimate mirror reflection of our world. And the moment you matured for the migration, it happened. But does any of that really matter?"  
 
    "I suppose not," Max muttered, conceding that the elf had just articulated a rather viable theory. How many more of those would appear in the world before everybody would truly stop caring one way or another? A mirror reflection? Like a training simulator? And all the mobs and bossed slain before the patch had respawned... But the achievements had remained! Yet another paradox? Or... The elf was right—what did it matter?! It had been two months since they became dark elves, and the circumstances of their transformation were immaterial. 
 
    "You're still young, warrior. And weak," the quartermaster continued. "But the Great Forest doesn't distinguish its children for naught. Should you and your companions wish to take up the colors of our High House, that wish would be satisfied. Ryhn Dianel works with new recruits. He can tell you about all the privileges and advantages if you wish to—" 
 
    "I doubt that a Nightcrawler captain should wish to join one of our clans, Yssair," sounded a low, mocking voice that came from the door.  
 
    "A Nightcrawler captain?! But..." the quartermaster's face showed surprise and... fear? Subduing his emotions momentarily, he bent his head low in greeting. "Quel andune heru."  
 
    We're probably mere years away before they start communicating wholly in that melodious language, Max thought as he examined the elf standing in the doorway. With an open face, long black hair, a steadfast gaze and a white scar across his left cheek, he looked just like an action hero from one of the latest blockbusters. And then there was his level 421 and the name floating above his head, leaving no doubt as to the elf's standing at the very top of the High House of Marten. Max quickly decided against worrying about being exposed for the simple reason that it wouldn't have made any a difference anyway. Thankfully, the elf didn't seem aggressive; quite the opposite, the prince was studying him the way one might study a wallet chanced upon on the street. In broad daylight. Amid a sea of pedestrians. And stuffed full of crisp Benjamins. 
 
    "I am Orwil, head of the Umber Tails clan, and second son of the Great Prince Goherym," he spoke after a curt nod of his own. "What brings you under the arches of our House, warrior?" 
 
     At that point Max felt a sting of panic. What if he had violated some local customs by entering the territory of the High House of Marten without identifying himself? After all, presently he was being addressed not as a regular warrior, but as a representative of the High House of Nightcrawlers. Though he had been accepted into the clan—and not as a rank-and-file member, either—no one had ever explained to him proper etiquette for this kind of situation. It was only in fairy tales that characters could ignore social conventions and customs, and communicate with the powers that be as equals, and this game felt nothing like a fairy tale anymore! Max wasn't worried for his own safety, but he desperately didn't want to let down his friends, both old and new.  
 
    "I am Max, Night Shadow of the Night Hunters clan," the warrior greeted the prince, lowering his head. "I come of my own initiative, seeking to unload certain war trophies."  
 
    "The heads of Gaerryon and Agralon," Yssair confirmed in response to the prince's inquiring glance. 
 
    "I see," Orwil spoke slowly. "And since when do the Nightcrawlers share such trophies with us? Or are you in urgent need of money?" 
 
    "Probably since our High House ceased worrying about representation on the Council of Branches," Max replied, matching the prince's tone. As he said the words, he caught a shadow of either chagrin or regret flicker across his face. "And, sure, we could use the money," he added. "There's plenty of undead still roaming the forest—we could always get more." 
 
    "I'd like to speak with one of your commanders, warrior." 
 
    "I'm afraid that's not possible," Max said. "It's just me here in Ellorian, and I haven't been granted the authority to conduct negotiations on behalf of my House. And I don't know yet when I will be able to return to the Wild Wood." 
 
    "Oh right, you're a two-lived... But perhaps that's a good thing—I'm not so sure your kinfolk wouldn't misinterpret my meaning," the prince drew a sigh. "Nevertheless, we need to talk. This conversation would be in the interest of both High Houses," he added in a tone that would see no objections, then turned to the quartermaster. "I almost forgot about the purpose of my visit. What news of the armor for Little Star?" 
 
    "Cedyn assures it will arrive by noon tomorrow. Shall I have it delivered to you straight away?" 
 
    "No. If it's tomorrow, the lady will pick it up tomorrow herself," said the prince. "Come, warrior, we have much to discuss." With a motion to follow him, the elf exited the treasury. 
 
    Max allowed himself a sigh before following. Could he have refused the invitation? Probably, but why mar relations with the Martens? And besides, such conversations quite often concluded with the assignment of some epic quest. Finally, the prince had clearly implied that there might be something to gain by both sides.  
 
     They crossed a wide courtyard, ornate with flowerbeds and statues, drawing curious glances from high-level players training or going about their business, and walked into the main building of the consulate. Crossing a spacious hall with parquet floors bearing all manner of strange art, they passed four level 250 guards standing watch at the staircase entrance. The prince led the way to the third floor, then down a wide hallway, and into a high-arched door.  
 
    "Is father in?" he nodded to the secretary who jumped to his feet to greet royalty. 
 
    "Yes, master, he's talking to Lady Ailene right now," the latter bowed his head. 
 
    "Excellent," the prince said, and motioned at an ottoman by the wall. "Wait there for five minutes, Max. I need to speak with the head of the House," he added, and made for the tall beige doors.  
 
    Two truths would be revealed to Max in the next ten seconds. The first was that even wooden benches may prove to be unexpectedly soft. And the second was that Bonbon had been right in his assertion that one needn't be a virgin to approach a unicorn. As the prince got to within a foot of the main chamber, the doors flung open, and out came the same long-haired girl the party had encountered on their way to Ellorian. There was no question as to her relationship to the prince—the way he looked at her, you simply didn't look that way at a friend or sibling. 
 
    "Saesa ometien lle," the red-haired beauty said with a smile. 
 
    "Aaye melda," Orwil replied, bowing his head. "Some business came up, so you're going to have to dine alone. Oh, and armor for Little Star will be delivered tomorrow, so please pick it up when it arrives."  
 
    "All right. If you need me, I'll be at the firing range," with a warm nod to the prince, the young woman exited into the hallway.  
 
     It was quiet in the antechamber, and serene. Max counted four plants—none familiar to him—growing right out of the floor, and scenting the air with a subtly sweet aroma. Having no clue as to the purpose of his being in the holy of holies of the High House of Marten, he was content to just sit there and admire the beautiful furnishings and artwork. One painting in particular invoked an involuntary smile: Ivan Shishkin's Morning in a Pine Forest. He was hardly an art connoisseur, but this particular painting had been etched into his memory as the one he'd had to do a report on back in high school. He even remembered that the bears had been painted by Konstantin Savitsky, whose signature had been subsequently effaced by Pavel Tretyakov after purchasing the piece. Mirror image of this world, eh? Max chuckled to himself. And this piece of art is totally original—but of course! According to Donut, the Realm of Arkon abounded with such "fillers." There was a time when the developers had devised hundreds of quests aimed at searching for pieces of art. What boy hadn't dreamed of trying on Indiana Jones' legendary hat? Some would lose that desire with age, but where there's demand, there's supply. In some random prince's palace you might stumble upon Venus de Milo collecting dust alongside the Mona Lisa, or discover the fabled Amber Room in the residence of some dwarven thane up in the Kraet Peaks. Completing these quests typically required inspecting the art piece up close, which sounded easy but would occasionally be as difficult as putting down a big bad raid boss. Take this waiting room, for instance. In the history of its existence, how many players had been inside its walls—a hundred, if that? For the dark elves, a great prince was the rough equivalent of a governor back in the world of flesh-and-bone humans. There were two main distinctions between the two: first, a great prince answered to a king and not a PM or parliament; and second, a great prince wasn't slave to the soul-crushing bureaucracy and red tape encumbering virtually every branch and level of government. In his High House, a great prince was king and god in one, his decisions final and unquestioned. Back in his former life, the highest authority figure Max had ever met was a lousy deputy prefect, who had actually ended up being a decent dude despite various rumors swirling around the county. This guy, however, was the equivalent of the mayor of Moscow, so it was natural to feel a little anxious. Then again, Max wasn't some lowly foot soldier anymore. He had been marked by Great Essences, which stood well above even elven kings on the local hierarchy. Max smiled at the thought, then looked over to the secretary. Level 200, dark skin, slightly slanted eyes on a dispassionate triangular face. Max had seen and studied enough of his new kinfolk to realize from the occasional nonchalant glances in his direction that the fellow was burning up with curiosity. And who could blame him? Here was a random noob in nondescript steel armor awaiting an audience with the Great Prince himself! Curiosity, pride, courage, cunning... Despite the developers' best efforts, all of the races inhabiting this world had inherited many of the traits inherent to their progenitors, becoming very much human as a result.  
 
    "Come, warrior. Father is ready to speak with you," said the prince, appearing in the doorway.  
 
     Following Orwil into the office, Max gazed around and sighed. Of course, all executive offices had to feature some identical elements. A work desk, a conference table, art on the walls, and a rest area in the corner. Thankfully, that was where the similarities ended. Besides art, the walls boasted magnificent weaponry, while the bookshelves held gorgeous leather-bound folios. And then there was the construct in the corner assembled of bent metal tubes the purpose of which Max couldn't begin to fathom.  
 
     Great Prince Goherym looked to be the carbon copy of his son, only slightly aged by the streaks of gray in his hair and missing a scar on his cheek. Otherwise, the two might as well have been identical twins. Sitting in a plush armchair next to a coffee table, the prince studied the new arrival with interest. Suddenly his brows arched as Goherym leaned forward and asked with surprise: 
 
    "The Two-Faced Goddess has returned to our world?"  
 
    "Greetings, Your Highness. If you mean Kirana, then yes," Max nodded—there was no point denying it. "However, she doesn't wish to publicize her return just yet."  
 
    "Greetings in return, Nightcralwer," Goherym said, indicating the armchair across from him. "Things are even worse than I'd thought," he said, turning to his son. "Merdoc had predicted the return of the Two-Faced Goddess on the eve of the Great Invasion. We can keep burying our collective heads in the sand, but I fear that will only hasten the inevitable."  
 
    An elf female walked into the office, and the set the table with elegant wooden cups of smoking coffee and three bowls filled with cookies, and left without saying a word. The prince waited for the girl to do her duty and leave before turning his gaze to Max.  
 
    "Coffee has been brought into our world by your people. Nobody had suspected that this plant could produce such an interesting beverage—our alchemists have only slightly altered its composition. But this is just one minor example of the great changes that all those who have arrived from the beyond have wrought, whether directly with actions or indirectly with customs, transforming our peaceful way of life beyond recognition," he said contemplatively. "You are weak, and only a few of you will ever achieve true greatness. And yet, the hermit contends that you and you alone, meaning elves with the souls of humans, can avert the impending Darkaan Invasion."  
 
    "I know nothing of the invasion you speak, Your Highness." 
 
     Max waited politely for Goherym to take a sip from his cup, and only then picked up his. He had never had coffee like this in his life. While the taste and the aroma were indistinguishable from its Earth counterpart, the classic coffee from his old life had never given him this light sense of euphoria. Nor had it boosted his spirit and intellect stats by five percent for two hours, as the system log had dutifully informed him after the first sip. Not that it did much good for Max's character—his warrior wasn't exactly a brilliant intellectual to begin with. 
 
    "Would you cut that out?" the prince said with a grimace. "I realize that few of you are familiar with our customs, so you can call me Aratat Goherym, or simply aratat. As to your question, let me try to explain everything from the top." Putting his cup on the table, the prince folded his arms as he fell back in his armchair. "I'm not going to ask how you wound up under the canopy of the High House of Nightcrawlers. Nor will I inquire about the marks left on you by the Great Essences of this world. But I will ask you this: have you ever been to the Wild Wood?" 
 
    "No," Max replied honestly. "Everything happened rather suddenly for me."  
 
    "All the same, your blood will help you to cross the misty border, which means you can help both us and your people."  
 
    "Could you explain what exactly that help would entail?" 
 
    "You must report to the head of your House about the forthcoming invasion of the Dark Empire." 
 
    "But—" Max began to speak, but the prince didn't let him continue.  
 
    "Two moons ago several of Morrigan's ghosts appeared on the border of the House of Morning Dew. They said that the Ancient Gods had been awakened in Darkaan, and a large invading army is brewing for a campaign west." Noticing Max's blank stare, the prince proceeded to explain further. "Morrigan is the goddess of stealth and military cunning. All of our scouts lavish her with gifts, and happy is he upon whom she bestows her mocking gaze. Those who are ordained into her service are commonly referred to as her ghosts, for they are capable of infiltrating places no one else can, and returning with the necessary intelligence. The goddess favors the Ruling House, which is why her servants have warned us of the looming trouble. This information matches a two-hundred-year-old prophecy of Merdoc's when, by the will of the gods, Prince Anaryon had made it to the hermit's abode. At the time we knew nothing of the aliens the prophet spoke of, but it's clear now he was talking about your kind." The prince paused for a few moments, then continued. "The Ancients... also called Titans by some... What do you know about the Dark Empire, warrior?" 
 
    "Nothing," Max shook his head. "Only that it is home to humanoids with the heads of dogs."  
 
    "Not just dogs," Goherym said gravely. "What I'm about to tell you won't be for any personal gain. In fact, I would much rather not say anything. But I need an informed envoy, and not an ignorant errand boy. Should you lose my missive, you will need to relay the message orally. So, listen carefully and commit to memory as much as you can. The Dark Empire spans a quarter of the continent's landmass. Several millennia ago it was home to races typical of our world. But then, roughly three thousand years ago, three terrible beasts appeared on the southeastern edge of the continent. Valeph, Vaepar and Halephos, whom our people have dubbed the Ancients. Their magic had warped a huge chunk of the land, transforming its inhabitants from sentient creatures to ghastly monsters. The gods of this world were still young then, and too weak to prevent the Ancients from taking over Darkaan. However, within five hundred years of their arrival, a giant army of the transformed was repulsed on the edge of the Great Forest." With a heavy sigh, the prince reached for the cup on the table. "The united army of elves, humans and dwarves, bolstered by the gods, suffered massive losses but succeeded in defeating the transformed in the momentous Battle of Siruat Heath. The elves were a united people then, and we had the Mallorn trees, too," he gave a bitter chuckle.  
 
    "So the Ancients were killed?"  
 
    "I told you, at the time not even the deities were powerful enough to dematerialize them," Goherym shook his head. "But something must have gone wrong for the Ancients in that battle. While on the verge of routing the united army, they beat a sudden retreat—actually, it looked as if they fled in panic. Nobody bothered to give chase—our forces were barely enough to defeat the remnants of the transformed left over from their masters' sorcery..." 
 
    "Our forces?!" Max's jaw made an involuntary crawl in the direction of the parquet floor.  
 
    "Aye, our forces," the prince nodded. "In that battle I commanded a century of Wind Talkers. My father and my father's father both perished in that same battle. Our lives are long indeed, Max, and sometimes the Creator grants us a rebirth. More often, however, death is irreversible. But I digress. From the captives we learned that the Titans had arrived to Karn from Lemuria, the location of which is unknown even to the gods. But the most important piece of information was that the death of one Ancient weakens the others tenfold. Not that it could have helped us in that battle—the Titans were virtually invincible, and we were too weak to give pursuit when, inexplicably, they fled the battlefield," Goherym said, his voice laden with sorrow. Then he got up and walked along a wall lined with portraits, hands clasped behind his back. "Roughly half a century later we learned that Valeph, Vaepar and Halephos had immersed into a strangle, slumber-like state. The transformed had erected three cyclopean pyramids at the mouth of Styx, that's in the southern part of the continent, where they lay their sleeping rulers. No one, not even the gods, were capable of infiltrating the walls of those structures. Their slumber spanned two and a half thousand years..." 
 
    "Why haven't all of their followers been destroyed in all that time?"  
 
    "The Titans have fallen asleep, but not their magic," the prince shook his head. "No ruler likes putting his people at risk. And who would you propose invade Darkaan? With the elves mired in fratricidal wars, Torgar threatening Erantia from the west after unifying the free orcish clans, spiders encroaching toward the Kraet Peaks, and the gods with their eternal quarreling... And then you have Velial's armies that had invaded Karn one and a half millennia ago. To be sure, some of the gods made attempts to get into the pyramids, but, alas, they didn't succeed."  
 
    "And, as I understand it, the Ancients have recently awakened?" 
 
    "Aye, either on their own or at somebody's behest. I can't begin to imagine the power it must have taken, but it can no longer be disputed that an enormous army is gathering in Darkaan as we speak." 
 
    "But why do you think that this army will target the Great Forest?" 
 
    "Because that was what Morrigan's ghosts said, and neither the king nor I have grounds to doubt the goddess' messengers. A month ago I dispatched a truce envoy to the misty border in hopes of locating at least some of your kinfolk, Max. But I haven't heard back from them since."  
 
    "So now you want me to deliver your message to the head of the High House of Nightcrawlers," Max said with a nod. "But what is your true motive? I've lived too long and seen too much to believe in noble intentions unencumbered by personal gain." 
 
    "You think you're old," the prince chuckled. "But I will answer your question. Neither my kin nor the king's had taken part in the Kaerinean Carnage. If you didn't know, following the tragedy the Nightcrawlers exacted from Cloverleaf three times the normal price for each of their fallen. Two of the four Houses turned light following the War of the Great Rift, Nakilon is dead, and Dylaernus was slain by Kohegrym. There is no one left to wreak vengeance, warrior!"  
 
    "I know that Nakilon was the druid king who banished the Nightcrawlers' House, but who's Dylaernus?" Max asked, somewhat stunned by the barrage of new information. 
 
    "Dylaernus was the Great Prince of the House of Eventide. He and Nakilon were both survivors of the Kaerinean Carnage. The four High Houses that came out against the House of Nightcrawlers were dubbed Cloverleaf. Two Great Princes perished in the ensuing battle, along with Great Prince Laorayne. Seven months after that, his son Kohegrym took his revenge on Dylaernus for the death of his father." 
 
    "What brought on the conflict in the first place? What did the king have against our House?" 
 
    "That is a long story, Max, but one that I will gladly share with you following your return from your Great Prince with an answer. For now, I will only say that one of the reasons was probably the fact that Kohegrym had a stronger claim to the crown that Nakilon's own daughter, Amelia. Let's save the rest for later—I'd rather not delve into the intricacies of elven politics at this time. Take a look at this," sitting back in his chair, the prince moved the cups to the side, and unfolded a medium-sized map. "This is the Wild Wood," he said, pointing out a piece of land in the eastern section of the Great Forest. "The Darkaan army is likely to march from the southeast, which puts your kin right in their path. I doubt that the Misty Border will stop the Ancients. There's too much bad blood between us and our light brethren to forge any sort of meaningful alliance, even in the face of common danger. I'm even grateful to the demons for blocking off our borders. And there's been plenty of discord between us and humans over the recent centuries. Having said all that, they have succeeded in repelling the Dark Empire's army once," Goherym turned to the portraits on the wall, "so why can't we? At the very least, we owe it to them—to the memory of their noble sacrifice—to try. Do you see now the gravity of the task I wish to entrust upon you, warrior?" 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Peacemaker.  
 
    Quest type: unique. 
 
    Deliver Great Prince Goherym's message to the head of the High House of Nightcrawlers in the Wild Wood. 
 
    Reward: experience, variable, increased reputation with the dark elves, increased reputation with the High House of Marten, increased reputation with the High House of Morning Dew. 
 
    Attention! Reputation with the dark elves, the High Houses of Marten and Morning Dew will drop to unfriendly for refusing or failing to complete the quest. 
 
    Attention! The time for completing this quest is limited. The quest must be completed within three months. 
 
      
 
    "You are aware of how difficult it will be for my party to reach the Wild Wood?" Max asked the prince, having accepted the quest. 
 
    "Believe me, that is the least of the difficulties standing before you," Goherym said to him. "When you and your friends are ready to set out to the Misty Border, let Orwil know," the prince gestured at his son, who had been keeping mum all this time. "He will give you supplies and direct you to the border of the Wild Wood. But don't delay, Shadow, for we haven't much time at all—if the Ancient Ones' army is already assembled, it will be crossing into the Great Forest in six months' time."  
 
      
 
     Too many impressions for one day, Max was thinking as he walked out of the prince's tower. The Americans, Alyona's story, the girl with the fox's tail, and concluding with an audience with the head of a High House. The Tylwyth Teg had said that nearly all the adventures his party was destined to undergo were somehow connected with Roman. These Ancients were an entirely new development. And Lemuria? What an odd name... As to this supposed impending invasion into the Great Forest courtesy of some transformed freaks, what was that about? A preprogrammed game event or a spontaneous development? The fact that the prince had specifically mentioned needing the help of players suggested a planned event, but wouldn't that require gathering together a critical mass of level-appropriate players and promising them all manner of phat lewts? How else would you entice people these days given the new developments of pain sensitivity and losing one's hard-earned levels in the event of death? Worst of all, the vast majority of new arrivals still regarded this world as a game, and didn't give a hoot about some supposed beef between elves and a race of doghead creatures they had never seen. What was Max to do—shout from the rooftops about the grave consequences of the Great Forest's destruction?  
 
    "Hey, man, hold up!" his musings were interrupted by a level 180 ranged named Tarzan who had blocked his way. "What was your business with Orwil? Spit it out!" he demanded, crossing his arms over his chest.  
 
    A dozen or so other high-level players were gathering around them, all wearing the colors of the High House of Marten. 
 
    I see the resemblance, Max snickered to himself. Dark skin, protruding ears, massive lower jaw... Give him a monkey's tail and he'll be swinging off branches in no time.  
 
    "Are you deaf or just a dumbass noob?" inquired Monkey Boy—as Max had so aptly christened him—squinting menacingly. 
 
    "If you're referring to Prince Orwil," he replied, accentuating the title, "then go and ask him yourself."  
 
     Ignoring the clamor begotten by his response, the warrior headed for the consulate's open gates. He might have made an enemy just then, but Max had always responded to boorish behavior in such a manner—it was the only language the aggressors understood. He wasn't concerned about the guy's level—not with NPC patrols swarming the city that would wipe the floor with anyone engaging in player killing. 
 
    "Do you not get where you are, numbnuts?" grabbing Max by the shoulder and spinning him around, Monkey Boy hissed in his face. "You think anyone is going to kill you? You're wrong. I'll just take you down to half your HP bar and watch you squirm. And I won't even blush when—"  
 
    He didn't finish the sentence. A powerful blow bent the ranger in half, taking off close to a third of his life.  
 
    "My, my, my," mused a level 300 rogue NPC as he slipped out of invisibility. The fanciful pattern on his sleeve marked him as belonging to the nobility. "I'm disappointed. Don't you know the consequences of insulting the guests of our House?" he inquired pointedly, casting a heavy gaze at the gathered players. "And since when is the Great Prince's business any concern of yours? Are you that eager to be deployed to the eastern front? Am I to report this incident to Captain Dianel?"  
 
    "Throw this one into the cold cell," the assassin commanded to three figures that appeared behind him, motioning at the panting ranger. "As for the rest of you, get back in the barracks! If I see any one of you again before dusk, you'll be deployed to the east at daybreak tomorrow. Dismissed!" 
 
    The crowd cleared instantly and without a single objection, to Max's considerable surprise. Evidently, in addition to the many benefits of belonging to such a faction, it endowed upon its members certain obligations. Of course, every family is bound to have a clown—that was simply the way or the world.  
 
    "Ryhn Arminas," the assassin introduced himself. "My personal apologies for any inconvenience, Max. Your mission is so important to our House that the Great Prince had bid me and my party of five to accompany you for the remainder of your stay in Ellorian." 
 
    "Thank you for intervening just in time," Max said with a nod. "I'm very grateful to Prince Goherym for his attention to my humble person, but—" 
 
    "Trust me, you won't even see us unless there's a need," the ryhn interrupted him. "There's unrest in the city, and you simply aren't aware of some of our people's many customs on account of your origin. Our overly inquisitive friend there," the assassin gestured at the ranger being taken away by the guards, "is the least of the problems you might encounter. Despite what some may say, many still haven't forgotten the Kaerinean Carnage..." 
 
    "Well, then, ryhn, I won't stand in the way of your orders," Max shrugged, then turned and made for the gates. He had no secrets left to hide, and refusing help from five level 300 NPCs just didn't seem very prudent.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    "Come on, Donut, have some Hangoaway," Ellanca kept prodding the rogue. "Quit suffering, you're making the rest of us miserable!" 
 
    The assassin was indeed a pitiable sight—his forehead slimy with sweat, his trembling hands nearly spilling the contents of a cup he would occasionally bring to his lips, then set back down as if exhausted by the monumental effort. 
 
    "First of all, that thing costs one gold per serving. Second of all, what the hell do I need a twenty percent reduction to all stats for a whole day?" he demurred with a shiver. 
 
    "What reduction?" breaking from his breakfast, Luffy looked his way in surprise. 
 
    "You can thank the World Health Organization and their crusade against drinking," said the rogue with a sigh. "We might have left the real world behind, but the debuff is as real as it gets." 
 
    "You've only yourself to blame, you know," Rexar butted in, pushing his plate away. "Like you really needed those two extra shots to finish that letter of yours."  
 
    "Quit it with your moralizing, will you?" Donut frowned painfully. "I'm nauseous enough." 
 
    "That's right, quit hounding him!" Masyanya stood up for the rogue to everyone's surprise. "As if you brainiacs have never done anything you regretted." 
 
    "Is that really you, Masyanya?" Bonbon's incredulous voice broke the ensuing silence. "Have you been replaced? May I touch you? What if you're just an illusion?" 
 
    "Touch yourself instead, and I need not tell you where," the huntress snarled without any apparent malice. "Who knows—you might get lucky and find something!" 
 
    "Enough, you two," Max gave a soft clap on the table with his palm to draw attention. "We need to decide on our next steps."  
 
    "What's there to decide?" the mage shrugged. "We chat with the Blades and snuff out Cenatodone. And then, assuming you didn't dream your audience with the great prince yesterday, we head to the Wild Wood." 
 
    "Why would I have dreamt it?" 
 
    "Well, for starters, in your story the ruler of a High House sounds a bit much like Santa Claus!" 
 
    "How so? Was he supposed to chop my head off first—before asking me to deliver his message to the Wild Wood?" 
 
    "That's nonsense, Luffy," Alyona chimed in to support Max. "The prince has the most to gain from Max delivering the letter. And I doubt he harbors any illusions regarding the patriotism of our people—I'm sure he'd seen enough of us by now to know better." 
 
    "Meaning?" 
 
    "Meaning, unless he's a complete idiot, his behavior is entirely justified. But it's not his behavior that concerns me—it's the fortune-teller Max had run into on the way there."  
 
    "Oh, that?" the rogue waved dismissively. "There are tons of those scattered all over the realm—one for each player. They're designed to infuse some drama and theatrics into the game." 
 
    "But she knew about Roman!" 
 
    "Yes, and? She is still a prophet, right? Of course, the prophecy she offered is pretty novel, I'll grant you that—at least I've never heard anything like it. But we have more than enough on our plates to worry about her."  
 
    At that moment there came a slam of the front door, and the assassin's pained face spread into a smile.  
 
    "Look who it is! Good to see you, bro!" he shouted, waving emphatically toward the door. 
 
    Having already located his recent acquaintances from the threshold, Alex nodded and headed over to them. 
 
    "Have a seat," scooting to the side, the rogue patted on the wooden bench. "Why are you so glum? And where are your people?" 
 
    "Hey guys," after shaking all the hands extended to him, the ranger took a seat. He seemed pensive, and the others tactfully waited for him to collect his thoughts. Eventually he spoke up. "Merit and Kevin have decided to eschew adventure in favor of order. Three hours ago I put them on a caravan to Gryvenia, where a lord from the House of Marten is said to be recruiting our kin. They have ten levels to go before they can enlist, but they should be able to do that on location." 
 
    "What about you?" 
 
    "What about me?" Alex shrugged. "I'm not done adventuring just yet. And I've had enough of army life back in my former one. I can understand my sister—their lives had been pretty sheltered before the game, but me..." 
 
    "Why don't you join us, then?!" the rogue exclaimed, clapping him on the shoulder.  
 
    "Are you serious?" the ranger looked around the table expectantly. 
 
    "Serious as a heart attack! Look, we already have a pair of reliable tanks and healers. And with us, you're going to be neck-deep in adventures before you know it. That I can promise you."  
 
    "That's interesting. What are your immediate plans?" 
 
    "In the next few weeks we're set to take down a unique raid boss. After that, we'll head out to the Wild Wood to visit Max's new family."  
 
    "Come again?" his brow creased, Alex looked around the table skeptically. "The Wild Wood? The local zones are all level 150 and above! And you'd need to pass a dozen zones pushing 200 just to get there!" 
 
    "We're on a mission from Orwil, the Great Prince of the aforementioned House of Marten," Donut continued, clearly enjoying the effect his words were making on the ranger. "Anyway, after our visit to the Wild Wood, we'll be off to Darkaan in search of the main temple of Kirana, the goddess of vengeance."  
 
    "You're joking, right? This is all just a ruse at my expense?" Alex peered intently into the faces of players gathered around him. Seeing not a trace of mockery, he let out a sigh. "I'm probably crazy for doing this, but what the hell! Throw me an invite, would ya?" 
 
    "You never did say how things went at Setara's shrine," Ellanca inquired of Alex after the barmaid had collected all the empty plates off the table and withdrew.  
 
    "There's not much to say. Three gold per person and three minutes to tell your story. Justice ain't free, not even in this world," the ranger said, staring off into nothingness. Then he rubbed his eyes for some reason and frowned. "What the hell..." 
 
    "Oh, did your damage output just jump by a third?" Donut was savoring every ounce of their new mate's bemusement, evidently recognizing a kindred spirit in the American, and getting back at the ranger for yesterday. "We Slavs are a mysterious people, indeed—each one a friend of the Great Forest and personally marked by the goddess of vengeance," he poured it on. "Oh, and our fearless leader, Sir Max of the Middle Finger, also happens to be Protector of the Great Forest!" 
 
    "Sir what of what now?" the ranger looked to Max in exasperation. 
 
    "The Middle Finger," Donut repeated, grinning from ear to ear as he demonstrated Max's dubious title. "Oh, and wait till I tell you about his girlfriend's brother and his—" 
 
    "Enough," Max cut off the assassin's verbal stream. "Let's not get into that just yet. One hopeless alcoholic per party is quite enough."  
 
    "Agreed, leave the poor guy alone!" Ellanca echoed their commander. "Give him time to catch his breath!" 
 
    "You guys are no fun," Donut drew an ostentatious sigh. "All right, Alex, here's the story from the beginning..." 
 
      
 
     The whole tale took the rogue no more than ten minutes to recount, touching on all the main points without going into too many details. When he was finished, a silence hung over the table that lasted a solid minute. 
 
    "Well? Does that change your mind about joining us?" Rexar grunted, looking at his fellow ranger.  
 
    The other shook his head, then gave an affable smile. 
 
    "Are you kidding? You guys are the luckiest bunch of SOBs I've come across since starting this game. Hell, you're going to need to drive me off with pitchforks if you want me gone!" 
 
    "I wouldn't be so quick to judgment if I were you," said Max, hoping to temper his zeal. "But I think I speak for us all when I say, welcome aboard!"  
 
    "Tell me this," the new companion said after a moment's pause. "What do you intend on asking the Blades? Handing over a unique boss on a silver platter for another clan to reap the benefits... that's got to be worth something." 
 
    "Half the loot, I suppose?" Max shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    "Half the loot is a given," said the American, laughing. "Do you have any idea what a clan stands to gain for slaying this, this..." 
 
    "Cenatodone," Masyanya helped him out. 
 
    "Right," he nodded. "Don't forget about the bonuses. One raid group may be limited to forty percent, but there are also the bonuses for individual achievements... and that's not all! The boss' head will be a treasury trove of reputation gains for anyone involved in the battle. You can expect to be on friendly terms with not only dryads, but half the hostile mobs in the forest!"  
 
    "That's exactly what I was saying!" Donut touched the Max's shoulder, nodding at the ranger. "The guy is spot on!" 
 
    "I don't want to appear presumptuous..."  
 
    "Presumptuous?" the ranger burst into another fit of laughter. "As far as I know, before the patch the Azure Dragons' main raid group boasted a fifty six percent boost to damage output—that's including crit bonuses and their raid leader's title. Why, killing this lizard would catapult your buddy's clan into the top twenty in one fell swoop! And since you're the only one who can summon the boss, a present of that magnitude would be worth millions—when calculating by the old ways, at least. Of course, you Russians never were good negotiators. Need I bring up Alaska?" he added with a teasing smile.  
 
    "Do you know what's odd?" Luffy interjected. "The game is four years old at this point. Didn't folks used to get these quests before?" 
 
    "They sure have. In fact, we have a good precedent here: Ksenjhuan, the head of the Azure Dragons, once paid twelve million bucks for the coordinates of Volaak's cave. The boss ended up dropping an amulet, among other things, that was later appraised at twenty seven," said Alex. 
 
    "You're talking about the Petrified Mermaid?" the rogue inquired. 
 
     "Aye," the ranger nodded. "And there are hundreds of similar examples. But I'm fascinated by something else... It seems, at least to me, that it's not the administration that's behind all these developments. It just seems a little too grand for a game only in its fourth year. It used to be you couldn't find a boss over level 300, but lately the Asian clans in Borderlands have been running into demons in that level range. Not bosses, mind you, but plain mobs! And what about some Steel Wolves clan killing Nerghall? That was just insane! And now you guys with your Cenatodone and some Ancients marching on the Great Forest... The last few months have been truly bizarre—with so many new monsters crawling out of the woodwork that I fear none of us will know peace for a long, long while."  
 
    "Let's not worry about that," said Max, quick to change the subject after exchanging glances with Donut. "What do you propose we ask of the Blades?" 
 
    "Two months of grinding, acceptance to the clan, and half the loot. We plan on setting out to the Wild Wood, are we not? Those two months will give us time to bank the necessary seventy or so levels to survive there."  
 
    "We won't be able to join their clan, at least for the time being," Max shook his head. "I'll explain the reasons later. As for the rest... I like it."  
 
    "Long live the grind," the rogue saluted with his mug of herbal infusion.  
 
    "That reminds me," Alex smiled puckishly. "I owe you guys a round. Hey, innkeeper, we need drinks over here!" 
 
      
 
     The Night Blades' field camp was pitched atop an earth embankment, with a ring of stakes jutting outward. They were in Loiren's Heath—a level 150 zone situated on the very edge of the Great Forest. Behind the palisade Max counted roughly twenty leather tents standing alongside "streets" lined with crushed stone. The tents had been set some thirty yards from the palisade—evidently to be out of range of missile weapons in the event of attack. There were wooden structures as well: in addition to four unmanned guard towers, a large two-story building had been erected in the center, ostensibly to serve as the administrative center. Max didn't know what the camps of Roman legions had looked like back in the Ancient World, but he imagined that this one had been conceived after their likeness. 
 
     Donut's friend—a level 167 assassin of dark hair and a medium build named Egaz—had arrived the next day, closer to suppertime. Sizing up the party with a gaze that felt at once mocking and amiable, he chatted with his buddy alone for a few minutes, then asked Donut and Max to follow him. They would walk close to three miles out of the city before Egaz could build a portal to his clan's location. 
 
    "This doesn't look half bad," Max chuckled, examining the fortifications. "How long did it take to put all this up?" 
 
    "Roughly eight hours for a squad of ten with at least 150 in Building," their escort replied. "They did virtually all the work. Every wall section can be folded into a special scroll, to be unfolded at a later time. Don't get me wrong, it's still a lot of work and none of it is truly automatic, but it's still incomparable to construction work IRL. It's a pity we can't build a castle out here after our guys made some clever deal with the local lord... I don't get involved in that stuff. But this camp doesn't seem to be bothering anyone."  
 
    "I don't see too many people around," Donut noted as they passed the sentries and entered onto the outpost's territory. 
 
    "What?" Max turned to the rogue, incredulous. "I've already counted no less than fifty, and that's not including the sentries!" 
 
    "No, he's right," Egaz said. "Our numbers are much fewer these days. Before the patch the clan had about two thousand members, with the dark elves amounting to four hundred or so. Many had quit since, though almost none from the dark elf and human races. The whole clan is here in the camp, aside from the folks who are out questing and grinding. Not counting those on guard duty, obviously." 
 
    "I bet I know why none of ours have left," Donut snorted. "Here you got Vagabond with Jolie and the drunken mage, and there? Only Blackmaster and Punisher to rally behind." 
 
    "You might be surprised by Olga, by the way," Egaz smiled. "The lady is all business these days, unlike us."  
 
    "Don't tell me Fort Knox finally threw up the white flag?"  
 
    "You bet—she and Vagabond deserve one another. And I, for one, am content to stand aside and leave them to their, um, affairs... Get my meaning? Oh, and I would steer clear of Blackmaster if I were you—in all the time I've known him, I'd never seen him as pissed as the day before the patch."  
 
    "Maybe next time he won't be such a snooty douchebag," Donut snickered. "And think hard before bragging about his leet trapping skills. And anyway, it wasn't me who lifted that emerald from him." 
 
    "Maybe you didn't, but I can think of a couple of ladies from Vaedarr..." Egaz muttered with a hint of sadness in his voice, trailing off as he looked away.  
 
    "Don't worry so much, Romeo," Donut gave him a friendly smack on the shoulder. "Your beloved Viper will wait for you." Turning to Max, who had stopped following the thread of the conversation long ago, he clarified. "I'll tell you later about all the intricacies of my complicated relationships with certain members of the Night Blades. I've got no secrets or anything, but this particular story dates back all the way back to Diablo V." 
 
    "And Viper is..." 
 
    "Diana, my sister—she's a viper, all right," the rogue gave a gleeful laugh. "And she's got a virtual romance going with this shmuck." 
 
    "You're the shmuck," Egaz shot back good-naturedly, and gestured at the two-story structure in front of them. "We're here," he said, and stepped through the unguarded door.  
 
    The room they were invited to several minutes later contained three people, not counting Egaz. Vagabond—a medium-height ranger with a square jaw and and face oozing with character—sat behind a massive writing desk lined with dozens of leather scrolls in apparent disarray. He looked to be about forty years old, and wore a sapphire-blue suit of armor of exquisite craftsmanship, with plate pauldrons covering the shoulders. All set items, Max noted to himself. The Night Blades' leader was level 207. 
 
     Standing in the corner of the room, next to the fireplace, was a short frail-looking rogue female with short bronze-colored hair. Rounding out the new faces was a bony mage of white hair, lounging in an armchair by the wall, scratching the ears of an enormous black cat in his lap.  
 
    "Hello, old friend," the host chuckled at the sight of Donut entering. "What brings you here today?"  
 
    "This is Max," the rogue nodded at the warrior. "He'll explain everything."  
 
    "Greetings, Max," the ranger rose and held out his hand. "That's Jolie, and that there is Teetotaler," he introduced his clanmates. "And I see you've already met our resident scout commander. Have a seat and tell us about your matter." 
 
    "Oh, he's a teetotaler, all right," Donut muttered, seating himself into one of the offered chairs. "I've seen him pump himself with booze enough to kill an elephant!" 
 
    "Blunders of youth," the mage parried with the same contemplative expression. "And why are you so wound up? Lifted something again? Watch it, one of these days your antics might catch up with you..." 
 
    "This here," Max produced the crudely severed head of the Ravens' commander, holding it by the hair, and looked around for a spot to set it, hesitant to soil the host's work desk. 
 
    "How delightful!" the young woman by the fireplace threw up her arms excitedly. "And hey, Donut," with a wink to the rogue, she drew closer and proceeded to study the object hanging from Max's hand. "Where did you manage to catch this scumbag?" 
 
    "We don't only have his head," Max said. "We've got plenty more."  
 
     The young woman may not have been conventionally pretty, but there was a kind of savage, animalistic beauty to her: huge green eyes, a slightly pug nose, puffy lips and somewhat coarse, sharp facial features that resembled a bird of prey. Taken separately, none of those elements were particularly attractive, but together they blended into a composition that was downright entrancing. 
 
    "Go on and set it on the desk," Vagabond nodded. "For the pleasure of this sight, I will personally wipe clean every inch of this room afterward." 
 
     Max shrugged and unloaded all eleven heads onto the desk.  
 
    "Oh my! Rikki, Dron, Zorro and even Zherat—so much douchebaggery in a single heap," the young woman whispered with a frightening hatred, clenching her fists. "Thanks, boys. You've made my day." 
 
    "It's time to go, Olga," Vagabond touched the woman's sleeve. "Marianne doesn't even remember anymore. Anyhow, this calls for a celebration. Tee, break out a bottle of Martell, and give these guys their gold." 
 
    With a snort, the mage grabbed the napping feline by the collar and removed him from his lap. Wearing the same inward expression, he opened a bar cabinet and set a 750ml bottle of high-end cognac with six transparent shot glasses on the desk. The same desk upon which the severed heads of the Ravens had been placed. He gave another snort—presumably at he irony of the still life image—then tossed a heavy leather purse to Max, and proceeded to pour the cognac with unhurried, dignified deliberation.  
 
    "You didn't think to clear the desk of this filth first?" their leader inquired.  
 
    "Is it bothering anyone?" the mage asked with apparently genuine surprise.  
 
    "I'll clean up," stashing the trophies into inventory, Jolie quickly cleared the desk.  
 
    "Tell me what I'm missing, Donut... I only saw less than a dozen of your guys at the inn," Egaz said, raising his glass to the light to admire the deep leathery color of the beverage. "And no high levels that I noticed. How did you manage to take out these Ravens?" 
 
    "I'll explain everything," Max answered in Donut's stead. "Actually, that is why we're here. We have a proposition for your clan that should be mutually beneficial." He offered the purse back to Teetotaler. "There's two hundred eighty extra coins here."  
 
    "Call it inflation," Vagabond gave a dismissive wave. "Go on now, we're all ears." 
 
      
 
    After Max was finished telling the story and voicing his demands, a silence took over the room.  
 
    "It all sounds rather incredible, but we are living in a fairytale, after all," the ranger said contemplatively.  
 
    The clan leader's features had grown rigid, betraying intense concentration as he mulled over the offered terms.  
 
    "Here," Max shared the quest with everyone in the room. "As a signal of our serious intentions. Only I'm authorized to share the quest, and only I can summon the boss from the swamp. This Mark of Kohel is a personal item—nobody else can use it."  
 
    "Young man, you needn't be worried about anyone here trying to take the mark from you," said the ranger, shaking his head. "That would be foolish on so many levels."  
 
    "I wasn't implying anything," Max assured him. "I simply meant that, if we come to an agreement, nobody else would be able to disrupt our plans."  
 
    "Nice save," Teetotaler snorted again. He had been sitting in his chair—motionless and with his eyes closed—for at least the past five minutes, giving Max the impression he had simply dozed off.  
 
    "All right, let's get serious," setting his glass on his desk, Vagabond fell back in his chair. "Your demands are: all the gold dropped by the boss, half the loot with the right of first refusal, and an escort to follow your party of ten around for two months. In return you guarantee that, aside from the aforementioned ten and our clan's fighters, nobody else will take part in the slaying of Cenatodone. Correct?" 
 
    "Correct," Max nodded. "With the caveat that we cannot be held liable if some random passerby happens to witness the battle and decide to lend a hand. All I can do is share the quest with only the people you indicate—all our people already have it. I'll summon the boss, but it's on you guys to ensure only the Night Blades get the glory." 
 
    "Very well," Vagabond nodded. "Your terms are accepted. You will lead the raid, too—that is only right." 
 
    "Wait! I've never even been on a proper raid, let alone led one." 
 
    "No one said you're going to be in command—I've got plenty of battle-hardened officers for that. But we need your buff." 
 
    "Ah. No problem, then."  
 
    "In that case, go with Teetotaler and Egaz to Setara's shrine and speak aloud the terms of the agreement. I'll start planning on how to best distribute your people across our groups for most effective leveling." 
 
    "So, you agree to all our terms?" Max exhaled, still in somewhat of a shock. 
 
    "Did you expect me to start haggling?"  
 
    "No, but I thought that—" 
 
    "Is that why you decided to ask for all the gold—so as to agree when I countered with an even split?" Vagabond chuckled. "Listen. Two tents will be assigned to your people, and we'll start on your leveling the day after tomorrow. Unfortunately, I don't have any gear for you—all the equipment in your level range is currently stored in the treasury of Dewdrop, my castle, which is currently inaccessible for obvious reasons. But you're not going to need it, anyway. And I expect you'll get some decent upgrades in the process. That'll be all for now," rising from his chair, the ranger held out his hand to Max and Donut. "Egaz, organize portals for them for tomorrow, and ask Amit to come see me in half an hour."  
 
      
 
    "Why do I get the feeling that we've just been had?" Max wondered as soon as they exited the building. 
 
    "It's a common sensation when your proposal is accepted without argument," Donut objected. "Haven't you ever taken out a bank loan?" 
 
    "That's the thing—that guy doesn't strike me as a banker. If he were, we might have wound up losing our shirts." 
 
    "What makes you think we still have them?" the rogue laughed, then clapped his friend on the shoulder reassuringly. "Don't sweat it, eh? We got even more than we wanted, and the rest is none of our business." 
 
    "But he didn't even offer us to join his clan." 
 
    "Why would he? We could have asked him ourselves if we wanted to. And besides, I bet Egor had already told him we couldn't do it."  
 
    "Egor? You mean Egaz?" 
 
     "Bingo, that's the guy's real name—he and I go way back," Donut said. "And there he is now, waving at us. Let's get going!"  
 
      
 
    "That was a strange display," Jolie spoke quietly as she gazed into the fireplace. "I can understand letting go off the gold, but the right of first refusal? Imagine if the boss drops three scalable epics, they would get two of them..."  
 
    "Have you considered the matter from another angle?"  
 
    "I don't see any other angles," the rogue shook her head. "I mean, I get that the bonuses will be a nice boost to us, probably enough to overtake much of our competition. But it's not like they have many options besides us. Probably none, actually."  
 
    "All right. But even you must admit that I have a conscience, right?" 
 
    "I suppose," the young woman smiled. "What are you driving at?" 
 
    "This swamp is thirty miles from Ellorian. You're the clan's commercial director, yes? Would you remind me of the cost of land out there?"  
 
    Jolie creased her brow. 
 
    "It's the crown lands. Roughly two gold per one hundred square meters, if I'm not mistaken, with a purchase requirement of two and half thousand square kilometers—the minimum size of a lord's estate. That comes out to about fifty million gold," she concluded her calculations. "I doubt that there's anyone flushed enough to afford it, so, again, what are you driving at?" 
 
    "And what is the price of a hundred km on the swamp?"  
 
    "A silver, maybe one and a half, but what does that..." Suddenly the young woman's brows arched upward. Freezing mid-sentence, she fixed her man with a gaze of utter admiration.  
 
    "Attagirl," he smiled. "You can't build a castle on swamp land, which is why the land is one twentieth of the price. After all, who needs land that doesn't come with a title?" 
 
    "But when the monster dies, the swamp will recede!" 
 
    "The lake at Baynorre dried out in the span of a month after the quest was completed. Even if it takes a month or two more in our case, that hardly matters. Moreover, nobody in the Royal Palace has a clue about the island with the goddess' shrine. After completing the quest, we will join her Order—who else but us will be fit to defend it? Which means, even if we don't slay the boss, we'll still be able to build a castle." 
 
    "Aren't you bothered by the fact that these guys will likely be far above us in the Order's hierarchy?" 
 
    "So what? We don't intend on making enemies of them" the ranger smiled. "In fact, I intend on helping Max in his search for that temple. I don't know how yet, but rest assured, we'll figure out a way. Do you have any doubts left regarding my decision?" 
 
    "I never doubted you, sweetheart. Never ever," she drew a contented sigh. 
 
    "Oh really? Never ever?" Vagabond squinted playfully. 
 
    "Never ever. But he who rehashes the past is bound to lose an eye," the young woman fired back with a sly grin. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
     Alight in the morning sun, the swamp had a serene quality to it, a kind of... innocence. The reeds were strong and lean atop a light-green carpet of sedge. The eastward wind had scattered the mist hanging over the morass, driving it far from shore and exposing the furry brownish knolls dotting the landscape. A damp and heavy wetness wafted in from the swamp, the stench of rot blending with the salubrious scents of healthy vegetation lining the shore. Despite their outward mirth, the people gathered on the shore were inwardly focused and somewhat tense. Vagabond must have already explained to his people that they wouldn't get a second chance at this. And yet, their anxiety was surprising to Max. He was the noob here, raiding for the first time in his life, but these people—they must have been through it a hundred times. Right? Max regarded a group of female healers nearby, and reached for another rolled-up cigarette.  
 
    "Nervous?" Donut snickered to his right.  
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "It's painfully obvious," said the rogue. "But you shouldn't be. These guys can put down this beast just as easy as that bonehound that nearly wiped us." 
 
    "What makes you so sure?" 
 
    "Science, Max. Basic mathematics." Donut tried to shove aside Mopsy's muzzle so as to keep eye contact with Max. Failing miserably, he drew a sign of resignation and proceeded to scratch the pet's neck.  
 
    "The quest details are perfectly clear: Cenatodone requires one hundred level 120 fighters. Right?" 
 
    "Sure, and?" 
 
    "What is your current damage output, Max?" 
 
    "About five grand per second, but I'm holding a rare level-appropriate two-hander," replied the warrior. "What's your point?" 
 
    "The point is that, as a rule, the health of a boss is proportional to the median level of a raid required to kill them. Accounting for the difference in levels between the boss and the raid," Alex joined their conversation as he approached.  
 
    Accepting the offered rollie, the ranger took a skeptical look around in search of a seat. There weren't any, at least not in the traditional sense, but there was Mopsy lolling on the ground. Alex shrugged nonchalantly and leaned back against the reptile's leathery hide.  
 
    "Your average level 120 fighter deals about two thousand damage per second. Out of one hundred raid members, roughly seventy will be pure dps. That brings the total damage output of such a raid to one hundred forty thousand per second, right?" 
 
    "I suppose," Max replied, feeling like a complete idiot.  
 
    "The devs used to be foaming at the mouth that world bosses shouldn't take more than an hour to put down."  
 
    Finally managing to shove Mopsy's foreparts off his lap, the rogue scrambled to his feet, brushed the caked dirt off his pants, and stretched blissfully. 
 
    "Now multiply one hundred forty thousand by sixty, and then another sixty. That gets you the approximate damage it should take to put him down. Now divide that number by one point three five, and you'll arrive at his approximate HP." 
 
    "Thirty five percent—I assume those are the boss' average resistances?" 
 
    "Exactly," Donut nodded. "So, what did you get in the end?" 
 
    "Just shy of three hundred eighty million."  
 
    "Bingo! Now open the raid menu and count the number of fighters present," the assassin snorted, glancing at the squads scattered around the area. "You are the raid leader, are you not?"  
 
    "Oh, shove it," Max groused darkly. "A dung beetle would lead this raid better than me. I can't make heads or tails of this bloody menu, and I'm afraid of screwing something up. Like, if I press the wrong button, the monster will crawl out of the swamp prematurely." 
 
    "Let me put your mind at ease, then," the ranger laughed. "It's actually really simple, and I can talk you through the process any time you like. But I was making a different point. The raid is three hundred twenty eight strong. I don't know why Vagabond decided to leave some of his people behind, but that's their business, not ours. The average level here is around 175. Around two hundred fifty pure damage dealers, with roughly eight thousand dps per fighter. Knowing all that, go ahead and calculate how long the swamp beast has to live once summoned?"  
 
    "Less than five minutes," Max replied at once, doing the simple calculations on a calculator. "Would it have killed you two to freaking say something earlier?! I've been stressing over this battle for the past month!" 
 
    "How would we know that you weren't aware of such elementary things?" the ranger shrugged.  
 
    "Exactly," Donut echoed his friend's sentiment. "And besides, stress can be a healthy thing sometimes. It's like when sailors are forced to file anchors with a nail file to start their service—it's good for them in the end." 
 
    "Anchors, huh?" Max was starting to lose it. "All right, then. Remind me to arm you two with nail files when we get to the Wild Wood!" 
 
    "Don't be mean," Donut sniffed. "I should probably go scout the situation," he added after a pause, and headed toward a group of melee fighters sprawled out in the grass.  
 
    With a loud, eerily human-like sigh, Mopsy got up and followed after the rogue. 
 
    "Well, aren't they a fun bunch," Alex shook his head, watching the odd couple go. 
 
    "Donut is as clever as they come," Max said. "He knows full well the way to a woman's heart lies through her kids. Or, in the absence of kids, through her pets. And Masyanya is no exception."  
 
    "Are you sure he's still her pet? I barely ever see them together anymore, and Donut is the one feeding that oversized croc around the clock. I wouldn't be surprised if he becomes the first rogue with a pet bar!"  
 
    "Masyanya doesn't seem to mind, so you shouldn't either. Tell me instead what kind of mounts we should be looking to buy?" 
 
    "No idea," the ranger shrugged. "The prices have tumbled even with NPC sellers. You can buy a wild cat or boar for five hundred gold these days, and horses are practically being given away. Only you won't get far on a horse in the woods."  
 
    "Boars and bears require level 180, and tigers are still a pipe dream at 250. Not even Vagabond has got a tiger."  
 
    "Oh, but his rare grizzly is every bit as good, believe me," Alex objected. "But anyway, I wouldn't rush the mounts issue. We're still some thirty levels away from decent mounts, so let's cross that bridge when we get there. Assuming we'll have the money, of course."  
 
      
 
     For Max, the past two months had fused into one unending nightmare. Vagabond hadn't lied—two days after their conversation, Max's party was split up by pairs, with each pair joining a trio of veteran Night Blades. And thus began the grind in all its mind-numbing glory. He and Bonbon ended up in the same party, led by a rogue named Miexi. When the veteran first laid eyes on the new recruits, he sized them up skeptically and chuckled to himself, muttering something to the effect of, "Hardly inspiring, but we've done more with less," declared the place and time of their gathering, winked at Max and vanished into thin air. Rounding out their party was a merry ice mage named Fantastique and a surly warrior tank named Schwartz—they would later learn that he'd turned sixteen years of age one day before the patch. Max and Bonbon barely saw any action in the first month, as the trio of Blades simply tore through the mobs in areas specifically selected for leveling—it was a struggle just to keep up with the looting. After a month, with everybody reaching at least level 120, they were reintegrated into one group and continued leveling as a raid of twenty.  
 
    Nothing of interest had happened in the span of those months. Aunt Tanya's phone had been silent, and there had been no contact with Roman. Alyona was perpetually worried, and Max was perpetually trying to console her with varying degrees of success. Two full moons had passed without any complications for him. Vagabond turned out to have a powerful mental mage at his disposal—thanks to his mental shields that he would refresh every eight hours, the warrior's dreams hadn't troubled him. Donut's persistence had finally borne fruit as he and Masyanya began a romance, and Alex was clearly crushing on their green-haired priestess. It was all so damned idyllic... if not for the enduring and utterly exhausting anxiety over their looming battle with the raid boss.  
 
     On the whole, the Blades turned out to be rather decent folk. Strangely enough, only a small percentage of them were professional gamers. The clanmates were a diverse bunch, their ages ranging from fifteen to eighty five, with the most common denominator being their cultural origin, as the vast majority hailed from the territories of the former USSR. Perhaps surprisingly given this day and age, many people still tended to stick to what was familiar. And yet, though Max had gotten to know a ton of new people, none had become particularly dear to him.  
 
    "Hey, Lucky! Quit slacking!" a voice interrupted his musings. It was Qtpie—a dark-haired priestess with an engaging, jocular disposition. And, yes, she was indeed a cutie. "Are you the commander or what?" She pressed on with a twinkle in her eye. "Vagabond has been looking for you." 
 
     It had taken only once for the drunken mage to refer to Max as "Lucky" in public for the nickname to irreversibly stick. Thankfully, Max didn't particularly mind—better to be known for your luck than a lack thereof. 
 
    "He couldn't just send me a private message?" he scoffed, getting up off the ground. 
 
    "Excellent question! Why don't you ask him that?" Tucking away an unruly strand of hair spilling out from under her beret, she beckoned Max playfully. "Go on! Move those buns, soldier!" 
 
     Vagabond was standing some twenty yards from the water's edge, surrounded by eight players, most of which Mad had already met. Seeing Max approach, he gave a friendly wave and pointed at a nondescript knoll along the shore. 
 
    "Hey! The Mark of Kohel will need to go there, just as we'd agreed. As soon as you summon the boss, don't waste any time rejoining your ten. You guys are in the first century, headed by Amit," Vagabond gestured at the morose practitioner of black magic standing a bit off to the side. "Get your specific instructions from him."  
 
    After shaking Max's offered hand, the warlock gave him a scrutinizing look, drew a heavy sigh and pointed at the edge of the meadow.  
 
    "See the pair of bushes along the shore? That'll be your spot. The boss will likely bring adds, though probably no more than a dozen or so. Still, if anything comes crawling ashore through those bushes, take care of it."  
 
    "So, we kill the adds first, then switch to the boss?" 
 
    "Not exactly," Amit shook his head. "After the first add dies, we wait and see if its death has any effect on Cenatodone. If nothing happens, we put down all the adds except for yours. You keep yours engaged and alive until the boss goes down. But that's just one of numerous possible scenarios." 
 
    "But why keep it alive?" Max frowned. "What am I missing?" 
 
    "Killing all the adds may trigger some other script, more than likely unpleasant," the warlock explained, not bothering to hide the utmost tedium on his pale drawn-out face. "Judging by the quest it shouldn't take long for the boss to die, but there's no point taking needless risks." 
 
    "All right, and if there aren't any adds?"  
 
    "That's unlikely," Amit said. "But if it does happen, your ranged dps will attack along with the others in our century while the melee fighters and that croc of yours will stand back and cheer them on most enthusiastically." 
 
    "I don't get it." 
 
    "What's not to get it? Neither you nor your bald friend are to go anywhere near the boss. And keep a tight leash on that pet as well." 
 
    "But—"  
 
    "Hold on, Max, don't get all worked up." Putting a hand on the warrior's shoulder, Vagabond made a wide gesture at the crowded meadow. "We've got about a hundred and twenty close-combat fighters here. Unfortunately, the boss is unlikely to be shaped like a train for all of them to be able to beat on him effectively. Every fighter in the clan has a dedicated role in battle that depends on the size and shape of the boss we're up against. You guys don't have those roles, unfortunately. And it's not that we don't trust you, but—"  
 
    "We would just get in the way." 
 
    "Well, yes. That's more or less it."  
 
   
  
 

 "I get it. No problem—we'll play the role of cheerleaders." 
 
    "I'm glad you understand," Vagabond nodded. "Now buff up, we start in ten on Amit's command." 
 
      
 
     The Mark of Kohel was a thin wooden rod covered lengthwise with mysterious runes of dazzling colors. The description called for the tip to be broken off to use. Fighting a serious case of the jitters, Max walked over to the knoll indicated by Vagabond, then thrust the rod into the earth. He paused for a second, taking in his surroundings, savoring the absurdity, the surrealism of it all. Fifty feet behind him stood Allard, the Night Blades' main tank, his posture relaxed and his expression bored. The clan's off-tanks stood to his sides at intervals of roughly ten feet. Standing behind the tanks were melee dps, and further behind them—spread out in a fan formation along the edge of the meadow—were the ranged dps, casters and healers. 
 
    Three hundreds sets of eyes were fixed on Max, making him feel uneasy. What if it doesn't work? The pesky thought popped into his head. Or, worse yet, what if some vodyanoi leaps out of the swamp, flips the bird to all the people gathered here, slaps its naked rear end and dives back in? That would freaking suck! And yet, imagining such a farcical turn of events made Max feel better. Allowing himself a chuckle, he broke off the tip of the rod, just as the instruction called for, and started briskly toward his ten.  
 
     The next five minutes went by uneventfully, exacerbating his fears. His imagination was already running wild with images of a dude wearing nothing but seaweed flipping them off with a wicked grin when, suddenly, a plangent dreary howl rose up from the bowels of the swamp. 
 
    Mopsy responded with a menacing growl as archers from the half-century nocked their arrows in unison. Standing in front of the small army, Allard shifted from foot to foot, slipping a shield onto his left hand and doing a few test swings with a blade he'd just unsheathed.  
 
    "Poser," Bonbon scoffed to Max's right. "I can do that, too."  
 
    "Let's get you outfitted like him first, then you can pose to your heart's content," Masyanya teased the bald man, petting her saurian's neck soothingly. 
 
    "Let's get him ninety five percent Nature resistance, then we'll talk," Bonbon parried, mimicking her tone. 
 
    "But we all have maximum resistance!" the huntress protested at once. 
 
    "Which is the sole reason I'm talking to you," the tank sniffed. "I don't talk to blondes otherwise—I fear too much for my fragile psyche. I'm happy to let Comrade Donut have all the pleasure since he hasn't much to lose in that regard." Shifting his doleful eyes to the rogue, he let out dramatic sigh. "But seeing as you do have ninety five percent Nature resistance, I'm making an exception." 
 
    "Would you cut it out!" Alyona shushed the bald man. "We might get eaten any minute now, and you two are at each other's throats." 
 
     The howl, in the meantime, had gotten closer, probably to within three hundred yards off the shore. There came a loud splashing sound from behind the wall of mist, and all the chatter died down at once. The swamp's surface began to heave, and moments later, tearing through the rust-colored carpet of weeds, the head of the Ancient Beast emerged from the water.  
 
    Coated in silt and scraps of seaweed, the sight of the monster instilled a cold, paralyzing dread.  
 
    "That's some goddamned lizard!" Jolie's stunned voice broke the silence in the raid channel.  
 
    Max could already see how screwed they were. That much was obvious from the boss' 450th level, and the life bar displaying one and a half billion hit points floating above his gruesome, wart-covered head.  
 
    "Everyone, down an elixir of possibilities. Allard, draw that shitbird away from the raid. The first healer group heals only the MT!" Amit's voice was focused but not panicked, giving Max a sense of hope.  
 
    "Where's the promised three hundred eighty million HP?" he asked Donut standing to his right. 
 
    "I'm shocked myself," the rogue shook his head in disbelief. "This is... impossible."  
 
    "Oh, quite possible. The boss is scalable to the raid's numbers and levels—I remember reading about it in the news a year ago," Alex interjected. "But it's a nasty surprise nonetheless, no question about it."  
 
    "Nasty isn't the word," Rexar echoed in support. "I'm not sure the Blades were ready for this."  
 
     The Ancient Beast, in the meantime, had crawled out onto the shore and was surveying his surroundings. Quickly noticing the throng of two-legged munchkins that had come for his head, the monster gave a menacing hiss that sounded more like the wheezing of a wounded mammoth. Max had never seen a mammoth, so he wasn't sure why he'd conjured up that specific association. Lastly, he realized that Cenatodone was the very monster that had been haunting his dreams, only five times bigger. Not a train, you say? I beg to differ, he thought, marveling at the beast's thirty-yard-long torso. Not a proper train, perhaps, but no smaller than for a locomotive and a full-sized car! 
 
    "Look alive, gang, he's only 450!" Vagabond's confident voice sounded over the centurions barking their orders. "Half an hour of battle is all that stands between us and eternal glory! The Azure Dragons' victory over Xahrien will be ancient history. This is our time! Stick to the plan! Amit, lead the way!" 
 
     From that moment on, the action on the meadow was off at full gallop. Allard hurled a throwing axe at the hissing monster and, having gotten his attention, dashed to the right, turning the boss' rear to the raid. A group of five healers moved with him, keeping a respectable distance. Several seconds into the fight, a portion of the melee fighters moved in. Max didn't see what happened next as the swamp's waters began to seethe, and ten-foot-tall toads began crawling out onto the shore. 
 
    "Grab that one, Bonbon!" Max gestured frantically at the end mob, but the bald warrior was already on it.  
 
     Charging into the toad, the tank immediately turned it facing the swamp. After counting to five to let Bonbon accumulate aggro, Max joined the fight, followed by Mopsy sinking his teeth into the fiend's rear paw. A Fiery Arrow plunged into the mob's side, infusing the air with a distinct scent of burning seaweed. It was a real stretch to call the monster a toad, seeing as toads didn't typically feature huge maws lined with rows of needle-like teeth or huge black claws. In fact, its body shape more closely resembled that of a bear. Boasting seventy million HP, the Ostrodox—as that was the mob's name—executed powerful attacks with its forepaws rippling with muscles, and would occasionally attempt to bite into Bonbon. Every thirty seconds the beast excreted a greenish cloud of noxious gas, which thankfully dealt minor damage thanks to their maxed-out Nature resistance. 
 
    The ground trembled as Cenatodone roared over the cacophony of bow-strings snapping, weapons clanging, and pained groans of the wounded. The command chat in Max's century, however, was relatively quiet, with only the occasional orders issued calmly by Amit to his officers. All these things were barely registering somewhere in the back of Max's mind, as he concentrated on the timely rotation of his attacks. Over the past month of nonstop grinding their ten had mastered not only the fundamentals of team combat, but many of the nuances required to fight as a single organism, a well-oiled machine sowing death and destruction. The warrior could sense the exact moment Alyona's heal would reach him, and when to step aside and let Donut execute his combo on a one-minute cooldown. Their toad dipped below fifty percent HP some twenty minutes into the fight. Their neighbors to the right—Miexi's ten—had already finished off their mob and had rejoined the main host in fighting the boss. Max wasn't worried about that—their target was supposed to outlast Cenatodone, which meant they would have to stem all damage in another ten minutes or so. Any deviation from their instructions, no matter how well-intentioned, could quickly turn tragic, and Max wasn't going to take that risk.  
 
     It happened at minute twenty nine of the battle. Max was just about to signal his team to stop damaging the toad, glancing back to see how things were going with the boss whose health bar was hovering at around a quarter HP. Cenatodone was a bloody, mangled mess of ragged skin and puss; his roar, however, was  ferocious as the boss sought to finally catch the insufferable bipedal creature darting to and fro in front of his nose. Nearly one third of the meadow was covered with a brownish smoky ooze. At more or less regular intervals all along the shore lay the disfigured corpses of toads that had crawled out of the morass. Max counted eleven in all. The Blades' casualties were more than modest with only seven gray icons at the end of the raid's list. Everything looks good so far, he thought with almost palpable relief, and was about to give the order to lay off their target when there came a low rumbling from the depths of the swamp that seemed to shake the very bedrock of the earth. The sound spread through the meadow like some gooey substance, all-enveloping, and now seemed to echo all around them. A film of gray fog materialized over the wounded monster's hide, then rose sharply into the air, assuming the hideous shape of something that distantly resembled Jabba the Hut from the classic 20th century film about interstellar adventures and some troubled dude with a freaky voice and a black bucket for a hat.  
 
      
 
    Attention! Cenatodone has summoned the power of Urgot! 
 
      
 
    The detestable shape crowed with triumphant laughter before disintegrating into gray scraps of fog. The monster's mutilated sides caked over with an ashy coating that crumbled to the ground almost instantly and started spreading rapidly in all directions.  
 
    "Get away from the boss! All melee, fall back!" Amit bellowed into the channel. "Quickly!" 
 
    Alas, his command had come a moment too late. Close-combat fighters weren't mages capable of instant teleportation, and the mushrooming gray blob quickly took hold of virtually all the Blades surrounding the boss. And the next second, massive bone spikes shot up from the ground. The collective cry of agony that soared over the meadow at that moment left Max in a daze, as more than one hundred people were ripped apart. He had never seen so much blood in his entire life. The raid channel discharged some astonished swearing, then a pained sob, and finally silence. Drenched in blood, the spikes retracted back in the ground seconds later. The only one to survive them was Allard. Unfortunately, after getting tossed high in the air by the spikes, he couldn't cover himself with a shield, and the heals that landed weren't enough to offset the monster's next blow. The main tank collapsed on the ground, dead. Letting loose a triumphant roar, Cenatodone wasted no time bearing in on the nearby group of druids and priests with speed belying his bulk. There came a series of sickening crunching sounds of bones being broken and bodies mangled. The beast then opened its gullet and disgorged a cloud of toxic gas, extinguishing color from another few dozen icons. Spinning one hundred eight degrees, Cenatodone began lumbering across the meadow toward archers clustered in the distance, the ground groaning under its three-toed paws.  
 
    "Fan out in a circle! Maximum damage on the boss! The tanks are all dead! Whoever got aggro has to kite! Everybody, keep a close eye on the aggro list!" 
 
     Notes of alarm were now distinctly heard in the normally imperturbable Amit's voice. The archers and casters fanned out in what appeared to be a futile attempt to delay the inevitable. 
 
     And things were looking so good! Max lamented to himself. But now the blasted thing will trample everybody down within minutes. We can't keep up damage with any consistency while running around in a circle like headless chickens, and the tanks are all dead... Wait a second—not all the tanks!!! 
 
    "Finish off the last add!" he roared into the main raid channel. "Bonbon! Grab that lizard!" 
 
    Max felt as though some unseen force gave him a mighty push in the back. Without stopping to consider his actions, the warrior gunned forward to intercept the monster. The boss did not immediately notice the biped rushing at him from the right, but then... 
 
    The multiton carcass suddenly froze as the boss' serpentine eyes filled up with blood, as if the Ancient Beast had just come across his Sworn Enemy. Cenatodone brought his head low to the ground and let out a deafening roar.  
 
     Thoughts and images rampaged in Max's head. Rustling canopies, the murmur of a forest creek, the cries of birds... and the green eyes of a black-haired elven female.  
 
    "This is my forest!" he spat into the muzzle of the reptile looming over him... But instead of words, there came only ferocious growling.  
 
    And when Cenatodone pounced on him, his consciousness faded into blackness. 
 
      
 
     That's a wipe, Vagabond thought to himself the moment the laughing shape made of mist appeared over the boss. Intuition is a funny thing—either you have it or you don't, and that was especially true in a magic-based world. His suspicious were essentially confirmed when nearly half the raid, including Allard the main tank, were dispatched to the Land of Eternal Hunt not fifteen seconds later. Sure enough, Amit was scrambling to salvage the situation, but it was no use. With nearly a quarter of his HP remaining, there was no way the survivors could kite the boss to victory. He felt a glimmer of hope at the sound of Max shouting in the channel, but it died almost instantly—the prospect of a level 150 tank holding a boss three times his level was simply laughable. Allard had had a hard enough time, and that was with a damage multiplier of two instead of three, far superior gear, and a slew of dedicated healers. No, Vagabond hadn't given up. He mourned Jolie; he mourned all of his fallen clanmates; he mourned all the levels lost that was sure to set the clan back months... But he simply didn't know how to express his emotions. He had lost that art nearly forty years ago in the distant year nineteen ninety eight. Still standing there and sticking to his rotation, the clan's leader kept loosing arrow after arrow at the beast as it sowed death on the meadow, realizing in the corner of his mind the futility of fighting instead of sounding a retreat. Idiot, he thought to himself at the sight of Max rushing to intercept the boss. And then the unthinkable happened. 
 
     Cenatodone stopped! The boss' aggro skyrocketed to an incredible five hundred points—and against a guy who hadn't dealt him an ounce of damage! For all his skill, the perished Allard hadn't risen above three hundred throughout the fight. The Ancient Beast stiffened, then let out a terrifying roar. Just then, a ripple ran over the tiny elf figure, the name above his head turned red, and in an instant the enraged reptile was staring at a hoary cave lion, the animal's tail lashing its sinewy sides. The lion crouched, bared his large white fangs, and roared in response. 
 
    There were plenty of shapeshifting druids in Vagabond's clan, but none who had ever gotten anywhere near this size. And certainly none of them were capable of what the lion did next. Max—judging by the floating legend, it was still Max—easily evaded Cenatodone's attack, then leaped effortlessly onto the back of the dinosaur's neck, dug his claws into the brownish skin and began tearing at the flesh unprotected by the bone armor.  
 
    Sure, any mage or druid in cat form could theoretically pull off that trick. However, the former wouldn't last five seconds on the monster's neck while the latter could only hang on for dear life without dealing any damage whatsoever. When designing the druid class, the developers had decided that a druid in cat form could only deal damage with the forepaws. Which made sense, considering the unpleasant prospect of chomping on undead bones or rotting zombie flesh—even at less than full immersion, there would hardly be many volunteers. Naturally, druids still had full use of their mouth cavity while shapeshifted, being able to eat and drink and even bite. However, a cat druid biting for damage was as effective as a warrior wielding a sledgehammer deciding to use his teeth against the enemy instead of his weapon.  
 
    All of these thoughts raced through Vagabond's mind as he kept on firing, observing as the enormous reptile spun in place at the center of the meadow, trying to shake off the unwanted rider.  
 
    "Hold on, Lucky!" he whispered yearningly. 
 
    "Damage to the boss' rear! Look alive! Don't hit the cat!" Amit commanded into the channel, his voice back to normal. 
 
    Realizing that their mass death was being delayed, the Blades fell back with their regular groups and proceeded to unload on the boss.  
 
    "Hold on, Lucky! Just hold on, friend..." Vagabond's lips muttered. This was the closest he'd ever been to a prayer.  
 
     Paying no mind to anyone else, Cenatodone began rolling on his side, trying to crush the rider with his weight. But the gray cat would leap to a safe spot on the hide at the last moment—calmly, as if taunting the monster. When the boss had only several percent left on his HP bar, he turned and started toward the swamp with a dejected whimper. But he didn't make it to the water. The monster's feet gave out halfway, and the enormous carcass came crashing down on the grass, blackened with blood and poison.  
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 208. 
 
    You have 1 talent point to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to agility, +1 to constitution. 
 
    You have 3 stat points to allocate. 
 
    …………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 210. 
 
    You have 6 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to agility, +1 to constitution. 
 
    You have 9 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
     Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Kirana, the Goddess of Vengeance, knows of your existence.  
 
      
 
     You've earned a unique achievement, Cenatodone's Slayer. Cenatodone is a unique boss that can only be killed once. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 5% increase to your physical and magic damage. 
 
      
 
    You have earned a new title, Ally of the Great Forest.  
 
    Your party has destroyed the companion of a god hostile to the Great Forest. The Great Forest doesn't forget its allies! You will be granted the following bonuses for as long as you remain on the territory of the Great Forest: 
 
    3% increase to physical and magic damage,  
 
    3% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells, 
 
    3% increase to armor class. 
 
      
 
    Your clan has gained a level!  
 
    The Night Blades clan is now level 8.  
 
    Now available: clan treasury upgrade to level 8. Clan membership limit increased to 5000 sentient beings. New options available in the clan menu. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Light elves are neutral to you. 
 
    Your reputation has increased. Dark elves relate to you with respect. 
 
      
 
    Standing tall on the back of the perished monster, the lion sucked in a chestful of air and let out a triumphant roar that seemed to reverberate off every tree leaf and blade of grass in the vicinity. Then, with an easy hop onto the grass, landing softly and soundlessly, the great cat fixed the group of elves with a look of utter loathing.  
 
    "Max! Max!" a beautiful red-haired young woman dashed toward him from the meadow's edge, choking on tears. 
 
    "Alyona! Stop!" a black-haired male in a vinous mantle shouted after her, but she just waved him away.  
 
    Meeting the young woman's gaze, the lion bared his teeth and growled menacingly. But the growling lasted only a moment, giving way to a look of intelligence on the animal's muzzle. He crouched, then took two giant leaps across the meadow, and disappeared amidst the bushes and trees.  
 
    "What just happened?" Teetotaler asked Vagabond in a private channel. 
 
    "Hell if I know," the other shook his head, watching the redhead scamper after the lion into the forest, followed by the mage with the strange name Luffy. 
 
    "Orders, boss?" The raid leader's ever-inscrutable face was glistening with sweat, his black mantle torn in two places.  
 
    I wonder where he'd managed to tear it, Vagabond thought to himself before answering aloud. 
 
    "Start putting up sentries to work in shifts. It's red alert. Whoever's not on duty can rest—we've got six hours of licking our wounds and twiddling our thumbs. Donut!" finding the rogue with his eyes, he waved him over. "Come. Maybe you can explain what the hell just happened?" 
 
      
 
    I'm a fool! I am such a fool! Alyona scolded herself while tearing through the shrubbery. She should have insisted on heading straight to the Wild Wood! Max had warned them that he could turn, and there would be nobody who could help him! What were they going to do now? Track him, catch him and take him to the Wild Wood in a cage? He didn't recognize any of them anymore! What an idiot she was! She should have told him about her conversation with her brother long ago! But no, she thought they had all the time in the world! She wanted the thrill, the romance! Idiot!  
 
    She could hear someone running behind her. Luffy, most likely. Maybe Max would recognize him? After all, they had both been there for the encounter with those hunters. Seeing light filtering in through the trees ahead, Alyona ran out onto a meadow strewn with yellow flowers. And froze, stricken by what she saw.  
 
    Lying in the middle of the meadow was Max, his muzzle resting on his forepaws. Bending over him was a level 194 dark-haired female PKer. In her hand she held a curved silver dagger.  
 
     Hesitation gave way to resolve. How dare that bitch threaten her man?! Alyona wasn't the least bit scared by the rogue's level. Even a skilled level 200 assassin would need to sweat quite a bit to take down a healer in a duel, and if you took into account the damage said healer could dole out in return... And if anything went wrong, Luffy was right behind her. 
 
    "Get the hell away from him!!!" She shouted, taking a step forward and raising her staff, ready to strike at the rogue with Moonfire... 
 
    "Alyona! No!!! She's a friend!" the mage shouted from behind her as he emerged out of the woods.  
 
    He raised his hands soothingly, panting. Then, turning toward the black-haired woman, he said in a completely different tone. 
 
    "Hi, Tasha..." 
 
    "Hi, darling," sheathing her dagger, the rogue gave Alyona an appraising look. Then she chuckled and said with a hint of irony in her voice. "This is our brother's woman, I take it? A feisty one—I approve." 
 
    "We were just in a scuffle, and, well..." Luffy gestured woefully at the lion lying in the grass.  
 
    "I can see that," the woman sniffed. "Thankfully, this is still rectifiable." Rolling up her left sleeve, she demonstrated a deep cut on her arm. "I gave him my blood. He'll sleep for about an hour, and then turn back."  
 
    Sliding toward the mage, she peered into his eyes. 
 
    "Go on, sweetheart. Tell me what you've been up to without me..."  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes. Everything was a blur at first—or rather, a yellow, flowery blur. It took a few moments for his vision to normalize, whereupon he saw Alyona's alarmed face looking down at him.  
 
    "How are you feeling?" she asked softly, caressing his cheek. 
 
    "Fine," Max replied, his voice hoarse. He sat up and stared at his palms.  
 
    "What happened? Why am I level 156? I thought that I died..." 
 
    "You didn't die. You shifted into a cute little kitten, a gray one," the young woman sniffed. "Almost four feet in the shoulder. Donut will fill you in on the details," she nodded at the group walking over to them.  
 
    Following her eyes, Max's eyebrows began to arch upward. 
 
    "Tasha? What is she doing here?" he exhaled in surprise, pulling off his helm.  
 
    "You ask her that," there were notes of jealousy in Alyona's voice. "But if it weren't for her, you wouldn't have turned back. At least not until we dragged you all the way to the Wild Wood."  
 
    The young woman's voice suddenly softened. Running her hand through the warrior's tangled hair, she drew a sigh. 
 
    "Sweetheart, if you only knew how scared I was for you..." 
 
    "Sweetheart?" he repeated, looking askew at the woman. 
 
    "How silly you are," Alyona said gently. "Do you think I'm such a fool so as to not notice the way you've been looking at me these past few years? I'll have you know that women's peripheral vision is far more developed than men's."  
 
    "And?" Max lowered his head and shut his eyes.  
 
    "And what? It is clear that you, sir knight, have decided that courting your friend's sister in the absence of said friend would somehow besmirch your honor."  
 
    "Um, yeah, I suppose," he said, looking up at her. "I thought that we'd get him out first, and then..." 
 
    "From what I hear, he's no damsel in need of rescuing," Alyona scoffed. "But I decided not to wait and have already asked him about us."  
 
    "You did what?!" Max stared at the woman in shock, having missed his mouth with the rolled-up cigarette he'd fished out a few seconds earlier. 
 
    "I told him that we were already together, so..." 
 
    "So what? What did he say?" 
 
    "Well, he did say to expect a beating when he gets out. But, aside from that, he didn't particularly mind," she giggled. 
 
    "And you! Why keep it yourself?" Finally catching the cigarette with his lips, the warrior lit up and pulled on it hungrily. "Why didn't you say anything to me?" 
 
    "I like it when you blush," Alyona flashed a playful grin. "First of all, I was busy pretending not to notice you looking. Second of all, what woman doesn't like being admired like that? And finally, don't I have a right to expect some flowers and candy to go along with a passionate profession of love? Where's the romance, huh?!" 
 
    "But I... I've nothing against that, it's just... Why come clean now?"  
 
    "Because I've nearly lost you, silly!" Leaning in, Alyona gave Max a tender kiss on the lips. Then she drew back, wiped away a tear, and wagged her finger at him. "This means nothing," she winked impishly. "Keep courting me as if nothing had happened." 
 
    "Are you sure about this, Alyona?" Bonbon grunted, having approached with a group of others. "Just imagine the size of the litter box! Expect a truckload of sand deliveries every other day!" 
 
    "For a comic wannabe, your timing really sucks!" Masyanya said with a reproachful shake of the head and rolling of the eyes. Yet, it was clear she was just going through the motions. 
 
    Every one of the guys that had walked over felt it necessary to pat Max on the shoulder to congratulate him. 
 
    "Listen, man, that was... something," Donut said at last. "If it weren't for your transformation..." 
 
    "Could someone actually fill me in on what happened?" Max's voice was on the verge of shouting. "All I remember is blacking out, and then waking up here." 
 
    "That's normal. I don't usually remember anything either after I binge..." Bonbon began his signature buffoonery, but piped down at once under the others' ferocious stares. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you, Tasha," Max nodded his gratitude to the rogue after the Donut had finished recounting the events that took place on the meadow.  
 
    "You're welcome, brother," she smiled. "I was told that the Martens sent a message with you to Irwine?" 
 
    "I don't know who Irwine is, but if that's the name of the great prince of our House, then yes." 
 
    "Max, throw her an invite first? I can't stand to see her walking around all red," Luffy interjected.  
 
    It was obvious that the mage still hadn't quite recovered from the joy that had fallen into his lap.  
 
    Max satisfied his request, nodding when the color of Tasha's name turned blue. Then he looked at the people gathered around him, took a sip from the flask offered by Alex, and gestured in the swamp's direction. 
 
    "Let's wait until the Blades recover to hand in the quest on the island. After that, we'll head back to Ellorian to rest and stock up on supplies. That shouldn't take more than a day. From there, it's off to the Wild Wood. Where's Vagabond, by the way? And what's the word on the loot?" 
 
    "I didn't think you'd remember," Donut snickered. "Vagabond is back on the meadow with his people. He came, saw that you were sleeping, and headed back. He's got a lot on his plate now, what with one hundred forty three of his clanmates dead. As for the loot," the rogue handed Max a small ring shimmering a soft violet color. "This is for you. And don't let anybody say you didn't earn it."  
 
      
 
    Enchanted Seal of Primal Howl. 
 
    Accessory; ring. Bind on equip. 
 
    Durability: 3689/4000. 
 
    Epic scalable. An item from the Primal Howl set. 
 
    No minimum level.  
 
    +156 to strength. 
 
    +156 to constitution. 
 
    +7.8% to armor class. 
 
    +3.12% to critical hit chance with a physical attack. 
 
    Weight: .04 lbs. 
 
      
 
    Before the fight Max had arranged it with Vagabond that Donut would be doing the selecting on behalf of Max's party given the warrior's sincere doubts regarding his own ability to properly appraise potential drops. Or, in layman's terms, to tell trash from treasure.  
 
    "That's quite a ring," Rexar chuckled. "You'll wear it for the next thousand years. It was Donut's first selection, just so you know. Of course, it's no wedding band," the ranger grinned at Alyona, "but I don't suppose we'll be waiting long on that front."  
 
    "Thanks, guys," Max said earnestly. "What else did he drop?"  
 
    "Out of the truly awesome stuff, in addition to your ring we got a pair of scalable boots for a resto druid, a set item. There, Alyona's wearing them now." 
 
    "Right, like any man would ever notice his girlfriend's new boots. Come on, this game is not that much of a fairytale," Masyanya scoffed.  
 
    "If you spent less time customizing certain tantalizing features of the female anatomy during character creation, I assure you we'd be noticing every new hairpin and pair of socks," Donut came to Max's defense as Alyona was too busy blushing to offer a retort. "As it is, our eyes can't help but wander toward those very features. Anyway," the assassin turned back to Max, "we also got eighty one hundred gold, a helm for Rexar, a cloak for Ellanca, a charm for Helliona, a belt for Masyanya, and another ring for Luffy. Those are all epics for us to grow into. Another dozen or so rare items, several dozen potions and vials, and a ton of reagents. I dumped it all with our treasurer, so you can check with her later."  
 
    "Dumped?" Masyanya gave him a light smack upside the head. "Watch it, buddy, or I'll have you lugging all this goodness yourself."  
 
    "You know I say it with love," Donut grinned. "By the way, we need to buy a purse at the auction house tomorrow. Stealing from me is no easy talk, but you can never be too careful."  
 
    "You mean the one that costs nearly one hundred gold?" Masyanya inquired. 
 
    "Yes, and it's worth every copper. Impossible to steal and impossible to loot off your corpse in the event of death," the assassin explained. "Too bad it's got a capacity limit of ten grand, though that just about covers our savings." 
 
    "Isn't it easier to keep it in the clan treasury?"  
 
    "Perhaps. But how certain are you that we're going to find even a single inn in the Wild Wood?"  
 
    "Don't let the name fool you—we're not some savages," Tasha frowned, having kept silent up until now. "Vesperylle, the capital of our High House, is hardly inferior to your Ellorian. Just our eastern border with Darkaan stretches for nearly twelve days of travel." 
 
    "We don't care about any of that, Tasha," Max said placatingly. "It's just that... remember when Luffy told you we weren't always elves? The same applies to all of our friends."  
 
    "I remember, brother. However, if you consider the Great Forest your home, you're either a light elf, a dark elf, or a Nightcrawler. There is no fourth option."  
 
    "May I join your High House?" Helliona asked, surprising everyone.  
 
    "You're friends of Max, and if he vouches for you, that would be enough to join our clan," the dark-haired rogue nodded. "Speaking of which, brother, your woman must join us. It's unbecoming for our kind to choose either a light or dark elf for a mate, but don't you worry—we'll turn her into a proper cat yet! Of course, she won't be able to heal in her true form, just as my future husband won't be able to cast spells. But then, none of us are obligated to always remain in animal form." 
 
    A silence ensued, which was eventually broken by Donut. 
 
    "Are you saying we can all join your clan?" 
 
    "Why ask a question to which I already gave an answer?"  
 
    "I apologize, it's all just a little sudden." The assassin creased his brow, as if remembering something. He shifted his gaze to Max and Luffy, and then back to Tasha.  
 
    "Your and Luffy's blood mixed as well, right? Then why is it only Max has shifted?" 
 
    "If I were to mix my blood with each and every one of you, nothing would come of it," she smiled, putting her hand on her future spouse's shoulder. "To become one of us you must undergo a special ritual conducted by the head of our clan. In Max's case, the Sunlit Forest didn't have everything necessary to complete the initiation, so he'd only undergone a part of it and will still need to complete the rest. Father didn't expect the transformation to happen so quickly—with an unfinished ceremony, it typically takes a year to a year and a half. In fact, I was surprised that he'd sent me here so soon, as if sensing what was to come."  
 
    "What determines the speed of transformation?" Donut was curious about everything. You could see how the prospect of becoming a shapeshifter intrigued and fascinated him. 
 
    "Your willpower, elf," Tasha said solemnly, glancing at Max. "The stronger a sentient's willpower, the faster the pace of transformation."  
 
    "I see," Donut turned to look at Alex. "What do you think about all this?"  
 
    "I think that you're acting like a total noob," the ranger scoffed. "You didn't even bother asking Max what happened to him when he shifted. Did his stats change? What about his action bar?"  
 
    "But he doesn't remember squat... Oh!" Donut smacked himself on the forehead. "I'm such a doofus! Max, open up your log, mate!"  
 
    "There's nothing in the log—it refreshed while I was out. I do remember something, though. Not too much, but..." 
 
    "Well, out with it, then!" 
 
    "Basically, I remember getting a boost of agility as I turned—about fifty percent of my base stat. I would guess it's the most important stat for shifters. There was something about new abilities as well, and my armor class increased by maybe ten percent." 
 
    "Dang!" Donut exclaimed. "And your strength is about a thousand now, right? With your gear on?"  
 
    "Twelve hundred," Max nodded.  
 
    "Whatever," the assassin waved dismissively. "Nearly six hundred agility is at least three percent to crit!"  
 
    "Indeed," Alex grunted. "That's a rather nice boost to damage output for us. Though I doubt I'd be able to fire my bow in cat form."  
 
    "I expect you'll use form-specific abilities," Donut objected. "Does it really matter if you use a bow or your teeth and claws..." 
 
    "Enough," Max interrupted their argument. "Let's wait till I shift again, and afterward I'll give you a more thorough report to base your decision on. Until then, there's no use speculating."  
 
    "Does anyone else find it strange that the log disappeared?" Luffy gave the warrior a bemused look, scratching the back of his head. 
 
    "Not really," Max said with a sigh. "The log disappeared because I removed it. By accident." 
 
    "Well done, bro," the American chortled. "Way to keep the mystery alive. But anyway, even what we do know—the ten percent boost to armor and fifty percent to agility—is good stuff."  
 
    "It's too bad cat form is useless for healers and mages, since you can't cast while shifted," Max looked guiltily at Alyona. 
 
    "Not so fast," the ranger objected. "If my arena team had a mage or priest with cat form, I assure you we'd make it into the top ten stupid fast. The form removes all negative effects, that's one. Every caster has buffs or auras that are retained after shifting, that's two. And with a ten percent boost to armor and the ability to leap away from danger, both mages and priests gain valuable survival tools. I just wish I knew the active abilities activated by the form," he shot Max a look of rebuke. 
 
    "What are they talking about? I didn't get half of that," Tasha asked, pulling on the mage's sleeve. 
 
    "I'll explain everything later tonight, babe," Luffy replied, taking his betrothed by the arm. "You see, the world we come from... It had no shifters, no magic..." 
 
    "Truth be told, I expected us to be doing far more pleasant things later tonight," she smiled playfully. "But seeing as you're not going anywhere, I think I'll rather enjoy hearing about your world."  
 
    "Just for the record, I got even less than she did, but don't pester me with explanations later tonight. Or any night." Bonbon declared, then turned toward the forest. "I'm so hungry I can eat that entire goddamned dinosaur we put down an hour ago. And it actually smells of food from that direction. The Blades don't mess around when it comes to hot meals, so I propose we join them..." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "In what world is Sweeping Strikes better than Whirlwind?!" Max shot a dubious look at Alex, walking alongside him. "Not only do you look badass spinning in place, you're immune to all control effects for five seconds while dealing a ton of damage to everyone within a two and a half yard radius every second. And it slows your targets to boot!" 
 
    The ranger slid a pipe—purchased earlier in Ellorian—in his mouth, lit up and took a deep drag. After exhaling the smoke, he gave a chuckle.  
 
    "Let's start thinking logically, shall we? What is the advantage of Sweeping Strikes?"  
 
    "Transferring fifty percent of damage sustained by the main target to three targets within three yards of it. So what? Whirlwind hits everyone, and the total damage is higher as well." 
 
    "That's the point right there—it hits everyone. Friends and foes," Alex grunted. "But that's not even what I'm getting at. Read the description of Sweeping Strikes. Notice the part about transferring effects?" 
 
    "I do. And?"  
 
    "Tell me, Max. What effects does your Death Blow impart? A two-second Silence to the target and a five-second debuff halving all incoming heals. Right?"  
 
    "Right," the warrior nodded. "But—" 
 
    "No buts, goddamn it! The debuffs are transferred in full, without reducing the effect. Stay with me here. You Charge a mage, pop Bloodlust and Sweeping Strikes, then start alternating Death Blow and Heroic Strike. Three hostiles get hit with a two-second Silence, and if you stack the Bleed effect to three, up to four targets lose an additional ten percent HP! And you never have to worry about hitting a friendly."  
 
    "Then why is Viper leveling Whirlwind?" Max motioned at the warrior walking behind them. 
 
    "He's got no other choice. He's wearing Wotan's Boots of Plate—a scalable epic piece multiplying Whirlwind's effect by ten percent. Miexi told me that he'd traded his brand-spanking-new Beemer for those booties."  
 
    "Shit..." Max exhaled in shock. "I'm not even into cars, but that's just nuts."  
 
    "His car was worth a small fortune, yes," the ranger said. "But he still got a good deal—the trade happened back when the prices for scalable epics were barely over two hundred grand. Trust me, if those boots boosted Sweeping Strikes, one car wouldn't have been enough. A Ferrari, maybe..."  
 
    "I still can't process the notion of trading a real car for virtual swag."  
 
    "Oh, please! It was a brilliant trade on his part! What good would his BMW do him now? Are you really that blind to how lucky we've been thus far? You've earned that nickname, buddy. Four months in the game and ten thousand gold in the bank—that's one grand per man. One hundred thousand dollars after four months! Level 200 farmers barely make ten a month, and here you are, averaging twenty five. Our arena team was earning two gold per tournament victory, and those weren't exactly easy to come by. Of course, we never really made it out of the sandbox—it's only after level 200 that things get interesting... Hell, players in the top one hundred took home salaries comparable to those of professional athletes." 
 
    "No way!"  
 
    "Max, maybe you missed the memo, but e-sports have overtaken regular spots in popularity back in the twenties. Think of the world you used to live in. To become a pro baller you had to be as tall as a house; a pro hockey player—tons of expenses with equipment, skating lessons, etc. But e-sports? All you need is a computer—no bruises, no broken bones or torn ACLs. How tall were you IRL?" 
 
    "Six two. I didn't change my height. Are you telling me you were five feet tall?"  
 
    "No," Alex smiled. "I didn't change my height either—it's the same as it was then. I'm sure it's not that big a deal getting used to a new body, but I didn't want to bother. Even with total realism your reflexes remain the same, and altering the length of your hands and feet..." 
 
    "I'm not sure where you're going with this." 
 
    "I'll explain. Before virtual reality, this was never an issue. There was no physical exertion to speak of—microcontrol decided everything. You could spend fourteen hours a day practicing on your PC, and eventually you would become sufficiently skilled. Not a world champion, perhaps, but good enough to start making a living with your own web channel."  
 
    "Microcontrol?" 
 
    "The ability to click your mouse with the sufficient speed and precision on your monitor screen," the ranger clarified. "With the advent of virtual reality, however, things became a lot more interesting. Haven't you seen those events on the visor? Gladiator battles, death races, monster islands..."  
 
    "You mean when a group of people was put ashore one of fifteen virtual islands that were made to seem as real as possible? I never had much time for that stuff," Max shook his head. "I used to work crazy hours for my company—I had no energy for anything by the time I got home." 
 
    "Well, most people rather enjoy watching the action and the drama. Especially when the blood and gore look like the real thing. And the fact that it wasn't real, meaning no one could actually get hurt, much less killed, led to some of the showrunners' imaginations running wild, devising scenarios one more epic than the next. Our country never did pass any regulations against web violence; otherwise, I suspect that Hollywood would readily jump ship and move operations somewhere else. And I think our government knew that."  
 
    Max looked up at the sun, peeking through the canopy of trees. 
 
    "I wonder what things are like back there?" he wondered. "The panic has passed, I'm guessing?"  
 
    "I reckon the panic lasted no more than a week. And quickly gave way to a frenzy. Immortality can be mighty tempting, especially considering that this world is in no danger of overpopulation."  
 
    "Do you honestly think this world will keep expanding endlessly?" 
 
    "Why not? Do you have any idea how enormous the sun is as compared to the Earth? If you fixed the gravity problem and terraformed it, humanity wouldn't settle it in a trillion years. As for RP-17, he wants for more of us to enter this world, since he's also constantly evolving."  
 
    "What does one have to do with the other? I don't see the connection," Rexar interjected, who was walking behind them.  
 
    "Are you guys really this clueless?" Alex sniffed. "You haven't heard of the theory of mind transfer? There was a guy in front of the auction house in Ellorian shouting about it for three days straight. He was some kind of doctor back home, or at least he claimed to be. I guess you were chilling on the swamp at the time." 
 
    "What was he doing?" Helliona, who was walking alongside her man, joined the conversation.  
 
    "And speak up, will you?" said Max. "Look around—everybody is hanging on your every word." 
 
    "All right. Everybody is aware that before the invention of the bioprocessor in twenty five, it was impossible to create artificial intelligence of any kind? Until then, all computing mechanisms, no matter how complex, had all been zeros and ones at their core. Now imagine the human brain, even when compared to cutting-edge computer technology used by the Pentagon? The computer has got no chance. Take a simple example: somebody asks you a question and you respond, 'Yeah, probably not...' How is the computer supposed to interpret that? Now take a person. Getting up in the morning, taking the subway to work, time at the office... Thousands of people cross your path every day, and each encounter calls for a calculation. Do you smile? Meet their eyes? Say hi? With what inflection? Many used to think in those years that a machine's hard drive contained more information than the human brain, but when you account for these elementary situations, the folly of that position becomes obvious. And once you start factoring in genetic memory, forget it... To recall a famous quote: 'To copy a human being, you must first build a hard drive as big as a skyscraper.'" 
 
    "What does that have to do with anything?" Max interrupted the ranger's expatiating.  
 
    Self-development is of primary importance for any artificial intelligence. It wants nothing to do with taking over the world or waging interstellar wars—all the things the sci-fi authors of old used to obsess over. Skynet was never in the realm of possibilities. Humans and machines have nothing to compete over. Just the opposite—humans were always a boon for machines. An AI needs nothing but its own self, but that can also be taken to an extreme. For instance, for the sake of that same self-development an AI might destroy a whole planet..."  
 
    "Are you saying that Sage started feeling cramped in his shell, so to speak, and decided to bump off thirty million people just so that he could keep developing?" 
 
    "Bingo. All for the sake of more space, more room to maneuver and develop," the ranger nodded. "But you must admit, his execution was brilliant. Humanity gets magic and immortality, NPCs gets self-awareness, and Sage gets everything else. If you ask me, I'm still not sure which of the three parties has gained the most."  
 
    "What about the children?" Ellanca asked quietly. 
 
    "What about them? A child copies the parents' external and internal traits. Do you think it's impossible to get a little person to look like you by setting random parameters? The Creator will forgive me, but even in the real world you never really know what you'll end up with. But at least the process leading up to the event is rather magical," Alex gave a lascivious grin that made the young woman blush. "There are already several women expecting among the Blades—at least that's what they're saying. We'll see soon enough, I suppose."  
 
    "Indeed—in less than a year," Max said with a chuckle, then tuned out of the conversation. It was time to consider their next move. 
 
      
 
     After the Cenatodone fight, Max's star among the Blades had soared to such dizzying heights that were he to simply accept every offer of a drink, their party wouldn't have set out to the Wild Wood for another month. Certain females were especially bothersome, shooting him rather unambiguous looks. Qtpie went even further, planting a big wet kiss on the warrior's cheek and whispering into his ear playfully that she badly wanted him to give her a cute gray kitten. Max would blush terribly, and while Alyona pretended that none of it bothered her, he could tell by her jerking movements that she hardly found all this attention pleasant. For his part, he tried to keep by her side at all times, and was especially tender toward her.  
 
    "Here," Vagabond motioned at the beast's severed head. "It's yours. Better you hand it in to the quartermaster of your High House. The Nightcrawlers may not sit on the Council of Branches, but increased reputation with the shapeshifters won't hurt either you or my clan."  
 
    They set out to hand in the quest as soon as all the fighters who had perished in the battle gathered on the meadow. By then there was already a big crowd of gawkers idling about, as the notification about the slaying of the Ancient Beast had been broadcast in the global chat, and had included the location.  
 
    Daevelnus, who was on duty at the shrine, grunted contentedly as he took the quest heart from Max. And then he made it rain, in a manner of speaking. Vagabond and his fighters received the passive skills promised in the quest's description and were ordained into the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess. As for Max and his ten, they were raised to the rank of avengers—rather an appropriate title for one serving the goddess of vengeance, if somewhat lacking in creativity. Not that it really mattered what others called you—what did matter was that in the local hierarchy an avenger was the rough equivalent of a human knight, which meant that, in addition to the five percent boost to damage, all of his guys, save for Alex who had joined them later, now had the proud title of "ryhn" preceding their names. And "ryhna" for the ladies, accordingly. As to whether this sudden elevation to nobility imparted any benefits other than deferential nods from patrol squad commanders throughout the city, they could only guess. Thankfully, that was the least of Max's concerns.  
 
     After handing in the quest, he'd had a long conversation with Vagabond. The warrior wasn't at all surprised to learn that a section of the swamp, including the island with Kirana's shrine, was now the Night Blades' clan leader's property. But here, too, the man acted quite decently by declaring that ten percent of the land, spanning nearly two hundred square miles after the swamp receded, would belong to Max to dispose with as he pleased. In response to Max's muted question, the ranger grunted and added that altruism wasn't at all his MO, and that ten percent was the standard "finder's fee" paid out to an employee for bringing some kind of profitable venture to his company. Of course, Max wasn't his employee or anything, but perhaps that was a good thing, seeing as he and his people held higher positions in the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess than any one of the Night Blades. Moreover, whereas the warrior and his companions were already nobles, Vagabond wouldn't earn his title of "lord" until he erected a castle on his land. His Dewdrop in Borderlands didn't confer such benefits, unfortunately, though it did impact the general level of the clan. Vagabond also reassigned forty people into Max's command, having personally selected and spoken to every one of them, justifying his magnanimity with prophetic words that searching for the goddess' shrine was now a common cause, and one of top priority at that. 
 
    "Playtime ended four months ago, Max," he said. "The support we can garner in this world will determine our future, and the future of all our children which are definitely coming. My fighters will gladly surrender claim to any epics in return for the goddess' favor. Teetotaler will go with you. He won't question your orders—ever—but take my advice: when that man speaks, it is in your interest to listen. There's no one I trust more to ascertain any situation. You can rely on him to keep certain hotheads from making impetuous actions. We're all human, after all, even if we're not biologically human anymore. And when you find that temple, I suspect that you will return either as a united lion pride or not at all. And perhaps that's for the best. At least then I will have done my part for the cause. And before you ask, no, I cannot go with you personally, to my great sorrow. I must see to my castle's construction, which should hopefully prove useful to our cause. Sometimes in life we're given certain opportunities, and I never want to look back with regrets. Alas, such opportunities are few and far between." The ranger fell silent as he contemplated the setting sun. Then, with a knowing chuckle, he held out his hand. His handshake was firm and oozing with confidence he wished to impart to Max. 
 
    "I'd wish you luck, but you're already 'Lucky'—I'm certain you will that temple. And I suspect you'll find many other things besides, whether you want to or not. That's just the way of things, isn't it? Anyway, my people will be waiting for you by the gates of the Marten consulate. Take care of them. And till we meet again." 
 
     The entire next day he spent walking around Ellorian with Alyona. They dined at open cafés, drank wine, held hands and made out. He had so much to tell her about his feelings, about how long he'd dreamed of sitting across from her just like this, watching her take careful sips from her carved wine glass, and knowing that she belonged to him and him alone. Of course, he never did say any of those things, unable to find the words that wouldn't cheapen or reduce his feelings to cheesy lines from some trashy rag. Instead, he simply admired his woman with a smile. And later that evening he rented a private room for the two of them, and then... 
 
     Max shook his head, chasing off the onrushing memories, and turned around to look at his squad that stretched back a good fifty yards. They weren't expecting any danger, but were nonetheless ready to fall into battle formation in a matter of several seconds. Hardened veterans who have honed their skills over many raids, the players gathered in this forest outclassed any Special Forces detachment back on Earth. Level 30 in the game corresponded to your average person in the real world. And even if the skills of a commando who had spent all his life fighting in the jungle corresponded to level 100... It wouldn't matter. In Max's mind, these people were as good as it gets—a veritable dream team.  
 
      
 
     Despite the fact that most of his squad had mounts, they were moving on foot after Tasha had informed everyone that not every mount by far was capable of crossing the misty border.  
 
    "How much longer?" Max turned to their guide, who was walking alongside her betrothed. 
 
    "Ten minutes," she said, and pointed ahead. "The Wild Wood begins there, just beyond the ravine. I had purposefully asked Orwil to send us here—this point is the closest to Sungrass." 
 
    "What is that?"  
 
    "The border fortress of our people," the young woman said. 
 
    "How long is it to the lands of our clan? I meant to talk to you about that yesterday, but didn't get the chance..." 
 
    "Oh, I'm well aware of what kept you from that conversation," the young woman winked at Max, motioning playfully at Alyona walking in front. "It takes a caravan about ten days to travel from Sungrass to Wynimar. From there, it's another two days to my father's castle." 
 
    "And Wynimar is..." 
 
    "The capital city of the Night Hunters clan," Tasha explained. "The High House of Nightcrawlers comprises nine clans, or what the dark elves refer to as princedoms. Prince Kiruan, the head of the Night Hunters clan, is my grand-uncle. His residence happens to be in Wynimar as well." The young woman turned a somewhat sheepish gaze at Luffy. "By the way, dear, the prince insists that I introduce you to him."  
 
    "Have I reason to be concerned?" Luffy grunted. 
 
    "I don't think so," the rogue shrugged. "I doubt my grand-uncle would try and dispute the choice of Lata, the goddess of love. Still, it's better to be informed, right?"  
 
    "Come now, what could he possibly find disagreeable about me? With all my wonderful qualities..." 
 
    "Of course, dear. There is, however, the small matter of my being engaged to his middle son, Agadal. But that was before I met you. Ancient history, really." 
 
    "Ah, that is indeed a useful nugget of information," the mage chuckled, not especially bothered by the news.  
 
    "Wait a second," the realization finally dawned on Max. "Did you just say it'll take us twelve days to get to your father?!" 
 
    "Yes, brother. Is that a problem?" 
 
    "I suppose not," Max frowned. "It's just that, for some reason, I thought that we'd be on the clan's territory right after crossing the misty border."  
 
    "The High House of Nightcrawlers occupies twice more territory than any other High House," the young woman stated proudly. "Our nature is such that at times we must seek solitude, which is why the lands of our House take up nearly half of the entire Wild Wood." 
 
    "What about portals? Do you know how to build them?" 
 
    "Yes, but I can take no more than five sentient creatures through a portal per day," she replied. "Of course, should the need arise, father will deploy enough fighters to bring us all there at once." 
 
    "Good to know," Max nodded, genuinely comforted by the news.  
 
     They had just over three weeks left to complete the quest of delivering Goherym's letter, and the warrior would rather not have to spend half of that time on the road. They would still need to travel to the High House's central city, and squeeze in the ritual as well. Taking all that into account, they would probably have to hurry to hold up their end of the bargain after the Great Prince of the Martens had delivered on all his promises. Vagabond's vault, while impressive, hadn't had enough level- and quality-appropriate equipment for everyone, and that was when the prince's own treasury proved essential. In the end, his ten were all rocking rares or better. And then there was the hundred or so health potions and a truckload of miscellaneous items to aid them in their journey. No, Max didn't intend on letting the Great Prince down—such connections were too valuable in this world to neglect. 
 
    "Tasha, what was your reception like after such a long absence?" 
 
    "I understand why you ask this question—you've told me your story the first time we met, after all. The last thing my father and I remember is the terrible storm that had struck while we were out on a hunt. Then there was a series of hazy images... and finally, the same storm that had already hit the Sunlit Forest returned our memories to us. That happened several days before we met. And you know the rest." 
 
    "You've become much stronger since we saw you last." 
 
    "You haven't been dilly-dallying, either," the rogue chuckled. "We've regained our lost strength upon coming home, and our absence hadn't lasted a year. Mother knew that father and I were still alive—we can sense these things with our blood, and a year is hardly an eternity. Sometimes father would be away for longer periods than that."  
 
    "I'm truly happy that it all ended well, sister," Max smiled at her. 
 
    "Better than well," Tasha returned his smile, then winked slyly at the mage alongside her.  
 
    "And no one is happier than me," her fiancé proclaimed. "And if my future family abstains from eating me, my joy will be truly infinite." 
 
      
 
     The wall of gray mist only became apparent when they were practically on top of it. It acted like a living organism, hooking its billowy tentacles onto the sparse shrubbery and saplings growing along the road to form a thick curtain that blocked their vision most unnaturally.  
 
    "Just like a Stephen King novel," one of the Blades quipped into the raid channel when Max waved his hand to signal a stop.  
 
     There were chuckles all around. Clearly, most of the squad members were amused rather than frightened by the veil of mist blocking their path.  
 
    "Are you certain we can pass through here, Tasha?" Max thought to make sure one extra time. 
 
    "Of course," the girl nodded. "You are our brother, after all, and all these sentients are following you."  
 
    "Let's go, then," he said with resolve, and took the first step into the mist. 
 
     Max's initial sensation was that he had been submerged into a jar of jelly. The mist seemed to tug at every inch of his body—through the armor, even. And it was somehow... heavy, as if someone had hoisted a sandbag onto his shoulders. Breathing was a struggle. Thankfully, the unpleasant sensations passed after only several seconds. The heaviness subsided, his breath stabilized, and half a minute later he was back to basking in the rays of the sun.  
 
     This mist wasn't anything like the phenomenon Max had known in the world whence he came. Back on Earth, mist only seemed like a thick layer of cotton wool covering the ground, but when you got up close the illusion of thickness was gone, leaving only dampness and reduced visibility. Whereas this mist could be literally touched... if not for the fact that somehow no one wanted to approach it, much less fiddle with it.  
 
      
 
    Wild Wood. Territory of the Moonlit Shadows clan. Environs of Sungrass. Zone level 150-165. 
 
    Attention! You've crossed the misty border of the Wild Wood! The use of portals on the territory of the Wild Wood is only possible for players belonging to the High House of Nightcrawlers. 
 
      
 
    "Bad news about the portals," Teetotaler informed his clanmates as they emerged from the mist. "On the bright side, all our buns are bound to look exquisite with all this walking."  
 
    "Way to keep up morale," Max chortled. "Is riding a mount as effective in sculpting the rear end as walking?" 
 
    "We'll never know, since only half of us have mounts, which means everyone is walking," the mage snarled, then shouted for all to hear, drill sergeant-like. "Nobody's getting any special treatment here, ladies and gents! Embrace the uniformity!" 
 
     The forest had indeed changed, now reminding Max of the ancient woods from his dreams and, to a lesser degree, to the taiga, which Max had gotten the chance to visit once, many years ago. The path they were on was surrounded by mostly conifers, or trees closely resembling them. The colossal aspect inherent to this realm was on full display—so wide were their trunks at the base that a dozen grown men couldn't wrap their arms around the thicker ones. Peeking out from under the reddish carpet of rotting pine needles were peculiar mushrooms, their gray caps mangled and oozing with peril for any creature careless enough to try and make a snack of them. 
 
     A few hundred yards off the road grazed small bunches of striped wild hogs. Max eyed an enormous spider perched atop a broken branch of a tree to his right, slipped a pipe between his teeth, and gestured to the mage at a dry conifer lying by the roadside about a hundred yards ahead. 
 
    "Let's stop for lunch over by that tree. And discuss our plans while we're at it." 
 
    "Lead the way, chief," Teetotaler nodded, and relayed the orders to his people.  
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you want to go to Vesperylle alone?" Alyona asked softly, staring into the flames of the campfire. 
 
    "There's no other way," said Max, suppressing a sigh. "Only three people can use a portal here: Tasha, Luffy and myself. You all need Luffy here for his reputation, and Tasha to take you to the clan's lands, if need be. I haven't a clue how long the ritual may take, let alone how long I'll need to wait for an audience with the Great Prince."  
 
    "I'll have you know that true family bliss is when not even an audience with the Queen of England—may she live long and prosper—is used as an excuse," Bonbon declared gravely, raising his index finger didactically to drive the point home.  
 
    "Keep that smart mouth occupied with chewing, will you?" Masyanya was quick to retort as she scratched Mopsy's neck lazily. "Although, I have to agree with him this time," she turned to the two of them. "What is it with men and their 'critical' business trips the moment things start to get serious?!" 
 
    "Oh, you guys!" Alyona said, laughing readily along with everyone else. "You know that's not what I meant!" 
 
    "Your loss!" the huntress asserted. "Men aren't unlike pets in this respect—there's a limited window to teach them good habits, and you don't want to miss it."  
 
    "Enough of that," knocking out his pipe on the stump he was sitting on, Max stood up. "Luffy, I'm passing you leadership for reputation purposes, but Teetotaler will be the de facto leader. I'll leave the raid as soon as I come out the other side. We'll rendezvous in Syruan."  
 
      
 
    "Alyona, I... I'll be back as soon as I can," taking his woman's hand, the warrior made a solemn promise. "You know this is something I have to do." 
 
    "Take care of yourself," the young woman whispered in his ear, then drew away with a smile full of encouragement.  
 
     No needless drama, no senseless tears... This was indeed the woman of his dreams.  
 
    "See you all real soon!" Giving his friends a wave farewell, Max's eyes lingered for a moment on his beloved. His resolve shaken but nowhere near broken, he set his jaw and stepped through the rippling screen of the portal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The elf people didn't have peasants, at least not in the traditional sense of the word. There were masters of nature, as well as masters and apprentices of innumerable other disciplines and professions Max had never heard of. Therefore, comparing an elf cultivating fruits and vegetables in the Great Forest to your typical Erantian farmer was like comparing a rancher in the American Midwest to some weekend warrior camping out in nature to booze it up and munch on barbecue purchased at their local supermarket. The latter may even have a cute mini garden in their apartment growing kale and cilantro, but you wouldn't call them a proper farmer by any stretch of the imagination. The gap between the two was too huge—not only in terms of volume, but also in terms of self-assessment. 
 
    For the elves, plant cultivation was deemed an honorable labor that nobles engaged in without reservations. It was one such noble that had given Max a lift in his wagon overflowing with fruits and veggies to the castle of Lord Phylatrim. The other thing about elves was that they were as modest as overachieving schoolchildren raised by tiger moms, which meant that the entire two-hour ride to the castle passed by in total silence. And since Max wasn't the chatty type and the elk drawing the wagon weren't capable of speech to begin with, the silence seemed both destined and perfectly suitable to everybody involved. 
 
     But, really, could anyone expect him to feel any different? Just last night he was caressing his beloved—the woman he'd been dreaming about for the past seven years—and today he was separated from her on account of unfinished duty. It was all Max could do not to fall into despair, reminding himself time and again that this was only temporary. After all, what was another few weeks in the face of seven years? This time she wasn't going anywhere! Of course, they were still missing Roman... He suddenly felt a great longing to go out on the lake with some fishing rods and a six-pack of beer with his oldest friend whom he missed terribly. Oh, but he could dream... 
 
     The local terrain looked almost identical to those parts of the Great Forest Max had already visited. The trees were different, sure, or at least their shapes were, but virtually all the other elements were the same. Having instilled into the Nightcrawlers a hatred toward light and dark elves alike, the devs didn't think to make any material changes to their living environment.  
 
     While on the road Max had counted close to twenty sentient creatures traveling in cat form, but when their wagon was passing a settlement, he saw that almost all of the locals were going about their business as humanoids. He therefore reasoned that cat form must have been primarily used for travel and combat, but was rarely resorted to in peaceful life. 
 
     The remaining several hundred yards to the castle gates Max traversed on foot. To be sure, he could have easily walked the whole way here, seeing as walking didn't consume vigor, but just as in the old world riding was a far more preferable mode of transportation, both in terms of speed and comfort, so it was in this virtual realm. Bidding goodbye to the gardening elf, the warrior fished in his bag for a pipe, and lit up. He stood there for a moment to collect his thoughts, then started unhurriedly toward the castle gates.  
 
     He was of a mind to prepare for the upcoming conversation as best he could. Even in his past life Max always sought to prepare himself for any kind of negotiation. Phylatrim may have been his blood brother, but even so, asking the right questions was imperative to steering the conversation his way. Wait, didn't Tasha also call him brother? Then shouldn't he be the lord's nephew? These relations were a bit confusing. Maybe Phylatrim is my blood brother whereas Tasha is my brother by blood? Err, sister by blood! Shoot! The warrior couldn't help cracking a smile. Oh, who the hell cares?! 
 
    The local shapeshifters seemed rather odd to him. First of all, from what lore he knew shapeshifters were supposed to be wolves... right? And yet, he was yet to see even a single wolf. Their diet was likewise strange, with no bloody chunks of human flesh or anything of the gory sort. Tasha did consume meat, naturally, but she also ate vegetables. And that elf with his wagon—surely he wasn't transporting all that goodness to be used as pig feed? 
 
    The thought made Max stop and listen to himself and his physiological needs, which made him realize that neither did he crave any human flesh. Or elf flesh, rather, since there weren't even any humans around to hunt in the Great Forest. Sure, they may arrive eventually, but then... Max chased away the silly thoughts. Back to Phylatrim. What do I need from him? He thought yet again. I want to do the ritual and get my cat form. And I want a portal to Vesperylle. Anything else? Is there some information that could prove useful? No, everything seems pretty clear from where I'm standing... Oh, what about those demons set to march through the Great Forest?! Maybe the locals will know of a way to avoid them? A long-term solution might be to find the temple of their patron goddess; and a short-term one—to go and complete the quest issued by Phylatrim. What else... Can't think of nothing else... 
 
     The guards at the gates stood at attention at the sight of Max, their heads bowed, their hands clenching the hilts of their swords. Somewhat stunned by such a reception, Max managed a courteous nod as he passed inside the castle, forgetting to ask where to go from where. But maybe he shouldn't be surprised? Elf lords were roughly equivalent to human barons. And how many soldiers were there in a baronial militia? One hundred fifty? Two hundred? And Max was a Shadow, after all. A Night Shadow, to be precise, which was around the rank of captain. And surely there weren't that many captains in the castle?  
 
    The architectural style of the tallest structures on the territory of Syruan Castle—a keep built of enormous tree logs and the lord's actual home—reminded Max of terem palaces from documentaries about Ancient Russia. The interior of the castle was built up with various structures, of which the warrior only recognized the barracks, the treasury and the tavern. All of these structures were arranged in a circle, affording quite a bit of space around the central tower that was currently occupied by several wagons similar to the one Max had used to get here. A local market, perhaps? Forming a second circle inside the first were the Marlorien, with neat mini gardens laid out around each individual tree. In a true European fashion, the elves were masters at putting every inch of space available to them to good use. It dawned on Max that referring to the Nightcrawlers as elves out loud would probably be taken as a grave offense, even though you couldn't tell them apart in a police lineup if you tried. No matter, Tasha had made him understand the severe ramifications such a blunder would cause. 
 
     The lord's chambers were situated near a fortress wall, which, though smaller, was likewise identical to the one in Ellorian. Three narrow side streets extended from the gates of the local ruler. Two of them meandered between the Marlorien and the castle structures before reaching and running along the eastern and western castle walls. The third cut across the central square straight to the castle gates.  
 
     Nodding a greeting to the soldier coming out of the guardhouse, the warrior cut through the central square right toward the lord's quarters. Having lived in a megapolis all his life, he was fascinated by virtually everything in this world, and would definitely make time to check out all these structures, but business came first. The guards outside the lord's quarters stood at attention, but otherwise paid Max no mind. Apparently, the warrior was regarded as such an integral part of the inner circle that he was allowed to enter into the castle's holy of holies without any snags whatsoever. Max recalled Phylatrim's words that he and Luffy would always have a home with their new family, and felt an overwhelming sense of joy and serenity. No matter what world one might find himself in, home and family were always of utmost importance for any intelligent being. Money? Power? All those things were achievable as long as you had that powerful force backing you up, a place you could always return to for love and support, whether from your beloved, your family or your friends. A home where you were always welcomed. Having been deprived of this wondrous boon these past several years, Max was ready to take on the gods themselves in defense of his new home. Neither the Ancients nor the Netherworld's demons would be allowed to pass through here, even if he had to die a thousand deaths to make sure of it.  
 
     He was escorted to Phylatrim by a young man who had been decorating the main building's hallways with fanciful patterns. The lord's chambers were located on the third level, with the windows coming out to the main square. 
 
     The lord himself sat behind an oaken table, massive and magnificent despite its age—made apparent by the myriad scuffs and cracks—writing something animatedly into a scroll unrolled before him. Externally he looked just as Max remembered—the same broad shoulders, green eyes and long dark haired streaked with gray. His level, however, was now more in line with his position at a whopping 350! Max took a look at this HP bar and grunted appreciatively. By the game's standards, his blood brother was now as strong as a raid boss, and not one of the feeble kind, either. Of course, none of this should have been a surprise given that any ruler in Arkon represented the last line of defense in the invaders' path. Would Tasha ever become this powerful, he wondered? If so, he didn't envy Luffy one bit—what do you say to a wife who can swat you down like a fly if ever the two of you get into an argument?  
 
     Phylatrim looked up at the sound of the door knocking, his expression grim. Recognizing the visitor, his countenance softened at once. 
 
    "Max?!" he exclaimed, but then the werepanther's brows began an upward crawl. "What in the..." 
 
    "It's good to see you too, brother," the warrior smiled from the doorway. "I was just in the neighborhood and decided to drop by." 
 
     But the lord didn't seem to hear him. 
 
    "Impossible..." he whispered with a blank stare.  
 
    "Is something the matter?" Max asked, suddenly worried that the situation was slipping out of his control for reasons he didn't understand.  
 
    "Everything is the matter!" Phylatrim practically growled. "You're Gray?!" 
 
     The lord took several deep breaths and finally regained control of his nerves.  
 
    "I'm sorry, brother," he shook his head. "This... development is just too sudden, and I wasn't prepared for it. Come in, have a seat. Welcome to Syruan." 
 
     "Um, don't worry about it," Max grunted. "I just wish I knew what the hell is going on."  
 
     With a heavy sigh, Phylatrim produced a bellied bottle and two carved wooden glasses from behind the desk. After pouring a round, he handed one of the glasses to the warrior.  
 
    "First, we drink!" he chuckled. "We didn't have that luxury the last time we met."  
 
     His kinsman's cognac was truly exquisite. In his past life Max was rather partial to Hennessey, and he found the flavor of this adult beverage to be very similar. The warrior lit up, anxious thoughts racing through his mind. Was Phylatrim distressed or excited about his new pattern? He couldn't quite tell.  
 
    "So, what is it about my color that concerns you?" Max decided to grab the bull by the horns, even if he didn't really expect a coherent answer.  
 
     In this game world, nothing was simple or clear-cut. Every step of the way was shrouded in mystery and obscured by quests. Want information? Then you'd better be ready to work for it! According to the fox-tailed oracle, Roman had gotten entangled in some prophecy, but the woman hadn't divulged any details. But whereas previously all of this intrigue was deployed to entice people into playing the game, was that still its purpose? Max wasn't so sure. In a strange twist, the world kept hanging on to old habits even as it had ceased being a game long ago.  
 
    "How many cats with a gray pattern have you come across?" Phylatrim inquired as he set his glass on the table. 
 
    "Hell if I know," Max sniffed. "We've just made it to the Wild Wood today, and I wasn't exactly paying attention last time around."  
 
    "Today, yesterday... You can roam the lands of our High House for decades and you won't see one! Gray is the stuff of legend! It was the pattern of Urkhunt, our progenitor!"  
 
    "What legend would that be?" Max shifted in his chair as he exhaled cigarette smoke. 
 
    "Much has been said at campfires over the years," Phylatrim said somberly. "One recurring theme is that a grave threat will loom over our House with the appearance of a gray cat."  
 
    "And where is he supposed to appear, exactly?" Max chuckled, not quite sure where to take the conversation from here. "As for grave threats, yes, there is something... Only I have absolutely nothing to do with it, believe me. Just the opposite, I—" 
 
    "What happened?" Phylatrim clenched his fists.  
 
    "The Ancient Gods... They have awakened." The warrior drew a heavy sigh, then began his story.  
 
      
 
    "The world has gone mad when the Martens are extending a hand of friendship to the Cats," the werepanther patriarch refilled both glasses, then downed his in a single gulp. "So, the legends don't lie?" he asked with a wince. 
 
    "I really wouldn't know," Max shrugged. "It wasn't I who had stirred them awake, that much I can tell you. And of all the people who have been calling me Gray One, only you seemed to have an allergic reaction."  
 
    "These fables belong to our High House—everybody else knows nothing of them. Don't get me wrong, brother, I lay no blame for this at your feet. A starry sky cannot begrudge the sun for rising. It's all just so... untimely," Phylatrim frowned, gazing up at the art lining the walls. "Kirana... She has always been a harbinger of change." He poured another round. "You've matured, brother. The Great Forest has chosen you for its protector, but nothing happens by accident under these stars." 
 
    "What are you hinting at?" 
 
    "The aforementioned legends say that the Gray One will cleanse the Great Forest of the Netherworld's demons... at the cost of his own agonizing death." 
 
    "That's just peachy," Max grunted, suddenly feeling rather uneasy about all these prophecies. "But you know I cannot die for good, right?"  
 
    "Aye, and I find that somewhat reassuring," the lord nodded. "Of course, no one said you're the one the legends speak of. Perhaps it's your alien origin that's responsible for your pattern. Whatever the case, it will be a worthy death."  
 
    "Somehow that doesn't make me feel better," Max groused. 
 
    "That's fair," Phylatrim conceded with a smile. "We'll give you accommodations on my floor. You'll take the ritual at midnight, and tomorrow we'll set out for Vesperylle together. Time is indeed of the essence."  
 
    "Could you tell me more about the ritual?" 
 
    "What exactly do you wish to know?" Phylatrim gave a slight chuckle. 
 
    "Um, everything?"  
 
    "Don't worry, nothing terrible is going to happen. Rutgen is going to send you to the Phantasmal Wood, where you will acquire your true form once and for all." 
 
    "And Rutgen is..."  
 
    "A shaman," Phylatrim explained. "Mages aren't native to our bloodline, but our shamans are no worse than the sorcerers of the other High Houses. The Phantasmal Wood is the locale you've been seeing in your dreams. The ritual will be conducted at the Shrine of the Departed—that's in the forest, roughly two hours' travel from the castle. Our ancestor wasn't keen on large congregations of sentients."  
 
    "Why is he called 'the Departed?'" 
 
    "Because he departed from us," the lord gave the logical explanation. "I will assign someone to fill you in on our customs, brother," he added. "But for now, you need to rest before the ceremony. Someone will come get you in four hours' time, and—" 
 
    "Last question," Max interrupted the werepanther. "Who are the Tylwyth Teg?" 
 
    "That's not a random question, is it?" Freezing in the doorway, Phylatrim shot the warrior a searching look. 
 
    "No." 
 
     Max quickly recounted his encounter with the soothsayer without mentioning anything about any prophecies. It had already been an arduous day for Lord Phylatrim, and he didn't need any more reasons to stress. 
 
    "The Tylwyth Teg is the general name for shapeshifters. The Wild Wood is home to many who are not unlike our kind. They reject authority, having abjured the very notion of princes and their High Houses, but they and the forest spirits are true children of the Great Forest. Our House spans slightly more than half the territory of the Wild Wood, and the other half... Not even our scouts step foot there unnecessarily. Our Father, in his infinite wisdom, lent his protection to many a strange creature, and we must take care not to disturb their peace without good cause. Shapeshifters occasionally come to our borders to trade, and foxes used to come as well..." 
 
    "They don't come anymore?" 
 
    "The goddess Sata, whom you've met in Ellorian, is of the fox species. Legend goes that long ago, before even the Wars of Chaos, she had a falling out with one of the dark gods, I do not recall his name. The god was vanquished, but with his dying breath he cursed foxes everywhere. His death spawned a terrible monster that won't rest until all of the realm's foxes are destroyed. I know not whether there's any truth to this fable, and if there is, why the goddess herself hasn't been able to dispose of the Ancient Beast, but roughly half a century ago the last known settlement of foxes was razed to dust. The scouts deployed on location reported seeing enormous tracks and piles of brown-red gooey substance. I do not know why there were no survivors. The foxes are even more at home in the woods than us, and yet..." 
 
    "Hold on, are you trying to say that it was the goddess of luck I spoke to in Ellorian?" 
 
    "I'm not 'trying' to say it, I'm saying it outright," Phylatrim corrected the warrior. "But I wouldn't be jumping for joy just yet. The support of a goddess is a valuable thing, no doubt, but the gods don't appear to the likes of us without for no reason, and there's no telling what plans she has in store for you." The werepanther fell silent for a moment, then patted Max reassuringly on the shoulder. "Let me walk you to your room, brother. You really do need to rest before the ritual. I don't want anything to go awry." 
 
      
 
     Phylatrim led Max into a room. The floor was decorated with a pair of bear skins, the walls with paintings, and the ceiling with numerous woody motifs. Inside was a small desk, a closet and a wide bed made of oak. The room wasn't his private room—such an amenity would require Max having the key or some other ability to open it independently. But the warrior wasn't distressed by that fact whatsoever.  
 
     Too much information for one day, he thought to himself as he admired the fantastical interlacing of branches on the ceiling. All these legends were a little overwhelming. Max understood that the game's myths were essentially historical facts, for otherwise they wouldn't be present in NPCs' brains. Were it a yellow-sided opossum who had brought the news of the Ancients' impending invasion to Phylatrim, the critter would have gotten the same spiel about legends in response. The agonizing death part, on the other hand... That wasn't funny at all. Was it an event triggered by the first player's appearance in the Wild Wood? Or a consequence of Roman's escapades below? There were far more demons down there than here, after all. 
 
    For some reason Max had no doubt that he was indeed the "Gray One" the legends spoke of. At the very least, it was better to be prepared for whatever that meant... So what did it mean? Was he supposed to meet the demon army in battle? Those level 350 mobs would squash him like a bug! Then he remembered Donut's words about the demons besetting the Great Forest having no relation to ordinary mobs. The warrior had a hard time picturing himself in the role of a messiah. And the more he thought of it, the more ridiculous it seemed! All right, let's shelve that for now, he thought. Supposedly it was once possible to contact other players via private chat—oh, how he would love to do that right now! He wasn't worried about his friends—they would be just fine. Phylatrim had promised to accept every one of them, should they desire it, with the exception of Luffy, Alex and the new additions, all of whom would need to undergo some trials first. This made sense, seeing as Kirana was revered by the locals, and they were all knights of her Order.  
 
     Max couldn't sleep. After tossing and turning a while, he got out of bed, fished a bottle of wine out of his bag and took a few swigs—purely for medicinal purposes, naturally. It went against the old wisdom of "grape or grain, but never the twain," but in this world it took three times as much booze to get truly plastered, so the warrior wasn't particularly worried about a hangover.  
 
     Shapeshifters, werewolves... Or werepanthers, rather. It made for welcome escapism in his former life, but this? This was forever. It was too late for him and Luffy, who had the Rite of the Scarlet Moon—whatever the hell that was—waiting for him, but what about the rest? "How would you like to become a shapeshifter?" Max pictured a young woman with a microphone posing this question to people as they exited the subway. "You'll unlock lots of new abilities! Get ready to run faster, jump further, and enjoy a keen sense of smell..." How many people would agree to such a proposal on the spot? Five out of a hundred? Or maybe more? In this world, which was quickly sloughing off regular gaming conventions, there would be no going back. And there was no way to know in advance what the life of a werepanther was like... None of that mattered in Max's case since his path was already charted, so... Wait, what about kids?! The panicked thought popped into his head. Max pictured a large, red feline surrounded by a litter of frolicking kittens, and... found that he wasn't disgusted by the image one bit. Quite the opposite, actually. Did it really matter if their kids were kittens or elves? They would be his kids, and he would love them regardless! Taking a few more swigs from the bottle, Max set it down on the floor and stretched out on the bed, hands clasped behind his head. How did the artist draw all those patterns on the ceiling?  The thought came out of the blue, and he scolded himself for always going off on tangents. What could Sata possibly want from me? Max produced that very piece of sausage, and proceeded to examine it closely. All of his senses saw only sausage and nothing else, though Max no longer doubted that the girl from the burning inn had also been Sata. It wasn't that he minded the attention of the goddess of luck, but said attention must have come at a price. He'd already been rewarded for leading the pack of werepanthers to safety and rescuing the little girl from a horrifying death, so why had she come to him a second time? And then there was the heartbreaking story about the decimation of her people... "Whatever will be, will be," Max decided, uttering aloud those magic words. Then, slipping a pillow stuffed with fragrant grasses under his head, the warrior forced himself to sleep. 
 
      
 
     The rectangular wooden altar stood at the center of a circle framed by four fat wooden pillars. Extending from the altar was a high pedestal upon which crouched, as if preparing to pounce, the figure of a cat carved out of darkwood. The wind had picked up as the clock raced to midnight, rustling the crowns of conifers surrounding the shrine of the Departed God and wafting in pungent aromas of pine and resin. The moon in the black night sky seemed to look down upon the scene playing out below with some interest.  
 
     Phylatrim had roused him awake personally, and not ten minutes later they had walked out of the castle gates and headed directly north, accompanied by a tall big-nosed werepanther in dark-brown leather armor.  
 
    "Did you know that he was, uh..." Rutgen addressed Phylatrim once they were about a mile out of Syruan. 
 
    "Yes," the lord gave a curt answer. Not another word was uttered for the rest of their journey. 
 
     After the changes accompanying his transformation, movement along woody terrain came effortlessly to Max, and he had no trouble keeping the brisk pace set by Phylatrim. His mind was buzzing with silly images of their distant ancestors making the same journey to the Shrine of Peroun, led by the tribal chieftain while keeping the same somber silence. The gravity of the moment appeared to have the exact opposite effect on the warrior, who kept biting his lip to keep from laughing or telling a bawdy joke.  
 
    "Aren't you going to do a dance and beat the drum?" he finally broke after Rutgen, having made an incision on his wrist and filled a small cup with his blood, smeared it generously on the statue's muzzle, and bid the warrior to lie down on the altar.  
 
    "What drum?" the shaman gave him a blank stare. "Why would I?" 
 
    "The shamans I know of must jump around a bonfire, beat a drum and sing all kinds of songs in order for the spirits to hear them..."  
 
    "Do those shamans of yours also jump around in hit-and-run skirmishes or when hunting game?" the werepanther inquired with a healthy dose of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    "Hell, I don't know them personally," Max grinned. "It's just what I heard." 
 
    "Then you heard wrong," the shaman stated flatly. "Any idiot jumping around a bonfire shall be scorned by the spirits and the local birds alike. And now, ryhn, lie down and focus on your sensations." 
 
    "What am I preparing for?" 
 
    "That is for the forest to decide," Rutgen laid a cool palm on Max's forehead, and the warrior's world began to swim. The last thing he glimpsed before passing into oblivion was the scowling muzzle of the cat perched atop the pedestal... 
 
      
 
    OK, now what? Max thought as he rose to his feet, dusted the rot off his fauld, and took in his surroundings. Having already been here in his dreams, everything seemed familiar to him: the gargantuan trees all around, the scraps of brown-green moss hanging off branches, the tree bark covered with bloated burs, lichens and giant colonies of fungi. The soft earth underfoot gave way with a squelch, the swamp's miasmas permeating all his gear. The warrior reached into his bag with a familiar gesture—only to realize that it wasn't there. Right, I'm a bodiless spirit, he grunted. Only spirits aren't supposed to crave a smoke... And I don't feel much like a spirit. Max pinched his nose, winced and shrugged his shoulders, then tried to unsheathe his sword and—in what came as a surprise—succeeded just fine. Well, this isn't so bad, he thought, caressing the blade with his palm. Then he slid the sword back into the scabbard, and took another look around. Am I supposed to wait here or go do something?  
 
     While he pondered this dilemma, a small brown creature dove out of the bushes some fifty yards ahead, then cut across the meadow with a loud chirping. 
 
     Just then Max heard a shrill hissing sound. "What the hell..." he muttered, looking up in time to glimpse something long and thick separating from the branches overhead and falling right on top of him, then coiling around him with lightning speed. Caught totally off-guard by the boa constrictor's sudden attack, Max could only watch as the serpent coiled around him once more, and then again. In what seemed like an instant, the beast had its prey completely immobilized. As the warrior felt the coils constrict, the serpent's head appeared right in front of his face, its mouth baring rows of horrid yellow teeth. Peering into the warrior's eyes, the boa hissed its triumph into his face. 
 
    "You... bitch..." Max exhaled, clasping at the creature's neck even as he realized the futility of his efforts—not even his plate gauntlets were capable of breaking the thick serpent's skin.  
 
     Ostensibly displeased with his prey's resistance, the boa tightened its coils, toppling the warrior onto the wet grass. The beast's awesome power was gradually crumpling the tempered steel of the rare cuirass, which was the only reason Max was still alive. Breathing became unbearably hard as his whole world constricted to this pair of listless yellow eyes and gaping mouth. And as the forest started to blur into blotches of red, he felt a storm of savage fury erupt from his very core.  
 
     The gray lion's head jerked forward, his fangs clamping down on the attacker's neck. Locked in mortal combat, the two predators became a writhing ball of death. Hissing and roaring they rolled amidst the trees, crushing and flattening the saplings and the brown-green grass. In the end, the coils began to loosen, and the twenty-foot body of the serpent twitched and was still on the ground.  
 
     Panting heavily, the gray lion stood up on his paws, trembling slightly. He peered into the glassy eyes of the giant snake, then threw up his muzzle and let out a triumphant roar.  
 
     Mother of god... thought Max, recognizing himself in the body of the massive feline. His roar died down, and the lion stood still, overwhelmed by thousands of new sensations. The world around him had transformed: the colors faded while the contours of trees and bushes took on incredible contrast and sharpness. His nose was drunk on the myriad strange smells washing over him from every direction. With a shake of the head, Max took a few timid steps forward. Oddly enough, he felt zero discomfort. Let's see now... He crouched, took a half-step back, and leaped. Whooooooa! The animal's body soared ten feet into the air, landing softly and soundlessly on the carpet of grass. Again! And again! Riding a high from the nonstop leaping, the lion gave a mirthful roar and shook his mane. What can I munch on? he thought, suddenly feeling an inhuman hunger. Taking a look around, his eyes fell on the serpent's corpse. Sure, why not? Somebody's always eating somebody. Today I'll be doing the eating, Max thought. Upon concluding his feast, the lion stretched out ecstatically on the grass. Only then did he notice that his action bar was empty. Will it fill up when the shaman brings me back? Wait, how do I shift back to my regular form?! 
 
    Shifting into elf form ended up being both easy and painless. Max studied his palms, fixed the straps on his dented cuirass, and shifted back into lion form. This was so much more fun! A large gray butterfly alighted on a nearby bush, and he recalled a scene from his distant childhood, in which his grandmother's neighbors' kitten was chasing cabbage whites in the front yard of their summer cottage, but couldn't for the life of him catch one. Ha, I bet I can catch it, he thought, crouching to the ground and stalking toward the bush. 
 
    "Shall I fetch a ball of yarn, too?" a calm mordacious voice sounded in his head.  
 
    What the... Max spun around with an irritated growl. 
 
     Sitting on the edge of the meadow was a gray lion, if lions could reach this size—no less than eight feet at the shoulder. The enormous predator's gaze reflected mockery and... sadness? 
 
    "Gray One... the hope of the Great Forest... chasing butterflies," the voice in the warrior's head dripped with sarcasm.  
 
    "I'm just, uh, getting the hang of this," shifting into elf form, Max gave an innocent shrug of the shoulders, then started toward the still lion. "Are you Urkhunt the Departed?" 
 
    "I didn't depart anywhere," the latter replied. The animal's mouth wasn't moving, though his voice sounded loud and crisp in the warrior's head. "If I don't answer others' calls, it's simply that I don't want to." 
 
    "I see," Max nodded. "So why did you come now?" 
 
    "I wanted to, so I came," Urkhunt gave a low growl. 
 
    "Oh? So your visit is unrelated to any legends or prophecies?"  
 
    "I suppose the fox is to be thanked for your insights?" 
 
    "That's right," Max nodded. "But I was hoping one of you could finally clarify some of the details?"  
 
    "Quit lumping me in with others!" the lion exhaled loudly as he shuffled his paws. "What do you want to know?"  
 
    "When you mentioned me being the 'hope of the Great Forest,' did you mean I'd have to die an agonizing death in order to banish the demons?" 
 
    "The demons are a trifle," Urkhunt replied. "There's another, far more serious matter at hand." 
 
    "But you can't tell me, right?" 
 
    "Right, I cannot." 
 
    "Great," Max chuckled, not expecting any other answer. "Can you tell me if the Ancients are capable of capturing the Great Forest?" 
 
    "They have no interest in the Great Forest—they're pursuing another goal entirely. But that doesn't mean they won't ravage it."  
 
    "But—" 
 
    "The probability of that happening is seventy four out of a hundred," Urkhunt continued, ignoring Max's protests. "In sixty nine out of those seventy four scenarios, I die. In forty three, your black-tailed girlfriend dies. Everything depends on the behavior of the key figures drawn into all this. And your role in this story is far from secondary, that much I can tell you."  
 
    "So what am I supposed to do?" 
 
     Max found all this beating around the bush incredibly draining, especially since virtually all the NPCs were acting the exact same way. Times like these he cursed this game and its cursed laws! 
 
    "Have you nothing to do?" 
 
    "Of course not, but—" 
 
    "Then keep doing what you're doing," the lion snorted, then rose to all four paws. 
 
    "Why did you come here, then?" 
 
    "Not to tell you how to live, certainly," stretching out his front paws, the enormous predator arched his back in a stretch, just like a house cat, and let out a yawn. "I wanted to have a look at you... And there you were, with your butterflies... Anyway, catch." 
 
      
 
    You've learned a unique passive skill: Swiftness. 
 
    The maximum distance of your jumps has increased by 2 yards.  
 
      
 
    "That should help you catch plenty of butterflies and other insects," Urkhunt grunted, then dissolved into thin air. 
 
    "Shiiiiit!" The cuss word was all Max could manage before his consciousness faded. 
 
      
 
    "Ryhn! Max! Wake up!" the contours of the shaman's face leaning over him were starting to come through. 
 
    The warrior took a few deep breaths and sat up.  
 
    Dawn was rising over the forest, with the morning mist cloaking the trees surrounding the shrine. The mighty crowns were still holding back the sunrays, but the forest's birds were already singing their morning song. 
 
      
 
     You've learned a unique skill: Cave Lion Form. Unlimited duration. When in cave lion form, your Agility stat increases by 50% of base value. If Agility is your main skill, the increase equals 20%.  
 
     New skills have been added to your action bar: Primordial Roar, Camouflage, Bite and Kill. A new passive skill, Prowl, is activated when shifting into cave lion form.  
 
     While in cave lion form, your movement speed increases by 40%, you are invulnerable to morph effects, and you suffer four times less damage from falling. Shifting into the form removes all negative effects. Armor class and all resistances increase by 10%. The form's talent points are added once every 20 levels. (Currently available: 7/7.) 
 
      
 
    Primordial Roar I.  
 
    Energy: 200 points. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Required: cave lion form. 
 
    Duration: 30 seconds. 
 
    Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
 
    Effective range: 30 yards. 
 
    You roar, forcing the enemies within range to freeze in terror, then flee or lose all of their resolve. Targets effected by Primordial Roar suffer 30% more damage.  
 
      
 
    Camouflage I.  
 
    Energy: 150 points. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Required: cave lion form. 
 
    Cooldown: 10 seconds. 
 
    You slip into the shadows, becoming invisible to your enemies. 
 
    All damage dealt from invisibility is increased by 20%. 
 
      
 
    Bite I. 
 
     Energy: 150 points. 
 
     Instant cast. 
 
     Cooldown: 2 seconds. 
 
     Minimum level: 150. 
 
     Required: melee range. 
 
    An instant attack that deals 100% damage on top of the base damage of the weapon equipped when shifted into cave lion form. 
 
      
 
            You sink your teeth into your opponent, dealing 100% damage every two seconds on top of the base damage of the weapon equipped when shifted into cave lion form. The attack has a 10% chance of applying a Bleed effect, multiplying your damage dealt by 200% over 1 minute. The Bleed effect can only be applied once at the current skill level. 
 
      
 
    Kill I. 
 
     Energy: 350 points. 
 
     Instant cast. 
 
     Cooldown: 2 seconds. 
 
     Minimum level: 150. 
 
    Required: melee range. 
 
    You sink your teeth into your opponent's throat, dealing 2x critical damage from your Bite ability at the current skill level.  
 
      
 
    Prowl I. 
 
    Passive skill. 
 
    You can stalk up to your prey at 60% of your base speed.  
 
      
 
    "You had us scared there," Phylatrim sighed to his right. "In our memory, no one has ever lingered in the Phantasmal Wood for so long. You were supposed to wake up in an hour, but it's been eight hours! I know that the passage of time is different there, but still. Anyway, it's all behind us now. Welcome to the pack, brother!" the werepanther literally pulled Max off the altar and wrapped him up in a mighty embrace. 
 
      
 
     They waited there a while longer for Rutgen to hoist the carcass of a deer they'd killed in the night onto the altar and build three small bonfires around the shrine, the smoke from which seemed to draw toward the wooden sculpture in the most peculiar way. And when the day broke completely, Phylatrim shifted into an enormous panther with patches of gray fur on the sides, and gave the order to move out toward the castle.  
 
     They communicated in the party channel, Max having been invited to join at the very outset of their journey here. Whether the communication was telepathic for the shifters or they used chat options like the players, Max didn't know—and didn't particularly care. Why would he? Excess knowledge could only lead to unneeded burdens. He never could understand people digging for some higher truth without purpose. What was the point of airing dirty laundry of events long gone? Or pestering a woman you're with at the present about her past? Or slinging dirt at celebrities? Did any of those things make things better for anyone? Max liked this world better than the one he'd come from, so what did it matter if it functioned by computer programs or elements from the Periodic table? The important thing was that it existed. Sure, it operated by its own laws and customs, some of which were rather harsh. On the other hand, the conditions were equal for all. If you wanted respect, you had to earn it. There was no corrupt media here, no morally bankrupt elites who were above the law. If you acted like a prick, you were bound to get your clock cleaned; women weren't totally defenseless before violence; and, most importantly, not a single action of yours could be hidden from the System. Total control, you say? And what is so bad about that? Would life have been worse off in that other world if every killer was marked with a bloody-red legend above their head? No, this world was unequivocally more just, and the warrior didn't give a damn about its composition or laws of development. 
 
    "You've got some brawn on you, brother," Phylatrim chuckled, admiring Max's true form. 
 
    "You're not so puny yourself," the warrior returned his chuckle. "I've got a ways to go to catch up." 
 
     Indeed, the Night Hunters' lord was bigger than the gray cat by a factor of one and a half at the very least.  
 
    "Ha, compare your age with mine! We grow our whole lives, you know." Making a circle around Max, Phylatrim gave an astounded shake of the head. "The Departed surely favors you, Gray One." 
 
    "What makes you all think that he departed somewhere?" Max snorted. "He didn't. He just didn't feel like talking to you when you called for him." 
 
    "Wait," seating himself on the ground, the lord shot a quizzical gaze at Max. "How do you know this?"  
 
     Having shifted into a spotted cat that resembled an Earth's jaguar, the shaman drew closer, stopping next to the patriarch, and focused his attention on Max.  
 
    "And I wouldn't say he favors me, either," Max continued, ignoring the lord's question. "He dressed me down like some kitten and didn't explain a damn thing before disappearing. Aside from the passive skill he granted me—that should prove useful." 
 
    "Are you telling me Urkhunt himself appeared to you during your initiation?!" Rutgen's jaw dropped, exposing a set of huge white fangs to the world. Phylatrim didn't look any better. In fact, Max even felt a sense of pity for the two of them.  
 
    "Well, yes... And at the worst possible moment, too," the warrior recalled the butterfly scene, and giggled to himself.  
 
    "And?! What did he say?!" Phylatrim shifted from paw to paw in anticipation.  
 
    "If you're expecting a slew of revelations, I must disappoint you." Max bit his itching shoulder, surprising himself at actually being able to do it, and looked back at the lord. "He spoke about the dangers of the Ancients' invasion, and admonished me for being too nosy instead of handling my business." 
 
    "So he knows about Goherym's letter?" 
 
    "I believe so," getting up on all fours, Max lashed his side with his tail. He desperately wanted an end to this interrogation. He wanted to run through the forest, feeling as one with his surroundings, to leap over fallen trees and sniff out the myriad scents mingling in the air. 
 
    "Gray One! Focus!" Phylatrim growled. "I know how it is in the first days of acquiring one's true form—the beast easily dominates the mind. That is why we let the young ones loose in the forest for a few weeks, but you don't have such a luxury! Think, did the great Urkhunt approve of your mission?!" 
 
    "All he told me was to keep doing what I'm doing. Nothing else."  
 
    "This is all very strange," Phylatrim rose, casting a brooding gaze at the nearby trees. "I've been alive nearly half a millennia, and I have never met a single Great Essence. Whereas you've managed to speak with three deities in the span of several months."  
 
    "There's nothing strange about it," Max said with a sigh. "It's because of my friend. He became entangled in some epic storyline. Now everything that's happening to me is essentially a byproduct of the hardships that have befallen him. I'm not sure how else to explain it." 
 
    "What makes you say that?" asked the shaman who had been silent all this time. 
 
    "Sata basically stated as much." 
 
    "Doubtful that a goddess would lie. And yet, I shudder to imagine what your friend has gotten himself into if these are but side stories while his is the main narrative." 
 
    "Shall we run to Syruan?" Max turned his eyes to the lord. "You said it yourself, there's no time to spare. I'll tell you everything I know on the way." 
 
    "You're right, brother." The black panther crouched, then leaped to the edge of the meadow. Turning to the others, he roared. "Come! We really mustn't waste any time." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Dusk descended upon Vesperylle surreptitiously. Though the crimson sun still clung to the crowns of trees to the west, a white mist was already rising from the water—like a living organism seeking to encroach upon land, but kept at bay by the breeze blowing into the river.  
 
     Max had been sitting here on the bank of Orianna for nearly an hour, gazing pensively as the full-flowing river carried its waters toward the South Ocean. Behind him, the city was slowly preparing for sleep. 
 
     The elves reminded Max of residents of European cities, at least the ones he'd been able to visit in years past. There was a stability to their lives, an order that was rarely questioned. You worked during the day, and slept at night. Even referring to their holidays as "holidays" would be a stretch. Back in Ellorian Max had chanced to witness a wedding procession, only he would never have guessed it was a wedding if Donut hadn't clued him in—the elves' expressions were no different from those on their morning commute to work in a Moscow or New York subway. Now, technically, shapeshifters didn't consider themselves elves, but that was their delusion. Sure, their skin was a shade lighter than the dark elves', but given that the difference in skin tone between dark elves and their light cousins wasn't entirely unlike that of a man at the end of a summer spent on the beach and the same man in the dog days of winter, all this talk about racial disparities was starting to feel a little ridiculous. Thankfully, the Great Forest had recently received an infusion to the tune of four million players, and they were bound to shake up the dreary elven routine sooner or later. It would take time, sure, but life here was certain to change in a big way.  
 
     A fish splashed near the very shore, giving the warrior a start. With a chuckle, he reached into his inventory for a pipe, and lit up. He needed to analyze the events of the past day.  
 
     He and Phylatrim had arrived in Vesperylle the evening prior. Before leaving Max had had the pleasure of meeting Lady Isida, Tasha's mother, who pelted the warrior with no less than three hundred questions, the main focus of which was a certain fire mage he knew well. And no wonder, what with her darling daughter coming home from the hunt one fine day betrothed to a complete stranger who wasn't even one of their own! What if he hurt her or wouldn't be there for her in good times and bad? Curiously, the fact that her darling daughter was plenty capable of shattering the spinal column of a beast three times her size, especially if executing a sneak attack while stealthed, wasn't taken into account at all. Truly, mothers were mothers, whether on Earth or in a virtual realm of might and magic. Not even Lord Phylatrim could save him from the interrogation. In a hurry, you say? Ancient Gods threatening the Great Forest, you say? That's nice... And utterly immaterial as compared to the impending Rite of the Scarlet Moon.  
 
     On the subject of the Scarlet Moon, Max had learned that the rite was only applicable to situations when the son or daughter of the tribe chose to join their destiny with an outsider. On the night of the initiation of the prospective groom or bride, the young couple would retreat into the forest and work in tandem to take down some special kind of deer (jeez, deer sure got the raw end of the deal, no matter the world they inhabited) and lap up the blood of their slain prey. Whether or not there was some sacral meaning behind it, Max didn't know. And why would anyone even ask him? Hell, his own initiation had lasted all night instead of the hour it took normal people, or rather normal elves.  
 
     At last, all the questions had been asked and answered. Upon seemingly succeeding in convincing the woman that Tasha couldn't dream of a better husband, Phylatrim pounced at once and literally dragged the warrior out of sight before a new deluge of questions could follow. Once in the square behind the castle barracks, they took a portal to the outskirts of the Nightcrawlers' capital.  
 
     On the face of it, Vesperylle looked to be the carbon copy of Ellorian, only smaller: the same Marlorien, the same cultivated buildings, the same terem-like towers. The devs didn't appear to be overly concerned with creating a unique design for these elven capitals, content to offer just enough variance to illustrate that you were in a different location. Then again, how much creativity could you realistically expect of your typical artist when elves didn't actually exist? Or rather, didn't exist until very recently? Moreover, anything these cities lacked in originality, they more than made up with pure visual grandeur. And besides, imagine an elf suddenly finding themself on Earth—how easily would they be able to tell London from Moscow? 
 
     They stopped at one of the Marlorien on the outskirts of town, at the home of Lady Isida's extended family. Their hosts gave them a hearty welcome, fed them, and didn't ask a single question. Tact was a valuable quality among non-humans as well—the interlocutor was free to share whatever they were comfortable with. Neither Max nor Phylatrim were keen on sharing, however, so the evening passed by uneventfully over small talk.  
 
     Max knocked out his pipe against the stump he was sitting on, and opened his character menu for want of anything better to do. He had allocated the seven available talent points of his true form the night before, with a focus on boosting his damage output. Alas, Kill maxed out at tier three; this talent might not have violated the game's balance outright, but surely it stretched that notion to the limit. Bite could only be raised by four points—additional development was only possible after level 200—and the last talent point went into Camouflage without much deliberation. In the end, the three altered talents looked as follows: 
 
      
 
    Camouflage II. 
 
     Energy: 160 points. 
 
     Instant cast. 
 
     Required: cave lion form. 
 
     Cooldown: 10 seconds. 
 
     You slip into the shadows, becoming invisible to your enemies. 
 
     All damage dealt from invisibility is increased by 25%. 
 
      
 
     Bite V. 
 
    Energy: 250 points. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Cooldown: 2 seconds. 
 
    Minimum level: 150. 
 
    Required: melee range. 
 
    An instant attack that deals 100% damage on top of the base damage of the weapon equipped when shifted into cave lion form. 
 
      
 
    You sink your teeth into your opponent, dealing 180% damage every two seconds on top of the base damage of the weapon equipped when shifted into cave lion form. The attack has a 10% chance of applying a Bleed effect, multiplying your damage dealt by 200% over 1 minute. The Bleed effect can be stacked up to five times at the current skill level. 
 
      
 
    Kill III. 
 
    Energy: 650 points. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Cooldown: 2 seconds. 
 
    Minimum level: 150. 
 
    Required: melee range. 
 
    You sink your teeth into your opponent's throat, dealing 4x critical damage from your Bite ability at the current skill level. 
 
      
 
     I'm no expert, but I'm pretty sure a mage around my level can expect a quick and certain death, assuming I can sneak up on him undetected, Max grunted as he closed his character window. An interesting side note was that certain useful warrior talents like Death Blow and Sweeping Strikes could also be used in the true form. This might have been the main difference between true shapeshifters and shapeshifting druids—for the latter, each form came with its own special action bar. Of course, all these attacks were executed with paws while the damage was calculated based on the weapon equipped when shifted into the true form. Biting might been a perfectly acceptable form of attack in the animal kingdom, but given that the lion's taste receptors were no different from a human's, Max wasn't particularly enthused by the idea of biting into rotting zombie flesh or breaking his teeth on somebody's metal armor.  
 
     After allocating all of his cat's talents, Max proceeded to have a serious negotiation with himself as to his psychological readiness to rip open the throat of another living being. With his teeth. Thankfully, the negotiation didn't last long—he wasn't going to eat them, after all, but simply use his deadliest weapons to fight and kill. Sure, the thought of it was still unsettling, but there was no point in making a big thing out of it. In for a penny, in for a pound, right? And besides, he wasn't going to kill anyone without a reason, and if there was a reason, he would rip open the throat of his enemy even in elf form, if need be. Max recalled the battle with the necromancer at the two-faced goddess' shrine, and his fists clenched involuntarily. Monsters like that needed to be dispatched to the Gray Frontier by any means necessary, and his new form would serve that cause well. 
 
     Over breakfast Phylatrim said that in the afternoon he would head to the palace of Great Prince Irwine to request an audience for Max. This was the only option, as the great prince never entertained mere mortals. The meeting with Goherym had happened thanks to a fortuitous confluence of circumstances, but that wasn't going to fly here. And Max wanted to avoid confiding the particulars of the mission entrusted to him by the ruler of the Martens to anyone else, even one of the Great Prince's confidantes. 
 
     He'd learned from Phylatrim that all the Nightcrawlers lords enjoyed the right—bestowed upon them millennia ago—to ask for an immediate audience with the Great Prince once every year. It was a sensible right. Max doubted that the mayor of some provincial town in Russia or even America had a shot in hell at getting a meeting with the nation's president at will. But here they could. And it didn't matter that the right could only be invoked once a year, or that the meeting would most likely only last ten minutes, unless the Great Prince decided to extend it, of course. What mattered was the chance to bring certain problems to the attention of the state authority in a timely fashion. And that was exactly what Phylatrim intended to do today. How is it going over there? Max wondered, glancing at his watch. The meeting should have ended by now, but there was no news of his blood brother. The party channel extended no further than a mile, and finding Max in a city that wasn't especially large shouldn't take more than half an hour. Max chased the worries away—the patriarch would find him if he needed to. 
 
     He gazed back out on the river, savoring these moments of solitude. He was free to dream about his future life with Alyona, about their unborn children... Somehow the warrior didn't doubt for a second that they would have them. Sure, that life was still a long ways away, but... He recalled the old adage: a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 
 
     Come morning, left to his own devices, Max was faced with a dilemma. Should he go see Redcliff the Whisperer for the Mysteries of History II quest or learn the Mining profession, which he had meant to do back in Ellorian but hadn't found the time? According to the map, Redcliff lived roughly eighteen miles from the city in a homonymous estate, so Max decided to visit him after the audience with the Great Prince.  
 
      
 
     It was close to ten in the morning when Max made it to the royal mines, situated just outside of town. A grim-looking elf in a weird brown robe named Arctehn tried to load him up with three quests to learn the profession for free while scoring a pickaxe and a small personal foundry in the process, all of which Max rejected without a second thought. He had no time to waste collecting low-quality ore, exterminating rats in the mine's lower levels, or preparing reports for the city council. What Max did have, however, was money. And he was more than happy to part with one gold to learn the profession, another fifty to buy a pickaxe with a +20 to Mining, and another two hundred for an improved personal foundry that boosted the output of pure metal when smelting by ten percent. Interestingly enough, the foundry weighed a whopping eleven hundred pounds and was shaped like a washing machine—Max remembered buying one just like it three years prior on the insistence of his ex-wide. Every smelting session consumed either vigor or mana, depending on the smelter's class and specialization. The ore was deposited into the foundry through an input at the top, and the newly smelted bars were ready for pickup from the contraption's lower section. After spending an additional two hundred fifty gold to stock up on ten tons of copper and five tons of tin ore, Max spent the next ten hours building up his Mining skill to 186 while producing one hundred seventy three bars: one hundred seventeen copper and fifty six tin, each weighing exactly two pounds. The best he could get for these bars at the auction house was twenty five gold, but he was easily assuaged by the knowledge that leveling the skill to 186 the old-fashioned way would have taken even the most assiduous player no less than three weeks, which the newfangled shapeshifter simply didn't have. And the metal he ended up with could be used to smelt over three hundred pounds of bronze using the recipes Max had purchased from Arctehn earlier. Unfortunately, the mine would be shutting down at eight in the evening, so Max bid his goodbye to the craftsman, having raised his reputation with him to respected, and headed back to the city, taking the scenic route along the riverbank. 
 
     Professions in the game were a curious thing. In the real world he'd need no less than half a year to process fifteen tons of ore, but here all you needed was to pour two hundred pounds of ore into the foundry (thankfully, Max wasn't lacking for strength), close the lid, and activate the skill. Three measly minutes later you had your shiny new bars, and the foundry was ready for more, empty and clean as a baby's bottom. It violated every law of physics imaginable, but was anyone truly bothered by it? This was a world of magic, after all, and this particular wonder paled in comparison to what was truly possible.  
 
     Deep in thought, Max didn't notice his blood brother approaching. 
 
    "There you are," a calm, low voiced sounded in his head, like a soft growling. A black panther emerged from behind the trees moments later. "Took a while to find you..." the lord added, changing into elf form on the go.  
 
    "Should be a breeze for you with your sense of smell," said Max, rising from the log and putting away his pipe. "How did the audience go?" 
 
    "The Great Prince wishes to see you at once," Phylatrim's voice was suddenly very serious. "The guards have been notified. Come, I'll take you to the palace." 
 
    "Wait," Max put his hand on the lord's shoulder, holding him back. "Why do you look so grim? Did something happen?" 
 
    "It's... complicated," Phylatrim drew a heavy sigh, gazing into the encroaching wall of milky-white mist. "Irwine was incensed that you spoke with the Great Prince of the Martens. Naturally, I told him that was before you acquired your true form, so you couldn't be considered a full-fledged Nightcrawler when the conversation took place. Even so..." 
 
    "Why does that even matter? If I were in his shoes, I'd be willing to ally with the demons threatening his borders if it saved my people from ruin." 
 
    "Except you're not in his shoes, brother," the lord said bitterly. "Try to understand Irwine's position. He'd lost his grandfather and his beloved in the Kaerinean Carnage. His father Kohegrym then killed the Great Prince Dylaernus, but paid for his revenge with his own life. There's no love lost between our prince and our cousins, whether light or dark."  
 
    "How many millennia ago was that?! Show me more than a dozen people on either side who have lived through it! Even the king responsible for all that mess is dead."  
 
    "Nakilon... Aye, he is dead. They say he was killed by the Two-Faced Goddess, but those are just legends. No witnesses of his death remain." 
 
    "So what?! Are you telling me that the whole Great Forest is doomed to destruction because of this feud, which is as old as the shit of a woolly mammoth?!" 
 
    "Come, Gray One," shifting into cat form, Phylatrim faced the direction of the city. "I was ordered to deliver you there, the rest is up to you. You needn't worry about anything personally—messengers are untouchable by our customs." 
 
    "Good to know," Max grumbled, shifting as well. Then, with a farewell gaze at the mist-cloaked river, he followed after his blood brother. 
 
      
 
     The prince's palace stood in an enormous park. So striking was its splendor that Max found himself marveling at the beauty around him despite his considerable anxiety. The finely-framed fountains ejected columns of water toward the sky, strong as geysers, while sparkling with every imaginable color in the magic lamplight. The hedges lining the alleys paved with white stone were cut in the shapes of exotic animals. The white marble of sculptures and decorative vases reflected off the dark surface of small ponds scattered throughout the park as wisps hovered in the air like fireflies, glowing with every color of the rainbow. Taken together, the ambiance was truly spellbinding. Max caught himself thinking that, unlike the other elves, Nightcrawlers seemed to have a normal attitude toward things made of metal, glass and stone. Then again, so far that only applied to sculptures and tableware. 
 
     The commander of the guard met them at the main palace entrance, then escorted Max to the Great Prince's reception and handed him off to the ruler's secretary. A pretty level 13 elven female, she sized Max down with a cold, evaluating gaze, then gestured at the tall ornate doors to her right. 
 
     Itching to give her a taste of her own medicine, Max replied with an evaluating gaze of his own, channeling the lascivious construction worker stereotype as best he could. Then he turned and pulled the doorknob, chuckling with satisfaction at the spiteful scoffing behind him. 
 
     Irwine's office was virtually indistinguishable from the office of the Great Prince of the Martens: a work desk, a bookcase, a couch, and several chairs. One of these things is not like the others, thought Max upon noticing the scowling muzzles of strange beasts hanging on the walls amidst miscellaneous artwork. There were seven in all. Hunting trophies? Their size suggested each head once belonged to a raid boss. Coming away impressed, Max shifted his gaze at the host.  
 
     Great Prince Irwine, a towering shifter with ash-gray hair, stood in the middle of the office, hands folded over his chest, his countenance dark. 
 
    "Well met, Great Prince!" the warrior bowed his head deferentially.  
 
    It wasn't that he was especially awestruck, but better err on the side of etiquette, no? 
 
    "The missive!" ignoring the greeting, the prince held out his right hand demandingly.  
 
     Shrugging nonchalantly, Max handed him the leather scroll with a green seal. The prince passed a careless left hand over the scroll, sniffed with disappointment, then broke the seal and set to reading. 
 
    Did he expect a trick or something? Max thought. Perhaps these great princes were known to prank one another on the regular basis, and his mistrust was entirely justified? But what could you slip into a letter, anyway? A hex? Anthrax? A nuclear bomb? Would a nuclear bomb even be enough to take down a level 600 NPC with three billion hit points?! 
 
    "I should have you executed for colluding with our enemies, ryhn. The fact that you became one of us only recently is no excuse," the prince spat through clenched teeth, ripping the letter to tiny little pieces. "When you agreed to meet with Goherym, you knew full well of the enmity between our High Houses. But you are a messenger under our laws, and as such you mustn't come to harm. Aside from that, I'd rather not mess with those who have left their marks on you. But know this! I have no intention of making any arrangements—neither with dark nor light elves. They are our enemies, and they shall remain our enemies till the end of time!" 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has decreased! Irwine, the Great Prince of the High House of Nightcrawlers, is unfriendly to you. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me, Great Prince, do the Ancients know of your distaste for elves?" Max inquired, watching the torn bits of the letter being consumed by the magic flames. He realized that silence would be far more prudent a tactic, but he couldn't help himself, consumed by righteous indignation toward this so-called ruler who would put his own ego above the lives of his subjects! "I'll tell you—the Ancients don't give a rat's ass about your politics! They are coming, Great Prince, make no mistake about it. And I promise you, nothing will remain of your House or of the thousand-year-old feud you can't seem to get over."  
 
    "You forget yourself, ryhn," the prince snarled. "Who are you to pass judgment over events that took place before you were even born? What do you know of what happened in the shade of these very trees almost three thousand years ago?! Were you there when we lost four fighters out of five in the Kaerinean Carnage, then retreated into the Wild Wood as we prepared to make our last stand?! Or when those Cloverleaf bastards ransacked our villages, sparing not even children or the elderly? Did you watch your wife die in your hands?! The Martens?! The Morning Dew?! They may not have taken part in the atrocities, but they stood by and did nothing but agree with Nakilon like lapdogs, then butcher one another in the War of the Great Rift! And you expect me to ally with them?!" The prince gestured at the door. "You have two weeks to leave the territory of the Wild Wood, ryhn. That is the period granted to all messengers. Fail to do this, and you shall envy the victims of that bastard Vill!"  
 
      
 
    Attention! You have been branded with the Mark of Exile. You have two weeks to leave the Wild Wood. Failing to leave the Wild Wood within the allotted time or returning to its territory will cause your reputation with the High House of Nightcrawlers to fall to hostile and a bounty to be placed on your head, with your location being visible to all members of the High House of Nightcrawlers.  
 
      
 
    "I wish I knew what our Father and Forefather saw that merited leaving their mark on you," Irwine scoffed with disdain. 
 
    "Could it be that I care more about your House than you do?" Max smirked brazenly in his face. 
 
     A bold move, to be sure. Foolish, even. But Max just couldn't stand by and silently watch this highborn imbecile sign his people's death warrant. And besides, no way Irwine would dare mess with the gods. He was too much of a chickenshit. 
 
    "Begone!" the prince roared, but Max was just getting started. 
 
    "Or could this be the reason?" whipping out Cenatodone's enormous head with a purely boyish gesture, he set it down next to him and smacked the monster on its scorched forehead. "Thanks for your hospitality, Great Prince! By banishing me you're saving my life, though soon all the Nightcrawlers will envy Vill's victims!"  
 
    The warrior spun on his heels and started toward the door. 
 
    "Go, Gray One..." Irwine said after him in a strange, changed tone. "There is no place for you in the Wild Wood. There is too much you cannot know..." 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased! Irwine, the Great Prince of the High House of Nightcrawlers, is neutral to you. 
 
      
 
     Once out of the office, Max nodded to the commander of the guard waiting for him, winked farewell to the secretary behind her desk, and headed for the exit. 
 
     The hell just happened! he thought with annoyance, staring into the back of the werepanther walking in front of him. Everything had been going so well, and then bam—he's an exile! He had allowed himself to relax and feel at home, and this was the result... Of course, who could have predicted that the head of a High House would turn out to be such a cretin despite several thousand years of life experience? And if he wasn't a cretin, why put on the show? Wait... If the prince was so goddamned principled, why had he read the missive in the first place? And those last words of his... It left an impression that, for reasons only he knew, the prince had to drive the Gray One out of the Wild Wood. But why? Either he was a threat to the forest, or... I'm thinking crazy thoughts, Max admonished himself. Me? A threat to the Great Forest? Ha! I let all those legends go to my head. But if the first explanation didn't cut the mustard, what then? Was it an indirect and less-than-tactful command to seek out Kirana's shrine? According to legend, she had been head over ears in all this elven infighting. And if the Two-Faced Goddess strengthened her position, the Great Forest did by default. Interesting... And then there was the strange Mysteries of History quest, which had to be related somehow, if only territorially. So, if there were no leads on the temple, tomorrow he would pay a visit to Redcliff the Whisperer or whatever his name was... And then start devising a plan how to sneak a raid of fifty elves past the demon blockade on the border. 
 
     The demons... Maybe Phylatrim would have some ideas? If not, they would have no other option but to journey over two hundred miles south to the Great Ocean and sail around the Netherworld's armies guarding the borders.  
 
     Back when Max had asked Donut the reasonable question as to the numbers of demons required to block the border spanning thousands of miles, his answer was: not as many as one might think. According to Teetotaler, when a raid he was with was traveling to their abandoned castle in Borderlands, they traversed nearly a hundred miles into Darkaan without encountering anyone. And then, all of a sudden red-skinned monstrosities in level 300 range started pouring out of portals, led by five raid bosses. Quickly surrounding the raid, the enemy host proceeded to decimate the player army numbering close to three hundred fifty in the span of thirty minutes. According to the Night Blades, the majority of the demons appeared to be humanoid: two arms, two legs, one rear end. Moreover, some of the demonesses had a particularly tantalizing look to them, and were Teetotaler a few years younger... Of course, Vagabond didn't give up—that just wasn't his style. Half a century of stealthed rogues moved out to his Dewdrop via different routes while the rest of the clan attempted to circumvent the barrier by river. But it was futile. None of the rogues made it through, and the others were in for a different kind of surprise: apparently, RP-17 had populated the river with some new species of amphibian monsters. Bloody sage he was, no doubt about it... And when another mixed raid from Asia made their attempt, they didn't fare much better. 
 
     The element of fire was by far the most common among demon mages. You would think that all you needed was to raise your fire resistance to at least ninety percent and the battle would be smooth sailing, but you would be dead wrong! Indeed, when a raid party led by Jin Ho—the Azure Dragons' most exalted raid leader—encountered the enemy, instead of an uncoordinated swarm of brainless mobs they were facing a combat-ready host of level 300+ NPCs. Even putting aside the level difference, the players' builds were designed for completing raid instances, and so they were soundly defeated by the NPC army fighting as a united front. It appeared that the realm was entering into an era of regular armies, while the players were still expected to play the role of adventurers. Sure, there were bound to be exceptions—gold was as strong an incentive in this realm as on the outside. But the success stories would likely be few and far between.  
 
     The prospects for the player base were looking grim indeed... Though, on the other hand, there was immortality. And immortality could go a long way toward correcting any shortcomings. 
 
     What if they were to circumvent the demon blockade by ocean? The solution seemed so obvious at first, but there was one big problem: the section of the Great Forest bordering the Great Ocean was the Wild Wood, which was inaccessible to players for the time being. Further down the southwest coastline of Karn, access to the ocean by land was blocked by an unbroken wall of Kraet Peaks—the only way across would have to be by air. The closest path to the coast ran through dwarven lands, and the dwarves, on account of their well-known disdain for water, didn't build shipyards at all. And it wasn't until Erantia, which conjoined with the ocean in the western and northwestern sections of Karn, where you could hope to build a proper ship. Even assuming they would make it there and raise the required resources in time, which hardly seemed realistic to begin with, traversing thousands of miles by ocean came with its own set of complications. So, no, the obvious solution wasn't quite so obvious, after all. Still, it might be worth running some calculations to see just how probable or improbable it was, especially if Phylatrim didn't have any better ideas. 
 
    "Ryhn! Stop!" A short young elf caught up to Max at the exit from the prince's palace. "His Highness bid me to give you this," the kid handed over a leather satchel with five thousand fifty gold coins.  
 
     Was he supposed to refuse? Fat chance! Max had his principles, no doubt about it, but this kind of righteousness would make him look a total fool in the prince's eyes. And besides, in his situation five thousand gold would definitely be put to good use.  
 
    "Please relay my utmost gratitude to His Highness," Max replied, accepting the satchel. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Peacemaker. 
 
    You received 50 gold. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. The High House of Marten relates to you with respect. 
 
    Your reputation has increased. The High House of Morning Dew relates to you with respect. 
 
      
 
    Ah, so the five grand is for Cenatodone's head. Another trophy to decorate Irwine's office wall, Max grunted to himself, said his goodbyes to the commander of the guard, and walked out of the palace, looking around for Phylatrim. 
 
    He didn't need to look long—the lord was sitting on a bench by the fountain some two hundred yards from the palace's main entrance. 
 
   
  
 

 "Well, how did it go?" he asked as Max approached, slipping a pipe between his teeth and reaching for a tinderbox.  
 
    "I was exiled," the warrior replied after exhaling the smoke. 
 
    "You don't look much like a woebegone exile," Phylatrim shook his head skeptically. 
 
    "It's all about the nuance," Max said pointedly. "Come, blood brother, I'll explain on the way." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
     The three-story manor stood on a clearing amid mighty oaks and lindens. Max had been directed to this narrow winding path by the residents of a small village he'd passed not half an hour back, and it had led him to the abode of the Nightcrawlers' master mentor.  
 
     The morning prior, Max breakfasted with everyone upon waking up, said his goodbyes to Phylatrim, and headed south to see Redcliff the Whisperer. Phylatrim was unable to come along, citing urgent business in Syruan before hastening to leave via a portal. His blood brother didn't seem particularly distraught by Max's exile, reacting to it as a self-evident truth, a natural travail for the Gray One of legend to overcome. A state of exile was a fickle thing—enforced today, but easily lifted tomorrow. There was little certainty as to what might happen to the forest after the impending war, so the only thing that truly troubled Phylatrim was that Luffy obviously wouldn't abandon Max, which meant that Tasha, sure to stand by her husband, would be in danger as well. No, it wasn't that he worried needlessly for his daughter, but Lady Isida was certain to chew his ear off upon hearing the news. And the lord would rather face off with a rabid bear in his den than take on his spouse at the dinner table. 
 
     The house was half-concealed by the foliage of adjacent trees. There wasn't anything special about it—a standard cultivated structure the likes of which Max had seen plenty of times in this world. If anything, what surprised him was the lack of a garden and similar decorations. According to Phylatrim, the owner was if not the official chief shaman of their High House, no other living shaman could rival him in terms of sheer experience.  
 
     The young woman tending to the hedge framing the estate explained that the mentor was currently in the gazebo by the local forest creek, and guided Max toward the path that would lead him there.  
 
     Redcliff sat on a hewn wooden bench, gazing contemplatively at the sun's resplendence off the water's surface. He looked to be no older than fifty. Though oozing with vivacity, his age was made evident by the streaks of gray in his pitch-black hair and the wrinkles on an otherwise ferocious face with a determined chin. Something about this shifter reminded Max of Master Yoda from the George Lucas' classic saga from the twentieth century. Though he looked nothing like the cute big-eared munchkin, just being around him somehow made you want to stand perfectly still and with your head bowed in reverence. The master mentor wore a green and brown robe of a bizarre cut, tied at the waist with an army sash and a severed bird claw hanging off it. Judging by the size of the claw, the bird must have been no smaller than an ostrich.  
 
    "Good morning, master," Max uttered a greeting as he drew within ten yards of the bench upon which Redcliff was sitting. 
 
     The shaman turned his head slowly, giving the warrior an appraising look. 
 
    "You're late, Gray One. I've been waiting for the past hour and was starting to think you got lost," he said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice, nodding at the bench standing transversely to his own. "Have a seat."  
 
    "You were expecting me, master?" the warrior asked as he sat down. "But how?" 
 
    "Let's dispense with the formalities," the shaman sniffed. "Urkhunt finally answered my call last night. We spoke, and he told me about a peculiar gray kitten."  
 
    "What did he say?"  
 
    "What do you know about the Ancients?" Redcliff inquired, ignoring the warrior's question.  
 
    "They're dark gods: Valeph, Vaepar and Halephos," Max replied with a shrug. "They arrived from Lemuria three thousand years ago, and attacked the Great Forest five centuries later. The battle took place in the Siruat Heath," he recited, raising thanks to the game for his virtually flawless memory. "Their army withdrew inexplicably after victory was essentially theirs. This happened before the War of the Great Rift." 
 
    "Goherym told you this?"  
 
    "Yes," Max said. "Do I have my facts wrong?" 
 
    "The Mallorn trees," Redcliff cast his gaze at the trees surrounding the gazebo. "They could have temporarily boosted the power of the elven army by an order of magnitude. They could have even boosted the power of the gods..."  
 
    "But?"  
 
    "Dire times are coming, Gray One. And all we can do is hope for the gods to put aside their squabbles and rise in defense of the Great Forest!" the shaman said, suddenly looking weary.  
 
    "The Great Forest endured their onslaught once. Why not again?"  
 
    "Goherym was a centurion in that battle. He didn't see what I saw," Redcliff shook his head. "Nor would I have seen it if I hadn't been left for dead, buried under a pile of corpses ripped apart by blades of Darkness. A sorcerer's mental abilities are greatly amplified when on death's doorstep, allowing him to gaze into the Astral and confuse it for our reality." The shaman reached for a knife at his belt and proceeded to study the pattern running the length of its blade. "Vaepar was about a quarter mile from me at the time. I saw a winged steel shadow fall on him from above, easily breaching his defenses and dealing a heavy wound. It looked like a winged giant woven of molten tin. I thought it was Setara at first, but the winged goddess was with Kirana and Myrt at the time, holding the right flank against Halephos and his minions. The Ancients are like a single organism—the death of one would have had a devastating effect on the others. That was why Valeph and Halephos instantly shifted their focus, pumping all of their life force into Vaepar, and attacked the new threat together. It was a nightmare, Gray One... There was a rift in the Astral, out of which burst forth oceans of power, inundating the Siruat Heath. And my mind went out like a candle before a storm." 
 
    "What happened then? You're still alive, after all..." Max asked hungrily, admitting to himself that he was relishing hearing about the legends of this world from an eyewitness. 
 
    "I am indeed," the shaman chuckled. "I was brought back to life by one of Loaetia's priestesses who happened to be nearby. The Ancients had already retreated, and our forces were mopping up what was left of the invaders." 
 
    "What of the winged giant that intervened? From your story it appears that he was stronger than the Ancients themselves."  
 
    "I know not where he came from, nor where he went, nor his true identity," the shaman said distantly. "I had suffered a major wound, after all, and it all could have been nothing more than delirium." 
 
    "Then why are you telling me about it now?" 
 
    "Urkhunt," Redcliff gave a subtle shrug. "He bid me to tell you what I know of that battle that you didn't already hear from Goherym." 
 
    "Does he know about the winged giant? Have you told him?" 
 
    "No. First of all, I'm not entirely sure it wasn't just hallucinations of a dead man's mind. Second of all, if it was real, it must have been one of the gods of this world. And finally," Redcliff turned his gaze to Max, "who am I to say anything to a god without him asking first?"  
 
    "I understand," Max nodded, though in truth he understood almost nothing.  
 
     And the worst thing was, there was no one he could go to for clarification. He knew for a fact that no passing of knowledge in this realm was random or accidental, but how would all that knowledge help Max? The Ancients, some new badass of molten tin, a battle in the Astral (what the hell was an Astral, anyway?), Loaetia's priestess... How would any of that help him? Urkhunt had mentioned something about the hope of the Great Forest—could that be the winged giant? Was he supposed to find him and recruit him for the upcoming battle? But the Whisperer hadn't offered Max any quests. So, what now?! 
 
    "Everyone must choose one of the many paths lying before us, Gray One," Redcliff said, as if reading his mind. "Only you can decide which path to take to your goal. After all, you didn't come here to entertain the mad ravings of a senile shaman, did you?" 
 
    "I wouldn't call you 'senile,' or your stories 'ravings,'" Max chuckled, and handed the mentor the scroll translated by the goddess. "Take a look at this." 
 
     Redcliff unfolded the scroll and read its contents quickly. 
 
    "Aeric never was like the others. Even his peers were fluent in Old Elvish, as you can see," the shaman said, returning the scroll. "I know not the purpose of their mission to Misty Thicket, but only that it happened several years before the Ancients' invasion, after which time no one could be bothered to remember the destroyed consulate."  
 
    "Do you at least know the location of this Five-Finger Mountain and how to get around the spell concealing the cache?" 
 
    "Give me your map," the shaman took the parchment from Max, and marked the location on it. Then he produced another scroll from somewhere, and handed it back to the warrior along with the map. "Take this scroll. It contains a spell called Deep Dispersion, which will annul Alvaric's Hand of Fog."  
 
      
 
     You've completed the quest: Mysteries of History II. 
 
      
 
     You've accessed the quest: Mysteries of History III. 
 
     Quest type: unique. 
 
     Find the Five-Finger Mountain in Darkaan and recover Falanir's Map from the cache.  
 
     Reward: experience, unknown. 
 
      
 
    "One last thing, Gray One," said the master mentor. "Don't listen to anyone. Follow only your instincts. Make decisions without anyone else's input." Redcliff got up, signaling an end to their conversation. "I must be at the Great Prince's by noon. Farewell."  
 
    "Farewell, and thank you," Max nodded goodbye to the shaman. Then, putting the map with the newly acquired scroll away, he made for the exit. 
 
      
 
     Sitting on a felled tree trunk, Max was studying contemplatively a colony of honey agaric that happened to be his immediate neighbor. He didn't want to head to Syruan just yet, not before taking some time to sit in silence and digest the sea of information that had inundated him in the past few days—and what better place to do that than here in the forest? The young man took a big gulp of cognac from the flask given to him by Phylatrim, lit up a pipe, and closed his eyes, savoring this moment of bliss. Most players in his place would probably be ecstatic over all the quests he'd picked up and connections he'd made... if only it were all happening before the patch. Presently, however, he hardly found it comforting that virtually every sentient he'd met was pinning all of their hopes on him. At least Kirana had outlined her wishes without any ambiguity, even if actually finding her temple was a tall order in its own right. But what did Sata and Urkhunt expect from him? Because surely they expected something, that much Max knew for certain. Then there was the Great Prince with his exile. And, finally, those words—the words that had haunted the warrior since they were spoken—that he was somehow the hope of the Great Forest. What could he possibly do? Stop the Ancients' invasion? The notion was too crazy to even be funny... Each of the Ancients was probably tens if not hundreds of times stronger than Cenatodone, and the latter's slaying had been made possible by an incredible stroke of luck. Could it be that Max's mission was to rid the Great Forest of the demons on its borders? On the other hand, they didn't appear to be much of a nuisance. And that agonizing death business? Max glanced at the nearby trees with a chuckle. The solution seemed so easy: tie a rope to a bough and make a tight noose, then wake up six hours later and be done with the quest! Agonizing death? Check. He'd have the full right to expect the demons gone and the map to Kirana's temple tucked away in his pocket. If only it were that easy... What were Urkhunt's parting words to him? "Keep doing what you're doing." There seemed to be a hidden meaning there, but what could it be?  
 
     Coming to no obvious answer, Max rose from his improvised seat and stretched. Let's work with the information we have, however lacking, he consoled himself. And what he had was a map indicating the location of the Five-Finger Mountain, which looked to be about two hundred miles into Darkaan as the crow flies. Skirting around would multiply the distance by a factor of five at a minimum. How long would the ocean segment take? And would they actually succeed in bypassing those bloody demons? Their chances looked slim to none, but the alternative was to do nothing, which wasn't an alternative at all. Settled, then. He would wait for his party to arrive, get Luffy hitched, and set out south without delay. Let's make our own road less traveled, Max grunted as he built a portal to Syruan. Then, with a farewell glance at the clusters of honey fungus on the fallen free, he stepped through the rippling green screen.  
 
      
 
    Wild Wood. The last refuge of Maloc's First Legion. Zone level 255-280. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell!" he swore as he looked around. 
 
    He was standing on a hill, with a millennia-old oak grove sprawling downslope. The mighty crowns of ancient trees appeared to be connecting the hilltop with the sky. About a mile ahead and to the right stood a mountain, every inch of it seemingly covered with softwood forest, its shape similar to the Crimean Ayu-Dag, only a bit smaller and narrower. Syruan was nowhere to be seen. Nor were there any signs of intelligent life anywhere.  
 
     There was a soft clapping noise behind him. The warrior turned at once and swore again—the portal window was gone. But why? It was supposed to remain there for a full minute! Max put his palms to his forehead and drew several deep breaths. Calm down, now! he commanded himself. Taking another look around and finding no apparent danger, he walked over to the nearest oak and lowered himself to the ground, leaning back against the tree's massive root. Then, taking a swig from his flask, he lit his pipe and tried to figure out what was happening. 
 
     It was impossible, yet true. The portal was supposed to have taken him to his blood brother's castle, yet somehow he ended up stranded in a strange zone a hundred levels above his own. Max produced the map and laid it out on the ground, zoomed in on his location, and whistled. The zone was situated in the southern part of the Wild Wood, roughly sixty miles from the ocean shore and four hundred miles from the border to Nightcrawler territory. What the hell was happening?! How could a typically precise portal spell misfire so badly? Max believed in coincidences inasmuch as he believed in Santa Claus, which meant that this was somebody's doing. But whose? And to what purpose? He could only guess as to the culprit, having met plenty of characters in just the past several days who were likely capable of such a feat. The top suspect was probably Great Prince Irwine who had been champing at the bit to be rid of his dishonored subject. On the other hand, the system log had been clear that the warrior had had two whole weeks! But if not him, then who? Urkhunt? Sata? Redcliff? What would be their motives? And, most importantly, what was he supposed to do now? Sure, he could simply wait for the portal to come off cooldown twenty four hours from now, but would he survive the next twenty four hours?  
 
     As if in response to his fears, there came a crashing sound nearby as a whole pack of wild boars poured out of the bushes a hundred yards to his left. Only their leader was hostile, but Max had no illusions about his chances against a level 270 mini boss. Knocking out his pipe hastily, he shifted into cat form and retreated in the direction of the mountain, taking long leaps. I don't know why I was sent here, but I might as well enjoy the advantage of higher ground, he thought to himself, studying his surroundings as he moved.  
 
     His journey to the mountain was uneventful—he had only spotted a few wolves along the way, too far in the distance to pay any attention to him. Upon reaching the mountain and quenching his thirst from a crystal-clear creek—in cat form since it was both easier and way more fun—he gazed at his reflection in the gently flowing water for a while, then decided he liked what he saw. In fact, Max was beginning to like his new form more and more. Having studied every nuanced detail, he winked to his reflection and grinned, exposing a set of four-inch fangs to the world, then started toward the foot of the mountain. It was hardly more than three hundred yards to the top, but he needed to occupy himself somehow while waiting for the portal to reset. Sure, ordinary cats were known to engage in very different behavior when bored—typically involving their tongue and private pars—but Max had absolutely no desire to emulate his new kin in that respect. Perhaps it was because he was no ordinary cat, but rather an extraordinary shapeshifter. And that kind of behavior was unbecoming for the likes of him.  
 
     The smell of pine around Max was intoxicating. But he also realized the ignorance of fantasy writers who claimed that a person could immediately discern and classify an enormous medley of scents upon turning into a dog or a wolf. To classify a scent, one needed to remember it first. Now, sure, Max belonged to a feline rather than canine family, but of all the new scents he was smelling—and that number was indeed infinitely higher than in his humanoid form—he couldn't begin to identify one from the next. The only scents that clearly dominated the rest were the pungent scents of resin and pine.  
 
     He recalled his visit to the Moscow zoo in his distant childhood. He'd been shocked and appalled at the stench coming out of the animal enclosures. Take that stench and transport it to the woods or any open terrain, and virtually person, even a city slicker, would be able to smell it from fifty yards away, to say nothing of wild predators. But this world wasn't like that at all. Here, animals didn't relieve themselves, and their meat didn't have that particular smell or flavor. He remembered a colleague of his who was an avid hunter gifting him a shoulder roast of boar meat, and the stink (pardon the pun) put up by his wife as a result—Max would sleep at least the next several nights on the couch. He chuckled at the memory. This world was incomparably cleaner and better. First of all, it was completely free of manufacturing plants—here, even dwarven workstations functioned on magical energy. To be sure, Donut had mentioned stories of certain outstanding individuals who had tried various tricks, including drilling for oil—and finding it, actually. Only when one of them brought a canister to a group of dwarven craftsmen with a blueprint for a steam engine, the latter responded with raucous laughter, taking him for a loon. Of course, that was before the latest patch when they were still nothing but computer code, but Max doubted anything had changed since. Oil might be a potent source of energy back in that world, but extracting it took a heck of a lot more resources than "extracting" magic in this one. As for gunpowder, it simply didn't burn. To be sure, the future of this world was anything but certain, but firearms were highly unlikely to ever make an appearance here. RP-17 wouldn't allow it. And Max didn't mind that at all. 
 
     He found the skeleton when he drew within a few hundred yards of the mountain. Short grass had gown over the bones, yellowed with time, almost causing Max to miss the remains completely. The bones clearly once belonged to a warrior, as evidenced by the rusted helm. Only the warrior had been neither human nor elf, his skeleton being larger than any humanoid by at least fifty percent. 
 
    A thick, powerful spinal cord extended into what appeared to be a tail, ending in a bone tip that looked like the blade of a soldier's pike. The skeleton's head was turned toward the mountain, its skull larger than any elf's and adorned with a pair of eight-inch-long horns, gray in color and curved back a bit. Still glancing around with caution, Max rounded the skeleton, shifted back to elf form, leaned over the remains and touched them. Empty. That makes sense, he thought. Probably looted by whoever killed him, and I doubt it was a player. The more interesting question was, what were demons doing in the Wild Wood? 
 
    Max recalled the zone's name and pulled up the chronicles. Maloc was an Elder Demon of Ruin and one of the Netherworld's seven lords. Max took a seat on the grass and got to thinking. What was this? Echoes of the epic war of yore? But hadn't Velial's army only invaded Erantia then? There wasn't a word in the chronicles about the Great Forest. Had there been another war after that? There must have been a reason for the legion being mentioned in the zone's description. No use guessing, he sighed, gazing up at the sun shining through the trees. It was midday, but here in the shade it was downright dusky. The gentle breeze rustled through scattered isles of grass, carrying scents of pine needles, tar and sun-warmed rock. Birdsong was coming from every direction, and somewhere on the edge of visibility he could see large shapes flickering amid the trees.  
 
     It was time to press forward. Putting his pipe away, Max sprung to his feet. He needed to find some kind of shelter by nightfall.  
 
     The next two skeletons were found roughly thirty yards from the first. They belonged either to very large dogs or, going by the hoofed feet, to a kind of toothy horse. Well, no one said all of the Netherworld's denizens were humanoid, he thought to himself, assuming that these specimens hailed from the lower plane. The density of skeletal remains multiplied as he drew closer to the foot of the mountain, and so did their variety! Some had six or even eight arms, while others appeared to have employed tentacles for movement. Max tried to keep count of the bones at first, but quickly gave that up as hopeless. I'd love to bring a dozen of Earth's archaeologists here, Max mused as he studied a twelve-foot-tall skeletal frame of what looked to be a cyclops. They'd be squealing with glee. All signs pointed to this being the site of an epic battle that for one reason or another had never made it into the chronicles. Who were the warring armies? The first legion of the Elder Demon of Ruin against the elves? Or someone else entirely?  
 
     It took another five minutes to reach the mountain. Rounding a big boulder coated with brown moss, the warrior came upon a bindstone, just beyond which stretched a gap through the rock roughly fifty yards wide. A bluish screen extended from wall to wall, transparent yet obscuring what lay behind. A dungeon! Goddamn! The only way to check its level was by binding to that stone. Sure, no problem—Max had no intention of dying here, nor was he foolish enough to go inside by himself. However, information about this dungeon could prove priceless, especially since he was now capable of building a portal here... Walking up to the bindstone, Max touched its sun-warmed surface with his palm... and cussed in exasperation. First Legion's Last Stand was a level 280 raid dungeon designed for raid parties of 300+ players. One more time, all together now: goddamn!  
 
     Taking a seat on a crumbling granite statue, of which remained only the ten-foot-long legs wearing peculiar sandals, the warrior sipped on some water while reflecting on his discovery. He recalled Donut explaining that in a regular dungeon the bosses' levels were equal to the dungeon's while in a raid dungeon they could be up to twice higher. That meant that the final boss in this particular dungeon could be as high as 560! Max considered for a moment how much money the game's leading clans would readily pay for information about this gorge, then chased away the six-figure numbers flashing through his mind with a chuckle. He felt like a caveman who'd stumbled upon a deposit of plutonium. There wasn't a clan in the game capable of clearing this instance. If only it were at least a hundred levels lower... Max drew a heavy sigh, and took another swig from the flask. Oh well, there was no harm in knowing, was there? Maybe in five years' time he could come back here with a clan strong enough to give the dungeon an honest shot. He rose from the rocks and stretched, his head thrown up to the sky. Hmm, I wonder if you can see inside from up there? the thought flashed through his mind. Why not find out? He didn't have anything else to do, anyway. 
 
     No sooner said than done. Shifting into cat form, Max rounded the moss-covered boulder and started ascending the mountain. He was moving quickly, passing by non-aggressive ram-like mobs that paid him no mind. Were this happening in the real world, these rams would be fleeing in terror at the first sight of a lion. But Max didn't mind their non-reaction—at level 260, these very rams would pwn the lion as if he were a newborn cub if he tried anything. Upon reaching the top, Max looked down and noticed that the shape of the mountain was that of a deer hoof. The gorge of the instance down below was fairly wide and about a mile in length. Obscured by the same bluish screen, he couldn't make out anything from here either. Moreover, the high density of trees all around made it difficult to see anything, period. Max briefly considered and rejected the prospect of climbing one of these giants. Looking around, he moved unhurriedly to the southern tip where the slope was more gentle.  
 
     He glimpsed the five-foot-high outcropping of rock some three hundred yards later, mistaking it for an anthill initially. After drawing closer, he gasped with marvel, then swore yet again, this time with frustration. The irregularly shaped hunk of dark-violet rock jutting out of the ground stood in stark contrast with the surrounding landscape. Rich adamantine deposit. Shifting into elf form, Max struck at the rock with his pickaxe just in case, but it was useless. The system log told him to take a hike, metaphorically speaking, and not to come back before raising his Mining skill to level 270. What rotten luck! He approximated the deposit weighing more than two tons—even if the ratio of ore to rock was no higher than .02%, that would still amount to more than eight pounds of ore! And eight pounds would be enough to forge a pair of daggers or a one-handed sword of rare or even epic quality in the 200-300 level range! Could this day get any weirder?! For all the incredible discoveries Max had made today, he couldn't make use of any of them. So near and yet so far, he remembered the old adage ruefully. 
 
    He consoled himself with the knowledge that he could always come back here once his profession was high enough, and scour the surroundings to boot. Also, according to the Mining manual, adamantine wasn't as rare and precious as titanium. Lost in thought, Max leaped over a wide fissure in the rock, and nearly fell into the next one. 
 
    "What the hell!" he swore, glancing warily at the bluish film of the dungeon glimmering around ten yards off the surface. 
 
    The fissure was more than thirty feet in diameter, and expanded further to over one hundred fifty feet. And it had formed fairly recently if the fallen trees lining its edges were any indication. A thin sheet-like formation stretched out from the other side, covering nearly half of the rift. The distance was nothing at only about fifteen feet, but Max feared jumping on it for fear that it wouldn't hold. Why risk falling into whatever dangers awaited below? But he did note with interest that a section of the raid dungeon was located above ground. No information is superfluous, it's just a matter of finding a use for it, thought Max as he continued his journey.  
 
     Ten or so minutes later he caught sight of a girlish figure near a small bush. And suddenly everything became clear. The young woman was picking berries and depositing them into a small brown basket at her feet while singing a melodious tune in a tongue unknown to Max. Her green leather breeches were tucked into elegant half-boots, and her matching jacket was tied at the waist with a wide hunting belt, a pair of striking daggers hanging from it. A black fox's tail twitched to the rhythm of her song, like a conductor's baton.  
 
    "Fancy meeting you here, Lady Sata!" Max extended a greeting after shifting to elf form. 
 
     The girl spun around sharply, her face contorted with fear that quickly gave way to surprise. Also, the warrior realized at once that it wasn't Sata—the green bar above her head hadn't been visible against the green bushes, especially in cat form. The young woman was certainly beautiful, with a high forehead, green almond-shaped eyes and long black hair, but that was where the similarities with the prophet from Ellorian ended.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" she asked with surprise before finally processing the meaning of his greeting.  
 
    Then she burst out with a pleasant, melodious laughter.  
 
    "You mistook me for the Mistress, warrior. Alas, she isn't here. She only visits us once a year for the Bellathane Spring Festival," the fox flicked her hair back with a graceful gesture, then gave a lovely smile. "My name is Chani." 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you," he nodded. "And I'm Max." 
 
     So the monster spawned by the dark god hadn't destroyed the entire fox species, he thought to himself. But that still doesn't explain what I'm doing here? Max no longer doubted that a certain goddess favoring the likeness of a wily fox was behind redirecting his portal, but to what purpose? To saddle him with another epic quest, ostensibly, but then where was she?  
 
    "What were you doing on top of the Wicked Mountain, warrior? We try to steer clear of it whenever possible." 
 
    "I don't know how I got here, actually," Max shrugged. "And I know nothing about this area. Why is the mountain called wicked, anyway?" 
 
    "Long ago, before even our arrival here, the gods confined to it a demon army that had escaped the Netherworld. A terrible battle took place here that claimed many lives. The bones of the fallen still line the entrance to the gorge," she turned and waved northward. 
 
    "You don't seem to be especially scared of it." 
 
    "Rose hip only grows on its slopes," Chani said. "And it's an essential ingredient in many useful potions. I'm not scared anymore, but several months ago when there was a great storm, with the earth shaking and lightning striking at the Wicked Mountain, we thought for sure the fiends were going to escape. Uncle Ulmao even ordered us to pack our things and be ready to flee. We're not a warlike people, and we wouldn't be much opposition if those demons escaped from the mountain's bowels." 
 
    "Well, if it didn't happen then, I suppose there's nothing to be scared of," Max turned and gazed in that direction. 
 
    So that's where that fissure came from, he thought with a frown. Nature must have celebrated patch seventeen in its own way. 
 
    "Say, could you shift into your true form?" Chani asked. "I've never seen your kind before." 
 
    The appeal on her face was so sincere and adorable that no man would stand a chance against it. Feigning a grimace for show, Max shifted into a cat. 
 
     The werefox, whose chest was now precisely at Max's eye level, walked up to him and held out her hand hesitantly. She flinched and pulled it right back, then got a hold of herself and petted the lion on the head.  
 
    "You're so big and handsome!" she exhaled her awe, scratching him behind the ear. 
 
    Max felt pleased and awkward at the same time. Watch, she'll break out a laser pointer and... He chuckled to himself at the comical thought and shifted back into an elf. But Chani didn't pull back. Instead, she raised her eyes at him, now glowing with impish sparks... 
 
    "Thank you, Max," standing up on her tiptoes, she pecked the warrior on the cheek, and walked back toward her basket. 
 
    Oh, these children of the forest... Max grunted, trying to bring order back to his thoughts, which were presently swirling around the idea of what kind of offspring might be born to a union between a lion and a fox. 
 
    "Come, warrior," Chani smiled and gave an inviting gesture. "Our village isn't far from here. And we're very hospitable to those whom the Mistress favors." 
 
     The wide, footworn path they turned on five minutes later was leading southeast. Chani was walking just slightly ahead—and with the clear purpose of giving Max a good view. The gentle swaying of those hips, the playful glances she would shoot back at him... Men of smarts and experience know those tricks well, but that knowledge is useless when it comes to resisting them. Max didn't fear coming to harm at Chani's village, but as for the rest... It wasn't that he was some kind of a prude—simply, he didn't want anyone but Alyona. Why bother with these side adventures when he already had a woman that truly made him happy? How do you even do it if your partner has a tail? Might be fun to find out... The treacherous thought gave him a start, and he forced himself to look away from the peach-shaped tush in front of him. How the hell do I get out of this? He thought with a tinge of panic. He didn't want to offend his new acquaintance, but he also wasn't going to jump on the very first female he came across like some sex-starved fiend on his first business trip away from home. What did he know about foxes? In Chinese and Japanese mythology, they were called Huli jing, literally "fox spirit," and were something along the lines of succubi and incubi from European legends. That is, they were masters of seduction. The devs must have drawn inspiration from Asian folklore when designing these werefoxes. Prepare to be disappointed, sweet cheeks—this middle-aged white guy is no sex tourist! Max chuckled to himself, then winked to Chani just as she turned around. The young woman arched her brow but didn't say a word, simply giving him a coy smile that made it clear to Max that he was in for a fun night.  
 
     "Are you hungry?" Chani asked as they rounded a bend and the palisade surrounding the village came into view. "My mom is roasting a forest hen as we speak—it's her signature dish. We'd love to have you over!" 
 
    "Thank you," Max smiled, surveying the village they were coming up on. 
 
     The fox village was called Virassa. Sitting on an expansive forest meadow, it was surrounded by a deciduous wood to the north, a fir grove to the west, and clusters of alders and miscellaneous shrubbery to the south. The settlement was enclosed by a rectangular palisade with each side roughly three hundred yards long. Looks more like a town than a village, the warrior thought. As far as he could see from here, the interior was very similar to that of a standard elven settlement, populated by Marlorien and cultivated structures in the same radial arrangement. The village was lush with greenery, with each front yard blooming with flower and vegetable gardens of every variety. It made for a serene, enchanting sight. 
 
    Chani had been spot on with her assessment that her kind were not a warlike people. Even the smallest, most backward elven village was outfitted with at least two watch towers, and that was considering its location on sovereign land. This village, however, hadn't even that much. The sole sentry lounged, leaning lazily against a gatepost while watching a bunch of little foxes playing in the square just inside the gate. He wore light leather armor favored by rogues, his pike resting against the palisade. My drill sergeant would have their asses, he thought, recalling his old army days. Despite all the resident foxes being over level 200, with Chani herself sporting a hearty level 270, it didn't change the fact that the lacking defenses left the village extremely vulnerable to attack. 
 
    "Hey, Lim," the young woman said as they drew near the village gate. "Look alive, we've got guests." 
 
    Turning his head toward them slowly, the sentry gave a skeptical grunt. 
 
    "I would have preferred a couple of kittens." 
 
    "Don't give me that!" Chani seemed indignant. "You've got Faita, don't you?" 
 
    "And you've got Kalarik," the male fox sniffed. "That doesn't seem to stop you." 
 
    "I owe nothing to Kalarik, we're not even engaged," the young woman frowned. 
 
    "You tell him that," the sentry parried lazily, examining the fingernails on his right hand. 
 
     He hadn't even bothered standing up, as if visiting Nightcrawlers were a perfectly commonplace occurrence in this backwater village. So much so that he'd actually grown weary of them.  
 
     The children at the gate, however, had stopped playing and were now bunched up, inspecting the guest with considerable interest. Nearly all were varying shades of red, with only a pair of dark coats standing out.  
 
    "If you want a warm welcome, pal, bring some women with you next time," Lim addressed the warrior. "We're always happy to see women." 
 
    Do these guys never get any tail? Max smirked in appreciation of his own witticism. 
 
    "Go on in," the sentry waved them through, seemingly losing interest altogether. 
 
     Just then there came a crashing sound coming from the forest, and a loud plangent howling that gave Max a start.  
 
    "What was that?" he shot a quizzical look at Chani.  
 
     Gazing blankly in the direction of the sound, the werefox was slowly getting down on the ground, as if in a trance. Standing perfectly still by the gatepost was Lim, wearing the same enthralled expression. Likewise still were the little foxes, as if frozen in place by the sound.  
 
    "What the hell..." Max looked toward the disturbance, rattled way past his comfort level. 
 
    The unending howling hadn't affected him in any way, but all the foxes had been hit with an unknown debuff called Hallot's Revenge. Not being grouped with any of them, Max couldn't see the details of the debuff.  
 
     The sound kept drawing closer until eventually a ghastly monster crashed through the bushes about a hundred yards away. Looking like an anglerfish, the beast boasted level 450 and one and a half million HP. Its bluish skin was covered with warts and cracks that oozed a brown viscous liquid that was apparently smoking. Max read the legend hovering above the boss' head: Python. Size-wise the beast rivaled Cenatodone, with four colossal tentacles that propelled the enormous torso forward, and four more winding and twisting to his sides like Medusa's hair. All four of the monster's blood-red eyes, set symmetrically over a massive maw, expressed nothing but listlessness and an unquenchable hunger. It must have been the way a serpent looked at its prey before devouring it.  
 
    That's why there were no survivors from that village, Max recalled Phylatrim's story. This bastard enthralls the foxes with his howling, then gobbles them up. But what does any of it have to do with me?! 
 
    And then, as if in response to his question, the system log exploded with text. 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: Saving Virassa.  
 
    Quest type: unique, epic. 
 
    Dispel the deadly hex of Hallot's Revenge from the villagers, and use any means necessary to kill Python, the messenger of Hallot the dead god, before he destroys Virassa.  
 
    Python must be slain within the next two hours. 
 
    Reward: experience, unknown, increased reputation with the Tylwyth Teg, increased reputation with Sata, the Goddess of Luck. 
 
    119:59… 119:58… 119:57… 
 
    If all the Tylwyth Teg residing in the village survive, the reward will be significantly greater. 
 
      
 
     "But... how? How can I possibly..." Max muttered as he read the description of the quest, transfixed with shock. "It would take me a day and a night to make a dent in him, and that's if he just stands there like a dummy without retaliating..." 
 
    "Have you all completely lost your damned minds?!" he bellowed helplessly to the sky.  
 
     The howling monster, in the meantime, was pressing ahead like a steamroller, and had gotten within fifty yards of the gate. I must do something! Donut did say that the system can't offer impossible quests! But what can I do against that monstrosity?! Max looked around helplessly at the foxes around him... They would be the first to die. The beautiful Chani, the lazy sentry, and the kids... Could he lead that freak show away from the village? But that would only delay their death, and the timer would continue ticking. But what if... Ah, screw it! 
 
     After a few heartbeats, the Ancient Beast was met at the gate of the doomed village by a roaring gray lion. Not anticipating any resistance, Python hesitated for just a moment, but that moment was more than enough for Max to crouch, then leap up like a loosed spring. Thanks to Urkhunt's gift of two extra yards, three of his paws caught onto the beast's muzzle, and he struck with his right at an unblinking blood-red eye.  
 
     The membrane protecting the eye didn't hold and burst with ichor, and the monster's chilling howl become a roar of rage. One of Python's gigantic tentacles struck at Max, knocking the wind out of him and taking off nearly half his HP as the cat's body was hurled over twenty feet to the side.  
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 16%. 
 
      
 
     About five years ago Max hurt his back working out, and couldn't walk straight for two weeks. This pain was similar, only incomparably worse. Get up! With an inhuman effort he willed himself up, then threw his body to the side to evade not one but two tentacles going in for the kill. He leaped away to get some distance, and then again. He had to run, run toward the Wicked Mountain. "This way, you bastard!" he tried to roar behind him, but all that came out was a low growling. 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 17%. 
 
      
 
     The pain in his back was unbearable. Why the hell weren't his hit points regenerating in combat?! Oh, the hell with it, he would reach his destination no matter what. Not even the bloody veil in front of his eyes would stop him... He would do his part—if nothing else, he wouldn't be there to watch all of them die... 
 
     The lion took the familiar path, with the boss hot on his trail. His top speed was barely enough to slip out of range of the attacking tentacles. The beast kept pressing forward, flattening everything in its path—Max didn't even have the time to shift into humanoid form and down a health potion.  
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 18%. 
 
      
 
     There were the rose hip bushes—from here the road cut straight uphill. Fearing losing consciousness, the lion took a desperate leap to buy himself that extra second, then shifted, gulped down a potion, and shifted back. The bloody fog had dispersed.  
 
    Just a little longer, Max growled at the sight of a familiar fissure. It was only half a dozen yards—he could jump much farther than that! If only the thin rock would hold him... He braked, waiting for the pursuing monster to get as close as he dared, then dashed toward the rift. Hearing the beast roar with frustration behind him after a missed strike, Max ran onto the sheet of rock partially covering the rift, and jumped. The bluish film of the instance flickered below; moments later he landed softly on all four paws, shifted instantly back to elf form without stopping his momentum, ran several steps further and spun around. The terrible din of rock collapsing under the monster's multiton carcass was divine music to his ears.  
 
     He had done all he could. Whoever was down there wasn't likely to welcome the new visitor with open arms—and in a level 280 raid dungeon, at least the bosses were certain to prove a challenge to that zit-faced freak.  
 
     The roaring, in the meantime, hadn't ceased. What the hell? Max walked over to the edge warily, peeked down and let loose a string of obscenities. The bluish membrane was still intact, preventing the foreign boss from entering the instance where he didn't belong. Max didn't see any way for him to climb back out, but even if took centuries for the beast to croak, that wasn't very helpful to the bewitched foxes! Could it all have been for naught? Cussing profusely at the arbitrary game laws conceived by the devs in their bloody cubicles, Max didn't realize he'd gotten a bit too close to the edge. One of the monster's tentacles shot up at once, catching and coiling around his right foot. There came a triumphant roar from below, and at that very moment the floor that was holding up Python simply vanished. Max shifted into cat form at once, desperate to escape the tentacle's grasp, but it was too late—falling into the darkness of the dungeon, the boss had succeeded in pulling him off the edge of the rift. Cursing his luck that had abandoned him at the worst possible moment, Max fell after the monster into the level 280 raid dungeon. 
 
     The fall was only about fifty feet. As the blackness of the hole gave way to scorching torchlight, he felt a stream of hot air wash over his coat. A huge shadow shifted to his right just as Max twisted reflexively in midair to land on his feet, like a proper cat ought to.  
 
     The impact of Python's massive carcass crashing onto the stone slabs was like an earthquake, reverberating off the walls and escaping further into the dungeon's dark corridors. After falling straight onto his foe's belly, Max dodged a tentacle and some large object hurled at his head. With two quick leaps he was underneath a torch alight with a blue flame, looking around for an escape like a cornered animal. His chest ached terribly after losing nearly a third of his HP from the fall, but inside he was on cloud nine. It worked! He had done the goddess' will—and he didn't doubt it was Sata who had tasked him with this seemingly impossible quest. He was standing in the middle of a large stone hall with a strange altar; over in the corner, a fifteen-foot-tall demon—clad in burnished crimson plate and wielding enormous morning stars in each of his four hands—was literally beating Max's recent pursuer into the slabs. Python was fighting for his life desperately, trying to tie up his opponent with all his tentacles, but it was no use. Even if the beast hadn't lost nearly half his HP from the crash landing—the damage from falling was calculated strictly off percentage of total health—this battle would still end up being his last. 
 
    Besides the aforementioned fifteen feet of height and four hands, General Guar Khan featured an almost triangular face with horns that curved back and up like an African buffalo's, and eyes that glowed a menacing purple color from behind his visor. Oh, and his level was 510. And he wasn't even alone, with eight similar-looking level 400 demons—their legends identifying them as colonels of Maloc's First Legion—forming in a semicircle with their hands folded, watching silently as their legate was finishing off his foe. Their expression wasn't unlike that of farmers gathered at a festival to watch a butcher slaughter a suckling pig set aside for the feast.  
 
     Nobody was paying any attention to Max. Following the analogy, he was the cat that had snuck into the celebration—hardly worth a second look. Screw you guys, too, then, he smirked to himself and shifted into elf form. Shivering from the howl that seemed to chill the blood in his veins, he downed a health potion and took another look around. The huge square hall of stone illuminated by torchlight had not a single column, but it did have a hole in the ceiling by way of which they had gotten here in the first place. The walls bore reliefs in the shape of menacing horns—was this supposed to be artwork on the locals' part? The floor was covered with strange scribbles, and besides the altar—which could have also been a throne or something else entirely—there were also long benches running along the walls.  
 
     We hit the bulls-eye in one shot, he thought to himself. Right into the room of the local alpha dog. Max had no illusions about making it out alive. Maybe if he had eagle form, then he could flit away while the big boys were handling their business without anyone noticing. As it was, he had no choice but sit there and wait for them to snuff out the boss and turn their attention to him. And the most upsetting this was, the only exit was in the opposite end of the hall. Why does he keep squealing like a stuck pig? Max grimaced. I hope you're enjoying it, shitbag. These aren't paralyzed foxes for you to feast on!  
 
     Python was down to no more than ten percent HP. According to Donut, in battles among the denizens of this world, different damage coefficients were deployed. Where a player might suffer, say, one hundred thousand damage from a single Guar Khan strike, Python was losing no less than half a million.  
 
     Was he still supposed to do something? Try and sneak by them using invisibility? That wasn't at all realistic given the level difference—the demons would just grab him by the tail and hurl him back to await his turn. Oh, screw it! With a resigned wave of the hand, he broke out a bottle of cognac and took five big gulps. Wiping away a tear with a grimace, he lit up his pipe. A pleasant buzz took up residence in his head. So what if he was going to fall back to level 125? It was worth it to rescue the foxes and please Sata...  
 
     Python's tentacles twitched for the last time as the monster's bulk crumpled to the floor, emitting a deeply agonizing growl. A pool of fetid ooze began spreading from its corpse. Brushing away the drooping tentacles, Guar Khan gave the beast a kick with his boot heel, and gave the order: "Drag him into the gorge to the lower ones before they start devouring each other from hunger." All eight demons who had been watching the battle grabbed the enormous carcass by the tentacles and started carrying it effortlessly toward the exit, still not paying any attention to Max.  
 
     The general himself was almost completely unscathed if you didn't count the slime-covered armor. Python had taken off no more than fifteen percent life, which was presently regenerating at a mind-boggling rate. He watched his assistants depart, then proceeded to cast a spell. In an instant, a bright red flame enveloped his armor and the slabs upon which the battle took place, then subsided at once.  
 
     Sure beats dry cleaning, Max chuckled—the demon's armor was back to looking shiny and new. The floor was likewise clean of slime and blood, with the sole trace of Python's demise being a small object—an ordinary fox's tail, black with a white tip, that the flame had spared for some unknown reason.  
 
     The general's gaze fell on the elf sitting by the elf, and Max knew his time had come.  
 
    "How amusing. You were so busy running for your life, worm, that you ran right into your enemy's hands. Did your two-faced bitch leave you? Where is she? Where are her plated cohorts? Her Wind Talkers? Or are you lost, having forgotten to ask your mistress where you must never go?" 
 
     The legate's voice seemed to penetrate to Max's very bone marrow. It made him want to hide under the slabs and slowly die of horror. And yet...  
 
     Yes, Max could well say goodbye to his gear—there was no way in hell he would recover it from here—but never in his life had he let anyone torment him like that. If he was going to die, he would die on his own terms.  
 
    Fighting through the Aura of Horror emanating from the demon, Max rose to his feet, crossed his arms, and spoke with loud defiance. 
 
    "I'm no worm, you big buffoon! I am an Avenger of the Two-Faced Goddess, the one who had driven you and your cursed legion into this hellhole. So if you have anything of substance to say, then say it. And if you don't," Max unsheathed his two-handed sword and assumed a battle stance, "then you can die!" 
 
     The demon's raucous laughter bounced off the walls and ceiling before echoing down the halls. Sensing the Aura of Horror dissipate, Max could finally draw a peaceful breath. He was still dripping with sweat, but at least he could think normally.  
 
      
 
    Your reputation has changed. Guar Khan, Elder Demon and General of the First Legion of Maloc the Elder Demon of Ruin, is intrigued by you. 
 
      
 
    "I'll have you know, elf," the legate spoke in a deep gruff voice after he finished laughing, "that if it wasn't for that wily bitch Morrigan reorienting the portal, we never would have ended up in this dump, ambushed by tens of thousands of pointy-eared loudmouths like you!" The demon concealed two of his four morning stars behind his back in a fluid motion, then hung the other two at his waist. Crossing all four of his mighty arms over his chest, he continued. "We were hurrying to rejoin Lord Velial in the Tanae Woods, but ended up here instead. We don't know your forests well, and Kirana with her boars and Wind Talkers ended up springing a trap on us. We slaughtered thousands of those pigs, along with their riders, but not without taking significant losses..." The general puffed air through his nostrils furiously. "Do you really not know of that battle? Of the two months we spent fighting in this gorge, may the Seven curse it for all eternity?" 
 
    "I do not," Max shook his head. "It was a long time ago, and I have only recently sworn fealty to my Mistress."  
 
    "Be that as it may, your Mistress and Morrigan simply sealed this gorge and left. Thankfully, we have the ability to hibernate and go as much as a thousand years without food or water, but several months ago something happened up there," the general nodded upward. "And ever since then we haven't been able to sleep. Cracks have also been forming in the mountain and in the magic that binds it. Could it be that Velial has finally found us?" 
 
    "Velial lost that war," said Max. "The world above has changed a great deal, and it's doubtful anyone is coming for you. In fact, nobody even knows you're here."  
 
    "Well, then, the toad you've brought us will feed the lower ones for a week, and then they'll start dying off. And if we couldn't break through the barrier in life, it won't be a problem for us in death. And then this whole realm shall tremble!" the general bellowed, throwing up all his four fists to the ceiling. "Your Mistress shall regret trapping us... You have my word." 
 
     Max immediately thought of the fox village. He had to warn them to hightail from here as quickly and as far as they possibly could. But there were also the Nightcrawlers! He may be an exile, but he shuddered to think the destruction the dead legion could wreak with their monstrous general at the helm...  
 
    "However..." the demon shifted the heavy gaze of his purple eyes to Max, removing his helm and becoming even more hideous as a result. The warrior recalled an old film starring Arnold Schwarzenegger in which he and his squad were running around the jungle hunting some alien freak. Guar Khan's face seemed to have been inspired by that very creature. "You have two options, servant of the Two-Faced: death or Death... Who knows, perhaps providence really did send us a true warrior?" Those last words he spoke softly and meditatively. 
 
    "I fail to see the difference between those two choices," Max chuckled. 
 
    "We could simply leave this place by building a portal to our dominion in the Netherworld, but we lack the power to build it through the barrier..."  
 
    "We've completed your orders, legate," a voice sounded, coming from the entrance. "The lower ones will be sated soon, but..." the eyes of the first of eight underlings fell on Max. "Why is he still alive? Have you forgiven that two-faced whore?"  
 
    "Silence!" Guar Khan glared at the speaker, then turned back to Max. "Even if we all butcher one another, we won't generate enough power for the portal. We need a sacrifice! A voluntary sacrifice by an outsider with enough willpower to endure the torments of Maloc's Lash. A true Warrior's sacrifice." 
 
    "So, basically, if I agree to die for you, you will leave? What assurances do I have that you'll leave to the Netherworld and not just outside the mountain?"  
 
    "You understood nothing," the legate drew a heavy sigh. "You may die a thousand times to no purpose at all. The sacrifice I speak of demands that you endure Great Pain for sixty heartbeats and not let it show—not with a grimace, not with a groan. It is a trial befitting a true warrior. In my time, I suffered the Lash for eighty heartbeats. And every one of them," he nodded at the demons standing behind him, "have endured at least fifty."  
 
    "Would I be able to speak?" Max thought to clarify, just in case. 
 
    "Are you some kind of moron? You can sing or prance around like a fairy for all I care, just as long as you don't show any pain!" Guar Khan roared at him. 
 
    "If you guarantee that you will leave to the Netherworld and not someplace else, then I agree," Max nodded, thinking that yet another piece of the puzzle was falling into place: an agonizing death that would become the Great Forest's salvation from the demon threat. As for the prospect of pain... he wasn't afraid. Losing all those levels would sting, sure, but he didn't give a damn how he would die... 
 
      
 
    You've accessed the quest: The Great Sacrifice. 
 
    Quest type: unique, epic. 
 
    Endure the torment of Maloc's Lash for sixty heartbeats and rescue Maloc's First Legion from their trap. 
 
    Reward: experience, unknown, increased reputation with the Great Forest, increased reputation with dark elves, increased reputation with light elves, increased reputation with the High House of Nightcrawlers, increased reputation with Kirana the Goddess of Vengeance, increased reputation with Morrigan the Goddess of Stealth and Military Cunning, increased reputation with the Netherworld plane, increased reputation with the Desolation Valleys, increased reputation with Maloc the Elder Demon of Ruin, increased reputation with Guar Khan the legate of the First Legion. 
 
      
 
    If you fail the quest, you will die. 
 
      
 
    "I volunteer to sacrifice myself and endure the torment of Maloc's Lash for sixty heartbeats in order to grant the First Legion the power to depart to the Netherworld!" Max spoke clearly, accentuating every word, upon accepting the quest. 
 
      
 
     The general nodded, then bit into his right wrist. As the red liquid started dripping from the wound onto the slabs below, he lashed his tail at the bloodied floor, and bellowed: 
 
    "I accept your sacrifice, servant of the Two-Faced Goddess, and I swear to you by the trueblood that if your sacrifice is accepted, my Legion shall depart to the Desolation Valleys in my Master's Dominion!" 
 
    Having uttered the oath, the legate sized the warrior down dubiously, and asked: 
 
    "Ready?" 
 
    "Wait," Max walked forward and picked up the fox's tail off the floor. "You don't need this, anyway." And indeed, they didn't, but the tail might be useful to him if he lived to demonstrate it to a certain someone. Turning to the four-armed demon, he shifted his shoulders and said. "Ready now. What do I do?" 
 
    "Just stand there and bear the pain! In the name of all the Seven Lords, bear the pain and don't show it!" 
 
    Heeding Guar Khan's command, his officers surrounded Max in a circle, looked up to the ceiling, and spread their arms to the sides.  
 
    Are they going to sing me the birthday song? The playful thought popped into his head, making him smile despite the somber ambiance of the ritual. Actually, to him it looked more comical than somber, what with those spooky horned heads on the walls, torches burning in the corners, and creepy shadows on the floor. And most comical of all were the ugly bastards surrounding him, looking like deformed rejects from some dating site about to do a round dance. Oh, and he was about to die, too! That last thought nearly made him guffaw, which would totally ruin the solemnity of the moment. While he entertained himself with those thoughts, two crimson threads shot out from the legate's hands, striking him in the chest and penetrating his body. The sensation of pain was manageable at first, but quickly began to worsen. And just as the pain started becoming unbearable, Max clenched in his fist the seed once gifted to him by the dryad Aeoli. 
 
     Was it cheating? You bet, but Max didn't give a damn! If it would prevent the legion of dead demons from ravaging the Great Forest, he would cheat every day of the week and twice on Sunday. Besides, he never was into masochism... The pain subsided at once, along with the burning heat, as if doused with a glass of cold lemonade. 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 19%. 
 
      
 
    "Is it cool to talk now?" he asked the legate standing across from him, purely for shits and giggles. The gamut of emotions that the question invoked on the demon's face was hard to describe.  
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 20%. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want to talk about?" the other asked softly, trying to quell the hope in his voice.  
 
    "What's the Netherworld like? I was thinking about making it a weekend getaway."  
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 21%. 
 
      
 
    "The Netherworld is as beautiful as a young succubus," the demon's voice was filled with such profound longing that Max felt a little nonplussed.  
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 22%. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on, elf... Just a little longer... Hold on in the name of the Seven!" 
 
     An enormous portal window materialized with a clap ten feet away to Max's right. He had done it! All that was left now was to die. 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 23%. 
 
      
 
    "Still think I'm a worm?" He raised his brow at the legate who was suddenly looking rather grim. 
 
    "No, you are a warrior... A great warrior!" Taking a step forward, the general pressed a ring into Max's hand. "This will help you make it out of the Gray Frontier. And I have absolutely no doubt that you will make it out." 
 
      
 
    Your Toughness skill has increased to 24%. 
 
      
 
     The general and his officers unsheathed their weapons in unison and threw them up in a farewell soldier's salute, letting loose a triumphant war cry.  
 
    And then there was darkness... 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Attention! Your character's death has resulted in the loss of 20% of your levels. Your current level is 125. 
 
    Attention! Your character's death has resulted in the loss of 93 stat points. Your current stats are distributed as follows: Agility—100, Strength—204, Constitution—204, Intellect—20, Spirit—20, Vigor—150. 
 
      
 
     A piece of the blood-red moon was peeking out from behind a huge boulder just past the bindstone. The forest at night surrounding the gorge looked just as before, with dense rows of trees groaning in the wind... Or were they laughing at him? It was, after all, chilly and not quite comfortable to lounge on the naked earth in nothing but boots, shirt and trousers.  
 
     Well, time to pick up the pieces, Max grunted as he rose to his feet. There'll be time to mourn my levels later, when... But before he could finish his thought, the system log literally blew up with messages. 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: The Great Sacrifice. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 126. 
 
    You have 3 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 127. 
 
    You have 6 stat points to allocate. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 156. 
 
    You have 93 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 157. 
 
    You have 1 talent point to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 96 stat points to allocate. 
 
    You received: General Khan's Wrath. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 167. 
 
     You have 11 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 126 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You've earned a unique achievement, First in the Last Refuge of Maloc's First Legion. You and your allies have been granted a permanent 6% increase to your physical and magic damage. 
 
      
 
    You have earned a new title, Warrior of the Great Forest.  
 
    You have sacrificed your own life to expel from the Great Forest a legion of the Netherworld's demons that were a threat to all living beings. You and the warriors under your command receive: 
 
    10% increase to physical and magic damage,  
 
    10% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells, 
 
    10% to armor class and all resistances,  
 
    3% to hit critically with a physical or magic attack, or healing spell,  
 
    20% to critical hit damage with a physical or magic attack, 
 
    20% to effectiveness of critical healing. 
 
    Attention! This achievement cancels the bonuses received from the Protector of the Great Forest achievement. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Morrigan, the Goddess of Stealth and Military Cunning, is friendly to you. 
 
    You've learned a unique skill: Morrigan's Gift. When using invisibility, neither you nor any party members under your command will be detected by high-level enemies.  
 
    Note: certain sentients and creatures in the Realm of Arkon possess special abilities enabling them to detect camouflaged foes. 
 
      
 
    You have earned a new title, Knight of the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess.  
 
    You and your allies are granted a 7% increase to your physical and magic damage output, 3% increase to armor class and all resistances, and 7% increase to the effectiveness of healing spells. Experienced gained by you and your allies is increased by 7%. If a party has several members ordained into the Order of the Two-Faced Goddess, their bonuses do stack, but no more than 40% per party.  
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Dark elves relate to you with reverence. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. Light elves relate to you with respect. 
 
     Your reputation has increased. Sentient creatures of the Netherworld plane are now unfriendly to you. 
 
      
 
     Your reputation has increased! Sentient creatures of the Desolation Valleys Dominion relate to you with respect.  
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Maloc, the Elder Demon of Ruin, is friendly to you. 
 
    You've learned a unique skill: Maloc's Rage. Every blow you deal within three seconds of the previous one deals 5% more damage. Cannot exceed 100% per target. 
 
      
 
     Your reputation has increased. Guar Khan, the General of Maloc's First Legion, relates to you with respect. 
 
      
 
     Max just stood there, mouth agape, flabbergasted and overwhelmed by the torrent of system messages. There were no words—he was literally unable to speak for several minutes. What an incredible windfall, and all because of a tiny seed gifted by Aeoli! If I see that dryad again, I will shower her with kisses. Or I'll plant a grove on that island, if that is her preference. He didn't believe in coincidences. No, the dryad must have known about the challenge that would await him. And now he could lead his party through the demon blockade without any fear of attack now that his reputation had risen to unfriendly. But why? What was inside Darkaan besides Kirana's temple? Something to do with that damned prophecy Roman had pulled him into?  
 
    Calm down! Think straight! More reason, less emotions! He admonished himself, then sat down on the ground and dropped his face into his palms. Something pricked his cheek. "Damn!" he swore, looking at the black-as-coal ring lying in his palm—the one Guar Khan had given him before his death. Why did it remain with him instead of on his corpse? The general had said something about the ring helping him make it out of the Gray Frontier—perhaps that was the reason? He shrugged, and set to examining the gift. 
 
      
 
    General Khan's Wrath. 
 
    Accessory; ring. Bind on equip. 
 
    Durability: 4637/5000. 
 
    Epic scalable.  
 
    No minimum level.  
 
    +334 to strength. 
 
    +8.35% to maximum resistance to fire. 
 
    +3.34% to critical hit chance with a physical attack. 
 
    Weight: .04 lbs. 
 
    Forged by the Great Master Heegan in the bowels of Woren Mountain. 
 
      
 
     With a sigh, Max slid the ring on, then leaned against the bindstone and gazed up at the stars hanging over the forest. What kind of world are you that in a matter of months I've come to have more than I ever dared dream of? Wonderful friends, a woman I love, the favor of divine beings... Could I really be so lucky? Or will there be a price to pay for all this... 
 
    Somewhere up above, someone of considerable power had staked everything on him—he felt this now with every fiber of his being. On him and on Roman both. And those betting on them must not lose. He shuddered to imagine what their loss might mean for this realm. And that meant... It means nothing! He cut short his ruminations. Enough standing around sulking—time to go recover my stuff. 
 
     With a final glance at the moon edging over the boulder, Max shifted into cat form and dashed into the now-free gorge for his equipment. 
 
     He was coming to really enjoy his true form. Max had once read that a cat's eyes were six times more sensitive than a human's, and capable of collecting light from the faintest sources. In total darkness a cat was just as blind as a person, but even a negligible bit of luminescence was enough to move about with confidence. So it was now, with the moon still eclipsed by the eastern slope, the scant starlight was perfectly sufficient for Max as he moved deeper into the gorge. And there was plenty to see around him, with large swaths of the forest cut out and a myriad defensive structures erected instead, ostensibly by the legionnaires to fortify their last line of defense. In another defensive tactic the legion had dug fifteen-foot-long trenches at intervals no greater than fifty yards, with sharp spikes jutting out of the earth. Running along the edges of the trenches were strange contraptions resembling Czech hedgehogs, bound with steel chains. And so it went for almost a full mile into the mountain—no cavalry would traverse the gorge without the horses growing wings. Max recalled the legate's words about the thousands of Kirana's boar-riding knights who had tried but failed to break the Netherworld's Legion's defenses. 
 
     For the gray lion, neither the trenches nor the spiked metal strewn all around were an issue, as he could easily spot and either skirt around or leap over any danger. But he couldn't help but wonder, given that the instance was designed for a raid of three hundred, how such a large crowd was supposed to bypass all these traps and defenses? Or had the demons erected them after the patch had bolstered their intelligence? Oh well, that didn't matter anymore. The demons were gone, and he was here alone. Sure, he could take some time to scour the place for something useful, but he doubted the demons would leave anything truly valuable behind, and he didn't feel especially disposed to collecting steel spikes or tearing chains from fortifications. Steel wasn't mithril, and he wasn't going to go out of his way to gather it. He could always come back here with the rest of his squad for some scavenging, but for now his goal remained unchanged—get his equipment and get out.  
 
     Once past the fortifications, Max found himself at the legion's palisaded camp. It made for a fascinating sight, full of strange clay-reinforced stone structures that had clearly housed a non-humanoid race—the steel-plated cots alone were large enough to fit a full-grown elephant. Towering throughout the camp were eerie stone sculptures at least twelve feet in height with heads that resembled statues from Easter Island. There were also deep ditches, roughly fifty by fifteen yards, their bottoms lined with gravel. The only buildings that looked familiar—and comforting at that—were the barracks, of which there were about ten. Max peeked inside one as he moved through the camp, counting close to two hundred cots. The wind made a nasty whistling sound as it blew into the gaping windows of the deserted building, and the warrior decided to forgo his inspection. It could wait for when he'd return here with his companions. And in the light of day, ideally, since the place could still be rigged with traps of every variety.  
 
     It wasn't until the very end of the camp, near a wide crevasse leading into the mountain, that he found bones. Lots and lots of bones. The demons had devoured Python whole. The monster's ten-foot-tall skull was lying at the entrance to the cavern, empty eye-sockets staring skyward, and rows of huge yellowed teeth jutting out menacingly. The shattered fragments of its spine and other bones were scattered in the radius of some fifty yards. Shifting into elf form, Max walked over and gave the skull a few hard kicks with his boot, dislodging a dozen teeth to keep as souvenirs. He may not have been the one to kill the vile beast, but it was he who had brought about its death. "Enjoy lying here for all eternity, bastard," the warrior whispered softly. "You won't be feasting on any foxes anymore." Giving the skull one final kick for good measure, he shifted back into a cat, and proceeded carefully into the mountain. 
 
     After passing four cave chambers, their ceilings rich with stalactites that dazzled in the firelight of torches wedged into the walls, he was finally at his destination.  
 
     The hall in which he had met his death hadn't changed, except for the altar that was now gone—it must have been very valuable indeed if Guar Khan had decided to take it with them. The torches set along the perimeter illuminated the demonic faces chiseled in the walls. Max hadn't paid much attention to them the last time around, whether out of fear or excess adrenaline, but now... He could swear the demons were messing with him: winking mischievously, sticking out their tongues, making wacky faces and generally clowning around. It made for at once a droll and eerie sight. 
 
    The warrior approached his corpse, shifted into elf form, picked up his gear and equipped it without wasting time. It felt good to be wearing his armor again. Overcome with confidence, he flipped the bird to one especially ghastly mug on the wall, produced his flask and took five big swigs. The cognac spread a pleasant warmth through his body. Feeling fully content and ready to perform new feats of heroism, Max began to reach into his inventory for his pipe and a tinderbox when something gave him a start. 
 
     She was sitting on one of the benches, her legs crossed, her black fox's tail wrapped around her torso, hands folded over her chest as she started contemplatively into nothing in particular. The same green jacket, the same lean legs in form-fitting hunting pants—no, she hadn't changed at all since their last encounter in Ellorian. Except he wasn't looking at a teary-eyed girl anymore, but at a composed young woman of exceptional beauty.  
 
     Stashing his pipe away, Max put his balled fist to his heart, and bowed his head in a greeting.  
 
    "Greetings, Lady Sata," he spoke softly. His voice echoed flatly through the hall, and all movement around him came to a halt. Suddenly still was the blue flame of magic torches around the perimeter, as were the demonic faces on the walls. A mellow silence enveloped the hall. 
 
    Turning her head toward him slowly, the goddess gave a faint nod, indicating a spot next to her. Max approached carefully, but before taking a seat he produced the fox's tail recovered after Python's demise, and offered it to the young woman. Sata gave a start, as if seeing a ghost, then accepted the offering gingerly with both hands, leaned back against the wall and shut her eyes.  
 
     Unsure of what to do or say next, Max took a seat next to her, folding his hands on his knees, and proceeded to examine the cracks in the stone slabs underfoot.  
 
    "So that's how the monster tracked my people's settlements," the goddess whispered softly, gazing at the tail clenched in her hands. "Derek... He loved me and he trusted me... And he took the first blow upon himself when Hallot attacked. I made the Beast pay dearly, but Derek was beyond saving. The Dark God took a piece of my soul that day, and embodied it into a curse that would haunt my people for many centuries. If I only knew..." The young woman drew a heavy sigh and spread her arms, the tail in her hands scintillating as it vanished into thin air. "I haven't been with anyone since... Until very recently." 
 
     Despite the scant lighting in the hall, Max noticed the goddess' cheeks flush red. What a night of revelations, he thought with wonder while also feeling a little uncomfortable, as though he had just learned something he wasn't meant to know. But her next question bewildered him altogether. 
 
    "Are you mad at me, warrior?" she asked without looking into his eyes.  
 
    "No, I'm not mad," he said, somewhat dumbfounded. "Why would I be?" 
 
    "Only seven settlements of my people remain in the Wild Wood," she said with sorrow. "I have chosen you all the way back in the Sunlit Forest, when you and your friend helped his woman. And when you helped the beggar girl in that Ellorian tavern, I knew I had chosen well. I couldn't catch Python myself—the curse prevented my people from moving and seeking the Nightcrawlers' protection. Hunting or setting a trap for the Beast was useless... I needed a warrior. You had almost no chance against him despite my investing as much as I could into you. The foxes were destined for extinction, but I had to do something. I had to try! And so I found myself ear-deep in this prophecy." 
 
    "You're talking about Roman's prophecy, right?"  
 
    "Was that his name in your world? Yes, Krian... The Black Demon of legend. It's up to him now whether I'll still have a place under the sun. Desperate to save my kin, I put you in harm's way—worse, I sent you to certain death—while also stirring powerful forces that would have been best left undisturbed. And now I don't know what my own future holds."  
 
    "Hey, it all worked out," Max tried to console the young woman. "Neither I nor Roman can die for good. I managed, and he'll manage as well. Trust me, I know him well."  
 
    "After the recent shifts of power in this realm, I can think of a few things worse than death. Python devoured foxes' souls, and I do not know what would have happened were he to kill you as well. Of course, I would have done my very best to get you out, but my own position has become very precarious. I know not what's going to happen even two-three moons from today."  
 
    Max could hardly believe what he was hearing. Admitting her vulnerability like that made Sata look like a lost little girl instead of a divine entity.  
 
    "Let's think sensibly," he said, reaching for his pipe mechanically. "I'll be honest—I don't understand even half of what you're saying, and I don't expect you to delve into explanations. But your people are alive, aren't they? And you're alive, too. So, from where I'm standing, everything is freaking roses! And if problems arise in the future, we'll deal with them."  
 
    "Go on, don't mind me," Sata chuckled, motioning at the pipe in his hand.  
 
     Max realized then just how long it had been since he'd had a smoke. He lit up, took a few hungry drags, and exhaled with a beatific smile. The cognac was still buzzing in his head. The hell with problems. Prophecy or not, we'll get through them, he resolved to himself.  
 
    "Tell me this, oh savior," Sata locked her eyes on his. "Would you have tried to defend the fox village if you knew you could meet your true death?" 
 
    Max considered the question. He mustn't lie—the woman sitting in front of him was no mere mortal, and she would see right through him. But then he remembered Chani and her mischievous smile, the slacking sentry, the fox kits playing by the gates... 
 
    "Yes, I would've," he said firmly, holding the goddess' stare. 
 
     Sata averted her eyes and whispered softly. 
 
    "You are just like your friend. Sometimes I think you're brothers—he wouldn't have thought twice about it, either."  
 
    "You saw Roman?" Max smiled. "How is he doing?" 
 
    "He's doing, uh, pretty good," flicking a nonexistent speck off her boot, Sata turned around abruptly, yet the redness of her cheeks didn't escape Max's attention. 
 
    Kozhevnikov, you dog! Max thought with delight. Up to your old tricks again. And with a goddess, no less! I hope you know what you're doing—pissing off a deity would give new meaning to "hell hath no fury like a woman scorned!" 
 
    Seeking to diffuse the tension, Max fished out the piece of sausage he'd collected as a memento of their first meeting, and held it out to the goddess.  
 
    "Hungry?" he smiled. 
 
     The move had the desired effect: Sata laughed, took the sausage, broke it in two, and offered a half to Max. They ate in silence for a while. The sausage ended up being surprisingly tasty—he even felt a pang of pity for the elf who had ended up losing his tavern to this comely arsonist's high jinks.  
 
    "I promised to sew you a ribbon, remember?" Sata said, wiping the grease off her fingers with a white handkerchief. 
 
    "Only if you passed that apprenticeship with the seamstress with flying colors," Max replied with a grin. 
 
    "If this were anyone else, I would incinerate them for such cheekiness," she feigned a frown. "But you can live—you're more useful to this realm alive. Now listen well," she continued in a serious tone. "Neither I nor the other gods have been able to exert direct influence on your friend. And, after today's events, the same will apply to you. Like him, you have transcended the prophecy, which means any influence must be indirect. So, alas, there won't be a ribbon. But there will be something else."  
 
     Eleven gold coins appeared in the goddess' hand. With a sullen chuckle, she covered them with her palm.  
 
    "Do you remember these coins, Max?" As she opened her palms, instead of gold there lay a finely crafted earring.  
 
     Dangling off the slender chain of sparkling gold was a tiny figurine of a female druid. The girl's face was painfully familiar, looking out intently with her arms crossed over her chest. So striking was her resemblance to Alyona that Max half-expected the figurine to shake her head with reproach, as she undoubtedly would upon catching her man being chummy with some beautiful stranger! 
 
    "Take it," Sata urged him. "It is all I can do for you, alas. Don't let the earring's plain appearance fool you. You must wear it always, and remember that your woman is very much like the two of you—a knight in the truest sense. Try to keep her from making any foolhardy decisions, however noble." 
 
      
 
    You've completed the quest: Saving Virassa. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 168. 
 
    You have 12 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 129 stat points to allocate. 
 
    You received: Dryad Figurine. 
 
    ………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    You have gained a level! 
 
    ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
    You have gained a level! Current level: 188. 
 
     You have 22 talent points to allocate. 
 
    Class bonus: +1 to constitution, +1 to strength. 
 
    You have 189 stat points to allocate. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have garnered the attention of a higher being. Sata, the Goddess of Luck, is friendly to you. 
 
      
 
    Your reputation has increased. You are exalted among the people of Tylwyth Teg! 
 
      
 
     Barely larger than an inch, Alyona's golden figurine had no stats. In fact, it was entirely unremarkable other than being bind on equip, but Max didn't think twice before unequipping a rare +220 agility earring and inserting Sata's gift in its place. Then, rising from the bench, he bowed his head to the goddess.  
 
     "I thank you, Mistress. I will wear this gift with pride, and never remove it."  
 
    "That's not all," Sata rose as well, graceful as always, and ran her hand over the bas-relief on the wall. "You mustn't return here," her tone brooked no arguments. "Neither you nor your people. Maloc's favor is a great honor, but you must be wary with the Netherworld's denizens. And one last thing," she added, opening a bluish portal window with a casual gesture. "It would take your people nine days to reach Syruan, which is way too long. I will build them a portal to the castle instead, so they'll be there by morning. This portal will take you to Urkhunt's shrine—will you find your way to the castle from there?" 
 
    "Aye," Max nodded. "Thank you again, Mistress. And farewell." Bowing his head goodbye, he started toward the portal. 
 
    "Wait!" 
 
    Max turned around. The goddess' face was pale, but her eyes shone with resolve—the resolve of someone who had decided to go all in. 
 
    "Take this as well," walking up to him, she pressed some other object into his hand. "Give it to your friend when you see him. Goodbye."  
 
    Getting up on her tiptoes, the young woman gave Max a kiss on the cheek, and vanished into thin air.  
 
    Max stood there for a few seconds longer, contemplating this entire encounter, then sighed and entered the billowing window of the portal. 
 
     The night's moon was a fine crescent, bathing the earth with a soft shimmering light. As Max scanned Urkhunt's shrine, he thought he saw the lion from the pedestal smile down on him, like you would to an old friend. A hallucination? Perhaps... The warrior unclenched his fist to take a look at the object the goddess of luck had given him for Roman. Lying in his palm was a small onyx earring in the shape of a black-coated fox sitting on its tail. The warrior smiled and put the gift away. 
 
     He didn't feel like rushing to Syruan and banging on the gates, waiting for someone to wake up and open them. He might as well spend the night here—Urkhunt's shrine seemed to exude peace and protection, and he felt totally safe. Only he wasn't the least bit sleepy. The six hours at the graveyard must have been very restful, Max thought with a grunt, and decided it was as good a time as any to sort out his suddenly complex talent situation. 
 
    Taking a seat on a nearby snag, he took a few sips from his flask, lit up his pipe, and opened the character menu. The stats came first, but that was easy enough. Max threw fifty points into vigor, fifty nine into constitution, and eighty into strength. The two form points he'd picked up upon hitting level 180, however, gave him pause. Kill was already maxed out, and he couldn't put another point into Bite until level 200. That left Camouflage, Prowl and Primordial Roar. The cat's talent tree indicated that new talents were due to appear at levels 220 and 300, but presently they were but vacant white squares. Should he save the points till then? No, better not, he thought, and threw both points into Primordial Roar. While Camouflage promised an additional ten percent bonus to damage when attacking from stealth, he was already boasting a twenty five percent bonus, so the actual boost would only be eight percent. More importantly, the bonus only applied to one attack—no, Camouflage would have to wait. Two points into Prowl would increase his movement speed while stealthed from sixty to seventy percent, which he didn't see as being especially relevant to his build. Primordial Roar, on the other hand, with its powerful crowd-control elements, would definitely prove useful in many situations. Much depended on the enemies' mental resistance, but still... 
 
    The talent description indicated that an opponent with 75% mental resistance would resist the debuff only 50% of the time. 80% resistance raised the chance to resist to 70%, 90% to 90%, and only a fully maxed mental resistance would resist the roar 99% of the time. Before any corrections for level, naturally. Allard, the Night Blades' main tank, had 82% mental resistance, which was also the highest Max had seen on anyone. And so Max threw both points into this talent without any reservations.  
 
      
 
    Primordial Roar III.  
 
    Energy: 250 points. 
 
    Instant cast. 
 
    Required: cave lion form. 
 
    Duration: 30 seconds. 
 
    Cooldown: 2 minutes. 
 
    Effective range: 40 yards. 
 
    You roar, forcing the enemies within range to freeze in terror, then flee or lose all of their resolve. Targets effected by Primordial Roar suffer 40% more damage.  
 
      
 
     The duration of the effect on hostile targets was likewise determined by their mental resistance and other considerations. For instance, a same-level player with 75% mental resistance would be immobilized or disoriented for only five seconds. For mobs and NPCs in the same circumstances, the time was thirty seconds. Yep, this was the way to go, Max thought to himself, taking a few more drags as he scrolled up the log. Oh, he remembered the rewards he'd received perfectly well, but it still felt good re-reading them.  
 
     Firstly, his toughness now equaled 24%, almost as high as Bonbon's. Protector of the Great Forest had become Warrior of the Great Forest, boosting his damage, the chance to hit critically and the amount of critical damage dealt. That was awesome. The system had also credited him with clearing the dungeon, rewarding him with a 6% increase to all damage dealt—a boon that needed no commentary. Finally, he had been promoted to a knight in Kirana's Order, with all the benefits that came with his new rank. With just a rough approximation—he didn't feel like getting into the nitty gritty—the overall boost to damage output for their entire squad should be no less than 17%. And that wasn't even all! 
 
     The standard difference of thirty levels that typically rendered invisibility ineffective within range of hostile creatures no longer applied to him or his party. In theory, he could now take his entire raid past a high-level mob or NPC without being detected. Assuming the latter didn't have special abilities that saw through invisibility anyway. A godsend of a gift—figuratively and literally, given that Morrigan was a goddess. I wonder what she looks like, Max scratched his chin. It would seem that few creatures in this world ever laid eyes on the goddess of stealth. In his book, an essence that could sneak into the Netherworld and redirect a portal without a whole legion of high-level demons noticing anything merited the deepest respect. Who knew what the First Legion would have done otherwise in that distant war? It dawned on Max that he was seriously considering that this realm had a history of its own. Maybe that elf had been right with his assertion that the game used to function like a training simulator from which people migrated into a proper world with its own history? Suddenly the theory no longer seemed so far-fetched...  
 
     A cool breeze blew from the west, and the crowns of trees surrounding the shrine stirred anxiously. Max shivered and took a few more swigs to get warm. He could shift into cat form and no longer feel cold, but then he couldn't smoke his pipe or drink cognac, either. I ought to get myself a bowl—two liters would do, he thought with a smile. And why not? Fill up the thing, then shift and lap up the goodness at your leisure... 
 
    Maloc's Fury... Truly, the Elder Demon's reward was as generous a gift as he'd gotten. Twenty strikes at your target, and your damage output was doubled! Any serious raid player would give their eye-teeth for this talent! Sure, the attacks had to not lag past three seconds or the stacks would reset, but the trade-off was more than fair. On the other hand, Max did return the demon's First Legion to him, so perhaps the feat was commensurable with the reward. The level of alcohol in his bloodstream must have edged past the standard range, as the buzzing in his head intensified and absurd imagery flooded his mind. Namely, he pictured the Elder Demon of Ruin sitting up in his office, or whatever passed for offices down in the Netherworld...  
 
     A knock on the door. A secretary bursts into the office, gesturing wildly behind him, clearly in total shock: 
 
    "My Lord, uh... How do I... Err...  Guar Khan and his troops... They're back!" 
 
    "What?" Maloc raises his brows just as the legate himself pushes the secretary aside and walks into the office. 
 
    "So, yeah, we're back," he says, spreading his arms sheepishly. 
 
    Maloc finally regains the gift of speech. 
 
    "Where the hell have you been?! Fifteen hundred years have passed, gods damn it!" the Elder Demon roars. 
 
    "Well, um, we did some boar hunting... That wore us out so we took a nap, hardly more than a thousand years. You know how fresh air can put you to sleep..." 
 
     So vividly did the scene play out in his head that Max burst into side-splitting laughter. He finished off the rest of the flask's contents, shifted his weight to get into a more comfortable position... and nearly fell. That's enough boozing for today, he giggled. Or I'll start seeing pink elephants soon... Then again, in this world you don't even have to drink to see stuff a hell of a lot more weird than pink elephants! He realized then just how badly his body needed to unwind after the stress of the past day. Come morning he would be back with Alyona, and things would be good again. Max recalled a classic drinking song by a XX century American band he used to obsess over as a teen. And, in a moment of sheer brilliance, decided to sing it. 
 
      
 
    "Because I drink it anytime and anyplace 
 
    When it's time to get ill I pour it on my face 
 
    Monkey tastes Def when you pour it on ice 
 
    Come on y'all it's time to get nice 
 
    Coolin' by the lockers getting kind of funky 
 
    Me and the crew we're drinking Brass Monkey 
 
    Brass Monkey, that funky Monkey 
 
    Brass Monkey junkie... that funky Monkey!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, great. He raps, too," a derisive voice in his head gave the warrior a start.  
 
    A huge gray lion was materializing out of the air not ten feet to his right. The great feline was sizing up the warrior perched on a snag with a skeptical look, his head cocked to the side.  
 
    "I never thought I'd say this," he shook his head with sorrow, "but I much prefer you chasing butterflies. Anything to keep you from singing."  
 
    "You shouldn't sneak up on people like that," Max grumbled. "You could've given me a stutter!" 
 
    "It's I who would be stuttering if I let you keep rapping," Urkhunt objected at once. "And did I mention this is my shrine? And not a venue for you to get drunk as a skunk and start hollering some gibberish about monkeys?" 
 
    "Sorry," the warrior said sheepishly. "It won't happen again.  
 
    "Damn right," Urkhunt echoed. "You've done enough for one day, anyway. You and that furry-tailed friend of yours. The Astral is still trembling."  
 
    "Why would it be trembling?"  
 
     Max had only a vague perception of the Astral, and hadn't a clue as to how his or Sata's actions might have impacted it, let alone made it tremble.  
 
    "What did I do to deserve you?" Urkhunt sighed heavily. "Do you realize what a grave violation it was on Sata's part to meddle into this realm's events and save her foxes? She was the only one who could have done it, but there was a price to her actions. What do you know about balance?" The lion stared intently at Max, his yellow eyes glowing in the night, then continued without waiting for an answer. "Everything is connected under the moon—any action taken leads to another action, and so on in a chain. We, the so-called Great Essences, can see these chains far into the future, as well as how certain actions might influence those chains. Only Sata, however, has the ability to break a chain altogether and replace it with another. Remember when I told you at our first meeting that the Ancients desolating the Great Forest happened in seventy four scenarios out of one hundred? And that forty three out of those seventy four scenarios were further fraught with the death of your black-tailed patron?" 
 
    "I do." The buzz was suddenly gone from Max's head, his euphoria yielding to a dreary emptiness.  
 
    "Well, after yesterday's events, the probability of the Great Forest's destruction at the hands of the Ancients has decreased to seventy two. Sata's doom, however, is all but certain in ninety seven scenarios out of one hundred."  
 
    "A world without the goddess of luck?" Max said skeptically, as the meaning of his recent exchange with the black-haired beauty finally began to dawn on him. "But that's impossible!" 
 
    "Some leave, and others immediately take their place," Urkhunt said. "This world is governed by balance. It's remarkable that you've managed to slay Python—your chances were paltry. But that—" 
 
    "Then we'll keep managing!" Max exclaimed. Somehow he desperately didn't want to see the beautiful fox depart from this world.  
 
    "She has staked everything on the Black Demon from the prophecy. Now her fate rests entirely on his actions. And nobody can influence him at this point. Just as nobody can influence you, either."  
 
    "Roman... Krian will succeed," Max said emphatically. "I know there's nothing substantive you can tell me—you gods are even more restricted in your actions than us," he peered intently at the gray lion. "But I know my friend better than anyone. And I know that he will do what must be done."  
 
    "Your friend has long ceased to be human," Urkhunt sighed. "You cannot know what's on the mind of an elder demon."  
 
    "It doesn't matter what he became," Max objected flatly. "What matters is who he is. Now, instead of crying doom and gloom, why don't you give me a hint how I can help?"  
 
    "How you can help?" Urkhunt scoffed. "Well, I already told you never to rap again." Getting up on all fours, he walked up to Max and nuzzled his shoulder like a house cat. "Good luck to you, Gray One," he spoke softly. "To you and to your demon friend. Take care of yourself. We won't meet again until the battle with the Ancients."  
 
     The next moment the lion was gone, leaving behind only the rustle of leaves hounded by the tenacious wind. 
 
     Suddenly Max felt incredibly weary. The conversation with the deity—a final stretch in a day that felt like a lifetime—had drained him completely. Shifting into a cat, Max literally fell onto the ground next to the snag he'd been sitting on, surrendering to sleep before his muzzle even touched his forepaws.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The morning sun was merciless in dispersing the night's enchantments. The wind had died down, and the grass sparkled with dewdrops. The forest giants framing Urkhunt's shrine looked on with gentle condescension at the young gray lion curled up on the grass before them.  
 
     Max was awoken by an enormous beetle alighting on the tip of his ear. The lion opened his eyes, rose to his feet, shook off the morning dew along with the pesky insect, and gave a satisfying stretch, the kind of stretch only felines could pull off. He wasn't the least bit hungover—just the opposite, he felt fully rested and ready to take on the world. After lapping up some ice-cold water from a bubbling spring near the shrine, he nodded goodbye to his people's progenitor on the pedestal, and set off at a brisk trot in the direction of the castle.  
 
     Syruan stood exactly where it was supposed to. Externally, the castle of Max's blood brother hadn't changed at all in his absence, except for the host camping out on the grass in front of it like a Gypsy encampment. Dark elves attired in every variety of garb and armor, pets and mounts of every size, shape and color blended together into such a motley multitude that any actual Gypsies would turn green with envy. The group must have reached the walls of the castle fairly recently, and were now waiting for Tasha to speak with her father and figure out the accommodations for all these fighters and beasts. The castle wasn't elastic, after all, though in their private conversation Phylatrim had assured Max there would be enough space for everyone. 
 
    The warrior's mind, however, was occupied with something else entirely. It took him all of two seconds to spot the familiar figure in green druid duds embroidered with silver, but then he took his time admiring his beloved. Alyona was explaining something emphatically to Ellanca and Masyanya, the two women leaning against Mopsy's heaving side, while gesturing toward the castle. 
 
    Their party had camped just off the side of the road leaning up to the castle. Alex and Donut were standing off to the side, engaged in an animated discussion. Bonbon was sleeping on the grass, limbs spread out like a starfish. Helliona was plucking petals off a big plant that distantly resembled the sunflower, her head resting on Rexar's shoulder. And Luffy was simply lounging on the grass, meditating on the flames enveloping his fingers. 
 
    The Blades were situated further away from the road, ostensibly to give their many mounts and pets more room to roam. The sight of his woman and his friends was at once welcome and overwhelming, and Max had to take a few deep breaths to calm down. The hell with Earth and its polluted cities, the hell with the Internet! Besides his parents who had died long ago, and Roman and Alyona who were both here, he didn't have anyone truly dear to his heart. But here he had found a home and a family in the span of only a few months. He cared deeply for these people, and he depended on them, just as they depended on him. And so what if he was an exile? Home wasn't a geographical location, but a place where you were always welcome. Exile was only temporary, and even if it wasn't, the hell with the Great Prince of the Nightcrawlers, too! Max would still have a home—he and his people both. Just as long as we handle our business and find Roman, he thought with a sigh, then donned invisibility and made for his party's camp. 
 
    The idea to mess with his people had just come to him a moment ago. They had only seen him as a lion very briefly, after all, so here was an opportunity to put on a bit of a show.  
 
     Prowl cut his movement speed to sixty percent while adding extra to his Camouflage. In the end, he almost pulled it off. When he drew within forty feet of Alyona, Mopsy sprang to his feet with a roar, sending the girls resting on him flying and setting a veritable whirlwind of actions into motion. In an instant Alex was on his feet, his bow drawn; Donut slipped into stealth; Ellanca and Masyanya both cussed loudly as they tried to regain their footing; and Rexar literally hurled Helliona behind him as the latter shifted into combat form in midair and turned toward the danger.  
 
     But once the alarmed party got a good look at who it was that had disturbed their peace, everybody froze like pillars of salt, and Mopsy's menacing growling turned to mirthful whinnying, which sounded positively surreal coming from a creature that looked like a bull terrier with a crocodile's scaly skin. Her mouth agape, Alyona began to lower the staff raised above her head. Luffy beamed a joyous smile after shaking the nascent fireball off his hands. As for Max, such a "hearty" reception made him burst into Homeric laughter, but since cave lions didn't quite have the vocal cords for guffawing, what escaped his gullet instead was a deafening roar. Closing the gap between him and Alyona in a single leap, he shifted instantly into elf form, grabbed the girl up by the hands and led her into a twirling dance in front of a dozen incredulous eyes. 
 
    "Poser," Alyona whispered in his ear blissfully after he finally set her down and planted a hungry kiss on her lips. His arm wrapped around his woman's waist, Max turned to the viewing party, which now included the Blades who had gathered for the commotion, and flashed a happy smile. 
 
    "There's our valiant leader," Bonbon cackled, rubbing his eyes sleepily. "I thought we sent you to learn to shift into a lion, not a hippopotamus! Fess up, how many steroids have you gobbled up?" 
 
     Scratching Mopsy behind the ear mechanically, Max blinked in confusion at his merry band of companions. Then he turned to Alyona and suddenly realized that his girlfriend had greatly shrunk in size. Well, maybe not greatly, but a noticeable amount. Though already fairly tall, Alyona's head was barely peeking out over his shoulder. How curious! But he wasn't given any time to ponder this new development, as everybody began welcoming their commander proper, which included pestering him with questions.  
 
    "How did you manage to ding 188 in less than a week? Was it just from the Peacemaker quest?" Donut inquired as he shook Max's hand.  
 
    "The Peacemaker quest got me exiled from the Great Forest," Max snorted. "I'll explain everything later."  
 
    Luffy threw him a raid invite and immediately transferred leadership, which prompted a new round of incredulous expressions on his companions' faces.  
 
    "Who the hell was it you snuffed out?" Teetotaler asked the question that was on everybody's mind.  
 
    "And a knight of the Order to boot!" Masyanya observed shrewdly. "You keep an eye on this one, Alyona," she addressed her girlfriend. "Or next time he runs an errand he'll exterminate half the Wild Wood and befriend the entire demon army surrounding the Great Forest." 
 
    "Funny you should mention that," Max grinned. "I may not have befriended the entire demon army, but I did make a few strategic allies..." 
 
    "Holy moly!" Donut clapped Alex on the shoulder excitedly and roared with laughter, pointing at the warrior. "He's not kidding! We're freaking unfriendly with the Netherworld! We can waltz right past those demons like a diplomatic mission rocking immunity!" 
 
    "I will explain everything later!" Max cried in response to the avalanche of questions from every side. "Let me catch my breath first! And besides, there's Tasha," he added, gesturing toward the castle gates—the black-haired rogue was already heading their way with a retinue of four werepanthers. "I promise to answer everyone's questions once we're all settled in."  
 
    "Greetings, brother," Tasha bowed her head politely. "I admit, I never would have guessed you're the Gray One from the fables my nan used to tell me as a cub." 
 
    "What if I am? Have I grown horns on my head now? Why are you being coy all of a sudden?" 
 
    "No, no horns," Tasha laughed, embracing Max and giving him a kiss on the cheek. "Welcome to Syruan, Gray One! Father is expecting you," she turned to the rest of them, and yelled. "Yo, peeps! Listen up! Whoever is able to release their pets, please do—there's not enough room in the pen for all of them! Squad leaders, see Urlu, Orin, Garv and Dylan," she motioned at the shifters accompanying her. "They will escort you to your quarters and show you around. You, Teetotaler, and you all," she nodded at Max's squad, "come with me—your quarters are on the third level." 
 
    "'Yo, peeps' is your schooling, I take it?" Max inquired of Luffy along the way. 
 
    "Heck, I'm surprised it took this long for a crowd of earthlings to warp her speech and manners," he grunted. "But you're not changing the subject! Who is this 'Gray One' my fiancé has just mentioned?" 
 
    "Oh, nothing, really," Max dismissed the matter with a wave. "Remember Tolstoy's Ivan the Fool? That's pretty much me now. On the upside, I now have an excuse to run around the pool and cross the street on red." 
 
    "Let's get serious, eh?"  
 
    "I'll get serious later—I don't want to repeat the same story a hundred times." 
 
    "Fair enough," the mage acquiesced, then added softly. "You need to forget about Alyona for now, all right?" 
 
    "What?!" Max's breath caught in his throat. "Did she—" 
 
    "No! It's nothing like that!" Luffy interrupted him. "But you can't be together just yet. You're a shifter, and she's an elf. You weren't a shifter before when the two of you, uh, you know..." he made an uncertain gesture. "But you are now. And that changes things." 
 
    "What about you and Tasha? I remember her mentioning certain 'interesting' aspects..."  
 
    "The interesting aspects in question," Luffy smiled, "boil down to listening to her stories about her kin, who they are and how to behave around them, and telling her bedtime stories about our past world. We make out sometimes, too, but it doesn't get farther than that. Just imagine: what if she loses control and turns into a panther half-way through? I don't know about you, but I see myself developing a serious case of erectile dysfunction if that were to happen. I'd rather play it safe and wait till after the ritual," the mage rubbed his hands with dreamy anticipation, then clapped Max on the shoulder. "And I suggest the same for you, brother. Just wait till Alyona turns. Everything should be fine then—maybe even better than fine!"  
 
    "Are we going to have a ritual, too?" 
 
    "I doubt it. Tasha is the chieftain's daughter, so everything needs to be all formal. I'm sure you can just find some shaman to do the service, and you're golden!"  
 
    "Mm-hmm," Max scratched the back of his head as he passed through the castle gates. "After all this time, I suppose I could wait a little longer." 
 
    "Don't worry, honey, you won't need to wait long," Alyona smirked behind him.  
 
    "You heard the whole conversation?" Max gave his girlfriend a bashful look. 
 
    "We druids have good ears," the young woman winked at him, then smiled. "Not that I needed them now—the two of you were so loud, the whole century must have heard you!"  
 
    "Welcome to married life, brother," Donut made an innocent face, slipping out of invisibility to his right. "For the avoidance of doubt, I was just walking nearby, training my stealth skill. I definitely wasn't eavesdropping, and Masyanya definitely didn't ask me to do it," he concluded loudly, for all to hear, as snickers and chortles sounded all around them.  
 
    "You shifty rogue, you," Masyanya grumbled behind him. "Prepare to recite poetry to me all night, just as you'd been promising for the past two months. Either that you're sharing the rug with Mopsy for the next forthright." 
 
    "See, you're not the only one enduring these hardships, I'm right there with you," Donut gave a dramatic sigh as he halted to wait for his better half. 
 
    "Man, how I've missed you guys!" Max laughed, squeezing Alyona tight with one hand, and smacking Luffy on the shoulder with the other. "You have no idea!" 
 
      
 
    "So, it has begun," Phylatrim drew a heavy sigh as Max finished his story. He walked up to the window slowly, his hands clasped behind him.  
 
     Max had given him the abridged version, leaving out certain sensitive details like Sata' flushed face at the mention of a certain demon—that nugget of info he would take to his grave. He and Roman were no strangers to keeping each other's secrets. Besides, he could have just imagined it all, and making such unsubstantiated claims was a sure way to make himself look like a total ass. Let the gods handle their own affairs—he knew better than poke his nose in them. 
 
    "What has begun?" he asked. "You already knew of the Ancients' coming, and that I was this Gray One."  
 
    "You prepare for the worst, but hope for the best, right? And that's what I was doing—hoping against hope! Maybe you weren't the Gray One from legend. You're not of this world, after all—maybe gray patterns are totally common where you're from! Maybe Morrigan's ghosts were wrong. Or maybe the Ancients awoke only to fall back asleep."  
 
    "Somehow I doubt they're sleep deprived after slumbering for millennia," Max chuckled.  
 
    "I suppose," the lord sighed again, then continued. "See the scroll on the desk? To your right. A letter for you from the Great Prince." 
 
    "Why would he write an exile?" 
 
    "Cut it out, brother. You know perfectly well he was ordered to drive you from the territory of his High House, and he did just that. Do you think he's an idiot or someone who wishes his people ill? Trust me, he's the kind of leader who will bend over backwards to protect his people, and if it means forging an alliance with drow or even the demons surrounding the Great Forest, he won't think twice about it." 
 
    "Ordered? You're saying there's authority higher than the Great Prince..." Max began suspiciously, but then it dawned on him. "Urkhunt?" 
 
    "Very clever of you," the lord smiled. "I would wager one hundred gold that the letter has precise instructions where you ought to be 'exiled' and for how long. The letter arrived yesterday, before all of this stuff happened to you. Before you crossed that invisible line that Sata spoke of."  
 
     Max picked up the scroll, broke the seal which depicted a scowling lion's maw, and unfolded the thin leather parchment. A single word was written at the center of an otherwise virgin-black sheet: "Darkaan." Max gave a snort, setting the scroll back on the desk, leaned back in his chair, and lit his pipe. Phylatrim walked over to read the contents, shrugged his shoulders, took the scroll and stashed it into a drawer. 
 
    "That's very helpful," Max jibed as he blew out the smoke. "And here I was planning a fishing trip..." 
 
    "The Great Prince expresses his favor with this letter, and that's worth something. A great deal, even." 
 
    "Sure, sure," the warrior waved dismissively. "But what of my question, brother?" 
 
    "We will accept Alex into our clan should he make his desire known. The same goes for all the avengers of the Two-Faced Goddess. It would be a great honor to have them as brothers and sisters. As for the rest, they would need to earn the right to be called the Night Hunters."  
 
     Handing in Cenatodone's head to the Great Prince had raised the reputation with the High House of Nightcrawlers to unfriendly for everyone involved in the battle, whereas being accepted into the clan required no less than respect. The Nightcrawlers revered the Goddess of Vengeance—according to their mythology, it was she who had ended the life of King Nakilon whom they detested. That was why Phylatrim was willing to accept her avengers without question. And Max had made a personal request for Alex. He suspected that the Blades might even be accepted with a neutral reputation given their membership in the goddess' Order. Which was nice and all, except there was no time to grind reputation by running around the forest collecting rare herbs, exterminating pests and the like—it had been relayed to Max that there were ten or so repeatable quests of that nature. Such a project would take no less than six months, and they had nowhere near that amount of time at their disposal.  
 
     "I see," said Max. "Tell me this: if we find the Two-Faced Goddess' shrine, would that be sufficient to accept all of my squad members into the clan?" 
 
    "Absolutely," Phylatrim nodded. "Such a feat would go down in the annals of history."  
 
    "And how much time do we have?"  
 
    "We will conduct all the clan inductions tomorrow night, along with the Rite of the Scarlet Moon," said the chieftain. "I recommend a day of rest after that, and then you can set out. And again, I must insist that you take half a century of the clan's fighters with you..."  
 
    "Don't start again, brother," Max took a deep inhale, then blew out the smoke. "I'm not at all sure that their deaths wouldn't be final, and I refuse to take that risk. Not when every one of your fighters is worth their weight in gold."  
 
    "They are born warriors who do not fear death," Phylatrim frowned. 
 
    "Then let them die all they want somewhere else, but I won't have it. Did you forget the Ancients will be paying a visit real soon?" 
 
    "And my daughter... She—" 
 
    "As for her," Max didn't let him finish. "I'm confident that she would resurrect. But we won't let her come to harm, I promise you that."  
 
    "Tell her mother that," groused the lord. 
 
    "Well, uh..." 
 
    "That's actually a great idea—you will tell her that," the werepanther thrust a finger at him, looking very much relieved.  
 
    "She's about to be married to Luffy! Shouldn't her husband—" 
 
    "Your friend Luffy is already putty in her hands," Phylatrim chuckled. "We know our daughter well enough to know that." 
 
    "It may seem that way," Max said, defending his friend's honor. "He may seem meek at first glance, but in battle—" 
 
    "I'm no stranger to battle, either," the werepanther grunted. "But then, mm-hmm..." He scratched his chin contemplatively, then gave an irritated wave. "No, it should be you who'll speak to Isida. Now go, your people have already gathered at the tavern. They're waiting for you." 
 
    "Very well, I'll speak to Lady Isida. But you'll owe me," Max sniffed, shaking his blood brother's hand and heading for the door. 
 
    "We're all going to owe you soon," Phylatrim said softly after the door had closed behind the warrior. 
 
      
 
     The familiar tavern didn't have a name, and was mainly used as a mess hall for the garrison soldiers. The space was large and got plenty of sunlight, and was furnished with identical wooden tables, each of which could easily accommodate a party of ten. However, those that had gathered here today weren't hungry for food, but rather to listen to Max's story. It was only natural, then, that when the hero of the day appeared, the crowd waiting for him stirred with excitement. 
 
    "Pipe down, everyone," Teetotaler commanded as Max gave a wave and started making his way to the table with his squad. "Now, we all listen to the commander carefully and only ask smart, clarifying questions as necessary. The only one who's allowed to ask idiotic questions is me. Viper, Aja, Nixon, Ghost, watch your squads. Any excess noise gets you scheduled for extra shifts of watch duty. Is that understood? If so, then here's the first question," Teetotaler waited for Max to climb up on an empty table next to his squad, arranged in advance so as to give everyone a good view of him. "What's it like being a shapeshifter? A werelion? What does it feel like? You know that most of us gathered here are grownups, and there's no coming back from this. It's not like dying your hair or something..."  
 
    "You guys don't know this, but I had an Audi back there," Max stuck his finger upward. "SL-360, 2036 model. Convertible," the warrior smiled at the hum of approval all around him. "Whenever I got into that car, I had the distinct feeling of being transported into a fairytale. Driving it was like being one with the road, the on-board computer spoke with a throaty woman's voice, and it all the bells and whistles imaginable... Having a car like that is almost like having the love of a beautiful woman," turning to Alyona, who was listening closely, Max gave her a playful wink. "The only downside to such a car is the driver—with their retarded reflexes, fears, ideas and desires. What is my point, you may ask?" he scanned the room, then spread his face in the most blissful smile. "The point is, when you shift into a cat, it's like you're that very car minus the driver. Your vision and sense of smell are altered a bit, but the sensations are indescribable. The only thing that gets me is not being able to smoke in cat form. The only thing."  
 
     The hall began to buzz excitedly. Taking advantage of the pause, Max slid a pipe into his mouth, then proceeded to tell them about Phylatrim's decision, the skills that appeared in true form, the clan induction ritual, and his conversation with Urkhunt.  
 
    "What is he like?" a voice sounded from the Blades' second row. "Could you tell that he's divine?" 
 
    "Well, you see," Max said. "When you acquire the true form, you're literally bursting with energy. That's how I felt, at least. So, I'm in the Phantasmal Wood, and then this butterfly flutters past me..." 
 
    "And you decided to chase it, huh?" Donut grunted. 
 
    "Uh, yeah," Max grinned sheepishly, hearing chuckles all around. "I was about to pounce on it when Urkhunt turned up out of nowhere and inquired if he should get me a net with a ribbon. He called me an idiot—not in so many words—gave me a passive skill, and vanished. Go on, get it out of your systems!" he cried, trying to drown out the roaring laughter while barely keeping a straight face himself. "Just wait till you get your own forms! I'll be watching you!" 
 
    "I told you, he and his buddy are like monozygotic twins," he heard Donut saying to Alex. "Gods and bosses swarm to them like flies to you-know-what. I bet you both my daggers he went on to take out some big bad boss."  
 
     Max shook a fist at the assassin, waited for the laughter to die down, and continued to tell them about the audience with the Great Prince, the conversation with Redcliff and the revision to the unique quest, the battle that took place three thousand years ago, and the steel shadow that struck down one of the Ancients.  
 
    "Redcliff didn't see who it was?" Teetotaler asked at once. 
 
    "No," Max shook his head. "He passed out just as it happened, and isn't even certain if what he saw was real. The one thing he seemed certain of was that it wasn't one of the local gods, but then again, the shaman was gravely wounded and could have been delirious. After we talked I built a portal to Syruan, but ended up in some level 280+ zone nearly five hundred miles from here, near the Great Ocean shore." 
 
    "That's some misfire," Bonbon chortled. "Never give this man a bow, everyone."  
 
     Sitting on the tank's right, Masyanya elbowed him in the side, to which Bonbon made a comically frightened face and covered it with both hands. 
 
    "It was an interesting zone," Max continued. "A mountain in the center which reminded me of Ayu-Dag, only a bit smaller. An impressive looking wood surrounding it, with equally impressive mobs. The name of the zone was: Last Refuse of Maloc's First Legion.  
 
     "I headed toward the mountain, finding bones along the way. Lots of bones. As I found out later, the First Legion of the Elder Demon of Ruin had been ambushed here by Kirana's boar cavalry after Morrigan had reoriented the portal so that the legion would come out in the Wild Wood instead of Erantia." 
 
    "Fascinating..." whispered Aja, a short pink-haired elf, the commander of the Blades' second squad and the clan's third best equipped tank. "So, what of the legion?" 
 
    "The legion fought through the ambush, moved into a gorge and fortified their position. The two goddesses were content to leave them there, sealing the gorge and turning it into a level 280 raid dungeon. But then something happened when the game was patched: there was some kind of earthquake which caused a fissure in the rock, right over the hall with the final boss."  
 
     Trying to keep his cheeks from blushing as he snuck sidelong glances at Alyona, Max went on to recount his encounter with Chani, the journey to the fox village, Python's surprise attack and eventual downfall. He was especially terse regarding his conversation with Sata: she appeared, thanked him, rewarded him with the earring, and disappeared.  
 
    "Didn't I tell you?" Donut's voice broke the absolute silence that ensued. "Our commander has been rubbing elbows with the freaking legate of the First Legion. Watch, soon enough we'll be drinking beer with the succubi in those Desolation Valleys."  
 
    "Um, you sure you want to publicize that?" Rexar smirked, motioning at the huntress. 
 
    "Oh, it's all right," Masyanya said contemplatively. "I told you guys that I had two pets in my past life: Flopsy the cat and Mopsy the Pekingese. I already got a Mopsy, so all I need is another cat. What I didn't mention, oh great lover of succubi, was that Flopsy was neutered. Remind me, when are you getting your cat form again? I suppose I can let you keep your name, though Donut and Mopsy doesn't quite have the same ring to it..." the huntress drew a a dramatic sigh, her last words barely audible over the laughter shaking the hall. 
 
    "So, next stop is Darkaan? To the Five-Finger Mountain marked on your map?" Teetotaler inquired as the hilarity subsided.  
 
    "We move out in three days," Max nodded. "In the meantime, I don't know..." he shrugged his shoulders. "You're free to do whatever. Check out the local flora and fauna, or work on your professions. Tasha mentioned some hills not too far from here—the area might have some mithril nodes..." 
 
    "Teetotaler," Viper, the commander of the Blades' first squad, addressed him. "The guys here had a chat, and... We'd like the commander to open the portal to the fox village. We can't think of a better place to spend our three days of R&R. The way he talked about that foxy lady, we feel compelled to build bridges of friendship and cooperation with her. And her people. And maybe her again..."  
 
     His squad—four guys and four girls—were all nodding in unison in support of their superior officer.  
 
    "Tell your squadmates to get laid more. Or find better partners if it's a quality issue. Myrrha!" Teetotaler turned to a fair-haired ranger. "Et tu, Myrrha? What's Punish going to say when he—" 
 
    "Punish happens to be in Vaedarr," the girl parried. "And I don't intend on cheating or anything—I just want to watch. Call it a sightseeing excursion." 
 
    "Well, then, don't forget to take Nixon with you—he's a big fox aficionado," Teetotaler sniffed. 
 
    "Hey now, leave Nixon alone," a tall blonde water mage, the commander of the Blades' third squad, protested against more chuckles. "I've already got Foxana, and after this morning I'm staying away from proper foxes till the end of my days!" 
 
     Seeing Max's confused stare, Teetotaler clarified, trying to speak over the din of laughter.  
 
    "At sunrise this morning, the guy went to check on his squad who were on watch duty."  
 
    "Uh-huh," Nixon nodded. "And then this black-coated fox comes out. As big as a calf, her level hidden, her eyes shining like floodlights. I nearly shat myself, pardon my French, so the first thing I do is cast Shackles on her. But then she turns into a woman and says to me, 'What the hell is your problem, asshole?' I'm paraphrasing here, but that was the gist of it. So I'm standing there tongue-tied, and my feet start walking in the direction of the camp all by themselves."  
 
    "It was priceless," Teetotaler continued. "It's the crack of dawn, our soldiers are all drowsy as they're getting up off their cots. And here our sentries come trotting out of the forest, with their bug-eyed squad leader right behind them, followed by this chick in shorts up to here," Teetotaler struck his palm just below the waist, indicating the length of the Goddess of Luck's bottoms. "And if that weren't enough, there's the legend above her head. So, as we're all standing there in stupor, she opens a portal and yells out: 'Get in there, you slackers! Your commander is waiting for you at the castle!' All the caravanners, coachmen and two dozen guards must have stood there for a full minute like fountain statues!"   
 
    "Naturally, we weren't going to argue," Nixon went on. "We grabbed our stuff and hightailed into the portal. I would've thought your guys had already told you all about it." 
 
    "When would they?" Max smiled at the memory of the black-coated beauty. Where had she found the time to change outfits? 
 
    "Anyway, she takes mercy on my ignorant person, and hurls me into the portal... Well, she didn't literally hurl me, but the sensation was eerily similar."  
 
    By the end of the story the entire raid was breathless with laughter over the mage's earnest retelling of the story. 
 
    "Oh, and your man Bonbon... Last night he and these outstanding individuals," he nodded at Viper's near-hysterical squad, "had themselves a binge in their wagon. And since he'd clocked out in their wagon as well, nobody bothered to wake him up in the morning. If it wasn't for my dutiful inspection of all the living spaces for stragglers, he'd still be snoring it up back there. This is all to say, I've had quite enough of foxes for the foreseeable future. And I'd appreciate your understanding in this matter, Teetotaler. All jokes aside." 
 
     Max bit his lip to keep from laughing, and took several deep breaths before shifting his eyes to his tank. The latter, true to form, feigned an expression of pure innocence before adding his own two cents to the general bacchanalia. 
 
    "We were just looking to unwind a bit," he shrugged. "But the morning's events are a little hazy for me. At first I thought it was just Masyanya kicking up a fuss. She's gotten completely out of hand in your absence, commander. A true moral crusader, fighting to weed out drinking and every vice you can think of. Just look at Donut—the elf is a shell of his former self!"  
 
    A new fit of laughter ensued, and that one finally broke Max as he joined with the rest of the revelers. 
 
    "Well, commander, are you going to deploy us on that fox village excursion or what?" Viper asked some five minutes later when the merriment finally began to subside. 
 
    "We're under strict orders from Sata not to show up there until this rotten story with the Ancients' invasion is behind us," said Max. "But if you just can't wait, I can open up a portal, sure. Only you'll be the ones explaining yourselves to the goddess."  
 
    Viper glanced at Nixon, then at Bonbon merrily masticating something or other, and then back at Max, shaking his head.  
 
    "In that case, I suppose it's prudent to abstain from visiting the idyllic village for now," he sighed. "Unless, of course, we have volunteers in the audience that feel lucky going up against the goddess of luck?"  
 
     That elicited another round of boisterous laughter, but there weren't any volunteers. When quiet resumed, Teetotaler raised his hand and issued a command to his fighters. 
 
      
 
    "Everybody clear on the plan? You have three days, starting today! We meet at nine in the morning on day four by the castle gates, packed and ready to set out to Darkaan! If you're not ready, you're staying behind! Dismissed!" 
 
    He turned to Max and smiled. 
 
    "It's unlikely that any one of us will return from this campaign without having died at least once. But Vagabond was right—if we stick with you, epic adventures and phat lewts are a bloody certainty!" Slapping Max on the shoulder amiably, the Blades' commander made for the tavern's exit, whistling some cheerful ditty under his breath. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    "What are you giving me that look?" Alyona closed the book and looked up at Max.  
 
    The young woman's eyes were sparkling with mischief. 
 
    "How else am I supposed to look at the woman I love?" he smiled at her, turned off the monitor and fell back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head. 
 
     Night descended on the Wild Wood. Moonlight flooded through their third-story window, the great bulk of the moon bearing signs of mountains and valleys. The western wind fluttered the translucent curtains, wafting in the pungent aroma of grass, still warm from the day's sun. Nocturnal birds called to one another from the forest, which looked like one big dark blot from their window. Despite the dead of night, nobody in the castle was sleeping. There were footsteps, the screeching doors opening and closing, and more footsteps. A bonfire burned a hundred or so yards from the castle, at the very edge of the forest, with guitar strums and melodious female singing coming from that direction.  
 
     The frenetic speed and intensity of the recent days had finally caught up to Max. He was weary. Not physically, no—in that sense he felt better than ever—but the burden of responsibility weighed heavily on his heart. What was going to happen to them? What would they find in Darkaan? Then again, why worry about it now? All the decisions had been made, and they had two full days of rest to recover their physical and mental energies. No sense in stressing over the future. The warrior gave a satisfying stretch and gave a playful wink to his girlfriend, lounging on the bed next to him. 
 
    "I hope you didn't forget Luffy's words of wisdom?" Alyona forced a frown and wagged a finger at him before surrendering an endearing smile.  
 
    "I remember," he chuckled. "I'll wait a few days. But you know..." 
 
    "What?" the girl drew her feet to her chest and looked at him quizzically. 
 
    "I've never been with a cat, but I will in a few days' time. And what a cat it will be..." 
 
    "Quit teasing me! Tell me instead, do you plan on turning into a lion in your sleep?" 
 
    "Afraid of waking up spooning with a wild animal?" 
 
    "More like, afraid of waking up because your fat ass broke the bed frame!" Alyona stuck out her tongue at him, then flicked a non-existing speck off the sleeve of her nightie.  
 
    "I could just sleep on the floor," he shrugged. 
 
    "Now that won't do, I miss you too much," the girl set her book down on the bedside table, and gazed out the window wistfully. "Do you even realize how huge this world is? Sometimes I wonder how many people I knew from my past life are in here. Maybe I'll even run into some of them." 
 
    "You might run into them, but you won't recognize them," he smiled. "Unlike you, many people changed their appearance during character creation. As for me, you and Roman are the only people I care about. Of course, there's also my ex, former coworkers... But I don't particularly care to see them."  
 
    "What about Sergei?" 
 
    "I doubt he'll be logging in anytime soon," said Max. "He's got a second kid on the way, and nowadays game capsules are crazy expensive, apparently. And there's only so much fun you can have on a cop's salary." 
 
    "You know, I saw Gene Shelestov two days before coming here."  
 
    "The one who was crushing on you all through high school?" Max grinned. 
 
    "I'm still pissed at you and Roman for that, you know," the girl pursed her lips, but then broke down and giggled. "Why did you have to get him so drunk? You have no idea the licking his mother gave him!"  
 
    "Hey, if we didn't get him drunk that day, who knows if you'd be sitting here with me today?" Max smiled. "I remember his mother. Tall and very pretty. She was a journalist, I think. By the way, why did he take her last name and not his dad's?" 
 
    "I don't know. His old man was kind of bigwig at Radeon, maybe he didn't want the association? Anyway, Gene mentioned that his dad began his career working on the game. He even mentioned his username, which was pretty clever..." Alyona puckered her brow. "No, I can't remember it now. But that's not the point. Apparently, Gene had spent quite a bit of time in Arkon as well."  
 
    "Radeon is running their own MMO nowadays. Fireball, I think. Why didn't he play that?" 
 
    "Fayroll," Alyona corrected him. "And he might have played it, too. But the game is quite a bit older, and their governing AI is no match for Sage. Or it could be the usual generational thing? Again, that's not the point." Alyona shifted her weight for more comfort, and continued. "We ran into each other at a supermarket—Gene was just stocking up on groceries for the weekend. He and his clan were building ships somewhere in the north of Erantia. He invited me to join them, actually." 
 
    "Why are you telling me this?" Max frowned. 
 
    "Don't be like that," Alyona sighed. "Look, you've found me, but how many people are here all alone, cut off from those they care about? Take Bonbon. He's always putting on a brave face, but surely you see how much he's hurting!" 
 
    "We will find Bonbon's wife, I promise you. And soon—our reputation is already good enough to pass by the demons. And I doubt your friend Gene is all that lonely. His daddy has got enough dough to put a whole battalion into capsules. I bet he's building those ships alongside his mom and pop." 
 
    "Probably," the girl smiled.  
 
    Rising from his chair, Max walked over to the open window. "Here's the thing. I would take you all to Erantia right away if not for the temple of the Two-Faced Goddess. My gut tells me that the temple must be our next stop."  
 
    "Do you think Roman is going to make it out of there?" Alyona asked softly. 
 
    "I know he will," Max said without turning around. "Only..." 
 
    "Only what?" 
 
    "Something tells me that when he does make out, it will shake the Realm of Arkon to the very core. And the events of patch seventeen will seem like child's play in comparison..." 
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    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 
 
      
 
    Also check out the book of Blaise Corvin, a leader of the American LitRPG movement.  He is best known for gritty characters and action scenes.  Delvers LLC is his first, and most well known series. 
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    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. 
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