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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The thylbits numbered five, which presented unforeseeable complications—after all, they were the very first mobs encountered in this dungeon, and if they didn’t exactly form a reception committee, it would be unfair to say that their efforts were lacking. When Ros cleared out this dungeon the first time, the creatures that resembled grotesquely overgrown grasshoppers guarded each crossroads in pairs, and, less frequently, in groups of three. Of course, deeper down in the bowels of the abandoned mine you could run into anything, up to a whole horde of mobs led by a mage—and rightly so, for things should get harder as the player progresses. 
 
      
 
    The dungeon was different now. Five weren’t that bad, but the trend was rather alarming. What would happen next? 
 
      
 
    Also, one of the thylbits had been peering into the darkness of the mine. It appeared Digits would be spotted at any moment—his Disguise skill was rather weak, after all: a mere four points, and even those were courtesy of the bonuses their tiny party got from the presence of a great hero. 
 
      
 
    Ros activated the Attack icon in his pet’s interface, unleashing it at the thylbits. 
 
      
 
    The pet looked hideous enough to make one drop dead just from seeing it—it was a horse-sized fiery centipede, a fiendish denizen of the Fiery Cleft. Its level was 171—he had gone there specifically to hunt such beasts as this beauty, sparing no expense to hire a group of mercenaries. 
 
      
 
    And now he would find out if the return justified the investment. 
 
      
 
    The pet had two skills: Poison Spray and Shattered Foundations. The former poured a toxic rain over an area in front of the centipede, each drop dealing Poison damage and making the targets lose HP slowly over the course of a few dozen seconds. The latter was also a mass spell that lowered the magic defense of enemies within a large area. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the pet reached the thylbits, Ros commanded it to use both skills, and shouted merrily: 
 
      
 
    “Our turn!” 
 
      
 
    Then he started to pound away at the thylbits with Chaos Arrows and Fireballs. Digits used his skill a few times, and then said, dejectedly: 
 
      
 
    “I’m out of mana!” 
 
      
 
    Nothing surprising about that—his mana pool was almost non-existent. 
 
      
 
    “Grab your pickaxe and start hitting them—they’re all attacking the pet, so they shouldn’t touch you unless you get careless. Hit them from behind!” 
 
      
 
    Four more thylbits appeared from a gallery, including two archers. But they didn’t pay any attention to Ros or Digits at all. The pet’s skills had a very short cooldown, and it kept using them one after another, so that every mob in the vicinity attacked the centipede and no one else. 
 
      
 
    The battle didn’t last much longer that a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do you say?” Ros asked as he started to check the bodies of the fallen adversaries for loot. “Did you manage to level anything at all? What do your stats look like?” 
 
      
 
    “No progress. Although I did get a few percent to Strength and Intellect.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because the pet does nearly all the work, so I reap most of the rewards, almost all of which go into Summoning. Damn, I’d thought you’d level up much faster here.” 
 
      
 
    “If there are many mobs of this sort here, it won’t be all that slow. Two or three groups should boost my Strength and Intellect for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “The most important thing is that you don’t rush into anything. Don’t take any risks. If you kick the bucket, you’ll respawn at once. Level zero players like you don’t stay dead for long. I won’t have enough time to resurrect you.” 
 
      
 
    “Studied Resurrection, have you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure did.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re one weird necro.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a necro. I’m a rrokh.” 
 
      
 
    “A rose by any other name. Where did you find this pet of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, there are places where you can find plenty.” 
 
      
 
    “Warn me next time you intend to raise another freakshow like it. I nearly shat my pants when I saw it, even though it’s considered to be impossible here.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we keep chewing the fat, or should we, perhaps, clear out the galleries and move on?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, let’s clear them out. But we still need to talk. About lots of things.” 
 
      
 
    “There’ll be time for that yet. Just make sure you don’t die here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be doing my best.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, Digits was on his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Ros, it’s way too late, I need to get offline.” 
 
      
 
    “That sucks,” Ros sighed. All right, then, I’ll carry on without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to get any sleep yourself, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll sleep here—three or four hours is enough for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you get stuck inside the game? Or have you decided to forget all about the real world? Never log out, do you? Damn, Ros, I know you’re not an idiot, so you shouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no choice…” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story, and a sad one at that, and it’s time for you to go.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, let’s talk tomorrow. Everything happened so quickly, we barely managed to do any proper talking.” 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon has seven levels, so clearing it out will take us a while. We’ll have time for a hundred conversations, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Would it be OK for me to leave my body here?” 
 
      
 
    “Most likely. The thylbits didn’t roam the tunnel the previous time, and the places I had already cleared remained safe.” 
 
      
 
    “All right then, Ros. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “See you tomorrow, Digits.” 
 
      
 
    His partner’s body froze with its back against a wooden cart. Ros took a closer look at the cart, suspecting it might conceal a cache, but decided against checking it. He’d rather do it once Digits came back. 
 
      
 
    He moved on, wiping out thylbit patrols on six crossroads and checking all the adjacent galleries. Then he decided a break was in order, returned to Digits, took a rolled-up narrow felt rug from his kit, and made himself a makeshift bed. Even if it didn’t matter much to his companion the position in which to leave the body, Ros still required at least a modicum of comfort. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Upon waking up and seeing that Digits was still offline, he decided to move on and clear out another portion of the tunnel. He then spent about an hour and a half doing just that until his companion eventually made an appearance. Running toward him, Digits discharged his modest mana supply into the group of mobs, and then said: 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Morning to you, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you manage to get any sleep at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I slept on a rug right next to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity I haven’t seen it.” 
 
      
 
    “Seen what?” 
 
      
 
    “I stayed up all night IRL, wondering what you slip into before you go to bed—pajamas or a frilly nightie.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you to cut out the lewd innuendo!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but I really can’t help it. You’d be making the same kind of jokes if you were me, so don’t get your knickers in a twist about it.” 
 
      
 
    “One day you’ll cross the line and I’ll kill you,” said Ros in a menacing voice. 
 
      
 
    “All right, all right, I’m zipping it! But I do have lots of questions—I don’t even know where to begin. You mentioned your second Chaos skill yesterday. Could you please read its description?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it urgent?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a strange one, and everything about you is strange. I sure hope the skill isn’t as useless as you make it out to be. It might well be something valuable—something one should bother to level up, perhaps, if one isn’t a total noob. You don’t come across Chaos all that often. That is, if you get a skill of that sort, you need to find a way to apply it. So, what about that description?” 
 
      
 
    “Ultra-rare ability: Chaos Aura. There cannot be more than five wielders of this skill. An aura of primordial Chaos covers the area chosen by the spellcaster, impacting enemies within 7 yards. Deals no damage. Ignores all defenses and resistances. Magic energy required: 110. Targets affected by the aura have their maximum HP reduced by 10% for 5 seconds. Can be used from behind obstacles. Scalable skill: the stats grow along with the character’s level. Can be modified into Grand Chaos Aura. That’s as far as the description goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You call that useless?!” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you hear me right the first time?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a total noob! An Übernoob! A noobster of the highest order!” 
 
      
 
    “Does that come as any surprise to you? Hey! Get behind me! Get back, Digits!” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” 
 
      
 
    “Your yelling has attracted the thylbits from the next intersection, and they’re running this way.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see any.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see them well enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have night vision or something?” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we discuss my vision some other time?!” 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t even count the number of thylbits rushing at them. Either they had a sizable outpost that way, or they straight-up hated loudmouth beta testers. If not for the centipede’s area-of-effect skills, some of the mobs would invariably have gotten past it and dispatched Digits back to his distant bind point. 
 
      
 
    Ros pounded away at the enemies with Chaos Arrow, healed his pet—though the beast hardly needed it—and cast a few Fireballs while he was at it. The second one made a thylbit scout go up in flames, like a Christmas tree hit by a Molotov cocktail. 
 
      
 
    After the massacre, Ros started to search the bodies. 
 
      
 
    “If memory serves, they recommended me to gather a level 45 party the first time I came here,” he observed. 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “This time they recommended level 60.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a Chaos dungeon—the power of the mobs and the bosses varies greatly from one clearing to another. But let us consider your skills again. Have you ever wondered what exactly Chaos Aura does to your targets?” 
 
      
 
    “That much is no mystery—it lowers their overall HP by 10 percent for five seconds. So, if the target has 100 HP, it will get to 90, and stay that way for as long as the spell is active.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you used your head when you read the spell’s description. Hell, even if your ass was doing the thinking, it would have to be pretty stupid to conclude that the skill is useless.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it with the insults all of a sudden?” 
 
      
 
    “Jenya! Are you really serious when you say it’s useless, or is it some elaborate joke?” 
 
      
 
    “Five seconds is nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but look at it this way: what happens after five seconds pass?” 
 
      
 
    “After? Well… the enemy reverts to 100 HP.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong! Spells of this sort don’t let you regain your HP. That is to say, the overall scale will revert to 100, but it will still only have 90 HP. The HP loss is permanent. Get it?” 
 
      
 
    Ros smacked himself on the forehead with his fist. 
 
      
 
    “I am a moron indeed! I can take a tenth of a boss’ HP off with a single cast!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s it! You finally get it! Also, the skill is scalable, so both the effect and the duration will grow eventually, even though the latter is of minor importance.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that? What if the enemy uses healing spells or elixirs? It would make a lot of sense to keep their overall HP down in this case.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, sure, that would work. Hey, Ros, I spent the night tossing and turning, and I kept on thinking. If you want me to be of any use to you, I have to decide what to make of my character right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you have more experience there, so it’s all up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Experience? Duh, I’m one hell of a theoretician with near-zero experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you still have more than I do.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you, anyway? As far as I understand, you’re a necromancer of sorts, but Chaos-aligned, which is, of course, pretty unusual, if not altogether unique. I’ve never heard of characters such as you. Apart from that, it turns out that you have numerous interesting skills likewise associated with Chaos, when it’s nigh impossible to get so much as one. Is there anything else you want to tell me?” 
 
      
 
    “About magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye.” 
 
      
 
    “I have studied Fireball, and I’m just beginning to level it up. Chaos Arrows do decent damage, but even at higher levels the cooldown is substantial, so I have to use something else in between—another attack spell so as to avoid being idle during cooldown. I also have a bunch of Light School buffs that increase physical and magic resistance, mitigate any damage, raise overall health, mana, Vigor, and Fury, and also boost physical and magic damage output. I can also heal injuries and dispel negative effects.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you need so many buffs?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they affect pets as well as players. Even though I’m not as much of a noob as I was on the first day, I depend on the pet for everything, which is why I have to level them.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense for sure. Also, as far as I remember, Light School is incompatible with the schools of Death and Darkness, but it doesn’t conflict with Chaos. Actually, Chaos has no incompatibility issues whatsoever. The only problem is that after the game came out of beta, the Chaos races were nerfed to absolute cripples, so that no one wants to play with them. Chaos skill scrolls never drop from mobs—you can very occasionally receive them as rewards for completing quests and achievements. I don’t recollect any other sources. And the only ones who can receive them are players whose races are aligned with Chaos. Such as yours—or mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t found Chaos mentioned anywhere but the race description. Not a single related bonus. That’s some weird alignment…” 
 
      
 
    “Racial bonuses can only be received at higher levels. Once you get to a hundred, or, better still, a hundred and fifty or two hundred, you’ll get them aplenty.” 
 
      
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you do. Thus, Chaos remains a loose cannon—it pairs with everything, but you can barely access it. So, we’re the last of the Mohicans, you and me. And, perhaps, we have what can be described as ‘an advantage over the other players,’ if only because our skills don’t conlict with one another. By the way, you don’t seem to spend any mana—your bar is always full. Why would that be?” 
 
      
 
     “Six hundred Intellect points as well as hero’s bonuses to mana regeneration speed. The equipment adds quite a bit, too. If Chaos Arrow didn’t require Fury points, I could use it non-stop: it doesn’t eat up that much mana, and there’s enough time for me to restore MP. But I have to alternate it with Fireballs, healing the pet, or physical attacks if I want to accumulate Fury points.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would anyone need so much Intellect? Two hundred would be quite enough for your every need. It would make more sense for you to dump the rest into Mental Power—that would do wonders for your damage output and buff duration. Also, the buffs themselves will get boosted a bit. Two hundred points of Intellect would be enough for you to hit level 180 monsters or higher, assuming their resistances aren’t too high. You can even get level 300 mobs using Chaos—very few possess the necessary resistance. Especially given that you have a good staff for a weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “The problem is that I have to conceal my, uh, successes, as it were. And that means dumping a lot of points into Intellect for the upkeep of a very clever spell that gives me such a disguise. Just trust me on this one: I cannot go any lower.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s up to you. But bear in mind that you’re limiting yourself this way. You only use magic, and it doesn’t level anything but Intellect and Mental Power—virtually no other stats are involved. The bonus you get to Intellect is a drop in the ocean. You’ll need around five years of leveling to raise it by so much as a single point with such stats. So, the only thing that actually grows is Mental Power—which, I believe, is also at a higher value than it should be in your case. Anyway, the only thing that actually grows is your level, and that doesn’t make much sense.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I don’t need anything else right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would that be?” 
 
      
 
    “Ever heard of the Gift to the Race’s Last Scion?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I have that stat myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you now? I’d been under the impression that it was unique.” 
 
      
 
    “You have to be the last representative of your race for it to kick in. Hold on a second… Are you planning to roll back the levels earned, and then level up again so as to earn the points for primary stats?” 
 
      
 
    “I have already done it. I was at 88, and then I got all the way down to 10.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, you’re a true masochist!” 
 
      
 
    “Be that as it may, once I reach level 88, I’ll have 78 extra points, and I’ll be free to dump them wherever I choose.” 
 
      
 
    “Waste of time. Real gaming begins at higher levels. That’s where you get real opportunities. Everything that precedes it is tiddlywinks.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go all the way down to ten again. I can’t go any lower. Then I’ll find a place for quick and easy grinding, with mobs in the 50-60 level range. It takes a dozen or two of those to get to level 15, depending on their toughness. Then I’ll go back to 10, rinse repeat. According to my calculations, the cycle should take three hours maximum. Most of the time will be spent on rolling back the level rather than actually leveling. I can go through about six cycles a day easily—that translates to thirty primary stat points just from the Gift to the Race’s Last Scion. But if I do it properly, I’ll also be able to level some of those stats. There are also rewards for vanquishing mobs, some of which are pretty impressve.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re absolutely right, but there’s something you didn’t take into account.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, enlighten me, then.” 
 
      
 
    “The Gift to the Race’s Last Scion only works if you lose levels once in twenty-four hours. Thus, you’ll get five points for one cycle, but not for the next one.” 
 
      
 
    “Five? If what you’re saying is true, there shouldn’t be more than a single point.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me clarify. Let’s say you leveled up to 15, and then killed yourself a bunch of times to roll back to 10. Then you go back to 15 and receive 5 points. After that, you roll all the way back to 10 again, but you receive nothing, since it’s the second time you roll the same levels back in the course of a single day. So then you’ll have to roll back from sixteen and higher, and you’ll only receive points for those levels. Get it now?” 
 
      
 
    “I do. It really is less profitable in that case. Although you can level up to twenty-five in the course of a single day, and then roll all the way back to ten again. Those fifteen points are not to be scoffed at.” 
 
      
 
    “If you ask me, it’s way too tedious and pointless. There are much better ways of spending your time.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll ponder this some more.” 
 
      
 
    “Do it. Inasmuch as I understand, you level quickly, so it might be a solution. After a month of masochism, you can get around 450 primary stat points just from the Gift. That’s a hefty bonus already. But how do you raise the stats themselves? I didn’t quite get that—your Intellect and Mental Power are way too high, and you’re unlikely to raise them the regular way.” 
 
      
 
    “My Attack and Accuracy are down to a minimum. They aren’t exactly at level zero, for the hero bonus works in their case as well, but it doesn’t affect the value that I need for leveling.”  
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “You receive XP based on the level of your opponents. If I’m at level 30, I’ll get four times less XP for a mob of the same level than a level 10 character would. However, if I kill it using physical attacks, with my Attack stat no higher than 10, I can expect it to grow considerably.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I get it.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I intend to add a few dozen points to Attack and Accuracy once we clear the dungeon. As you know, it won’t be a problem for me to redistribute them. And that’s how I raise my stats.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like a great method to me. And I bet a lot of players would follow suit if they could reset their stats.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get back to the mobs—or did you intend to stay put and chatter all day long?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to develop some sort of tactics and strategy. Something tangible.” 
 
      
 
    “Use up all your mana, and then grab your pickaxe and start tapping away. You can think on tactics and strategy while you’re at it to keep yourself entertained.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “Allow me to introduce Cody Mitchell, one of the best analysts in our department.” 
 
      
 
    Michael Brown slapped his subordinate on the shoulder in a goodheartedly condescending manner. He had a perfectly welcoming and sincere smile frozen on his lips, but his eyes contrasted with it sharply—they clearly belonged to some cold-blooded monster from deep underwater, a world of darkness and horror. 
 
      
 
    It was all Cody could do not to shiver. His nerves were on edge. They could lionize him all they wanted, but he was still an ordinary clerk. One of the many nondescript employees—any corporation had more of those than a stray dog had fleas. He might also be the first from the ranks of those faceless workhorses to speak in front of such a collection of dignitaries. Even though not everybody present was a Second World representative, he knew each one of them, and feared to imagine just how many threads of other people’s lives they held in their manicured hands. 
 
      
 
    But Brown had no idea about whatever was going on in his subordinate’s mind, keeping his idiotic plastic smile on as he introduced everyone sitting behind a massive black desk that looked as though it cost its weight in 100-dollar bills. 
 
      
 
    “Jacob Lebovich, our Chairman of the Board.” 
 
      
 
    This one was chubby, with an incipient double chin, but hardly fat—there was still a fair amount of muscle underneath. And his eyes made him look like a denizen of even deeper waters than Brown. His title may have sounded important, but he was merely a de facto representative of the Old Man.  He could even occasionally copy his intonation if he felt the occasion was worth it. 
 
      
 
    “Eric Coleman, Vice President’s Homeland Security Advisor.” 
 
      
 
    This one looked nothing like Lebovich—tall and lean and gimlet-eyed, with a poorly-concealed smirk on his face. A real éminence grise, that one. His kind were never directly responsible for anything or involved in any serious business, and their names were never found on the front pages of tabloids in any context. Such people normally played supporting roles, making few public appearances, and being of no interest to the press. However, anyone with a modicum of intelligence couldn’t help but suspect their involvement in absolutely everything. 
 
      
 
    “Aaron Gray, the founding director of the Second World Corporation’s North American Sector.” 
 
      
 
    Another alpha male in prime shape. His idiotic grin à la Brown notwithstanding, he was smarter than a couple of Einsteins and a better orator than Cicero. 
 
      
 
    Cody, himself a short man with a bit of a spare tire, and always sweaty despite extensive use of the most expensive antiperspirants on the market, was starting to realize how plankton must feel when confronted by a school of hungry whales. He was as much a part of this society as a sewage pipe cleaner in filthy overalls at a posh dinner party. Even Brown looked out of place here, likely feeling as welcome as a turd in a swimming pool. His gesturing was odd, and he clearly felt out of his league. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep this brief,” Brown continued. “As you know, we have just finished a very thorough investigation of the recent incidents. Many different versions have been voiced, all of them taken in consideration, but I have to say that only a single person’s efforts have managed to impress me. And now, Cody, please tell us all that you have told me.” 
 
      
 
    Cody swallowed nervously, and started to speak rather hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    “I work with clans in our department. That entails monitoring the current situation in top guilds—those from our sector, for the most part—and I occasionally deal with smaller clans, too, when needed. The task I was given is not quite within my range of specialization.” 
 
      
 
    “You can dispense with the foreword,” said Lebovich dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry!” Cody couldn’t help himself this time and shivered. “When I was told to find the player who had caused all that ruckus, I used my contacts among the gamers for gathering information, apart from the usual channels. I can’t say I’ve managed to find out much more than anybody else in my department, but this is what we know so far.” 
 
      
 
    A wall-mounted monitor lit up behind Cody. Judging by the interface elements, the video was shot inside the game. It showed a character of a rather unpleasant appearance, of an unidentifiable race, surrounded by the usual mob of orcs, dwarves, and ogres. 
 
      
 
    Cody started his explanation. 
 
      
 
    “This video was found on the game forum, in the popular thread called Noobs Go Wild. Take a look at the first frame: the player in question is right in the foreground, and he is dressed in the standard attire of a newbie with a work account. The clothes look perfectly new. Take a look at these barely noticeable creases: they only last some two or three hours after a character’s creation. As characters integrate into the game world, all these wrinkles disappear. And now, take a look at his behavior.” 
 
      
 
    Cody pressed play. The character came alive, and said, in a confused voice and with the kind of coarse intonation associated with the cheapest work accounts: 
 
      
 
    “I see. But how does one find food here?” 
 
      
 
    “Tee hee hee! Har har har! I’m filming you—I’ll upload the video to the forum later, let the others have a laugh, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” The protagonist (none other but the hapless Rostendrix Poterentax) didn’t seem to understand. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing much. I’m just making a short movie about you, noob-face. Everyone will have a laugh.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still wondering about how one might find food here,” Rostendrix continued in the same tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “Even for a noob, you’re just too… Are you messing with me?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re not a troll?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, a different race—a rare one.” There wasn’t a hint of mockery in the reply, delivered in a perfectly serious voice. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll disappoint you about that,” a nearby dwarf butted in. “Noobs are by no means a rarity here. On the contrary, as a matter of fact.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I have already agreed I’m a noob. Please answer my question about food, and I won’t pester you anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “What about food?” the dwarf looked confused. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be rolling on the floor in a second,” said the camera operator with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Where can I find some food? A meal?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not just a noob, you’re a noob squared. An outstanding specimen of rare noobness. Rarer than a living dinosaur.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree with your assessment entirely. Still?” 
 
      
 
    “In any tavern, dive, brothel, or bistro. You get the idea. It costs money, though—being a noob, you’re very unlikely to have any. You can leave the city and rummage through the countryside—there’s lots of free game there, as well as fruits and berries of different sorts. But since you have this squiggle over your head, you’re more likely to be prey than predator. Anyway, take a peek in your bag first, and stop bugging people already—this is no noob school, this is serious business.” 
 
      
 
    Rostendrix Poterentax turned around and headed left, quickly losing himself in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Cody commented on the video as follows: 
 
      
 
    “The video was filmed at the square in front of Arbenne’s employment bureau on the day the problem player’s account was created. Note the angle: whoever filmed this was rather tall—not really surprising, since the player was an ogre, as I found out later. All the rest of the players he had filmed are dressed as regular workers—there are no fresh arrivals like Rostendrix Poterentax among them. Thus, it must be his first appearance in the game world. Or, rather, the first time he left any trace. No earlier information has been found by anyone. For the next thirty days, no one has heard anything of him, which is typical of the majority of regular players. However, our department has managed to find out that he spent nearly all this time at a mine owned by the Sword Power guild. There is nothing remarkable whatsoever about the guild in question—it is like the majority of gaming communities. They have no tangible power of any kind, no famous players, and no achievements. They haven’t even been involved in any scandals. The only character that may be of moderate interest to us is the mine overseer. His name is Greedius Knappy. He is a dwarf by race, and has been blacklisted by a number of minor clans and guilds for trespasses involving varying kinds of violence. It’s a discounted account, and the discount was given by our security service for reasons I know nothing about.” 
 
      
 
    Brown butted in: 
 
      
 
    “This is of no relevance—everybody present is aware of the details. Carry on, and make it snappy.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. So, thirty-three days after this video was filmed, a number of messages appeared in the global chats, according to which Rostendrix Poterentax had performed several heroic and legendary feats, and even attracted the attention of the gods. We still have no idea what the latter means. And this is where things get interesting. Top guilds of our sector, as well as some others, start looking for the player. Several heated conflicts break out in the game after his accomplishments. Equilibrium is skewed worldwide, aura perturbances are registered by every regional data center, and the top-tier network is apparently switching into crisis monitoring mode, as evidenced by the instant increase in data exchange rate. We have tried to locate the player, too. We soon found out that the account owner is one Yevgeny Rostovtsev, a Canadian citizen of Russian extraction. It has also been determined that Rostovtsev became incapacitated as a result of an accident and is currently a patient of the St. Francis Hospital in San Francisco, where he is kept in a state of an induced coma. His character was supposed to remain in the game constantly, but we have used every method available in the game, and didn’t manage to so much as detect his presence, let alone locate him.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is known to us, too,” said Lebovich gruffly. “No one has seen him yet. Why repeat the same thing over and over? I am addressing you, Brown.” 
 
      
 
    “Cody, could you go to the important part? About your yesterday’s find?” asked Brown in an agitated voice. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I got the information from my sources, via a major player of one of the sector’s top guilds, J_P. They are usually known as Jeeps. Apart from everything else, they are quite famous for all the heroes they gathered together under their banners. Obviously, they couldn’t let such a case pass them by, and they worked on it very diligently. The guild’s analysts assumed that one of the achievement bonuses received by Rostendrix was the ability to edit his personal data, which may explain his incredible ability to evade everyone. The gameplay does not provide for anything like that, but given the world’s capacity for evolving independently, this function could indeed have emerged. The mechanics contains no absolute restrictions, and whether or not they’d be effective is doubtful, anyway. Unlike the other guilds—or us—the Jeeps started looking for oddities in players quite unlike Rostendrix Poterentax and not the player himself. They invested a lot of money and effort, engaging allied communities and bribing NPCs. Stationary teleports, city gates, bridges, and ferries were all watched. Players were mined for information on all levels. Every report was checked, no matter how far-fetched. And they did find him.” 
 
      
 
    All three executives pricked up their ears at once. Aaron Gray lost his artificial smile and started to resemble a hungry wolf ready to pounce. 
 
      
 
    Cody, having forgotten that he was nervous as a virgin on his first visit to a brothel just a few minutes ago, carried on. 
 
      
 
    “There are no recordings, but there are some screenshots. You can see the mysterious Rostendrix Poterentax right here.” 
 
      
 
    Coleman shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t look like him.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Name: John Archer44. Race: Light Elf, possibly a hybrid). Noticed when he was entering Peghur on foot. No attempts to find out where he was or what he did before bore any fruit. The name and the appearance are just too generic. If you behave normally, anyone who meets you will forget all about you in a minute or two. He looked just like an ordinary low-level player, without any visible oddities. Unfortunately for him, there was an NPC mage among the gate guards. As we all know, NPCs often have strange combinations of advanced stats, secondary as well as auxiliary, unlike regular players. This one had Perception and Essence of Things almost at 50, with pretty decent Reason and Arcane Knowledge levels. Apart from that, the NPC in question was a mage, which also implies high Intellect and Mental Power, and they all give a substantial bonus. Basically, he managed to establish that a visually nondescript player was in fact a legendary hero. The mage was bribed by the Jeeps, so he gave the information to his employers for a fee.” 
 
      
 
    “Are NPCs allowed to do that?” Coleman asked. 
 
      
 
    “You lack the awareness of how the game actually works—everything that isn’t directly forbidden by the game’s mechanism is allowed. Also, the prohibition has to be unconditional and cannot conflict with any other proscriptions. Even though it may be difficult to conduct such transactions with NPCs, aside from mercenary guilds that are intended to be hired for money, nothing is impossible. The Jeeps’ search party noticed the suspicious character entering the Mages’ Guild. He was ordered to accept the request to join the party. John Archer44 declined the offer and disappeared inside the Guild’s building. The Jeeps immediately took control of all the exits and teleported some mages in whose skills could block the opening of portals anywhere in the vicinity. Even though it’s impossible to open one indoors, they decided to stay on the safe side. The guild fighters also covered all the city guards. Given an order, they were prepared to destroy them or take them under control. The city was essentially overrun. The Jeeps would have suffered colossal losses in terms of reputation and otherwise, but they were prepared to do it just to capture Rostendrix in hopes that their prize would be valuable enough for all their expenses to be justified. The Imperial Tournament was due to take place very soon, and the unique hero could have joined a competing guild, thus giving the latter an advantage. After all, who knew what kind of prizes this “dark horse” had scored? Everybody had assumed that the Jeeps would win from the very start, and failing to do so would deal an enormous blow to their image, which explains their actions. The guild’s leadership pulled out all the stops, leaving him no way of escaping. And yet escape he did.” 
 
      
 
    “Where to? How?” Lebovich was paying full attention now. 
 
      
 
    “The Jeeps have no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you managed to find out just how he did it?” Coleman asked. 
 
      
 
    “We have.” 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
      
 
    “They checked everyone leaving the building by making them join a party. In that scenario, all the hero’s bonuses are revealed, and it is believed that concealing them is impossible. Also, top players with high-level invisibility skills searched the whole building, looking into every nook and cranny. No one was hiding there. The Jeeps are still at a loss. Their main version is that the player formerly known as John Archer44 simply deleted his character. They could find no other way anyone could disappear like this. That was the only way the data became a little less secret—they posted it in the officer section of their forum, and I have access to it by way of the player I have already mentioned. Take a look at this screenshot.” 
 
      
 
    The still frame looked impressive. It was showing the lower part of a Gothic building. Even without seeing the upper part, it was a safe bet to assume the roof would be adorned with tall and narrow turrets and other decorative elements of the same sort. A short staircase led toward a lancet arch, with about a dozen players standing on it, some of them looking rather perplexed. They must have tried to descend the stairs, but got stopped by the players facing away from whoever took the picture. Elaborate garments worn only in the city and expensive suits of armor were seen side by side with newbies’ rags and well-worn leather armor of low-level fighters. The faces showed rage, confusion, and curiosity—any professional photographer would give their eye-teeth to take such a shot. Only the numbers, letters, and other symbols above the heads of the participants and the gaming interface elements at the border of the screenshot looked out of place. 
 
      
 
    “This is the main entrance to the Peghur chapter of the Mages’ Guild. One of the Jeeps took the screenshot. They photographed everyone going in and coming out, and they did it more than once. There are also many shots of the interior. However, they are irrelevant, because we see the most important detail here,” Cody pointed toward one of the players. “This is the one we’re looking for.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this a joke of some sort?!” Lebovich looked irate, while Coleman and Gray remained pointedly silent. 
 
      
 
    “No jokes. John Archer44 did not delete his character. He merely went through another transformation. A radical one, as you can see.” 
 
      
 
    The Chairman of the Board pursed his lips, shook his head, and said somberly: 
 
      
 
    “If this is true, I really don’t know what to think.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything wrong?” asked Coalman unctuously. 
 
      
 
    “Everything. There is no way a player can change sex in our game. No such methods even exist. No mechanism for such a procedure has ever been introduced.” 
 
      
 
    “What about disguise? Could the character actually be male?” 
 
      
 
    “Take a closer look at the screenshot. It was taken in full stat disclosure mode. The circle with a cross at the bottom is an ancient symbol of femininity, and it is used in the game for the same purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “Could he have forged it?” 
 
      
 
    “Inconceivable. But even if so, what about everything else? Look at the legs. They aren’t completely covered, and the clothes reveal enough to see their shape is feminine. The character editor would never choose anything like that for a male character. Also, even though the top garment is cheap and covers virtually everything, you can still make out the breasts.” 
 
      
 
    “He could have padded them.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a game—not real life. It’s hard to use random objects like that. You can carry them in your hands, in your bags, in the character’s slots, and so on, but it’s hard to place them in any random place you can think of, and they’re unlikely to stay there long even if you succeed.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s in the facial features, the figure, and the complete absence of an Adam’s apple. The race itself may be feminine-looking in general, but not that feminine. The character editing mode does not let anyone go far in that direction. There was a big outcry from the trans community who really wanted to be able to change their characters’ sex or at least be able to make them indistinguishable from the opposite sex visually, but it didn’t lead anywhere. Also, the project had already been launched, and we couldn’t make any corresponding changes even if instructed. Besides, socially conservative countries were strongly opposed to it, and we didn’t want to upset their markets.” 
 
      
 
    Gray butted in: 
 
      
 
    “I know what character editor can do perfectly well, and I have to agree that this is a picture of a girl and not a transvestite. You should also pay attention to the other symbol next to the name that looks like a drawing of a female head with long hair.” 
 
      
 
    Lebovich banged his fist on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Brown! Are you screwing with us?! The character’s appearance is based on its owner’s real-life looks! 
 
      
 
    “What’s the big deal?” asked a confused Coleman. 
 
      
 
    “This symbol means that she did not use the editor. Or, at least, used it minimally, without deviating from her actual appearance too far. You can make your hair longer, or trim your eyebrows. Lip color is something you can change; leg proportions are not. Nor can you enlarge your breasts.” 
 
      
 
    “Nevertheless, it is John Archer44,” said Cody, quite oblivious of the director’s rage. Having really gotten into the presentation, he forgot about the nature of the company he was addressing. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think so?” asked Coleman, who was rather ignorant of the finer points of the game, in a nonchalant voice. 
 
      
 
    “It has been established by process of elimination. There is no one else. I have used the resources available to us to run a background check on anyone noticed at the guild. Every account owner has been found except for this young lady with an allegedly lifelike appearance. You can find her in the game, but there is no information about her in the real world.” 
 
      
 
    “It might be an elite account registered somewhere in the East Asian sector. Even with our resources, checking an account like that isn’t easy.” Gray shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t as hard as it might seem. Apart from that, even then the fact that the character in question has an owner in the first place could have been established, and it wouldn’t take us longer than a quarter of an hour. But there doesn’t seem to be anyone behind her. She’s like an NPC: a nobody out of nowhere.” 
 
      
 
    Lebovich wouldn’t relent. 
 
      
 
    “Even if this were true, take a look at the screenshot. I’d bet you an Andrew Jackson against a rusted penny that these guys at the bottom of the stairs tell everyone to accept a party invitation. This is why the players don’t look too happy—many of them are fed up with the whole thing. Had this been the person we’re looking for, the party bonus would have revealed as much. Everybody knows that heroes give bonuses, and that once they join a party, other players receive announcements to this effect, so they wouldn’t have missed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Our hero is quite unusual,” said Cody. “I have also found out that no female characters were checked in this manner. Or, rather, they only checked a few at the very beginning, and one or two more later on—accidentally, or because they were suspecting a clever disguise. Therefore, our man had a chance of escaping, and he must have used it. I, too, had my doubts initially, suspecting an error or our search capacities being inadequate. However, further investigation yielded unexpected results. The player you see before you is a flighting by race, and has the most banal name: NurseLady. On the other hand, the name shows at least some originality—judging by the absence of a number at the end, the name hadn’t been taken, unlike John Archer44. The race is peculiar and has a very narrow specialization. As is the case with a couple of other races, it requires a specific appearance. Its representatives are thin—or, rather, slender, with long legs and fine facial features. If your real-life appearance does not match, there is no way you can put a ‘head’ icon next to your name, and will either have to pay extra for character editing or make a different choice. But our hero—or heroine, as it were—appears to have passed that test. This screenshot documents her first appearance inside the game. She didn’t leave any earlier traces. However, we did manage to track her further actions. It seems as though she was eager to make herself noticed in as many places as possible. We have located some of the players from the party she’d been leveling up with. All of them but one noticed how good a player she was, which is strange for such a low-level character. NurseLady performed her tasks brilliantly, no matter how grave the situations—she survived, and made sure that most of the party members survived as well. The leader of the party, and the very player who criticized her, said virtually the same thing. It must have been some personal dislike, hence the ungrounded accusations. Afterwards, our heroine was spotted roaming the towns and cities of the neighboring provinces. She was noticed at the auction house and a few markets. She was also often seen using stationary teleports. Some players have talked to her personally, and they all talk about her mentioning a rich father who had told her to level up her flighting character so they could play together as a family party. He is also supposed to be the very person providing her with money for teleports and decent equipment, as well as paying for her leveling. NurseLady hired an NPC party from a mercenary guild to farm mobs in the Fiery Cleft. That was the last place where she was seen. And now we cannot locate her via any in-game methods. Private chat messages just seem to vanish in the void. The same thing happened to that hero after the red messages in all chat windows. Don’t you think this coincidence to be rather odd? To sum up, John Archer44, a perfectly unknown player, entered the Mages’ Guild, and no one has seen him since. However, a player called NurseLady came out: a thin and frail-looking girl aged sixteen or seventeen, and around level 15. Most peculiarly, no prior mention of her has been found, but afterwards there were dozens of eyewitnesses whose reports have been perfectly consistent. A player of a rare race with a perfect knowledge of the game whose origin is completely unknown. Mr. Lebovich, I hope you find my argumentation convincing. Rostendrix Poterentax, John Archer44 and NurseLady are the same player.” 
 
      
 
    The Chairman of the Board nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’m completely flabbergasted by the news. I don’t even know what to say—this changes everything, and there’s a lot of stuff that we have to rethink… Do you have an opinion of your own on this matter?” 
 
      
 
    Cody shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite see the point in such a thorough investigation, but one cannot help observing a number of oddities, some of them quite inexplicable.” 
 
      
 
    “Such as?” 
 
      
 
    “Sex change and other transformations should be impossible. The game mechanics should forbid it categorically. The ‘interest of the Gods’ achievement is also impossible to explain, since the backstory of the world implies a complete absence of deities. Those are the few things that I simply fail to understand.” 
 
      
 
    “How about the things you do?” 
 
      
 
    “The Jeeps say John Archer44 was a level 11 player. Yet we know that Rostendrix Poterentax spent a long time hunting high-level monsters and accumulating experience. Heroic achievements similarly add to experience and levels. He should have reached level 50 at least after his account became unlocked, which is inevitable in this case. The Jeeps were confused by this, but their explanation was simple. Or, rather, they had two versions: either the NPC mage who had scanned him made a mistake, or Rostendrix killed himself a few hundred times, losing most of his levels. That would be a strange thing to do, but it might explain mismatching levels.”  
 
      
 
    “Very strange indeed—who would waste so much XP?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, that is something I’m prepared to accept. There are other things that I found far more odd.” 
 
      
 
    “Which ones exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “What I find most confounding is his behavior. What we see in the first video is a textbook noob. That is to say, an inexperienced player, or a complete greenhorn, knowing nothing of—” 
 
      
 
    “We know what a noob is—get on with it,” Lebovich interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry. He exhibited similar behavior back at the mine. However, every eyewitness praised his business acumen, and also reported the fact that it had taken him but a few days to become a good hunter. As a result, he gave up mining completely, switching to monsters instead. It has been noted that Rostendrix died often during the first day or two, but soon stopped, and there have been no more deaths since then. Let us also consider the following: the players from the party that grinded with NurseLady have all noticed her perfect control of her character, her capacity for assessing the situation, her choice of healing priorities, her ability to survive mob attacks, etc. One of the party members was leveling for the second time, having deleted his first character for personal reasons. He was the one praising NurseLady the loudest. I must point out that his first character was level 98, which means that the player was experienced enough to distinguish between a newbie and a pro. He suspects that NurseLady wasn’t the owner’s first character, either, and that she has considerable experience. Moreover, this experience specifically relates to support characters—healing, buffing, etc. And we know that Rostendrix was a necromancer or a similar class at the mine, using creatures raised from the dead to hunt. All of this could be explained if the account owner had specific training, or was a good actor. He might simply be good at pretending to be anyone. Another thing is that we aren’t looking at a noob, but, rather, a player with considerable gaming experience with characters of various specializations. Yet if we assume special training, a few oddities unrelated to in-game activities can be explained.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you elaborate on that?” Lebovich grew tense. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what happened at the data center, for one. We lost the AI responsible for the creation of new characters and the re-authorization of existing ones. And the way it happened was rather strange, too. The character creation function was only restored the next day, while everything else remained functional. They still haven’t found an explanation for it. In particular, the very same AI was controlling hundreds of crucial NPCs, and they’re all still perfectly functional, just like before. Not a single critical error has been recorded. No redistribution of processing power involving the other two AIs has taken place, either. The AI in question was also responsible for sector-wide weather control, but—” 
 
      
 
    Lebovich interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “We have already gathered as much. What we fail to understand is the connection between the player’s special training and the loss of the AI.” 
 
      
 
    “If we assume there may be a conspiracy, or some other unknown power that stands behind this player, everything can be explained by a third-party intervention.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you be more specific?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, we are facing an organization that operates effectively both in the real world and inside the game. They are the ones responsible for AI issues. After all, when we lost it, we also lost every opportunity of controlling the characters created with its aid. We don’t know how to fix this—the database backups were destroyed as well as the AI, and that was certainly no coincidence. Moreover, even the printouts are gone. This is still being investigated by the company. Rostendrix was only identified as a result of the agreement he had signed to the effect that the account data can be revealed to a third party—namely, his attorneys. There was no link between the AI and this bureaucratic aspect, so the information was received via completely different channels, which is likely to be the only reason it has remained intact. Someone must have been really interested in concealing the character owner’s identity, or lead us to such a conclusion—I can think of no other explanation. This would be a perfect coverup for any sabotage against the project, but nothing of the sort has been proven yet, and everything seems too low-key and too sophisticated for an operation this banal. Also, why would he leave a paper trail if he had intended to hide? It was obvious enough for all the other measures to be rendered ineffective. If someone is playing us, the nature of this game puzzles me. Nothing seems quite right about it…” 
 
      
 
    “And how does he manage to work such wonders in the game?” asked Gray. 
 
      
 
    Cody shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve no idea. We might assume that he, or they, managed to find an exploitable vulnerability, or, perhaps, even several of those, and are now taking advantage of them for ends we know nothing about.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Cody, excellent work,” said a nonplussed Lebovich, nodding to Brown. 
 
      
 
    He rose and nodded back. 
 
      
 
    “Cody, that’s our cue.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As soon as the door shut behind the pair of underlings, Lebovich said gruffly: 
 
      
 
    “Did anyone manage to understand anything at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Who could have attempted something like that?” said Gray simultaneously with him. 
 
      
 
    Coleman gave a skeptical chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Are you referring to the conspiracy of some mysterious and unpredictable powers? It’s nothing but a version of a clerk with low-level access. He’s got great attention to detail, for sure, but he doesn’t possess so much as a tenth of related information to jump to such far-fetched conclusions.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not as low-level as you imply, given that he has access to the players’ personal data,” countered Lebovich. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ve already realized he’s a capable worker. But you realize what kind of access I’m talking about if even someone like Brown isn’t among us right now. Lebovich, you are familiar with the game better than any of us, and know all the nuances. What’s your take on it?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to be said. And the reason is that I’m completely baffled.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, though?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear what the chubster told us? There’s no way of reaching that skinny girl, or whoever inhabits her digital body. We cannot track her. That was the very case with Rostun… Rostan… Rostendrix, damn him to hell and back! Who was the moron who came up with the idea of giving piss-poor noobs such idiotic names, anyway?! You can sprain your tongue trying to pronounce them! There’s more news: the same perturbances of the world aura that were registered after his heroic achievements started a couple of hours ago. They had almost ebbed out, but now they’re just as strong as they’d been. The processes are very similar.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s this world aura all about, anyway?” asked Coleman. 
 
      
 
    “Gray, would you explain? I need a drink of water, my throat is getting dry.” 
 
      
 
    The founding director chose his words with great care, and spoke without the slightest sign of haste. 
 
      
 
    “When they created Second World, developers tried to combine the impossible—namely, high stability and reliability, as well as unpredictable mutability while ruling out any possibility of manual control. You all know why the latter is important. The provision that the administration should not be able to affect the gaming process is the version we are giving the gaming community. An intelligent computer system is the only entity responsible for control. It involves a collection of artificial intelligence units, or AIs.” 
 
      
 
    Coleman nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I know that the world is controlled by computers and we cannot introduce any changes. External interference is absolutely impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. We cannot so much as ‘draw’ a leaf falling from a tree. The bottom-tier AIs are divided into groups of three. Three such groups are linked to one of the central group of threes, central threes form clusters, clusters form sector-wide groups, and there’s a separate group that has the most units, which is in charge of intersectoral coordination. There is also a group with just a few units in it—those very latest-generation AI units, state-of-the-art, with a number of declared features that no one has actually managed to implement yet. We call them the top-tier group. Its purpose is to oversee the stability of the lower-tier groups. You know how airplanes have a device that shows their position in space. Any deviation from the route will be noticed by the pilot who checks this device constantly. So, the top-tier group plays the part of the pilot. It does not interfere with any of the game’s processes unless it registers a substantial deviation from the standard values, which is the only case when it becomes authorized to introduce corrective changes. Is that much clear?” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of changes would those be exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “The kind that keep the world from falling apart, affecting any process endangering its balance in one way or another.” 
 
      
 
    “I see—a fail-safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Similar, but not quite. Let me reiterate. Every bottom-tier AI is linked to two others. They form basic cells, each of which is linked to the central group of three in the primary cluster, and every cluster is linked to three neighboring clusters as well, and also to a group of special cells that control a given sector, which, in turn, are linked to the three-AI groups in the coordinating group. We call this structure a cobweb honeycomb—it is a network of sorts, and it controls all the standard processes that transpire within Second World. The top-tier group has a different structure. Instead of groups of three, it has individual AI units of the latest generation, each of which has a direct link to every other AI in the top-tier group. The actual top-tier group is not part of the control network, but is capable of monitoring all of its internal processes. However, it does not affect them or get involved in any way. If a bottom-tier group of three makes a leaf fall from a tree, the top-tier group cannot either prevent it or grow a new leaf on the same tree. It is like a car driver who doesn’t notice the pebbles under the wheels or the little insects that get into the radiator grille. It has no control over the trifles that happen during the drive. It influences the game world differently—the top-tier group controls reserve capacities, choosing the right moment for their activation as it sees fit. Do you know how our predecessors’ projects changed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite get what you’re saying.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m saying that any gaming project that remains static is doomed to stagnate and lose popularity very rapidly. Human beings get bored quickly, and they play to entertain themselves. Boredom and entertainment are incompatible, and boredom stems from a lack of novelty. This is the reason why variability is so critical. Previously, changes used to be introduced manually, with the aid of updates and patches. Those would be announced in advance, there’d be a lot of hype on every level, players waited for them eagerly, holding heated discussions and making speculations. This would spread over all sorts of media, and could attract new players better than any advertising. Second World has nothing of the sort. Not a single employee can meddle with the code and the game world—everything is a result of preprogrammed capacities reacting to the behavior of players and NPCs. Every player and every NPC introduces changes by how they act, even if those changes are trivial. And yet significant changes take place anyway, and even we cannot predict them, which makes the game all the more interesting. People are suckers for novelty, and nearly everyone loves surprises. Everything happens just the way it does in the real world. We can make forecasts concerning the weather and the stock exchange with some degree of certainty, but hurricanes and crises don’t have schedules.” 
 
      
 
    “Your predecessors could have refrained from announcing those updates—or patches, as you call them—and it would have been just as surprising.” 
 
      
 
    “You must be joking. In our day and age? No matter how minor an update, there would be dozens if not hundreds of people working on it. Do you really think none of them would brag about it to one of their friends, or just mention it online to show off how well-informed they are? Leaks are unavoidable in this situation.” 
 
      
 
    “True, I have failed to take that into account.” 
 
      
 
    “So, the top-tier network takes care of all the updates to our project. It develops them using existing scenarios and templates, reads the scenarios from operative archives, performs the necessary backups, introduces them into the game world, and then the network takes control, albeit not all at once. There is a moment when events are chaotic—a certain temporary conflict between the network and the top-tier group, and until the former assumes control, we can see a number of new unpredictable events or the probability that they will take place. After all, the top-tier group is also involved in the development of new features and their implementation. Everything about it is also unpredictable—we don’t know what it will choose from the pool of scenarios and resources that was compiled when the game world was being created. Anyway, we refer to the network as aura, and to the top-tier group as Mr. Ruckus. An unofficial designation, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Even I gathered as much.” 
 
      
 
    “Any deviations from standard data exchange patterns in the lower-tier network are called an aura perturbance. If the deviations reach a critical level, Mr. Ruckus is given authorization to interfere, and is capable of introducing new elements into the game. The world system will not try to hold him back in any way.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot keep him from introducing these new features, either, can you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
      
 
    “I’m not particularly familiar with computer technology, and I must say that my understanding of things can be rather vague at times.” 
 
      
 
    Lebovich slammed his glass down onto the table and said mockingly: 
 
      
 
    “It’s just that Gray isn’t particularly good at explanations. He talks a lot, but to little avail. There are two entities that have control of the game world: the aura and Mr. Ruckus. We don’t capitalize the former, since it’s not particularly respected—a lone six against four aces, if you will. Let’s consider a bottom-tier cell. It’s a group of three primitive AIs—the kind the military uses for controlling tanks and armored cars. In our case, it makes sure everything stays in order on its territory. If a tree falls in the wood, the process is irreversible, for the cell has approved and implemented it. Even if some terrorist blows up a data center, the tree will remain fallen. The destruction of a single AI will not be crucial, and the two others are located in different data centers. All three would have to be destroyed simultaneously, a second or two after the tree has fallen and before the data are transferred to the central group of three, and so on. When a tree falls, the stability of the world changes. The event is of little importance, but the aura gets perturbed nevertheless: the information passes from one cluster to another, and the world data are saved, which creates a new world, in a way, where the tree is no longer standing up, but lying on the ground. Absolutely every change, no matter how minor, is monitored by Mr. Ruckus. He is a rather ambiguous character, and this is how. There is a certain gradation of aura perturbance intensity. While intensity is low, Ruckus sleeps. When it becomes moderate, he opens his eyes and starts throwing sidelong glances at the goings-on. Once the changes transcend moderate intensity, the situation can develop as follows: either Ruckus will remain uninvolved, or he will get involved in one of the two following ways. The first involves regulating or even amplifying such aura perturbances, making them an everyday feature. The second entails taking measures to neutralize them. He will meddle in the network’s functions in either case, only it won’t be little stuff like fallen trees, but major elements pertaining to the global perturbance.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a good example,” Gray interfered. “A torrential slide takes place somewhere in the mountains for natural reasons. This is a random event that hasn’t been planned. It’s just that the developers failed to take this possibility into account. For example, they created a lake, but didn’t provide for adequate drainage or check the sturdiness of the natural dam. The world is complex, and you cannot account for everything. So, a huge landslide occurs—a mass of rocks and dirt begins to slide downhill, capable of destroying a few towns and a dozen of villages. The top-tier network can let this happen, and then introduce a rule according to which such mudslides will happen regularly. Some section of the world will thus become unsuitable for any economic activity. Eventually, mudslides will stop being something extraordinary. Control over them will pass to the bottom-tier network, which will make them a standard feature of the game world. Alternatively, the top-tier network will stop the mudslide halfway. For example, there’ll be a cave-in in a ravine where all the mud and rocks will fall into, disappearing underground before they can destroy anything. The point is, no one can control the top-tier network’s decisions. This is part of the world’s mechanics. If there are disturbances in the aura, expect Mr. Ruckus. And he can react to them any way he pleases. You know what we do in the province of Rallia, where this player appeared first. Any interference by the top-tier network can throw a spanner in the works, and there’s nothing we can do about it. We have no idea what it may do. We are a perturbance by ourselves, and we could do without this new development…” 
 
      
 
    “Could one player have had such an effect?” asked a surprised Coleman. 
 
      
 
    Lebovich was quick with the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Any new heroic deed affects the entire aura. The AIs hasten to record the player in their personal databases, calculate the rewards for repeating this heroic deed, reserve clan bonuses for the achievement, and introduce other, heretofore unavailable achievements, thus allowing other players to perform a heroic deed for the first time in the history of the project, according to which everybody should be given a chance. The entire network gets involved. This isn’t just a local event like a fallen tree—it goes global and affects many of the game world’s mechanisms. And our mystery noob instantly became a legend and a hero—repeatedly so, in fact. Also, the mention of gods is something quite unprecedented. It looks very much like Ruckus got involved. He’s the only one who can introduce major new features, so why wouldn’t he invent gods? But that would mean the entire history of the world became affected at a fundamental level. Not to mention the sex change ability—it used to be considered impossible, but the problem player changed the rule, and the bottom-tier network could not help but react accordingly.” 
 
      
 
    “So disguise is out of the question?” 
 
      
 
    “I think Cody was persuasive enough—the character was indeed female. However, there’s another option. What do we know about Rostovtsev, anyway? Only the fact that he’s a useless chunk of meat confined to a resuscitation capsule in some hospital. What if he’s not the one who controls the account?” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Many things were considered impossible before Rostovtsev turned up, and now we have an aura that’s boiling like an overheating steam engine. Let’s put it this way: the top-tier network does not approve of our activities in Rallia. After all, this process has not been accounted for in the standard model of the world, and likewise creates perturbances. Thus, Mr. Ruckus can take measures against us at any moment, reacting to our actions exclusively. Rostovtsev threw a pebble in the water, but we are making ripples as well. And the more perturbances in the aura, the higher the likelihood of his interference, and the more large-scale it is likely to be. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s preparing an update that will result in the demise of all living things in Rallia, and we’ll be able to conduct no further activities there in that case. That would translate into loss of money and effort, not to mention time.” 
 
      
 
    “I am beginning to understand… Mr. Ruckus, ha, that’s great. So, am I correct to assume that he is trying to exacerbate the situation in some way? Decided to up the ante, did he?” 
 
      
 
    “That seems very likely. He may have launched the whole sequence of events in the first place. Or someone has made him launch it using methods we know nothing about. We are monitoring the reaction of the top-tier network, and it looks just like the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any chance of predicting what the top-tier network will do?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas…” 
 
      
 
    “We need to make an arrangement of some sort with this player. The sooner, the better. We have invested too much into Rallia to take any risks.” 
 
      
 
    “How does one get in touch with someone who’s this good at disappearing?” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t been working hard enough. Those bloody Jeeps managed to achieve more.” 
 
      
 
    “All they managed to do is take a look at him. Nothing to write home about. The AI that registered Rostovtsev is nowhere to be found, and it was one weird disappearance. Its cell functions normally, and tripartite control remains. We cannot hook up a backup AI. The databases were obliterated in the most barbaric way, and no one has seen a thing. Our techs are frustrated beyond belief, but no one can furnish any explanation. Rostovtsev’s character appears in Rallia—a province that is of particular interest to us. He behaves like a complete idiot and pretends to be a total noob. One month later, he shatters the aura’s stability completely. And just as it barely manages to get back to normal, we have another upsurge. I believe he is destabilizing it intentionally. But Rostovtsev isn’t the only one we should worry about. He couldn’t be a lone wolf—someone is trying to screw with us big-time.” 
 
      
 
    “The Chinese?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they? On the contrary, they’re the ones who only care about stability. They don’t give a damn about updates. Their Communist Party would love nothing more than to exile the hundreds of millions of their peasants with no education or skills to virtual reality and make them earn hard currency for the Motherland. The only reason why they haven’t is that we deliberately keep account prices inflated—and we do it precisely with them in mind. We could only lower prices if we had more customers with means. And most of them prefer things to be unpredictable, although not excessively so. Stability is boring. They want spectacular events. Although, I must reiterate—even they prefer the unexpected to stay within certain limits. But if the top-tier network becomes excessively provoked, these limits cease to exist.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, what was the reason this unpredictable top-tier network was created in the first place? Wouldn’t it be easier with human operators? They could control these updates, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    “We have already discussed the role of the unexpected and how it becomes impossible if we involve human developers. Also, the complexity of the world we have created is such that we would need a million geniuses to be able to exercise so much as partial control over its processes. We could opt for stability. However, a perfectly stable world is tedious and vulnerable. Imagine if the Chinese were to send an army of their players to fight us. Given their sheer numbers, I’m not sure we’d be able to repeal their invasion. However, the top-tier network would not let something like that happen. It would start to take actions to cool their military zeal. Moreover, a large-scale confrontation can be prevented if the systems acts proactively, reacting to the very first symptoms of a major perturbance.” 
 
      
 
    “But how would it stop such an invasion?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. Nobody knows. The top-tier network chooses its own methods. But consider this: had we decided to stop the invasion manually, it would really hit the fan. Yet who would argue with a computer? Anyway, this is neither here nor there—the world possesses an integrity, and we have no place within its structure. We can only play by the rules of the world. We cannot break them. We obviously were tempted to leave a few decent backdoors for personal usage, but all we managed were trifles. It wouldn’t work any other way. After all, we didn’t need a toy—we were aiming higher than mere entertainment.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we disconnect Rostovtsev? Will everything go back to normal?” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t work—we’ve already tried it, at the very beginning. He was offline. We’d even suspected it to be effective, for he seemed to have disappeared, but Cody has managed to prove this false. Rostovtsev is either stuck, or there’s something weird going on with him…” 
 
      
 
    “So, we have no idea who’s trying to oppose us and what the consequences may be?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite so. We are stumped. Any chance you might find out more? It’s within your area of specialization.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think there’s a nation state behind this?” 
 
      
 
    “The Russians, the Chinese, or the Europeans. Someone with a lot of pull. It’s an organization rather than an individual. We have to identify them. Use all your resources—time is against us. The Old Man hasn’t got much time, and he’s extremely unhappy about the delays.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The recommended level for the group to have a chance at clearing the dungeon was sixty—fifteen levels higher than before. However, this time Ros had a pet whose level was fifty levels higher than that of the leprus, and he wasn’t a level zero player, either. His level was 43, he was well-equipped, with a ton of buffs and some truly obscene primary and secondary skills. Even without bonuses from equipment, all that added up to a nice total. And with the bonuses… 
 
      
 
    The legendary belt alone added 126 primary stat points. 
 
      
 
    But Ros would look formidable without any equipment—there were few level 150 players with such stats. As for secondary stats, many level 200 players would envy him. 
 
      
 
    And auxiliary ones didn’t even bear mentioning. 
 
      
 
    Some character—a veritable monster behind a noob facade. With some decent equipment, he could even hunt mobs above level 100. 
 
      
 
    All of this made him confident that the dungeon would present no unpleasant surprises. It may have gotten harder, but he’d also leveled several times over since then. 
 
      
 
    There was no thylbit camp at the exit from the first tunnel, so they didn’t need to bother with the barricade. Upon descending to the lower level, he became so bold that he commanded the centipede to run through the tunnel, past the mobs, before bidding it to return some three minutes later. 
 
      
 
    By the time the giant arthropod reached the exit, it had lost about a quarter of its HP. He must have gotten carried away a bit. The train following the pet had so many thylbits that it reminded Ros of a political protest with a free buffet and mini bar. The centipede’s area-of-effect skills didn’t fail, drawing the attention of the speediest ones, and was now gnawing at them one by one, while also remembering to hammer at the slower ones as they pulled up. 
 
      
 
    Ros healed his pet, poured fire and chaos over the heads of the enemies, and healed the pet again. He damage output was higher than the pet’s, so sometimes a mob would switch their attention to him, and he would hasten to finish those off before they could reach his much-cherished body. It made no sense to receive any damage. His Stamina stat was very high, and would not increase much from the loss of HP in battle. Much better, then, to fight without feeling any pain or damaging equipment. A single thylbit required just five or six spells to finish off. Chaos Arrow worked best—particularly lucky hits would take off about a third of an enemy’s HP bar. 
 
      
 
    The first and second levels of the dungeon had weaker mobs than the ones they would find further down, but it felt good all the same. 
 
      
 
    Ros exhaled with relief a few minutes later. 
 
      
 
    “That was the biggest train I’ve ever seen in my life as a gamer!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? And here I go thinking you always grind like that, and feeling like a total loser. Wanna take a break?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, stop and chat?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. I have spent all my mana points, so it’s back to a miner’s honest toil for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Shoot,” said Ros as he sat down upon a flat rock. 
 
      
 
    “Well, come on, tell me what you plan to do next. What would you do right now if you were on your own?” 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I’d keep going till I cleared this dungeon completely. Then I’d sell some of the trophies and get down to some serious Enchanting.” 
 
      
 
    “Why Enchanting?” 
 
      
 
    “A friendly NPC recommended it. He also told me that if I mine a gem myself, then cut it and place it in an item that’s also crafted by me, I’ll get a higher chance of creating something of value. I studied some of the books the Mages’ Guild had at their library and came across a hint that seemed to corroborate this. It should work even if someone else mines the gem, so long as the miner is in the same party as you. After all, I also know Jewelry and Gem-Cutting, and my Mining is relatively decent, so I have the full set of skills. And Enchanting seems to be in high demand these days, so it might be a lucrative profession.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. What you need to bear in mind is that leveling Enchanting to 15 or 20, which is where it begins to be remotely lucrative, will cost you four or five hundred grand in gold. Way more in dollars, of course. Do you have that much cash?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t. But I’m prepared to invest everything I earn into it. Half a million won’t solve my problem, so I’ll consider it a reasonable investment. I have done my calculations, and it’s as if I was made to be an enchanter, so I’ve got to try.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me more about your calculations?” 
 
      
 
    “Ponder this yourself. The main auxiliary stat that an enchanter needs is the Essence of Things. Mine’s at 10, which is not too shabby by any account. According to what they say on the forum, top-level enchanters raise it to 15 or even 20, but there’s but a handful of such high-level craftsmen, and given the sheer volume of the market, you barely notice them. Arcane Knowledge, Creation, and Reason are also very important for Enchanting, and my corresponding stats are 14, 9, and 12. Top-level enchanters rarely have anything above 10. Another factor is Luck. Everyone needs it, but enchanters are universally believed to need it more than most. Mine’s at 90.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you hard of hearing?” 
 
      
 
    “You should have each mob drop a full set of armor and a few legendary items to boot!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then? Do I have what it takes to be an enchanter?” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, there’s something you’ve overlooked: top-level enchanters and other folks who do it for a living have a bunch of equipment with bonuses to Enchanting, Essence of Things, and so on. Otherwise you’ll just keep flushing money away whatever you do, even with a clan’s help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have enough someday. I need a lot of money, and I don’t think I can earn enough by just clearing the dungeon once a month. And a low-level dungeon to boot. I need something lucrative and consistent. Enchanted items have always been in demand—and will always be. There’s an enormous shortage of high-level professionals. I rather like that niche.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you already unlocked Enchanting?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. I didn’t just come here for loot. I also use Essence Study on every enchanted item that isn’t particularly expensive. It’s an enchanter’s skill, and I bought it.” 
 
      
 
    “You must have paid through the nose!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s not that expensive. But it’s absolutely essential. The thing is, that’s virtually the only way of studying Enchanting. You need to study enchanted items. Enchantments disappear as a result, and the item itself breaks apart. Once the enchantment has been studied successfully, you get some experience. So I’ll unlock it sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. But there’s another thing you don’t know about top-level enchanters. They’re all clan players. And all of their clan’s necromancers work for them harvesting soul crystals. Without such crystals, you can only do the cheapest enchantments that won’t even earn you enough for a loaf of stale bread. You need them to make expensive stuff. And the higher the level of the mob that drops the crystal, the better the available enchantments, and the wider their range. So you’ll have to buy them, and the prices are pretty steep.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
      
 
    “Anything you don’t get? Without crystals, enchantments will bring you no money, whatever your level, and that’s a fact, Jack. You’ll get a hundred or more noob stats to choose from, and one of them will be randomly assigned to the item—most likely, something useless. There’s no play here.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant. The crystals—why would I need to buy them?” 
 
      
 
    “You mean you can procure them by yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure can. And better than any necromancer, too. Their chance of getting a crystal tops out at 35 percent, according to the forum, whereas my skill has a 25 percent chance just by itself. But it’s linked to Intellect, which is obscenely high in my case, and Summoning, which has also been beefed up to the max. So I have an 88 point something chance of getting a crystal from a mob. That’s what the extended description of the skill says.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm… Have I already told you that your Enchanting scheme would be a completely useless gold sink?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good, because I’ve changed my mind. I’m a doofus—should have figured it out myself. You don’t get pets out of thin air, do you? You resurrect them. From those very crystals, I take it?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, the only thing I don’t get is why you would need me in the first place. You’re a one-man band of the highest order!” 
 
      
 
    “Well… You can give good advice, praise my talents, and fetch my slippers every morning. Really though, it would be great if you could handle the trade end of things—I have no time for running around auction houses and keeping track of prices.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, aren’t we busy…” 
 
      
 
    “Moreover, Digits, you’re supposed to be in charge of strategy and tactics. Or did you forget?” 
 
      
 
    “I have already thought of a few things. I’m leveling my debuff, which will always come in handy. And I’m going to pick up a few other debuffing skills. I can be your personal debuffer—that’s real convenient, since the mobs won’t switch their attention to yours truly while I help you to waste them much quicker. Particularly handy when facing a nasty boss. As for the rest of it, I’ll probably have to level my Mining, and no fooling around. You’ll need a crapload of ore and gems, and there’s no point digging for it all by yourself. You might even have to buy raw materials from third parties, wholesale.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need lots of gems indeed. Not so sure about the ore.” 
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t I start working on Blacksmithing? That and Alchemy? We could be perfectly self-sufficient, then.” 
 
      
 
    “I have Blacksmithing, and I can use Transmogrification to craft all related items. You won’t catch up with me there.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailoring?” 
 
      
 
    “That works—I’m unlikely to go there simply for lack of time. Leatherworking would be useful, too—I have no experience with leather whatsoever. I have no experience with lots of things. You realize there’s never enough time for everything.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll give the matter more thought. Though I have already given myself a headache…” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you rest while I clear out the next part of the tunnel?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not tired. It’s just that I’m still in a state of shock—only a day has gone by, after all. I still can’t believe I’m out of that city. I’m even beginning to get nostalgic about it, even though I’ve had it up to here with that place…” 
 
      
 
    “No worries, you’ll have a chance to return. More than once, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros had seriously underestimated his abilities when assuming it would take him a week to clear the dungeon. Despite there being eight levels instead of seven this time, they had arrived to the stalactite hall already on the fourth day. 
 
      
 
    Ros gestured for Digits not to move, and crept forward as carefully as he could to reconnoiter. Everything looked just the same as the last time—an enormous drum with an exquisitely dressed thylbit perched upon it, and a colonnade of enormous stalactites and stalagmites along the walls of the hall. 
 
      
 
    There were some changes, however: the boss had a different name this time. 
 
      
 
    “Trathkazir the Second, Viceroy of Chaos. Level: 134. Abilities: hidden. Stats: hidden.” 
 
      
 
    Ros sneaked back to where Digits stood and whispered to him happily: 
 
      
 
    “There’s a boss there, and I managed to see his level—it’s 134.” 
 
      
 
    “Not too shabby, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “His name is Trathkazir the Second now. He used to be the First.” 
 
      
 
    “You killed the First, so this is his next reincarnation.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Chaos fiends become reborn just like players?” 
 
      
 
    “The process is different, but if we disregard the details, the gist is somewhat similar. So, what are we going to do now? You’ve already been here, so you’re in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t even enter the hall. Once we get started, wait a little, then cast your debuff from a good distance and leg it. Should the boss start shrieking, or should any weird stuff happen, run like hell. I remember some really nasty area-of-effect skills from last time. I nearly got myself killed, and it hurt like hell.” 
 
      
 
    “Try to raise your pain threshold in the options.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know about it back then, and I don’t want to do it now—it gives penalties to Resilience and various resistances.” 
 
      
 
    “Those penalties are pitiful.” 
 
      
 
    “Every little bit can save your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, suffer if you want, just don’t complain about it. But what are you going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to do much—the pet will be doing most of the work. I’ll heal and dispel him from a distance if he gets stunned or suffers some other debuff.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense. But it’s going to take a while—your pet doesn’t deal that much damage.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s OK, I’m in no hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “As for me, I need to go offline.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! Well, leave your character behind the corner—he should be safe there, and you’re gonna get some free XP.” 
 
      
 
    “The hell I will! I’ll never be able to fall asleep trying to imagine the kind of loot you’ll get from this uniformed cricket. It’ll be easier for me to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, here I go.” 
 
      
 
    Ros renewed all the buffs on the centipede, Digits, and himself, checked the slots in his belts for vials of potions and elixirs, and chewed on a piece of Bunjoyan Apre’s Gammon with Southern Spices. He had no idea what an apre was, but its meat, when cooked right, gave a player some useful protective buffs. 
 
      
 
    It also nearly cost its weight in gold. 
 
      
 
    Trathkazir turned out to be a vindictive bastard. As soon as he saw his guests, he gave a mirthful screech, and hurled something resembling a black droplet of mercury from the palm of his hand, ignoring the centipede no less. Ros tried his best to dodge, he still got hit in the small of the back. 
 
      
 
    “Negative effect received: The Curse of Trathkazir. All your primary stats are reduced by 18. Spellcasting speed is cut in half. You move two times slower, and lose mana and Vigor points faster.” Ros cursed, but didn’t dispel himself—the centipede needed it more. The boss paralyzed it halfway to his execrable self. Once dispelled, the pet vigorously attacked the monster the second it could move again. However, the adversary decided to punish the centipede’s “medic” and hit Ros with an attack spell. It was a direct hit, taking off about a quarter of Ros’ HP just as he was struck with Chaos Aura that shaved one tenth of his own HP instantly. 
 
      
 
    As Trathkazir turned to finally engage the pet, Ros dispelled and healed himself, and then did the same for the centipede—the boss had hit it with some nasty debuff that was draining a substantial amount of health. 
 
      
 
    As time kept ticking away, Trathkazir’s health kept on waning, albeit slowly. The pet stayed at or above 80 percent due to near-constant healing. The leprus may have been quicker, but it took a lot more damage, too. With his present pet, Ros hardly felt endangered at all. 
 
      
 
    Once the boss’ HP bar dropped to half, things got a little more hairy as Trathkazir switched to area-of-effect spells. Those had a wide range, often reaching Ros despite his best efforts to get out of the way. And they hurt quite a bit, taking off up to a third of his total HP, which was anything but meager. Worst of all, the pet was getting debuffed virtually all the time now—the centipede would get lit up like a torch, and start losing health at an alarming rate, forcing Ros to do nothing but cast heals and dispels on the pet, and resort to elixirs to keep himself up. They cost a lot and had a one-minute cooldown, but even they weren’t enough to keep his HP at full. 
 
      
 
    By the end, the boss went berserk. No longer hitting the “healer,” thankfully, he instead started to cast an AoE Sleep spell without warning. The pet would wake up right after the first attack, but Ros had to spend twenty or thirty seconds indisposed more than once. And each time, he would have to cast frantic heals on the centipede, snatching his pet from the jaws of death in the nick of time. 
 
      
 
    When the boss had but a few HP left, he cast The Curse of Trathkazir yet again. This time, it took Ros three attempts to dispel it—the skill wasn’t high enough for this powerful a debuff. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, Trathkazir lost the rest of his health, and his carcass tumbled to the ground, making the stalactites tremble menacingly. 
 
      
 
    “You kill Trathkazir the Second, Viceroy of Chaos. XP received: 189,316. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 138,912. Your Agility grows by 1. Current value: 34. Your Mental Power grows by 2. Current value: 52. Your Summoning grows by 1. Current value: 25. “Your Summoning stat reaches 25: your spells for healing, buffing, and summoning pets will require 45% less magic energy, and you will be able to cast them 24% faster.” Your pet becomes 15% more intelligent. Congratulations! Your Summoning stat has reached 25! You receive a spellbook of your pet’s abilities. You receive a unique ability of the rrokh race: Steal Essence. The use of this skill gives you a 5% chance of stealing one of your target’s skills for your pet’s spellbook. Current number of pages: 5. Attention! Steal Essence cannot be used on players or NPCs! The stolen skill can be learned by the summoned creature, getting recorded in the pet’s spellbook. Attention! You kill Trathkazir the Second, Viceroy of Chaos, with a small party! Every member of your party receives one unassigned primary stat point. Congratulations! Your party has destroyed a named monster ninety or more levels above the party’s strongest player!  Achievement earned: Desperados. Achievement bonus: +135 HP. Bonus effect: permanent.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t give us much this time,” Ros sighed. “I became world-famous the first time. I couldn’t even finish reading the system messages—I just zonked out.” 
 
      
 
    “I got seven Intellect points!” proclaimed Digits, overjoyed. “Three Mental Power points, too. And a wagonload of XP!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get any bonuses to Intellect at all, regardless of all the mana I’ve spent.” 
 
      
 
    “Duh, yours is so high you’d need to waste two such grasshoppers at least before it grows by a single measly point. You should have reset it when we got here.” 
 
      
 
    “The cooldown time for the skill is one week.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I remember. You did cast Soul Trap on the boss, though, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Three times, to be sure.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s diligent…” 
 
      
 
    “Such critters drop elite crystals—I’d hate to let one slip through my fingers.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? Go get the boss—let’s see what goodies he’s got for us.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “An elite soul crystal, a dagger, and a scrap of paper.” 
 
      
 
    “Hm… Not too rich. What kind of dagger?” 
 
      
 
    “Legendary Thyrenium Dagger of the Northern Mageslayer. Item class: legendary. Properties: merging; hard to lose; cannot be stolen; lower chance of disappearance after death; restores durability automatically. Melee weapon. Physical damage: 100-143 (cutting and stabbing). Special bonus: damage dealt to the target is augmented by half the amount of the target’s Intellect points. In case of an attack from stealth mode, the damage dealt to the target is augmented by three quarters the amount of the target’s Intellect points. Restores HP with every attack (points restored equal 50% of the target’s Mental Power plus 10). The calculated Intellect and Mental Power values account for the target’s equipment bonuses. Additional stats: +15 to Strength, +75 to Agility, +10 to Resilience, +15 to Accuracy, +15 to Attack, +12% to physical attack speed, elemental damage suffered reduced by 14%. The wearer has an 8% chance of paralyzing the target for 2.5 seconds. The item can be subjected to up to four stackable enchantments. Requirements: Level 129. Weight: 0.71 kg. Durability: 1007/1100. Attention: with two or more of the Northern Mageslayer’s items in the inventory, the wearer receives a bonus: +3% to physical attack speed, +5 to Resilience. Every additional Northern Mageslayer’s item raises the total bonus by the same amount.” 
 
      
 
    “A legendary item?!” 
 
      
 
    “As I live and breathe. I should browse the forum and see what they may have on it.” 
 
      
 
    “Do a name search.” 
 
      
 
    Ros resurfaced after a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the lowdown: such daggers are mentioned on the forum, but none have been sold yet. They did sell a Bracelet of the Northern Mageslayer about two weeks ago, though. Also a legendary item, sold for seventy-two thousand, if the auction records are correct.” 
 
      
 
    “In dollars?” 
 
      
 
    “In gold, actually. Sold by an anonymous player at the auction.” 
 
      
 
    “A bracelet is an accessory. A weapon should cost a lot more. I would assume it could fetch around a hundred thousand gold pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “Who even has that kind of money to burn?” 
 
      
 
    “Uh, have you looked at the stats? This dagger is ideal for wasting mages. Even lower-level ones can have around three or four thousand Intellect points. Imagine an assassin with high stealth. They could sneak up on a mage, release their Fury without leaving stealth, and then drive the blade into the poor bastard’s back. Attacks from behind give bonuses to damage and crit chance. The dagger also gives you a bonus based on the target’s Intellect and your stealth. A top rogue or assassin will take off at least a third of a mage’s HP with the very first hit—maybe even half. That is, if a mage himself isn’t level 200 plus and completely wrapped up in set and legendary gear. But that’s just the damage from a simple physical attack. A high-level skill will do much more damage. It will only take a second or two for the mage’s lifeless body to fall onto the ground, and the killer can slip back into stealth mode before the mage’s allies even realize what happened. In serious skirmishes, with one large group of players fighting another, mages are the worst, and need to be vanquished first. Do you think any clan would turn away a player who can waste any top mage alone at such speed, guaranteed? A hundred grand seems reasonable enough. Well, even eighty or ninety would do.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s with releasing their Fury?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a skill called Release Fury, you can learn it at any Warriors’ Guild for money or after completing a long and tedious quest. It is available to any compatible class. Expensive, for sure, but worth the money, so you might want to learn it. Basically, you can use up some of your Fury—you choose how much exactly. The more you use, the better the effect. Lasts longer, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What effect?” 
 
      
 
    “It gives you a bonus to physical and magic attacks, speeds up your spells and physical attacks, seriously beefs up your resistance to controlling skills, and also gives a small bonus to your armor class. Although, ‘small’ is a relative term here. If you have enough Fury and you use it all up, the bonus will be pretty good.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds cool…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, so learn it when you can, and go wild. It can be leveled up, too. Anyway, we have digressed. The boss dropped only one item—and I’d been thinking that your Luck would provide for better loot… A single item doesn’t seem like much.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s also this scrap of paper.” 
 
      
 
    “What scrap of paper?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. It looks like a map, and I can’t make heads or tails of what it says.” 
 
      
 
    “Gimme.” 
 
      
 
    Digits studied the trophy for about a minute, and then shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even say if we’re in luck or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what this is?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t the foggiest.” 
 
      
 
    “You find such scraps of paper in dungeons, but it doesn’t happen often, as far as I understand. This is indeed a map—and, also, the key to a lair.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of lair?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know anything at all about lairs of different types?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much.” 
 
      
 
    “What a deplorable noob!” 
 
      
 
    “What else is new…” 
 
      
 
    “So, a Chaos spawn lair is a special type of dungeon. They seem to appear from a wormhole and then hide in some normal area. Usually underground, but they can also hide in ravines, ruins in the desert, on islands, and so on. The thing is, you can pass right by them without noticing anything. You might be in luck if you have a bunch of special skills leveled up, but even then the chance of finding a lair is minuscule—you don’t encounter many of them, and their locations are usually remote. But if you have a map, you can find one easily, even if you’re a level zero noob. Once the lair has been cleared, the monsters don’t reappear, so it’s a one-off thing. Most often, there are no resources to be found there, either. Also, once the last of the Chaos spawn is vanquished, you have to make tracks on the double, since the whole thing is likely to come crashing down, drown, or go up in a blaze. Anyway, it’s inadvisable to linger.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. What about the mobs? Is it lucrative to hunt them?” 
 
      
 
    “You can get up to ten grand in gold for a scrap of paper like this. So, what do you think—are they lucrative or not?” 
 
      
 
    “But why would we sell it if we can clear the dungeon ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not as easy as that. The ratio is as follows: the mobs and the bosses in the lair are about one-quarter stronger than those in the dungeon where the map was found. Do you think we can handle them?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. This dungeon was easy enough, but the boss had a few rather unpleasant surprises in stock.” 
 
      
 
    “Those bosses can surprise you so much you’ll find yourself respawned in your long johns in a jiffy. All right, I’ll go offline and ponder this some more. You check out the hall—there can be secret caches here. Also, take a look at the walls—the most valuable gems are usually found next to the boss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The next morning Digits found Ros laboring away, tapping at a gem geode. He decided not to interfere, sat down nearby, and started reporting on the result of his strategic ruminations. 
 
      
 
    “First of all, I have managed to identify the area via a special fan site feature. The map represents a section of the Ardenian Woods. The name is clearly a reference to the Ardennes, so it’s the Western European sector. They put them in every book, game, and movie they make over there. It’s the usual scenario—the region isn’t particularly popular, but it’s not hard to get there if you have legs. You’ll have to go on your own, though.” 
 
      
 
    Ros caught a gem that fell from the geode and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, do you think I’d asked you all those questions for nothing? Your story really got to me, and I remembered well the fact that all those achievements were showered upon you once you cleared out a dungeon all on your own. I must also point out that it was the first time the dungeon got cleared—no one had ever visited it before. I browsed the forum, and there were no mentions of heroes managing to destroy all Chaos spawn in a Chaos wormhole, including the boss—or several bosses. You were the first. The same goes for scroll-access lairs. Why not become a trailblazer here as well? If we go together, there won’t be any major achievements. Thus, is there any point to sacrifice so much to power-level a noob like me? It would be easier to hire professional power-levels. Whereas you can score a bundle of goodies for the achievement, and both of us will reap the benefits. Just think about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if it’s true, Digits, I’m not sure I’ll manage. Didn’t you tell me yourself that the mobs and the bosses are a lot tougher there?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. But I have already given it some thought. There’s a team that power-levels noobs not that far from the lair. They charge an arm and a leg, but their reputation is spotless. And the best part is that they power-level you on level 200-280 mobs.” 
 
      
 
    “They do sound like pros…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. So, do you see what I suggest we do?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so. We spend a day or two leveling with them, and I get a bunch of soul crystals from high-level mobs. Then I clear out the lar.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Besides, leveling a bit before something like that would do you good. You can also equip yourself correspondingly, which will make you even stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “Once I clear out the lair, they’ll announce it to absolutely everyone in red lettering, and I’ll have to think of something yet again.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be a first for you. I also don’t think you’ll attract as much attention as the previous time—there are likely to be fewer achievements this time. You have already skimmed the cream off the top. You might also want to time it so as to change all your data at once. And you should keep the new identity incognito. This one’s gained some notoriety around here, and this is a dungeon you can clear time and again until somebody else finds it and passes the information on to the top clans. Ros, understand this: a heroic achievement is very cool and very useful. The more you have, the better the bonuses get. Both of us are interested in you having as many as possible. What if you get undistributed auxiliary stat points? We seem to have agreed on investing them all into Enchanting. If you beef it up quickly, we’ll save a ton on grinding the skill. It hasn’t been unlocked yet, has it?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I have broken every cheap enchanted item that we found here, but there’s nothing yet.” 
 
      
 
    “That sucks. How about breaking some of the better ones dropped by the local mages? You should get more XP for those.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we’ll be better off selling them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d also like to find some mobs who have the Strangle skill and then use Steal Essence on them until I learn it.” 
 
      
 
    “Steal Essence?” 
 
      
 
    “I forgot to mention it—I leveled Summoning to 25, and got some new perks. Now there’s a minor chance of learning one of the slain opponent’s skills. A high-level pet makes mobs drop less stuff, and also damages some of the items. I believe this is why I’m getting fewer trophies this time despite my Luck being higher. The Strangle skill makes the pet damage fewer items that the mobs drop. The trick is using it in a timely fashion, and not when the enemy is down to the last few HP.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. You have to hunt some non-venomous snakes. Your best bet would be to find a lake or a swamp with a large grass snake population. Even the moat around the city has them—I used to encounter twenty or thirty every hour. They should have this skill—after all, they’re non-venomous. Although I’m not quite certain, I’d have to check.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather you grabbed your pickaxe and checked the rest of the tunnel that led here. Let’s finish mining and beat it—nothing else to do here.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the caches?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already checked everything while you were sleeping and browsing the forums.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “A few nice trinkets we can sell, a bag of black opals of excellent quality, and a really interesting ring. 
 
      
 
    “Auritium Ring of Solitude from the Viceroy of Chaos set. Properties: set item, restores durability automatically. If a player has three or more items from the Viceroy of Chaos set, either equipped or carried in non-active inventory, they are impossible to lose and cannot be stolen.  Stats: +19 to Intellect, +12 to Mental Power, +9 to Stamina, +5 to Perception, + 75 to Fury. The item can be subjected to up to three stackable enchantments. The ring is adorned with five rhinestones that can be replaced with gems. Weight: 0,01. Requirements: Level 47. Durability: 900/900. The full Viceroy of Chaos set includes: Mountain Silk Cuirass, Chameleon Cape, Glass Thread Boots, Snake Bracelet, Ring of Solitude, and Chaos Hound Collar. Full set bonus: full merging, +50% resistance to the element of Light; 9% chance to stun the target for 3-8 seconds with a ranged attack; 12% reduction to incoming magic and physical damage; 6% probability of blinding the enemy for 6-11 seconds after it executes a ranged attack; upon receiving damage, a shield is cast automatically that lasts 3 minutes and absorbs up to 1750 damage with a cooldown of 120 seconds; while the shield is active, the wearer cannot be stunned, blinded, or put to sleep; the weight of equipped items is reduced by 25%; +7 to primary and +2 to secondary base stats.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell’s bells! The shield is a total blast! All we need now is a full set!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it’s not that great. Once you sustain 1750 damage, the shield disappears, and that isn’t that much—can take just a few seconds in a serious battle. 
 
      
 
    “It will save you from a surprise attack—an ambush in the bushes, a stealthed assassin, that sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? Against a serious opponent, you’ll barely be able to count to two. But you’re right about the set—it grants a couple of good bonuses, even if not essential.” 
 
      
 
    “Is the ring from the same set as the boots you got the previous time?” 
 
      
 
    “It is.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we’ll only sell it over my dead body once rigor mortis sets in.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand why sets are valuable at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… a full set gives you a good bonus.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not it, you dolt. The main advantage of sets is complete merging. Are you familiar with the principles of character equipment?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    “Up to level 100, you can wear a single ring on every finger and a single bracelet on every wrist. Once you reach level 100, you can wear an extra ring on every finger and an extra bracelet on every wrist, provided they have the ‘merging’ stat. When you get to 250, you can add another item on the same conditions, and wear an extra pendant, choker, or necklace on your neck. Obviously, the extra item must have merging. Then you’d have to level up to 500 to add some extra jewelry, but even the Chinese are nowhere near there. The thing is, none of those calculations account for sets. Or, rather, set items are considered separately. You can dress yourself up in legendary items from head to foot, and don an extra full set in merging mode to boot. No one will see you wearing it, and you won’t feel it, but it won’t stop it from functioning. And when you get to level 100, you’ll be able to wear two sets at once—no matter what kind, including duplicates, as long as you remember to activate merging.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. So you can wear three once you get to 250, and four after reaching 500.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. That’s how you really soup up your character by level 250 and transform him into a bona fide Second World superhero. Those are the ones who call the shots here. Imagine one of those clad in level-appropriate legendary gear, rocking three sets of awesome jewelry, and three more sets of armor with all the perks that come with it. You’d need a small army of players to kill just one—they’re like high-level raid bosses. Those characters might as well be gods, and the military power of top clans relies on them.” 
 
      
 
    “How much are you supposed to invest in a character like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Millions. But it isn’t just a matter of money. Collecting a single full set is hard enough. Have you seen many set items for sale?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t say that I have. More like, I haven’t seen any. I couldn’t even find out the price of those boots.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. The reason is that the juiciest bosses and caches where you can find such stuff are constantly farmed by top clans, and they won’t let any strangers come close. They don’t sell their set items. They store them in their warehouses and wait for the set to be complete. As you probably realize, the set is then awarded to one of their head honchos.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like leading a top clan is good business.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like being a CEO of a large corporation IRL—you won’t starve, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think we can collect a full set—just the two of us?” 
 
      
 
    “We already have two items, so that’s a good start. And it seems they tend to drop in this dungeon, which belongs to us so far. So, why don’t we keep on farming it? Especially given that this run wasn’t particularly fortuitous loot-wise. If it hadn’t been for the dagger, we’d have nothing of value.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the ring? Isn’t it valuable?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re keeping the ring, so I’m not taking it into account. Your Luck should really fetch you more of the good stuff. But I probably shouldn’t join you on these runs anymore. I reckon the system calculates the median Luck stat from both players, and mine sucks. You should do this alone—you’ll manage it perfectly well. Unless the level of the mobs grows critically all of a sudden and you find yourself in need of a team, which can happen sometimes.” 
 
      
 
    “So, then, we don’t sell any set items, and keep gems and metals for future Enchanting needs. What’s going to pay the bills, then?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll sell the minor stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t amount to much.” 
 
      
 
    “We can sell the dagger. Neither of us needs it—we’re both mages, so it’s not a weapon either of us can use. It’s more like something that can be used against us.” 
 
      
 
    “At the auction?” 
 
      
 
    “We can try the site’s classifieds. It will take longer to sell it that way, but you don’t have to pay the middleman, so there’s a chance of netting a higher return. We’ll launch our own auction there.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t it attract any undue attention?” 
 
      
 
    “A legendary item will always draw attention. But you can arrange for a bank’s representative to give the item to the buyer. You’ll have to pay four or five hundred gold for the service, but the customer won’t see you, and the bank’s insurance won’t come amiss, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you a fount of knowledge…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what else could I do before Lady Luck smiled at me with your handsome face? I studied theory as much as I could, so, yeah, I know a few things. Ros, we’ll need lots of money in the nearest future, and selling the dagger would take care of all our expenses.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you plan to spend it on?” 
 
      
 
    “Leveling and collecting soul crystals, for one. The higher the level of the mob that drops a crystal, the more expensive the enchantment. It’s even better if the mobs are elite or enhanced. And then there are the bosses. A boss almost always drops an elite crystal. And if you get lucky with the skill, there may be more than one. Elite mobs hardly ever drop elite crystals, but there’s always a chance they might.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “If you do, you should understand that your best bet is to hire a team of power-levelers working with level 200+ mobs in a location where you can find elite critters. We shall also need money to get us both fully equipped, too. There are a few more things, but these two should be enough to leave us penniless.” 
 
      
 
     “I can relate to why we need to outfit me, since I’ll be the one clearing the lair. But what about you? Don’t think that I’m greedy or anything—I just don’t get it. Your level is too low to care about this stuff. Once you tet to 30 or 40, we can start thinking about gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, well, what am I supposed to do while you’re away? I have thought about it and decided to level up Alchemy—everybody needs it, including us, and you have no time for it. Also, a high-level alchemist boasts a higher chance of getting a rare ingredient from a mob, which is why any self-respecting party has at least one. I shall also start on Leatherworking and Tailoring. There are a few other things, too. I’ve been thinking about your adventures, and I’ve decided to start on a chain of achievements where you need to kill mobs that are 10 or even 25 to 30 levels higher than you.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you?” 
 
      
 
    “I should become a hero at some point, and then I’ll be able to remove all the locks without your help.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I understand, you won’t be able to remove all the locks—just up to level 10 or 30, perhaps. Also, my heroic deeds have resulted in making the achievement requirements more stringent.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a forum topic about it you might want to look up—they call me all sorts of names. I’ve become a scapegoat, since it used to be much easier.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they’ve always been strict about these things. For instance, you cannot drop a mob into a pit and then take your sweet time shooting it with a level zero character. No such tricks work, generally speaking—try as you might, the monster wouldn’t be credited to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Even so, some stuff was still allowed, but now they’ve banned buffs from other users and elixirs that you didn’t make yourself. Basically, not even a hint of third-party interference is allowed, and the character can’t be decked out, either. Which means you can forget all about legendary items. That’s according to the observations of those who’d tried for the achievement—there are no announcements here, as you know.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty strict…” 
 
      
 
    “It gets less strict if you tackle mobs that are 40 levels above you and twelve times your size, but it’s clearly harder—a whole lot harder, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “I might hunt the ones that are 20 or 30 levels higher—you get achievements for those, too, even if they’re not heroic. A little bit here, a few points there…” 
 
      
 
    “The prizes are a great deal more modest.” 
 
      
 
    “It should still be enough for grinding. And I’ll still try to get to heroic level—slowly, one mob at a time, and, hopefully, there’ll be bonuses of some sort. It may not be anything big, but it might be useful, and cover the entire party, just like your collection. Any bonus will come in handy. They’ll also level my skills, and I need that badly—you know I’m not like the others, having been given a raw deal at birth. They also gave you the most delectable skills of the Chaos school. What if I luck out with some of that, too?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t bet on it. It’s also gonna be hard for you to deal with level 30 mobs at level zero. I’d say you’re aiming to bite off more than you can chew.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ve done some calculations. A ring that adds two to your general level costs fifteen hundred grand in gold. Eight rings like this will run up to twelve thousand. The virtual point will bring my general level to seventeen. It’s not easy to collect that much jewelry, but given time and motivation, nothing’s impossible. And that’s an investment, mind you—as soon as I get everything unlocked, I’ll sell it right back—such accessories are always in high demand.” 
 
      
 
    “It still isn’t that easy to kill level 30 monsters when you’re level 17. Pretty damn hard, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “When you have a goal and spare no time or effort, it’s doable.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do happen to have six rings, each of which adds two points to the level, and another one that adds three.” 
 
      
 
    “Wherever did you get them?!” 
 
      
 
    “The thylbits dropped them the first time I visited.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t they drop them anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. There were actually a great deal fewer trophies this run than the last one.” 
 
      
 
    “You see! With your Luck being up the wazoo, we should have gotten more. A lot more.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised myself. Could it have been because I was the first to clear the dungeon the previous time?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that would account for such a difference. I’m telling you, Ros, raiding parties are really keen on having characters with Luck at ten or more along on such raids. And yours is nearly a hundred. Either we’re dealing with something really weird, or it’s just the result of me being, um, challenged…” 
 
      
 
    “Could there be something we don’t know?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But anyway, there’ll be a lot less to invest if we put those rings of yours to use, though it’ll still cost a pretty penny. I figure that a few excellent- and good-quality items for a level 17 character will cost around seven or eight thousand—at that level, gear isn’t exorbitantly expensive. So, it should run up to a little under ten thousand, all in all. And, in the meantime, I can do a few achievements that involve killing mobs 10, 20, and 30 levels above you. There should be bonuses for that, too.” 
 
      
 
    “But your character is no fighter—you have nothing to hit them with.” 
 
      
 
    “I could learn Fireball like you, or some School of Light trick—it doesn’t conflict with Chaos whatsoever, for some reason. And the combat skills from that school are useful against all kinds of undead—even a noob can deal them some real damage. Well, assuming at least decent gear, and, in my case, a specific kind of a staff—which I’ve found one at the auction today.” 
 
      
 
    “If you go for mobs 40 levels higher or more, the bonuses are a lot more attractive.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be able to do anything against those without scrolls and similar paraphernalia.” 
 
      
 
    “Scrolls?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you elaborate?” 
 
      
 
    “Characters with high-level Calligraphy can write their spells on paper, creating a scroll. You can only use it once. Another player can use the spell, too, if you give them the scroll.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why don’t I level my Calligraphy and make you some?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not as easy as that. The level of the scroll is the same as that of its creator. What’s yours?” 
 
      
 
    “44.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn! You grew by ten levels as we cleared the dungeon!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I did get a lot more XP than you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s obvious. Anyway, I wouldn’t be able to use your scrolls. I need a level zero scroll—or, perhaps, something for a slightly higher level after factoring in the equipment bonuses.” 
 
      
 
    Ros considered the idea, which seemed rather promising, from another angle. 
 
      
 
    “What about the power of such a spell? How much damage does it do? What are the key factors to consider?” 
 
      
 
    “Equipment means nothing—it’s all up to the character’s stats.” 
 
      
 
    “Mental Power, Intellect, and the like?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. Otherwise, high-level Calligraphists would be rolling in money. You’d just have to level up to 200, which isn’t that hard, and then drop all the way back down to 100. Some of the points would get lost due to penalties, but half should still be available. If you dumped them into Intellect and Mental power—and nothing else—you could make as many scrolls as you wanted. It’s a pain in the ass to create such a character, but there’s nothing impossible about it. Most budget combat-oriented characters are level 100 with locks. They could do decent damage with those, especially given that you spend no mana whatsoever. You can’t do a hard raid without scrolls, and they’re always in demand. It’s not that you can use them to replace proper mages, healers, and buffers, but they can save you in a pinch. There used to be a time when folks who leveled their Resurrection could do pretty well for themselves with nothing but scrolls. No one wants to lose so much experience when they die, after all. But then too many folks got into it, everyone got competitive about the whole thing, and the prices plummeted. Why did you mention it in the first place, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Ros chuckled smugly. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s the noob now? Or did you forget that I don’t care about levels at all? In fact, I plan to keep rolling them back. 
 
      
 
    Digits slapped himself on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I am the noob indeed. How many primary stats do you have right now?” 
 
      
 
    “One thousand thirty-four.” 
 
      
 
    “How many?!” 
 
      
 
    “Just told you.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you get them through achievements?” 
 
      
 
    “Not only. I did manage to do some serious leveling back at level zero—I took down some pretty high-level mobs back then. Cleared a dungeon like this on my own, and got me a bunch of achievements. Then, when they announced everything about me worldwide in red lettering, I got a few more things. So, I leveled to 88, but then dropped all the way back to ten—without any penalties, since my race is all but extinct. Then I leveled to 44, so there was a point to every primary stat for every level. It all adds up.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, what’s a guy like you doing in a dungeon like this, then? It’s for noobs! For shame!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s the only one I know.” 
 
      
 
    “You need one with mobs level 100 and above. You’d be able to clear it even without any top-level equipment, and your pet can help you snuff the boss.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew where you can find dungeons like that. The kind that no one has claimed yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, you get five points per level. Considering those received at birth, from leveling, and from rare books that you get for achievements, plus scrolls, quest rewards, and so on, an average player needs to get to level 150 to net a thousand points. I may be wrong, but not by much. So, if you drop back to 10 and invest everything into Mental Power and Intellect, you’ll be able to make some mean scrolls. It would only take one of those to one-shot a level 50, if not higher. I’ve never even heard of such scrolls.” 
 
      
 
    “You must be exaggerating.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not! A hundred points of Intellect would be enough—the spell would land every time, resistances be damned. And if you dump the rest into Mental Power, those babies will do unbelievable damage. It’s a fool-proof strategy—any level 10 player with a bunch of scrolls like that can score a heroic achievement.” 
 
      
 
    “Even so, it’s not as cool as it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t turn up my nose at it. The perks are pretty nice.” 
 
      
 
    “You should mind the fact that the player’s equipment stats won’t affect the scroll. So it won’t be much more than hitting mobs naked.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But your beefed-up stats will make up the difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t forget I have to keep my Intellect at 600 at least.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bummer. Well, you could still kill mobs in their 40s even then. Might take two scrolls instead of one, but it shouldn’t be a problem. Or you could hide from everyone until the skill cools down, and keep on producing scrolls all the while.” 
 
      
 
    “Is paper expensive?” 
 
      
 
    “Is anything here cheap? You’ll also need special ink, which is equally pricey. Now that I think about it, you’re unlikely to turn a profit on scrolls, considering your issues, but you could still make enough for yourself. Again, I can use them to scoop up achievements and level while you take care of dungeons. We’d have to think this through properly and do some calculations…” 
 
      
 
    “Grab your pickaxe and think it through all you want while you work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ros was sitting at the edge of a moat. The sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and the bumblebees buzzed over the bright yellow flowers growing on the narrow strip of land between the water and the city wall. It was early enough, but he still felt drowsy, doing something he’d long tired of—namely, watching frogs. As soon as there’d be a hubbub, he’d shift his attention to the suspicious spot, and he would nearly never miss his quarry—the culprit was usually a grass snake. He’d cast Steal Essence and then vanquish the poor reptile with a Chaos Arrow. 
 
      
 
    That was how bad he wanted to learn Strangle. 
 
      
 
    It was his third day in Arbenne spent hunting grass snakes, cutting gems, and smelting ore. His very first city. The place where he was born as a stupid noob with skewed stats, his first experience being falling on his butt. Then he spent a few hours wandering around bug-eyed, trying to spot the differences between this place and the real world. 
 
      
 
    That was only two and a half months ago, but it felt like an eternity. He’d changed a lot since then, but the city remained the same—just as dreary, boring, unremarkable, and in spite of all that, amazingly cozy. 
 
      
 
    Another hapless serpent spawn gave him what he needed at last. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the grass snake. XP received: 1. Points left until the next level: 18007. You steal the following ability: Strangle. The Strangle ability has been recorded in the pet’s spellbook.” 
 
      
 
    It was as though Digits had been watching him—his private chat window blinked at the very same moment. 
 
      
 
    “Yo, Ros, why so quiet? Did you fall asleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Slaving away like a coal miner. Just got me the ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure took you a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there aren’t that many grass snakes here, and the drop rate seems bungled—I killed a hundred at least, so I should have gotten it a while ago.” 
 
      
 
    “For all of your sky-high Luck, somehow it doesn’t seem to work quite like it should. Then again, even if the smaller stuff doesn’t work out, the bigger stuff does. I’m here to report that they’re offering ninety-eight grand in gold on the forum. That’s the highest price so far, but there are plenty of bidders—there’s a dozen pages’ worth of comments already.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be able to see your username on the forum and realize who’s selling it.” 
 
      
 
    “I asked another guy from my ward to post, so the username is his.” 
 
      
 
    “Does he play, too?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a beta tester like me. He can log in, but can’t actually play—he’d given it up at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s something wrong with the way he perceives the game. He has brain damage, and cannot do full immersion. But he enjoys browsing the forum, and he was actually glad I asked him to do it. He’s received a bunch of private messages about the dagger—a lot of players are interested.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned. Where do all these folks find the money?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a little behind on things. It used to be cool to have an expensive yacht full of babes with silicone implants, but that stuff is no longer in vogue. These days, the biggest prestige comes with a character decked out in set and legendary pieces—that attracts so many babes that any yacht would sink under their weight. Mind you, there’s no silicone anywhere—they don’t need that crap in Second World.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s debatable…” 
 
      
 
    “Ever seen anyone with silicone implants here?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but that’s not what I meant. A girl might look pretty here, and be a morbidly obese old hag in reality.” 
 
      
 
    “Quit being such a Negative Nancy! Anyway, I bought a few rings with level bonuses, and a few other trinkets. No money left whatsoever, so we have to wait for the dagger affair to play out.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did the Ice King Sword sell for a few million, and they’re only offering a measly hundred thousand for our dagger?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there are legendary items and there are legendary items. The gradation is often arbitrary. There are epics that will blow legendaries out of the water. That sword had real good stuff, and a lot of it, too. Folks still can’t believe anything like that’s possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that what it is, then? Did we get a crappy legendary?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, it’s pretty cool. Not a crappy one for sure. Crap costs around twenty thousand. The low level is a bit of a setback. The best stuff, like that sword, is for players in the 200+ range. That’s real elite stuff, and that’s what commands the highest prices.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh well, guess we’ll get lucky someday, too. Ninety-eight thousand will have to do—that’s pretty much what we were expecting to get.” 
 
      
 
    “I say we wait until tomorrow. There’s a greedy oligarch who’s likely to budge and fork up a hundred and five at least.” 
 
      
 
    “That would foil my plans. Clean Slate will cool down in a few hours, and I’ll be able to change my appearance. There’s no point in waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that? Are you in a hurry?” 
 
      
 
    “Clean Slate can be leveled as well. You get a point for every use. I used it twice on myself and once on you, so it’s up to three right now. If it’s like all the other abilities, there’ll be new characteristics once it reaches ten, or the old ones will get a boost. So I intend to use it weekly, even if there’s no actual need to.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Glad you agree.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you get over here?” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “You could use it on me.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you intend to keep your locks intact?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Not funny. I’m also sick to my guts of this appearance—I constantly have to block all kinds of pervs out of private chats. Where do they even come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Pervs? I know nothing about them—I’ve never been offered anything nasty. Could it be that you’re harassing them? Tut-tut!” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as I level Clean Slate, I’ll change your name and appearance, Digits. I’ll make you an elven maiden with legs going all the way up to your neck and D-cups, and I’ll call you Fellatio Star. Spend a week like that, and then we’ll get back to this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on! Don’t get so cranky all of a sudden.  Where’s your sense of humor?” 
 
      
 
    “What I’m saying is that I’m gonna change everything I can about me, so don’t be surprised if I write you under another name.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as long as you’re not an orc—you promised, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “All right, you racist! I’ll become an ogre, then. See you later!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Forget it! No ogres!” 
 
      
 
    “I said, see you later.” 
 
      
 
    Ros looked around, ignoring the flashing private chat screen—he was well aware of Digits’ bigoted views on anyone with green skin. Using Clean Slate here was not an option. A guard stood rigid on the wall, as sleepy as the rest of them, and there were a few noobs across the moat, collecting herbs to sell or to work their Alchemy. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to find a place with no other players around, or Clean Slate wouldn’t work. The nearby copse would be his best bet—the very one where he had removed Digits’ stat locks. He’d only have to cross the bridge, and he’d be a new man in a matter of minutes. 
 
      
 
    The gate guards paid Ros no attention. It was a hot day, and the soldiers were lazy, dozing off in the shadow with their backs against the wall. It had been a while since the Russian raid, and they felt relaxed, having forgotten all about the recent siege. 
 
      
 
    But he shouldn’t have been criticizing others for the very faults he exhibited himself, for not two minutes later Ros would learn the painful lesson that he was just another sleepy, carelss chump. 
 
      
 
    A double strike crushed both his ankles. He felt pain flare up; next came a flash that made his body immobile. 
 
      
 
    “Zatoichi hits you for 546 damage. Critical damage sustained: your tendons have been severed. Negative effect received: you cannot stand. Negative effect received: you have been paralyzed.” 
 
      
 
    Everything went dark, including the interface. 
 
      
 
    “Negative effect received: you have been blinded.” 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t see or feel anything, but he could swear someone was dragging his helpless body somewhere. 
 
      
 
    That boded nothing good. 
 
      
 
    Who could have attacked him? Why? What did they want? 
 
      
 
    Brigands? He didn’t think so. The environs of Arbenne weren’t their territory. This was a miner town, with every newbie a worker, and they didn’t spend much time on their own, mostly working in mines on long-term contracts. You’d go postal waiting for an easy mark—there weren’t that many players over level ten, and attacking a level zero noob presented certain problems. 
 
      
 
    Or could Ros have run into a stray gang? But why would they want him alive? Did his character’s looks cloud their feeble minds? Could a female character in the game be overpowered against her will? It was supposed to be impossible, after all. 
 
      
 
    But what if it wasn’t? 
 
      
 
    Ros started to think of easy suicide methods, as he really didn’t want to wait and find out the answer. 
 
      
 
    Damn! A few more hours, and he would have changed his appearance! 
 
      
 
    Anyway, these were unlikely to be bandits—the attack was too professional. They needed Ros alive, and hadn’t intended to kill him. The stealthed assassin had slashed his tendons with knives or daggers. Typically, a hit in the legs shouldn’t deal much damage, but here he’d lost 500 HP off at once. He must have been level 200 at least—such classes made up for their relatively weak attacks with sheer speed. So, a little over 500 in this case counted for a lot. Even a level 100 player couldn’t deal so much damage to a level 44 in light armor worn by mages. 
 
      
 
    Apart from severing his tendons, the assailants used control skills. Blinded and stunned, Ros had been thoroughly incapacitated, and his condition persisted since. And that was notwithstanding his belt that had an eleven percent chance of reflecting debuffs onto whoever would try to use them on him. This meant that some the players might eventually become incapacitated themselves, but it didn’t help Ros much in this case. 
 
      
 
    They had come after him. They tracked him, bided their time, and abducted him. 
 
      
 
    What would happen next? 
 
      
 
    What happened next was that his eyes began to register light. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “We got her.” 
 
      
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. She never made a move. We were actually surprised a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Did anyone see you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, we never lost control. We’d even got some noobs to walk around pretending to gather herbs.” 
 
      
 
    “Get some extra guards and take her to the citadel.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not use a teleport?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve already discussed that. No one can guarantee that he, or she, or whoever that is, won’t be able to pull some trick with the teleport. You cannot just drag someone through—they’d have to walk on their own and express consent to be transported. Why the hell would we need that? Are you sure everything’s under control?” 
 
      
 
    “OK, I get it. It will take us about a week, no earlier. And that’s if we’re quick and make no stops along the way.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait. Just keep this one controlled all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “We used an ellerium cage tempered in dragon’s blood and enchanted by control mages. The mana reservoir should last a day, and they’ll refill it twice daily, so that’s it for the transportation.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, get back in the game. We’re waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    A telephone conversation between officers of the J_P guild. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Third party meddling detected in the gaming process of Object #1-7. The short-term forecast is that Object #1-7 will lose personal freedom for the standard duration. Reciprocal meddling recommended.” 
 
      
 
    “The reason being?” 
 
      
 
    “Lack of stability in the events.”  
 
      
 
    “An interference has already been made.” 
 
      
 
    “The level of interference is insufficient.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m expecting a forecast.” 
 
      
 
    “If events are allowed to play out without interference, there will be negative consequences. Greater instability is likely. I insist that Object 1-7 is to be preserved temporarily. Long-term goals stipulate that we interfere in the gaming process or introduce a change scenario. I recommend using all available capacities for the execution of the second option.” 
 
      
 
    “What would be the nature of direct interference?” 
 
      
 
    “Providing a minimum amount of information to Object #1-7.” 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed. And what is the event scenario?” 
 
      
 
    “Locked Lands: The Falling of the Gates.” 
 
      
 
    “How will that affect Object #1-7?” 
 
      
 
    “Third party meddling will be neutralized. We can preserve the object within the scope of the ‘Locked Lands: The Falling of the Gates’ scenario.” 
 
      
 
    “Under this option, Object #1-7 will be confined to the zone affected by the ‘Locked Lands: The Falling of the Gates’ scenario.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a short-term prospect. Eventually, he will be given a chance for freedom and self-determination. If we accept the scenario and interfere in his gaming process, we will correct his actions as required. According to the forecast, the actions of Object #1-7 require minimum interference. There is a chance that no interference will be required whatsoever. In that case, the only reason for us to meddle will be to find extra personnel.” 
 
      
 
    “Accepted. Countdown confirmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! This is a public announcement. “The countdown for the Locked Lands: The Falling of the Gates scenario initiation has started. Location: Rallia Province, Western Empire, North American sector. Scenario implementation zone: Locked Lands, Rallia Province, and adjacent provinces. In the event of the scenario unfolding in a suboptimal way, the implementation zone may be expanded upon additional confirmation that its local status can be switched to global. Scenario open phase duration: until the stabilization of events. Stabilization phase: conflicting parties signing an agreement. If no stabilization occurs after an agreement is signed, an aggravation scenario is possible. 
 
      
 
    “Accepted. Locked Lands: The Falling of the Gates scenario initiated. Initiating the development of the aggravation scenario.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Ros was sitting in a cage. A real cage, just like the one occupied by his neighbor’s parrot in his previous life. It was a cylindrical construction of metal bars forming a symmetrical cone on top. Ros had no idea how they got him in, since there was nothing resembling a door. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Ros’ universe contracted until there was nothing left but the cage, which was narrow and low. He could only sit and turn around, though the latter took some effort. His kidnappers hadn’t bothered with providing him so much as a modicum of comfort. 
 
      
 
    He thought it a blessing that he wasn’t claustrophobic. 
 
      
 
    Yet, perhaps, it wasn’t a matter of comfort. Once he started to come to, he sighted a head in a closed helmet through the rainbow blurs. The head then told him in a muffled voice that he should by no means try any magical abilities inside the cage, for they would be rendered useless anyway by the unique properties of the rare material the cage was made from. 
 
      
 
    It must have indeed been rare if they had only had enough for one measly cage. 
 
      
 
    Ros managed to notice another thing: his prison was installed on a cart just as small, with a pair of disproportionately large wheels attached to it. He didn’t manage to see much beyond that—his vision was blurred, and total control could not be overcome all that easily. 
 
      
 
    Ros hadn’t seen anything since then. Of course, there was the cage. His kidnappers covered it with a blanket of some sort that would let a bit of light trickle through, but nowhere near enough to make out anything. 
 
      
 
    The first thing he attempted was to contact Digits, but the chat interface wasn’t merely silent—it simply refused to open. This could not be explained by his being far from the city with no messengers in sight—no, this was something completely different. 
 
      
 
    The cage appeared to block more than just magic. 
 
      
 
    Ros adjusted his pain threshold in the settings, got a knife out of the bag, closed his eyes, and drove it right into his heart. The cage immediately became filled with the shimmering effects associated with well-familiar healing skills—apparently, death was not an option, either. 
 
      
 
    How could this be? The mages somehow could heal him while he couldn’t use any of his abilities at all. 
 
      
 
    Evidently, the cage deprived only the prisoner of the ability to use magic, unlike those outside. 
 
      
 
    Ros wouldn’t give up, but tried to kill himself time and again. He hoped the mages would eventually run out of mana, and that he would be set free. 
 
      
 
    After an hour spent trying to kill himself, he realized he must be dealing with a party of high-level mages. They weren’t even bothering with sparing mana, overhealing him without reservation. Even if they were losing mana, it wasn’t happening fast enough, and considering there were also elixirs that could be deployed, they could probably keep him up forever without batting an eye. 
 
      
 
    He gave up after that realization—death just wasn’t in the cards for him. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he filled himself with resolve, and waited to see what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There was a rumble, steel clangor, some shouting, and inhuman roaring. 
 
      
 
    “Pat, damn you, get the ones in the back! Get them! We’ll hold back this bunch! Come on, or it’s curtains for everyone!” 
 
      
 
    Ros jumped up and hit his head on the cage ceiling. It hurt, and he had to bite down a curse. He shouldn’t have returned his pain threshold levels to normal setting. 
 
      
 
    He’d also somehow managed to fall asleep under these circumstances. Who knew he had such iron nerves? 
 
      
 
    But what was happening outside seemed new. Someone was attacking his guards. And judging by the roaring and the unintelligible yelling, the attackers weren’t human. 
 
      
 
    Who could they be, then? 
 
      
 
    Someone was nice enough to remove the cover from the cage in a single sweep, as though answering his mental question. The thing caught fire, going up in a blaze as a heat wave hit him right in the face. 
 
      
 
    That was the last straw that caused Ros to lose it and start bawling so loud he nearly made himself deaf. Instead of adjusting his pain threshold in the settings, he started throwing himself against the bars, not even noticing that his efforts were rocking it. He wouldn’t always keep the rhythm, but there came a moment when his steel prison reached a state of shaky equilibrium, and then toppled over. There came a loud cracking noise as something wooden was clearly broken. 
 
      
 
    Then it rolled into a random direction. 
 
      
 
    The remnants of the charred cover were blown off, but Ros was in no state to take in any local sights, rolling around frenziedly like a cat shoved into a washing machine by a bunch of cruel children. 
 
      
 
    Then the cage, which had gained some momentum, crashed into a tree. 
 
      
 
    And the tree turned out to be pretty sturdy. 
 
      
 
    “You are hit for 107 damage.” 
 
      
 
    Oh? It felt like he had lost half his HP. 
 
      
 
    The cage wasn’t designed to withstand such punishment, and Ros found it easy to crawl out between the broken bars. He looked around without getting up. There was a forest behind him, dark and scary, which was hardly surprising since the sun had already set, and only a faint glow in the west testified to the fact that it hadn’t happened all that long ago. In front of Ros was the very slope he’d rolled down so dashingly. It reached all the way up to the road, which could be vaguely made out by the silhouette of the stopped cart. 
 
      
 
    The cart was burning, giving off enough light even for a player with no night vision to see, let alone Ros who could see it all. 
 
      
 
    Around forty high-level players were desperately trying to rebuff an attack of mobs that looked most peculiar—like lizards who’d learned to walk on their hind legs. The monsters were around nine feet high, and mostly wielding huge machetes, though Ros also spotted others with shields, axes, halberds, and maces. 
 
      
 
    Ros had a high Perception, and all related stats were likewise high. Apart from that, he’d unlocked an auxiliary skill: Monster Expert. It was very rare—a reward for landing one of the harder achievements. It wasn’t merely unlocked, either—it was sitting at seven. By itself, it gave a considerable bonus to information about living objects. In conjunction with everything else, Ros could discover a lot about mobs as high as 200, provided they had no advanced concealment skills. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    None of his further attempts to find out anything about the attackers revealed anything more. It felt just like his first month, when even rats were a mystery. 
 
      
 
    He could have come closer for a better chance of learning something. However, Ros had a hunch such initiative might prove fatal. 
 
      
 
    He turned toward the woods. Could he run away? Could he hide? But why hurry when there was so much to see here? 
 
      
 
    He decided he could escape at any moment, but he wanted to know who would win. 
 
      
 
    The mobs seemed to be poised for victory, as the players were falling one by one. There was but a handful of warriors in heavy armor who had formed a circle and were frenziedly fending off the attacking “lizards.” Ros climbed the tree that had destroyed his cage, from where he spotted two healers in the middle of the formation taking care of fighters. That must have been the reason for the squad’s resilience. 
 
      
 
    But how long would it last? There were lots of mobs, and mana was always in limited supply. 
 
      
 
    Yep, it looked like those guys were finished. 
 
      
 
    Ros had no sympathy whatsoever for the defenders. Let this be a lesson for them not to attack frail and defenseless flightings. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a plan formed in his mind to profit from the fight. Surely, he could pick up a few things? He’d never seen the likes of such strong mobs, and they looked like ideal candidates for his soul crystal collection. 
 
      
 
    Ros began looking out for mobs with critical health, and hitting them with Soul Trap. The distance was too big, and the skill had a low chance at success, but it was still far enough from zero. He thought he might luck out and end up with a crystal or two. The tables were slowly turning in favor of the players. One of the buffers would occasionally sidetrack and cast Resurrection on the fallen players. High-level characters normally took a while to respawn, and he was managing to treat quite a few. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the warriors would rise, they’d hasten to swallow a few elixirs and fall into tight formation. The mobs didn’t look back as they surrounded the warriors who had formed a circle, and ended up paying for it dearly by completely missing an attack from the rear. A few mages ran off to the side and started to cast all kinds of debuffs on the mobs—Ros realized it must have been the ones that had kept him blind and paralyzed. They were just simply too good at turning the “lizards” into listless vegetables that became super easy for their melee fighters to put down. 
 
      
 
    Ros watched the reptiles’ numbers dwindle rapidly, realizing that it would be imprudent to linger here much longer. Once these guys dispatched the mobs, they’d switch their focus to him. He might have been a weird noob, but he was a noob just the same, so he’d be smart to make his escape without any undue delay. 
 
      
 
    He’d lingered long enough as it was. Screw the crystals, he thought. Greed would be his downfall. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he started climbing down from the tree, he heard voices raised in a cry of despair. And when Ros looked behind him, he saw an interesting scene in the form of a horde of mobs approaching from the woods across the tract. Some were smaller than the ones from before, while others were bigger. There must have been a thousand or even two—the sheer numbers were mind-boggling. He’d never seen anything like it—not even on forum screenshots. 
 
      
 
    “Teleports! Let’s warp the hell out of here!” Some player’s voice was loud enough to carry over all the others. 
 
      
 
    “Teleports my foot! They’re not working!” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?!” 
 
      
 
    “The scrolls are breaking without producing any arches! Nothing seems to work here!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this? Where are they coming from?!” 
 
      
 
    Ros heard all of that coming from behind as he ran toward the woods. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one—some of the fainter-hearted weren’t far behind. The only thing that reassured him was that some of the unfinished first-wave mobs were hot on their trail. 
 
      
 
    He decided against heading directly for the thicket. Instead, he cut a sharp left, along the edge of the woodland. He ran for about half a mile, then hid in a large bush, crouching as tried to catch his breath while making as little noise as possible. There were sounds of branches cracking coming from every direction, and a choir of monsters could be heard ululating as they approached from the road. Ros had no idea where he could escape to—danger seemed to lie in every direction. 
 
      
 
    He had ended up at the wrong place at the wrong time, despite assurances that this was a sleepy province where nothing ever happened and level zero miners could work in peace… 
 
      
 
    Now it was overrun with mobs that even well-geared level 200 players could do nothing about. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t feel like dying. What if his bind point was known and watched? 
 
      
 
    Guys as smart as these would surely take every single bind point under control. 
 
      
 
    Duh… he should have made a bind point somewhere deep in the woods. But it wouldn’t last long, anyway—that was how wild areas worked. He’d already been there. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of branches trodden on by heavy feet were getting closer. The mobs seemed to have decided to get everyone, even if it meant combing the entire forest. Ros was about to start preparing for death, but then a triumphant smile lit up his face. 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t have to respawn, after all. At least not yet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Clean Slate used on oneself would take the character into the editing menu. The character itself would disappear into a mysterious limbo between the First and the Second World. 
 
      
 
    Ros did nothing for a long while, just enjoying the quiet—something that’d been rather scarce of late. But he couldn’t hang between worlds forever, so he had to get down to business. 
 
      
 
    Farewell, NurseLady. No one would see you anymore. Ros’ radical disguise trick didn’t work—they’d managed to identify him, after all. 
 
      
 
    He’d never become a flighting again—the Jeeps would pay particular attention to that race henceforth. 
 
      
 
    Ros opted for a humanoid appearance, making his irises unnaturally purple, which was typical for certain hybrids. Let them be curious about whom his ancestors had mixed their blood with. 
 
      
 
    Now he looked like an average human mage. The backstory was nothing special—hardly any better or worse than any of his previous ones. 
 
      
 
    He pondered the name for a while. Nothing seemed particularly attractive, and so he chose Tarros4 almost randomly. The system wouldn’t let him register without a number added to his name. 
 
      
 
    There must have been four more Tarroses, three of whom had numbers after their names, but that didn’t bother Ros in the least. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take him long to decide on his stats, maxing his Attack, Accuracy, and Vigor. There’d be enough equipment bonuses not to be especially worried about it, and he could level those stats well with the right strategy. 
 
      
 
    He had to keep his Intellect at around 500, so that stat wouldn’t grow no matter what he did. The best he could hope for was a point a year, provided he would spend all his time killing mobs level 150 and up. 
 
      
 
    It was time to take the biggest risk and return into the game world. Even Ros couldn’t spend more than an hour in the editor—the system would kick him out. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Nothing was left of the cart that had transported the captive in his cage but a messy charred pile smoldering on the road. Ros didn’t trust the quiet, so he climbed the tree as before and found a perfect observation spot in the thick canopy. There was no movement anywhere. The night was dark, and the only sound he could hear was made by the crickets, which bode no ill. None of the players’ bodies remained—they must have respawned (or, perhaps, some of them survived against all odds). But they couldn’t have won—there were around fifty mob carcasses lying around at best. 
 
      
 
    Ros took his time, spending around half an hour in the tree, and only approaching the former battlefield afterward, and with much caution. But it turned out he wasn’t the only one drawn to all the fresh corpses. He caught something suspicious move out of the corner of his eye the instant he bent down to check the very first one. 
 
      
 
    The mob looked unpleasant, resembling a rather ugly hybrid between a toad and a lizard, with an overlarge maw and bulging eyes. Roughly the size of a plump calf, it moved pretty swiftly, keeping itself down so it’d be harder to spot. If the fighters hadn’t trampled the tall grass, it could have easily hidden itself there. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    Ros had no doubts about having been spotted. And now he was wondering what the mob would do next—attack or ignore him. But it made no sense to just wait and do nothing. 
 
      
 
    Taking out a soul crystal, he cast Raise, and saw a fiery centipede manifest itself in a blaze of flames—one of those killed by the merc squad of NPCs. 
 
      
 
    The unknown mob must have considered the arrival of a minion an act of aggression—or, perhaps, it had something against centipedes, for it went straight for the pet, paying no attention to Ros. The rrokh cast Chaos Aura at the monster and started healing his pet—it was level 172, but was losing HP at an alarming rate. 
 
      
 
    What was the beast’s level? 
 
      
 
    Ros started to complement healing spells with every buff in his arsenal, stemming somewhat the hemorrhaging of the pet’s HP. He also cast a Soul Trap on the mob, which seemed to make it irate all of a sudden, leaving the centipede alone and switching to Ros. 
 
      
 
    “The unknown creature hits you for 620 damage.” 
 
      
 
    Ros started running as fast as he could, emptying a vial of elixir as he went. Attempting healing spells under that kind of pressure would be suicidal. It was all he could do to cast Entangling Roots, ensnaring the mob’s feet—the beast jerked violently, but stayed immobile for a couple of seconds while the centipede kept chewing on its feet. The monster’s attention shifted back to the pet. It tried to use some unknown ability, but the gigantic arthropod kept on attacking, and the cast never went through. 
 
      
 
    The mob tried going for Ros two more times, but he had learned enough from experience to keep far enough away to take timely measures. The battle lasted around seven or eight minutes—the level difference was just too great—but the beast fell in the end. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scavenger Reptus. XP received: 14,992. Points left until the next level: 3015. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Arcane Knowledge. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Stamina grows by 1. Congratulations! You have destroyed a monster 200 or more levels above yours! Achievement earned: Crazy Loner, Part Fourteen. Achievement bonus: +2 to every primary base stat points, +4 undistributed secondary stat points, +1 undistributed auxiliary stat point, +50 HP, +4% to Water Magic Resistance. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Giant Slayer, Part Seventeen. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds yours by 200 or more or more without any help to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random.” 
 
      
 
    This is where Ros became truly stumped. How was one to interpret this? It wasn’t just that there shouldn’t be any mobs of this level in these parts—especially in such enormous numbers—how was it that no one had ever encountered their kind before? 
 
      
 
    What the bloody hell was going on here?! 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t even ask Digits, who was typically offline at this hour. But he could give it a try, anyway. 
 
      
 
    The chat window wouldn’t open. It felt as though Ros was still inside that peculiar page. He decided against browsing the forum—it would be a silly thing to do in an area infested by aggressive high-level mobs. 
 
      
 
    A search of the monsters’ carcasses didn’t yield many trophies—all Ros got was an enhanced crystalite club. An unremarkable item in terms of stats, but the material it was made of cost serious money. It could also be useful for jewelry—there wasn’t much crystalite sold on the open market, so that buying some meant paying through the nose. 
 
      
 
    The Soul Crystals, on the other hand, were a pleasant surprise—his Soul Traps had proved their worth. If these mobs were on par with the one he’d fought, they’d make trophies of the highest value. Ros had never seen anything like them before. Apart from Bug and Trathkazir, that is. But the former was a whole different kettle of fish—an extraordinary phenomenon altogether. 
 
      
 
    The bonuses for slaying the mob were nice, too. It might make sense to hunt more of them—his new pets would make that totally feasible. All he needed to do was get his gear up to snuff. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, I really am a noob!” Ros slapped himself on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    How hadn’t he realized it before?! Sure, he looked different now, but he was still wearing his old equipment! Might as well write his old name on his forehead. 
 
      
 
    Ros had a full set of gear prepared a while ago for precisely this purpose, stashed away in a bag hidden in one of those tricky slots of his legendary belt that he’d scored from his first raid of Trathkazir’s lair. He’d decided against splurging on top-of-the line items, opting for something less conspicuous and well-worn instead. He hadn’t intended to wear them for very long. 
 
      
 
    Still, he’d kept his approach to equipment creative—rather than just buy up a bunch of random stuff, he tried to pick out matching pieces that would convey at least somec sense of style. Having never exhibited a propensity for high fashion, he’d hoped that it would further aid in his disguise—his pursuers were more likely to be looking out for slobs. 
 
      
 
    And besides, how many players cared about style at lower levels? 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, the character standing on the road looked like a dyed-in-the-wool necromancer of the most menacing sort. clad all in black, with a dark blood-red amulet glinting on his chest and a skull embroidered on his cape in silver thread, he carried a staff with blades jutting out from either side, capable of giving his opponents a taste of cold steel besides magic. 
 
      
 
    Anyone who spotted someone like him in the vicinity of a mortuary would likely become a stutterer till the end of their days. 
 
      
 
    Ros drew deeper into the woods, climbing yet another tall tree and finding a spot near the very top before deciding it was safe enough to browse the forum. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t surprised at the numerous clickbait threads saying more or less the same thing. The hapless Rallia province had become the epicenter of strange events yet again. Only this time Ros had nothing to do with it. While he stayed in hiding, editing his character and taking care of other affairs, the players kept exchanging information actively that could be pieced together into a rough picture. 
 
      
 
    It was no secret that Rallia was a border province. That implied a border. And any Second World border implied certain complications. They were normally patrolled by squads of NPCs protecting the inhabited lands from whatever lived on the other side—as a rule, aggressive, unpleasant, and high in number. High-level players would go to such places to grind or get killed, as well as curious individuals and cartographers whose bravery verged on the suicidal. That was also where all kinds of fiends came from to raid human settlements. On the whole, these places could rightly be considered hot spots. 
 
      
 
    But not in this case. In fact, Rallia’s border was one of the most boring places in the world. It was considered a border for a single reason—no one could get past the vertical wall of rock that towered for miles. According to legend, what lay beyond was known as the Locked Lands. They were locked for a reason—the ancient mages, who were the usual suspects in all such cases, had been up to some unnatural stuff over there a long time ago. Namely, they were crossbreeding Chaos spawn with generic Second World stock. Rumor had it, they even contributed some of their own genetic material, indulging in these perversions long enough to spawn numerous offspring from their “guinea pigs.” But in the end, it was those very offspring that had brought about their downfall. The pandemonium that ensued was registered by other mages—ones less degenerate in their habits—who swiftly built an unscalable wall around this “corner of paradise.” 
 
      
 
    One of the segments of the wall came tumbling down last night. Some noob clan was blamed—they had decided to make a granite quarry there. The consensus was that their actions had been ill-advised—the cheap rock was nowhere near rare enough to take risks of this sort. 
 
      
 
    But who’d expect noobs to understand? 
 
      
 
    At any rate, the wall came down with such a crash that not a single windowpane was left intact within a ten-mile radius, and many a dish was shattered on the floor. Hordes of the distant offspring of crossbreeding enthusiasts began crawling out of the rift, their numbers in the thousands. The first thing the hideous things did to avenge the suffering of their ancestors was massacre everyone at the ill-fated quarry. And they would have kept at it still, for the workers’ bind point was right in the quarry, as per tradition. The security guards and the workers initially expressed great concern over this fact, and boo-hooed on several threads filled with lame and unconvincing excuses and claims they had played no part in the destruction of the barrier. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? You don’t say? Nope, we know nothing about anything. We don’t know who it was.” 
 
      
 
    There were no mages left in the world strong enough to repair the barrier, and the fiends did not stop at the quarry. Their advance parties were already approaching Arbenne, without a single village left intact on their way. A few high-level player groups tried to face the beasts for fun and profit, but that ended quite badly. 
 
      
 
    Quite badly for the players, that is. 
 
      
 
    Those reckless enough to get involved shared their experiences on the forum right upon respawn. They claimed there were at least a few dozen species of mobs participating in the invasion, and none of them had ever been encountered before. The few players lucky enough to kill so much as one specimen received achievements for discovering creatures that had not been in the bestiary. There were few other bonuses: the loot wasn’t that great, and it was hard to pick it up in battle. The creatures had a lot of HP, and they hit hard. The mobs were all in the 200-300 level range, and some of them even higher than that, for not even the highest-level characters could discern anything about them. The monsters were moving in a single wave that wasn’t comprised of the strongest. But if you managed to cut a path through their ranks, you would run into other squads, much more dangerous. 
 
      
 
    It was one of those squads that eventually sent the daredevils to their next incarnation. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, their reincarnation worked differently, too—the players could only get back to their bind points if the invaders hadn’t reached them yet. If the points were under the mobs’ control, the characters would find themselves revived at one of the Temples of Light in the Western Empire’s capital. 
 
      
 
    Moreover, no teleport anywhere in the vicinity worked anymore. Or, rather, there were a few that still functioned, but only the stationary ones located in the larger cities. And they only worked one way—away from the invaded area. Anyone who wanted to look at the mobs had to either walk or ride their mount there. 
 
      
 
    Teleportation scrolls didn’t work at all—in either direction. 
 
      
 
    The chat option didn’t work, either, even for players with expensive accounts and personal messengers. 
 
      
 
    Basically, none of it made any sense. The owners of mines and sawmills were very anxious to know how long all this hullabaloo would last, and how it would end. Some opined that the mobs would leave just as quickly as they had arrived. Others thought Rallia had been transitioned from a sleepy hinterland to a major location for high-level characters. There were lots of mobs, after all, and they were everywhere. All the players had to do was wait for some stability to set in. 
 
      
 
    But it made no sense to try resisting the horde until then. Unless someone simply wanted the thrill, or to be transported to the capital free of charge. 
 
      
 
    Relatively free, of course—one would lose some experience, or even some equipment if one got particularly unlucky. 
 
      
 
    Ros stopped reading the chaotic forum posts and got to thinking. His editor trick had evidently made him the sole survivor of the invasion. No groups of mobs could be seen anywhere, having apparently passed these parts. Apart from a few stragglers, like the one he’d fought. 
 
      
 
    He pondered his further course of actions. Would suicide help? He’d been meaning to visit the capital for a long time, after all. That was also the location of the imperial teleport. It was expensive, but he could use it to get to the Western European sector to do what he’d been planning all along—clear the one-off dungeon. 
 
      
 
    The last thing he’d been planning was to end up smack in the middle of an invasion. And yet, here he was—more than a little confused after everything that had happened, but still reluctant to leave the province. Ros was beginning to get used to trusting hunches in this world—especially with the unlocked and nicely leveled Seer stat. According to the forum, there were very few in Second World who’d resemble him in that respect. The stat was supposed to help the players foresee virtually anything, and turn it to their own advantage. 
 
      
 
    It was rather odd, then, that Ros could not foresee his abductions or any of these events. But could he foresee anything that he couldn’t possibly benefit from in the first place? 
 
      
 
    Right now, Ros badly wanted to explore the Locked Lands. No one had ever been there, after all. Aircraft was a concept alien to Second World, and no living thing could scale a wall as tall. It had been tried, but the lack of oxygen at the higher altitudes would eventually drive the brave souls back down, and no one had ever managed to solve that problem. 
 
      
 
    The horde that had spilled out of the rift had massacred everyone in the local mines, sawmills, and villages. The NPCs died, never to be reborn, and the players were dispatched far away—to the imperial capital. That came as some surprise, considering that the province had been relatively calm of late, and missing any high-level player squads—apart from the one that had hunted Ros. Therefore, the survivors were probably low in number. 
 
      
 
    It was possible there were no other players but him around for many miles. But that would probably change before too long. High-level players would likely band together to try to stop the invasion—either for experience or for the thrill. And upon prevailing, they would move right on to the ravaged land. 
 
      
 
    So, it would seem that Ros had a headstart on them, and he wasn’t about to waste it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “He didn’t end up in the capital like the rest of our guys. All the temples there are under control, but no one’s seen hide or hair of him.” 
 
      
 
    “Could he have changed his appearance again?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to watch everyone coming from Rallia.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have enough resources.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we have to stretch what we’ve got as far as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d need a miracle.” 
 
      
 
    “A miracle would be nice. He might reveal himself in some way.” 
 
      
 
    “What if he’s still in Rallia?” 
 
      
 
    “That seems to be the likeliest scenario to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Same here.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we send a squad?” 
 
      
 
    “A small one. Very circumspect.” 
 
      
 
    “And how would you go about it? These mobs made mincemeat of almost a hundred well-equipped top players. There are thousands of them, and seemingly a lot more where they came from.” 
 
      
 
    “If we send a large party, someone will inevitably brag about it somewhere, and we’ll have other clans tracking our every move. Would you prefer that?” 
 
      
 
    “If we send a small party, it will be a waste of XP and items for the guys.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what happens next. If he’s in Rallia, he won’t be able to get past the mobs. Teleports down there don’t function, either. The instant he gets snuffed, he’ll be transported right to the capital. And we’ve got everything under control there.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh really? You’re suggesting we take the city by storm just for him? The capital?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m suggesting nothing of the sort. All we need to do is locate him, and we’ll see how it all plays out. We did manage to get hold of him once.” 
 
      
 
    “For a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get luckier the next time.” 
 
      
 
    “We haven’t even managed to have a proper talk with him…” 
 
      
 
    A telephone conversation between officers of the J_P guild. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    When the developers were creating Second World, they populated it with hundreds of millions of NPCs that looked just like players. The AIs controlling them were so advanced that it would be hard to tell an NPC from a player fully in character even after a long conversation. That was the main reason why software-controlled characters had special symbols next to their names—so as not to be confused with human players. 
 
      
 
    There was never any crowd of unorganized NPCs—the developers initially aimed at creating several empires, a few countries, large and small, and several small territories with anarchic or similar rule. All of these states were engaged in active interactions: they traded, formed alliances, plotted, and waged wars against each other. Players could take part in that tangle of relations by doing quests, entering civil or military service, or affecting the state economy in some way. 
 
      
 
    There was an inflexible rule for character creation—one had to choose one of the thousands of starting cities as their birthplace. Those had everything a noob needed in the vicinity, or even in the city itself: low-level mobs, common plants required for Herbalism and Alchemy, cheap resources like copper, and everything else a fledging worker might need. 
 
      
 
    Players could choose any city from the list, but the editor recommended a shortlist of home cities located within their time zones. After all, it made sense to play on the same schedule with others, and not have some players depart for a good night’s sleep while other misfits who’d chosen the “wrong location” wander around in morbid solitude. Second World was a team game, after all. 
 
      
 
    In Ros’ case, he hadn’t been given much time to consider his choices—the system had chosen a starting city for him based on standard considerations. His chances of running into another player in the forest at night were negligibly low. Apart from the fact that the invading mobs had killed most of them, they were usually asleep around this time. 
 
      
 
    Only Ros could get no sleep. A rrokh’s vision could easily overcome the challenges of darkness, which was a considerable advantage. There’d be no such advantages during the day, when the chances of encountering a keen-eyed high-level mob were a lot higher. 
 
      
 
    It would make more sense for him to sleep for two or three hours in the daytime, and to use as much of the night as he could. 
 
      
 
    He could see the glow from a faraway fire ahead and slightly to the left. Ros actually felt encouraged—he’d been walking for some four hours without anything happening anywhere. It would be wrong to walk by without expressing any interest, so he decided to come closer and take a look. 
 
      
 
    It was a village. Or, rather, it had been a village before the night fell a few hours ago. He didn’t know whether it had been torched by the denizens of the Locked Lands or whether it was an open fire or a falling ember that started it after the locals had made their escape. Whatever the cause, all thirty houses were ablaze now, as well as the adjacent haylofts, woodpiles, and sheds. 
 
      
 
    Ros watched the mobs from a safe place at the edge of the woods as they moved past the fire. Their procession moved across fields and vegetable plots—the creatures didn’t seem to be in any hurry or frightful of the fire. They ambled along in a relaxed yet purposeful manner. They all looked similar—erect, with reptilian bodies whose massive tails left trails on the ground, and crocodile heads covered with funny-looking wide helmets that looked a bit like cloth caps. Each mob wielded an oval shield and a mace with long spikes, a halberd, or a spear. From time to time, he could spot the officers, distinguished by their long capes and swords at their belts. There was also the odd occasional mage identifiable by their weapons—short and long staves, or peculiar objects resembling tambourines. 
 
      
 
    He could not see any data about the mobs’ levels, but it didn’t come as any surprise. He wished to try his luck against one, but couldn’t fathom a way of doing it without running into fatal problems—none of the others would stand idly by, that much was clear. 
 
      
 
    However, he did get his chance eventually. The procession that had initially seemed endless started to dwindle, and eventually petered out completely. There was only a lone figure in the distance plodding down the beaten path. 
 
      
 
    Ros decided he couldn’t waste a chance like that. He didn’t mind dying. A victory, on the other hand, could net him a bunch of perks. He might also score another bestiary award for an unknown mob. Even without that, the potential reward was significant—as was the case with the first scavenger, provided the mob’s level was high enough. 
 
      
 
    Ros took out a soul crystal and cast Raise. 
 
      
 
    “Undead Scavenger Reptus. A non-sentient creature of the Locked Lands. Level: 246. Abilities: Spit Poison, Furious Attack, Decay, Wave of Blindness.” 
 
      
 
    Ros buffed the pet with everything he could, adding the Strangle skill and wondering how come the reptus had a whopping four skills of its own. Perhaps it was typical of a high-level mob, which also explained why they were so tough in a fight. 
 
      
 
    He noted that “leprus” and “reptus” had a similar spelling. It was a good omen, considering how much use he had gotten out of the former. He could only hope his new pet would turn out just as useful. 
 
      
 
    Ros had no wish to engage in battle on open land. There was a possibility that those who had gone forward would return, or that other stragglers might turn up. So, he crawled out of the bushes and whistled mockingly, waving his staff in a menacing way. The mob turned around at the suspicious sound. Its further behavior was perfectly predictable—it started running toward the source of the noise, waving his club around. 
 
      
 
    Ros had no plans of waiting till he got smacked in the head with that thing, turning around and starting for the thicket at a trot. The mob kept on his trail, and nearly managed to get its quarry when it ran into a new adversary among the trees. The reptus ambushed the creature, using each of its abilities one by one, since Ros wanted to find out how they worked. 
 
      
 
    The effect was mind-boggling. First, the reptus spat at the mob nonchalantly, causing ugly green spots to start growing on the creature’s skin. Then the pet spun around itself like a top, and its enemy became covered by a bell-shaped brown cloud. Afterwards, the pet’s body scattered a shower of dimly glowing sparks, and it leapt so fast its body became a blur, biting a chunk out of the monster’s shoulder, along with the bronze armor, right in midair. 
 
      
 
    The mob’s HP bar started to waver and shrink—the DoT[1]’s effects kept eating up the HP. The creature hissed and waved its club around blindly, managing to crush two saplings. Then its weapon lodged in a bigger tree, and the reptus took advantage of the situation by biting off the mob’s entire right forearm before delivering a powerful shield bash that sent the enemy reeling. 
 
      
 
    Ros barely managed to start healing the reptus when it jumped up and attacked its quarry again, strangling it as ordered. And yet the mob wouldn’t yield, furiously chewing on the pet’s head and hitting it in the side with the edge of its shield while seemingly completely oblivious to Ros’ Chaos Arrows. The two entangled bodies came crashing down and started rolling, with bushes and small trees breaking all around them. The din could be heard all around—he could only pray no one would come to investigate. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Marauding Tagrus. XP received: 12,992. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 340,023. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Creation, +25 to magic energy. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Congratulations! You have destroyed a monster 180 or more levels above yours! Achievement earned: Crazy Loner, Part Fifteen. Achievement bonus: +1 to every primary base stat, +5 undistributed secondary stat points. Random auxiliary stat unlocked: Swimming. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Giant Slayer, Part Fifteen. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds yours by 180 or more without any help to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random.” 
 
      
 
    Ros smiled like a cat who had just been given a bowl of fresh cream. Killing just two mobs had netted him more bonuses that the entire dungeon raid that had taken him and Digits four days to complete. 
 
      
 
    It seemed like a great idea to linger here a while longer. 
 
      
 
    The tagrus’ club turned out to be junk, and its armor was badly damaged—although it hadn’t been particularly good in the first place. However, its crude shield turned out to be of good quality, and enchanted to boot. 
 
      
 
    Ros assessed the object’s weight and decided against taking it along—a heavy trophy without an enchantment wouldn’t cost much. Why without, though? Because he was planning to study it. 
 
      
 
    The study didn’t yield much, however—the shield became common instead of good, losing lots of bonuses in the process. He still didn’t regret it—a little bit of progress in Enchanting, which he still had to unlock, was far more important. 
 
      
 
    As Ros moved along the path, he encountered three more mobs, one of them got him the Crazy Loner, Part Sixteen achievement. That added a point to each of his secondary stats, but there were no other bonuses. Two of the trophies were enchanted items, and Ros rendered them near-useless without a moment’s hesitation, though still failing to unlock the long-desired stat. 
 
      
 
    It seemed as if he were just dumping resources into a bottomless pit, having already wasted over a hundred and fifty enchanted items to no apparent purpose. 
 
      
 
    The mobs were perfect for grinding, but there was a twist: they rarely went out on their own, and finding solitary specimens was a challenge. But what else could he do? Facing even two of them at a time would be much too risky—Ros’ level just wasn’t high enough for like that. 
 
      
 
    Another unpleasant surprise was that he’d received no further bestiary achievements. He wasn’t the only one to face these creatures, after all—there must have been other tough guys playing explorer. It appeared that he’d been wrong in his assumption about the absence of competition. It was, however, possible that waves of such monsters had run into strong groups of players who got the upper hand and claimed the spoils of victory. 
 
      
 
    Just as the day was breaking, Ros reached the edge of the wood and saw a familiar landscape—he was near Arbenne. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    His very first city—his de facto birthplace in the game, which was thus associated with his most vivid impressions—had clearly seen better days. There were cracks with charred edges lining the walls, and smoke was coming from the towers reduced to piles of rubble. All of Arbenne was ablaze, but there was still fighting going on—he saw mass spell effects flash repeatedly in a few spots, which looked pretty high-level. 
 
      
 
    Ros watched the show for a while, then climbed into the bushes and fell asleep. He needed rest and didn’t care about the battle raging about a mile away. This place was as dangerous as any other. No one knew what the mobs were up to, after all. Should they decide to comb the area, he’d be done for. 
 
      
 
    No one bothered him. After a good rest, he came back to the edge of the wood. There were fewer fires in the city now, and no mobs in sight. They must have wiped the town off the province’s map, and moved on in search of new entertainment. 
 
      
 
    Not all of them, though. Hundreds of carcasses lay underneath the walls—that was the price of the siege. He couldn’t tell how many had met their end inside the city walls. Yet, judging by the final stages of the battle as witnessed by Ros, they hadn’t been given a very warm welcome, and their losses must have been substantial. 
 
      
 
    But what was that moving in the distance? He focused his vision and saw well-familiar processions leaving the city. The attackers had done their gruesome deed, and were moving on. The mobs were far enough away, but Ros decided not to leave his hiding place. Better to wait a bit. 
 
      
 
    He browsed the most recent posts in the hottest forum threads to while away the time. The events in Rallia were still all the buzz, just as he’d expected. It wasn’t every day that the mobs conquered an imperial capital—and kept on advancing, without any intention to stop. The Western Empire was in a turmoil. The emperor had deployed all his troops, and announced general recruitment—anyone with a character level 60 or higher could enlist. 
 
      
 
    Ros hadn’t encountered a single mob below 220, which meant the lower-level volunteers were in for some unforgettable experiences. Even he wouldn’t stand a chance against one of them without a pet, all of his beefed-up stats notwithstanding. However, he might stand a chance with proper equipment—especially against monsters without any control skills. But why waste hundreds or even thousands of gold pieces when he had a free pet? 
 
      
 
    Not that Ros had that kind of money, anyway. 
 
      
 
    There were a few theads in there that rubbed him the wrong way. Everybody was complaining about the Jeeps acting weird again—they were checking everyone reborn at the capital. Which meant Ros could find himself in an unpleasant situation in case of death. When a character died, the effects of any buffs, elixirs, or spells were canceled. He would thus find himself without the Veil of Mystery. Certain NPCs—and, probably, players as well—would be able to see he wasn’t a regular character before he’d get a chance to cast it again. 
 
      
 
    Today’s Rallia presented unprecedented opportunities for kicking the bucket, and Ros felt some anxiety about the goings-on in the capital. He started analyzing the problem in greater depth, turning to the very same forum for information. Additional research put his mind at rest—apparently, abducting a player in the center of the Western Empire’s capital, and in front of a Temple of Light to boot, was harder than spitting at the moon and having it land inside an empty bottle standing on the moon’s surface. The city was under the protection of the emperor’s personal army—fighter NPCs upwards of level 250. And there were so many of them that even the entire Jeep clan would feel like a hapless postman’s trouser leg in the jaws of an angry pit-bull if they overstepped their boundaries. 
 
      
 
    The defenders were also helped by the city itself—or, rather, the magical aura covering it. Apart from everything else, the emperor was one of the Second World’s most powerful mages. No one knew what the NPC’s level might be, but it was generally suspected to be around 400 at least. His family boasted slightly lower levels, but they compensated for it by wearing really expensive equipment—and they could well afford it. 
 
      
 
    A single mage like that was worth a hundred of any clan’s strongest warriors. Apart from that, no one but the emperor and his family could use attack magic within the city—the aura rendered anybody else’s attempt useless. Therefore, any clan that would start a skirmish in the city would lose a lot in terms of reputation—and, invariably, funds. And the tactical problems they would encounter would be enormous. 
 
      
 
    Whoever might survive the firestorm launched by the emperor and his kin would be trampled to death by the heavily armored guards. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, even if they managed to identify Ros, capturing him would not be easy. He would just blow them a raspberry and use a personal teleport to escape. Then he’d wait for Clean Slate to cool down and change his appearance again. He’d be able to play this game as long as needed, provided he didn’t get trapped the way it had happened back at the moat of Arbenne. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t real life—even an ellerium cage couldn’t hold him forever. And should worse come to worst, he could wait for the bind point to expire and then use the non-magic Voluntary Exit skill. Every player had it, and it was intended for these very situations. The cooldown was one month, but it would get him to any city he’d ever visited, or to the capital of the state where he’d be held captive. It involved dying, of course, as well as losing experience, and, possibly, equipment as well, but then he would resurrect at one of the Temples of Light. 
 
      
 
    The slight panic he had initially felt was abating. He knew now that even if someone kidnapped him, he wouldn’t stay kidnapped for long. Still, it would make more sense to avoid the kidnapping altogether. Ros didn’t know how they’d managed to identify him, but it was perfectly clear to him how they had found him afterwards. After spending three days in Arbenne exterminating those unfortunate grass snakes, it was little wonder that he’d been made by someone who’d known whom to look for. 
 
      
 
    He decided there was nothing to fear. His relations with the unrelenting J_P guild had entered a new phase: they knew too much about him, while he realized their options were rather limited. He could move to a sector where they appeared rarely—or never—and they were welcome to waste as much money and resources as they wanted in hopes of catching him. 
 
      
 
    Weirdos. They could have tried to talk to him first. He might have even been eager to comply with their wishes. 
 
      
 
    The only question was, could they have offered anything that would have been of value to him? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ros approached the city with every possible precaution. The mobs were long gone, but he thought he saw suspicious silhouettes moving about a few times. He wasn’t entirely sure if he was hallucinating them. He left his pet in the sparse bushes that grew about a quarter of a mile from the city wall just in case some of the defenders had survived. A creature like that would strike them as suspicious at the very least—more likely, they would attack it and ask questions later—and Ros would rather avoid unnecessary conflict. 
 
      
 
    He found the first bodies some six hundred feet away into the city—the range of the cheap catapults installed on the walls. Arbenne had always been a sleepy town, far away from the dangerous areas, so the defenders didn’t even have many of those catapults and martinets, and the ones they did have didn’t do much damage. As he drew to within three hundred feet from the wall—the typical range of archers and mages—the piles of bodies grew larger and more numerous. 
 
      
 
    Ros stopped there for a while to loot all the corpses he could. He would surely find more trophies inside the city, but his gut told him not to hurry to get inside the walls. The city was still burning, and any time the wind blew from the direction of Arbenne, he could feel it singe the hair on his head. He dreaded to imagine what it was like on the inside. 
 
      
 
    Ros looted two or three items from virtually every mob, all of them in the level 200+ range, and of no lower quality than enhanced. Unfortunately, most of the loot was trash according to how Second World worked. At those levels players normally scorned even good quality gear, so he could only sell this stuff for scrap—and not even all of it. 
 
      
 
    But Ros didn’t worry about that—each of the items had some sort of an enchantment, no matter how weak. Inasmuch as he understood the mechanics of how one unlocked that stat, higher-level items yielded more experienced when studied, so the useless items should prove useful yet. 
 
      
 
    The only reason why Ros didn’t get to it at once was that he didn’t want to linger in an open space. Having filled every slot of a large bag and hidden it in a slot on his belt, he moved on to another one, happy to have deposited all his extra items in a bank’s storage cell. He could carry around a ton and a half now without any penalties, possibly even more. 
 
      
 
    He decided to invest in five expensive bags as soon as he got the money for them. He’d already picked out what he needed: 170 slots or more, and a 40% weight reduction. That would raise his carrying capacity to two and a half tons, factoring in the combined effect of the bags and his belt, without any noticeable penalties. 
 
      
 
    His dreams of transforming his character into an equivalent of a truck were interrupted most unpleasantly—by a long arrow with golden fletching plunging into his left forearm. 
 
      
 
    “HedTeSdjo hits you for 290 damage.” 
 
      
 
    Ros was on the move before the echo of his yelp of pain faded, rolling instinctively to the right, away from the archer. And just in time, too—something buzzed through the air menacingly, passing just above him. Falling to the ground, Ros covered himself with a mob carcass, pulled out the arrow, and hastily cast Heal. Then he dispelled the bleeding caused by the hastily done surgery. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you!” someone shouted from a distance. “Beat it! These mobs are mine!” 
 
      
 
    Ros exhaled with relief—it was just a competitor in the dishonorable business of looting someone else’s kills. He’d feared it would be much worse. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t say anywhere on the mobs that they’re yours!” 
 
      
 
    “I killed them!” 
 
      
 
    “You?! Don’t make me laugh! You dealt less damage to a clothie like me than a wolf cub at a newbie zone!” 
 
      
 
    “Two more arrows, and you’ll be talking trash in your long johns in the capital! Leave the mobs alone, and I’ll leave you alone! I’m telling you! Hey! What the… Shit!!!” 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t like that last cry of his unseen opponent—some third party appeared to have meddled. He tried to raise his head to get a glimpse at what was going on, and cried out in pain—something hit him right in the face, and it felt like he was stung by a hundred angry wasps. 
 
      
 
    “The unknown creature hits you for 384 damage. Critical damage sustained: you have been blinded. Critical damage sustained: you cannot get up.” 
 
      
 
    He could cast spells blind, too, but at a much reduced speed. Ros cast Heal first, but didn’t manage to dispel the effect—something hit his staff so hard he heard a sickening crack, and he saw a log message he’d never encountered before: “Your weapon is damaged and needs to be repaired.” 
 
      
 
    Unceremonious paws lifted him up, placing him upright. The darkness before his eyes started to clear, and he saw himself surrounded by unpleasant-looking creatures resembling hunchbacked Neanderthals with extra hair and a bony ridge on their backs. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    He raised his hand instinctively, trying to cast a Chaos Arrow. 
 
      
 
    “Your weapon is damaged, and has lost all its qualities. You cannot use the chosen ability. Change your weapon, or cast the spell without the aid of the broken item.” 
 
      
 
    One of the mobs hit the staff with the butt of a spear. Ros got the hint and put the damaged weapon away. 
 
      
 
    The creatures wielded all sorts of weapons: light clubs, short spears, daggers on wide belts, and spiked chains of some sort. One of the mobs placed a noose attached to a long stick on Ros’ neck, tightened it a little and started to drag him along. He had to march on—the rest of the creatures kept guard from behind. 
 
      
 
    He saw a similar procession to the left of the city—a mob with a captive, with more mobs bringing up the rear. As Ros saw the name, he couldn’t help but grin in satisfaction. It was HedTeSdjo—the very same bastard with a bow who didn’t feel like sharing mob carcasses. Like Ros, he must have been so engrossed in their exchange that he never saw the mobs approach. A dark elf… Figures, Ros had never been fond of dark elves. Nor of their light kin and their many variations. 
 
      
 
    The mob kept dragging him by pulling on the stick, choking him and making him dizzy from lack of oxygen, but Ros still dragged his feet as slowly as he could. He had nowhere to hurry—his pet was following the creatures with orders to protect its owner. The reptus was much larger than the “Neanderthals,” and Ros believed it would make quick work of them. 
 
      
 
    The creatures noticed the pet approach from far away and arranged themselves in a semicircle formation, their weapons at the ready. One of the kidnappers took a step forward and raised a short staff above the head, which emitted a swarm of black dots that hit the approaching reptus. The pet stumbled, raised its paws and began rubbing its snout vigorously. It never noticed the approaching mobs as they closed their ranks around it and attacked. 
 
      
 
    The fight was over in some six or seven seconds. Ros realized that the “Neanderthals” may have been weaker than the reptus, but not by much. Apart from that, the mage with his nasty debuff had done them a good turn—the poor pet never managed to do any damage, flailing its paws wildly but uselessly as death came swooping in. 
 
      
 
    “So, they got you, too, eh, asshole?” said HedTeSdjo smugly as he approached. “It’s all because of you!” 
 
      
 
    “You should look in the mirror more often if you want to see someone responsible for all your troubles.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pity I didn’t get to waste you, shithead.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, these guys will fix everything shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are they, anyway?!” 
 
      
 
    “You might want to read about them on the forum.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and let them strangle me while I leave my body here? Screw you, I ain’t gonna lose any XP.” 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t give a damn about the player or his XP, and he didn’t feel like chatting with his kind, so he decided to stop talking. 
 
      
 
    A large group of the same mobs waited on the other side of the copse, where the prisoners were taken. There was a camp here—wagons on high wheels, canvas awnings, and draft animals resembling dinosaurs whose name Ros couldn’t recall, with ridges of bony scales along their backs and long tails, long necks, and small heads unlikely to contain much brain matter. A jerry-built pen stood at the center, with four players inside: a dwarf, an orc, a human, and a norder, or at least a half-norder with the other half being less than apparent. The race was rare enough—players disliked norders due to the bony scales scattered chaotically all over their body. Their faces were especially hideous, as though plastered with small tortoises. Even male players disliked looking that ugly, and no woman in her right mind would become a norder by choice. 
 
      
 
    The first two players were obviously workers, but hardly hopeless noobs. Ros took a look at their equipment and decided it wasn’t of the cheapest sort. The human was clad in chainmail, with greaves that looked expensive, a helmet that was probably above average, but not the vambraces. Your typical warrior. The norder looked much the same, and was equipped similarly. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, fellas, what’s shaking?” asked the garrulous elf the moment they entered the pen. 
 
      
 
    “We thought you’d tell us,” replied the norder gruffly. 
 
      
 
    Emerging from the catatonic state associated with logging off or reading the forum, the orc shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No mention about any of this anywhere. What’s all this supposed to mean? Whoever’s heard of mobs kidnapping people?” 
 
      
 
    “It can happen,” said the warrior morosely. “But I’ve never heard of it happening here. You can’t identify those mobs, either.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be nice to kill one of every kind,” the norder sighed. “You get achievements for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure. I’ve been thinking of that myself. Not a bad achievement, either. You get two rewards—a small one for killing the critter, and then some more once you get to the Academy. But it doesn’t seem like these mobs are too keen on being killed by anyone. Whoa, and what the hell is that supposed to be?!” 
 
      
 
    A group of three mobs approached the pen. One of them differed from the other two—and from everybody else as well. He was considerably taller, not as hunchbacked as the rest, and even showing something like proud poise. A luxurious cape covered his back, and he wielded an exquisite long staff with bright green dots buzzing around the tip chaotically. 
 
      
 
    The most interesting thing was that the mob had a name. 
 
      
 
    “Agythric, leader of the slaveowner gang. Level: hidden. Abilities: hidden. Stats: hidden.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your second named creature. You receive a reward: +8 to Vigor. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I got an achievement!” cried out a jubilant HedTeSdjo. “Only it’s noobish. Just a single health point.” 
 
      
 
    “And I got three Fury points, which I couldn’t care less about,” grumbled the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “You can get more at the Academy,” said the norder. “It’s a named mob, after all, and they give you good rewards for those.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if a whole bunch of us discovered it?” asked Ros. 
 
      
 
    “A single player would get more, but this is worth something, too.” 
 
      
 
    He decided to pay the Academy a visit as soon as he’d get out. Having discovered lots of mobs, he might end up with a nice “bulk” reward. 
 
      
 
    Agythric stopped next to the pen, examined the prisoners with small eyes buried behind the fur, and said in a screechy voice: 
 
      
 
    “You are our meat. Either you die, or you bring gold. We need a lot of gold. You shall work as much as you’re told. And bring as much gold as you’re told. Whoever’s lazy will stay hungry, and whoever runs away will stay naked.” 
 
      
 
    The named mob raised his staff, and a thin ray of light from its tip struck the orc in the head. The orc’s eyes bulged and he groaned in surprise. He stayed silent for a few seconds, and then started moaning and shaking his head. All his clothes went up in a blaze and disappeared, replaced miraculously by pair of dirty trousers and a shabby jacket. Agythric repeated the procedure with HedTeSdjo, the result being the same. Then it was the norder’s term, who broke the pattern. 
 
      
 
    Once the ray hit him in the head, he froze for a couple of seconds, and then yelled: 
 
      
 
    “Kill yourselves, whoever still hasn’t!…” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t manage to complete the phrase, falling silent like everybody else, unable to utter anything more. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ turn came just when he was about to pull out his dagger, plunge it deep into his chest and twist it a few times, hoping that would bring his HP all the way down to zero. 
 
      
 
    Alas, he never got to do it. The ray hit him faster, and he could no longer move his body. Against his expectations, there was no pain—just a slight tingling at the back of his head (not in his forehead, oddly enough). 
 
      
 
    “You receive a quest: Slave in the Locked Lands. Quest conditions: meet the mining quota. Quest duration: 30 days. Reward: freedom and transportation to the borders of the occupied territory or any Western Empire city known to you. Additional reward: unknown. The reward depends on exceeding the production quota. You lose all your possessions except for the bags for the duration of the quest. Your possessions will be returned to you upon completion of the quest. The quest cannot be refused. Alternative completion option: pay Agythric a ransom of fourteen thousand golden Imperial guineas. Attention! Your bind point will be changed to one chosen by Agythric for the duration of the quest. Attention! If you escape or fail to complete the quest due to any event, you will not be able to get your possessions back.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Execution error! You are wearing an item containing four bags. Illegal operation. Item expropriation without the loss of bags is impossible. Condition update: the item containing the bags will remain in your inventory.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Item lost: Enchanted Golden Thylbit Mage’s Ring.” “Attention! Item lost: Enchanted Moontear Ring.” “Attention! Item lost: Enchanted Magical Ring of Master Daedric (Named).” “Attention! Item lost…” 
 
      
 
    Ros went into a stupor as he browsed through the list of lost equipment. It was a long one. He’d never heard of anything like this! This was highway robbery! So much hard-earned equipment lost… Sure, some of the pieces may not have been that great, but so much time and effort had gone into getting them. And judging by the quest’s description, it would take him a month to get it all back. 
 
      
 
    Unless he’d missed something, that is. 
 
      
 
    He spent the next three hours in the pen, silently watching the mobs bring in new captives. He could do nothing to warn them—the accursed Agythric had used a spell of an incredible duration that left him completely mute. All he could do was bulge his eyes, but the careless idiots just went in like sheep, unaware of what was in stock for them, and let themselves get robbed. 
 
      
 
    Ros browsed the forum, finding it full of cries of woe from fellow players suffering the same fate. Many refused to believe them, while others spared no invective cursing the developers who dared to infringe on the most sacred of all things—the characters’ private possessions. 
 
      
 
    The administration remained silent. 
 
      
 
    That was typical of most cases, no matter how scandalous. 
 
      
 
    So far, no one had the slightest idea of what was going on in Rallia and how long the chaos would last. There was nothing but assumptions, most of them far-fetched. 
 
      
 
    The only thing that was clear as day was that this was no mere invasion of brainless mobs one might expect in a border province. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, the capture of players for exploitation and the confiscation of all their possessions was something quite unprecedented. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Ros was grinning like an idiot. It wasn’t that he was so happy, but he couldn’t help it once he saw where they were being taken. He’d spent the evening and the night in the shaky wagon, alongside the stiff bodies of all the other unfortunates—most had gone offline to read the forum articles, write unnecessary complaints to the administration, get on with their other affairs, or just to get some shuteye. As for him, he enjoyed all the pleasures of traveling in a rattling wagon without any suspension or other amenities for the passengers. 
 
      
 
    They unloaded the wagon in the morning, without paying any attention to who was awake, who was sleeping, and who was just a puppet without a puppeteer. Those who could walk were harried into a narrow passage between two walls of rock. Those who couldn’t were dragged across the path strewn with sharp stones. 
 
      
 
    The passage was well-guarded and secured. Ros counted four walls with narrow iron-plated gates, with five or six armed mobs guarding each one. Behind the last one was a small square with tents and awnings spread chaotically all around. There were cones of smelting furnaces in the distance, but they stood cold. Right behind all of that he saw a well-familiar crater, the kind he’d seen twice before: back when he used to work for the Swords, and then again during his thylbit dungeon run. 
 
      
 
    It was three times that he had seen them, in fact, since he’d cleared out the dungeon twice. 
 
      
 
    He was in a mine once again. Those bastards had dragged him there, and he bore no illusions as to his purpose here. 
 
      
 
    More than a hundred perplexed players huddled together, eyeing the mobs surrounding them warily. Agythric ascended one of the guard towers, stretched heartily, then yawned and gave a brief speech. 
 
      
 
    “You are meat! Anyone who dies winds up here!” he pointed to a pole with the skull of some beast with enormous fangs on top of it. 
 
      
 
    Just like the bind point at the Sword Power mine, this one was inside a circle of unhewn stone. All the variety of Second World notwithstanding, there was a tendency for standard templates. 
 
      
 
    Agythric kept going. 
 
      
 
    “Over there!” The mob pointed toward the crater. “The pit! You take pickaxes and go dig down there chop-chop! Dig for ore! Dig for gold! You dig ten chunks a day, we give you lots of yummy food! You dig nothing, you get no food! Water’s in the well! There’s a lot of water in the mine, too—you can drink as much as you like! We are generous, so you don’t have to pay for water with ore! You work for thirty days, then go! Away from here! We won’t need you anymore! Or you can dig up three hundred ore chunks. Then you can go, too. Got it? The awning is over there, you will find excellent pickaxes! You take them and you work hard! Those who do nothing will get no yummy food—they’ll just drink water!” 
 
      
 
    Alter the appearance and the voice a little, and replace the awning with a guard tower, and he’d be just like Greedie. They even looked similar. 
 
      
 
    Speak of the cyclic nature of events… 
 
      
 
    While everyone was looking stumped and trying to digest the news, Ros pushed his way through the crowd and approached the awning. He was still uncertain of what to do next—and how could anyone be certain without knowing what was going on? Productive labor might be just what he needed for some clarity or mind. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t alone as he got to the awning—the dwarf he had seen upon first winding up in the pen was shuffling along next to him, all businesslike. He must have been an experienced worker, and in a hurry to snatch himself a proper tool. 
 
      
 
    When the dwarf saw the pile of pickaxes, he made a face and drawled: 
 
      
 
    “I’ve ne-e-e-ver seen such junk—even back at my first and most noobish mine.” 
 
      
 
    Ros picked up one of the tools that looked slightly better than the rest. 
 
      
 
    “Novice Miner’s Pickaxe. Tool and crushing weapon. Physical damage: 1-2. Tool bonus: 2-4 to damage to rock. Requirements: none. Weight: 3.26 kg. Durability: 22/75” 
 
      
 
    “Total crap,” he agreed. 
 
      
 
    “You have your Mining & Quarrying leveled up?” the dwarf asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “You need the skill to be at 25 for gold, and mine’s only at 13,” sighed the short stuff. “I’ll be losing a lot of ore because of penalties.” 
 
      
 
    Ros had Mining & Quarrying at 16, which was also insufficient. His only hope was that other stats such as Craftsman and Creation helped miners a lot—so said the rumors, at least. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a mage, aren’t you?” inquired the dwarf. 
 
      
 
    “Yup.” 
 
      
 
    “Got any buffs? To Attack?” 
 
      
 
    “I have something to amplify damage. And Vigor regen.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you cast them on me before we go down there? I’ll help in any way I can, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf offered him a sausage-fingered paw. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Goro, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros,” he said, and nearly bit his tongue. 
 
      
 
    Too many people knew this name. 
 
      
 
    Although… 
 
      
 
    There were hundreds of millions of players, and they all preferred to use short names with just three or four letters to address each other. There must have been thousands of Roses running around. 
 
      
 
    “Have you taken your pick?” The dwarf nodded toward the pile of tools. 
 
      
 
    “Do we have a choice? They all have the same damage stats, so any of them will do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking. So, shall we get to it?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d work near you, but this mine looks far from simple. Whoever had dug it was anything but a specialist. So, we shouldn’t stand too close to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, higher chance of a rockfall.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you sure know your stuff… Aren’t you a human by race? What was the point of learning Mining & Quarrying?” 
 
      
 
    “I try to unlock everything I can. And it brought some profit, too. Do you seriously intend to work here?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see why not. Did you hear what that bony ape said? It’s a goldmine, or it has gold alongside other ores, as is usually the case. They want us to bring them ten chunks a day, but they didn’t say anything else. I have a big bag, and I can stash away a good deal. If I manage to stuff it full, I might even make some money. This isn’t a clan-owned mine, so there are no inventory control agreements, and you can keep whatever you like.” 
 
      
 
    “The quest description said there’d be an extra reward for exceeding the quota.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure. Have you seen these critters’ snouts? And their equipment? It’s all noobish, and they still look smug. Are you sure they’ll part with anything useful?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the point in such a quest otherwise?” 
 
      
 
    “So that the likes of me could earn a bit of moolah.” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly all the miners and other workers have been killed—they hardly captured anyone. I’ve only seen two other dwarves in the crowd.” 
 
      
 
    “There were two orcs, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they didn’t really look like miners.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough.” 
 
      
 
    “How are the rest of them going to handle it? I’m not sure they know which end of the pickaxe is the business end.” 
 
      
 
    “Sucks to be them. They’re going to have a totally infernal month. If I were them, I’d leave their characters and take a break from the game.” 
 
      
 
    “A famished character dies.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure. But if you keep from moving and stay absolutely still, you won’t die for six or seven days, maybe more. After that, if you still keep immobile, it will take half that time to die. That wouldn’t lose you much experience, and you get to keep your stuff. The worst thing is that you’d still have to pay for your account. But trying to work in a mine with a fighter character is even worse. They can’t so much as see the ore, and their chances of coming back with anything but copper are minute.” 
 
      
 
    As they kept talking, they didn’t even notice reaching the bottom of the crater. There were several smelting furnaces here, just like at Ros’ first mine, but only one of them produced any smoke, and even that was barely visible. There were four unarmed mobs sitting on rocks around it, dressed in nothing but filthy aprons. They started to wave their thin hairy arms and yell in thin voices, 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Food! Give us food, we so hungry! Come on! Share food! No be greedy!” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have any ourselves,” replied Goro and pointed to the main tunnel entrance. “The mine really sucks. I’ve seen a few like it—only unaffiliated miners dare to work there. Rockfalls are very common, and you run into all kinds of critters. Looks like we’re in for a lot of respawning. You should take it easy, Ros. There aren’t any galleries, and it’s one hell of a maze. Very easy to get lost.” 
 
      
 
    “My Cartography is pretty high.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, don’t take any risks—the further away you get from the entrance, the more mobs there will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, then buff me, and I’m off.” 
 
      
 
    Ros cast the buffs that amplified physical damage and hastened Vigor regeneration, telling the dwarf: 
 
      
 
    “These buffs won’t last long without my staff and the rest of my equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they’ll see me through the beginning, at least. Good luck, Ros. Be seeing you.” 
 
      
 
    The dwarf entered the tunnel. Ros looked behind him and saw other players descending with pickaxes in their hands. He followed Goro. Congestion was always a bad idea, making rockfalls far more likely. He should get as far as possible before the main body of the players would arrive, and try not to get eaten. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Ros had never seen a mine like this. It was really more like a cave. Nothing like the usual straight tunnels with grooves for the cart wheels, and no galleries for mining. It was a maze of winding passages, some of them so narrow you had to squeeze through sideways, others growing into enormous halls with stalactites the size of a log hanging from the ceiling. The walls looked like molten wax, often with mildew or lush moss growing at the bottom. There were mushrooms there as well. Ros couldn’t tell the species, but fat woodlice and jet-black centipedes seemed to be interested. There was a smell of dampness and something musty that he couldn’t identify. 
 
      
 
    There was a lot of ore of various kinds. The most common varieties were plain old copper and tin, but there was other stuff as well: lead, zinc, and iron. He even came across silver twice. There were non-metallic resources, too: quartz, amethyst, agate, and jasper. Those were valuable enough, but he was looking for something different. 
 
      
 
    Ros had a whopping 17 Perception points—high enough even for a player pushing level 200. He also had a few stats that boosted it. This meant he no longer had to peer at the rock for ages on end—the cave walls let him know what treasures they concealed by the faint color-coded glints of ore veins. But it still took him about ten minutes to find what he’d been looking for—the level of the resource was just too high, and the resource itself, too rare. 
 
      
 
    “Quartz vein, fissured, rust-colored, impregnated with pyrite and small grains of gold. Chance of finding a piece of gold ore: 84.56%. Chance of finding an additional piece of gold ore: 9.92%. Chance of discovering an unexpected resource: 0.02%.” 
 
      
 
    The chances looked much better than what he remembered from his first mine, and comparable to those encountered in the thylbit dungeon. That much was good. However, the fact that gold required Mining & Quarrying to be at 25 was real bad news. Ros should be able to mine for gold, but the risk of wasting time and receiving nothing in return was rather high. Although his Luck should compensate for it. 
 
      
 
    On second thought, better not rely on Luck overly much. He hadn’t been particularly lucky of late. Maybe his Luck was broken? 
 
      
 
    Or, perhaps, it had decided to lie low, and then shower a torrent of bonuses upon him? 
 
      
 
    That would be nice… 
 
      
 
    Gold wasn’t copper—the resource had a lot more “HP.” Ros also had a good-for-nothing pickaxe that wasn’t particularly suited to high-level resource production. Additionally, he had minimized his Attack for easier leveling of the stat and subsequent redistribution of the points among stats more useful for a mage. All of the above affected the mining speed—the vein took him almost ten minutes of continuous tapping. 
 
      
 
    “Lump of low-grade gold ore. Weight: 1.02 kg. Metal content: 0.68%.” 
 
      
 
    Ros placed the first trophy in the bag and scurried along to find the next. He needed nine more, and he didn’t want to go hungry. When losing health due to hunger, you couldn’t restore it with healing spells. Only high-level healers could do it, and that capacity was limited, too—you still needed a proper meal afterwards, and the sooner, the better. Also, if you went without food for a long time, your mana and Vigor stopped regenerating. Ros didn’t plan on laying about for a month and occasionally dying from starvation. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, just after getting his second lump of ore, he was about to keep moving when he got attacked by a macabre-looking creature that fell onto his head from the wall of the cavern. It looked like a spider, but instead of legs it had six furry arms with long and thin fingers tipped with razor-sharp talons. 
 
      
 
    Ros lost half his HP trying to break the creature’s grip, and suffered a Bleeding effect in the process. Running off to the side, he dispelled the debuff, and then cast Sleep at the rapidly approaching mob. Despite his high Intellect, the spell didn’t take. 
 
      
 
    He really missed the staff. Even the most primitive kind would significantly raise the chance of using a magic skill successfully. 
 
      
 
    Entangling Roots worked—the mob became immobile just a few steps away from Ros, desperately trying to jerk itself free. 
 
      
 
    The rrokh unleashed a Chaos Arrow, followed by another one. 
 
      
 
    “You hit the unidentified creature for 183 damage.” “You hit the unidentified creature for 202 damage.” 
 
      
 
    The mob pulled itself free, leaped, and hit him with four of its paws at once. 
 
      
 
    “The unknown creature hits you for 389 damage.” 
 
      
 
    Ros hurried to heal himself, and then again. The critter puffed itself up and gave a piercing whistle that made his legs stop moving. The spider with hands for feet then jumped up and started spinning like a top, its talons tearing through Ros’ body like a chainsaw. 
 
      
 
    The skill didn’t deal that much damage by itself, but it had a very high attack speed, and Ros couldn’t get away since he couldn’t move. 
 
      
 
    “The unknown creature hits you for 143 damage.” “The unknown creature hits you for 156 damage.” “The unknown creature hits you for 139 damage.” “Critical damage sustained: you are bleeding. You are losing hit points rapidly.” “The unknown creature hits you for 158 damage.” 
 
      
 
    Everything went dark before his eyes, and Ros fell into a well-familiar darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The unknown creature kills you. XP lost: 10.1% of the current value. Attention! Use scrolls and skills that lower the loss of experience upon death, or have players with high-level resurrecting skills help you. Attention! Another death may result in the loss of a level! You are resurrected at your current bind point: Locked Lands, Granite Wall Ridge, Rotten Canyon Mine. Current owner: Agythric’s Gang. There is high likelihood of aggressive actions from monsters and players. It is not recommended to place your bind points in dangerous zones.” 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t the first time Ros was reading this rather unpleasant message, and it was barely noon. His loss of XP resulted in a level loss, dropping him back to 44. This was less annoying than the low production rate—he’d only amassed five lumps thus far—and the fact that he still couldn’t get in touch with Digits. 
 
      
 
    But the worst thing was that he didn’t see any way out of his predicament. The local mobs were too strong, killing him before he could take off so much as ten percent of their HP. That was without Chaos Aura, which could further reduce the opponent’s HP by as much, but only once per battle. He couldn’t summon any pets—that would require a soul crystal, and those had been confiscated along with the rest of his stuff. And scoring a new crystal was impossible, for it would require not Ros’ death, but that of his enemies. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t just a “rag” now—he was a naked rag without any protection, utterly helpless. 
 
      
 
    What was it that Digits had said? Something about Ros’ souped-up stats being sufficient to easily dispense with mobs in the 100+ level range even without decent gear. But who could have predicted that his character would be facing such monsters completely naked? Even stats were rendered largely useless in such a case, only really preventing him from being one-shot. The difference in levels also amplified incoming damage while reducing his damage output and critical hit probability. Even if the latter effect wasn’t all that manifest, it would be felt when the difference was substantial enough. 
 
      
 
    Ros was even worse than a rag. He was less than zero against such foes. 
 
      
 
    His morbid thoughts overwhelmed him. Sitting down onto one of the flat stones near the bind point, he opened the forum. He could only register under his character’s current name, so Ros couldn’t disguise himself—he had to log on as Tarros4. 
 
      
 
    He used the search option to find an old thread where Digits warned him of danger—he didn’t trust his memory to input his complex name correctly—and sent him a private message. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear about the events in Rallia? I got lucky as usual—right in the thick of it all. I’m more or less alive and well, working as a slave in a mine. You need three hundred lumps of ore to get out. You can also pay them off or stay here until the end of the term. It’s hard to mine for ore, paying ransom would be a waste of money—which I don’t have, anyway—and the slaver mobs won’t take my word for it. The term is one month, and I’d prefer not to waste that much time. Escape is a non-option—there’s just a single exit that leads through a narrow canyon with several walls guarded by high-level mobs. So, yeah, I’m amazed at just how ‘lucky’ I am.” 
 
      
 
    As Ros re-entered the game, he was about to get up and head into the mine for yet another inglorious death. But then a strange noise made him stop—something he’d never heard here before. Someone was crying nearby—bawling loudly and desperately. 
 
      
 
    He turned around and saw something strange—the resurrection circle was filled with bodies of logged-off players, and there was a girl crouching among them, crying out loud while covering her face with her hands. 
 
      
 
    He’d have to be an odd egg to ignore something like that. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” he addressed her. 
 
      
 
    The girl gave a jerk, turned around, looked at him with her hands still covering her face, and sobbed. 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Leave where?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… All of them… Would you just look? They all logged off. Abandoned their characters. They no longer go down into the mine.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what do I have to do with it? Why would I leave?” 
 
      
 
    “What would you do here? Only dwarves can mine for ore. They get killed, but they still go and try. They don’t mind losing XP—they’re all either level zero or level 10. But for the rest of us, there’s no point—the local mobs will slaughter you a dozen times a day. I got killed three times, and I haven’t found a single lump of ore. So, why bother going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you’re crying?” 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded slightly, then took her hands from her tear-stained face, and explained: 
 
      
 
    “I lost a level. And I’ve just gotten equipped correspondingly. I won’t be able to wear my gear even when they give it back—the penalties for my class are way too high. Leveling with no equipment is just out of the question—I’m only level 93, after all…” 
 
      
 
    “You can find something cheap for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t got a penny left. I invested everything into my character. Nothing at all. And I cannot afford to lose a month. I had plans—I cannot just sit around like this.” 
 
      
 
    Ros felt a strange feeling looking at the girl. It was as if he’d seen her like before. Then he nearly slapped himself on the forehead—how could he have been so blind? 
 
      
 
    She was lean—but not scrawny, as one might think at first glance, for the rags dispensed by the mobs wouldn’t flatter the most attractive figure. Her hands were slender, with narrow palms. She had porcelain-colored skin and a delicate neck, but the overall effect was one of harmony and balance. The face was like everything else: delicate features, a small mouth and a tiny nose, with green eyes that were a little larger than normal. She looked more confused than sad, though that could hardly be considered a flaw. Also, the symbol next to her name testified to her appearance being based on her real-life looks, and one couldn’t make major changes to one’s features, but only minor tweaks, such as hairstyle. Her auburn hair reached all the way down to her waist—Ros doubted she had them as long in real life. 
 
      
 
    She was a flighting. They were a peculiar race with many drawbacks, and had to rely completely on others. Incapable of learning any powerful combat skills, and boasting no racial bonuses to combat. But they did have something else. These dainty creatures made excellent healers and even better buffers—the best the game could offer. 
 
      
 
    Anyone planning a serious raid couldn’t do better than have a flighting on their team. A flighting’s support could boost the strength of fighters enough to make a party with cheap equipment nearly equal in strength to a similar party clad in epic and legendary items. A few waves of the hand, and a fighter wearing five thousand gold pieces’ worth of equipment became the equivalent of one who’d invested fifty thousand into their character. The effect was temporary, needless to say, but pretty great just the same. The only hitch was that few players wanted to play a character so completely lacking in autonomy. Besides, what was the fun in that? Spending all your time healing and buffing others, without shedding your foe’s blood once? 
 
      
 
    For these reasons, the race was very particular—and unpopular. There were few flightings in the game, and they were usually clan-sanctioned; the clan would then help them level. 
 
      
 
    So that was who she reminded him of—a recent version of himself disguised so well even his mother would never recognize him. 
 
      
 
    That was when he noticed her name: Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    It was in Russian, Cyrillic script and all. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Danger Babe, are you Russian?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. So what?” 
 
      
 
    “How did you end up here?” 
 
      
 
    The girl drew a sad sigh and explained: 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to level a flighting. I’m only in it for the money. Once you get high enough, you can join good raids and get good money. I got enlisted in the Mercenary Guild—I planned to level to 100 and earn some money while I was at it.” 
 
      
 
    “They accept players? I’d thought it was NPC-only.” 
 
      
 
    “There is that. They normally don’t. But there have been lots of skirmishes in the Western Empire lately because of that legendary hero. Many of the mercenaries had been killed, so the emperor issued an edict that rare classes could be temporarily replaced by players until things settled down. And mine is rare enough. The money was good, and I even managed to get free transportation—they paid for all the teleports. And given the hours I keep these days, it makes more sense for me to play with Americans. It was OK initially. We patrolled the Fiery Cleft. It was easy enough, for the most part, and the XP was good. Then, suddenly, there was a distress call, and they sent us to Arbenne. We had no idea what was going on. And we were the last party to reach the city. The teleport stopped working right afterwards. We could have escaped, but the orders were to defend the city. There were too many mobs, and lots of mages and archers among them. I ran out of mana while the walls still stood—the battle was so hard that our leader told me to stop healing and only cast shields as soon as the skill cooled down. I did as instructed, but then the walls came down, and we began retreating through the burning city. There were fewer and fewer of us. I ran out of mana again, and no one had any elixirs left, so the squad leader told me to hide in the cellar. I have no idea what happened to them. They must have gotten killed, all of them—mobs do not capture NPCs, as far as I know. I couldn’t stay in the cellar long—smoke began filtering in, and I couldn’t breathe. I barely managed to get out through the fire, and that was when they got me. If the guild rules there was a breach of contract, they won’t pay me anything. And, technically, there was a breach—I shouldn’t have left the leader.” 
 
      
 
    “But didn’t he order you to?” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you don’t tell anyone, no one will find out.” 
 
      
 
    “They will if they really want to. And why would anyone lie in the game? Aren’t there enough lies in the real world?” 
 
      
 
    That struck Ros as an unusual question, so he just nodded. 
 
      
 
    “My level is down, so I can’t wear most of my gear, with the exception of a bracelet and a few rings. The boots, too, they need three levels less. Who’d need me half-naked?” 
 
      
 
    “A flighting doesn’t need any high-level equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s ridiculous. Our natural defenses are negligible. Without proper equipment, it takes just one hit to take one of us out. Who’d need a flighting like that? On the contrary, we should be the last to die, keeping the others alive. Oh well, I’ll pull through somehow. But spending a month here… I won’t earn anything—I’ll just lose XP. Even if I do nothing, I’ll lose another level from being famished before the quest runs its course. And I’d still have to pay for my account. Do you see? Nearly everyone has abandoned their character. They may have been right to do it, but what should I do? You won’t believe how much I counted on this month…” 
 
      
 
    Ros gave a mental sigh, chiding himself for being an impractical gentleman—to put it mildly—and decided to engage in some charity. On the other hand, Babe could end up helping him as much as he helped her. No, this wasn’t charity—he was being as practical as ever. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you can’t join the others, why don’t we go down there and get some gold?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t even find any. But the mobs find me quickly enough, and their level is so high I can do nothing about them. Look at these guys—only a few of them are over 100. Higher-level players have nothing to do in Rallia.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they sure do now…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m talking about the times before the war. Or the invasion. I don’t know what to call it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you able to heal without a staff?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but that will restore less health. A lot less.” 
 
      
 
    “What about your buffs?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve none of the expensive ones. Plenty of the noobish ones, and decently leveled at that.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, here’s the plan. We go down there, I get the ore, and you sit next to me and do nothing. As soon as a mob turns up, you start healing me.” 
 
      
 
    “And what happens then?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my business.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but it’s not just yours. They have killed me three times already, and I don’t want to die again. Tell me everything if you want me to help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill the mob.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to. I can see your level—it’s only 44. That’s not good enough—even players over 100 are powerless against them naked.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can keep on sitting here and crying about the raw deal fate has given you. Or you can come along and do something useful. The choice is yours—I’m going to explore the mine.” 
 
      
 
    The girl caught up with him when he was halfway down, and immediately complained. 
 
      
 
    “These dumb bastards haven’t given us any footwear. Those sharp rocks are sheer hell for the feet. Do I call you Tarros?” 
 
      
 
    “Ros is better.” 
 
      
 
    No point hiding after revealing himself to the first dwarf he had met. 
 
      
 
    “All right. So, you’re Russian, too, aren’t you? The translation interface is off, and it makes quite a few errors, even if you buy the lip-sync option. Which means you’re speaking pure Russian.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Russian.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a strange coincidence. So, how did you wind up here?” 
 
      
 
    “Just like you. I was trying to make some money.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’ve had as much luck as me, by the looks of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, sure, so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, Ros, I don’t know what you’re thinking, so let me tell you right away: I have a boyfriend. He’s really worried, and he expects me back.” 
 
      
 
    “So why did he let you join the mercenaries all alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that just kind of happened…” The girl looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Anything can happen. But what was the point of telling me about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Duh, so that you would… You know… Make no advances of any sort.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that if I suddenly decided I wanted a woman’s touch badly enough, your boyfriend, who is currently quite a long way away, could foil my nefarious plans? Assuming I wouldn’t die of laughter imagining him ranting and raving.” 
 
      
 
    “Laugh all you want. But I’ve warned you: keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t think of it if they paid me in gold. And fewer words from you—we’re almost there. Let’s see your magic buffs.” 
 
      
 
    “Throw me a party invite.” 
 
      
 
    Ros cursed silently and used Veil of Mystery on himself. The buff’s upkeep would consume a lot of mana, which might prove problematic for a character with virtually no equipment. On the other hand, his sky-high Intellect should compensate. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t well refuse the lady’s request, now could he? 
 
      
 
    And without the Veil, she would instantly realize Ros was no simple noob. 
 
      
 
    Once they entered the cave, Babe threw up her hand. A small sphere of bright light slid off her palm and hovered some three feet above her head. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Ros asked. 
 
      
 
    “Illumination, what else? It’s going to be completely dark from here on. We won’t be able to see anything. Every mage does it—the spell is very simple. Are you telling me you don’t know it?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I don’t need any light, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Good for you. But a magic light is useful, anyway. It can help you spot an ambush, a hidden object, or a cache.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? That’s good—it might help us see ore, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not so sure. It didn’t help me whatsoever, at least.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Babe was incapable of staying silent, and Ros was starting to suspect that the main reason she had been crying back at the bind point was that there wasn’t anyone there for her to talk to. 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to see the ore? I only saw it after you started tapping away at it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m pretty observant, and I concentrate on where I look instead of just turning my head this way and that.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, you just ran into it by chance?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. I have five more lumps in my bag. And each one was found as a result of a chance encounter. That’s how it goes.” 
 
      
 
    “Five?! Really?!” 
 
      
 
    “Really, really.” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re a miner? And you have a few skills I don’t?” 
 
      
 
    “A brilliant deduction.” 
 
      
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
      
 
    “How could you help? Only a single person can mine a resource.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t there any more gold nearby?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can see. And even if there was, it wouldn’t be wise to try and mine it. Have you noticed the condition of this mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t seen any mines before, have you? This isn’t a mine. It’s just a cave that has never been properly developed. Which makes it a very dangerous place. And several players working in close vicinity increase the chance of a rockfall. That’s how the game works.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it OK for me to stand next to you right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. You aren’t doing anything, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. I haven’t even gotten my pickaxe out of my bag.” 
 
      
 
    Ros showed her another lump of ore. 
 
      
 
    “This is the sixth.” 
 
      
 
    The girl smiled, and then made a sad face again. 
 
      
 
    “We need twenty for the two of us. Although you don’t have to eat every day. Not the most pleasant thing, but we’ll stay alive, and keep our XP, at least.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t you forget to heal me when the next mob turns up.” 
 
      
 
    “What if it doesn’t?” 
 
      
 
    “It will. Nothing draws them to you like the sound of a pickaxe hitting rock.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “One reads quality newspapers.” 
 
      
 
    “As in in-game newspapers?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s more gold here. Can you see it?” 
 
      
 
    “I can. But only after you’ve pointed it out to me.” 
 
      
 
    “There are two copper veins and one iron vein nearby. Try finding them without my help.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll level up your Perception. Not by much, but every bit helps. That is, if you manage to find them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you do. Look for them.” 
 
      
 
    Babe found copper easily, but iron was harder, although she seemed to stare right at the vein at least once. 
 
      
 
    Once Ros was done with the gold, he pointed with his finger. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look here. Mind that you look carefully. See anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really… Hey! Now I do! There it is! Iron ore! I found copper at once, but this was more difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “Iron is a higher-level resource, so it’s a lot harder to spot. And gold is harder still.” 
 
      
 
    “I have already gathered as much. So, that is why I can’t see it without you.” 
 
      
 
    Ros turned toward one of the distant tunnels leading into the hall, and gave a warning. 
 
      
 
    “Get ready, we have a guest. And we’ll be lucky if there’s just one.” 
 
      
 
    Babe’s eyes lost their distracted look in an instant. Collecting herself at once, she pronounced the spell very clearly, in a voice void of any emotion: 
 
      
 
    “Shield.” 
 
      
 
    Ros’ body became wrapped up in a shimmering cocoon that could absorb some damage. Just how much depended on the buffer’s stats, equipment, and skill level. He shifted his pickaxe into his left hand and thrust his right palm forward. 
 
      
 
    The mob that dashed into the hall was unfamiliar to Ros, looking like a seven-foot gorilla without anything even remotely resembling a head. The creature’s eyes and nose were located a bit below its shoulders, and the enormous maw with thick lips was lower still, almost at bellybutton level. Its paws featured elbows facing forward, covered in long shaggy fur, while the rest of its body looked smooth-coated like a Doberman. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    Entangling Roots worked. The mob froze in place, unable to tear its feet from the cave’s mossy floor. Ros instantly hit it with Chaos Aura, reducing its HP bar by ten percent. But the monster wouldn’t take it lying down—its jaws disgorged a foul substance that looked like a semi-digested jellyfish. The shield absorbed the damage, but started to blink red to show it would expire any second. 
 
      
 
    “The shield is done. Casting Regen,” said Babe in the same calm and collected voice. 
 
      
 
    Ros wasn’t that familiar with buffer terminology, but he got the gist of it—Babe was referring to regeneration, or regen for short. It was a specific skill that required precise calculation and situation assessment. Unlike regular healing that restored a set range of HP at once, regen spells restored smaller number of HP every second or two over a longer period. A short-term buff of sorts. 
 
      
 
    On the face of it, it would seem that healing a character at once was a safer bet. But the devil was in the details. A regeneration spell could be cast on a character with full HP before a battle. Once a battle begun, the character’s health would regenerate sustained damage for a given period of time. And the effect was stackable—a proficient healer could cast three or four regen layers on a single player, if not more. And that could well end up restoring more HP than a single healing spell. 
 
      
 
    Battles were unpredictable affairs—buffers could die, get caught under a control spell, or switch their focus to other players. By ensuring that the party tanks had enough regen effects on them, they would buy themselves and the entire party crucial time. 
 
      
 
    The mob broke free and pounced at Ros, swiping with one of its paws. But then the creature took a Chaos Arrow in the head, and staggered. 
 
      
 
    The mob’s next hit destroyed Ros’ shield and took around 15% off his health. The rrokh countered with Sleep, then dashed toward the far end of the cave, shouting to Babe: 
 
      
 
    “Follow me! Over here! Let him stay there a while!” 
 
      
 
    She obeyed, stopping a few feet away from him, then raised her arm again. 
 
      
 
    “Shield.” 
 
      
 
    The well-familiar glow was back. Ros hit the mob with a Chaos Arrow, and followed it up with Roots. Both abilities took—the mob didn’t manage to take so much as a single step. Another Arrow was fired, to which the mob replied with another disgorged jellyfish. This time the glow disappeared completely instead of going red, and he suffered a measly 40 points of damage. 
 
      
 
    “Shield’s cooling down, casting Regen!” said Babe in a dispassionate voice. “Heals coming up! Then a boost to resistance to all elemental damage for ten seconds!” 
 
      
 
    Ros managed to fire off five Arrows while getting three of the “jellyfish bolts” in return. But this time they didn’t do much—Babe’s short-term elemental buff had reduced their damage fourfold. 
 
      
 
    The mob broke free and rushed Ros. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t hit it!” Babe yelled. “Sleep!” 
 
      
 
    The very next moment, the “gorilla” froze, bluish sparks scintillating all over its body. 
 
      
 
    So, buffers could learn Sleep as well. That might come in pretty handy. Ros had his controlling skills on cooldown, and was primed to soak up a lot of damage without any equipment, so he was desperate to avoid it. 
 
      
 
    They ran as far away from the mob as they could, waiting for his Roots to cool down. Once they did, Ros immobilized the mob, then cast Soul Trap and Steal Essence while Babe piled on healing and regen spells. The creature did not try to approach anymore, even after breaking free, apparently realizing it would just be put to sleep again. 
 
      
 
    A smart critter… 
 
      
 
    As the monster’s health kept dwindling, the perfidious thing blinded Ros for a few seconds, and then used a shield of its own, looking like a bubble with the mob inside it. Then it deployed the jellyfish spell at Babe, aiming to take the meddling healer out of commission. 
 
      
 
    “Defense mode!” was all she said as the shield cocoon engulfed her body. 
 
      
 
    Ros cast Sleep on the mob, and healed Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Will you hold out? I need to land another five or six more hits.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me cast a few regens on myself. Start right after the third.” 
 
      
 
    Ros waited for the moment to come, and then hit the mob with an Arrow. Its shield grew yellow and it hurled another jellyfish at Babe, painting her shield red. There came another Arrow, followed by another that shattered the shield at last. The desperate monster switched to Ros, and the two began trading hits at a high sped. He was taking plenty of damage, but the healing was good—his HP bar never went below two thirds. 
 
      
 
    Too bad for the mob—it didn’t have a healer. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Grey Moss Dweller. XP received: 3527. Points left until the next level: 3814. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Intellect. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Stamina grows by 1. Your Summoning grows by 1. You steal the following ability: Ghost Water Shield. The Ghost Water Shield ability has been recorded in the pet’s spellbook. Congratulations! Your party has destroyed a monster 50 or more levels above the party’s strongest player! Achievement earned: Brave Companions, Part One. Achievement bonus: +10 to Fury. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Two. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 50 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level must be at least twice less than that of the monsters. Attention! You’ve received your first party achievement. The lucky hero deserves a bonus, and you get an undistributed primary stat point.” 
 
      
 
    They stood silent for a few moments, trying to catch their breath. Then Babe screamed in delight: 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be damned! We got it!” 
 
      
 
    “That we did. That was some great healing. We pulled through.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it wasn’t that hard—just a single mob, and not one of the nastier ones. Lots of HP, of course, and it kicks like a mule. Did you get an achievement?” 
 
      
 
    “I got two: one for a mob unknown to science, and another as a bonus for the first group feat.” 
 
      
 
    “They say you need to get to the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. It’s in the capital. Visit it whenever you get there—their rewards are supposed to be pretty good.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, what kind of character have you got? How did you level it?” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve spent more than half of my mana, and you’re barely a third down despite hitting the beast with spells non-stop.” 
 
      
 
    “I have high Intellect. And I still have an item that boosts mana regeneration.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t take it away from you?!” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “But… How is that even possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. It might be the Merging,” Ros fibbed once again. 
 
      
 
    “I had rings with Merging, but they disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    “That might depend on the level of the items. What quality were your rings?” 
 
      
 
    “I had all sorts. Enhanced, Good, and Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    “Mine were a bit higher, so it might be that,” said Ros with as sincere a face as he could muster, approaching the mob’s body. 
 
      
 
    “Will you tell me what’s inside?” asked the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you see it for yourself? We’re in the same party, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got Master Looter set in the party settings, so you’re the only one who can see.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. Why don’t you leave the party, and then join again? Or, better yet, configure it yourself. I don’t know much about this stuff—I don’t usually run with parties.” 
 
      
 
    “No need. I trust you.” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t. You cannot trust anyone here.” 
 
      
 
    “Your level is 44, yet I just witnessed you tank and put down a level 147 mob. I’d never have believed it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes. I’m still baffled. It should be impossible, yet you managed it somehow. And virtually on your own, so the loot is rightfully yours—I just helped a little. It’s only fair.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s how your character works—by helping others. I’m just the punching bag.” 
 
      
 
    “Not when the difference in levels is that great. What are your stats like, anyway? A hit or two should have finished you off.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re pretty high, but I still wouldn’t have stood a chance without you. I’ve tried it a few times already, and they kill me real quick. So, let’s dispense with the false modesty.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t false modesty. It’s just that I realize you’re a lot tougher than me, regardless of the level.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve pulled your weight, and you aren’t level zero, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, there’s no point in changing the party. I’ve already told you that I trust you.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged and crouched in front of the mob’s carcass. 
 
      
 
    “Moss Dweller’s Teeth, Moss Dweller’s Talons, Moss Dweller’s Saliva, Moss Dweller’s Cartilage, and, oh, look, he was an alcoholic: Dented Wine Chalice. That’s all she wrote.” 
 
      
 
    “Six items?! That’s pretty cool. I wonder how much this kind of loot is worth.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody knows—it’s the first time anyone has killed this mob. The price of its innards hadn’t yet been set. The chalice isn’t worth much, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Take it all.” 
 
      
 
    “I already am. I’m gonna leave the saliva, though—you need a vial for that, and I haven’t got one. Nowhere to get one, either.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity, it might be valuable. Do you think there might be a glassblower among the players?” 
 
      
 
    “Is there any way of making vials without any equipment?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably not. Unless you have Magical Transmogrification unlocked, but it’s a real rare ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? Well, I happen to have it unlocked.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you ever manage it? It’s rare as hell!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I was really driven.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” the girl frowned. 
 
      
 
    “I just got lucky. There was this unique quest, and I managed to unlock a couple of auxiliary stats.” The lie came easy. 
 
      
 
    “That’s some luck.” 
 
      
 
    “No argument there. So, shall we keep going?” 
 
      
 
    An hour and four lumps of ore later, they were attacked by the same six-limbed spider that had sent Ros to his bind point the first time, which proved much easier to kill than the Grey Moss Dweller. The duo found out that the creature was called Cave Igamus, and its level was just a little lower than that of the “gorilla.” They got a bestiary achievement for it, and Ros earned another Resilience point. 
 
      
 
    The trophies were a little bit more interesting this time: a set of claws, a hide, a soft bone of an Igamus (the developers had quite the vivid imagination), a Ghostly Arrow recipe, and an enhanced enchanted bracelet with a minimum level of 120. 
 
      
 
    Babe ignored the bracelet, but the recipe made her go wild. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ros, hold on for a minute or two, I’m gonna check the forum.” 
 
      
 
    All he could do was give a sad sigh. If another mob showed up, it would mean certain death—he wouldn’t last half a minute without heals. 
 
      
 
    It took a lot longer than two minutes for the girl to come to. Once she did, she started jabbering. 
 
      
 
    “There are no Ghostly Arrow recipes mentioned anywhere on the forum. No one’s ever encountered this recipe.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, and?” 
 
      
 
    “It should be pretty expensive. Although it’s hard to tell—the really expensive ones are usually dropped by bosses. But this one may turn out to be yet. I’m not sure…” 
 
      
 
    “What do people do with recipes, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    Babe looked at him in a completely bewildered way. 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me?! Everybody knows that!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not everybody.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re pretty weird. Very weird, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t believe it, but I’ve been told the same thing quite a few times.” 
 
      
 
    “Recipes provide a means of creating new objects that no one’s ever made with any consistency. If the object is useful, you can become a monopolist and sell it for quite a bit. Not for long, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Players with high Essence of Things and Reason stats can study an object while they deconstruct it, destroying it in the process. There’s no guarantee, and they’re likely to break many items first, but once it takes, they’re be able to create recipes themselves—especially if they have Calligraphy unlocked. That’s the reason why low-level culinary recipes are worth next to nothing. You can study them as you eat the meal. It gets destroyed, too, in a way.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you mind if I took a look?” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “The arrows are pretty cool, according to the description. But they need a bow around level 100, and I cannot wield it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you need a bow? Aren’t you a buffer?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a hybrid, actually. A quarter yeoman-human, and chose to specialize as a Ranger at level 60. Basically, I have all the bonuses of a flighting and a small bonus to Archery that doesn’t conflict with my main race due to the human blood. Certain special skills of an Archer may end up conflicting, but they don’t matter as much at the lower levels.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, why do you need a bow?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’ve been using it since day one. I’ve chosen it for a reason. It’s hard to level on your own if you’re a flighting. A bow helps, although the arrows cost quite a bit. I’ve learnt a recipe for the most basic variety. Unlocked everything I needed: Blacksmithing, Woodworking, Fletching, and Gluemaking. They aren’t at that high a level, but you don’t need much for cheap arrows.” 
 
      
 
    “You can have this recipe if you need it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s way too expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do you reckon it costs?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. Could be three hundred, could be five. Or maybe less…” 
 
      
 
    “In gold?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not that expensive. You can have it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be better off selling it. I won’t be able to learn it, anyway. You need to have Blacksmithing and Woodworking leveled up, and the glue requires some unknown ingredient. The local mobs must drop it. But, as you have seen, all of them are first kills. There’s no information about them, either in the bestiary or on the forum.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, you get the recipe. But there’s something that I want.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it that you want?” 
 
      
 
    “See this bracelet?” 
 
      
 
    “I do…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to unlock Enchanting. That’s why I destroy whatever bonuses my trophies have—it seems like the only method.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to destroy this bracelet’s enchantment?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “Do whatever you like. It doesn’t cost much, anyway, enchanted or not. You didn’t even need to ask.” 
 
      
 
    “New auxiliary stat unlocked: Enchanting.” 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t help but smile. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe!” he cried out. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I could kiss you right now, but I’m scared of your boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so happy?” asked the girl suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve managed to unlock Enchanting. You’re my lucky charm.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea how many items I’ve already destroyed with nothing to show for it. I was close to giving up altogether.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, congratulations and all that. Only you won’t need it much down here.” 
 
      
 
    “You never know… Shall we get on with it? We need to deliver ten pieces each unless we want to go hungry.” 
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    Agythric snorted in disbelief, studying every piece of ore. He even tried biting one of them. Finally, he spoke rather begrudgingly: 
 
      
 
    “The stupid meat managed to bring back some real gold. The meat deserves a yummy meal. Hey! You good-for-nothing layabouts! Feed this meat! Give them the best we have!” 
 
      
 
    Agythric gave a nasty grin as he said that, giving Ros cause to suspect there might be something wrong with their due reward. 
 
      
 
    One of the mobs emerged from a tent with two wooden bowls that had seen better days and were as filthy as the boots of a farmer who’d worked two shifts at a cowshed that was last cleaned in the days of William the Conqueror. The very notion of touching those bowls was revolting. 
 
      
 
    But what Ros saw inside the bowls was worse—the sludge looked so unappetizing that not even poop flies would dare consume it. The main ingredient must have been the stale vomit of a boar who had died of gangrene, and spiced with the very excrement that seemed to so mysteriously disappear from this world. And the smell… The smell was so horrible and so repellent that the substance in question could rightly be considered a chemical weapon on par with sarin. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe threw her bowl away, and yelled with indignation: 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious? You’re mocking us! This isn’t food! Not even a dog would eat it!” 
 
      
 
    Agythric started to laugh, and all the mobs around him followed suit. 
 
      
 
    “The meat rejects the yum-yums! The meat wishes to stay hungry! Tomorrow the hungry meat will eat it all up, or stay hungry again! This is funny-funny!” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure you don’t burst as you laugh!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, so funny!” Agythric started to slap his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Now I understand why you’re so ugly! They must have fed this crap to you growing up!” 
 
      
 
    Agythric didn’t appreciate Danger Babe’s last remark. 
 
      
 
    “You, leave here now! The meat will not linger!” 
 
      
 
    The girl went back to the edge of the crater, and started bawling like a baby. Ros sighed, chose a nearby stone, and sat down next to her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, again?” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you seen their food?” babbled the girl through her tears. 
 
      
 
    “I have. So what?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? It’s inedible.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, there’s that.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why are you asking me? We have wasted so much time, and all they have is that disgusting sludge.” 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t exactly waste it. We’ve leveled a bit and gotten a feel for the area. I had my Mining & Quarrying raised by one.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you a funny one… We won’t be able to eat the food, so it’s all in vain. We’ll go famished and lose XP. I’ll probably lose another level—maybe more than one.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I have made my calculations—I’ll lose at least one before the month is up.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, you won’t.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe stopped crying and looked at him with hope. 
 
      
 
    “Ros, you’ve been surprising me all day. Have you come up with a plan? What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have food tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “You have my word. It won’t be haute cuisine, but it won’t be the slop you get here, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t insult slop with such comparisons. The stuff in the bowls was just horrible. They do it on purpose to mock us. Why did I wind up here? What have I done? As if I didn’t have enough problems already…” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe, could you distract them for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “The mobs?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you see the pile of wood over there?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like leftover materials from the construction of a large awning. I need to expropriate some of them. I suspect the mobs might object. Could you make them look at nothing but you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe rose and headed toward Agythric, raising Cain on her way. 
 
      
 
    “What was the crap in those bowls, anyway? Is that what you eat every day?! No wonder you stink so much! Stupid apes!” 
 
      
 
    While the girl carried on in the same vein, Ros approached the pile of wood and snuck a few logs and branches into his bag, overjoyed that the laws of this world did not forbid placing logs inside of it. Then he returned and waved a hand, signaling for her to stop. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe left the mobs alone and came back. Their tormentors hadn’t seemed to care much. 
 
      
 
    “So, how did it go?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. I’ve taken everything I needed.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you gonna do with the wood?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a few ideas.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for me to get offline.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember—you said so a while ago. Go already.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back tomorrow. In the morning. Please, don’t kick me out of the party. I cannot add you to my friends list, and no chats work here, but we can still talk to each other in the party chat. I’ll let you know as soon as I’m back online.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Ros. See you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “See you tomorrow, Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    The girl grew still, and her eyes became expressionless. Ros got up and started his descent into the mine. 
 
      
 
    Now he could disregard everybody else. Few would keep on working after nightfall, which wasn’t that far away. 
 
      
 
    Still, he should get deeper in for more security. 
 
      
 
    Not like it was the first time. In fact, getting far into the deepest of caves was his favorite activity. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Black Moss Dweller. XP received: 8127. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 344,736. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Disguise. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Achievement completed: Monster Research Grandmaster. Achievement bonus: +1 to every secondary base stat, +150 HP and MP. Random auxiliary stats unlocked: Stonecutting and Stealth Master. Achievement unlocked: Monster Research Champion. Discover twenty monsters that have not yet been added to the world bestiary to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random.” 
 
      
 
    Nice. He’d managed to restore his level, adding another point to his base stats, discover a new mob, and score an achievement. It also appeared as though the achievement didn’t merely account for creatures discovered by oneself, but also those discovered by the group. 
 
      
 
    The trophies were nothing special, but Ros was happy about what he got. Or, rather, he was happy about one item in particular: a dented chestplate made of excellent steel. The quality was common, and it didn’t cost much. Even repairing it wouldn’t make much sense. And yet, it was exactly what he needed. 
 
      
 
    Leaving the raised igamus to stand watch over his unresponsive body, Ros went to browse the forum. There was a reply from Digits that read as follows: “Buddy, I’ve already realized you must be in the thick of it. Tried getting in touch lots of times, no luck. Nothing to report—no one on the forum knows anything. But it sure looks like a sophisticated quest. It’s usually near-impossible to complete one of those—folks just abandon their bodies for a month. The most industrious ones try to work, but after losing experience for nought, they abandon their characters, too, eventually. The local mobs are level 150 and up. You can’t handle them without equipment, no matter how high your stats are. One of the workers managed to get ten lumps of ore, but what they gave him in return was some absolutely rotten sludge that not even a pig would eat. Now he’s telling everyone he’s going to delete his character, singe he can grind to his current level in about a month, and earn some money while he’s at it. He had no expensive equipment, so he won’t lose much. Of course, I wouldn’t recommend the same course of action in your case. But then, I have no idea what to recommend to you. It would be great if you could complete the quest somehow. It’s really complex, which means you’re likely to score a good reward. Anyway, think for yourself. I have no idea what’s going to work. I expect you to find your way out, and to come out smelling like roses. I believe in you and your luck. Hold on, amigo.” 
 
      
 
    Ros replied: “Got enough ore for myself and a girl I met. They gave us two bowls of inedible, vomit-inducing slop. There’s no one in the mine so far. I’ve raised one of the local mobs, and keep mining for ore and hunting the local fauna. I hope they’ll pester me less tomorrow. I’ve managed to unlock Enchanting, so I’ll be doing some experimenting shortly. No time to get into the details in writing. See you around! Also, tell me what you’re up to—you never replied about that.” 
 
      
 
    The igamus remained perched on the wall, obeying its master’s will and somehow finding purchase with its feet as it crouched. There weren’t that many mobs in these caves, so they wouldn’t find you too soon if you didn’t wander around or make too much noise. The risk was therefore minimal. 
 
      
 
    It was time to get creative. 
 
      
 
    Ros had unlocked the Blacksmithing skill a while back, using a whetstone he had bought for this very purpose to sharpen every trophy that had a blade. He’d earned Woodworking and Carpentry having spent many hours doing unnatural things to planks of wood. Having no access to any tools, he’d used Magical Transmogrification, always saying a kind word for the old jeweler who had taught him so many useful skills. 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, with all the worker skills Ros had managed to unlock, he’d never tried to create anything more complex than a metal bar. 
 
      
 
    It was time to do something about that. 
 
      
 
    Magical transmogrification experts were Second World’s Loch Ness monster—everyone had heard of them, but very few had seen them. It was a strange skill that allowed for the crafting of items without any instruments, using nothing but the creature’s will while also consuming mana, Vigor, and resources. The only thing one needed was a Transmogrification Cube—a special object with slots for the necessary ingredients. However, Ros had seen a forum user mention that you could do the same with a bag, provided it had enough space and the level was high enough. It would be harder to work that way, though, and many options would remain unavailable. The expenses would be higher, too. 
 
      
 
    Ros had five bags left after his stuff had been taken away: four in his belt, and one on his shoulder. The mobs hadn’t touched them. Thus, he had a choice—they were all empty, except for the main one. 
 
      
 
    One needed a blueprint of an item to craft it successfully. Ros had nothing of the sort, and he could only count on his luck, which had been rather erratic of late. He placed an empty bag in front of himself, then placed the dented chestplate inside, and transformed it into several steel bars. Then he added one of the pieces of wood that looked more or less decent. He stared at the slots containing the materials, and imagined how they could be combined to craft an item. The metal bent and assumed the necessary shape, and the wood became smoother, with shavings getting planed off without any tool. 
 
      
 
    This was how transmogrification worked, judging by the description on the forum. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Do you want to craft a pickaxe? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    Ros chose “Yes,” obviously enough. 
 
      
 
    “Ingredient missing: hardwood wedge. Possible substitutes: bronze pin and bronze plug. Required ingredient: bronze bar.” 
 
      
 
    Ros had no idea what could be wrong with the wood, so he grabbed his rusty pickaxe. 
 
      
 
    You needed four lumps of copper ore and one piece of tin ore to make a single bronze bar. Both kinds of ore were abundant in the area, but Ros had to face off another cave igamus before he could mine enough. Apart from the usual loot, the mob dropped an enhanced ring for level 106 players. 
 
      
 
    Ros crouched over the bag again, and repeated the attempt. His vision blurred and he felt dizzy for a moment, whereupon he suddenly felt completely exhausted. He glanced at his Vigor bar—it was virtually empty. He’d also used up half his mana. 
 
      
 
    “You craft an item: Enhanced Steel Pickaxe of a Miner’s Apprentice. Attention! You have crafted your first item! All the ingredients used have been procured by you personally! You are a hero, and you will receive a hero’s reward. You get points to all the stats involved in the crafting process: +1 to Woodworking, +1 to Blacksmithing, +1 to Carpentry, +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Mining & Quarrying, +1 to Metal Expert, +1 to Molding, +1 to Metallurgy, +1 to Dowser, +1 to Cunning, +1 to Learner, +1 to Arcane Knowledge, +1 to Luck, +1 to Craftsman, +1 to Creation, +1 to Reason, +1 to Essence of Things, +1 to Intellect, +1 to Mental Power, +1 to Strength, +1 to Stamina, +1 to Agility, +1 to Accuracy, +1 to Attack. New auxiliary stat unlocked: Creator. Attention: your Cunning has reached 10. The chance of success when using unorthodox methods goes up by 25%. Atention! You haven’t been registered as a member of the Blacksmiths’ Guiild, so you cannot put a personal seal on your item.” 
 
      
 
    Ros felt his jaw drop. The last time he got so many perks was when he became a hero for the first time. All of it because of a simple tool. His luck must have decided to wake up and give him as big a bonus as it could. There were 26 stats involved in the creation of the pickaxe, starting from ore production and ending with the actual crafting of the item. A perfect illustration of how everything depended on everything else within this game. 
 
      
 
    So, what did he manage to create, anyway? 
 
      
 
    “Enhanced Pickaxe of a Miner’s Apprentice, made of excellent steel, with a bronze pin. Tool and crushing weapon. Physical damage: 12-19. Tool bonus: 24-38 to damage to rock. Level required: 10. Weight: 2.94 kg. Durability: 210/210.” 
 
      
 
    The pickaxe he had lost to the mobs was better in every respect, but even this one would suffice for Ros to get a lump of gold ore every few minutes. He wouldn’t even have to hurry. 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t about to stop there. It was time to enchant the item. 
 
      
 
    Ros dumped the leftover materials out of the bag. Had he been in the possession of a Transmogrification Cube, he could have recycled at least some of them, but a bag was nothing like a cube. 
 
      
 
    He placed the pickaxe in his bag, looked at it, and said: 
 
      
 
    “Enchant.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Your Enchanting level is 6. Item quality: Enhanced. You can choose out of the following 350 options. One of them will be selected randomly during the enchanting. Attention! There is a risk of damaging or destroying the item.” 
 
      
 
    Ros browsed through the list. Most of it was garbage—things like +1% to Fire Resistance or +0.1 to the chance of getting two ingredients instead of one during Alchemical Transmogrification. There were a couple of pleasant features nonetheless. All his stats, including the auxiliary ones, could affect the enchantment, and the item could get one or two points’ bonus. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You want to enchant the following item: Enhanced Pickaxe of a Miner’s Apprentice, made of excellent steel, with a bronze pin. Choose how many mana and Vigor points you would like to invest in the enchantment. Attention! Maximum bonus may not be available if the sum total of invested mana and Vigor points is less than 3000. The item can randomly receive two effects or more, break, or get damaged, lowering its level. There is also a small chance the item will gain a level.” 
 
      
 
    Ros had enough MP and Vigor to max out two enchantments, but he started to understand why the profession was a tough one. There was the risk of breaking an item and the necessity of leveling Intellect or wearing accessories with a bonus to mana. One then one would still have to wait for them to regenerate. 
 
      
 
    Well, it was high time to try it out. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Your enchantment has been successful! Item received: Enchanted Pickaxe of a Miner’s Apprentice, made of excellent steel, with a bronze pin. Enchantment effect: -2% to the probability of damaging a valuable trophy when killing the monster that owns it. Attention! You have created your first enchanted item! You receive a hero’s reward: +2 to Luck.” 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t bad, either, although he had received more for the pickaxe. His Luck was already at 95, and unconfirmed rumors claimed there might be some real cool perks at 100. Why unconfirmed? Because no player had ever managed to get so much as a secondary stat up that high. 
 
      
 
    That alone might net him yet another heroic accomplishment. 
 
      
 
    Although that was hardly his plan. 
 
      
 
    Enchanting was discussed in a separate forum section, and a voluminous one at that. Ros hadn’t managed to study everything, as that would take months. Yet, he had managed to note quite a few things. One was that the higher the material used, the better enchantment one was likely to get. He therefore spent the next hour mining for silver and gold ore while, occasionally fighting back the mobs who just wouldn’t relent. 
 
      
 
    Then he would transform the ore into bars, and bars into metal fragments and wire—the primary ingredients for magic weapons and accessories. He also cut the amethysts he’d mined, which were poor in quality, and ignored quartz altogether. He then used the same Magical Transmogrification skills to polish agates, also of poor quality. There may have been better gems in the faraway corners of the cave, but he was afraid of venturing that far. Even the local mobs were rather challenging, despite his buffed-up pet with a few extra abilities and a near bottomless supply of mana. 
 
      
 
    Gems were harder to enchant—you could use the standard value for a given gem, select something from a list and hope for luck, the way he’d done with the pickaxe, or employ a soul crystal. Higher-level enchanters could combine both methods, but Ros was nowhere near there yet. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, gems required a lot less mana and Vigor, so Ros went wild. After some three hours of work, he ended up with four cut amethysts with decent bonuses. One gave three points to Intellect, another boosted HP by 45, the third hastened mana regeneration by one point per second, and the fourth gave one point to Luck. 
 
      
 
    Any gem placed into an object at its creation would retain its properties and give bonuses to the item. 
 
      
 
    Agate was an ornamental stone. The item Ros intended to use it for required an unenchanted gem, so he decided to leave it alone. 
 
      
 
    Ros found the description of the item’s blueprint on the forum. He hoped it contained no errors. 
 
      
 
    He sat down before the bag, placing a piece of wood and a few mob claws inside (Obsidian Tiger Claws were recommended, but he hoped the substitute would work), a few gold and silver fragments, four of his enchanted amethysts, six agate fragments, and another agate that he had polished without altering its natural shape much. 
 
      
 
    Inasmuch as the term “natural” applied to in-game objects, that is. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Do you want to craft a magic staff? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Missing ingredients: bronze wire and copper nails. Iron can be used as a substitute. Required ingredient: steel wire and iron nails.” 
 
      
 
    The forum information turned out to be insufficient, so Ros had to do more work with his pickaxe. Fifteen minutes later he got back to creative work. 
 
      
 
    “You craft an item: Enhanced Short Staff of a Mage’s Apprentice. Attention! You have crafted an item using ingredients no one had ever used before. Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Moss Dweller’s Talons. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. New auxiliary stat unlocked: Insect Scourge.” 
 
      
 
    Ros tossed the leftovers and grabbed the staff, which looked really pretty, with great delight. It was a little under three feet long, so he wouldn’t be able to use it as a cane. But that wasn’t to be its purpose, anyway. The knob had four cut amethysts set into it, with a polished agate with iridescent layers at the center. 
 
      
 
    “Enhanced Short Staff of a Mage’s Apprentice. Item quality: Enhanced. Magic weapon. Physical damage: 34-42 (crushing). Magic damage: 98-107. Additional stats: +3 to Intellect, +1 to Luck, +45 HP, +1 to mana regeneration per second. Requirements: level 79. Weight: 1.74 kg. Durability: 590/590”. 
 
      
 
    Not much of a weapon, but beggars can’t be choosers. The level requirement was a pity, but could be explained by the high-level materials used. Lower-level stuff would produce lower-level items, giving him a better chance of using it. Alternatively, he could level up all the required abilities properly, which would give him more room to maneuver, anyway. 
 
      
 
    And besides, he knew someone who’d appreciate this staff. 
 
      
 
    Ros made an unassuming weapon out of a stick and agate fragments for himself. It required level 15, and its stats were ridiculous, but he could still kill mobs faster than he would unarmed. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to engage in further creative activities, but he was short of time, with only a few hours left for sleep. 
 
      
 
    Upon crawling out of the mine, he released the pet, and made for the furnaces above. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any fire burning in them, as was the case with the ones below. This was hardly surprising—the only workers in the mine were Ros and Danger Babe, his unexpected new companion. And since there was no production, no smelting was required. 
 
      
 
    Having made sure no one was keeping an eye on the furnace, Ros took some coals, and placed them into the hastily makeshift hearth. He used a simple skill to ignite them, and it took a while to get a proper fire going. Then he started roasting meat from the carcasses of the Grey and Black Moss Dwellers, and the Cave Igamus. 
 
      
 
    The first two chunks of meat turned out to be inedible, according to the description once he’d finished roasting it. The igamus paws, on the other hand, had a pleasant taste, without any side effects, and even gave a couple of points to Vigor and nearly an hour-long mana regeneration bonus. 
 
      
 
    He roasted some more meat, and then fell asleep right next to the furnace. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Ros woke up at dawn. He felt like sleeping for another hour, but made himself get up and headed toward the bind point. Danger Babe still had the same unseeing eye, so he headed back and got to enchanting the rest of his gems. The process was rather mana intensive, but his near limitless mana pool proved more than up for the challenge. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe made her presence known in an hour. Her character didn’t move, but she messaged him in the party chat. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ros, are you around?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure am.” 
 
      
 
    “Hi. Where exactly are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Heading right towards you.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe turned around, saw him, and looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing over there?” 
 
      
 
    “Having breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
      
 
    “You still don’t believe me, do you? The joke’s on you, then. Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a piece of roast meat. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t you see? It’s meat.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to know. Have a bite.” 
 
      
 
    The girl took a small bite and screwed up her face. 
 
      
 
    “Not my favorite dish.” 
 
      
 
    “You can always exchange some gold for Agythric’s soup.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks a lot! I don’t think I’m hungry anymore!” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say the meat was bad?” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s just that I’ve never been particularly into roast meat. Sorry, Ros. But thank you. I could eat a raw hedgehog, needles and all. My vision was already getting blurry. Now I won’t die of hunger, at least. How much more meat have you got?” 
 
      
 
    “I roasted some cave mobs, so food shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Mobs?! Yuck! Disgusting!” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll have to do. Don’t be fussy.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, can’t you see me stuffing my face? I take it you have Cooking leveled up, too?” 
 
      
 
    “A little.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised? So, what happens next? It’s too boring to sit around like this. A waste 
 
    of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you reckon we should sit around?” 
 
      
 
    “What else can we do? Can you think of something?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll mine for gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should we? The sludge they serve in those dirty bowls is inedible, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “A friend of mine, who is rather intelligent, theorized that we’ve been given a very hard quest. Think for yourself. They capture a bunch of players, most of them below level 100. Then they take away all your stuff, issue primitive tools, and tell you to mine high-level resources. There are very few workers with decent Mining & Quarrying, but even they find that the required resource level is too high. It’s hard to find, and takes a long time to mine, especially with these tools. But that’s not all. The mine is infested with mobs with levels in mid-100s, all of them aggressive, tough, and with excellent hearing. They can hear you tapping from a mile away, making death far more likely than actually getting that resource. There’s nothing to defend yourself with. The players have no weapons, armor, or accessories, so survival is a challenge. Some have tried to use the forum to coordinate their actions. Eight players have formed a party and descended into the mine. Half an hour later, they all respawned, wiped out by a single mob. They didn’t even manage to get its HP bar halfway down with their pickaxes. The local beasts all have high physical defense, so most of the HP were taken off by a couple of mages rather than the fighters, but they instantly drew the mob’s ire, and once it had finished them off, the rest were goners. One of the dwarves managed to meet the production quota. I have no idea how he did it, but what they gave him was the very same inedible gruel that you’ve already seen. Do you find all this a little strange?” 
 
      
 
    “The quest has been designed to be impossible. Or near impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. You can do virtually nothing. Even if you meet the quota, you’ll get famished, lose Vigor, and die of hunger. That means you won’t be able to work. If you can’t work, you won’t meet your quota. Then you won’t complete the quest, and won’t get any food. Seems like a no-win situation in every respect.” 
 
      
 
    “But we’ve managed it, haven’t we? I’m talking about what happened yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “We have. We’ve managed to find a solution. But this is just the beginning—we need to get a minimum of three hundred pieces of ore per person. If we meet the conditions, or, better still, manage to produce more, we’ll get some reward, and it’s likely to be valuable. Although this is all pure conjecture.” 
 
      
 
    “A tough quest should yield a nice prize. Especially one as long and intricate as this one. A month is a long time. So, the reward should be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So, shall we go and explore the mine a bit farther?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, unless you know any other places where we could find gold ore…” 
 
      
 
    “If the mobs are like the one we fought yesterday, we should make it. We’re stronger together, even without equipment. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, before we head out...” Ros produced the agate staff from his bag, and gave it to the girl. “You’ll find it much easier with this thing—better healing, quicker spellcasting, and fewer misses when you attack.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe studied the present and shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
      
 
    “I made it.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything you can’t do, Ros? You’re like a walking treasure trove. Full of surprises.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. I like to be full of surprises.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I like surprises of this sort, too. You have no idea how hard it is to work empty-handed.” 
 
      
 
    “I know it perfectly well. I made myself one, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Wicked cool! Can you show it to me? Hm-m-m… Mine is a lot better. Why isn’t yours as good?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a lowly noob—too lowly wield one of those. I need simpler stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “You could get something for level 40 instead of this piece of garbage.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find something nicer later on. I was just in a rush.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan? Are we going down there?” 
 
      
 
    “We are. And don’t forget your pickaxe.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t leave it anywhere. But what would I need it for?” 
 
      
 
    “Today, you’ll have to work a little, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you say we couldn’t work side by side? Simultaneously?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m still saying we can’t. But there are lots of cul-de-sacs down there, long enough for you to work at the very end, and me, at the beginning. The mobs would have to get through me to get to you.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t intend to just stand there. I’ll start running right towards you, so keep you ears pricked. Once I get to you, we finish off the bastard and get back to work.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t find any gold on my own, at any rate.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t have to. You can mine for some of the lower-level ore—I’ll mark the veins with a hit or two.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do with all that ore?” 
 
      
 
    “Would you prefer to keep running around in filthy rags and without any equipment? Your character needs stuff. If you count on the trophies dropped by mobs, that’s not very realistic—their levels are too high to drop anything that would suit you. But I can craft items of different levels. So, we might get out equipment, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I get it. It’s just really peculiar, all this.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad you get it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use my pickaxe wherever you tell me to.” 
 
      
 
    “Just keep an eye on your Vigor. It will suck if it’s near zero when some mob comes our way. Save your energy for the battle.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The new pickaxe made work feel like a holiday. An hour later he saw that Danger Babe worked at a ridiculously slow pace, took pity on her, and gave her his pickaxe. Then he created another one for himself from iron bars of his own production and other ingredients. It wasn’t quite as good as the first one, but good enough for his purposes. 
 
      
 
    They worked as follows. First Ros would take Danger Babe to the end of one of the cave’s side tunnels. He would look around and mark the resources he’d spotted by tapping on them. Then the girl would take care of the mining. With her experience, only copper, quartz, and jasper wouldn’t break so often that mining them still made sense. But she still kept grinding away, and stuffing her bag with some of the resources. 
 
      
 
    Ros would return to the beginning of the tunnel, and then move toward the girl, mining all the gold and amethysts he could see. Occasionally, he would also find the rare tantalum ore. When he didn’t work his pickaxe, he’d cut and enchant gems. They didn’t break very often at all—only two pieces had disintegrated over all that time, despite forum posts claiming this should happen a lot more often. His finicky luck must work better than he had thought, after all. 
 
      
 
    The mobs didn’t attack all that often, and it was much easier now to fight them off—the staves Ros had made really helped. 
 
      
 
    Around noon, Ros went back to Danger Babe, still tapping at the rock frenziedly, and asked her: 
 
      
 
    “How about a lunch break?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’d love it. But let’s keep it short—I have a lot of tapping to do here.” 
 
      
 
    Ros sat down on a rock, gave the girl a piece of meat, and got another one for himself. Then he asked her, with his mouth full: 
 
      
 
    “Is your Mining & Quarrying stat growing at all?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. It’s at three already.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s quick.” 
 
      
 
    “I wondered about it myself. The best results are from mining resources better than copper. But they often break, and you get nothing. How are you faring?” 
 
      
 
    “Sixty-three pieces of gold ore.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not in any hurry, either. I spend a lot of time practicing Enchanting.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s even cooler.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a very resource-rich mine. I’ve checked the forum, and it appears no one’s ever seen gold mines with so much gold anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. Otherwise gold wouldn’t be quite as expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder whether any of the top guilds could take control of this place if they found out about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. According to the forum, the situation in Rallia is critical. The new mobs destroy player parties and the emperor’s troops with equal ease—they might as well be toy soldiers. The only places where they managed to stop them were wide rivers—the mobs have an aversion to water, as it appears. But even there mages, archers, and catapults are required to keep them at bay. And they still try to break through.” 
 
      
 
    “Rallia is becoming a perfect location for high-level players. And it used to be such a dump…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s to be very likely. Hey, Ros, how long have you been playing?” 
 
      
 
    “Around three months,” he exaggerated a little. 
 
      
 
    “Just three months? You’re weird. Your level is low, yet you have so many skills… Magical Transmogrification is one of the rarest abilities. A lot of people would love to have it. You must be able to turn a profit here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I shouldn’t complain.” 
 
      
 
    “The symbol next to your name says your character’s appearance is based on how you actually look. Is that how you look in real life?” 
 
      
 
    Ros had no idea how he looked in real life by this point. He didn’t even know if he could call it life. He was but a charred stump of a body in an induced coma. He’d been feeling more and more distant from it. 
 
      
 
    But he still remembered who he was and what he was doing here. So he didn’t regard their forced labor here as a waste of time. Some special prize in the end would make his character stronger. And he didn’t have anything else left. It was his prison sentence, as well as his ticket back to normal life. He needed to do everything to enhance his virtual body—it would pay for itself eventually. 
 
      
 
    “No, Danger Babe, I have edited my appearance a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, so have I. I have a different hairstyle and hair color—my eyelashes are longer here, too. You cannot change your eye color, but I made mine more vivid. Do you think it looks nice?” 
 
      
 
    “It sure does.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend in the game?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no time for girlfriends. As you can see, I’m leveling everything I can and a few things I can’t. There’s hardly any time for anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “And still you’re only 45…” 
 
      
 
    “My level is the least of my concerns.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that makes sense. You don’t always need it. Wow! Weren’t you 44 yesterday? You were, weren’t you?!” 
 
      
 
    “I also lost a level running around here on my own. I got it back before you noticed—I didn’t need that much XP for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I totally didn’t notice. Congratulations! Ros, if you managed to get sixty-four pieces of ore before lunchtime, and manage to get as many afterwards, you can get to 120 or more today.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “And we need 300 to get out of here. A week should be enough.” 
 
      
 
    “We can also get some loot from the mobs in the meantime, and make some money.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody knows anything about the loot you find here. How would one use it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll experiment. I can use it to craft different items. If I’m successful, some of the object’s hidden properties will be revealed. Some of them might turn out to be useful.” 
 
      
 
    “What if you fail to craft it?” 
 
      
 
    “The loot will disappear. It rarely survives the crafting, anyway, unless you get really lucky. And I’m working without a Transmogrification Cube, too—I’d save a lot more resources otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity… But you still need to keep doing something. Keep trying.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a Transmogrification Cube to reduce the probability of losing objects considerably.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it already. Can you craft something right now?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Danger Babe, I’m busy enchanting right now. I might make something in the evening or in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly are you enchanting?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m training with gems.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot enchant gems.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s only true for uncut gems. Take a look at your staff—all the amethysts are cut, and the agate fragments are all polished, just like the big agate in the middle.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a Gem-Cutter, too?” 
 
      
 
    “As you can see.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m starting to feel a huge inferiority complex… Pity about the gems, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t they disintegrate during a failed attempt?” 
 
      
 
    “They do. But it doesn’t happen all that often. I have to get back and mine for more gold. Have a rest if you’re tired.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not. I still intend to get this piece of iron ore. I’m feeling pretty incensed about it, as a matter of fact.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have leveled up your Mining & Quarrying.” 
 
      
 
    “Female characters get no mining bonuses.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever seen any female miners?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Might have worked it out for yourself. Dwarves make the best miners. But their racial bonuses are divided between the sexes—males get mining perks, and women are good at jewelry and minor blacksmithing. That’s why they like to make accessories and ceremonial armor with all kinds of adornments. I had originally intended to level a dwarf character, but decided against it. The initial investments would be too high, and I just don’t have that kind of money. Hey, Ros, someone’s running this way.” 
 
      
 
    “I can hear it. Get up. Let’s get the bastard and get on with our work.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Once Ros got his one hundred and thirtieth piece of ore, he returned to Danger Babe, helped her with her resources, and they started toward the exit together. They had gotten pretty deep into the mine, but he hadn’t lost his way in the maze of winding passages even once. Indeed, it would be hard to get lost with Cartography leveled up to nine. 
 
      
 
    Outside, the setting sun gilded the rocks around the crater. Danger Babe raised her head and said gruffly: 
 
      
 
    “There he is again, sitting right on the edge.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s character is sitting on the edge opposite from the bind point. He rose as we were descending, looked at us, and sat down again. Look at him! He got up again!” 
 
      
 
    Ros saw a tall character standing at the edge of the precipice. He couldn’t make out any details at this distance, but the man looked vaguely familiar. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody’s abandoned their characters but him. He was looking at us in the morning, and here he goes again.” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s power of observation amazed Ros—he hadn’t noticed anything himself. He hadn’t so much as looked in that direction. And why would he? There wasn’t anything there but piles upon piles of grey rock. 
 
      
 
    “Who is he?” asked Ros. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. He looks kind of like one of the folks who were with us when we got here. But I can’t say for sure from here. Shall we go and visit him?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would we? 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. He looks interesting, somehow. He can see that we’re doing OK here. We move fast enough, which means we’re not hungry, and we have staves of unknown provenance. Yet he doesn’t ask us for help or for food. He doesn’t even try to approach us. But still looks in our direction. Isn’t that weird?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess it is.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder who he is?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go and check. If you’re in no hurry.” 
 
      
 
    “I can stay for another quarter of an hour. And then I must log off until the morning.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The player was indeed familiar. The very norder that Ros had spent some time with in a pen near the blazing walls of Arbenne. He remembered the player’s name, too. It was Tanghal. 
 
      
 
    The norder was sitting on a rock, his thousand-yard stare directed at the bottom of the crater. His face with all those bony fragment looked drawn, and he didn’t look too hot. That last part was easy enough to explain—he couldn’t have eaten since the day before yesterday. You could fast for a few days IRL if you were prepared to make some extra holes in your belt, but going hungry in the game was fraught with penalties. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like he’s gone offline,” Ros said. 
 
      
 
    “Not quite,” the norder replied, shaking his head in a barely visible manner. 
 
      
 
    “Tanghal, why didn’t you leave with the others?” Danger Babe seemed unable to rein in her curiosity. 
 
      
 
    “I have nowhere to go.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “My dear girl, my offline age is so advanced, I dread to mention it out loud. I have lived my life, and now I’ve come here to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re one of those who stayed in the game, sir? Do you really think you can manage it?” Ros asked him. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t care about our Third World identities here. No one sirs anyone in Second World. Honorifics of any kind may be construed as a sign of disrespect.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say. So, you’re one of those folks?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. I hope to stay in this world forever. There’s nothing left for me there but pain and boredom. And it’s pretty nice over here…” 
 
      
 
    “Nice my foot!” cried Danger Babe. “What’s so nice about dying of hunger? Others can abandon their bodies and spend this period offline, but it isn’t the case with you.” 
 
      
 
    “The ideal is ever unreachable. Hunger? Hunger isn’t the worst that can happen to you here. This may be a test. Perhaps the good Lord wishes to see that I’ll stay true to my decision. Either way, it’s experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros…” the girl drawled imploringly. 
 
      
 
    He gave a start, cursing his stupidity, and handed a piece of meat to Tanghal. 
 
      
 
    “Here. This is good meat.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
    “The strange sludge they give you as a reward for fulfilling the gold quota is inedible, and you don’t look famished.” 
 
      
 
    “Eat it. One piece can last you a day, but you’d better take two—looks like you’ve lost a lot of stamina.” 
 
      
 
    Tanghal rose, without touching the meat, demonstrating just how tall a norder could be. He could go mano-a-mano with one of the larger ogres—he was almost a foot taller than Ros, and still looked incredibly strong, his famished state notwithstanding. 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you taking the meat?” asked Danger Babe distraughtly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just like them,” Tanghal pointed to the abandoned characters by the bind point. “I haven’t earned this meat. And I hate begging. Or handouts, for that matter. The good Lord has given us hands to feed ourselves, as well as those who cannot feed themselves. And he gave us a head so that the hands would know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Ros offered the meat again, more assertively. 
 
      
 
    “They need food, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t be right if I’m the only one who gets fed.” 
 
      
 
    “How am I supposed to get enough for everyone?!” 
 
      
 
    “A piece of meat like this would be enough to survive a day with full functionality. Even one half could keep you alive for a day. There are one hundred twenty-eight people at this bind point. And then there’s me. If you really want to feed me, you’ll have to bring sixty-four pieces. And a half…” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to feed them all even if we get enough. They’ve all gone offline. There’s nothing to do here, so they’ve decided to chill for a month. Read up all you want about it on the forum, if you like.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Sixty-four pieces and a half. I’ll still do everything I can to feed them. It’s up to you know.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head and stepped away. Danger Babe followed after him, whispering loudly: 
 
      
 
    “We have to get him what he’s asking for. He’s really suffering.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s pretty weird… to put it mildly…” 
 
      
 
    “Sure is. And so are you. And you weirdos should look out for one another.” 
 
      
 
    Ros’ lips curled into a grin of the most unpleasant sort. He got a brainwave. He could destroy the entire mine, if he wished. All he needed to do was summon the invincible Bug, and unleash the smiley face on his rampage. 
 
      
 
    But would it eat unfamiliar mobs with over a hundred players nearby? They were his favorite food, after all. Also, the quest would most likely remain incomplete, as there’d be no one left to hand in the quest to. 
 
      
 
    Not that bright a brainwave, after all. How could he have thought of something like that in the first place? 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have enough meat…” said Ros pensively. “I’d have to go down there and grab one of the fresh carcasses.” 
 
      
 
    “If you go on your own, they’ll kill you,” Danger Babe looked concerned. 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t intend to descend without his pet, but he was in no hurry to disclose his talents to such an extent—those who were searching for him knew about his necromancy skills. He seemed strange enough as it was, and he shouldn’t do anything to stick out even more. So, he gave a vague answer: 
 
      
 
    “They won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come along!” 
 
      
 
    “Weren’t you in a hurry?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I’ll try… somehow. But let’s make it snappy. I really need to log off soon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe logged off in the middle of their ascent. They were returning from their raid, having encountered no mobs whatsoever. She’d been scampering along all the while, looking behind her worriedly every now and then. Suddenly, she just froze with her head facing backwards. 
 
      
 
    Ros waved his hand in front of her eyes and sighed. It appeared as though she’d had to log off unexpectedly. Could someone have disconnected her? Why would they do it? 
 
      
 
    Why indeed. What did he know about her, anyway? Nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    He sighed, sat down, and tried a fireman’s carry. Something flashed before his eyes, and he found himself thrown a few feet back. It felt like someone had hit him with a sizeable sledgehammer, giving him an electric shock to boot. 
 
      
 
    A thousand volts, at the very least… 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and looked at the body that now seemed so vulnerable. So, this was how it worked… He couldn’t so much as touch her. He wondered about his further course of actions. 
 
      
 
    Then Ros bellowed at the top of his voice: “Tanghal! Tanghal! Where are you? Get down here! We need help!” 
 
      
 
    He kept on yelling for a few minutes. Then he saw a tall figure shuffling along wearily, asking him in a weary voice: 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe is offline. I cannot leave her here. The mine entrance is too near, and there are lots of mobs there. If they reach the entrance while it’s dark, they’ll see her, and then it’s curtains. And she’s really reluctant to lose so much as a single percent of XP—I heard her cry over that.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what kind of help do you expect from me?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I might take her up, but the moment I touched her, I got an electric shock and found myself a couple of feet away. Felt pretty unpleasant, as electric charges go. Any idea what the matter could be?” 
 
      
 
    Tanghal walked around the girl. Then he crouched behind her, looked at her sagging trousers absolutely dispassionately, and asked him: 
 
      
 
    “Do you know her well?” 
 
      
 
    “No, we only met here.” 
 
      
 
    “The clothes they’ve given us suck.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re absolutely right there.” 
 
      
 
    “You get holes even if you don’t touch anything.” 
 
      
 
    “So you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look for yourself. She has plenty of holes on her knees, but none any higher than that. Her jacket is also intact in the chest area. Whereas one of the girls above has holes so big she might as well be topless.” 
 
      
 
    “So what?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s really simple—Danger Babe is a minor. She’s not eighteen yet. The game mechanics protect such players from so much as a hint of abuse. Even if she wore a miniskirt, something would prevent you from seeing her underwear or anything the developers deem inappropriate.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what a minor is, and I’ve heard about the protection.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you’d been under the impression she was actually older, given the specific features of the race.” 
 
      
 
    “How is her age related to the whole thing?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve touched the body of a character whose owner is offline, and a minor to boot. So the protection mechanism kicked in. You might have killed her, but no one’s allowed to touch her like that.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean we can’t get her up there?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Unless you have permission, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “What permission?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you haven’t got it in the first place, it’s a moot point.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you please look after her while I go up?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be able to protect her if a mob turns up.” 
 
      
 
    “Tanghal, she’s stuck here because of you. We went down the mine because of your stubborn attitude. You can die if you want, but if you want me to bring back any damn meat, you gotta give me some time, or it’ll all have been in vain.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do all I can. But you have no idea how limited my current abilities are.” 
 
      
 
    “Just accept my party invitation. Shout as loud as you can or message me in the party chat if you see a mob, and I’ll get back in a jiffy.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you intend to do as a level 45 if I am likely to get snuffed in half a minute at 98?” 
 
      
 
    “We can die together, at the very least. It’s your fault she’s stuck here, and I feel responsible for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Once we die, she’ll be killed, too.” 
 
      
 
    “So she may. But at least we will have done everything we could. What kind of gentlemen would we be if she died and we survived?” 
 
      
 
    The norder grunted approvingly, approached him, and offered his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to hear that. You can call me Tangh.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait for you here.” The norder picked up a heavy rock. 
 
      
 
    Ros took a look at his condition, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t last thirty seconds. And you won’t be able to throw that rock far enough. Why don’t you take some of this meat?” 
 
      
 
    “I will. As soon as you get sixty-four pieces and a half.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you be so stubborn?” 
 
      
 
    “How can you live if you have no self-respect left? Get to it, Ros—darkness is falling, and that’s when all those creatures come out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Messing around with coals was a waste of time—time that he didn’t have. And so Ros headed right towards the first wall. There was a fire burning nearby, and Agythric was sitting on a chair made out of crooked and mismatched pieces of wood. 
 
      
 
    Ros winced. Regular mobs begged for food every time they had an opportunity, but their named overseer did not stoop down to that. And he’d have to establish some sort of a modus vivendi with him, too. 
 
      
 
    “Hi there, Agythric.” 
 
      
 
    “I see you, meat. Have you brought me my gold?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll get you all the gold you want and even more, but it’s gonna take a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you’ll get none of our tasty food. You’ll suffer from hunger just like the meat inside the stone circle.” 
 
      
 
    “I have meat of my own. Could I use your fire to cook it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe you. Show me.” 
 
      
 
    Ros took a few pieces of the carcass out of his bag and placed them on the ground right in front of the overseer. 
 
      
 
    “Here goes.” 
 
      
 
    “You are funny meat. Did you manage to find a rotten cave igamus carcass?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I killed it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a lying piece of meat!” 
 
      
 
    “Smell it. This carcass isn’t rotten.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to slay an igamus?” 
 
      
 
    “Intelligent people have their secrets.” 
 
      
 
    “You are worthless meat, the lot of you. We are the offspring of the primordial masters, the mages of eternity. They ruled over all elements and commanded all powers. They joined their seed with the essence of this world, as well as that where Chaos reigns supreme. We are above everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “You can be as high as the sky. All I want is a chance to roast my meat on your fire.” 
 
      
 
    “You are pathetic, but you are not the worst of the weaklings. We respect power. Sit down by our fire and cook your meat. But my people are suffering. There are too many mouths, not enough food, and no good slaves for the mines. We like scrum meat. Not the kind you’ve got. But it’s edible, too. Give half of it to my minions—that will be fair.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. But in that case, I’ll take some of your firewood.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do with the firewood?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s dark down there, and it’s hard to see gold without fire. I’ll make some torches.” 
 
      
 
    “Your words are not anywhere near truthful, but it would be fair. The minions get the meat, and you get the fire and the wood. Our people respect fairness. Let it be so.” 
 
      
 
    Ros divided the carcass pieces in two piles. He placed one next to the fire, and gestured at the other one. 
 
      
 
    “That is for your minions.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric got up, approached the pile, chose the juiciest piece, and got back to his seat. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you lazy good-for-nothing layabouts! Come over here! There’s some grub for you!” 
 
      
 
    A wave of guards all but trampled over Ros’ head. Everyone must have abandoned their posts for food. They grabbed at the meat chunks, and proceeded to devour them raw, fur and bones and all, purring like pleased cats. 
 
      
 
    It was significant that none of them touched Ros’ share. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Seventy-two pieces. More than required, even. The quality is lower than what I’d managed to roast before, but still edible. Sorry, but it would take me all day to cook everything properly. My Cooking isn’t that high yet.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh placed all the meat in his bag, and then said: 
 
      
 
    “Please accept my gratitude. May the good Lord watch over you.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you intend to feed the rest of them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll place their meat in their coat pockets and inform them as much on the forum. I’ll also tell them they’d have to get in touch with me for more, and when I’ll distribute it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure there’ll be enough to distribute?” 
 
      
 
    “How should I know? It all depends on you. I can but hope and pray.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell anyone I got the meat.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
      
 
    “And as soon as you sort things out up there, get down here and look after Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I’ll help you.” 
 
      
 
    The norder came back in some fifteen minutes. He sat down upon his favorite rock, took out a piece of meat, and bit into it. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit burned.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to cook it over an open fire.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. You’re right—the important thing is that you can eat it without getting repulsed.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you stay here?” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “Down the mine.” 
 
      
 
    “On your own? As far as I understand, it will be tough for you without Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “My level isn’t that high. I don’t mind losing XP if they kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s your game. I’ll stay here. If anyone comes to get the girl, I’ll be the first to die.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t go too far. He sat down, leaned against the wall, and tried to recollect all the intricacies of the process he was about to get into. 
 
      
 
    It was time to get down to some serious enchanting. 
 
      
 
    What did he know? Pure theory. There were two main kinds of enchantments. The first involved investing a lot of mana and Vigor to make the item assume one of the properties from a long list. He’d been doing exactly that all day long, and had even managed to level his Enchanting to 7. 
 
      
 
    The method’s main advantage was that it raised the skill quickly, provided one had enough mana and Vigor. The disadvantages were as follows: low-level and very basic effects. You could, for instance, add a bonus to Intellect, but it wouldn’t be any higher than three points. At least that was how it was at low Enchanting levels—the stats would grow along with the skill. 
 
      
 
    The other drawback was a lot more unpleasant. You’d have to make the enchantment effect list yourself, depending on the level of enchantment and that of the item. Even the best enchanters had a list with more than a hundred effects, most of which were total junk or the next worst thing. 
 
      
 
    To sum up, the first method was a lottery with cheap prizes. On the other hand, you didn’t have to invest much. 
 
      
 
    The second method involved a special ingredient—namely, a soul crystal. The only ones who could procure those were the representatives of a few races, as well as some hybrids who had mastered a special spell from the Darkness or Death schools of magic. Finally, the skill was available to mages who had allied themselves with the Powers of Evil or Shadowy Hatred. In the former two cases, the player was faced with the problem of being unable to learn almost any other skill due to conflicts. In the latter case, the reputation issues were serious enough that the guards in any city could jail you or simply kill you on sight. 
 
      
 
    The chance of getting a crystal from a mob depended on the level of the corresponding skills, which were a devil to raise, as well as a bunch of other stats. One would have to spend half a year to get it up to so much as twenty percent. Apart from that, it was near-impossible to do on one’s own, so the crystal-farmers would normally end up in one of the top clans, where they would join the ranks of those who kept searching for crystals the clan’s enchanters could use, day after day. 
 
      
 
    Whatever crystals were procured outside of that, their amount would be negligible. Lower-level necromancers and the like were another source for low-level crystals. The noobs’ chances weren’t especially high, but they still managed to get hold of one every now and then. 
 
      
 
    A crystal’s level was an arbitrary value. The higher the level of the mob killed to create it, the more power it had. Even better if the mobs were elite or enhanced. 
 
      
 
    The strongest bosses made the best crystals, which was why several necromancers would normally be taken along to farm them—they knew that business best. Their mere presence increased the likelihood of a crystal dropping. 
 
      
 
    The second enchantment method required the item to be enchanted, a soul crystal, and a special ability you could get at any Mages’ Guild. It didn’t require much mama, and took a minute to recharge at level 1. 
 
      
 
    Upon a mob’s death, every crystal would get a random set of stats. With luck, one or several of these stats could be transferred to the item. The stat value varied wildly, however. In other words, the enchanted item’s Intellect could grow by one or by fifty—it all depended on chance and the enchanter’s skill.  
 
      
 
    Chosing a stat from the list, Ros activated the spell, and mentally prayed or hoped for luck. 
 
      
 
    It was a common conviction, an enchanter needed luck more than anybody else. That much was obvious. After all, in case of bad luck, the item would become damage or altogether destroyed. This method was less likely to succeed as well. And no one liked losing expensive items. 
 
      
 
    The chance of receiving the maximum bonus depended on the level of the item being enchanted. The enchanting process could also raise an item’s level or change its properties, including the enchanted gems set inside. 
 
      
 
    That was where Ros’ knowledge of theory ended—a lot of the really complex formulae made by the players for reasons unknown were beyond him. 
 
      
 
    Earlier in the day, he’d spent lots of silver and tantalum ore pieces making metal fragments, and had crafted around a hundred rings from those. Only eight had turned out to be enhanced, and those were the ones he decided to start with. 
 
      
 
    “Soul Crystal. Trapped creature: Grey Moss Dweller. Trapped creature level: 148. See the expanded menu for more details on stats. Special stats: enhanced creature. Stats: Agility, Stamina, Fire Resistance, Critical Hit Chance, Vigor Regeneration.” 
 
      
 
    Inasmuch as Ros could understand, there was nothing special about the crystal. The more expensive ones were those with secondary base stats. And those with the auxiliary variety could fetch truly exorbitant prices, provided the stats were useful. 
 
      
 
    A crystal in his left hand, and a ring in his right. Activating Enchant was the only thing left. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Do you really want to enchant the Silver Archer Ring? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Choose one of the soul crystal’s properties. Attention! The item in question is guaranteed to take a single effect. When you choose two or more properties, the chance of failure increases.” 
 
      
 
    Ros chose Vigor, confirmed it, and confirmed once more his wish to add the enchantment effect to the ring. 
 
      
 
    “Item received: Enchanted Silver Archer’s Ring. Item quality: Enhanced. Additional stats: +1 to Accuracy, +1 to Agility, and +1 to Rate of Fire. Enchantment effect: +5 to Stamina. Requirements: level 19. Weight: 0.01 kg. Durability: 90/90”. 
 
      
 
    His first success. The ring’s properties remained the same, apart from the slightly raised level requirement. 
 
      
 
    Ros kept on flushing his mana to make new rings. A Black Moss Dweller caught him at it, and got into a fight with his pet. After the battle, the mob’s carcass was dismembered and placed into the bag to be cooked tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    He’d need lots of meat now, since he couldn’t well tell Tangh to take a hike anymore. The norder was rather strange—Ros found it hard to argue with him, and didn’t really want to. 
 
      
 
    He tried to apply two effects when enchanting the next ring, but to no avail—the ring broke. Hardly surprising. His Enchanting was at 7, which was nowhere near high enough. The resources used for the ring were cheap, too—their level was enhanced at best, which kept his chances low. 
 
      
 
    He tried to use tantalum instead. 
 
      
 
    “Item received: Enchanted Silver Sage’s Ring. Properties: merging. Item quality: Good. Additional stats: +4 to Intellect, +1 to Luck, +1 to mana regeneration per second. Enchantment effect: +7 to Intellect. Requirements: Level 28. Weight: 0.01 kg. Durability: 120/120.” 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t help flashing a smug grin. The ring quality became higher, and the initial two points to Intellect turned into one point to Mental Power and increased mana regeneration. The enchantment effect was also better than the first time—seven instead of five. 
 
      
 
    His most modest assumptions were that he could sell the ring for no less than a hundred and fifty gold. Not exactly a treasure, but a fine enough item, given the circumstances. 
 
      
 
    That was the last time Ros got lucky, only managing to make six enchanted rings since, and none anywhere near as good as the second. 
 
      
 
    He tried to stay close to the mine entrance as he mined for resources and killed mobs for crystals and loot. Whenever he got tired, he’d sit and rest in a safe place, using his pet as a guard. As he got back to the forum, he learned that Digits hadn’t been idle. He was selling their common loot, and accused Ros of chasing skirts even as a slave instead of doing his fair share of work. Ros replied briefly with some of the local realities, checking in on the game periodically—his pet was too weak to keep so much as a single beast at bay for long. 
 
      
 
    Ralia remained in the headlines. Top clans boasted about new mobs discovered as they fought the invading army, as well as loot no one had ever seen before, while suffering colossal losses against the vicious new beasts. No attempts to rebuff the enemy succeeded—most of the province was already occupied, and neither chats nor teleports worked on the captured territory. 
 
      
 
    None of the information was new, or least unexpected. It had been a productive day, and he could go to sleep with a clear conscience. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ sleep was interrupted twice to help his pet fight off an attacker. It was a good thing he had access to a highly customizable alarm clock. Thanks to the device, as soon as his pet or party member was attacked, the alarm would “ring,” rousing him awake at once. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The pet yawned heartily, demonstrating a double set of sharp fangs, and stretched out on the floor of the cave, paying no attention to the stranger who had appeared out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    Then again, why a stranger? Ros had already seen him, and had even conversed with his once. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the guy had never introduced himself, so, sure, a stranger he was. 
 
      
 
    He still looked the same. All wrapped in a silvery cape, so the only thing you could see was a rather unusual face. One half looked hewn out of rosy stone, with a dignified and even arrogant expression—a Sphinx of a sort. The other half looked withdrawn and strict—icy, even; not a hint of the heat of Egyptian sands anywhere. If you paid close attention, you could see thin lines dividing it into many squares. 
 
      
 
    One’s thinking is usually rather strange in one’s sleep, but right then Ros felt absolute clarity of thought. Remembering the past encounter perfectly well, he decided not to waste any time on unnecessary questions or musings on the meaning of events, getting right down to the nitty-gritty. 
 
      
 
    “Is this a dream, or have you come with more good advice?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give advice. I give presents. You should know as much by now.” 
 
      
 
    Ros realized he was about to receive information. In that case, he could perhaps try to get some answers. There had been no mentions of any such visitors on the forum, which made these encounters all the more intriguing. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a digital phantom from the depths of what you call Second World.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like me.” 
 
      
 
    “Just like everybody here.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you elaborate on that? What kind of a phantom are you, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “Divulging any additional information on this issue would be considered as direct interference into your gaming process. This would be unacceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you meddling now?” 
 
      
 
    “I am. But this is what we could call a lesser evil. You only get what you need. And you decide for yourself just what you intend to do with the information you get. Freedom of choice is important, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have that a name, at least?” 
 
      
 
    “It is of no relevance currently. You have become stronger. And you keep on influencing the world. That factor was predictable enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to understand. You just need to accept my gifts.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, let’s get on with the gift-giving…” 
 
      
 
    “My gifts are words.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “Second World does not suffer weaklings. You must become stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “You reckon I’m weak?” 
 
      
 
    “You are. You don’t use your abilities to their full potential. Your existence within this game is tantamount to stagnation.” 
 
      
 
    “What about all my successes? I’m a hero, and I have a ton of stats. I’ve also unlocked Enchanting, which I’m now leveling as fast as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not enough. You’re not using all your abilities. You could be much stronger. Contemplate my words.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ll do that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not all. Second World does not suffer loners, either. You will need a team. You’ve made good progress in that respect—you’re not alone anymore. Keep on the right track and avoid mistakes. You have made no critical mistakes so far—all the candidates you’ve chosen are effective. You have recruited the best players you’d been given access to. But I cannot mind every new member of your team. You need to take a measured decision every time. And remember that you will face plenty of challenges that will prove beyond your own capacity. Take care of your team. Make it stronger and more balanced. As for me, I’ll take care of protecting it to the best of my ability.” 
 
      
 
    “Protect it from what?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot protect it from every danger you’ll face in Second World—that would be meddling. Your actions have affected certain powers in the world we know as the Third, and they will take great measures to protect their interests. Which means that not a single living creature of this world is truly safe.” 
 
      
 
    “And how do you intend to protect us all?” 
 
      
 
    “They have a vulnerability. They depend on information too much. Information is full of variables whose value changes. And I am the one who brings change.” 
 
      
 
    “This is way over my head…” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to understand. You have received my gift. Now you may sleep easily. The natural kind of sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “So, this dream is unnatural?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. School of Reason magical suppression.” 
 
      
 
    “So, some unknown entity’s meddling in the game again…” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right. It was inevitable. I’ll be leaving now. The location will unfreeze in one hundred fifty seconds. The dungeon denizens’ short-term migration algorithm has been altered—not a single monster will appear in your vicinity until morning. You may sleep now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The alarm rang for the third time right before dawn. Ros jumped up, surprised—after all, the stranger had told him everything would be peaceful. He grabbed his staff and surveyed his surroundings: the pet was in the usual place, and there were no mobs to be seen anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Why the alarm, then? 
 
      
 
    He cursed and rushed toward the exit. Tangh’s icon in the party menu was flashing red, signaling that the player was under attack. And he had already lost over half his HP. Danger Babe’s HP bar was also far from full, so both of them must have been taking damage. 
 
      
 
    He commanded his pet to freeze at the exit, trying to make sense of what was going on as he ran. A tense Tangh stood in front of a frozen Danger Babe. It looked as though the giant was trying to protect her against some threat from above with his body. Ros raised his head and saw a short figure wielding a curved bow right above them. 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo! The very bastard who had tried to shoot at Ros back at the smoking walls of Arbenne. Where had he managed to find a bow, and what did he want? 
 
      
 
    The little swine fired another shot just as Ros thrust his hand forward to cast a shield on the norder. He was only a fraction of a second late—Tangh’s icon flashed red one last time before turning grey, and the big man went down, falling to one side. 
 
      
 
    Ros only had a single shield skill, and a pretty noobish one at that, but it would suffice for a single arrow, and it didn’t take long to cast. He used it on Danger Babe, and then cast Sleep on the archer. His ability level was too low, and the distance too great, but the combination of his target’s lack of equipment and Ros’ high Intellect were bound to make it work. 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo froze before he could fully draw his bow. 
 
      
 
    So, what next? Getting up there would mean running from the bottom of the crater to the very top. The prick would manage to kill the defenseless Danger Babe before Ros got anywhere near the top of the meandering path. Could he send his pet to deal with the adversary? No—he was already considered weird, and should anyone mention it on the forum that the meat for those stuck in captivity was coming from a strange necromancer, even an idiot would be able to identify him. It would also take the pet too long to get up there. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe had chosed the wrong moment to log off! 
 
      
 
    Ros cast two healing spells at the girl before the archer came to his senses and shot another arrow. Her HP went down drastically, and Ros realized why Tangh had been acting as a human shield. Flightings were “rags” of the highest order, and without equipment even lowly rats could make short work of them. 
 
      
 
    He cast another healing spell, and shielded her with his own body, looking daggers at the archer. The latter cried out, overjoyed to have his impunity: 
 
      
 
    “I’m here because of you! So, get ready, you noob! I’ll be corpse-camping you for hours, and your girl as well! I’ll drop you all the way to level 10!” 
 
      
 
    Ros was afraid of moving for fear one of the arrows might hit Danger Babe. He tried to catch the next one with his hands, but failed as his shoulder exploded with pain. He hurried to cast a healing spell on himself, and pull out the archer’s “present.” 
 
      
 
    “Plain arrow with no arrowhead, fletched with thin wood bark fragments.” 
 
      
 
    The bastard was apparently using the best he could craft by himself, and those arrows weren’t nowhere good enough. With a noobish bow, to boot—a ridiculous affair. 
 
      
 
    “You could have tried to kill me by spitting with the same effect!” Ros shouted defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “Laugh all you want, you bastard! I’ll start throwing rocks at you as soon as I run out of arrows!” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you a little spot of sunshine?” 
 
      
 
    “I hate everyone who steals stuff from others! The stuff that’s rightfully theirs! I hate whores, too! So, here goes!” 
 
      
 
    Another healing spell. Ros didn’t mind this—with his mana poo, he would pull through just fine. He was just hoping the elvish prick would not cause a rockfall. There were enough rocks above them, some of which were clearly unstable. That might pose a real problem should he manage to dislodge some of the heavier ones. 
 
      
 
    “This is the last arrow! Then I’ll bury you all!” HedTeSdjo kept on shrieking. 
 
      
 
    Ugh, he must have been serious about the rockfall. 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo took good and careful aim—it was his last arrow, after all. So great was his focus that he ended up completely missing a tall and sinister-looking figure at his back. The norder gave the little evildoer a hearty kick in the rear, and Ros flashed a wide grin as he fell all the way down—the feeling was like waving goodbye at a train carrying a mother-in-law from hell to actual hell. The shriek of despair ended with a thud, and the body grew stiff on the rocks below. It was a pity this wasn’t real life—Ros would have taken the bow for good measure. 
 
      
 
    Still, his name was now in red lettering, for he had killed Tangh without returning any damage, so there was still a chance justice would be served in full. 
 
      
 
    And it was. In addition to the bow, Ros managed to get something else from the corpse: six pieces of meat. The meat was familiar—he’d cooked it himself late last night. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Tangh, I was a little late,” he said to the approaching norder. 
 
      
 
    “Praise the good Lord that death is not real here. I see you got his bow. That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the use? It’s just a stick with a bit of string attached. Looks like he used his own hair for it. He’ll make another one easily enough—pieces of wood aren’t exactly in short supply here. But how did he come across that meat I’d given you? He had six pieces, no less.” 
 
      
 
    The norder frowned. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I did exactly what I’d told you I would. I placed the meat in their pockets and then wrote about it on the forum. This archer must have some theft skills. Not that you need much to steal from these rags. What a thieving piece of filth. This is not good. I gave my word on the forum, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “I have more meat. We can roast it right now. Although…” 
 
      
 
    Ros saw the archer’s body disappear and started to run upwards, shouting: 
 
      
 
    “Look after Danger Babe!” 
 
      
 
    He made it just in the nick of time. Seeing the uninvited guest approach, HedTeSdjo decided not to linger at the bind point, legging it towards the mobs near the wall, apparently hoping they would protect him. Ros used Roots to immobilize him, and finished him off with two Chaos Arrows. It was convenient that players respawned with just 20% of their HP. The little turd didn’t have to suffer long. 
 
      
 
    “Your summoned creature dies.” 
 
      
 
    Ros wasn’t surprised. He was too far away from his pet, and one should never leave them unattended for too long. 
 
      
 
    Ros sat down upon a stone, and started to whistle a simple melody. The body respawned within the stone circle in a minute, and tried to dash past Ros at breakneck speed. Revived characters became immune to all effects and damage, so the plan was sound. 
 
      
 
    But he never made it. 
 
      
 
    The murders did nothing to Ros’ karma, since his adversary’s name was already red. But that wouldn’t last long, as it would eventually get whiter and whiter—multiple deaths in quick succession were the shortest way to get the name to the initial white condition. There was another way, a much harder one, but without any XP loss or suffering—one had to kill mobs of a higher level. And the greater the level difference, the quicker you became “white” again. 
 
      
 
    Ros would be white as bone before too long. As for his karma, many players had hundreds of fellow player kills without being inconvenienced much about it. 
 
      
 
    Until their name turned red again, that is. Then, not only did their Luck take a big hit, they were primed to lose dozens of items upon each death. 
 
      
 
    The sun had long been up when Danger Babe ran out of the crater, followed by the norder walking at a steady pace. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! I’ve heard about everything! What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Please! Stop! I’ll never…” They heard a whimper from the other side. 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo was no longer trying to run away, instead opting to try and reason with his ruthless killer. But there was no trusting him anymore. Another trusty Chaos Arrow, and the victim was silenced by another death. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hi there, Danger Babe. What happened to you yesterday?” 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Your name is all red!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it? That’s good news, in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing good about it!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think ill of me—it’s only red because of this guy.” 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo decided against further pleading and rushed toward the wall, but barely managed to cover a third of the way, cursing angrily just before he died. 
 
      
 
    “Why would he attack in the first place?” asked the girl. 
 
      
 
    “The good Lord has made cretins work in mysterious ways,” said Tangh slowly as he approached. 
 
      
 
    “He likes to shoot people,” Ros added. “I barely got to see him before getting hit with an arrow during our first encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “How many times have you killed him already?” asked Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t keeping count. His level was at 88, if I remember correctly, and it’s at 71 now. I intend to drop him all the way down to 10—that’s the lowest he can go.” 
 
      
 
    “You bastard! You have no idea what you’re in for! When we get you, you’ll be so—” 
 
      
 
    The archer didn’t manage to divulge the finer details of his plans for Ros on account of his sudden demise. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to waste the whole day killing him,” said Tangh gruffly. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever tire of it.” 
 
      
 
    “People need meat, and you’re the only one who can cook it. Leave this swine alone. We’ll take care of him together with Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll fight him, and she’ll take care of the control spells.” 
 
      
 
    “But you have no weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to borrow your staff, if you don’t mind. It can deal physical damage, too, so I’ll use it like a club.” 
 
      
 
    Ros killed a newly resurrected HedTeSdjo, and sent a trade message to the norder. Even though Second World looked completely real, there were still formalities to be observed. He couldn’t just hand an item over. 
 
      
 
    “Show me how you intend to do it.” 
 
      
 
    The norder turned toward Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know any rooting spells?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure do. I have mine leveled up to 18.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect. In that case, make sure he stays where he is. He’s a fast runner.” 
 
      
 
    True to form, HedTeSdjo tried to get away once again upon resurrecting, but his feet never left the ground. The norder approached him slowly, then smashed the archer’s left kneecap as hard as he could, followed by the right. The enemy fell onto his back, unable to move his legs, and howled: 
 
      
 
    “The lot of you are nuts! Sadists! Scumbags! Nazis! Bas—” 
 
      
 
    “Got him,” Tangh grunted. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ doubts were allayed—HedTeSdjo would get all the tender loving care he had so rightly deserved. His time now would be better spent over by the campfire, bartering with Agythric in the same way as earlier—giving up half the meat in exchange for the use of the overseer’s fire. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “The guys from the Russian data center called just now. They have AI issues, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
      
 
    “They have no idea yet. But the symptoms are very similar. Exactly what we had. Today, and back then, the very first time. Well, you remember. There was a fire, too.” 
 
      
 
    “AI loss?” 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. The hardware’s all there, but might as well be nothing but a bunch of spare parts right now.” 
 
      
 
    “So this thing has reached them, too…” 
 
      
 
    “Not just them. Mexico reported a similar case just a few days ago.” 
 
      
 
    “That one wasn’t completely clear.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re trying to cover something up, but I’ll give you hundred-to-one odds they’re experiencing the same symptoms.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like an epidemic. Two in a single day.” 
 
      
 
    “This makes four cases in all. Two here, one in Mexico, and now the Russians have been hit, too. Not enough to call it an epidemic.” 
 
      
 
    “What else would you call it? We keep losing AIs, and nobody knows what’s causing it. And it keeps getting worse.” 
 
      
 
    “Benelli has a version…” 
 
      
 
    “Benelli has an inoperable case of idiocy. I’d be more inclined to believe him if he said the AIs were abducted by Martians to be used as sex slaves. Send a group of testers over to the Russians, and arrange all the necessary procedures to go smoothly. We have a contract with them, after all. Something might turn up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe and Tangh were sitting on the rocks of the resurrection circle, looking at the approaching Ros guiltily. 
 
      
 
    Ros sighed. “Got away, didn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “It was my fault,” the norder replied. The rooting spell didn’t take, and he managed to get to the fire. My character is lumbering and slow, and I couldn’t keep up with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, judging by the blood-red color of your name, he’s had one hell of a time.” 
 
      
 
    “We got him down to 67. It is a sin to feel mirth at the suffering of a fellow being, but I’m happy nonetheless.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s weird I never saw him. I was sitting right next to the fire, by the first wall.” 
 
      
 
    “He tricked us by running in the opposite direction, then went down the crater. Must be hiding out somewhere in the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t last long. The mobs down there are rather unfriendly.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to wait for him here?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    The girl shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s up to you. You’re the leader of the party.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? You’re almost at 100, and I’m a measly 45. Why am I the leader?” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe and Tangh exchanged glances that spoke volumes, and smiled to each other just as mysteriously. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something I’m not getting? What are you conspiring about?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” said the norder. “We have just decided that you were… uh… the worthiest among us.” 
 
      
 
    “So, now we have a party of three instead of two. But no one’s mentioned it to me, even though I’m supposed to be the leader, and that’s quite a serious expansion.” 
 
      
 
    The norder shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I can leave. I have no intention of imposing myself on anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Ros wouldn’t decline the offer even if the night visitor hadn’t warned him, and decided against pushing the issue. 
 
      
 
    “I remember. You don’t like to ask people for anything. So, shall we get going?” 
 
      
 
    “Down the mine?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do they offer any other entertainment around here?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t be of much use in the mine,” said Tangh. I don’t have the Mining & Quarrying ability, and I’m a tank by profession. And what good is a tank without armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Just grab your pickaxe and follow us.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, but, please, take it slow. I must be one of the slowest tanks in the world.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros finished mining for another piece of gold ore, and headed back. Some hundred paces on, he helped Danger Babe get her piece of copper ore. Then they reached the cul-de-sac where Tangh was working. 
 
      
 
    “Lunchtime. Have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    The norder put his pickaxe away into his bag, and took out a piece of meat. Danger Babe tried her portion and winced. 
 
      
 
    “It’s simply horrible. It was a lot better yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “Yesterday I cooked it carefully, over coals, which takes a lot of time. Although I could make it that way for us, and roast it quickly over a large fire for the rest of the guys.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll do.” The girl waved dismissively. “Hey, Ros, did you know Tangh can produce twice as much ore as me?” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “How, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a tank. His Strength and Attack must be a lot higher than yours. And they directly affect the damage dealt to a resource in a mine.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If I had a pickaxe like Danger Babe, I’d be four times faster, or maybe eight.” 
 
      
 
    “Make one for him! Why don’t you?” Danger Babe looked at Ros with puppy-dog eyes. 
 
      
 
    That look was hard to resist, and he’d be acting in his own interest, anyway—after all, Ros needed lots of ore to keep working on his Jewellery, Metallurgy, and Enchanting. He would be in need of lots of raw materials, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, do you have any worker skills?” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Mahogany wouldn’t hurt—or, at the very least, decent Woodworking or Carpentry. Danger Babe has hers at a minimum, and I have none at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve almost never tried to work with wood.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you be able to work with hides? I need leather.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but where would I get the necessary ingredients?” 
 
      
 
    “Which ingredients would you need?” 
 
      
 
    “The blood of the hide’s former owner, primarily. But it has to be fresh. Then you need some vessel to soak the hide and cover it with mull earth from some swamp. It’s easy to do, but it takes time and also stinks to the heavens. I know the process, but haven’t ever tried it myself. The quality is unlikely to be high, so the demand is low.” 
 
      
 
    “What have you personally done?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d worked with a few kits for processing hides and skins back in the day. Alchemists sell them.” 
 
      
 
    “That sucks. I’ve never tried Alchemy myself—been too busy; besides, I have a friend who used to take care of it.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, there’s nothing I can do to help. If you give me some cloth, I can sew a few simple items.” 
 
      
 
    “Where would I get any cloth? The only cloth available in the mine is in Agythric’s cape. And something tells me he won’t yield it to us.” 
 
      
 
    As Ros talked, he kept prepping ingredients by placing them in an empty bag. He made a mental plea to his luck, and activated the process. 
 
      
 
    “Pickaxe of an Experienced Miner, made of excellent steel, with a bronze pin. Item quality: Good. Tool and crushing weapon. Physical damage: 14-24. Tool bonus: 28-48 to damage to rock. Level required: 17. Weight: 2.68 kg. Durability: 280/280.” 
 
      
 
    Ros gave a whistle. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a good pickaxe. I mean, its quality is good.” 
 
      
 
    “Purple?” Tangh asked him. 
 
      
 
    “It is. I’m reluctant to enchant it now lest it breaks.” 
 
      
 
    “Show it to me,” the norder asked. He studied the tool and made his conclusion. “I don’t need any enchantments. This’ll do just fine. Hey, Danger Babe! How about I give this one to you, and you give me yours? You’ll work faster, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “There won’t be much difference with my Strength and Attack.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then.” 
 
      
 
    Ros slapped himself on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I’m an idiot! I’ve forgotten everything after our encounter with this bastard. Here you go, Danger Babe. There are six rings here. They give bonuses to Intellect, Stamina, and a few other things, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get them?” 
 
      
 
    “I crafted them last night. I had originally intended to give them to you in the morning, but then I got a little distracted.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks so much, Ros. I’m being showered in presents for the second day in a row.” Danger Babe waved her pickaxe menacingly. 
 
      
 
    “When I was young, we didn’t give young ladies gifts of pickaxes,” the norder sighed. “Ros, you know how I hate asking others for things, but could you think of something you could do about weapons and armor? You have plenty of talents, it would appear. And I’ll pay you back as soon as we get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not about the money. I have no blueprints whatsoever, not even the simplest kind. And it’s hard to make something decent without them.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re pretty good with staves and rings. Pickaxes, too.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s an in-game concept called crafting relativity. Items you’ve already used and those that resemble them are easier to make, and you don’t have to rely on blueprints. Since you’re a tank, I understand that you need armor, a helm, a shield, and a sword. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “You are. Boots would be nice, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Are there any boots made without leather?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen any.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll ask me for leather when I’ll try crafting something like that. Where would I get it?” 
 
      
 
    “What if a mob drops a leather cuirass or cape?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that happen here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you never know.” 
 
      
 
    “We’d have to make leather strips and scraps out of them.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I might give it a try, in that case. As for heavy armor, or a sword and shield, that’s unlikely. I’ve never owned any of those. All I can try for is really light armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything would be better than these rags. And you’d have a tank of your own, too. Those can come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do some experimenting at night, but I can’t promise anything. I’ve wasted an enormous number of rings to make these six. My Jewelry even went up a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe has told me a lot about your talents,” said the norder, then paused, as if expecting something. 
 
      
 
    Probably for Ros to divulge something—some of his secrets, if not all of them. But the rrokh deflected instead. 
 
      
 
    “Try to get as much ore as you can. I’ll need all the raw materials I can get for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Mark as many ore veins as you can. I can only find copper, and the same goes for Danger Babe. “I rarely manage any of the other stuff, and it’s even harder to produce it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    When evening fell, they walked Tangh to the exit—that was the time he’d announced for handing out meat to the other slaves. The norder ascended the meandering path slowly, seeking to provoke an attack, but the accursed archer never turned up, much against Ros’ hopes. 
 
      
 
    He must have been hiding somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Ros nearly gnashed his teeth. What was he supposed to do now? If he left Danger Babe, their adversary would kill her, and Tangh would not be able to protect her. His plans to grind in the dungeon while mining for crystal would not come to fruition today—he’d die before letting that scumbag do any harm to the two players that had cast their lots in with him. 
 
      
 
    An old man who had rejected real life, and a girl who was a minor. He did have the knack for cultivating the strangest friendships. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, these two were almost as strange as he was. 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t have abandoned them even without the strange dream, which wasn’t really a dream. There was something special about them. Also, seeing as the night visitor had been spot on with his predictions the first time, it would behoove Ros to heed his words again. 
 
      
 
    A team. A team was what he needed. Ros was told in no uncertain terms that he shouldn’t just count at himself in the future. He’d need other players to help him. 
 
      
 
    He just wished he knew who this night visitor was… 
 
      
 
    Or, perhaps, what it was. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Only about half of the players surrounded Tangh, eager to get their handout. The poor souls were barely moving for lack of strength. The rest of them remained at the bind point, abandoned by their owners. Those lot must have decided to take a month-long break from the game, given the circumstances, and hadn’t so much as bothered to read the forum. 
 
      
 
    Their loss. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll leave your body on the other edge of the crater, and I’ll try to make sure that creep doesn’t come back.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Tangh?” 
 
      
 
    “He can see where we’re headed. He’ll find us—it isn’t that dark yet.” 
 
      
 
    “All right.” 
 
      
 
    Ros asked her as they approached: 
 
      
 
    “You never told me what happened yesterday. You’ve just dumped your character without any warning.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I had to log off. Very suddenly. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve put us in a right pickle…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already said I was sorry!” 
 
      
 
    “All forgiven, don’t worry about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros… I have to thank you. I would have given up if it wasn’t for you. I just can’t express it… I’m really sorry. There was nothing I could do—I had to log off right there and then.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already told you—I get it, and I’m not accusing you of anything.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All right, then. Here goes, just in case.” Her eyes became expressionless for a second, and Ros was starting to suspect she’d gone off without saying goodbye again, but then she rapped out: 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe grants Tarros4 permission to move her body to the distance of up to fifteen hundred feet if she goes offline. Will that be enough?” That last part was addressed to Ros. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Just enough to drag you into the woods, where the wild wolves roam. So, I won’t get any more electric shocks?” 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t. But mind how you use my permission. Only as a last resort. All right, then, I’m off. Thanks, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “See ya, Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    He sat down next to the girl’s stiffened body, and proceeded to flush his mana for simple gem enchantment. He wasn’t interested in effects as much as in growing the stat. Ros had a plan. He would do all he could to level it as far as he could, and once diminishing returns made any further leveling irrational, he would use up his undistributed auxiliary stat points to raise it even higher. He had five of those so far. 
 
      
 
    High Enchanting would enable him to create expensive items. No longer would he have to spend days and weeks sweating and fighting in perilous dungeons to procure them. Besides, after the recent events, he might not even have access to the thylbit cave anymore. 
 
      
 
    Ros sincerely hoped that, with his extraordinary Luck, Enchanting would become a regular and plentiful source of income. 
 
      
 
    Otherwise, he’d have to come up with another plan altogether. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    A sword wasn’t that hard a weapon to make. But no matter how hard Ros tried, the system wouldn’t budge, denying him the ability to craft the weapon, either offering no explanation at all or citing the lack of proper ingredients. 
 
      
 
    “Ingredient required: lead counterweight. Possible substitute: gold or platinum counterweights. Ingredients required for substitute: gold or platinum bar. Ingredient required: leather strip. No substitute available.” 
 
      
 
    So that was it, then. 
 
      
 
    Ros filled the bag with the talons and fangs of moss dwellers, bars and alloys of different metals, adding a few hard pieces of wood, and activated crushing weapon crafting with a rough idea of what it should look like in his head. 
 
      
 
    “You craft a Mace of Despair from the Locked Lands. Attention! You have crafted a unique item! It has no duplicate anywhere in Second World! You receive a reward: +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Invention, +1 to Creation, and +1 to Learner. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 323,472. You can craft blueprints for a new item: Mace of Despair from the Locked Lands. New auxiliary stat unlocked: Calligraphy. Attention! You have crafted an item using ingredients no one had ever used before. Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Moss Dweller’s Talons, Moss Dweller’s Fangs. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. You receive a reward: +1 to Inventing.” 
 
      
 
    Ros decided to go for broke this time, producing a soul crystal and performing an enchantment. 
 
      
 
    “Enchanted Mace of Despair from the Locked Lands. Item quality: Enhanced. Melee weapon. Physical damage: 116-174 (crushing). Additional stats: +9 to Strength, +8 to Stamina. Enchantment effect: +6 to Stamina. Requirements: Level 48. Weight: 3.85 kg. Durability: 710/710.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you asleep?” he asked Tangh, who was sitting right next to him, in a soft voice. 
 
      
 
    “How could I possibly be asleep when you’re making me a weapon?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I couldn’t get anywhere with the sword. I would at least need a few noob blueprints, then have a good look at them, and add the corresponding items to the list of those studied.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity. Well, you can land a good hit with a pickaxe, too.” 
 
      
 
    Couldn’t he see the mace that Ros held in his hand? Then Ros remembered his eyesight. The norder could see next to nothing at night, so he couldn’t see the weapon. 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t use a floating sphere as a light source like Danger Babe, so he lit a small flame with his finger, and handed the mace to Tangh while providing as much illumination as he could master. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at this. Might be a decent replacement for a sword.” 
 
      
 
    The tank took the mace, swung it this way and that, grunted, and swung again. 
 
      
 
    “This should do. But I won’t be able to use some of my skills. My character is a sword specialist strictly.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t make a sword.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it already. Thanks, Ros. I felt naked without a weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s no equipment on you, so technically you’re still naked.” 
 
      
 
    “Not as much as before. Will you try to do something about the armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ll do my best.” 
 
      
 
    Even though Ros knew nothing about armor, he made surprisingly quick progress. Unfortunately, none of his attempts to craft anything out of iron yielded any result. Bronze turned out to be much easier to handle, and he went on to craft a bronze cuirass, vambraces, and greaves. Then he got stuck. All the previous armor items had required leather, which he’d managed to substitute with strips of untanned hide. The helmet was outright refusing to be crafted using the same method, as were the boots. And the shield also demanded wood. 
 
      
 
    But there wasn’t a single scrap of leather anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Bronze made with tin was considered a noob metal in Second World. It could only be used for low-level items with weak stats. But Tangh seemed pleased—he didn’t frown once. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll carry on with the rings now.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you think of something for Danger Babe? That pesky archer nearly halved her HP with a single arrow made of makeshift materials.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s a mage, so she can’t carry heavy stuff. She needs cloth, though leather would do in a pinch.” 
 
      
 
    “She cannot wear any heavy armor at all?” 
 
      
 
    “She may be able to wear it, but her casting speed would drop drastically. By an enormous factor. Heals would take her much longer to cast, and she would also get interrupted a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Bad news, that…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s why us mages are called squishies.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen you in battle, and I wouldn’t call you squishy.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t take much damage. I keep away from mobs, and the two of us keep ‘em under control.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have less health than Danger Babe, but you seem to be able to take a lot more damage. That’s pretty strange at your level.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we all have our secrets.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll start on the accessories. It’s going to take a while, so you might as well sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we talking bracelets and amulets?” 
 
      
 
    “We are. They use quite a bit of metal, but still a lot less than armor.” 
 
      
 
    “But didn’t we produce enough already?” 
 
      
 
    “You have no idea how much of it just gets wasted.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense. Jewelers aren’t a popular profession for a reason.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see why—the cost is enormous. Less than Enchanting, but not by much with so many resources wasted.” 
 
      
 
    The norder squinted. 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand you’re leveling both without any care for the cost?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it a sin to be wealthy?” 
 
      
 
    “Few of the wealthy are free from sin. But you’re right, it’s none of my business.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you go to sleep already?” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “The rings will take a while to craft. I’ll leave myself some three hours of sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid the little git might sneak near when it gets dark.” 
 
      
 
    “Set up attack notifications for all party members. As I found out this morning, they could wake even the dead.” 
 
      
 
    “You were sleeping in the mine? Weren’t you afraid?” 
 
      
 
    “I was too tired to bother.” 
 
      
 
    “I see you’ve leveled up.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s thanks to your mace.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “I received an achievement for inventing a new weapon. No one’s ever used the local fangs or talons before, after all. I got enough XP, though I don’t think I have the exact value in my logs anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Try inventing other stuff, Ros, while there’s still time. It would be insane to waste such an opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do what I can, don’t you worry. I’m already enjoying it here. There are some great incentives for ingenuity.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already realized you didn’t want to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I exaggerated a bit. But one thing’s for certain: there are opportunities here, and you can be the first to exploit them. Like this quest.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t even know if it’s a quest yet. There are many who think otherwise. Everything is just a bit too murky, and the term too long. It’s a complex game, after all, and it has its bugs, so this might be one of them.” 
 
      
 
    “If you open your quest journal, you’ll see you have to deliver ore to Agythric.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen it. But you typically get detailed log messages when you do a quest. That wasn’t the case here.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw mentions on the forum about quests that weren’t easily understood. Plenty of them, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true. The world is changing. It is becoming more complex.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you been playing long?” 
 
      
 
    “I have. I used to be very casual, but now I hope to remain here forever.” 
 
      
 
    Ros said nothing. It would be interesting to find out how this person came to the decision to abandon reality, but players had an unwritten rule about prying into the real lives of others. Any personal information shared had to come of their own free will. 
 
      
 
    Ros started on the most monotonous work in the world—the transformation of metal bars into wire and strips of metal. All of this would soon become rings, and, if luck remained on his side, there may be a few good-quality ones among them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Authorization system errors may lead to temporary issues with processing bank transfers by players from the North American and Eastern European sectors. We are doing everything we can to resolve them as quickly as possible. Thank you for your understanding.” 
 
      
 
    Second World project administration’s announcement on the game’s official site. 
 
      
 
    “One of the servers used for backing up data on transactions involving several e-payment systems is down after a DDoS attack. A source from the company’s information security department claims that an unknown group of hackers has failed to gain access to the company’s and the clients’ accounts, after which time they repeatedly formatted the hard drives containing the users’ personal data to retaliate. They claim no confidential data leaks have occurred. However, even if the cybercriminals were to download the data in question, they would not have been able to use it, having no access to personal keys. 
 
      
 
    The data from one of the main servers are currently being restored. We are relying on backup data until then.” 
 
      
 
    From a news statement posted online. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The mob’s head cracked, producing an unpleasant sound. One of the creature’s eyes became dislodged from its socket. The Black Moss Dweller gave a loud grunt and fell onto its back. 
 
      
 
    Tangh swung the mace, looking satisfied. 
 
      
 
    “Not that bad a weapon, as far as they go, but it doesn’t do enough damage. I wish I had a sword. My good old sword.” 
 
      
 
    “Was it that good?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “I should have gotten something better for my level by now, but I’d gotten used to it. I’ll have to think about what I could exchange it for. What a tank needs is good armor and decent magic resistances, but the ability to deal damage never goes amiss, either.” 
 
      
 
    Ros sat down upon a rock covered in moss that was amazingly dry. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take a break, shall we? I’ll get down to enchanting in the meantime. Anyway, it’s a momentous day today.” 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” Danger Babe looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “I have exactly three hundred pieces of ore in my bag. One of us could go free right away. And if it’s me or you, two ninety will be enough—we have already given Agythric ten each.” 
 
      
 
    The girl shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re a team, we should leave together.” 
 
      
 
    “If anyone’s interested in my opinion, I agree with Danger Babe,” Tangh added. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, a friend of mine says Agythric might give some reward for exceeding the quota. And, judging by how hard the quest is, it should be significant.” 
 
      
 
    “Show me a piece of gold ore, Ros,” said the norder. “I’ve never seen it before. You never let us mine for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too! Show me!” Danger Babe jumped up. 
 
      
 
    Tangh took a good look at the piece of ore and said pensively: 
 
      
 
    “If I’m right, this rock contains around seven grams of pure gold. The alloy they use for coins here doesn’t contain that substantial an amount, so you could use this to make four imperial guineas. Therefore, a piece of ore should cost around five dollars. If we give away three hundred, we lose around a thousand and a half.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?!” said a shocked Danger Babe. “In that case, I’ll give them nothing! All my stuff costs less! There’s no point in such an exchange! This Agythric is a fraud!” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that you can sell your ore for fifteen hundred gold pieces,” Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Gold is a rare commodity in Second World,” said Tangh. “Ever noticed how everyone tries to pay in silver? The other lucre seems to be scarce, and the prices keep on growing, albeit in little increments. I’m not sure about fifteen hundred, but a thousand, or a little more, would be feasible.” 
 
      
 
    “A thousand is more than all my equipment is worth,” said Danger Babe, hanging her head. 
 
      
 
    “My dear girl, I am in no position to give any advice, but I recommend finishing this quest. The reward might surprise you—and save you time, too.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pity to waste all this money.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a flighting, and your race’s Carrying Capacity leaves a lot to be desired. Would you be able to carry all this ore? That’s around three hundred kilos of weight.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?! Well, have you seen me? I wouldn’t even manage half of that!” 
 
      
 
    “There you go.” 
 
      
 
    “The farther away from the entrance we get, the more gold we find,” Ros noted. “Tantalum, too, which is rarer still. And I got my first piece of tungsten today. I’ve never even seen it before.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you suggesting? Shall we go in deeper?” Tangh asked him. 
 
      
 
    Ros decided to reveal something about himself. 
 
      
 
    “I have some experience in mining.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is clear—you didn’t level your Mining & Quarrying catching butterflies,” quipped Danger Babe.  
 
      
 
    “The usual rule for mines that have mobs is that the farther you get from the entrance, the more of them you find, and the stronger they are. There are also more resources, and a higher chance of getting something expensive. Although I’m not so sure about this mine. It’s just too odd. People build them following roughly the same template, whereas this is something different.” 
 
      
 
    “I would support going deeper. I wonder what we might find there. More ore, perhaps, or something really valuable.” 
 
      
 
    “But Ros just said that the mobs you meet deeper in will be stronger than those closer to the entrance.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re no pushovers, though. We’d managed it here unarmed, just the two of us. And now we have staves, rings, and you’re wearing armor. An excellent party, in fact. A flighting buffer, a mage DPS, and a tank. The way we fight now, there’s no risk at all, so there’s nothing to worry about, even if they are stronger down there.” 
 
      
 
    “I could do with better armor. This one might as well be made of paper. And the two of you have no protection at all. We don’t have any elixirs. The level of our DPS is altogether ridiculous. We’re not a party. I’m not sure what we are…” 
 
      
 
    “Forget about having been an old man IRL,” Danger Babe kept egging him on. “It’s different here. Let’s go and have ourselves an adventure!” 
 
      
 
    “My dear girl, I have noticed a strange tendency. A great number of adventurers manage to get their rear ends rather sore in the process.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Ros, are we going?!” Danger Babe looked hyped. 
 
      
 
    “I’m all for it, but not today.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to log off in three or four hours, and it would be hard for us down there without you.” 
 
      
 
    “How about tomorrow, then? Early in the morning?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in. What about you, Tangh?” 
 
      
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… no one’s gonna drag you down there for sure.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh smiled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It would be unbearably hard to respond in the negative, so I will participate. You might want to consider making a few bracelets and rings for us, though. Necklaces wouldn’t come amiss, either. After all, we have no idea what we might encounter down there.” 
 
      
 
    “We could take off mine,” Danger Babe suggested. “It’s kind of embarrassing—I have virtually everything, and you two might as well be naked.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh slapped his cuirass. 
 
      
 
    “I’m nowhere near naked, while you are clad in useless rags.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m talking about rings. I already have eight. A full set.” 
 
      
 
    “One has to take care of tanks and healers first and foremost, which I why agree with Ros. He distributes everything wisely. But his staff isn’t good for much, and that won’t do for a DPS character.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll jury-rig something during the night.” Ros waved dismissively. “That’s it, then. I’m going back, and we split for the time being. Evening’s coming, and I need a lot of metal. Hey! Danger Babe! That concerns you, too.” 
 
      
 
    The norder waved his hand in front of the immobile girl, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “She’s logged off.” 
 
      
 
    “Once again, without giving any warning. Might she have connection problems?” 
 
      
 
    “She might. But I think her problems aren’t connection-related.” 
 
      
 
    “What could they be, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably something IRL. Someone must have interrupted her.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, her parents object to her spending so much time here?” 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t you object if you had a daughter like that?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t even considered kids yet, but I don’t think I would. She’s smart for her age, pretty, and good-natured.” 
 
      
 
    “That much is true. But have you ever considered the darker side of the game? Take a look at this,” Tang pointed at his face. “You eventually get bags under your eyes. Spend a few months like this, and you’ll need two inches of makeup to cover them. The face goes pale, the eyes bloodshot.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that happen because of the game?” 
 
      
 
    “It sure does. There’s the lack of sleep, too. She spends too much time with us. Latest-generation capsules make virtually every action have some kind of effect on your real body. When you run in the game, your breathing becomes shallow, and you exercise the corresponding muscles. That allows you to play for days without any ill effects. If you’re active in the game and don’t just spend your time sitting around some market square, it can even be good for you. But her capsule is clearly less advanced. Most likely, just a helmet and bracelets. That’s the cheaper option that a lot of players opt for. She might also have a belt and sensors on her legs and feet. Danger Babe’s movements sometimes get blurred, and that hardly ever happens with a proper capsule. The immersion is near-complete, but not quite.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem to know a lot about immersion methods.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because I researched it quite a bit. It was a long time ago, and the methods were far less advanced, but I still have an interest in these things. Danger Babe keeps standing still, so what are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be dangerous to go mining without her. If we run into a mob, we won’t fight it off.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Tangh asked him in a slightly odd tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “My healing is weaker than hers. It’s dangerous, and I don’t want to take that risk.” 
 
      
 
    “But you did go down into the mine after she’d logged off the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “If you die on your own, it’s less scary, and I don’t really mind the XP loss.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we just sit here quietly and hope nobody finds us?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should we? Let’s go back up.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the girl?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take her with us. She gave me permission to transport her body.” Ros touched Danger Babe’s shoulder gingerly. “No electric charges, it appears.” 
 
      
 
    “I have gotten me some meat from that last mob. Can you roast it? There’s not much left—just enough for today, and tomorrow there’ll be nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got loads more in my bag. I’ll roast you as much as I can—enough to last three days. How many of them eat it, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “Around half. The rest just dropped their bodies here. Weird, that. How hard could it be to read a forum thread?” 
 
      
 
    “The thread might have dropped out of sight.” 
 
      
 
    “I post there every day to announce the distribution time. So, it keeps going up. And their friends could have seen it and told them.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess a lot of them just decided to take a month-long break from the game.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot of outrage out there with people demanding their money back.” 
 
      
 
    “So, how do they fare? Are they getting it back?” 
 
      
 
    “No. They say it’s a regular in-game situation. It’s said to be their own fault since everybody had time to leave the province. The mobs did not get out of the rift all at once.” 
 
      
 
    Ros lifted Danger Babe in a fireman’s carry. 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t weigh much.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you expect? She’s a flighting.” 
 
      
 
    As they were coming out of the mine, the norder stopped and said in a quiet voice: 
 
      
 
    “I’ve just spotted the archer near the edge of the crater.” 
 
      
 
    “Reckon he’s trying to ambush us again?” 
 
      
 
    “How would I know? It’s a pity I have no shield. He wouldn’t have managed to deal me any damage at all. An archer trying to take down a tank is ridiculous.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no leather. And no proper wood.” 
 
      
 
    “Those sticks won’t do?” 
 
      
 
    “No. You have to make planks first, and these sticks are too thin.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ros, this archer is writing all kinds of things about you on the forum.” 
 
      
 
    “Let him. Like I care.” 
 
      
 
    “He says you’re a top player who ended up in Rallia by accident.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would he say that? Didn’t he see my level?” 
 
      
 
    “If your Disguise is high, and his Perception is roughly at zero, he could have missed it. Or, perhaps, he did see it, but feels embarrassed to admit that he’d been wasted by a noob. Actually, he called yours truly a noob. According to him, the three of us, including Danger Babe, have formed a gang to extort money from the likes of him, and chase them all around the mine if they refuse.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he a total moron?” 
 
      
 
    “You got it in one. But his dad is a big shot in one of the top clans. That’s what he says, anyway. And that we’ll all be blacklisted for this. However, most of the responses are people laughing and calling him an idiot. Also, his father is reckoned to be far from any clan’s leadership, if not another noob, just like him. He must be an absolute idiot IRL, too, judging by how he’d raised his son.” 
 
      
 
    “I kind of feel bad for him, having a kid like that. So, are we going to just stand here, or shall we try to ascend?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get up there. I’ll keep you covered if he starts shooting. His pointed sticks won’t pierce the cuirass, and he’s lost quite a few levels, so he won’t deal much damage. If he’s dumb enough to try anything, we’ll keep him at the resurrection circle a while longer, make him lose a few more.” 
 
      
 
    Ros nodded. “I totally agree.” 
 
      
 
    They heard an ominous rumbling as they were halfway up. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! It’s a rockfall!” Tangh yelled. 
 
      
 
    Running with a girl in a fireman’s carry isn’t all that easy, even if she weighs little, but Ros managed it. Something did hit him on the back of the head, but it wasn’t a hard blow, and he didn’t lose much health. A smaller rock, most likely. He looked behind him once he got out of the danger zone, and watched the last of the rocks fall. 
 
      
 
    The norder took out his mace, and passed by Ros, saying gruffly: 
 
      
 
    “This little worm is trying to mess with us again. Doesn’t seem to want to calm down. I should go and pull his ears off for starters.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t catch him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll chase him around until he collapses from exhaustion. Tanks have lots of Stamina. And I’ve got all the time in the world. He’ll have to log off at some point—he isn’t made of rock, after all. So, no, I’ll catch him sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t mind him. Just mark where he sleeps and give him hell during the night. He won’t so much as attempt to run away.” 
 
      
 
    “He always goes to sleep right by the wall. What if we attack him right there? With all the mobs watching?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, either. Perhaps it would be wrong to irritate them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why isn’t he famished by now?” 
 
      
 
    “He took a lot of meat back then.” 
 
      
 
    “It spoils quickly. Won’t last longer than three days—that’s the best I can cook. So, he’ll kick the bucket without anyone’s help eventually. Don’t waste your time. I’d just like you to stand guard over me and Danger Babe while I’m busy with the rings.” 
 
      
 
    “How about bracelets and necklaces?” 
 
      
 
    “If there’s time.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you really sure we need to go deeper into those caves?” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, death is the worst thing that can happen to us. If you don’t like resurrecting, no one’s making you go.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind it. I would just like more certainty. We seem to have developed a way of working together, but we might get into a whole new thing tomorrow. And new isn’t necessarily good.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see. We have nothing to lose. What should we do about Danger Babe?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “She cannot stand upright. She just keeps falling.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why don’t you just leave her lying down?” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t quite seem to be the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, lean her back against a rock. She can sit like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what happened to her. It’s still three hours till evening. Could her parents have chased her out?” 
 
      
 
    “No idea. She’ll tell us herself if she wants to. That’s not the kind of question you ask anyone. Bad manners. You’d better get on with the rings. And don’t forget to craft yourself a better staff. Our equipment and weapons are trash noob grade, and look at us, planning to descend right into the depths of those caves.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey, my GF also unplugged me once during a boss fight. Wouldn’t wish it on anyone—I had burst vessels in my eyes and looked like a vampire. Barely managed to stop the nosebleed, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on. That’s all BS. My old ISP connection kept dropping all the time, and nothing like that ever happened.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a nincompoop, try reading the thread from the beginning! It did not happen before, but it does now, and if you log off unexpectedly, you’re in for some nasty stuff. All sorts of things happen.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard of a guy who had a stroke when his wife unplugged his modem. Or it could have been his kid, I’m not quite sure. But he went linkdead suddenly.” 
 
      
 
    “You might want to read the end user agreement. It says that you need a reliable connection to play, and that you have to use the interface logout option.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care about that. I use 3D interface, and don’t need immersion.” 
 
      
 
    “3D lags the way 2D used to lag way back. No one uses 2D anymore, and the same will happen to 3D shortly, too.” 
 
      
 
    An excerpt from a forum thread: Frequent Logoffs: Latest Impressions. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Just like many other people her age, Danger Babe forgot to say good morning, but immediately expressed a vivid interest in jewelry. 
 
      
 
    “Ros, have you managed to make any of those bracelets?” 
 
      
 
    “So, we don’t say hello anymore these days, do we?” 
 
      
 
    “Oops. Don’t be so fussy about it! Hi!” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you disappear last night?” 
 
      
 
    The expression in the girl’s eyes was that of someone intending to lie, and she said in her overemphasized earnest manner: 
 
      
 
    “I have connection problems. I got kicked off. Couldn’t log back on.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, these things happen. Here you go: a pair of bracelets and a necklace with a pendant.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks! It’s a pity this bracelet has such a huge bonus to Accuracy. It’s not like I need it for anything in particular.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re an archer as well, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not here, though, and not at this level! I told you, I only used the bow at the lowest levels.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it. That’s just how it turned out. The second bonus is a few points to Stamina, which will sure come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you make anything for Tangh and yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” 
 
      
 
    “And, as usual, your own stuff is probably the worst of the lot?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t manage anything worth mentioning. Not the luckiest of nights.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we just going to jabber, or shall we get down to business?” the norder asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then would you please explain your plan while we’re on our way?” 
 
      
 
    “No plan, really. We just get as far in as we can in order to make it back before nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me. Especially given my senility. Real easy to remember.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Nothing of interest happened during the first hour. The group of three kept on moving deeper into the cave, easily dispatching individual and well-familiar mobs. The first surprise came when they entered a large hall with a high stalactite-covered dome. There were three tunnels leading out of it, and Ros stopped for a while, trying to choose where to go next. 
 
      
 
    He barely managed to notice the movement, and yelled as he jumped away in the nick of time. 
 
      
 
    “Up there!” 
 
      
 
    The mob that dropped down from the ceiling had chosen the norder, apparently impressed by the size of the quarry. That was good news, as the beast’s very first attack took off a quarter of the tank’s HP bar. What it would do to an unequipped flighting was obvious enough. 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep!” commanded Ros at the very same time. 
 
      
 
    “Your target reflects the damage towards you.” 
 
      
 
    Ros froze, unable to move so much as his pinky. He could not even look sideways, having gotten hit with his own spell. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe didn’t take tong to realize what was happening. Tossing a big heal and a few regens at Tangh, she dispelled Ros right after. As soon as he could move again, he ran back a little, and then hit the mob with Chaos Aura. 
 
      
 
    The creature looked familiar, resembling an animated black bear hide. He’d already came across its like in the caves—it was a shadowcrawler. They were rare and always attacked from an ambush, dealing a lot of damage, but their defenses weren’t that strong. 
 
      
 
    This one was no exception. While Tangh held it at bay with his abilities, drawing the mob’s attention to attack the tank and not the other party members, Ros showered the beast with Chaos Arrows with impunity. Whenever it would get upset about it and switch from the norder, Danger Babe would root it, so it never managed to get far. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Moss Shadowcrawler. XP received: 4527. Points left until the next level: 233,684. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +50 to mana. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Mental Power grows by 1. Congratulations! Your party has destroyed a monster 70 levels above the party’s strongest player!  Achievement earned: Brave Companions, Part Two. Achievement bonus: +1 to Attack. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Three. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 70 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level must be at least twice less than that of the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “An achievement!” Danger Babe yelped. 
 
      
 
    “Yup,” Tangh nodded. “He damaged my cuirass.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll repair it,” said Ros. 
 
      
 
    “You know how to repair?” 
 
      
 
    “I know how to craft them, so repairing shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll need some bronze to do it, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you got any?” 
 
      
 
    “I have. There are a few bars left that I haven’t used up. Take it off.” 
 
      
 
    “Could I check for loot?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any hunting skills?” Tangh inquired. 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, better let Ros do it. Haven’t you noticed he always picks up more?” 
 
      
 
    “Why doesn’t he do it once I’m done?” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. You can only pick up loot once. There are a few exceptions—quest items, soul crystals, and class-specific items.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe moved away from the mob, looking a little upset. But Ros cared nothing about that—he hurried to loot the mob, rejoiced at finding another soul crystal, and shared some of his recollections with his friends. 
 
      
 
    “I have already seen these critters. Also inside caves. But those were a lot lower in level. They were just as dangerous, though. They were called cave shadowcrawlers.” 
 
      
 
    “This seems to be a hybrid between shadowcrawlers and moss dwellers,” said Tangh as he took off his cuirass and handed it to Ros. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe, still holding a grudge, started to wander around the hall, staring at walls. Then she yelled out in surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Well, this is a first!” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” asked Ros and Tangh in unison. 
 
      
 
    “There was this shiny gem within the rock. Looks like an amethyst. And I have unlocked Perception. And they gave me three points to it at once. From zero to three, imagine that. So cool! It’s a secondary stat, after all!” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached the girl, gave a closer look, and whistled: 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe my eyes. You have found a sapphire!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it expensive?” 
 
      
 
    “You need your Mining & Quarrying skill to be at 104 to mine sapphires. There are no miners whose skill is anywhere near that level, unless you equip items that raise it, and those are rare and expensive. How did you manage to notice it in the first place? My Perception is at 18, but I only noticed it when it was right under my nose, following your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. I kept on wandering around, and there was this greyish vein in the rock. I started to trace it, and found this pretty gem at the end.” 
 
      
 
    “You might want to examine grey veins more often,” the norder suggested. “And ones that aren’t grey, too. And bring your ball of light closer to the rock—it appears to be useful. I don’t know much about the prices of these gems, but I’d be surprised if it costs less than five hundred.” 
 
      
 
    “In silver?” 
 
      
 
    “In gold, my dear girl. In gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow! Hey, Ros! Will you be able to get it? You have the highest Mining & Quarrying among us.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Mine’s just at 19, and you need 104 for something like that. There chance of success is miniscule.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you still have a higher chance than either of us. Try it,” said Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right. Danger Babe, I’d like to use your pickaxe. It’s the best one we have.” 
 
      
 
    “Here. Do you reckon it will help?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not quite sure, but I’ll be able to do it quicker that way. And this should take more than a few taps.” 
 
      
 
    The rock kept resisting Ros’ onslaught for some ten or fifteen minutes. Then, a small miracle happened. The gem didn’t become damaged, crumbling to useless rock dust under the noob’s pickaxe, and there he was, holding it in the palm of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Sapphire Crystal. Blue, with cavities and inclusions. Weight: 3.3 g.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Mining & Quarrying grows by 1. Your Mining & Quarrying is now at 20. The damage you deal to the resource grows by 25%; your chance of receiving an extra resource grows by 2.5%; your chance of discovering an unexpected resource grows by 0.01%.” 
 
      
 
    “We did it!” Ros smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Hooray!” yelled the girl. 
 
      
 
    Her yell was answered instantly by a triumphant roar from a distance, accompanied by a choir of blood-curdling screeches. 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t shout here!” said an irritated Ros. 
 
      
 
    “Oops. Let’s run! Oh, no, we cannot! Tangh won’t be able to keep up! They’ll catch up with us!” 
 
      
 
    “You run; I’ll try to hold them back,” said the norder. 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in it together. So, we’ll meet them in battle.” 
 
      
 
    “And then we’ll die together… you fools…” 
 
      
 
    “So be it. Danger Babe, cast a regen on him in advance, and give him a shield. Tangh, you try to get as many of them as you can to attack you. If they’re anything like the shadowcrawler here, Danger Babe will be down in two hits, if not sooner, and without her we’re as good as dead.” 
 
      
 
    “If they’re anything like that beast, we’re as good as dead, anyway,” replied the norder. Then he laughed, for some reason, and said something odd. “You go, Ros. We believe in you. Show us what you’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    The mobs poured into the hall. They were small, reaching just up to Danger Babe’s neck, and she was of a petite build. They resembled bats that no longer knew how to fly, but retained rudimentary wings of a characteristic shape, which, for some reason, grew from their backs. Their wide maws with rows of razor-sharp teeth were the source of all that horrid screeching. 
 
      
 
    There were about ten of them. 
 
      
 
    The norder leaped up, landing heavily, with a circle of light spreading around him. As it reached the mobs, their bodies became engulfed in cocoons of electric sparks, taking off some of their HP. It was no wonder that the whole pack attacked the tank, making short work of his shield. 
 
      
 
    “Heal!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    One of the mobs turned to attack her, but Ros cast Sleep on it, then proceeded to pound away at the nearest one, anxious to kill off as many adversaries as quickly as he could. Seven Chaos Arrows proved enough for one. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Underling. XP received: 4293. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Agility. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    He started on the next scrum—the one that stood still and slept—trying to keep an eye on how the others were faring all the while. Tangh was down a third of his HP, but things didn’t look too dire. The mob broke free of the rooting spell, but went down at once a few feet from Ros. 
 
      
 
    Two down. 
 
      
 
    He got lucky with the third—it only took three Chaos Arrows. The third must have hit some vital organ, and a critical hit by a mage was no joke. 
 
      
 
    Things appeared to have stabilized a little. Tangh’s HP bar was almost full. Danger Babe was healing him without any strain, and casting Sleep on the mobs that would switch their attention to her. The tank would then proceed to attack those very mobs, drawing them back to himself. 
 
      
 
    Another scrum burst into the hall—only this one was so huge, it made even the norder look diminutive. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    “A boss!” There was a hint of panic in Danger Babe’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “It’s just an elite mob!” Ros decided to reassure his companions a little. “It hasn’t got a name! Danger Babe, keep hitting it with Sleep! Come on!” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s spell missed. The boss became irate, and gave another roar like the one they had heard from a distance earlier. 
 
      
 
    “Effect received: all your effects are dispelled. Attention! All your current effects have been removed! Your buffer will have to cast them again!” 
 
      
 
    Right, like he would ask Danger Babe to re-buff him at a moment like this. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ Sleep took, and the enormous bat-like creature froze. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t last long given the level difference and his relatively low skill. 
 
      
 
    Ros fired off a couple of Chaos Arrows at the smaller mobs. Then the boss woke up, and rushed toward Danger Babe. Ros turned and shot at the giant beast, whose plans changed instantly. 
 
      
 
    The rrokh watched its enormous bulk approach, counting the seconds till his Sleep would come off cooldown, keeping an eye on Danger Babe and their tank’s health, and trying to finish off one of the smaller mob. 
 
      
 
    The mob fell. The boss—or the elite mob—hurled a swarm of black dots that looked like insects at Ros from some ten feet away. 
 
      
 
    “You successfully reflect the effects of an unknown skill. Your opponent is stunned. Your opponent is blinded.” 
 
      
 
    The mob howled in pain and surprise, rubbing its eyes furiously. That was pure luck—Ros’ unique belt came in handy. The chance of it working was only eleven percent, but this was the second time it had helped him out of a tight spot. 
 
      
 
    “It’s blind, leave it alone! Let’s get the underlings!” Ros yelled. 
 
      
 
    They downed two more before the “leader of the pack” came to. Danger Babe cast Sleep, and missed once again. Then the pesky bastard reflected Ros’ Sleep as revenge for the blinding spell earlier. 
 
      
 
    Ros went out of commission for a while as the boss refocused on Tangh. It was all Danger Babe could do to keep him up. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll dispel you after the Shield!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    At least his hearing was intact. 
 
      
 
    “Shield! Dispeling! 
 
      
 
    Upon coming to his senses, Ros instantly cast Chaos Aura on the mob, taking off a tenth of its HP bar. The scrum retaliated with some nasty skill that left nearly nothing of the norder’s health. They had to drop everything and heal the tank together. Unfortunately, his health restored very slowly, as he was taking quite a beating. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep!” cried the girl. 
 
      
 
    The effect took, and Tang stepped back, favoring one leg, cautious not to bring the mob out of its incapacitated state. He paid no attention to the bites of the three remaining underlings. 
 
      
 
    Ros hurried to finish off two, then cast Sleep on the leader just as it unfroze, and killed the last of the underlings with the tank’s help. 
 
      
 
    “Shield!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    Tangh used one of his abilities to hit at the boss, who retaliated. The entire hall vibrated, with pieces of stalactites falling from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Negative effect received: you are losing mana rapidly.” 
 
      
 
    “Dispel yourself first, Danger Babe!” Ros shouted upon noticing she’d suffered a similar debuff in the party menu. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
      
 
    “Try again! Here’s a shield!” 
 
      
 
    Ros’ shield only lasted two attacks. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cast Sleep again, and then I’m out of mana!” shouted Danger Babe, on the verge of tears. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t attack!” Ros added, hastily pulling a soul crystal out of his bag. 
 
      
 
    There was no more point in hiding. Once the mob removed all the buffs, the Veil of Mystery effect had disappeared as well. Both Tangh and Danger Babe had received bonuses to stats and everything else, and had been instantly notified of it. It was only the dire nature of their situation that had prevented them from reacting. 
 
      
 
    There would be time for questions later. 
 
      
 
    “Undead Moss Shadowcrawler. Creature summoned from the realm of darkness. Level: 170. Abilities: Ambush, Bloodletting, and Shadowrunner.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch it! The thing is my pet!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m empty, anyway. I couldn’t touch it I wanted to! And the debuff isn’t working!” 
 
      
 
    The mob woke up and attacked Tangh. But then the shadowcrawler jumped onto the mob’s back, and started tearing at it with its fangs and talons. Ros cast Heal on the norder regularly, but the tank’s HP bar kept on shrinking. The rrokh’s ability was too weak, and the staff wasn’t good enough for proper spellcasting, either. 
 
      
 
    There was something else—the debuff that had cost Danger Babe all her mana was also affecting Ros. And it kept draining his mana. Only his high Intellect prevented a complete loss—he had substantial reserves and speedy regeneration. Even so, his mana pool kept on shrinking, and Ros would soon be squeezed dry. 
 
      
 
    They would lose the battle without mana without question. Tang wouldn’t last half a minute without heals, no matter how weak. Ros didn’t bother trying to dispel himself. It wouldn’t work against this debuff—even Danger Babe with her high Dispel had failed miserably. 
 
      
 
    The mob had about a minute’s worth of HP left when Ros ran out of mana. 
 
      
 
    “I’m empty! Tangh, try to kite the mob—let the pet finish it off!” 
 
      
 
    The advice was silly—the norder was as good a runner as a tortoise. Yet, he took a few steps back and used some shielding effect on himself that didn’t absorb damage, but reduced it, and not by much—the tank kept losing HP rapidly. Ros approached the mob from behind and smashed his pickage at its knee with all his might. Then again. And again. 
 
      
 
    It worked! A critical hit! The leg broke! 
 
      
 
    Tangh was finally able to get out of the beast’s attack range. But the mob had apparently lost interest in him, and was turning around. Ros squinted, bracing himself to do some tanking—he should be able to take a hit or two, and the pet might manage to finish things off in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    But he didn’t have to—the mob fell on its wounded leg, then collapsed onto its side. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Lord. XP received: 14,627. Points left until the next level: 189,233. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Luck. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Mental Power grows by 1. Your Strength grows by 1. Your Attack grows by 1. Your Resilience grows by 1. Congratulations! Your party has destroyed a monster 80 levels above the party’s strongest player!  Achievement earned: Brave Companions, Part Three. Achievement bonus: +1 to Intellect. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Four. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 80 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level should be at least twice less than that of the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh, whose HP bar was somewhere between two and three percent, stepped back, leaned his back against the wall, and said in a voice as weary as the ages: 
 
      
 
    “I could certainly do with some rest now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re like… the Terminator!” said a tired but satisfied Danger Babe. “Look at all the stuff we got! So cool!” 
 
      
 
    “And it wasn’t just for the mob,” said Tangh just as wearily, pointing at Ros. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe and the norder glanced at each other slyly, and the girl said, looking pleased with herself: 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly the thing I told you.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re talking about me now, I gather,” said Ros. 
 
      
 
    “We sure are,” replied the girl. “I knew right away who you were.” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t like that,” the norder objected. “She couldn’t know for sure who you were, but she had her suspicions that you might have a few tricks up your sleeve.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah? I had everyone all over Rallia asking me about him some three hundred and fifty times! And some of them mentioned that the player called himself Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it was I who had told you about the matching names of the mysterious hero and our party leader.” 
 
      
 
    “Not true! I knew about the name already! And I told you right away there was something weird about him. He’s a noob, yet was killing tough mobs far surpassing his level, and completely unarmed, at that. A tank and a DPS in one—and without any equipment. And his mana pool is unbelievable.  Heck, everything about him is unbelievable!” 
 
      
 
    Ross decided to butt in. 
 
      
 
    “If you absolutely need to argue, please keep it down. We won’t be able to handle another pack like that. I’ve still got that debuff on me. Danger Babe, too. No mana, either.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, we’ll keep it down. But you’re wrong there, Tangh. I did know the name. I just wasn’t entirely sure.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, all right. Sorry to have brought it up. I should know better at my advanced age than to argue with a woman.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because this woman is absolutely right.” 
 
      
 
    “My dear, I have already acknowledged that you’re as right as anyone could ever be. Let’s stop arguing pointlessly now, shall we? Instead, we should praise heavens for this doubtlessly incredible victory. A ragtag party of three barely equipped players has just managed to vanquish a pack of beasts, one of which would have been an unpleasant surprise even for a decked-out top player. We did it, my friends. It is a privilege to have met you. I don’t know your real-life names or identities. No one even knows anything about Ros, despite all the hype around him. But remember this moment and this feeling well. Think back to it when the hour seems particularly dark. I’m just glad. Really glad.”  
 
      
 
    Tangh slipped down with his back against the wall, hugged his knees, and said, with the same thousand-yard stare on his face:  
 
      
 
    “My name is Joseph Kennedy. I used to be an engineer and have developed a few things you don’t want to know about. I have three children, six grandchildren, and a great-grandson. A few of them even have some affection for me. They will doubtless make good use of all my estate, real and otherwise. I’m eighty-nine, with plenty of age-related conditions, and an untreatable case of sarcoma. They froze my body this morning. Cryostatic coma—the state-of-the-art tactic of waiting for new treatment methods. It is considered a lot more effective than plain old cryofreezing—they haven’t even learned to revive those yet. My brain isn’t functioning, but, as you can see, I can still cogitate. I was terrified that once my mental functions shut down, I would cease to exist here, but I’m still around, and I’m with you. And I’m overjoyed. Happy beyond belief. Happy about everything. Happy to be around friends, and happy about our victory, too. I haven’t felt this way for many, many years. The good Lord be praised, this is as near complete bliss as I could hope for. Thank you for being there, and thank you for being with me.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe drew a sigh and muttered dejectedly. 
 
      
 
    “Anya Soboleva, seventeen. Unemployed and not in school at the present. My parents are dead and I live with my stepmother, who’s a religious freak. She would also very much like to sell my apartment and give the money to her cult. Sometimes it’s real hell at home, so don’t get mad if I log off without warning. Thanks, Joseph. You’re the best tank ever. As for you, Ros, I just don’t know what to say.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you know everything about me already,” Ros chuckled mirthlessly. 
 
      
 
    “We do,” Tangh nodded. “It was rather funny. A level 45 noob with half a ton of ore of different sorts in his bag, as well as a bunch of other stuff, and a girl on his shoulders to boot, who can nonetheless move around without any penalties, judging by the party menu. If I hadn’t guessed your identity earlier, the very sight would make my eyes pop. Actually, that was the thing about you that had struck me as the strangest. Is there any limit? How much can you carry, exactly? Full capacity? Sorry about being inquisitive, and you are under no obligation to answer.” 
 
      
 
    “I carried nearly two tons once, but there were some penalties.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
      
 
    “I had an intimation that you may suspect me.” 
 
      
 
    “It would be hard not to. You could have revealed yourself earlier—that stat bonus of yours would have been really useful.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a habit of mine to hide. I’m a fugitive wherever I go—sorry about that.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you change your name and your appearance?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “There are ways.” 
 
      
 
    “What ways?” 
 
      
 
    “Only a few heroes can use them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never heard of such heroes,” Tangh shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “He’s no ordinary hero. He’s a legend. With lots of titles. He even became the greatest hero of all once, which is unprecedented. And he’s attracted the interest of the gods. Haven’t you read about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I remember…” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve let my guard down around you guys. And it’s impossible to fully hide from party members. You’re bound to reveal yourself in one way or another.” 
 
      
 
    “I started to suspect something from the very start. You just had too much confidence. And you never seem to be low on mana. You use magic to fight mobs, yet your MP bar remains the same. That’s impossible even if your level is 200. And you deal too much damage for a 46. In the very beginning, you went about it unarmed, and I couldn’t believe my eyes. You have lots of abilities, too. See for yourself—you’re the only person who has actually managed to do something in this mine. Me and Tangh would have been dying of hunger by now, like the rest of them. That much was enough to suspect something weird. But why are you hiding?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you tell me yourself that they were looking for me in Rallia and asking questions? How would you like to be captured by those guys?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw them. They’re stupid assholes, the lot of them. All the top clans are the same. They think the flag icon next to their names makes them godlike, but they still can’t put two and two together. Like a grand collection of all the village idiots they could recruit. I thought you had a higher level, Ros, and that you kept it concealed just like everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “I am indeed a lowly 46.” 
 
      
 
    “So, did you reveal your identity to save us?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t even thought about it—there wasn’t much time for proper thinking,” Ros twisted the truth a little. “And I more or less revealed myself by accident.” 
 
      
 
    “The debuff has worn off, and your mana is regenerating again,” said Tangh. “So, shall we keep chatting or…” 
 
      
 
    “Let us replenish our mana a bit—we hardly have any,” Danger Babe replied. 
 
      
 
    “Ros, you’re the leader, and it isn’t my place to give you instructions, but why don’t you search the mobs for loot? I’m really curious what the leader of the pack has got for us.” 
 
      
 
    The Scrum Lord had dented armor boots for a level 92. They were enhanced, but unremarkable in terms of stats. The helmet was a better find—good-quality, with bonuses to Stamina and Physical Defense. Just the right thing for a tank. 
 
      
 
    The norder received the boots, too—they only required a bit of repairs, and Ros had a few steel bars in his bag, which, combined with his level nine Metallurgy, allowed him to work with iron without damaging the ore. 
 
      
 
    Tangh put on his new equipment and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I really wish I had a shield. I’d be able to handle a lot more with a shield. The cuirass leaves a lot to be desired, too—it just got dented again. Bronze isn’t what you need for a serious skirmish. Will you repair it?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe kept wandering around the hall, studying the walls attentively. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Ros! I’ve found some iron!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t yell like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. But it’s the first time I found it on my own, without your help.” 
 
      
 
    “Your Perception is up to three. Also, everyone who’s in the same party as me receives four points to every secondary stat. That makes seven, and iron requires nine. Not that easy to spot, but not that hard, either, if you’re being careful. And, with luck, you can find everything, including diamonds—or that sapphire you spotted earlier.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh pointed toward the passage whence the mobs came. 
 
      
 
    “A pack of those beasts wouldn’t appear just like that. Their lair must be somewhere that way. I can’t say I’m certain, but we should certainly check.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. After all, no one’s ever come across their kind before,” Danger Babe nodded as she kept gazing at walls. “Nobody knows anything about their habits.” 
 
      
 
    “There are quite a few gold veins in these walls,” said Ros. “I can see six, and I might notice a few more. Let me get the ore, and then we’ll check out their lair, if they have one.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The scrum lair looked rather sordid. It was a hall with a low ceiling. A few nondescript stalactites with broken-off tips could be seen here and there. There were patches of mildew on the wall, and the floor was covered with lush black moss that bounced like rubber and didn’t show any footprints. A pile of assorted bones and split skulls was visible in one of the far corners, some of which belonged to creatures they could not identify. 
 
      
 
    “Yew! It sure stinks here!” Danger Babe winced. 
 
      
 
    Ros confidently approached one of the walls, removed a layer of moss, and produced a small and flat silver case. Then he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “There are three health potions here, Tangh. Take them. You’ll need them.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t got a belt for vials.” 
 
      
 
    “Carry them in your bag.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get decapitated three times before you take a potion out of your bag in battle.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you find them, Ros?” the girl inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I have advanced abilities for finding caches and lots of other stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Why did I even ask? You seem to have every stat up the wazoo.” 
 
      
 
    “Not every stat. Far from it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, please.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s something underneath the bones, too.” 
 
      
 
    “A secret cache?” asked the norder. 
 
      
 
    “That seems to be very likely. That’s what my intuition tells me, and I trust it.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to dig for it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not touching any of this yucky stuff!” Danger Babe shouted, outraged. 
 
      
 
    “No one’s asking you to,” replied Ros. 
 
      
 
    The pile of bones revealed a shield plated with some silvery metal. Once Tangh studied their find, he smiled like a toddler who, against all odds, managed to receive candy from a particularly mean and unpleasant uncle. 
 
      
 
    “Good quality, and the stats are great. Although Intellect is something I could do without. It’s not like I ever use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re a real tank now. Fully equipped,” said Ros. 
 
      
 
    “The equipment could be better. But if I had all this at the beginning, tanking those scrums would not have been a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try to do something about the accessories during the night. I might forge something better.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you be able to enchant the shield? And the rest of it?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a certain risk—the item can become damaged irreparably, or only reparable by a high-level craftsman. Its quality could drop as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that happen often?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but it’s still possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. We should avoid taking that risk—there is nothing we could replace our equipment with.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I only tinker with accessories. It isn’t as big a deal to lose them. Shall we keep on?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” Danger Babe perked up. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we stay here for a while?” Tangh suggested. “You said there were lots of resources here.” 
 
      
 
    “Here[s the thing, Tangh. The sooner we complete our quest, the sooner I’ll be somewhere I have no desire to be—out in the open where I’m being hunted. So, I don’t want to be too hasty about ore production. But if you object, let’s mine a few pieces quickly. There’s a lot of gold here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pass, then. I’m not in any hurry, either. And I’m very interested in what we might find farther on. We should, however, get some scrum meat on our way back. Agythric said it was his gang’s favorite. Sounds like another hidden quest with no specific instructions given.” 
 
      
 
    Ros nodded. “I agree. Danger Babe, will you be able to carry so much as a single carcass?” 
 
      
 
    “I will, but the penalties will be high.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you can place it in your bag once we get out. The penalties will not be so severe then.” 
 
      
 
    “But why?” 
 
      
 
    “Each of us will hand in a carcass, and we’ll all complete the quest. If it is indeed a quest.” 
 
      
 
    “The leader of the party cannot complete it for everyone, you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Not sure. But why experiment if there are enough carcasses for everyone?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They ran into two more scrum packs over the next four hours or so. Both battles were hard, but nowhere near as desperate as the first time. They had a well-equipped tank, a strong pet, heroic achievement bonuses, and experience, which counted for a lot. Only the pack leaders presented them with problems—the level 95 underlings were numerous, but died easily. And they didn’t hit too hard. 
 
      
 
    Ros kept filling up his bags with pieces of ore that he would transform into bars whenever they would stop and rest. He didn’t work with gold, except occasionally, leaving most of it for crafting jewelry. 
 
      
 
    Their trophies included another enhanced helmet with no outstanding stats, and a belt that gave a good bonus to Intellect and mana. Although the tank could do with some extra protection, they decided to give it to Danger Babe. The party’s buffer and healer in one could never have enough mana. 
 
      
 
    They mined all the ore and minerals they could find in the second pack’s lair, and headed onwards. Ten minutes later, they suffered their first casualty. 
 
      
 
    It all happened suddenly—an enormous moss shadowcrawler dropped right onto the girl’s head, taking off half her HP at once and applying a strong Bleeding effect. Ros cast Sleep, and the mob froze, but not before landing another blow. It was weaker than the first, but Danger Babe’s HP bar nearly vanished completely, and her icon turned grey almost instantly due to the HP-draining Bleeding debuff. 
 
      
 
    “Hold him, Tangh! I’ll revive Danger Babe!” Ros shouted. 
 
      
 
    Resurrection required a lot of mana, but managed to revive a player of a sufficiently high level. Noobs didn’t have a chance—their bodies would stay on the ground for less than a second, and then resurrect at the bind point. 
 
      
 
    The spell had an unpleasant feature, though—it took ages to cast, especially at lower skill levels. It took Ros almost eleven and a half seconds. With luck, Sleep could immobilize the target for up to half a minute or more, but, unfortunately, it wasn’t the case this time. 
 
      
 
    The shadowcrawler ignored Tangh’s attack, and did an incredible trick. It disappeared, and then reappeared right in front of Ros, interrupting his cast with a powerful blow. 
 
      
 
    Ros cursed as he leaped away and shielded himself. The pet was pounding away at the aggressor’s back, but the latter ignored it, just like the leader of the first scrum pack. Finally, Tangh managed to draw the mob’s attention. And just in time, too—Ros had less than a third of his HP left.  
 
      
 
    Without bothering to heal himself, Ros turned to Danger Babe again, then uttered a few choice expletives when her body vanished into thin air a second or two before he could finish casting Resurrection. He helped Tangh finish the shadowcrawler before grousing: 
 
      
 
    “I nearly had her.” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly had what?” Tangh looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe got sent back to the bind point.” 
 
      
 
    “Did she? I didn’t even notice.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe’s icon started to flash red. 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s attacking her! Right at the bind point!” 
 
      
 
    Ros sent a hasty party chat message: “Who’s attacking you?” The answer came a minute later: “The same archer as before. I ran off to the wall and am sitting by the fire, so he doesn’t dare approach. The swine nearly killed me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, we need to head back. That little archer prick is back.” 
 
      
 
    “But Danger Babe seems to be alive.” 
 
      
 
    “After his demotion in levels courtesy of us, he wasn’t able to kill her right away—she managed to reach the campfire.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Let’s hurry, then.” 
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    Once Ros and Tangh came up from the crater, the tables turned at once. The archer hid by the fire, hurling invective of every sort, and the girl went to join her friends. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Danger Babe. I tried to revive you in time, but the mob went rogue and interrupted the cast.” 
 
      
 
    “You have Resurrection leveled up, too?” 
 
      
 
    “How would I? I’ve never revived anyone before.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have lost 2.5 percent XP less in that case. No big deal. It’s a pity you had to return. I wish our raid could have been more successful.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “We got five hundred pieces of gold ore all in all, and I don’t even know how many of all the other kinds. Besides, we have managed to equip Tangh a bit—and I reckon you’ll find the belt handy, too. It was a good raid, I think. The only pity is that it ended like this.” 
 
      
 
    “With a party this epic, I’ll get my XP back with interest.” Danger Babe smiled. Then she asked: “Do you plan to head back there again? It’s almost evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need to leave?” Ros asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well… I could play a bit more, but I’d rather not. I’d prefer to stay longer next time.” 
 
      
 
    “Then go. I’ll drag you off to wherever’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather go myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head down the mine, then. I know a good place near the entrance where we could camp. There’s plenty of simple ore there, too. Tangh will mine for it, and I’ll be making rings and bracelets.” 
 
      
 
    “Without me? What if the mobs hear you?” 
 
      
 
    “My pet is guarding the entrance. Shadowcrawlers are superior to moss dwellers and igamuses. When it stands guard, it won’t let anyone through, and you can sleep safely. I’ve done it before.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to distribute the meat,” Tangh reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “Can you use your supplies? I’m not roasting anything tonight. I don’t want to approach this scumbag.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we make a fire of our own?” 
 
      
 
    “The mobs are the only ones who have firewood.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s plenty of coal near the furnaces.” 
 
      
 
    “There is indeed. But we don’t know how the mobs will react if we steal it. A few lumps every now and then would probably be OK, but a whole pile could be a problem. Let’s hand the scrums in to Agythric. Maybe we’ll manage to wheedle something out of him afterwards. Come over here, Danger Babe. I need to place this carcass in your bag.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Delete your characters before it’s too late. You mothers are done for,” said HedTeSdjo with malicious glee as they approached the campfire. 
 
      
 
    The little prick grinned as wide as he could, considering himself absolutely safe. The mobs ignored skirmishes at bind points, but became a lot more agitated if someone fought in their immediate vicinity. 
 
      
 
    The party of three ignored him completely as they approached Agythric. Ros greeted him respectfully. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Agythric.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need, meat? Have you brought my gold?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get all of it very soon, every single piece. Didn’t you mention you were fond of scrum meat?” 
 
      
 
    “How can anyone not like scrum meat? Even a complete idiot knows it’s delicious! Did you abandon your work just to tell me that?!” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite.” Ros took a scrum carcass out of his bag. “Here, tell me what you think of this.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric studied the carcass, scratching his chin, and asked him: 
 
      
 
    “Have you found a dead one? How stinky is it?” 
 
      
 
    Ros turned towards Danger Babe and Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “Dump yours as well,” he said, turning back to Agythric. “Do you think it likely that we came across a whole pack of dead scrums?” 
 
      
 
    The named mob looked confused. He smelled the carcasses, then said: 
 
      
 
    “They’re fresh.” 
 
      
 
    “As fresh as they get.” 
 
      
 
    “You can roast your half, and give the other half to me.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Agythric, scrums are not what we’re after. We would like to get something else instead.” 
 
      
 
    “I could just take your meat.” 
 
      
 
    “The only thing that’s yours here is the gold in our bags. The rest belongs to us,” said Ros randomly, hoping that some unknown law of the game’s mechanics would indeed prevent the mob from robbing them outright. “Also, they’ll start talking about you being unable to get so much as a single measly scrum, having to resort to confiscating your slaves’ kills. Is that really the reputation you’re after?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re some cheeky meat,” said Agythric gruffly. “What is it you want?” 
 
      
 
    Incensed about the nefarious archer’s dirty tricks, Ros pointed his finger at HedTeSdjo, who sat nearby eavesdropping. 
 
      
 
    “I want this good-for-nothing piece of filth banned from the fire. He doesn’t deserve it. He hasn’t mined a single piece of ore, he steals other people’s food, and he interferes with our work.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric waved his paw with a benevolent expression. 
 
      
 
    “So be it. Everyone’s had enough of this stinker. Hey! You! Beat it at once! If I see you next to the fire again, you’ll suffer a horrible death!” 
 
      
 
    HedTeSdjo’s eyes bulged in surprise, and he tried to say something, but two mobs approached and dragged him unceremoniously towards the bind point. 
 
      
 
    The archer’s lot, which seemed relatively secure a mere ten seconds ago, suddenly appeared a great deal more precarious, with potential for massive XP loss. 
 
      
 
    “I have more scrums,” Ros added. “But there’s something I want in return for them, too.” 
 
      
 
    He produced a couple of carcasses. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I need armor and boots for this girl,” Ros gestured at Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “We don’t hand out weapons or armor to stupid meat.” 
 
      
 
    “But boots aren’t armor.” 
 
      
 
    “We have nothing her size.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, anything you have, then, as long as it’s not too heavy.” 
 
      
 
    “Two scrums for two pairs of boots?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “Hidden quest completed: Scrum Meat Delivery. Quest success: 300%. Reward: 125,000 XP and two pairs of leather boots. You have exceeded the quest quota and receive a bonus: +50 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners. Attention! This is your first reputation increase with one of the game’s factions! You receive a reward: +5 to mana. Attention! You’ve unlocked your merit and reputation statistics journal. You’re a hero! You’re a legend! You’re the greatest hero! Your achievements earn you the following records in your merit and reputation statistics journal: +100,500 to reputation among all the Light factions of the Western Empire, +8200 to reputation among all the Light factions of the human lands, +4400 to reputation among all Second World powers.” 
 
      
 
    “That was a silly wish,” said Danger Babe gruffly. “I could have asked for that myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Ask for something else,” Ros smiled. “You have many needs.” 
 
      
 
    The girl received a well-worn nondescript greyish cape from Agythric. Tangh asked for a leather jacket, but received a set of elixirs instead. He wasn’t too happy about it. 
 
      
 
    Then Agythric said something unexpected. 
 
      
 
    “You have brought us some scrums. You are good meat. But there is meat that I like most of all—the meat of their leader, Scrum Lord. I’ll reward you generously if you bring it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Agythric offers you to accept the quest: Scrum Lord. Quest type: hard. Reward: unknown. Attention! The Scrum Lord quest starts a chain of hidden quests. Completing the Scrum Lord quest will unlock the next quest in the chain.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” Tangh asked. 
 
      
 
    Ros and Danger Babe nodded simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “We should accept it.” 
 
      
 
    “We accept your quest,” said Ros. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, bring me one of its paws, and be quick about it.” 
 
      
 
    “You receive a quest: Scrum Lord. Quest type: hard. Quest duration: 72 hours.  Reward: varies. Attention! You cannot have any other players join your party for the duration of the quest. Attention: if the paw (or paws) of the Scrum Lord are obtained with other players’ help, the quest will only be considered partially completed with a corresponding reduction in reward.” 
 
      
 
    Ros turned toward Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be able to stay for another hour? Or, perhaps, a little while longer?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll unload the gold, give it to you and Tangh, leave you at the entrance, and make a quick dash for it on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “You should give the gold to me,” said Agythric in a booming voice. 
 
      
 
    “I will, but not right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Meat, you complain it’s too heavy for you to carry. You must be really stupid meat if you refuse to unload it.” 
 
      
 
    Ros had a brainwave. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s give you a hundred and fifty pieces each. We’ll bring more later.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric nodded solemnly. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe, Tangh, get over here. Here’s the ore, turn it in.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, I could log off, and then log back on in about an hour and a half, but just for a short while,” said Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do that, then. You’ll complete the quest, receive your reward, and then log back off.” 
 
      
 
    “I have to think of what to ask for.” 
 
      
 
    “You can ask for anything. Whether or not they will give it to you is another matter…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros’ Speed was at 16, which may not have been quite on par with Speedy Gonzalez, but nonetheless allowed him to move much faster than the average player in combination with his other stats, and assuming no overloads. It took him around twenty-five minutes to cover the distance that took the party, encumbered by the sow norder, two hours. He used a nondescript steel knife to cut off all of the Scrum Lord’s paws, and made a dash for the next one as his greed got the better of him. And nearly paid for it dearly, running into two mobs of a previously unseen species, with praying mantis bodies and shark heads, that were feasting on the carcass. 
 
      
 
    Once the creatures spotted Ros, they left the scrum alone and attacked—and if he didn’t have his pet with him, it would be lights out, escaping such nimble critters would never have worked. Fortunately, they didn’t use any tricks in battle or deal too much damage. Three minutes later, they were finished. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Shadow Scavenger Chahk. XP received: 9244. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 417,484. Congratulations! You have destroyed a monster 110 or more levels above yours! Achievement earned: Crazy Loner, Part Seventeen. Achievement bonus: +1 to every primary base stat, +1 undistributed secondary stat point, +1 undistributed auxiliary stat point, +1% to XP received for killing enemies. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Giant Slayer, Part Eighteen. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds yours by 100 or more without any help to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Essence of Things. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    One of the scavengers surprised him—apart from the talons and fangs, it dropped a bag of low-quality ametrines. The gem was rare enough, and one needed Mining & Quarrying to be at 41 at least to mine it with guaranteed success. Given the level of the gems, he could use them to level Enchanting pretty nicely, albeit with a higher risk of losing the valuable materials. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that encounters of this sort might make it unsafe to try for the carcass of the third and last pack leader, Ros headed back toward the entrance. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to wait long for Danger Babe, as she would log on every now and then. Once Tangh told her Ros was coming back, she’d decided to stay on. 
 
      
 
    “I have eight paws here, so we have exceeded the quota.” 
 
      
 
    “Give them to Agythric yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a group quest, so it’s enough for just one member of the group to hand them in.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. In that case, why did you have to log on in the first place?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m curious, aren’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Curious, eh? All right, let’s head back up.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Quest completed: Scrum Lord. Quest success: 800%. Reward: 275,000 XP, +25 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners, Gloves of Forbidden Wisdom, 10 mana potions, 5 Weakness Antidotes. You have exceeded the quest quota and receive a bonus: +50 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric scratched his chin again in a familiar gesture, grumbling. 
 
      
 
    “You are good meat. You bring gold, you bring scrums, and you have brought me some yummy paws. Now you can help yourselves to as much food as you want.” Ros winced at the memory of the revolting sludge that passed for food among those creatures, and was about to demand a better reward, but the mob wouldn’t let him get a word in edgeways. “We have a good mine. We do. There’s gold, copper, iron, and a bunch of other stuff. But we have no workers. Meat of your ilk does not want to mine for ore. Our own miners don’t want to work, either. They are lazy and cowardly meat. A stupid fear prevents them from entering the mine. I could go down there myself and kill everyone they’re scared of, but I won’t. The Great Scourge of the Rock Fiends has no business underground. I am a warrior, not a worm. But my assistants are stupid, lazy, and cowardly, so I cannot send them down there. If you make the mines safe, my people will reward you handsomely. We need this mine to produce metal, and not just remain a useless cave.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Agythric offers you to accept the next quest in the chain: Miners’ Terror. Quest type: extremely hard. Reward: unknown. Attention! The Miners’ Terror quest starts a chain of hidden quests. Completing the Miners’ Terror quest will unlock the next quest in the chain.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, Agythric, we’re ready to help.” 
 
      
 
    “You receive a quest: Miners’ Terror. Quest type: extremely hard. Destroy the miners’ terror: Scrum Queen (regular boss), Shadow Demon (regular boss), and Salt Mine Worm (regular boss). Quest duration: 1 week.  Reward: varies. Attention! You cannot have any other players join your party for the duration of the quest. Attention! The current party members’ level is insufficient for the successful completion of the quest. The quest type is changed to Impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Three bosses! We won’t make it!” The girl sounded scared. 
 
      
 
    “It’s true,” Tangh nodded. “If it says our levels are insufficient, the bosses will be some twenty or thirty levels above mine, since I’m the highest. We have no equipment and weak weapons. There’s no point in trying.” 
 
      
 
    Ros addressed Agythric: 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear what my friends said? We are in for a fight, and we’re ill-prepared. We have no weapons and no armor.” 
 
      
 
    “I have given you a reward.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not enough. We need to equip this one here, at least.” Ros pointed at Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Equip her any way you like. I’ve had enough silly talk. I expect you to bring more gold. And to free the mines of the terror.” 
 
      
 
    “Where would we find this ‘terror,’ anyway? We’ve never seen anything like it down there. You may not believe it, but everyone we’ve met was jolly and bubbling with life and good spirits—no one seemed to be scared of anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Har har! The meat jests! This is funny-funny!” Agythric handed him a filthy piece of paper. “It’s all drawn here. You are stupid meat, but even you should be able to get it. And now, get going.” 
 
      
 
    They stepped away, and Tangh said: 
 
      
 
    “The reward for the quest must be considerable, but we’ll never make it.” 
 
      
 
    “We can at least try,” said Ros. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe got killed by a shadowcrawler, which was a regular mob.”  
 
      
 
    “Enhanced.” 
 
      
 
    “All of them are pretty strong down there. The bosses will take Danger Babe out in a single hit, and we won’t survive without her.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m stocking up on metal wire—the plan is to try for some chainmail.” 
 
      
 
    The girl shook her head. 
 
      
 
    “Impossible. It’s too heavy, and the spells will take too long to cast.” 
 
      
 
    “A single light chainmail vest won’t slow you down that much, but your Defense will go up considerably. I’ll also try to forge better staves for you and for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Make some rings,” Tangh said. “If they will have bonuses to spellcasting speed, they might make up for the penalties from the chainmail.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you don’t mind this quest?” 
 
      
 
    “I think our chances are almost nil, but it will be an interesting run, no doubt.” 
 
      
 
    “I really must go now.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave your body. I’ll carry you.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ll distribute the meat. We should also find the little bastard, Ros. I can’t see him anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll wait until late night and then locate him. It’s not like there are many hiding places here. Then we kill him while his body is sound asleep and roll him all the way back to level 10. I’m sick of his asinine antics already.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros was in the middle of ring production—a rather tedious activity—when Tangh returned, sat down next to him, and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Will you find me too intrusive if I ask you a couple of questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Something’s telling me it will be more than a couple…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re right, Ros. I’ve noticed that you never leave the game, just like me. Is that also due to your real-life circumstances?” 
 
      
 
    “I have nowhere to go…” 
 
      
 
    “Hm… Look, I won’t beat around the bush. I have a certain goal—or, rather, goals—in this game, and I wouldn’t want to talk too much about them. It would be great to have you as a friend—your bonuses alone are worth a lot. You’re a hero, after all. What about your plans? Is there a place for me there? As far as I can see, Danger Babe will also be devastated if you disappear someday without saying goodbye. Though you don’t look like the kind of person who would abandon his friends and companions. At least, that’s the impression I got.” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, I also have a goal. A very straightforward one, too. I need money.” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody needs money.” 
 
      
 
    “I need a lot. Tens of millions in gold. Everything I do here, I’m trying to do for a profit.” 
 
      
 
    “Mining for ore and killing mobs is not going to bring you into that kind of money anytime soon. It will take an eternity…” 
 
      
 
    “I get that much. So far, my best bet is Enchanting. This mine has lots of gems, even though they’re cheap, for the most part, and the chance of a successful enchantment is increased significantly if you procure the gem yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? I had no idea.” 
 
      
 
    “This has never been confirmed, but I heard as much from at least two sources.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you’re satisfied with everything so far, and in no hurry to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. There’s plenty of gems and ore, and you don’t have to turn any of it in. Thus, I’m leveling Jewelry, Enchanting, and Transmogrification pretty quickly. As well as Metallurgy and Mining & Quarrying.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, why bother with this quest? And today’s raid? A waste of time.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. I need to grind some XP, too, as low as I am. And you never know what opportunity you’ll run into next doing these quests. We’re in Locked Lands, after all. Anywhere you go, there’s a quest no one’s completed yet, a new discovery, or something else unusual that no one has ever seen. And the game rewards you well for that stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Not in money, though.” 
 
      
 
    “My character is my best investment. The stronger the character, the easier it is for me to make money. I’m investing all I can into him.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense. But I’m not sure we’ll get anywhere with this quest.” 
 
      
 
    “What if we give the gold to Agythric and get our equipment back?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought about it. We had a talk once I had finished distributing the meat. He says that we’ll be sent away as soon as we hand in all the gold—not just out of Locked Lands, but Rallia as well. A teleport to the capital of sorts. He won’t let us stay, since we’re total strangers here. I assume that he refers to our reputation being insufficiently high. Although they might make an exception in your case—heroes have a high reputation in general.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s only high in the human lands—the local mobs couldn’t care less about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? As I am beginning to understand, Rallia and the Locked Lands are now part of mob-controlled territory. And those mobs are pretty formidable, having kicked the humans’ butts on numerous occasions.” 
 
      
 
    “My point exactly. And, so far, I have no wish of leaving this territory.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wary of the clans hunting you?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure am. The Jeeps got hold of me right before the invasion, locked me in a tricky sort of cage, and off I went to their castle against my will. It was fortunate the mobs attacked—the wall came down that very night, and I managed to sneak away while everyone had their hands full. And then I got caught by these guys. I do have stuff to do in the human lands, but they’ll wait. I’ll stay here for a while, level up my character, and make some stuff to sell. Then I might risk getting out.” 
 
      
 
    “The Jeeps are morons. If they tried to deal with you honestly, they’d get a lot more out of it.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t intend to work for anyone, so I’m not joining any clans.” 
 
      
 
    “A decent clan would pay you a pretty penny just for being a member. Your unique bonuses alone would be worth it.” 
 
      
 
    “So far everyone’s just been trying to snatch me up and put me in a cage without bothering with conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re cocky, and used to getting what they want with impunity. If you lock up a hero who isn’t a clan member in a special dungeon in the clan’s citadel, the entire guild gets full bonuses from their captive’s achievements, as well as a prize for capturing a free hero. But it only works for fifteen or twenty days, depending on the hero’s stats, if memory serves. Then he’s transported to one of the Temples of Light.” 
 
      
 
    “So why would they want to keep me?” 
 
      
 
    “They could try and make some arrangement with you. If not, they get full perks from all your achievements for the whole clan for almost three weeks, which is also nice. Thousands, even tens of thousands of players would get to rent you for free.” 
 
      
 
    “What if they capture you again? Then they could keep you captive forever. Sounds like a pile of horseshit!” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t work like that. The hero receives immunity for a hundred days or more upon release. Not a single clan will be able to detain you during this period. The game will not permit this rule to be broken. You won’t be able to so much as draw near a prison cell—something will keep getting in the way. I’m not sure about the details.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re quite the expert, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Once I met you, I started to make inquiries. I’ve read the forum and chatted with a couple of well-informed guys. I’ve known them a long time, and they don’t lie. If you’ve already been captured and locked up, count twenty days from that moment, and you can be as careless as you want for eighty days, which is long enough. No one will be able to do anything to you. This much is guaranteed. They could kill you, of course, but what would they gain from it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll think about your words once those twenty days are over.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I distracting you?” 
 
      
 
    “A little, but one needs some distraction, every now and then. It takes ages to make enough wire for chainmail. Really tedious, although there’s nothing complex about it. But I hate to waste so much time on it, and it puts me to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “I could try to make wire myself. I have some Blacksmithing—just like everybody else, I guess. But I have no tools.” 
 
      
 
    “Even with tools, it would take you longer than me. Agythric gave me a pair of gloves. Excellent quality, level 45. Not much protection, but they give good bonuses to Intellect and Mental Power, and provide additional protection against Bleeding. Remember how quickly it knocked Danger Babe out?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure do. That’s what got her in the end. So, you’ve been given excellent gloves?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “All I got was an enhanced ring, and it’s worse than the kind you make.” 
 
      
 
    “I have high Luck, which must be why I got a better reward. I enchanted the gloves, adding 90 HP. I’ll give them to Danger Babe for some extra protection.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not much…” 
 
      
 
    “I have enchanted the boots, too—now they give seven extra Stamina. Every bit helps, and it all adds up in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough. Now, how about that chainmail?” 
 
      
 
    “I only have enough wire for a single attempt. A new batch will take seven whole hours at this rate. Wire seems to be the hardest to make.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m praying for your success. Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    The chainmail took around four minutes to craft. Rings were near-instant, normally taking around ten seconds. The time also varied depending on the level of ingredients used, and Ros didn’t skimp on those—the wire was made of silver-coated iron/tungsten alloy. Even with the worst of luck, any item made from such materials was bound to be of enhanced class, at least. 
 
      
 
    “Imperial Crossbowman’s Blessed Steel Mail. Item class: Excellent. Protective equipment. Protects from melee and ranged weapons. Stats: 122 Armor, +4 to Agility, +4 to Stamina, +4 to Accuracy, +4% to Rate of Fire with bows and crossbows, +25 HP. Special bonus: +20% to resistance from negative effects imposed by the undead. Requirements: level 50. Weight: 6.84 kg. Durability: 850/850.” 
 
      
 
    Ros took one of his best crystals and added an extra bonus of +9 to Stamina. Once he was done, he handed the new item to Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “There, what do you think of that?” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad?! It’s excellent! Thirteen points to Stamina and an extra 25 HP. Not to mention armor and resistances. Danger Babe should be pleased.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, most of the bonuses from this chainmail are useless. What does a flighting need Accuracy, Agility, and an archer’s bonus for?” 
 
      
 
    “Agility increases dodge rate.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But you need a few hundred points for a decent chance to dodge. Besides, a flighting has no business dodging attacks—they support others and remain in the back.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m sorry—I did my best. I’m a noob, after all, and my crafting skills are low—preliminary stat choice doesn’t work all that well.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bit weak. Perfect for level 50s, sure, but a level 90 player should use something better. And that’s the armor you plan to use on three boss raids, albeit against regular bosses?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve hardly got any equipment myself, and I’m not particularly worried.” 
 
      
 
    “You have better protection than Danger Babe—not much worse than mine, as a matter of fact.” 
 
      
 
    “My Stamina isn’t that high, but there are lots of HP benefits from achievements, so it all adds up to quite a bit. Now, let me try the rings. I should do something about the staves, too. It’s a pity the wood is low-grade—no matter what you do, the items won’t be excellent.” 
 
      
 
    “How about bone?” 
 
      
 
    “I try to follow forum recipes. They say one type of wood can be replaced by another, but bones are usually more specific. And there are no known mobs here, so we won’t find any proper bones.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you experiment? Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    “No time for that. I have no bones, anyway. And I’m not going down into the mine for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you take them from the mobs we kill?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen any in the loot they drop. Or, rather, there was one, but unsuitable for crafting—an alchemical ingredient. Therefore, they don’t have any bones for crafting weapons. We could try going deeper in and searching for other mobs.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ve only given us a week for the quest. What does the map show? Is it far away?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to tell, but looks to be about thirty miles.” 
 
      
 
    “The journey itself is going to take a few days.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re exaggerating. But then, so did I. Probably no more than twenty-five.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s still a lot. We’ll also run into mobs on our way, and then there are the bosses. If we die, we’ll have to walk all the way back. It’s not just a hard quest—there are time constraints to consider, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll use every opportunity to enchant items, and keep on trying to craft new gear.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh took a roll of thick leather out of his bag. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve managed to get this from Agythric.” 
 
      
 
    “Why the sudden generosity?” 
 
      
 
    “I told him to give us some leather instead of the food, claiming we liked the taste better. He laughed and told me I was an accomplished liar, but agreed to the exchange since he found me funny.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. I’d thought you managed to establish a barter-based relationship with him.” 
 
      
 
    “No. The only payments he takes are those specified by the quest. Isn’t he supposed to feed us? He is. Therefore, a barter like that is possible.” 
 
      
 
    “It would have been easier if he just took gold or silver.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t an easy game.” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, I’ve never worked with leather.” 
 
      
 
    “I have Leatherworking. Leveled it on rats. But it would need to be higher to craft something decent out of leather. Furring and Tailoring are also needed, and a decent Craftsman to boot. Otherwise, you end up with low-grade and useless junk that’s only good for raising the trade. And if you need boots, you’ll have to unlock Shoemaking, too. It’s all rather complicated…” 
 
      
 
    “The more I listen, the more I appreciate the importance of learning all trades. The ones needed to craft equipment, clothes, shoes, and accessories.” 
 
      
 
    “If anyone can do it, it’s you. Learning everything, I mean. There have been no such craftsmen in this game yet. Try making something. Like a leather cuirass for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t work.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you see the description of this leather?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Mountain Gzoom Leather, Tanned in Madyash Extract. Hard, durable, and difficult to cut even with the sharpest knife. Excellent choice for leather armor. Can also be used for making belts. A quality toolkit is recommended for processing.” 
 
      
 
    “So?” 
 
      
 
    “This mountain gzoom is a local critter. Therefore, no players have ever used its leather for anything. Meaning there aren’t any ready recipes on the forum.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you try something randomly?” 
 
      
 
    “I have neither Leatherworking, Furring, or Tailoring. Craftsman is all the way up to 12, but it won’t help much by itself. All I can rely on is my high Luck, but it’s an unreliable stat that doesn’t work every time.” 
 
      
 
    “There should be enough leather here. For two attempts, at least, maybe more. I’m talking about a simple chestguard. Try finding armor recipes on the forum, and using similar ingredients.” 
 
      
 
    “Guard my body. It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
      
 
    The first thing Ros did as he got to the forum was read a message from Digits, who was claiming to be dying of boredom and assuring that everything was proceeding as planned. He shot off a brief reply saying there was nothing of interest so far, and that he was working on Enchanting and performing the local quests diligently with the intent of making his character stronger. 
 
      
 
    Then he ran a search for the leather Tangh had procured, and browsed the crafting section. He looked at a of couple of recipes that might work. He may not be able to follow them to the letter, but that didn’t matter—he would just use them as a blueprint of sorts. 
 
      
 
    He returned to the game. 
 
      
 
    “I ran an extended search for the entire period. No mentions of mountain gzooms or madyash extract. So, I was right.” 
 
      
 
    “What about simple recipes?” 
 
      
 
    “I have found a few. The item I liked most was a simple belt. Only requires a strip of leather and a copper bar.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t really need a belt.” 
 
      
 
    “I disagree. If I fail, we’re just one strip of leather short. But the simplest chestguard requires two scraps and six strips of leather, as well as two copper bars. We stand to waste a lot of materials in case of failure.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. We have plenty of copper, but leather’s in short supply. Do you think the missing abilities will unlock if you craft a belt successfully, and there’ll be less risk further on?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure hope so.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, my advice is as follows: I cut the strips, and you go back to the forum and search for a leather bracelet recipe.” 
 
      
 
    “Do they even exist?” 
 
      
 
    “They do. Folks without Jewelry can make such bracelets for themselves, and leather chokers instead of necklaces.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you cut strips?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure—I have the necessary abilities unlocked.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll check the forum, then.” 
 
      
 
    The leather bracelet was no big secret, and Ros returned once he had all the necessary details for crafting one. 
 
      
 
    “They say not any type of leather will do. So gzoom may not be a good choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Try making a couple. If nothing happens, try for a belt. It is worth a try, though, don’t you agree?” 
 
      
 
    According to the forum posts, a single strip of leather was enough for three bracelets. He would also need a bronze bar and a piece of copper wire. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Do you want to craft a leather bracelet? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes” was the obvious choice. 
 
      
 
    “It is recommended to use leather of a different type. The selected leather type may complicate the crafting process. Optimal substitute: buckskin.” 
 
      
 
    Ros ignored the warning. 
 
      
 
    “You have failed to craft the item.” 
 
      
 
    He made two more attempts; the result was the same. Ros complained: 
 
      
 
    “It’s not working. Wrong type of leather, and no Transmogrification Cube. We’re just wasting materials.” 
 
      
 
    “Try making a belt. Might work. You never know.” 
 
      
 
    Ros placed all the necessary ingredients into a bag, albeit without much hope. 
 
      
 
    “You have failed to craft the item.” 
 
      
 
    He repeated the process, adding a silver bar this time. 
 
      
 
    “You craft a Mountain Gzoom Leather Belt with a Bronze Buckle and Silver Embroidery. Attention! You have crafted a unique item! It has no duplicate anywhere in Second World! You receive a reward: +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Inventing, +1 to Creation, +1 to Learner, +1 to Arcane Knowledge. You unlock new auxiliary stats: Leatherworking and Furring. You can craft blueprints for a new item: Mountain Gzoom Leather Belt with a Bronze Buckle and Silver Embroidery. Attention! You have crafted an item using ingredients no one had ever used before. Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Mountain Gzoom Leather. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. New auxiliary stat unlocked: Undead Expert.” 
 
      
 
    “We did it! The belt was a success. It’s enhanced, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You see? I knew you would succeed. The good Lord would never leave us. How about the belt itself? Any good?” 
 
      
 
    “Junk.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get too upset about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I have Leatherworking and Furring now, but not Tailoring.” 
 
      
 
    “Try for a leather jacket. It’s bound to unlock then.” 
 
      
 
    “But it requires more leather than a simple chestguard.” 
 
      
 
    “So what? The roll is big enough, and there’s surely enough for a jacket here, maybe even two.” 
 
      
 
    “I need one for Danger Babe and one for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “She has a chainmail shirt.” 
 
      
 
    “A jacket weighs less.” 
 
      
 
    “If memory serves, chestguards require a special type of leather, whereas the requirements for jackets are more relaxed.” 
 
      
 
    “The description says it’s suitable for armor.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But a jacket is also armor. A heavy one is even better than a chestguard—it offers more protection, since it partially covers the limbs.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then. You’ve talked me into it. I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    Ros was aware he may not get more than one attempt, so he filled the bag with all sorts of bars, talons, fangs, and leather strips, hoping that one thing or another would do the trick. 
 
      
 
    “You craft a Heavy Mountain Gzoom Leather Jacket with Cave Igamus Fang Charms. Attention! You have crafted a unique item! It has no duplicate anywhere in Second World! You receive a reward: +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Essence of Things, +1 to Craftsman, +1 to Learner. Attention! Your Magical Transmogrification has reached 10. You get 20% to the base chance of crafting an item with maximum stats. You can craft blueprints for a new item: Heavy Mountain Gzoom Leather Jacket with Cave Igamus Fang Charms. Attention! You have crafted an item using ingredients no one had ever used before. Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Cave Igamus Fangs. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. You receive a reward: +1 to Inventing. Attention! Your Inventing has reached 10. The chance of failure when using unconventional materials is reduced by 15%, the chance of your traps working successfully is increased by 15%, and the items, mechanisms, and constructions you create take 12% less damage.” 
 
      
 
    “It worked. But I have no more attempts left.” Ros showed Tangh the jacket. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. Enhanced, too.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll save the strips for later—they may come in handy for repairs. There’s a special kind of chainmail shirt that’s really light. Top mages wear these. But it requires rare materials. And my professional skills are nothing to write home about. Incidentally, I almost leveled just for crafting the belt and the jacket.” 
 
      
 
    “They gave you that much XP?” 
 
      
 
    “They did, since the items were unique. And no matter where you go here, you’ll run into something unique, since no players have ever used such materials before. So, what do you say, Tangh? Shall we try and see this quest through?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that has already been decided.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to know your opinion without any pressure from our part.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I don’t mind dying. And, with you there, at least we’ll stand some chance. It would be nice if we could recruit some of the locals, but the quest conditions forbid it explicitly.” 
 
      
 
    “In the morning, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. We’re in for a fun run—a hero hiding from the world, a lumbering tank controlled by a player with poor reflexes, and a flighting that can log off any second. We’re so formidable, I’m beginning to fear us myself. Let me go and check on our old friend the archer. He’s probably asleep and dreaming about never being found.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Shadow Scavenger Chahk fangs for sale: 4 pieces. Unique material for crafting new unique items. Guaranteed to raise rare stats. Price: 170 gold pieces per item, bulk discount possible.” 
 
      
 
    “170?! Are you nuts? Those were the initial prices, and now that all the properties have been discovered, everyone’s done everything they could with them. It’s next to impossible to use them for any new items. Twenty for the lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Get them yourself for twenty. The price is right.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the price for new stuff, and there hasn’t been any for a few days now. They say mobs that no one’s ever killed before can only be found beyond the breach. But there’s no way of getting there. My final offer is twenty five.” 
 
      
 
    One of the numerous threads from the trade section of the game forum. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe approached the resurrection circle and gave a meaningful grunt at the sight of HedTeSdjo sitting there, staring at the world with the frozen eyes of a beached whale, and Tangh right nearby, showing no signs of aggression. 
 
      
 
    Ros explained: 
 
      
 
    “We brought him all the way down to ten. The levels won’t drop any further. He’s abandoned his body, and is fast asleep IRL.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll cry tears of blood when he wakes up to such a surprise,” said the girl, but without any malice and even with a hint of compassion. “You sure took a lot off him—he must have spent months leveling.” 
 
      
 
    “We got a bit carried away, taking turns wasting him. Maybe that will finally teach him something.” 
 
      
 
    “Idiots like him cannot be taught.  So, what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    Ros handed her the chainmail shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Try this on.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you make it?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool! Excellent quality, and not all that heavy. It’s a pity my Defense is so low. It won’t be of much use.” 
 
      
 
    Defense was a primary base stat that affected the amount of physical damage sustained—and, to a negligible extent, magic damage. However, it didn’t lower it all that significantly by itself, being more of a coefficient to the defense bonuses provided by equipment. If the stat wasn’t very high, this coefficient was rather pitiful, and not even the most advanced piece of armor would help the character much. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Danger Babe, what would you say to a chance of redistributing your stats? Base ones, I mean. You could add some Defense and Stamina, for example.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d love to. I’d leveled Attack and Accuracy running around with a bow at the very beginning. I don’t need it now, but I cannot redistribute those points anywhere else. Agility is low-priority, too. But these changes are hard to pull off, and we wouldn’t be able to do it here.” 
 
      
 
    “I can make all your stat points redistributable tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have this little secret.” 
 
      
 
    “Little secret?! You’ve got a wagonload of secrets!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not today?” Tangh asked. “I wouldn’t mind doing that, either.” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be able to do it today. And I’ll only be able to do it to one player tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, Danger Babe goes first.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we keep on talking, or could we get going already?” asked the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. Here, grab some meat. It’s better than what we had yesterday. Ros roasted enough to last us a while, and it spoils less quickly in his bag.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the ones staying behind? Will they manage without food?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve left enough to last them five days. They won’t die.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, what are we waiting for?!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros summoned his pet as they entered the mine. 
 
      
 
    “Buff everyone, Danger Babe. Including him.” 
 
      
 
    “Your pet sure is terrifying to look at.” 
 
      
 
    “His level is higher than all of ours combined, so you might wanna treat him with some respect. Scrum Queen is the first on our list. Judging by the map, she’ll be the easiest to reach. If nothing goes awry, we’ll get there in five or six hours. We should all be extra careful. As for you, Danger Babe, if there’s so much as a hint of danger, Shield yourself first, and take care of the others later. I will do the same. If anyone’s down, resurrect them at once. If one of us is sent all the way back to the resurrection circle, getting back here all alone is out of the question. We’d all have to return, wasting a lot of time. I’ll try to make stops and mine ore every fifteen minutes or so. The sound of the pickaxe attracts mobs, and it will be easier to dispatch them that way than getting ambushed. But it doesn’t mean the way will be safe. Keep vigilant. All clear? Then let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t need to scare his companions so early, as the first few miles proved to be a walk in the park. The mobs weren’t active in the daytime in the first place, and, after the recent genocide, had nearly disappeared altogether. Every now and then, one of the surviving moss dwellers would come running, but the pet shadowcrawler dealt such massive damage that the assailant wouldn’t last a full minute. The biggest downside was having to heal the shadowcrawler right afterwards—the pet had high Attack, but lost a lot of HP. One hell of a DPS character, but a lousy tank. 
 
      
 
    They kept going, entering scrum territory. The first pack soon came to investigate the sound of pickaxe hitting rock. The party was already expecting the slower leader of the pack to arrive last, hurrying to dispatch the underlings quickly and efficiently. They were down to two by the time the giant scrum entered the hall. Ros and Danger Babe used their abilities to keep the mob still while Tangh drew aggro, and the shadowcrawler tore into the beast from behind. They didn’t even break a sweat. 
 
      
 
    Ros leveled after the battle with the scrum lord. 
 
      
 
    They raised a lot of noise as they went on, stopping at virtually every vein of gold and other valuable ore. Loud noises and screams had scrums rushing to investigate from afar, stretching their formation. The smaller ones came first, and would typically croak by the time the leader reached the skirmish, making the fight with their big brother much easier. The only irritating thing was the mob’s penchant for stripping buffs and blinding, which it could do even from a distance. 
 
      
 
    Ros devoted much of his attention to gathering resources, and was the first to notice the changes. 
 
      
 
    “This is odd—I don’t see any copper at all. Or tin. There hasn’t been any lead for a while, either. On the other hand, there’s plenty of mercury, and I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it expensive?” asked Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Not particularly. Alchemists use it, for the most part—to smelt gold and do gilding.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh pointed at the dome of the cave. 
 
      
 
    “I see red moss. The farther we go, the more there is of it. There are red stains on the rocks, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That might be the mercury. Notice anything wrong, Danger Babe?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Mercury miners lose HP quickly, and can get debuffs while they work. At least, that’s what I heard. You’re a flighting, so maybe you can feel danger.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m too low—not even a hundred. But I see nothing suspicious so far.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s take a break. My Vigor is down,” Tangh proposed. “I have a feeling there might be trouble ahead, and we need to be in our best shape.” 
 
      
 
    Ros sat down on a mossy rock, and carried on with his Jewelry and Enchanting experiments. Curious as ever about everything, Danger Babe asked him: 
 
      
 
    “So, how is it going? Any good stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “It appears my luck has abandoned me after your mail shirt.” 
 
      
 
    “That sucks…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised myself. With Luck this high, I should be crafting legendaries every other time, and yet, having wasted around two tons of ore, I’ve nothing to show for it but a single excellent and two good pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you for a while—how high is your Luck, exactly?” the norder asked. “You keep boasting about it, but you never told us the exact stat. If it’s no secret, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “No secret at all. It’s 96.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?!” Tangh and Danger Babe exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    “Ninety-six. A lot, I know, but a fat lot of good it does.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Just how did you get a secondary stat leveled that high?!” 
 
      
 
    “Achievements, mostly. There was an episode where I got a bunch of levels in a single day, and got rewarded with a bunch of Luck points.” 
 
      
 
    “You should be getting a legendary from every mob!” 
 
      
 
    “A friend of mine told me the exact same thing once.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me check the forum for a minute,” said Tangh. His eyes became glassy. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe kept going. “There’s something wrong with your Luck. I was in a party with a guy who had his at 26, including equipment bonuses. I spent less than a day with them and ended up earning more than I had in a week with any other party I’d been with. A ton of stuff would drop, and we used the round-robin loot setting. I can’t say I got better drops than others, but it still ran up to a lot.” 
 
      
 
    “I also get my fair share of drops.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but not much more than the guy, and your Luck is nearly four times higher. Also, his was raised with equipment, which isn’t the case with you. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “You are. But where do I find equipment that raises it?” 
 
      
 
    “How about enchanting something?” 
 
      
 
    “You need a soul crystal with that stat to enchant an item. The relation is simple: 77.5% soul crystal stats are primary. Around 0.4% are secondary. 0.1% are auxiliary—and just the ones that whoever obtains the crystal has already unlocked. The remaining 21.5% are usually things of little value. The gamers compiled the statistics themselves—there’s a whole forum thread with all the data. Many sly necromancers level one or two of their own auxiliary stats which are the most valuable, and kill low-level mobs by the thousands just to get a crystal or two. It’s worth it—those crytals net a ton of money, even with the stat only being raised by a point or two due to the mobs’ low level. It’s been five days now in this mine, but so far I have only gotten crystals with base stats and all sorts of junk.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m back,” Tangh came to. “So, this is how it goes. There are, to date, around a few hundred players who had crossed the threshold of 50 in any secondary stat. The record is held by a Chinese player, which doesn’t surprise me. He seems to have it at 91. Most interestingly, nearly all of them used Shadow Art to level up Disguise. It is vital to them, so they do anything they can to raise it—and that’s easier than the other stats, too. Anyway, no one has managed to get anything but Disguise beefed up that much. And you nearly have 100 Luck. Even the Chinese guy has been left in the dust, and he’s pretty confident he’ll be the first to get into three figures. It’s a pity how few points of 100 you’re short. They say you get some really amazing bonuses once you get there, but the stat will work unevenly until you do. It is said that this affects the interval between roughly 75 and 99. Works just fine below it, and once you get above, you’re in for some miracles. Of course, none of this information has been verified—it’s all but vague rumors and conjecture. You were saying your actual luck does not correspond to the stat. Could that be the reason?” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but there’s definitely something off about my luck. The stat is up the wazoo, but it might as well be twenty or thirty in practice. I have eighteen undistributed points, though. Do you think I should add four to Luck to get to 100?” 
 
      
 
    “Undistributed secondary stats?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
      
 
    “Wicked cool! How did you manage to get them?!” 
 
      
 
    “All sorts of stuff. Heroic deeds, mostly. I should try to raise it, then. Four points isn’t that much, and I don’t even know which of the secondary stats to prioritize.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on! Can’t you redistribute your stats? You could have done it long ago and removed all the points you don’t need.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t. Only the primary stats are made redistributable, although the Clean Slate description claims it should affect the secondary ones as well.” 
 
      
 
    “It could be a simple typo. These things often happen here—you can’t rely on anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve gathered as much.” 
 
      
 
    Ros opened the stat distribution interface and added four points to Luck with a firm hand. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Your Luck is now at 100! You’ve reached a bonus value! You receive a bonus. The probability of any negative event is reduced by 55% of the base value. The probability of any positive event is increased by 55% of the base value. The probability of sustaining a critical hit is reduced by a further 25%. The probability of dealing a critical hit is increased by a further 25%. The probability of sustaining maximum damage is reduced by 25%. The probability of dealing maximum damage is increased by 25%. Congratulations! This is your first secondary stat that has reached a bonus value. You receive a reward: -3% to any damage sustained (of any kind). Attention! You are the first person alive to have raised a secondary stat to the bonus value. You receive a heroic bonus: the title of King of Luck. Title bonus: +4 to every primary base stat, +2 to every secondary stat, +10% to XP, all positive effects cast on you become 12% more effective and last 20% longer; the amount of HP restored by healing is increased by 20%. When you join a guild, a party, or a raid, all the members of the respective guild, party, or raid receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until the title is renounced. Congratulations! You are the greatest of heroes known to date! Keep at it! The gods are watching you! The gods have faith in you! The gods have hopes for you! You receive a bonus from the gods: 4 undistributed auxiliary stat points, Clean Slate cooldown time is reduced to 5 days, an extra option of locking level progress, +2 to Charisma and Leadership.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be damned,” said Danger Babe in Russian, which only happened to her in a state of total shock. 
 
      
 
    As Ros read the messages in big red letters in the global chat, he felt like using a few saltier words, but managed to restrain himself. 
 
      
 
    Tangh smiled and asked in mock surprise: 
 
      
 
    “Say, was there any point in hiding so thoroughly if you keep announcing yourself to the whole world?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you know this could happen if I got my Luck to 100? And you still advised me to do it?!” Ros was nearly shouting. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t possibly predict such public consequences. You should also realize that you didn’t hide well enough. It was pretty easy for perfect strangers like ourselves identify you.” 
 
      
 
    “I see… But it still came as a surprise. Sorry, I nearly lost my temper for a moment there.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Ros?” Danger Babe looked surprised. “You must have scored a whole bunch of stuff. I got some bonuses myself. As well as Tangh—I can see it from his HP.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be in as much demand as a pork pie at a beggar convention. Thank God chats don’t work here, or I’d have been flooded with messages by now.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain,” said Tangh gently. 
 
      
 
    “They do work, but only between players in this zone,” Danger Babe added. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. They’ll know where I am soon enough now, and start sending players here to hound me. I don’t need any hype, and I don’t feel like getting involved with any serious clans. I have already said as much.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all up to you. Don’t get involved if you don’t want to. You can just turn off private messages, and that’s that. Or blacklist them, and they’ll no longer be able to message you.” 
 
      
 
    “It will take half my time to blacklist them all…” 
 
      
 
    “Ros? Would you like to try and craft something?” asked Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “To test my new Luck?” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you curious yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Ros sighed, crafted three rings, and announced his verdict: 
 
      
 
    “Junk. Nothing lower than enhanced, but nothing extraordinary, either.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity. All right, then, let’s keep going and test it on mobs.” 
 
      
 
    Right at that moment there was a rumble above, the walls of the cave started to shake, and the dome gave an ominous crack. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Ros yelled as he jumped up. “It’s a rockfall!” 
 
      
 
    He winced as he got clipped by a heavy rock while rounding a corner, then froze in his tracks at the sight of an enormous shadowcrawler swooping down right onto Danger Babe’s head—half again as big as the one he’d been using as a pet. He raised his staff, fully realizing that his noobish shield would not save the girl. 
 
      
 
    Then a miracle happened. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe! Get to the wall!” 
 
      
 
    The girl heard him through the rumble behind them, and even obeyed. 
 
      
 
    “Above you!” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe yelped in fear as she looked to where Ros was pointing. And she had every reason to. Ros was shocked himself—he’d never seen anything like it before. 
 
      
 
    Sleep spells all worked the same way—the mob or player would freeze right where they were. The enormous shadowcrawler hovered in mid-air, like in a freeze frame. The flat body looked like a furry blanket, and its paws, talons at the ready, were thrust toward the girl. The tail had a flat tassel and curved nervously, correcting the direction of the drop. 
 
      
 
    “Sleep it as soon as it drops, and I’ll use Roots!” At least one of those should work. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe’s ability missed, but Ros with his obscenely high Intellect lucked out again. As soon as the mob touched the ground, it hissed like an angry cat, trying to free its entangled paws from the roots that had appeared out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    The very next moment, the pet crashed into the attacker, fortunate enough to hit it in the back. The attack caused a serious Bleeding effect. The mob instantly lost interest in Danger Babe, turned around, and started slashing at the undead fellow member of his species. All Ros needed to do was heal it periodically, and assist with Chaos Arrows. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe! Get him! Don’t heal the pet!” 
 
      
 
    “Why!?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t restore enough HP—flightings get penalties for healing creatures of darkness! I can do better! Focus on attacking!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll barely do more than a scratch!” 
 
      
 
    “Then scratch it! And keep your Shield on, as well as a bunch of regens! It will kill you in two seconds if it breaks free!” 
 
      
 
    “Make a soul crystal out of it! It would make some pet!” 
 
      
 
    As the shadowcrawler’s HP dwindled almost to nothing, the mob got nervous and hit everyone with a mass sleep spell. Ros watched his pet get killed, and could do nothing about it. Once done with his adversary, the mob made the mistake of attacking Ros instead of Danger Babe, taking off a third of his health. Upon coming to, Ros cast Sleep on the enemy, ran off to the side, healed himself, and dispelled Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Shield and a regen, and keep heals on me. I’ll finish it off—the pet will take too long to raise!” 
 
      
 
    It was anything but pleasant to be attacked by a mob of its level, but Ros pulled through. If it weren’t for the resisted Entangling Roots, he would have finished it off without a hitch. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Moss Shadowcrawler Patriarch. XP received: 13,898. Points left until the next level: 401,523. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Strength. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Stamina grows by 1. Your Summoning grows by 1. You steal the following ability: Mass Sleep. The Mass Sleepability has been recorded in the pet’s spellbook.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to Tangh?” Danger Babe cried. “His icon is still in color, but he’s nowhere to be found!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shout, or we’ll have another uninvited guest. Tangh got buried under the rockfall. He’s slow, after all, so he didn’t get out fast enough. But he seems to have sustained no major damage, having lost less than a third of his HP. I’m messaging him right now. He says he’s alive. You can see as much for yourself—he’s speaking in party chat. I’ll try to dig him out.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help you.” 
 
      
 
    “You better watch my back. I’ll raise a new pet, but don’t count on it much—shadowcrawlers always attack unexpectedly, and always drop down from above.” 
 
      
 
    “Summon this one. It’s a strong one. His attacks hurt like hell.” 
 
      
 
    “All shadowcrawlers have high Attack. And this one is high-level, and so he’ll deal more damage than the rest. Buff the pet, and I’ll get to work.” 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later Ros reached Tangh’s foot, but it took almost as long to set the norder free. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t look well—his cuirass and helmet were dented, and his left arm was broken in two places. Danger Babe started to heal him, bewailing his condition, to which Tangh responded gruffly: 
 
      
 
    “I wonder how long I would have stayed there without you?” 
 
      
 
    “Normally, you don’t last more than two or three hours buried under a rockfall before your health runs out. That’s what the miners told me,” Ros replied. 
 
      
 
    “Lord have mercy! Every demon in hell is eagerly waiting for this game’s developers to join them! I would have gone insane in another hour, let alone two or three! I could barely breathe under there. Did the rocks hit you, too? I saw your HP go down, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we got attacked by a shadowcrawler. There he is, right around the corner. A real monster—we’ve never seen them this big before. Haven’t you checked the logs?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t. Didn’t really feel like reading, lying under all that rock.” 
 
      
 
    “Take off your cuirass and your helmet. I need to repair them.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh complied, and then complained as he sat down next to a wall: 
 
      
 
    “We nearly got wasted, and we haven’t even reached the boss yet.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t predict a rockfall,” observed Ros. 
 
      
 
    “That much is true. But if Danger Babe logged off during the shadowcrawler battle, I would have died under those rocks. Isn’t that fun?” 
 
      
 
    The girl looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Please forgive me in advance if I disappear again.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it that bad?” Tangh asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s unpredictable. I have a promo account, after all. Three months of free gaming. Then I’ll have to pay. Two have already expired, and I was weeping like an idiot when I got here, thinking the third would be wasted, too. Initially I had intended to earn some money in the game, and move away from my stepmother’s place. A classmate’s mother has a cheap place I could rent. I neglected shool because of the game, and barely managed to get into college. Classes haven’t started yet, so I can play as much as I like. But my plans to earn money haven’t materialized. You can find a job IRL in our town, but it’s so depressing I’d sooner hang myself. If I sell all my in-game possessions, that’ll cover two months of rent. But then I won’t be able to pay for the game. And what would I do next? I’ve got no relatives or friends who could help, and I lied about my boyfriend. So, as you can see, I’m in a real bind here, and I’m not sure how I’m going to get out of it. I’m sorry again. I’ll spare you the details, but I can’t predict when I’ll have to log off again. I know, your flighting is more trouble than she’s worth.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh coughed and said offhandedly. 
 
      
 
    “I placed some funds into my gaming account when I decided to relocate. It should suffice for years of account fees. And once I level up my tank properly, I won’t go unemployed. So, here’s what we’ll do, Danger Babe. I’ll transfer you some money to finance your move right away. And then… We haven’t discussed the distribution of trophies from our raids, but Ros doesn’t look much like a loot whore. By the way, this is something we should discuss—we dump all kinds of stuff into our bags, including valuable items.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not waste time on accounting. Everything gets split three ways.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that is fair, since you’re earning most of it.” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I’m no bean-counter.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, all right. But everything you craft is yours. What you mine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, don’t be ridiculous. It’s not like we have amassed any treasures worth fighting over.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not that good at counting, Ros. According to the most modest of my estimates, the value of all the items, ore, metal bars, gemstones, and so on is around two or three thousand in gold. It may not be much to you, but a third of it would be serious money to Danger Babe, I believe.” 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. My character’s equipment is worth a lot less. But, Ros, most of all I’d prefer to stay part of your team. I’ll be your personal flighting, if you’ll have me. You’ve seen me in action—I’m not a bad player. If you can really unlock level blocks, I’ll only have to pay for a budget account with a lock at level 100—it’s not that expensive. You manage to make a fortune even being imprisoned here, with our modest help. Under normal circumstances we could make even more. And I don’t need much. Five hundred gold pieces a month is would be a dream. I just want to make enough to pay rent and my account fees—that’s around four hundred total. And it seems doable if things keep on going the way they are now.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s also food, clothing, and bills to pay,” Tang started to say. Then he cut himself short and said in a lighter tone, “Although, judging by how the character looks like its owner, food isn’t a major issue for you. All right, Danger Babe. I’ll transfer a thousand gold to you. That should be enough to last you two months, if I’m not mistaken. Can I have your account number?” 
 
      
 
    Ros raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    “No need. And I’m not sure you have all that much in your account, Tangh. But I’ve managed to amass some savings.” 
 
      
 
    “You guys are weird,” said Danger Babe suspiciously. “Why would the two of you be so eager to give me money?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to log off in the middle of a fight, leaving us without a healer,” Tangh replied. 
 
      
 
    “Same,” Ros nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… there’ll be time to discuss our further cooperation. You’re a buffer and a healer. He’s a tank, and I’m DPS. There’s another friend of mine who likes to trade—he will fill some role. We have a full party, albeit a small one, and someone on the outside to take care of things. I may be a hero, but a loner won’t get far here. And now, let’s get going. We’re losing time.” 
 
      
 
    “Did that shadowcrawler drop any decent loot, by the way?” asked Tang as they were already walking. 
 
      
 
    “Not particularly. Nothing extraordinary.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Ros, have you considered dumping the rest of the points into Luck?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. As soon as I get me another hundred, I’ll get to it right away. It’s been a while since they last mentioned me in the global chat…” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “I cannot discuss it over the phone. Get down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you at least drop a hint? I’m about to hold an important meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Aaron, do you remember the cause of earlier disturbances? That trickster in employ of an unidentified party?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the same guy I’m thinking of?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s turned up again.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. He became world famous.” 
 
      
 
    “Again? Was it like the first time?!” 
 
      
 
    “Not as huge this time, but it’s his manner all right. Read the forum, it’s in turmoil—he got a hundred points of some secondary stat, beating the Chinese to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there in an hour. Contact Coleman. It’s time to get serious.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have. He told me he’d contact everyone he can get hold of, and even those he cannot. Something’s got to give…” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Hunter. XP received: 5422. Points left until the next level: 301,164. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Agility. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Your Monster Expert level grows by 1. Your party has destroyed a monster 60 or more levels above the party’s strongest player! Achievement earned: Brave Companions, Part Four. Achievement bonus: +2 to Wood Magic Resistance. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Five. Kill 50 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 60 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level must be at least twice less than that of the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    Ros knelt over the mob’s carcass, and Tang grumbled: 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad these don’t run in packs. They would have made mincemeat of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thing they themselves croak easily,” said Danger Babe in a carefree manner. “It’s fun to be around you. I get an achievement every day—sometimes several. And there I was thinking I’d lose a month of time and a few levels. Instead, I’m leveling nicely, and the loot is great. By the way, how’s this one in terms of loot?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing special.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity,” Tangh sighed. If I’m right, we are approaching the boss’ lair. If ordinary mobs attack like this, I dread the thought of what will happen next.” 
 
      
 
    “We can raise a scrum lord and use it as a tank. It doesn’t hit that hard, but its defense is strong, and it should last a while. Danger Babe can heal it, too, even if she won’t do much, so that’ll help to keep the pet up. Once it’s down, the boss is all yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Your pets don’t have my taunts, so the attackers will switch to you and Danger Babe every now and then. It make mores sense for me to be the tank, and for the shadowcrawler to deal damage with an Attack so high.”  
 
      
 
    “You won’t keep its attention. The boss will switch to the pet soon after it starts taking damage. Not even your special tank skills will help.” 
 
      
 
    “I could at least hold it off in the beginning, and then we’ll play it by ear.” 
 
      
 
    “For sure. The first minute is usually the hardest—that’s when you don’t know what you’re up against. And nerves lead to mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “Had anyone told me a week ago that I would be raiding a dungeon with level 140+ mobs, I’d have had a laughing fit.” 
 
      
 
    “The cave is beginning to change. There’s more moss, and it’s very damp. And we ran into a new mob, too. Get ready—we’re more than halfway there. The fun part starts now.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hunter scrums attacked nearly every five minutes. But at least they left packs of underlings led by scrum lords a long way behind. It was better this way—those were more dangerous than these loners, no matter how bad their bite. 
 
      
 
    They soon found out what quarry the mobs were hunting. They simply collected woodlice from underneath the moss cover—the scrums had a fold in the skin of their stomachs, just like kangaroos, apparently stuffing their finds there for storage. 
 
      
 
    Ros checked one of the dead woodlice for loot, finding antennae, feet, shells, and slime. Tangh suggested all were probably alchemical reagents, seeing that alchemists got most of the trophies from small creatures such as frogs, bugs, and lizards. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, without alchemical equipment or a sufficient amount of glass vials, they could not so much as begin to experiment in this field. Even Magical Transmogrification wouldn’t help in the absence of glass vessels. Still, they decided to collect everything they could. These ingredients were likely to be unknown, just like everything else in the Locked Lands, so there was a chance to get some decent achievements for them. 
 
      
 
    Ros stopped in yet another hall, and pointed at the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Zirconium ore. This is the first time I see it. Level 32, so it isn’t that easy to spot.” 
 
      
 
    “There may be a lot of it here,” Tangh suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That’s possible. My Perception is at 20, so the chance of spotting it isn’t high, even given all my other stats. We are in too much hurry and don’t look attentively enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Is zirconium valuable?” Danger Babe inquired. 
 
      
 
    “It is. But less so than gold, despite its higher level. Zirconium is added to all sorts of alloys, which are then used to craft high-level items.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a suggestion,” said Tangh. “The hall is big enough. Why doesn’t Ros look for some rare ore, while Danger Babe and I focus on woodlice and lower-level or?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would we?” Danger Babe looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    “My dear, they aren’t called the Lesser Locked Lands Woodlice for nothing.  We’ve even received an achievement for their discovery, albeit a modest one. None of this loot is known to anyone in the human lands. There’s a good chance of turning a substantial profit for selling them. Especially once we manage to get some alchemical equipment and glass vessels, and discover some of their properties at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. But it will be hard for us to get the loot. Our levels are rather high, and theirs are minuscule. Everything will keep getting damaged.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that. One of my tank abilities is to draw mobs to myself and prevent them from attacking the DPS. It cannot grow, doesn’t depend on the level, and does negligible damage. But it should be enough for wodlice. Can you transfer mana?” 
 
      
 
    “Who did you think has been doing it all this time in battle?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, my brain is old and sluggish. Give me some now—I haven’t got much, and the skill consumes a lot. I’ll kill the woodlice, and you’ll search them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yuck! I loathe the very thought of touching them.” 
 
      
 
    “They are no flowers, for sure, but remember we’re doing it for money.” 
 
      
 
    Ros decided to alter the norder’s plan a little. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have to gather the loot yourself. Our talk about money issues may have petered out, but I haven’t forgotten anything. I’ll transfer two thousand to her right now; that should be enough. Danger Babe, go offline and withdraw the funds as cash. I don’t know how long that will take, but longer than a minute for certain, especially since, as I understand, your town is small and there are few terminals. You can arrange your move to a new apartment, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” Tangh raised his hand. Aren’t you in hiding, Ros?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yes. But it doesn’t seem to be doing me much good, as you can see.” 
 
      
 
    “You can still alter your character’s data any way you want. But everybody knows your current name, and the automatically-generated number of the associated bank account. You intend to use the forum bank for the transfer of funds, and that’s no longer part of the game proper—just a regular online resource. They may have high security, but they have vulnerabilities, too. What if one of the admins leaks transfer details to interested third parties? Do you follow?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need for the curious to find out about your association with Danger Babe. I’m the one who should do the transfer.” 
 
      
 
    “But you don’t have that much.” 
 
      
 
    “I have enough. Besides, I hope this isn’t our last day together, and that you’ll have an opportunity to help me top up my account, if that worries you so much.” 
 
      
 
    “A lot of people have seen us together, and that archer wrote about our gang on the forum. They’ll find out about Danger Babe sooner or later.” 
 
      
 
    “They might. But you can never be too cautious.” 
 
      
 
    “OK, you’re probably right. Do the transfer. And you get offline right now, Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll need an hour or two. It’s not too late yet, so I should manage.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. And we shall guard the fair maiden’s body while we entertain ourselves with dirty woodlice and heavy ore.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks so much, Ros. You too, Tangh.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have enough time for thanks. Consider it a flighting’s salary. Get going already.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh gazed at Danger Babe’s motionless body, then said grimly: 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pity she went on her own. She’s a good girl, but young and still a bit foolish. It would be nice if someone kept an eye on her IRL, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your paternal instinct talking.” 
 
      
 
    “That may be true…” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think there’s a bright and glorious future ahead for our party?” 
 
      
 
    “If you didn’t need us, you wouldn’t talk about it. So…” 
 
      
 
    “What I actually need is money, and lots of it. I keep trying everything, still trying to make sense of what’s the best way to turn a profit, and fast.” 
 
      
 
    “The only way of making lots of money quickly is to trade it.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the local banks?” 
 
      
 
    “Them, too. Have you noticed how gold keeps disappearing from circulation? The exchange rate always fluctuates, but not by much. Someone’s raking it in—there are millions of players, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s not the method I would resort to.” 
 
      
 
    “I can relate. I’m like that myself. A man has to do proper work instead of dealing in dodgy schemes with a straight face. The likes of you and me should stick together in this game. This is why people form clans, develop them, and try to achieve things together. I’m not talking about the top ones—they’re just like the banks in that their elites exploit everybody else. I’m talking about the majority. Say, those woodlice are indeed yucky.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’ve found another zirconium vein. And somebody’s running our way. They must have heard us.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re raising a terrible din.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that, but they haven’t invented silencers for pickaxes yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe isn’t with us. How do we handle it?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay back. My pet will meet them.” 
 
      
 
    “What if there are several?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s got area-of-effect abilities. I’ll try to intercept them. If anyone gets past me, make sure they attack you. I’ll be able to heal you somewhat, but don’t count on it—I’m infinitely worse at it than Danger Babe.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember. Ah, here they come…” 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    There were two creatures, in fact. They looked both ridiculous and menacing—elephant-like brownish-green critters running on grotesquely stubby hind legs. They had short trunks and rudimentary wings, with enormous fangs protruding from their wide jaws. Those bore no resemblance to elephant tusks whatsoever—more like something that would make a saber-toothed tiger proud. In fact, they did have a tusk each. Or, rather, a horn. It was long, widening considerably toward the base, and protruding upward from the forehead. 
 
      
 
    The new beasts were even taller than Tangh. They probably fed them well here. 
 
      
 
    The pet hit them with the mass sleep skill that was, ironically enough, stolen from itself. It worked—both mobs froze. At that very moment, the sphere of light hanging above Danger Babe’s head went out. The cave grew dark, with no other light but the dim fluorescence of the moss. This wasn’t a problem for Ros, but Tangh came to a full stop before he could reach the enemy, apparently losing sight of it. 
 
      
 
    That was dire news. He wouldn’t be able to fashion a source of light without Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    The pet attacked the first adversary, gave it a hearty bite on the neck, and instantly switched to the other, following orders. The “elephants” didn’t need a second invitation, and the pet’s HP bar started diminishing steadily. Ros hit them with Chaos Aura, healed his pet, and then decided to try hitting a mossy part of the cave wall with a Fireball. It was, alas, too damp to ignite a bonfire. The damp moss smoldered reluctantly, releasing acrid smoke that got into their noses. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, Tangh managed to get his bearings once the fireball flared up, and used a special AoE taunt that instantly grabbed the attention of both mobs. 
 
      
 
    There were no further difficulties. Ros healed Tangh a few times, and kept alternating Chaos Arrows with Fireballs. The mobs tried deploying paralyzing skills on the melee attackers, but that didn’t help much—there was always someone who could dispel the tank and the pet. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Queen Warrior. XP received: 7484. Points left until the next level: 184,399. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Mental Power. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you make a source of light? The way Danger Babe did?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. I can’t see anything at all. Just a few glowing spots. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the moss. It’s fluorescent. Just stay put, then, I’ll manage on my own.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any wood? We could make a torch.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t burn for long, and wood may still be useful. I’m telling you—stay put and don’t worry. I’ll manage.” 
 
      
 
    “Night vision?” 
 
      
 
    “Yup. Racial skill.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were human. Are you a hybrid, then?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long and complicated story. Hey! We’re in luck!” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “These war dogs’ tusks are part of the loot. Their fangs, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What is it to us?” 
 
      
 
    “The fangs are nothing special, but I could try to use the tusks to craft bone staves. The mobs are high-level, and the material is expensive. I may come up with something decent.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, then.” Give it a try.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me get some more zirconium. There seems to be a lot of it here—I found two more veins before the fight. I’ll try using it in alloys, and then place them in my bag before I begin. It might be effective.” 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t manage to get his second piece of ore before two more “elephants” came running. Three zirconium pieces later, another pair paid them a visit. Either these funny mobs were really numerous here, or they could hear the pickaxe from afar, and felt particularly irritated by it. 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, Ros’ bag contained seventeen pieces of zirconium ore and fourteen Scrum Queen warrior tusks. He decided it would be enough for a couple of attempts, so he sat down next to Tangh and started smelting the ores. Once he had a few dozen bars of pure metals and alloys, he crafted some wire and bars, and then said: 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe’s late.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve lost count of time, it’s too dark in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Try reading the forum. At least, that’s some entertainment.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t want to leave you here alone.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you going to help if they attack? I manage by myself, as you can see.” 
 
      
 
    “I sure can. Even though I can hardly believe it. You’re killing mobs more than a hundred levels above yours.” 
 
      
 
    “If I had a stronger pet, two hundred wouldn’t be a problem, either. I’m speaking from experience.” 
 
      
 
    “You really are something else. A tank, a healer, and DPS all in one. Compared to you, I am nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Without pets, I wouldn’t have managed anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen my fair share of necromancers and other masters of scary critters, and theirs were a lot more low-key.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s that. I have an advantage. My pets don’t lose levels when they die, while no one else can have a pet higher in level than its master.” 
 
      
 
    “Why are you so different from everybody else?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. It might be a bug in the game. Or a means of compensation. My character belongs to a rare race that was originally supposed to specialize in fighting and not work. And yet, it has as many bonuses as any worker race. And those have much more modest abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Pets alone would be a sufficient bonus—you wouldn’t need any ohers.” 
 
      
 
    “You might be right. I’m ready to try crafting a staff.” 
 
      
 
    “Tusks are usually expensive. If you keep failing, save some for later.” 
 
      
 
    “Are they more expensive than gold or zirconium?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the exact price. I’ll probably take your advice and browse the forum a bit. It’s not like I’m doing anything useful, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Ros started filling an empty bag with materials he thought might be useful as components for the new weapon, with two immobile bodies next to him. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Do you want to craft a magic staff? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “It is recommended to replace the following materials: tusk with unknown properties, fangs with unknown properties.” 
 
      
 
    Ros ignored the warning. The result didn’t please him. 
 
      
 
    “You have failed to craft the item.” 
 
      
 
    He dumped the garbage, which was a bundle of expensive materials as recently as a minute ago, and gave it another try, adding some fangs and talons from other mobs. 
 
      
 
    The result was the same. 
 
      
 
    He only got lucky on the fifth try, following his intutition in placing one of the numerous randomly dropped and seemingly worthless trinkets together with the other stuff—a wooden figurine resembling the Scythian stelae. He wasn’t even sure why he’d decided to keep it in the first place, for he usually avoided carrying similar junk. 
 
      
 
    “You craft a Magnificent Scrum Queen Warrior Bone Staff. Your Craftsman grows by 1. Attention! You have crafted a unique item! It has no duplicate anywhere in Second World! You receive a reward: +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Inventing, +1 to Creation, +1 to Learner. Attention! Your Learner has reached 10. Your chance of successfully using materials with unknown properties increases by 20%. Your chance of identifying items’ hidden properties increases by 20%. New auxiliary stat unlocked: Bone Carver. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 411,752. You can craft blueprints for a new item: Magnificent Scrum Queen Warrior Bone Staff. Attention! You have crafted an item using ingredients no one had ever used before (or whose properties had never been fully revealed before). Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Scrum Queen Warrior Fangs, Moss Dweller’s Talons, Moss Dweller’s Fangs, Scrum Fangs. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. You receive a reward: +1 to Inventing, +1 to Essence of Things. Attention! This is the first time you have crafted a rare class item. You receive a reward: +1 undistributed secondary base stat point.” 
 
      
 
    Ros spent about two minutes with a blissful smile on his face, reading the logs over and over again. To say that the bonuses were worth the materials and the efforts would be an understatement. 
 
      
 
    A whole cornucopia of perks had just been upended right over his head. 
 
      
 
    Then he studied his creation with great trepidation, and a minute later he didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. 
 
      
 
    “Magnificent Scrum Queen Warrior Bone Staff. Item class: Rare. Magic weapon. Physical damage: 67-82 (crushing). Magic damage: 190-209. Additional stats: +22 to Intellect, +15 to Mental Power, +13 to Stamina, +11% to spellcasting speed, +3 to mana regeneration per second, 8% chance of reflecting a Sleep-related effect at the enemy. The item can be subjected to up to two stackable enchantments. The item contains four gems and one ornamental stone that can be replaced with others. Requirements: level 94, 110 Intellect. Weight: 1.61 kg. Durability: 925/925. Attention: with two or more Scrum Queen Warrior items of rare class and above in one’s inventory, the wearer receives the following bonuses: +1 to health, mana, and Vigor regeneration per second. Every additional Scrum Queen Warrior item raises the total bonus by the same amount.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh apparently got tired of the forum quickly, and decided to return at that very moment. 
 
      
 
    “So, how is it going, Ros?” 
 
      
 
    “Laughing through my tears.” 
 
      
 
    “What about?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you see an item’s properties in the dark?” 
 
      
 
    “If I hold it in my hands.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, take a look.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh erupted in a barrage of compliments almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    “You have exceeded yourself! Rare class! And the stats are all perfect—Danger Babe will find each one of them useful. There’s a spellcasting bonus which will compensate for the chainmail’s weight. Two enchantments without any risk; also, you can use enchanted gems in it. The Lord be praised! We really needed something like this. I don’t even know what else to say. Well done indeed.” 
 
      
 
    “I just got lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Wherefore the tears?” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe is at 93, and the staff requires level 94.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s rather unfortunate. But she did say there wasn’t much left. Why don’t you start tapping away with your pickaxe again? She’s here, after all, so she’ll be sharing in the XP.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mind, this place is great for leveling. But she won’t be getting much—most of it will be mine. She’s not moving anywhere or doing anything, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “It will still be tangible, Ros. Let’s get going. She is taking way too long, though. I hope everything’s OK with her.” 
 
      
 
    “All we can do is wait. I need to check the forum and send a message to a friend.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros had 459,927 unread messages on the forum. Duly appreciating the sheer scale of the surge of interest in him, he refreshed the page and saw the number of messages increase by 350 in a matter of seconds. He’d need a whole staff of assistants just to read through his fan mail. New messages kept arriving at a mind-boggling rate. He then saw the flashing message warning him that his forum inbox was full. If he didn’t clean up, he wouldn’t be able to receive any new messages. 
 
      
 
    He decided to read a few out of curiosity, and wasn’t surprised to find that most of the messages fell into two groups. The former consisted of invitations to discuss a mutually beneficial partnership. Some made no promises of any great wealth whatsoever, whereas others promised suspiciously much. His first association was with the rare metal cage that he’d been confined to. 
 
      
 
    The latter asked him blatantly about what his secret was, and urged him to share it, promising everything from a simple “thank you” to wealth and treasure unrivaled in history. All of them wanted him to reveal his hero’s secret first, though. 
 
      
 
    He spent about an hour before finding the only message that actually interested him, having learned to use the inbox purging function in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    “I already know everything. You sure have a knack for advertising yourself to the whole world. Don’t respond, and don’t write me. The forum is full of holes, and there’s no need for people to find out about our association. Get out of there, change everything, and look for me afterwards. Good luck, o Great Emperor of Noobs.” 
 
      
 
    So, Digits was afraid others might see his forum messages. Ros was glad now to have removed all the earlier ones. He would delete this one, too. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure that would help, though. Someone might be able to undelete them, or just establish the fact that an exchange of messages had taken place. He recollected Tangh’s misgivings about the possibility that his financial transactions might be monitored, too. Well, what was the worst that could happen? Digits could do anything with impunity. He was level zero, so no one could so much as grab him. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, Digits was right. Should someone manage to hack his private forum inbox, they’d be facing a formidable task. The message number limit was one million, and it would soon fill up completely. 
 
      
 
    Anyone curious enough to snoop around would be in for a lot of work. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danger Babe only turned up the following morning. 
 
      
 
    By then Ros had already lost count of the “elephants” he’d vanquished in pairs.  He’d mined all the minerals in the halls, and in the first few feet of every side tunnel. He’d also crafted a few dozen staves, rings, and bracelets, some of which weren’t half bad. 
 
      
 
    Luck seemed to favor him again. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, guys, I didn’t mean to take so long!” the girl started chattering as soon as she came to, lighting her sphere of light at the same time. “The apartment is OK, but it has network issues—they’ve only managed to get everything installed by morning. It’s still all covered in cables, but I didn’t even stay to clean up.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure everything’s fine with you?” Tangh inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. I did get into a row with my stepmother, as usual. I hope she doesn’t send anyone after me—after all, I am a minor, and I cannot exactly do whatever I want.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t help you there. If she contacts the police, you’ll be in a lot of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Ros recollected his experience in dealing with the Russian law enforcement officers, and screwed up his face skeptically, but kept his mouth shut. They would cross that bridge once they got to it. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on. Everything’s fine so far. I don’t think there’ll be any sudden disappearances now.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t think?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… There may be network issues, or maybe an electric outage. Al kinds of things happen.” 
 
      
 
    “I will pray that none of that ever comes to pass. My dear, allow me to congratulate you on a new success. You must not have noticed it yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” 
 
      
 
    “A new level.” 
 
      
 
    “Hooray!” “I’m back at 94! Have you been fighting mobs all night long? Without any light? Without me?!” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, time for you to congratulate her, too, lest her shouting attracts more guests.” 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t just congratulate Danger Babe—he also gave her a present. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s a staff—it’s just right for your level. As well as a ring and a bracelet. The ring is to replace the one on your left pinky, and the bracelet’s for your right wrist. A ring, a bracelet, and a staff with five gems that I’d enchanted for Stamina, and four gems in the bracelet and the ring with a bonus to HP. Combined with the original item bonuses, your Stamina will grow by 81, and you’ll get 370 extra HP.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do you get for a single Stamina point?” asked Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “8 HP.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you’ll get more than a thousand additional HP. That will make you a lot harder to kill.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow! It’s a rare class item! Where did you get it?!” 
 
      
 
    “Ros did his best.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe shrieked, kissed him on the cheek, and instantly assumed a dejected look, the way young girls sometimes did. 
 
      
 
    “It’s expensive. Extremely so. I cannot afford anything like it. Or can I give it back when I get my stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Who do you take me for?” said Ros, pretending his feelings were hurt. “I told you it was a present. Not legendary class, but it will do. Especially in our circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “Just you wait until we get the boss. I’m sure we’ll be swimming in legendary items,” Tangh chuckled. “It would appear that fortune favors our Ros once again. I’ve got a new helmet that was dropped by a mob. Also, will you look at this armor?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than a bronze cuirass? Also dropped by a mob?” 
 
      
 
    “A whole lot better. For level 96. That was lucky—usually they require 100 and up. The local critters are extremely tough. Now we have an almost solid tank and a high-class buffer. Then there’s Ros—he’s an unequipped noob, but I haven’t seen him die once. He also got himself two levels during the night, chasing around mobs with levels upwards of 150. The more I watch him, the more he frightens me.” 
 
      
 
    “The elephants are coming,” Ros warned them. 
 
      
 
    “Again? You weren’t using your pickaxe, were you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but she shrieked as if she’d found a dead mouse in her pocket,” Ros pointed at Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    The mobs lacked the capacity for surprise, or they would have been completely stumped at the view of three poorly-equipped low-level players laughing and bantering as they faced them off. 
 
      
 
    Even then, their surprise wouldn’t have lasted long. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Queen Warrior. XP received: 7589. Points left until the next level: 480,356. Achievement completed: Brave Companions, Part Five. Achievement bonus: +1 to Stamina, +1 to Intellect, +1 to Speed. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Five (Stage 2). Kill 100 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 70 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level must be at least twice less than that of the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “So many presents, and it isn’t even my birthday,” said Danger Babe with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody received that one,” Tang corrected her. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan? Do we take that boss down, or do we chicken out? We’re strong, and we shall tear them all to pieces! We’re so scary, we’re even afraid of ourselves! They’ll never know what hit ‘em!” 
 
      
 
    “I like your attitude, but our equipment is not that much better than before.” 
 
      
 
    “What a pessimist you are, Tangh. Well, Ros, what’s next? Is it far yet?” 
 
      
 
    “If we don’t run into any obstacles, we’ll arrive in about two hours. But, given our traveling pace, we’ll be lucky to get there by noon.” 
 
      
 
    “We could skip the ore.” 
 
      
 
    “The ore is our chance to end our slavery, complete the quest, and get better equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, shall we get going? What are we waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros’ prediction turned out to be prophetic—they reached the Scrum Queen’s lair around midday. Their progress was primarily impeded by the “elephants”—at least two would come running whenever they heard the pickaxe. There would often be two pairs, and, a few times, three. The only thing that worked in their favor was that they didn’t all appear at once, and the party would normally manage to kill or seriously wound the ones that turned up first. 
 
      
 
    The lair of the quest boss was an enormous hall with a single entrance. There were no stalactites on the dome. Fluorescent moss hung down in garlands instead. The queen looked a little like a scrum lord, but much taller, and with an enormous pregnant belly—she wasn’t even in the last stage of pregnancy, the baby mob must have been long overdue. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your third named creature. You receive a reward: +10 HP. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s one big mama,” said Tangh pensively. 
 
      
 
    “So she is. But there’s just one of her, and we’ll get her if we don’t fall asleep at the wheel,” said Ros airily. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t quite share your confidence. This may be a regular boss, but it’s a boss nonetheless. Apart from that, we know nothing about it. What if the thing has a few nasty tricks up its sleeve?” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t know until we try.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan? 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t have that much experience in group boss raids. There would normally just be me, or me and another guy.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you have more experience than either of us,” Danger Babe’s whisper was barely audible, lest the Scrum Queen might hear. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we proceed as before. Tangh approaches her first, with our shields and your regen on him, and attacks at once. You heal him and dispel him as needed. I get behind the boss and sic my pet on her. Tangh, keep your taunts handy. Whenever the beast turns towards the pet, use them at once. Don’t allow the Scrum Queen to attack it.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if it’s all so obvious, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “What if the boss uses a control skill on me before I get to it? Danger Babe will have to dispel me, and then she’ll be the next target.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I’ll command the pet to attack the boss, and then you try to divert the beast’s attention.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems to be a sound plan—I’ve seen worse. All right, let’s go. Cast your shields.” 
 
      
 
    The Scrum Queen didn’t stop Tang halfway to her precious body. She started to run away, seemingly unencumbered by her gigantic belly, shrieking horrendously. The slow norder tried his hardest to reach her, but to no avail. She just kept circling the lake spread out in the middle of the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Sic the pet on her. Tangh will run out of steam long before he catches up. Or we could try Sleeping her,” Danger Babe suggested. 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t. She’s shrieking with a purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    “What is there to get? Don’t you remember it’s dangerous to make noises here? You make a sound, and the ‘elephants’ come running right away.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean she’s calling them?” 
 
      
 
    “She is. Get ready—shrieks like that are bound to attract a whole bunch of them.” 
 
      
 
    The pet met the first two, and that was when the Scrum Queen turned to attack as well. She didn’t take off any health initially. The method was different—the pet received an unpleasant debuff, and its HP bar started to shrink rapidly. It seemed to be taking more damage, too—most likely due to a lowered physical defense. 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t have time to get into the details. He dispelled the pet and helped it dispatch the enemies. Just in time, too—two more arrived, and the queen cast another debuff. 
 
      
 
    The tightest spot happened when four pairs of “elephants” appeared at once. If each of them managed to land a blow at the debuffed pet, the shadowcrawler would fall. It would take Ros a minute to summon another one, and a much weaker one at that, and they couldn’t afford that. 
 
      
 
    The pet’s AoE skill came in handy. Six of the “elephants” got hit by Sleep, and the remaining two didn’t take off much HP. Ros dispelled the shadowcrawler and healed it. And then the massacre began. 
 
      
 
    They were lucky that the Scrum Queen didn’t cast her debuffs often, and would emit a specific shriek each time she did so. When Ros heard the sound again, he cast a shield on the pet and used its Ghost Water Shield ability. This helped—he managed to dispel the shadowcrawler before it lost half its HP. 
 
      
 
    There weren’t any further precarious moments. The mobs didn’t arrive in groups larger than two pairs, and that didn’t present much of a problem. Before long, the companions were feeling bored of the fight: the “elephants” appeared rarely, and only in pairs. No surprises anymore. 
 
      
 
    “It appears there are few mobs left in the area,” Ros declared. “Time to deal with the boss.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already spent more than half my Vigor,” said Tangh, trying to catch his breath. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have the pet attack her.” 
 
      
 
    All covered in shields, the shadowcrawler tore into the beast’s back. The Scrum Queen gave a deafening shriek and started to spin, aiming to reach the pet with her paws. Tangh finally caught up, and managed to stun the boss with one of his abilities. Then he switched the target’s attention to himself using standard tank methods. 
 
      
 
    The Scrum Queen’s attacks weren’t that strong, but they could hardly relax. As soon as another pair of mobs came running, she would instantly debuff Tangh. Danger Babe responded with a shield, preceded by two regens. They held on, although there were moments when the norder went down to just a third of his HP. 
 
      
 
    They were nearly done when two pairs of “elephants” appeared at once. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Your Shield!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    She was right—his Shield wasn’t strong, but would still absorb some damage. 
 
      
 
    One of the “elephants” dashed sideways, heading for the girl. Ros hit it with Sleep and warned her: 
 
      
 
    “Cast your Sleep as soon as the bastard starts moving!” 
 
      
 
    “Roger! And then?!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll finish off these three, and then take care of the remaining one!” 
 
      
 
    The mob kept on trying to attack Danger Babe and none other. It got stopped time and again, and the girl kept running off, somehow managing to heal Tangh even as she ran. Once the pet freed up, Ros commanded it to attack the last mob, which soon fell as well. 
 
      
 
    The boss collapsed some ninety seconds later. As soon as its carcass hit the floor, the moss all over the cave started to move, and hundreds of tiny scrums came out—from hamster-sized to cat-sized. All this horde rushed for the exit, squeaking in unison. There were so many of them, it created a stampede at the choke point. Tiny mobs ran over each other, forming a multilayer stream. The three victors looked at all that multitude making a run for it—the half-pint mobs didn’t even try to demonstrate any aggression. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Scrum Queen. XP received: 171,316. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 521,644. Your Mental Power grows by 1. Your Summoning grows by 1. Attention! You kill the Scrum Queen with a small party! Every member of your party receives one undistributed primary stat point. Congratulations! This is the first time in the history of Second World that this monster was defeated! Your party did it! And you did it with few resources! Your party has destroyed a monster 60 levels above the party’s strongest player! Achievement earned: Daredevil Killers. Achievement bonus: +75 HP. Bonus effect: permanent. “Attention! You kill the Scrum Queen! Your party was the first to do it! No one has ever managed it before! You receive a bonus: the title of Monster Slayers, Second Degree. Title bonus: +4 to Attack, +4 to Defense, +2 to Strength, +2 to Disguise. When you join a guild, a party, or a raid, all the members of the respective guild, party, or raid receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until the title is renounced.” 
 
      
 
    “We are heroes!” exclaimed Danger Babe in a voice that was weary and excited at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “The title isn’t that high-class, and the bonuses aren’t that good, either,” declared Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “It’s still valuable. There are only three of us in the whole world, and there will be no one else like us. Any clan will be eager to have us, as you well know. And there’ll be a pretty icon next to our names, too. Oh! They won’t start hunting me now like they hunt Ros, will they?” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t bother about what’s technically an entry-level title. But you were right about the fact that any clan will be glad to have you join.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah. Our bonuses are nothing compared to Ros.’” 
 
      
 
    “My point exactly.” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached the carcass in silence and searched it. The items he received were displayed in the party inventory menu, but he still commented aloud: 
 
      
 
    “An excellent quality charm, rare gauntlets, a bag, and a recipe for some kind of halberd. You have no charm slots on your belts, so none of you can wear it. The gauntlets are for tanks, so our norder gets them. As for the bag… Hey, Danger Babe, what kind of bag have you got?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing special, as you can see.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on. This is yours, then. Eighty-five slots and a 17% weight reduction. Much better than yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you want it yourself? I hardly ever have to carry anything heavy.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a whole bunch of bags, all of them much better than this one, so don’t argue.” 
 
      
 
    “I feel like I’m suddenly becoming rich.” 
 
      
 
    Ros placed the charm in the slot on his belt, having made it visible first. He noticed his companions’ baffled looks, and explained: 
 
      
 
    “Strangely enough, the belt didn’t get confiscated. There’s a bug in the confiscation system—they didn’t touch bags. The belt has four item slots, and each contained a bag. If they took the belt, the bags would fall out. A paradox, in other words. So, the system decided that leaving them was the best solution.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a game, after all, and no script can account for everything,” noted Tangh. “What are we going to do next?” 
 
      
 
    “We should rest and have a snack. And then we’ll search the cave for secret caches and valuable minerals. The best stuff is usually right near the boss. Given the size of the hall, and the fact that we’ll have to be slow and careful, we’ll spend the night here, I reckon.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the recipe?” 
 
      
 
    “Told you already—it’s for a halberd. High-level players only—150 and above. And requiring lots of ingredients that we don’t have.” 
 
      
 
    “We should try once we get them. You should get lots of bonuses and XP for crafting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you get a Soul Crystal from the boss, Ros?” Danger Babe inquired. 
 
      
 
    “I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be able to raise it? Make it your pet?” 
 
      
 
    “Whoever manages that will rule the world. It cannot be done. An elite mob is the best you can hope for.” 
 
      
 
    “What if it’s the same as with Luck—you need something leveled to 100 or higher?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlikely. It would make sense for the developers to rule this possibility out completely.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do bosses drop crystals, then?” 
 
      
 
    “You need them to enchant the most expensive items. The chance of breaking an item with such a crystal is negligibly small, even without high Luck, so the enchantment always applies the maximum effect—occasionally, with additional bonuses. You can also enchant a regular item twice this way, and without any risk. Three is harder—there is a risk, and it is no longer negligible.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the charm?” 
 
      
 
    “The stats are nothing special. It would suit you, though. It has a bonus to healing and spellcasting speed. But not much.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a pity. I’m terribly slow in this chainmail.” 
 
      
 
    “Not much of a problem. If we find or make a belt with a slot, I’ll give it to you. I can’t offer you mine—I have to carry so much in it that you wouldn’t be able to move with your stats.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen belts with slots for bags,” Tangh observed. “They usually have slots for elixirs and charms, and that’s that.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t see many such belts.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the item class?” 
 
      
 
    “Legendary.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?!” Danger Babe looked at him in awe. 
 
      
 
    “Really, really.” 
 
      
 
    “How cool!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s spread out. We should search everything a dozen times over. Explore every nook and cranny. Resource levels are high, and our Perception stats aren’t. So we’ll have to compensate by investing our time.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we forget about it?” Tangh suggested. “We still have two bosses to kill, and there’s not that much time.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re prepared to leave all this treasure here just because of that?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess not. Let’s start looking.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Their diligence was rewarded well. Apart from tungsten and zirconium, other rare finds included fifteen lithium and platinum veins, a couple of diamonds and tourmalines of excellent quality, and a chrysoprase of the rarest “flawless” grade. They found a clutch of Scrum Queen’s eggs in the corner of the hall, under a thick layer of moss. No one knew what they were for, but they took them all. Ros also spent a long time with his pickaxe mining for lapis lazuli—there was a very thick vein with lots of outcroppings of this ornamental stone here. 
 
      
 
    They only found one secret cache in the cave, but it was a pleasant find—a leather pouch of rubies. There were eight of them; all of excellent quality. 
 
      
 
    Having studied the forum, Ros announced the result. 
 
      
 
    “The rubies alone will be worth at least three thousand in gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Heaven itself must have sent me to Rallia when this whole thing began,” the norder commented. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe was so exhausted by her real-life problems and an intense day of gaming that she didn’t even react to the news about their newfound wealth. Norder noticed it, and said worriedly: 
 
      
 
    “My dear, you should get some rest. You spend too much time here, and I don’t think you have a proper capsule.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t. And even if I did, there’d be nowhere to put it. The entire apartment is cluttered with old furniture. Once we’re done with the quest, I’ll try to spend less time here. Classes will start soon, too, and I’ll have to spend some of my time at college.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a small announcement to make. Who needs to redistribute their stats? I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe needs it more,” said Tangh. 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’d take some points off Agility, Attack, and Accuracy. Vigor, too, I don’t get all that tired. And Strength, just a little.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be able to carry anything heavy,” Ros replied. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to carry heavy loads—that’s your specialty.” Danger Babe smiled. 
 
      
 
    “If you lower Attack, Fury will decrease as well.” 
 
      
 
    “My skills have no particular need of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll dump everything that frees up into Stamina.” 
 
      
 
    “Stamina doesn’t give you a lot of HP—just eight per point.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m a flighting. And we’re the frailest race.”  
 
      
 
    “You’ll have everything rolled back to distributable points. Every single stat. So, it’s up to you to decide your priorities.” 
 
      
 
    “Even better.” 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Here we go.” 
 
      
 
    Ros activated Clean Slate. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! You weren’t lying! You’re like the Emperor or an Archmage! Everything’s rolled back to zero and is distributable! I’m afraid to so much as take a single step—Vigor is at zero and so is Strength. I see a total overload.” 
 
      
 
    “Set your stats up the way you want, and log off. We’ll stay here for the night. I’m really pooped, for some reason—feels like wild horses have been dragging me around all day. I think I won’t be doing anything else today other than sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the cave that has a depressive effect. It feels ominous here,” said Tangh pensively. 
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    The next day, the party suffered another loss, and this time it was the immortal Ros. 
 
      
 
    They were moving through scrum territory until noon. First, they were fighting off the “elephants.” Then those disappeared, only to be replaced by packs of underlings led by lords. There were no dangerous situations, so they relaxed—and paid for it before long when a shadowcrawler patriarch dropped from the ceiling, targeting Danger Babe once again. 
 
      
 
    The flighting’s vulnerability seemed to irritate the creatures. 
 
      
 
    Ros managed to react and cast Sleep. The ability didn’t take, but the mob switched to the attacker at once, leaving the girl with less than half her HP. It moved incredibly fast, and the attempt to get its paws entangled failed as well. The shadowcrawler ignored the pet, who rushed to defend his master, dealing Ros one blow after another. He tried to use a shield, but his cast got interrupted in the very beginning. Darkness descended almost instantly. 
 
      
 
    Then he saw a message in the dark. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe pours the energy of life into your lifeless body. Do you want to be revived on the battlefield? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t deliberate long, discovering himself supine upon damp moss the next moment. Two paces away, Tangh desperately tried to defend himself against the enormous shadowcrawler. Danger Babe stood in the distance and kept healing him. 
 
      
 
    The worst thing was that characters resurrected with ten percent of their mana at death, and fifty percent of their total HP—before equipment bonuses. He was grateful that the mob did not use any area-of-effect skills, or the risk of another quick death would be too close for comfort. 
 
      
 
    Ros cast a shield on Tang, then took out a crystal with the soul of an “elephant,” and activated it. It took the pet around forty seconds to rise, and he couldn’t use any other skills during this time. All he could do was watch helplessly as clumps of moss, stones, and all kinds of flotsam and jetsam formed a whirlwind where the new pet would rise from the dead. 
 
      
 
    Once he commanded his pet to attack, Ros started to heal the norder, whose health was dangerously low by then. A few minutes later they all drew a sigh of relief. They made it, with none of them getting sent back to the bind point. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Ros. I cast Sleep on that thing, but it resisted.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw it. It’s all fine. This is one tough critter for the likes of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Once you went down, your pet died, too.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how it works. They can’t live without their master.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. I saw the same happen to necromancers. If I still had my old staff, Tangh would have died. Even with this one I couldn’t heal him properly—his HP kept falling, though not as fast as it could have. I’m glad you helped. I was on the verge of tears already.” 
 
      
 
    “The despicable creature dented my helmet. Will you fix it?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, Tang. Give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, they were attacked by another shadowcrawler—also a patriarch. What saved them was that he’d chosen Tangh as his prey. 
 
      
 
    By this point, even a total idiot would realize something was afoot. The party appeared to have entered the territory of these extremely dangerous creatures. It made no sense to keep gambling whom the next mob would attack from its ambush among the stalactites, so they changed their tactics. The party started to move at a much slower pace, and paying more attention. Danger Babe used the Light of Truth, a flighting ability, at any suspicious spot. This gave them a better chance of noticing hidden adversaries, including those concealing themselves in the shadow of the world—the deadly invisible warriors. She also used three spheres of light instead of one. It may have slowed down mana regeneration, but safety came first. 
 
      
 
    Though their pace slowed considerably, they were also mining more ore, and it was all high-grade. For the first time they came across beryllium ore—its level was the same as zirconium, but it was scarcer and cost more. They found lithium often, but there was hardly any gold. 
 
      
 
    Their tightened security paid off. They managed to spot the next shadowcrawler patriarch before it could attack. It swooped in once it realized it’d been made, but Ros’ and Danger Babe’s combined efforts stopped the mob in its tracks. They approached, Tangh and the pet joined the fray, and the rest was predictable. They knew these mobs could cast Sleep on the entire party, and kept their distance to make sure they stayed out of range. The monster’s attacks debuffed the tank, while Ros kept dispelling the pet. 
 
      
 
    The path ahead was ominous but exciting. There was the constant danger of being ambushed by a mob that even Tangh wouldn’t hold out half a minute against without support. 
 
      
 
    The cave’s appearance began to change. Damp moss eventually gave way to pale clumps of lichen. There were unidentifiable blotches of different colors on the walls, with semitransparent palm-sized beetles shuttling to and fro. But they didn’t come across any of the large woodlice. Tufts of unknown vegetation hung from the ceiling. It looked nothing like moss—more like duckweed with extra-long filaments. Crumbly old bones often crackled under their feet, and they saw an enormous skull of a shadowcrawler patriarch once. They kept vigilant even during breaks—those creatures would make anyone uneasy. 
 
      
 
    There were other mobs here as well—the shadow scavenger chahks that Ros had run into once. They went around in packs of two or three, and didn’t get up to any nasty tricks. One pair even retreated from the party without engaging in battle. So, they weren’t that aggressive, after all. 
 
      
 
    Or, perhaps, they realized that the party was far from easy prey. 
 
      
 
    Shadowcrawlers didn’t attack any more often than once an hour. There were fewer scavengers, too. The experience accumulation slowed down, but they were mining a great deal more ore, and that gave hope for better equipment. Around midday, they found an enormous hall and decided to stop there. They checked all the side tunnels first, going a few hundred feet in. They found a patriarch mob in one of them. Knowing that these antisocial beasts were reluctant to make their lairs next to each other’s, they sighed with relief—they would likely be able to rest here in relative safety. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t stop for lunch, but, rather, to let Danger Babe go offline. Tangh kept nagging them that the girl needed rest. Ros concurred—she was spending too much time here, and that was unhealthy at any age. They agreed that she would return in three or four hours, and that they would use the time to mine all the ores and minerals in the hall. 
 
      
 
    Ros found a few tourmalines apart from the ore. One of them helped him raise Perception and Mining & Quarrying simultaneously. Then he used the very same gems to raise his Gem-Cutting. Two of them broke in the process, but he was still happy. 
 
      
 
    These stones brought him luck. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe was punctual this time, and they carried on just as leisurely. Their progress was slow, which thwarted Ros’ plans—he had intended to reach the lair of the second boss come evening, but they had to spend the night in a large hall that lay at some considerable distance. 
 
      
 
    They’d be lucky to make it by tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They discovered a new mob the next morning: the Scavenger Chahk Patriarch. Its attack wasn’t that strong, but its bite resulted in an unpleasant poison debuff that made one’s HP bar shrink rapidly. It was resistant to dispelling, too, requiring two-three casts before it took. 
 
      
 
    The new mobs didn’t turn up any more often than shadowcrawler patriarchs. And they were a lot less trouble since they made a lot of noise on the way, giving the party ample time to prepare a warm welcome. The sound of the pickaxe was the surest way to attract them, as well as many others. 
 
      
 
    It was already past midday when the cave they’d been following stopped winding like a snake. It became almost straight, and kept getting wider. 
 
      
 
    Ros stopped and said in a low voice: 
 
      
 
    “If we’re to believe Agythric’s map, this cave will soon end in a large hall where we’ll find the boss. This one is called the Shadow Demon. I have a hunch it will be the granddaddy of all shadowcrawlers. Considering our losses from their kind, I am beginning to feel uneasy.” 
 
      
 
    “Something that hides in darkness and capable of wasting you in a single attack, but poorly protected?” asked Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “Very possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity. No matter how well we equip ourselves, shadowcrawlers deal both you and Danger Babe a lot of damage. I’m not sure we’ll make it.” 
 
      
 
    “You were uncertain about the first boss, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any plan, or anything else that could help? I’ll probably be able to handle a couple of attacks, but either of you will likely go down after the very first one.” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe, we need to prepare ourselves for possible XP loss.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s keep as far away from each other as we can. The best way would be to let the tank deal with the boss, with us standing on either side. If the boss switches its attention to either of us, we die bravely while trying to bring it closer to our slow tank. The fallen one gets revived and then assumes his or her former position.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoever goes down won’t have much mana.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Once the battle begins, just leave one of your light spheres on. Tangh, if Danger Babe falls, do whatever you can, but don’t lose the boss even if you can’t see it.” 
 
      
 
    The norder pointed to the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Hurl one of your fireballs up there.” 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged and complied with the strange request. The fireball hit the dome of the cave, causing a flash that hurt the eyes. The hanging tatters of unidentified vegetation that only grew on the ceiling and nowhere else started to smoulder, and those in the center caught fire. 
 
      
 
    Tang commented: 
 
      
 
    “If you cast such fireballs at least once a minute, I’ll be able to see something even if Danger Babe gets killed.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Still, this grass doesn’t burn well, doesn’t produce much light, and will likely go out quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss will be big enough to be seen without much light. Danger Babe, please refresh our buffs, and let’s get going.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Agythric’s map didn’t lie. The cave widened suddenly, shaped like the mouth of a bottle. It led to a large hall that looked rather odd, bearing a slight resemblance to the place where Ros had fought the Chaos bosses. The stalactites looked just the same, the only difference being that here they didn’t form rows, but were scattered randomly. They were also a lot thicker. These were mammoth affairs, some fifteen or twenty feet in girth. They became nearly twice as wide at the top and at the bottom, which made them look like lumps of elastic dough someone had stuck to the ceiling—lumps that would later sag until they’d reached the floor and started to spread. The dome was covered with the same strange vegetation, which meant Tangh’s idea about using fireballs as lighting might prove effective. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the situation?” whispered Danger Babe softly. 
 
      
 
    Her eyesight was even worse than the norder’s. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see the boss yet…” 
 
      
 
    “It might be hiding behind these columns.” 
 
      
 
    Ros raised his hand, urging them to be quiet. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a method I want to try. Read about it on the forum.” 
 
      
 
    The pet obeyed orderes and ran all the way across the hall, then stopped, turned around, and dashed back just as quickly. It looked rather amusing from a distance, as if a heavy blanket designed to resemble a bearskin had grown long paws at the corners, using them for locomotion in funny leaps, with waves rolling across its body. 
 
      
 
    One would be less amused up close—the pet’s scimitar-like talons did not exactly encourage humor. 
 
      
 
    The boss turned up when the pet reached the center of the hall on its way back—a dark mass dropped down from the top of one of the columns, and tried to cover the pet with its blanket-like body of enormous proportions. 
 
      
 
    Ros ordered the pet to jump right and activate its mass Sleep ability. The ability didn’t take, but the pet managed to escape from underneath the attacker’s bulk. The boss only managed to get the shadowcrawler with a single paw, but even that took off a quarter of its HP bar, and caused a serious Bleeding. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your fourth named creature. You receive a reward: +15 to Fury. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “The pet’s Sleep drew its aggro, the boss is attacking it now!” Ros warned them. 
 
      
 
    The pet was fast, but the boss turned out to be even faster, managing to land another hit that exacerbated the Bleeding effect. The pet reached its master with hardly any HP left, and Ros barely managed to dispel it. 
 
      
 
    Tangh didn’t fail, drawing aggro with his only ranged skill that looked like a flow of tiny icicles emitted from the shield. After getting hit, Shadow Demon rushed toward the norder and delivered a blow that swept all the shields cast by Ros and Danger Babe away at once, while the tank lost around fifteen percent HP. 
 
      
 
    The situation was looking dire—the boss was truly formidable. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe realized this, too. 
 
      
 
    “Heal! The regen won’t be fast enough! Ros, run off the way we’d agreed!” 
 
      
 
    Once the pet got patched up, Ros commanded it to attack the boss from behind, positioned himself on his other side, and cast Chaos Aura. After that, he focused on healing Tangh who, despite Danger Babe’s best efforts, kept losing HP at an alarming rate. 
 
      
 
    “Shields on the tank upon cooldown!” the girl shouted. 
 
      
 
    Ros complied, casting his, and then hit the boss with a Chaos Arrow—just to try it out, and also to make sure it would attack him and not Danger Babe, who never so much as laid a finger on the creature. 
 
      
 
    The next five minutes were relatively worry-free. Tangh’s HP had stopped falling, unlike the boss’, but the mob was losing his rather slowly since Ros and Danger Babe both concentrated on healing. 
 
      
 
    Then the boss turned around and attacked the pet. The Shadow Demon managed to land two blows before Tangh managed to draw its attention back. There was no Bleeding this time, so it didn’t take Ros long to heal his pet to full. But as soon as he managed that, the monster turned away from the tank again, and proceeded to deliver a devastating three-hit combo to the pet, before complementing it with a bite. 
 
      
 
    “Your summoned creature dies.” 
 
      
 
    “Pet down!” 
 
      
 
    “Raise another one!” Danger Babe shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It will take about a minute!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll hold him! Cast a shield and get to it!” 
 
      
 
    Once Ros did as instructed, he activated the next crystal and watched the new pet materialize from the whirlwind, unable to do anything in the meanwhile. 
 
      
 
    It was slow. 
 
      
 
    Too slow. 
 
      
 
    The worst thing was that he could use no other abilities before the cast was done. 
 
      
 
    Tangh’s HP had shrunk to no more than two thirds over this time. Ros refreshed his shield, then commanded the pet to attack the boss from behind, and they fell back into their routine. 
 
      
 
    He had to raise another pet before the boss realized who was to blame for the constant resurrection of the creatures that keep biting it and dealing such disproportionate damage to its health. The enormous dark mass leaped at Ros, obscuring everything from sight. He didn’t manage to so much as yelp before the darkness of death enveloped him. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe pours the energy of life into your lifeless body. Do you want to be revived on the battlefield? Yes/No.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as he got up, Ros jumped away from the boss, cast a shield on the tank, and asked: 
 
      
 
    “Should I raise another pet?” 
 
      
 
    “No! The tank hasn’t got enough HP! Heal him!” 
 
      
 
    “If we keep healing him, the boss will keep turning on you! You’ve seen it go!” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh, stop attacking! Ros, let’s try Sleeping it.” 
 
      
 
    No one knew whose ability did the trick, but the boss froze still. 
 
      
 
    “Raise it now!” shouted Danger Babe, and started to take off her chainmail shirt. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t get much of a headstart. The boss unfroze in about fifteen seconds, but the girl had already managed to cast two or three regens on Tangh, followed by a shield, so his HP stopped falling. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you taking it off?!” shouted Ros. 
 
      
 
    “Spellcasting will take less time!” 
 
      
 
    “That thing might kill you!” 
 
      
 
    “It would kill me even in this chainmail. Tangh! Don’t attack! Sleep!” 
 
      
 
    Didn’t work this time—the boss kept tearing into the norder, while all Ros could do was watch. They were in luck. The pet rose before Tangh lost a single point. 
 
      
 
    The boss’ HP bar started to shrink once again. Much faster, too—the new pet turned out to be more dangerous than its predecessors. The monster appeared to comprehend it, too, eventually turning around and attacking the pet. It took Tangh several seconds to draw its attention back. 
 
      
 
    As the boss’ HP dwindled almost to nothing, it finally pounced at Danger Babe. However, Ros cast Sleep just in the nick of time, and the enormous blanket froze in mid-air. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m already running!” 
 
      
 
    “Tangh! Get the bastard! Danger Babe, root the boss!” 
 
      
 
    The pet reached the boss in a single long leap, and hit it with both paws as hard as it could, causing a Bleeding. The next several attacks left their mark, too. Unable to move, the beast turned toward the pet desperately, but it was too late. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Shadow Demon. XP received: 189,905. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 492,349. Your Mental Power grows by 1. Your Stamina grows by 1. Your Summoning grows by 1. Attention! You kill the Shadow Demon with a small party! Every member of your party receives one unassigned primary stat point. Congratulations! This is the first time in the history of Second World that this monster was defeated! Your group did it! And you did it with few resources! Your party has destroyed a monster 70 levels above the party’s strongest player! Achievement earned: Daredevil Killers, Second Degree. Achievement bonus: +105 to mana. Bonus effect: permanent. Attention! You have killed the Shadow Demon! Your party was the first to do it! No one has ever managed it before! You receive a bonus: the title of Monster Slayers, Third Degree. You receive a bonus: +1 to Luck. Title bonus: +4 to Attack, +2 to Defense, +2 to Agility, +2 to Stamina, +2% to Magic Defense. When you join a guild, a party, or a raid, all the members of the respective guild, party, or raid receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until the title is renounced.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s another heroic title, and Ros is 52 now, even if he did die once! Hooray!” Danger Babe exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    “They wasted Ros, but I was as close to it as ever myself,” answered Tangh in a weary voice. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on, it all worked out in the end.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the final boss, Ros?” 
 
      
 
    “Even if we progress at today’s rate, we’ll only reach it tomorrow evening—or, perhaps, the day after tomorrow, in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “And that boss will wipe us for sure. This one was much nastier than the first, which means the last one will be a total nightmare. Also, we don’t have the time for several attempts.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we go right away?” Danger Babe suggested.  “We haven’t got much time, have we?” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time for you to go offline.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I can linger for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, it’s time to go offline. We’ll stay here for the night. There are secret caches to discover, and we’ll mine everything we can. The most valuable resources can be found near the boss. Have you forgotten?” 
 
      
 
    “I have. Slipped my mind completely.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, why are you still here?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ros! What is wrong with you? Telling me to go without even checking what the boss dropped!” 
 
      
 
    Tangh laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. How could you have forgotten about her woman’s curiosity?” 
 
      
 
    “Pah! Any man would behave just the same!” 
 
      
 
    Ros crouched near the boss and gave a whistle. 
 
      
 
    “This one’s got more stuff than the sow we fought before. A rare necklace, another pair of gauntlets, also rare, an epic ring, unique knuckledusters, and four vials of Shadow Demon’s blood.”  
 
      
 
    “What does ‘unique’ mean? Are there no other knuckledusters like this anywhere?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, that’s just the item class.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, there cannot be more than a thousand unique items in the entire Second World.” Tangh added. “Well, give or take a zero, I’m not entirely sure.” 
 
      
 
    “The ring is ideal for Danger Babe—decent stats and a slight spellcasting speed boost. The necklace offers good protection from magic. This is important for tanks, so you should have it. The gauntlets are worse than yours. The knuckledusters… Can you use them to replace the mace?” 
 
      
 
    “No. They’re for fighters with high attack speed. It’s a rather eccentric weapon, so few players use them.” 
 
      
 
    “So, will we be able to sell them?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding? No one has ever seen a unique item that wouldn’t find a buyer.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss’ blood is apparently used for high-level alchemy. It’s nice that we don’t need vials of our own to collect it. Danger Babe, you’ve seen everything now, haven’t you? Shoo, go offline already.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me the ring first! You promised it to me!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll enchant it, and when you log off, you’d better pray it doesn’t fall to dust.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare break it!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Ros mined around forty pieces of tantalum ore in the hall, as well as some tungsten and niobium. There weren’t many gems, but the ones he did find were topazes. He had never seen them before. He also mined two Mountain Power stones here. There were four altogether, but only two of his attempts were successful—the resource level was simply too high. But he managed to raise his Mining & Quarrying, Perception, and Dowser stats as a result. 
 
      
 
    There were four secret caches in the hall, and one of them contained a rare class shield. Tangh nearly started showering it with kisses, simply overjoyed about the stats. There was nothing else of much interest, but they didn’t mind. A party’s strength relied directly on how well-protected the tank was. 
 
      
 
    Ros tried more crafting experiments in the morning as they waited for Danger Babe. He was hoping to make a chainmail shirt for the girl that would be lighter and with better stats. He wouldn’t mind crafting something similar for himself, but, unfortunately, the resource and item levels were too high, and that directly affected the level of the crafted pieces. 
 
      
 
    The attempt to create a better weapon proved more successful. He decided to forego swords, having never been successful with those. After three attempts with different materials, he ended up with a Mountain Power Staff from the Locked Lands. Rare class, decent stats, and a minimum level of 119. They’d have to sell the staff—there was nothing else to be done about it. 
 
      
 
    He’d managed to raise a few stats for crafting the staff thanks his inventing a new item, and then Enchanting by one when he enchanted it. 
 
      
 
    “I wish I had a few peaceful days,” said Ros musingly. “Resource variety would also be a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    “What exactly do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I could spend hours crafting. I have already made a few unique ones from the loot dropped by the local mobs. They count as inventions. And they reward you for those with bonuses to rare stats. And that makes it ever easier to craft higher-quality items. Do you remember the early days of our acquaintance?” 
 
      
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
      
 
    “It would take me a lot of time and effort to craft only a couple of enhanced rings. And would you look at us now—we only have four whose class is lower than good.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a pity you can do nothing about armor.” 
 
      
 
    “It takes a lot of resources, and I usually waste them. This is why I avoid armor. I only do tried and tested things, albeit minor ones.” 
 
      
 
    “You do know that armor is the most important thing to a tank, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re immortal, anyway. The only one of us who hasn’t gotten himself killed yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite. There was that time…” 
 
      
 
    “That was because of the archer. I was referring to mobs.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had quite a few close shaves, you know.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe stirred. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, guys. What were you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “We were just saying it was time to go,” said Ros as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They sneaked rather than walked until midday, killing one shadowcrawler patriarch after another. The mobs seemed to have gone berserk—or, perhaps, they wanted to avenge the death of their leader. A few even managed surprise attacks, and it was sheer luck that they had chosen Tangh or the pet. 
 
      
 
    Then everything changed drastically, and the party walked for an hour without running into a single living thing. The caves looked different now. The passages were just as meandering, but the walls were rounded and smooth. It was like walking through an enormous pipeline. There were no further halls, either, and fewer minerals. However, they did find something new—amorphite, an ornamental stone. It was rather rare and expensive, but didn’t hold a candle to any of the higher-level resources. 
 
      
 
    They insisted that Danger Babe should log off and have a rest, despite her vocal protests, and then Tangh spent about three hours entertaining Ros with tales of his exploits back when the game had just launched. The latter kept grinding his Enchanting and Jewelry, but listened attentively. It was nice to find out that he wasn’t that unique a noob. The norder said he’d had some earlier experience playing games that could now be classified as fossils. The prototypes of games of this sort, as it were. Regardless, he had also made a few spectacular blunders at first. He laughed as he recollected how a sly trader swindled him by giving him twenty-five hundred copper coins instead of the same amount in silver. Another time he stepped up to defend a noob girl attacked by a noob of a similar level. The poor thing was crying for help so movingly that Tangh rushed to the rescue, being a true gentleman. He hit the aggressor, and realized the latter was nowhere near as noobish as he had seemed, for he hardly managed to deal him any damage. He was correct, as it took two hits for the norder to be swallowed up by the darkness, and his pants got left behind. Good quality, and enchanted to boot. They remained on the battlefield as the spoils of swindlers who would take advantage of the chivalrous nature of marks who fancied themselves mighty protectors of the bullied and the downtrodden. 
 
      
 
    When one player attacked another, the chance of the aggressor dropping an item in the event of death increased drastically. The players’ names became displayed in pinkish letterings, and this color would linger from forty to ninety seconds after a hit or the use of a combat ability, depending on stats, level difference, and a number of random factors. 
 
      
 
    As Ros kept listening, he managed to craft something very odd: a rare class ring with a bunch of useless stats. Or, to put it another way, stats of little value. A 5% chance to evade Fire School abilities, a 25% reduction to the probability of being bitten by a venomous insect, and so on. Sometimes random bonus distribution would render even legendary items spectacularly useless. 
 
      
 
    Ros enchanted this ring for different effects a hundred and twenty-nine times, until it broke. He used up nearly all his low-level soul crystals and raised Enchanting by 1. The higher the level of an item, the more experience he got. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe arrived about half an hour after the ring ordeal was over. Another half-hour, and they ran into a dead end. The passage was blocked by enormous boulders fused together by a large amount of thoroughly dry clay. 
 
      
 
    “Have you lost your way?” Danger Babe looked surprised—she had already gotten used to Ros never making any navigation errors. 
 
      
 
    He crouched, touched the boulder, broke off a piece of dry clay with some effort, rubbed it into dust with his fingers, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. We’re right where Agythric’s map tells us we should go. Except it doesn’t show any piles of rubble blocking the way.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “We head back. There’s another cave that joins this one further on. We’ll have to make a detour, but we’ll come out about a mile deeper in. No pile of rubble can stretch that far, right?” 
 
      
 
    An hour later they got to the passage they needed, but it also ended in a pile of rocks. 
 
      
 
    “And now?” Danger Babe looked dejected. “I haven’t seen any other passages. Do we go back again? What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t. There are no other detours.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh bent down and picked up a rusty sword. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see what you can find right underneath your feet here? It’s too small, and in too poor a condition, but if you fixed it, I’d have a sword. Although what would I do with such a piece of junk? Hey, take a look!” 
 
      
 
    Tangh was pointing to the ground. A skeleton hand was sticking out from underneath a boulder. 
 
      
 
    “Someone must have gotten squashed,” said Ros, and started to climb. 
 
      
 
    Once he reached the ceiling, he said: 
 
      
 
    “There’s a gap here, and the pile doesn’t go on that long. We can try to remove a little rubble off the top of the pile, and we might just squeeze in.” 
 
      
 
    “A little” had them busy almost til evening. They could have finished earlier, but Tangh’s bulk wouldn’t budge. And they couldn’t leave him on the other side. The boss’ lair was less than a mile away, and the battle was due any hour now. 
 
      
 
    But the battle never came to pass. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found the remnants of a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your fifth named creature. You receive a reward: +4 to Fury. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Achievement completed: Gatherer of Names. Achievement bonus: +1 undistributed primary stat point, +1 to Arcane Knowledge. Achievement unlocked: Name Expert. Discover ten named monsters that have not yet been added to the world bestiary to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random.” 
 
      
 
    “They even give you achievements for dead critters like this one…” said Danger Babe thoughtfully, gazing at the remnants of what appeared to have been the third boss only recently:  the Salt Mine Worm. 
 
      
 
    The worm was most unusual. It wasn’t just that it was bigger than two large buses put together. Worms were invertebrates, after all, having no bones whatsoever, let alone a spine. But this one had a thin spine with numerous ribs that looked like those of a fish, and a skull that resembled a pail with holes in it. 
 
      
 
    That was all that remained from the boss. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder what the salt mines are all about…” mused Tangh apropos of nothing. 
 
      
 
    “What I wonder about is why our boss is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we’re supposed to revive it somehow? There might be a way. Some sort of a ritual, or something similar…” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached the remnants of the boss, touched the skull, and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It is identified as a dead body.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh bent down and picked up a fragment of a handle from some weapon—a halberd or a spear. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t seem to have died a natural death. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    “What else can we do? Danger Babe should go offline, and we’ll head back tomorrow morning. If we’re lucky, we’ll get outside before nightfall and report to Agythric that the third boss had kicked the bucket without our help. Let’s hope that does the trick and we complete the quest.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to search the hall?” asked Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. But without the company of minors this time. Get on with it already.” 
 
      
 
    There were no secret caches in the hall. There weren’t any minerals, either, except for alabaster—a low-level and inexpensive resource that was nonetheless heavy and bulky. It could not be used for the manufacturing of weapons or armor, either. The only things made of alabaster were statues, decorative vases, and other ornamental objects for mansions, clan castles, and city squares. Powdered, it was used in alchemy, and also for polishing certain gems and ornamental stones in the regular manner, without magical transmogrification. Ros decided that the cheap and bulky stuff wasn’t worth the space in his bag. 
 
      
 
    The hall that used to be the boss’ lair had a complex shape, with lots of niches and short tunnels. Ros found a strange passageway at the end of one of them, which was clearly alien in nature. It wasn’t marked on Agythric’s map, either. There was a breach in the wall with a long and narrow passage behind it. 
 
      
 
    Ros explored the first thirty feet or so, but found nothing of interest. He decided not to tempt fate—should he run into something mortally dangerous, no one would revive him. 
 
      
 
    He returned and told Tangh about his find, but the tank wasn’t particularly interested. He also offered an explanation for the existence of an uncharted passageway. A series of major rockfalls must have affected these caves recently, which could be related to the breach in the wall around the Locked Lands, and even the death of the boss. There was no rubble to be seen, but the game wasn’t like real life, and could clean up after itself relatively quickly. Not in every case, though. 
 
      
 
    Ros found nothing worthy of his attention or a tap of the pickaxe, so he sat down next to Tangh with his back against the wall, and quickly fell asleep—without any dreams, which was how it happened in the game. Apart from the special dreams, of course. The odd ones. The ones that would shed light on the events of the nearest future. 
 
      
 
    Ros only saw them twice in the course of the game. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    He jumped up as he awoke—that was how his interface settings were configured. An attack on the pet, or the pet’s attack on someone, would set off a whole bunch of alarms. 
 
      
 
    The shadowcrawler patriarch raised from a Soul Crystal was fighting a group of strange creatures. As a matter of fact, there was nothing strange about them—Ros had seen plenty of skeletons, within the game as well as in his former world. But he never saw those bony objects move on their own, let alone wear armor and shields, wield different weapons, or have their eye sockets glow crimson. 
 
      
 
    “Undead creature: Skeleton. Aggression: varies. Sociality: varies. Level: 124. Skill: varied. Stats: varied.” 
 
      
 
    There were four skeletons, and they were all attacking the shadowcrawler, who fought back furiously, having already lost more than half his HP. As soon as Ros jumped up, he ordered the pet to activate mass Sleep, but that only stopped a single skeleton. The undead were notoriously resistant to crowd control. 
 
      
 
    He cast his shield and a healing spell, followed by another and yet another. With a better staff, Ros would have been able to do it in just two spells, but he had to make do with what was available. 
 
      
 
    Tangh didn’t move. He may have failed to set up alarms in his interface, or was simply browsing the forum. Fortunately, the pet’s level was much higher than that of the attackers, and it dealt a lot more damage. Still, the fight was far from a cake walk for the shadowcrawler—the Bleedings inflicted by the edged weapons were particularly bothersome. 
 
      
 
    Norder unfroze and jumped up just as the shadowcrawler was finishing off the last enemy. Tangh never got to the skeleton before it fell. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! Where the hell did they come from? What were they doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a clue.” 
 
      
 
    “They dwell in necropolises and burial mounds. The undead need cursed land—they don’t wander about just everywhere. What are they doing in the mine?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re asking me? Let’s check their footprints while they’re still fresh.” 
 
      
 
    They tracked the footprints all the way back to the passageway found by Ros. They didn’t know what exactly that portended, but decided to place the shadowcrawler at the exit to stand guard. 
 
      
 
    Another group of skeletons turned up right before dawn. There were six of them this time, but the result was the same—they all fell. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t all that dangerous as adversaries, but they didn’t drop any trophies. Worse, he couldn’t even get a single Soul Crystal out of them. The undead must have possessed no soul. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, when Danger Babe arrived, Tangh made a rather uncanny proposal. 
 
      
 
    “You know, there was this game I played a long time ago. What you would normally do there if you didn’t want to walk too far or waste an expensive scroll was this: let the mobs kill you and send you to the bind point. It will take us a whole day to return, maybe even longer. And right next to us is a passageway no one’s ever explored. Even Agythric’s map doesn’t indicate anything of this sort. And we have seen skeletons appear from it. We might try letting them kill us—we’ll save a lot of time this way.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care either way. We just have to remember to choose the lowest setting for our sensory perception in the menu. That way, we won’t have to suffer unnecessarily.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll lose some XP,” Danger Babe looked crestfallen. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get it back in a lot less than a day as we mine for gold and kill mobs while we’re at it,” said the norder. 
 
      
 
    “What if we lose some of our stuff? We have a few expensive ones now, after all. Would be a shame to lose them.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros said his chances of losing items are infinitesimal. Let’s give everything to him. There is a risk, but we haven’t got that many expensive items. How many have you got? Two or three? That’s nothing. If you’re really unlucky and lose something, it’s more likely to be cheap junk. In the worst case scenario, we can always return and pick it up.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, let’s do it. I don’t want to lose a whole day, either. I want to be done with this quest already—Agythric might offer something better afterwards.” 
 
      
 
    The narrow passageway was some fifteen hundred feet long and led to a gallery that was clearly artificially made—it was unnaturally straight, with nothing but darkness in either direction. Ros crouched, touched the grooves in the rock, and said: 
 
      
 
    “This looks just like a mine. A proper mine. These parallel grooves are used by carts.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything on the map?” Tangh asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing at all. Complete darkness. Unchartered territory. I’ve never seen anything like it. Actually, no, that’s not true. I have. In the Chaos dungeon, where I was the first visitor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s nice—you’ll get to raise your Cartography. Where do we go?” 
 
      
 
    “Makes no difference to me. Let’s go left.” 
 
      
 
    “You go first,” said Danger Babe. “Skeletons give me the heebie-jeebies. The undead are my least favorite mobs for grinding. Everything just looks too real, as if it’s actually happening. Hey, what’s that thing?” 
 
      
 
    “The wreck of a mining cart. A very old one, too—it has nearly disintegrated.” Ros crouched and touched the remains of the cart. “Hot damn! It’s full of ore! Crystalite, no less!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it valuable?” 
 
      
 
    “It is, and very scarce, too. A single piece costs more than five hundred gold pieces, and there are sixty-four of them here.” 
 
      
 
    “How many?! That’s around three and a half thousand in gold, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros! We should spend more time exploring instead of killing ourselves. We might find more. Shall we come back once we’re done with the quest?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure treasures like this are scattered all over the place. And I have a strange foreboding. It is telling me we should go back. I’ve come to trust my intuition, which means we shouldn’t linger here.” 
 
      
 
    “We have to complete the quest. Time is at a premium,” Tangh reminded. 
 
      
 
    “All right. Let’s do it your way. But I don’t see any skeletons to kill us.” 
 
      
 
    “They aren’t necessary,” Ros recollected his past adventures. “I used to kill myself by jumping off a cliff.” 
 
      
 
    “There are no cliffs here.” 
 
      
 
    “Skeletons!” 
 
      
 
    “Where?!” Tangh and Danger Babe exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    “On their way here. I can hear them.” 
 
      
 
    There were seven skeletons altogether. As soon as the bony warriors saw the party, they rushed toward their prey. Ros shut his eyes as a rusty battle-axe hit him in the head. He fell from the blow. Then there were a few more. 
 
      
 
    “The Skeleton kills you. XP lost: 10.1% of the current value. Attention! Use scrolls and skills that lower the loss of experience upon death, or have players with high-level resurrecting skills help you. Attention! Another death may result in the loss of a level! You are resurrected at your current bind point: Locked Lands, Granite Wall Ridge, Rotten Canyon Mine. Current owner: variable. There is high likelihood of aggressive actions from monsters and players. It is not recommended to place your bind points in dangerous zones.” 
 
      
 
    Ros thought the resurrection log looked a little odd. Then he realized what it was: the owner’s name. It used to be Agythric’s Gang, but now it was said to be “variable.” 
 
      
 
    He turned toward the nearest wall and realized that the log was right. The mobs from the entourage of the mine’s owner were on their knees, timidly throwing surreptitious glances at the newcomers surrounding them. They were also mobs, and looked similar, but their ears were much larger, fleshy and triangular. They were less hirsute, and there was hardly any fur on their snouts. They may even have trimmed it. 
 
      
 
    The new mobs wore shiny armour of white metal, and were all armed with short glaives. The weapons looked so fancy that one could see the high quality of the materials and craftsmanship from afar. 
 
      
 
    Agythric stood on his knees, just like the rest of his gang, and one of the newcomers was twisting his ear. This mob had a name. It was Tardath Yrch. The owner of the mine suffered the humiliation in silence, and even tried to keep his face from looking too displeased. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your sixth named creature. You receive a reward: +25 to Vigor. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached and started to eavesdrop at the monologue of the mob that was twisting the mine owner’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “So, where is our copper, Agythric? Where’s our gold, Agythric? Where’s our iron, Agythric? Where’s our mercury, Agythric?” 
 
      
 
    The mob diligently listed many more ores and minerals, some of which Ros had never encountered in this mine, before changing the topic slightly. 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t made the mine overseer to do nothing but stuff your mouth and snore the time away. We need metal from this mine. But we’re not getting any. Why would that be, now?!” 
 
      
 
    Agythric commenced a litany of excuses in the voice of a hapless schoolboy whose football just broke the glass in the window of the principal’s office. 
 
      
 
    “The meat that we captured in the new lands is good for nothing. It cannot work. It just keeps dying and does nothing. The meat from our lands never goes underground. It is afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “We sent you soldiers. Why didn’t you clear out the mine?” 
 
      
 
    “There are horrible monsters in the mine. They kill soldiers easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Imbecile! Retarded sow in pants! Stinky worm feed! Whoever told you to send soldiers one by one?!” 
 
      
 
    “I am no warrior! I don’t know how many I should have sent!” 
 
      
 
    Tardath grabbed him by the other ear and pulled so hard it was a miracle the thing stayed put. 
 
      
 
    “You are stupid beyond all belief. You haven’t sent us any ore, and those soldiers perished because of you. You do nothing but eat and sleep, and the mine remains idle. We’re at war, so we need metal. Where is the metal? There is none. None whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    Ros decided this was a good moment as any to intervene. 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon, but we do have some metal. A little. Me and my companions have brought some gold ore. A few hundred pieces.” 
 
      
 
    Tardath turned around. That was when Ros realized whom he resembled. The leader of the mobs looked just like Master Yoda from an ancient space opera. However, the movie Yoda was kind-natured and wise. This one looked severe, and it was hard to judge his wisdom so far. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?! The meat was given leave to talk?” 
 
      
 
    Overjoyed by the fact that his ears were no longer being ripped off, Agythric pattered hastily: 
 
      
 
    “This is good meat. This meat brings ore. It’s good at it. And it finds yummy food in the mine, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you just tell me the new meat was good for nothing, all of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Not all of them. Three of them are good meat. This one, and those two behind him.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you brought gold?” Tardath sought to clarify. 
 
      
 
    “We did.” We had to bring three hundred pieces each. Let me pay for everyone at once and round it up to a thousand. Would that be acceptable?” 
 
      
 
    A surprised Tardath raised his eyebrow and pulled on Agythric’s ear again, making him rise. 
 
      
 
    “Check it.” 
 
      
 
    Agythric took all the ore, and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The meat isn’t lying. With what they brought before, this is exactly a thousand pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “Quest completed: Slave in the Locked Lands. Quest success: 133.33%. Reward: 1,250,000 XP, +250 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners, +100 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions. You gain a level. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 301,349. You have exceeded the quest quota and receive a bonus: +150 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions, 5 undistributed primary base stat points, 3 undistributed secondary base stat points, 1 undistributed auxiliary stat point. Attention! This is the first time in the history of Second World that the Slave in the Locked Lands quest was completed, and your group of three did it. You receive a bonus: +500 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions, +750 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners, 500,000 XP. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 426,349.” 
 
      
 
    “Ding!” Danger Babe squeaked. 
 
      
 
    “Ditto,” said Tangh. 
 
      
 
    Tardath fiddled with Agythric’s ear pensively, which was already half its former size, and then asked: 
 
      
 
    “Why doesn’t the rest of the meat bring any ore?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t know. This meat is strange. Not like the rest. I even gave them a map to the depths to see what would happen.” 
 
      
 
    “You sent them to the terror of the mines? Where there’s nothing but death and regret of having ended up underground?” 
 
      
 
    “I did.” 
 
      
 
    “Your jokes are stupid. So, what was the result?” 
 
      
 
    “The meat didn’t perish. Not once. The new meat dies strangely, but these didn’t even die that way.” 
 
      
 
    “You think I don’t know this meat cannot be killed permanently?” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me! Of course, you do.”  
 
      
 
    “So, the terror didn’t kill the meat?” 
 
      
 
    “They did die. Just now. They ended up where the rest of the meat is sitting. But this is the first time—they never did it like that before.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, we did it voluntarily—to complete the quest faster,” Ros interjected. 
 
      
 
    “What is this meat talking about?” asked Tardath, pulling ever harder on the ear. 
 
      
 
    Agythric winced like a martyr and replied: 
 
      
 
    “The meat is stupid. They claim to have killed the terror of the mine. Such funny meat.” 
 
      
 
    “We have killed the Scrum Queen and the Shadow Demon. We didn’t manage to kill the Salt Mine Worm because it was already dead. So, we have managed it—and right on schedule, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Look into my eyes, meat,” Tardath hissed. 
 
      
 
    The mob held Ros’ gaze for a minute without saying a word, and then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The meat isn’t lying. It has accomplished the task. The mine terror is no more. There will be no scrum invasions, for there is no one to spawn them. The Shadow Demon will no longer hunt our soldiers. And the Worm will swallow no more miners. This meat managed what you, Agythric, have failed to do. What does that make you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am meat. I am but disgraceful meat. I am nothing but slime under your boots.” 
 
      
 
    “Now you kneel before them. They are no longer meat. They have earned their names. And you are meat to them now. Do what I told you! On your knees!” 
 
      
 
    “Quest completed: Miners’ Terror. Quest success: 66,67%. Reward: 1,800,000 XP, +400 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners, +275 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions, +2 to every primary base stat. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 526,349. Attention! Miners’ Terror is a potentially heroic quest! You’re a hero! Your reward: +2 to Attack, +2 to Defense. Your party and your clan will receive half the bonus. The reward has been reduced due to incomplete fulfilment.” 
 
      
 
    “I dinged again! But why is the reward incomplete?! Hey, Tardath! We have fulfilled everything!” 
 
      
 
    “Meat, do not raise your voice at the great Tardath!” Agythric managed to bark this despite his posture of humiliation. 
 
      
 
    “Silence! You are meat now, and they have names, including the female!” The “Yoda” shut him up. “You didn’t kill the Worm. Who killed it?” 
 
      
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “It may have died of some internal causes. But so what? All three bosses are dead, as agreed.” 
 
      
 
    “The Worm couldn’t have just died like that!” 
 
      
 
    “It may have been a rockfall. Or the skeletons. Their bones and a few weapons were scattered all over the place.” 
 
      
 
    “Skeletons? What are you talking about?” Tardath tensed. 
 
      
 
    “We found a passageway that wasn’t marked on your map in the hall of the Worm. It must have been dug recently—or, perhaps, it appeared as a result of a rockfall. That’s where the skeletons were coming from. We dispatched a few groups, and then went in. It led to a long-abandoned ancient mine. We had no time to explore it since we were in a hurry to get back. So, we just let the skeletons kill us as soon as we ran into another group. Saved ourselves time for the journey back.” 
 
      
 
    “A mine? An ancient one? Are you sure you’re not lying?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look me in the eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not lying… Agythric! You imbecilic meat! Why do I have to find out about what’s happening in your mine from strangers?!” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, o Tardath! I didn’t know anything myself! How would I find out? None of the soldiers who went in ever came back.” 
 
      
 
    “It would have been better if you went in and never came back. Your filthy ears wouldn’t suffer as much then! You! You three! You’ve done a great job. You found the ancient undead, and I think they have been causing all the trouble in this mine all along. What reward could I give you for your brave deeds?” 
 
      
 
    “We’d like to get our stuff back…” 
 
      
 
    “You shall have it. But what else do you want? I could give each of you an excellent bag—you’ll be able to carry a lot of loot in it. Just what a brave warrior needs.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t mind a bag,” said Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” the mob addressed Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “I could really do with a good shield. For a tank.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. How about you?” 
 
      
 
    Ros pondered for a moment, and then asked: 
 
      
 
    “Would you happen to have a Transmogrification Cube?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need one for? You know the art of transmogrifying?” 
 
      
 
    “I do.” 
 
      
 
    “It is long forgotten in our lands. But the mages of yore have left us many treasures. We’ll find you a cube no one else has. You have asked for your reward. Now you need to fulfil the quest to claim it.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that?” Ros looked surprised. “I thought the reward was given for the discovery of the undead.” 
 
      
 
    “The discovery is what made me gracious enough to offer you this opportunity to receive a reward. That is your task now. I’ll give you a bag, a shield, and a cube, all of them so good and so expensive that the sun itself will go dark with envy. And you’ll be showered with plenty of other rewards. You’ll be very, very happy. But first you must clear out the mine. A terror that was sealed away long ago lurks in that ancient mine. We had thought it sealed forever, but evil has found a way out. We won’t get any ore while it’s there. There will be no good metal. Nothing but great terror and grief over losses. Go deep underground, into the abandoned dungeons, and slay the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. So, where would we find him?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no map of the ancient mine. These were all events from long ago. Now it’s all forgotten and fallen to dust.” 
 
      
 
    “Just how much is known, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “It all happened when we revolted against the unrighteous mages. We destroyed them without mercy anywhere we could find them. That was when they sealed us away from the outside world. There was a mage whose name has been cursed and forgotten. It took a long time to kill him. But he fell for a subterfuge and became trapped. As he died, he used his magic for his last curse. The wisest ones understood then that he would rise again, stronger than before. He would serve Death itself, having cast away everything that was before. A tomb was built at the very abysmal bottom of the deepest mine, in the caverns underneath. The body was placed therein. Then a ritual was conducted. Many animals and sentient creatures were slain, so that death itself would seal death. All the exits were buried, and the tomb was sealed. When the mage rose again, he could not tear through the seals. His power must wane over time, sapped by the ritual and the great sacrifice that was made. He would have faded away and turned into forgotten dust if he received no lifeblood from the living. But he did not fade. He revived those slain in sacrifice, making them his servants. Now, it appears, he has found a way through. The beasts from our mine sensed his breath and panicked. They started to kill miners and soldiers, and fear drove them closer to the exit. This is how the mine went idle. The mage kept finding new victims and killing them to replenish his powers. If he kills a certain number of living things, the protection will fall, the ritual seals will crack, and the undead will roam free. You must find him and stop him.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder how we might do it. After all, even death didn’t stop him.” 
 
      
 
    “The curse only works once. He will not resurrect again. He spent a lot of time in his tomb and lost a lot of his power. He’s weak now. Go and kill him before he becomes stronger.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s as easy as you say, why don’t you deal with him yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “The wall has fallen, and the wild hordes burst out. We have no wish of causing a great evil to the world outside. They will take offense and desire revenge, so the horde needs to be stopped. Every soldier is needed—there is no one to send. Show me what you can do, and I will reward you handsomely. Will you do it, or should I look for somebody else who’s brave enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Will we receive any assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of assistance do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Elixirs, paper, and ink for scrolls.” 
 
      
 
    “Agythric will provide you with what you need, but you’ll pay in ore. We value fairness here, and we do not give anything for free to anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you do it?” 
 
      
 
    Ros turned towards Danger Babe and Tangh. Both nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All right. We’ll do it.” 
 
      
 
    “You receive a quest: Terror of the Forgotten Tomb. Quest type: Impossible, Heroic. Kill the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb (boss; undead ancient mage). Quest duration: 10 days. Reward: as agreed, with variable bonuses. Attention! You cannot have any other players join your party for the duration of the quest. Attention! The current party members’ level is insufficient for the successful completion of the quest. The quest type changes to Insane.” 
 
      
 
    “Insane, is it?” Tangh sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Just like everything else we’ve been up to lately,” Ros chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go right away?” Danger Babe asked. 
 
      
 
    “We need to leave the others some meat!” Tangh became agitated. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve been waiting for us, as you can see,” Ros pointed towards the resurrection circle. 
 
      
 
    There were three players standing near its edge, shifting their feet. One of them had the well-familiar coat of arms of the Jeeps next to his name. 
 
      
 
    He remembered the cage, and his spirits plummeted. 
 
      
 
    It was odd, since no new slaves were brought here, and Ros hadn’t noticed any players from this guild before—and that wasn’t something he could have missed. 
 
      
 
    Where could he have come from? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been told to give you the following message verbatim: ‘We are sorry about what has transpired. It was an independent initiative by some of our players who have already been reprimanded. The leadership of the clan would like to convey to you our sincerest apologies for their actions. We propose to restart from a clean slate. If our apologies are insufficient, please suggest a reasonable compensation, and you will receive it at the first opportunity. You will keep it even if our further negotiations lead nowhere. We would like to be on friendly terms—neither party would benefit from hostility. We realize that you are in a precarious gaming situation right now. Unfortunately, we cannot provide any help. We would like to offer you a meeting IRL to discuss the prospects of our future relations in more detail. A telephone conversation, an online chat, or any other form of contact you deem appropriate will be acceptable. In case of acceptance, inform our player or leave a private message with the clan’s leadership, whose names can be found in the clans section of the forum.” 
 
      
 
    “Did it take you long to memorize that?” asked Ros. 
 
      
 
    “I copied it into a private chat window.” 
 
      
 
    “Private chats don’t work here.” 
 
      
 
    “They do, if you communicate with the locals. I copied the text into your private message window, but read it aloud instead of sending it. So, there was nothing to memorize.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. I don’t remember seeing you before. Or any other Jeep, for that matter.” 
 
      
 
    “There weren’t any. They found me on the forum—in the thread where Tangh distributes the meat. They offered me clan membership if I got in touch with you. I am recording our conversation right now to prove that I have passed the information on. No hard feelings, I hope?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would there be any? You need proof, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, I won’t be adding anything myself. I’m just passing along what I’ve been told.” 
 
      
 
    “So, how do you feel now? Are the Jeeps worth it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a level 84 noob. Someone like me has no chance of joining a top clan without a considerable fee. Thus, I got lucky because of you. So, what do you say? Will you pass any message through me, or will you contact them yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen the players that approached me before you?” 
 
      
 
    “I did. Their clans are also pretty powerful. I assume, they offered you something similar?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re absolutely right. And I gave them all the same reply, more or less, ‘I’m sick to my guts of your clans, and all the other clans to boot. Just leave me alone, I don’t want to associate with anyone. I absolutely loathe the very idea. I am my own master, and will remain this way.’ You can pass the same on to your clan.” 
 
      
 
    The Jeep nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I see. In that case, I have another question. They told me to ask you if you gave this response—it’s like they knew. Do you really have no intention of joining any other clan? In the foreseeable future, at the very least. They would like to know whether anyone may have recruited you already.” 
 
      
 
    “None whatsoever. And stop making such a fuss over me already. The clan bonuses from having me as member aren’t all that amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I’ll let them know. Listen… I have a personal request. You’re doing all right for ore, aren’t you? I’d love to buy three hundred pieces to complete this damn quest. They might give me a decent reward. I’d hate to waste time, too. I’ll pay IRL—I could transfer it to any bank account, not necessarily the Second World one. Just give me the account number.” 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “We no longer mine anything. Just small amounts for personal usage. We’re also fulfilling the local quests, and they’re all timed, so we need to be snappy about it.” 
 
      
 
    “What a pity… Any chance of joining you on the quest? I’m willing to pay.” 
 
      
 
    “Also a no-go. It’s a long chain, and one of the conditions is that we can accept no other players. It’s just the three of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Owww… In that case, good luck to you, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Same to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I approach you if they give me any further messages?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    The Jeep barely managed to walk two paces before Danger Babe started to pester Ros. 
 
      
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you think? He offered me to join the clan and hinted at all sorts of perks.” 
 
      
 
    “The Jeeps?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    “Cool, they’re the strongest ones around.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they’d accept you, too. And Tangh. They collect heroes, as far as I know.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Ros, I’d prefer to stay with you. And the same goes for Tangh. Right?” 
 
      
 
    The norder nodded, but also added: 
 
      
 
    “Their clan bonuses would affect us as well. And that would be handy, especially considering the kind of quest we’ve taken on. It started as Impossible, and now it’s altogether Insane.” 
 
      
 
    “It is legendary, though. Do you realize what the rewards are for such quests?” 
 
      
 
    Ros butted in. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t. Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… Such quests are unique. You fulfil it once, and no one else gets a chance. The reward can be unique, too. I reckon I’ll get an extremely cool bag, while this cube of whatever that you asked for will also have some trick to it. And Tangh’s shield will probably make him a supertank.” 
 
      
 
    The norder sighed. 
 
      
 
    “I was too hasty. They’ll give me a shield for my level, and I’ll outgrow it eventually. I should have chosen a bag like you did. It’s an item you can use forever—there’s no point replacing it if it’s good enough.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on. You’ll sell it when you outgrow it. They should also give you something else besides the shield. I heard about a kid who received a full set for a legendary quest.” 
 
      
 
    “False rumors,” said Tangh dismissively. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not. How would you know?” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe how many stories I heard about full sets. If you believe them all, everyone should have at least three. In reality, even a single full set is something you hardly ever see.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, are we going or what?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll waste us…” 
 
      
 
    “You keep saying that, but look at us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s because someone’s managed to snuff the Worm before we got there. And it was supposed to be the strongest boss of them all. Chew on this: it was killed by the very guys we’re about to face. We don’t even know their boss did it. It may have been the work of his minions. The skeletons we saw would not have pulled it off, which means there are some truly dangerous creatures down there. The Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb is known to be an undead ancient mage. Do you know what a magical boss is? It’s every tank’s worst nightmare. We are much better protected from physical attacks than from magic.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got your equipment back, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe, I’m hardly equipped any better than you. Ros is all but naked. I have a feeling it’s really going to hurt down there…” 
 
      
 
    Ros raised his hand. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be the tank.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you insane?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite… Right now, I have 1209 primary stat points.” 
 
      
 
    “How many?!” Danger Babe gulped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “You heard me. I’ll be able to redistribute them all tomorrow. Let’s say I’ll dump three or four hundred into Resilience, and around as much into Stamina and Defense. On our way, I’ll craft items and try to choose those with fitting bonuses. I also have various bonuses to resistance and protection from different schools of magic. Do you reckon I might pass for a tank capable of resisting magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Quite so,” the norder agreed. “Your offer sure has merits. I have a lot fewer points, so I won’t manage anything of the sort. But remember that you’ll have less Intellect, which means your control abilities will miss a lot more often, and that could have disastrous consequences.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll equip myself with all sorts of items with bonuses and enchant them to the max, so I may not lose that much. We just need to dispatch as many mobs as we can on our way. Something other than skeletons and the undead, for they don’t drop any Soul Crystals.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. If there are no other suggestions, I believe we should start the descent. We’ll find a fitting place and use our pickaxes to attract mobs. In the meantime, Danger Babe can rest from the game.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you keep telling me to go offline?” 
 
      
 
    “My dear, it hurts me to look at you. Even with the best kind of capsule, it is wrong to spend this much time in the game, especially for someone in as lovely an age as you. And with your kind of connection, it’s nothing short of a crime. So, live and enjoy life instead of wasting away here.” 
 
      
 
    “Look at yourself! You actually live here!… Oh, Tangh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    “No hard feelings, my dear. And you are absolutely right. So, what are we up to? Are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “Not before Agythric gives us some elixirs. I can see it in his piggish eyes—the bastard wants to pretend he has forgotten. Like hell I’ll let him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Moss Shadowcrawler. XP received: 4388. Points left until the next level: 22,0458. Achievement completed: Brave Companions, Part Five (Stage 2). Achievement bonus: +1 to Mental Power, +1 to Accuracy, +1 to Defense, +1 to Creation, +25 to mana. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: Brave Companions, Part Five (Stage 3). Kill 200 monsters whose level exceeds that of the party’s strongest player by 70 or more using your party’s resources to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random. Condition: the party cannot contain more than six players. The party’s median level must be at least twice less than that of the monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never leveled at this rate,” Tangh noted. 
 
      
 
    “Me neither,” replied Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “Ros might have a different opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not tell you about my leveling speed. I wouldn’t like you to gnash your teeth in envy—or, perhaps, even choke on it. That would be a weight that my frail and vulnerable soul could never bear. By the way, there are many shadowcrawlers here this time. Have you noticed?” 
 
      
 
    “But we’re taking a route we haven’t explored before,” Tangh replied. “We know nothing, so we shouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong. We shall soon approach the detour around the first rockfall. We passed by just yesterday without seeing anyone. The mobs may be migrating. Or, perhaps, our footsteps have attracted them.” 
 
      
 
    “So, do you suggest to keep on moving at the pace of three feet per hour?” 
 
      
 
    “Better than wiping.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll never manage to reach the hall. We’re losing time—this is our second day.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been given a more relaxed deadline than the first time. We should make it.” 
 
      
 
    “The previous time we had a map. And the bosses were small fry.” 
 
      
 
    “Your pessimism never ceases to amaze me. Watch out! A shadowcrawler!” 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later they breathed a sigh of relief, and Ros made a conclusion: 
 
      
 
    “You cannot even stand in this tunnel—they crawl across the ceiling and come right at you. There’s something fishy about these mobs, they look really agitated. Let’s keep going as fast as we can.” 
 
      
 
    But there was no need to worry—that shadowcrawler was the last. They made good time as they reached the second pile of rubble, stopping just in front of it. 
 
      
 
    “This is it. It’s dangerous to go any further—the skeletons might attack. We’ll camp here for the night.” 
 
      
 
    “They can come here just as easily,” said Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    “They’d have to go through the hole we made at the top of the pile, which is going to take them a while, and give us time to prepare a cordial welcome. We’re spending the night here. As for you, it’s time to go offline.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. I’ll try to come earlier tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Tangh wagged his finger at her warningly. 
 
      
 
    They camped for the night; nothing of interest happened. Ros feared that the strange behavior of the shadowcrawlers might portend new problems, there were no disturbances. He slept for some three hours, and spent the rest of the time crafting and enchanting accessories. He didn’t craft anything extraordinary, but a few items turned out pretty decent. He was especially happy about the staff. It took him many attempts to create something that would fit him, and this one was of good quality, for level 55 players. It would mitigate the loss of his Intellect points, and his spellcasting should not suffer much. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t try to browse the forum anymore. The previous night he’d left a message in the thread about the recent enslavement, where he explained his utter reluctance to join any clans and asked everyone to leave him alone. He doubted it would help, but his recent conversation with the “ambassadors” had urged him to take that measure. Tangh browsed a few pages and complained about having received over fifteen hundred private messages. The headhunters must have identified him as one of the hero’s companions, and were now trying to use him to establish contact. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe turned up early in the morning, just as she had promised. The norder scolded her a little, but there would be no point in sending her back. 
 
      
 
    They moved forward, passing the hall with the remnants of the Worm, then along the passageway made by the skeletons or some other variety of the undead, and finally reached the mine. About a hundred paces in, Ros said: 
 
      
 
    “This is where we bought it the previous time.” 
 
      
 
    “We were without equipment, and we did not resist,” Danger Babe pointed out. “You even called your pet back.” 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the situation. Your Cartography is at zero, unfortunately, so we’ll rely on mine. I have seen many mines. They were all designed in more or less the same way. This one, however, is different. The main tunnel is too wide, and there are grooves for no less than four mine carts. Two are rare enough, and three would be unnecessary extravagance. So, why four? I don’t really get it. There are no galleries on either side. I believe this to be the main passage that used to lead to the surface. The mine must have been enormous, and they made several tracks to avoid congestion. For example, the left two were used by miners working in galleries to the left, and the right two, by those working in galleries to the right.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, why are you telling us all this?” Tangh inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Because I haven’t quite made out the plan of this mine yet, and I’d like to know how we could search it in the quickest and easiest way. Don’t get too surprised if I lead you to strange places at first.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead already. We’re wasting time.” 
 
      
 
    “Prepare for battle! Skeletons!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Oddly enough, that was the only group of skeletons. They kept walking through a perfectly straight tunnel for almost an hour without meeting anyone else. There were no side tunnels, either. 
 
      
 
    The mine was supposed to be ancient, but there were no piles of rubble anywhere. Even lone rocks lying about were scarce. Danger Babe and Tangh were surprised, and Ros explained to them certain details concerning the upkeep of mines. Mines were created with certain characteristics, including those related to fixing virtually any damage. The process was similar to regeneration, but it was an underground construction rather than a living organism. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, the antiquity of the mine notwithstanding, there were no signs of decay—the very construction, or structure of the mine, continued to support itself. 
 
      
 
    And then they came to a rockfall that blocked their way completely. One couldn’t even dream of removing it with just a spade and a pair of hands. Boulders weighing tons were stacked one upon another, reaching up to the ceiling. Ros assumed this rockfall was the result of ancient events, that the game mechanics did not clean up in this case. Since it was said that the mine with the mage sealed inside had gotten buried under rocks, it would remain that way. They would have to return. Danger Babe was especially chagrined—it would take almost an hour to return to the place where they had fought the skeletons, and it was by no means a given that they would find anything of interest there. It was a waste of time, and incredibly boring at that. 
 
      
 
    But the girl was wrong. There were more than a dozen skeletons standing at the spot of their last battle, studying the remains of their comrades-in-arms. The battle was fierce, but short. The only danger presented by the bony fighters was their high resistance to crowd control spells. Ros, who had lowered his Intellect, only managed to cast Sleep successfully every other time, maybe even less often. But there were no other problems, and the mobs fell quickly. The damage they dealt was high, but the attack speed was low, and were pretty stupid to boot, which was probably explained by there being nothing inside those skulls. 
 
      
 
    From then on, they would run into skeleton squads every five or seven minutes. Some would just stand still, while others would approach. Ros believed that the latter had also stood still initially, and only started moving upon hearing suspicious sounds. These mobs didn’t cause any problems, their high levels notwithstanding—the pet’s level was much higher, and boasted all kinds of buffs from a flighting that wasn’t a total noob. They would take turns healing it in tight spots. 
 
      
 
    They sent Danger Babe offline by midday, spending around three hours on their own. Ros used this time crafting new items—fortunately, there was enough ore, stones, and loot. He also kept grinding Enchanting, while Tangh made forays to the forum, returning quickly and reporting to Ros the latest news. 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe returned, and they moved on. Some forty minutes later they came to a Y-shaped fork in the tunnel. Two pairs of grooves went into the left tunnel, and two more, into the right. The new tunnels were of a much smaller size, and looked perfectly identical. Ros didn’t know where to go next, but he realized this mine had a much more complex layout than his first mine. There was nothing like a single main tunnel with perpendicular tunnels to either side. Apart from that, he didn’t see a single piece of ore so far, with the exception of those found among the remains of semi-disintegrated mine carts. That meant they hadn’t reached the production area. The ancient miners must have spared no effort to go deep underground—none of their modern counterparts ever ventured as far. 
 
      
 
    What could have been their motivation? 
 
      
 
    They ran into a bunch of skeletons at the crossroads. This time, they saw a new mob among them—a completely desiccated mummy of enormous height, with a rusty coat of mail hanging all the way down to its knees, worn over crusty old bandages. It was armed with a long halberd, but used it very slowly, taking such an incredibly long swing that you could finish a cup of espresso while you waited for it to bring its weapon down. Once the pet attacked, it proved to be completely helpless, unable to fight at close quarters. 
 
      
 
    The mummy bestowed to the party a rare quality helmet whose stats were ideal for a tank. The trophy went to the norder, obviously enough. 
 
      
 
    They chose the left tunnel and went on, continuing for about an hour and a half as they took out squads of skeletons and mummies in just as carefree a manner. These weren’t serious adversaries, whatever their levels. Even Danger Babe was managing to deal them decent damage. It turned out that the adepts of the School of Light had natural bonuses that helped them fight the undead, and flightings counted as such by birthright. Offensive spells of the School of Light may not have been of much use against regular mobs, but worked amazingly well against the undead. 
 
      
 
    Ros thought the first pair of galleries was yet another fork, for instead of being perpendicular to the main tunnel, they shot off at different angles. They chose the left one, ran into three skeletons, and rendered them to piles of bones. That was when he saw something new on the wall, and pointed at it. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at this.” 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at what?” Tangh wondered. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a gem here. An ametrine,” said Danger Babe as soon as she saw it, and followed up with her favorite question. “Is it valuable?” 
 
      
 
    “That depends on the quality. It also requires Mining & Quarrying to be at 41, whereas I have a measly 23 points. Almost half the required amount…” 
 
      
 
    “Well, your Luck is exorbitant, and you have lots of other stuff. Come on, try getting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s check the rest of the gallery first to make sure we don’t attract a horde of skeletons while we’re at it. You can hear the sound of a pickaxe from a long distance.” 
 
      
 
    The gallery was a little over half a mile in length—much longer than any Ros had ever seen. Apart from ametrine, there was taphite—an even more valuable gem. It was used reluctantly, though, and mostly in tried and tested items. But that was true for every high-level gem. They were so expensive that there was a general reluctance to use them in risky experiments, which explained the lack of variety in the items that contained them compared to those made of cheaper resources. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, in spite of his high Luck, taphite was hard to mine. Every other attempt was unsuccessful. Nothing unexpected about it—after all, it required Mining & Quarrying to be at 47. On the other hand, high-level resources were excellent for raising the stat in case of success. 
 
      
 
    Ros could have lingered in this tunnel a long time, but he didn’t want to hold everybody back, so they headed onward. He roughly understood the layout of the mine now, and ignored the galleries they encountered later on. The game’s logic implied that there would be nothing new there—the same small groups of skeletons and gems as before. They had to be on the lookout for other mobs—new and dangerous ones, guardians of the passages leading to the boss’ very lair. That was how the previous quest worked—the fiercest battles were fought as they drew closer to the lair. It made sense to prepare for the same scenario this time. 
 
      
 
    They spent twenty-four hours in the left tunnel. Ros leveled his Perception and Mining & Quarrying, crafted a couple of accessories good enough to equip, and plenty of those that could not be used yet on account of requiring levels upwards of 100. They should be able to sell them at some point. The less useful ones could also be deployed toward Enchanting. Progress did not only depend on the item’s quality, but also on its level, albeit to a lesser extent. 
 
      
 
    The left tunnel ended in a cul-de-sac rather than a rockfall. This was where the ancient engineers had apparently decided to stop. There were abandoned mine carts, piles of debris, and even a couple of rusty pickaxes with disintegrating handles. All of it added up to a very characteristic tableau. 
 
      
 
    It took them several hours to return to the fork. The skeletons were not replaced by new ones, but it still took them a while—the tunnel was a long one. 
 
      
 
    The party encountered a reception committee right at the center of the Y-shaped fork. The skeletons must have taken offence at the slaughter of their troops, and decided to use a larger force to guard this strategic location. All the mobs were small fry, however, as the party dispatched them promptly. The norder diverted the attention of some while others attacked the pet, and five minutes later nothing remained of the squad of twenty undead warriors but a pile of dusty bones and shreds of filthy bandages. 
 
      
 
    They proceeded down the right tunnel. There were galleries here, too, but instead of gems they found platinum ore. There was also the odd occasional outcropping of crystalite ore. Of course, there was probably a lot more of it, but it was much harder to spot due to its high level. 
 
      
 
    The deeper they got, the stronger the skeletons became. They would often have formidable armor, and their weapons were pretty powerful, too, rust or no rust. The fights presented no particular complications, as before, but the changes meant they were heading in the right direction—toward the boss’ lair. 
 
      
 
    They spent the next two days going deeper down the mine. It was almost evening when they spied a suspicious glow up ahead. 
 
      
 
    “Put out your light, Danger Babe,” Ros told her. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” whispered the girl tensely. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. It looks like a fire.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no smoke. I cannot catch so much as a whiff of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, look for yourselves—that looks just like glow from a fire.” 
 
      
 
    “It does indeed. I wonder what it could be.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have a clue. I’ll keep ahead, and you two, follow closely. If anything starts happening, summon your light sphere at once.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep tripping. You can’t see anything under your feet.” 
 
      
 
    “Farther on, everything’s smooth and there are no rocks. Just walk between the cart grooves and have no fear. You can also use them for orientation.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, if you crawl and run your fingers along them,” Tangh groused. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel ended, but this time it wasn’t a dead end. The engineers building the mine had reached a natural cave and had decided to stop there. The sight was well familiar: mine cart wreckage, piles of rock, and a rotten pickaxe handle sticking out from one of the piles. However, there was a difference—an uneven break at the end of the gallery. That was where the suspicious glow was coming from. 
 
      
 
    Ros carefully sneaked up to the “mine cart graveyard,” then returned quickly and explained the situation. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a cave further on. There’s something like lichen growing on the walls, and that’s the source of the glow. There are also skeletons there. And they are pretty weird.” 
 
      
 
    “Weird in what way?” asked Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “They’re taller than the previous ones, and all of them have black shields and helmets with pointy tops. I’ve never seen their like before.” 
 
      
 
    “We must be headed in the right direction.” 
 
      
 
    “That seems to be the case.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we fight?” asked Danger Babe. 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s deal with them tomorrow. It’s late already. When we start a ruckus, they might get reinforcements, and I’d rather not have it spin out for too long. And it’s time for you to log off.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, aren’t you lucky—you don’t ever have to log off…” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t call it luck,” Tangh shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “I never heard you complain about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I sometimes feel like pampering my grandchildren. It gets lonely without them.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t they play, too?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t joke like that. The only ones interested in me are the youngest, and they don’t let children their age play.” 
 
      
 
    “I’d prefer not to leave you right next to these skeletons. Why don’t we head back toward the galleries? There’s water dripping from above in a few places, and it’s less scary, too.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Ros agreed. “We head back, turn into the very first gallery, and you leave your body there.” 
 
      
 
    “What if there are skeletons there?” 
 
      
 
    “There are few of those in galleries—or none at all. The pet should be able to take care of them. Also, Tangh tanks them pretty well, and my healing should be enough to keep him up.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll refresh your buffs before I go, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Right on.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe’s suggestion to return gave Ros an opportunity to resume something he’d already gotten quite bored with. Nevertheless, he spent half the night mining the resources in the gallery. The ores found here were extremely valuable, and his Mining & Quarrying stat grew at an unprecedented rate. The same was true of Perception. It would be unwise to waste such an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    It was a pity, though, that only the left tunnel of the mine had any gemstones. They were lightweight and didn’t require much space. They also cost a lot more than metal when measured by weight. 
 
      
 
    Another drawback was that when using high-level resources, he ended up with high-level items. There were ways of lowering the level of the item, but the chances were low. In order to increase them, one had to raise a large number of secondary and auxiliary stats. Even the great hero with lots of rare stats found himself lacking. 
 
      
 
    In between mining, Ros crafted scrolls with a single ability: Chaos Arrow. For Tangh. If their conjectures about the nature of the boss were correct, the norder would have to try to deal maximum damage to the undead mage with Ros doing the tanking. It was likely that the scrolls would come in handy, given that virtually no one in Second World had any resistance to Chaos magic. 
 
      
 
    After all, they were entitled to score something good for all the ore they’d given Agythric. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Undead Thaën. XP received: 7622. Points left until the next level: 48,5241. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +1 to Strength. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic. Achievement completed: Monster Research Champion. Achievement bonus: +1 to Disguise, +1 to Speed, +1 to Carrying Capacity, +1 to Essence of Things. Random auxiliary stat unlocked: Rock Climbing. You lose 3% less experience upon death. Achievement unlocked: Legendary Monster Researcher. Discover ten monsters that have not yet been added to the world bestiary by yourself to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random.” 
 
      
 
    Ros looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    “This is weird. They gave me an achievement for discovering mobs, but I am supposed to discover them alone and not as part of a team.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t believe the descriptions,” said Tangh. “There are always errors there. I have stopped paying attention already. They could have meant something along the lines of ‘alone or with a small party.’ What about the achievement, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I have discovered twenty-five non-named mobs. There were some yummy perks.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure thing, they wouldn’t skimp on a reward for twenty-five… Are you tired, Danger Babe?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you sit down, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Mana regenerates quicker this way.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t spent that much.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. But those mobs are tough as nails. I was worried about you. And what if we meet even worse ones further on?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you fret, they hardly took off half my HP. Although I do admit those critters are tough. Ros, why have you suddenly gone stiff like a gopher about to retreat into his hole?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone’s coming. A huge creature, judging by the footfall.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s the boss?” 
 
      
 
    “What, just as we entered the cave?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve seen what kind of cave it is.” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, the cave looked like nothing they ever saw. Ros thought it resembled soap bubbles on the water, all stuck together. Their surface color varied between grey and black, and they were covered with bright orange patches of lichen. At the center of each there were strange formations nine to twelve feet high. They looked like deformed cactuses without spines. Their entire surface was bedizened with bones and skull fragments. 
 
      
 
    What a festive sight… 
 
      
 
    An enormous mob, about twelve feet tall, appeared from the adjacent bubble. It was undead, like everybody else here, with patches of dry skin peeling off the skull, the scalp shifted sideways, and shoulders abnormally wide with four arms sticking out. The fingers were disproportionately long and ended with twisted and blackened nails. The body was wrapped in a grey shroud covered in cobwebs. 
 
      
 
    The most amazing thing was that the mob had no legs. The shroud ended some four inches above the floor, and there was nothing underneath. The undead creature floated above the ground—Ros never saw anything like it before. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown.” 
 
      
 
    The eye sockets of the enormous skull flashed red, the mob raised all four of its bony arms, and semitransparent ropes shot out, reaching for Tangh. As they touched his body, they started to vibrate and oscillate, as if something thick was running through them, and the norder’s HP bar started to shrink. 
 
      
 
    “Heal him! Don’t dispel!” Ros shouted. Judging by his estimates, Tangh wouldn’t die quickly. 
 
      
 
    So, it would be better for the mob to concentrate on those “ropes” without any distractions. 
 
      
 
    The rest was routine—he commanded the pet to approach the creature from behind and to attack. That was the position for maximum damage, and it also gave a higher chance to hit critically. The undead creature had plenty of HP, and tried to attack the pet a few times, but never managed to kill it. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Locked Lands Lich. XP received: 11,105. Points left until the next level: 47,4136.” Your Mental Power grows by 1. Attention! You have found a creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! You receive a reward: +2% to critical hit chance. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Shadowcrawlers are tougher,” Ros noted. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t agree,” Tangh shook his head. “They don’t hit near as hard.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a tank with excellent physical defense. Me and Danger Babe find it much harder to hold out when they attack us. Hey, this thing dropped a good ring. I mean, its quality is good. Take a look, Danger Babe. It might suit you.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope, the ones I have are better. I’m trying to focus on accessories with bonuses to Stamina and HP.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes perfect sense. You’d be ill-advised to die.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s cool, though. We’ve discovered two new mobs already, even though we’ve just entered the cave. Ros, are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached the wall, and started to jump from joy. 
 
      
 
    “We’re rich!” 
 
      
 
    “What have you found?!” 
 
      
 
    “Moonstone! It sells like hot cakes! It’s virtually indispensable for creating high-level magic weapons!” 
 
      
 
    “Is it valuable?” Danger Babe stuck to her usual routine. 
 
      
 
    “Take a guess. I wish I could rent all these mines and send a bunch of miners here… You could earn billions in a place like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you grab your pickaxe and start earning them?” Tangh suggested. 
 
      
 
    “No one can produce that much on their own, and we haven’t got much time, either. I think this streak of luck is bound to end soon—once we’re done with the quest, we’ll be asked to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m of the same opinion. Things have been going on much too smoothly of late. Something nasty is bound to happen. If there’s still time, we’ll mine as much as we can. Right now, our priority is the boss.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They kept moving through the “bubble labyrinth” until the evening, slaughtering the tall skeletons known as thaëns and the four-armed levitating liches. By next morning, they reached something that looked different. The spherical dome of another hall, much larger than any they’d seen before, had a polished black pyramid at the center instead of a “cactus.” It was as all as a five-story building, with a width to match. There was an arch in the center of one of its triangular surfaces with a steep staircase leading to it—the entrance, apparently. 
 
      
 
    Four thaëns stood at the bottom, with two liches hovering next to the entrance. 
 
      
 
    Ros studied the situation, then returned to his companions to report. He added: 
 
      
 
    “There is only one entrance to the hall. We’re near it now. We won’t able to lure them out of there, so we’ll have to take on the whole gang, and that might hurt. Even in my case, the liches take off a lot of HP, regardless of my high magical resistance. And the thaëns can slaughter Danger Babe in about five seconds. Any suggestions?” 
 
      
 
    Tangh replied: 
 
      
 
    “We shall pray to the good Lord. If he hears our prayers, our crowd control will be more likely to work. If we manage to hold back at least two of them at the very beginning, it won’t be a problem. Just make sure you refresh my shields as soon as your abilities cool down.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s all there is to your plan?!” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe butted in. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, these liches are slow fliers. I mean, the thaëns run faster than they float. Ros can command his pet to enter the hall. They’ll see it and give chase. Then Ros will call his pet back. The liches will lag far behind in the meantime. We’ll be able to kill a thaën or two—maybe more. Then we can try to cast Sleep on one of the liches, and the other one won’t deal much damage. Tangh will deal with it, and then we’ll finish off the other. I’m not being very coherent, perhaps, but it should be better this way.” 
 
      
 
    “If Sleep fails, I’ll have the pet deal with the second lich,” said Ros. “The pet has a high attack speed, and it often interrupts their spellcasting. It shouldn’t die, even if I don’t heal it very often. Has everybody got their Fury scales filled up to the max? Dump it all in battle. We need to do maximum damage in minimum time. As long as the thaëns buy it before the liches arrive, we should have no problems whatsoever.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no objections,” said Tangh. “I believe it will be fine. Let’s hope there are no surprises.” 
 
      
 
    However, there was a surprise. Just as they were finishing off the last thaën, the liches appeared. But there were four of them instead of two. 
 
      
 
    Ros didn’t think long. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the one on the left! Danger Babe, cast Sleep on the first one!” 
 
      
 
    The girl missed, but Ros’ skill worked, and the mob stopped dead in its tracks. Ros hit the one on the left with Chaos Aura, also getting the one next to him. He had two of them attacking him now, and had to sic his pet on one. Tangh dealt with the last one. 
 
      
 
    The riskiest moment came was when the mob woke up and attacked Ros, who was already in a tight spot. He’d lost more than half his HP, and it was only Tangh’s timely intervention that saved him. 
 
      
 
    They heard a bloodcurdling howl coming from the pyramid. Ros barely managed to heal himself and his pet, and yelled: 
 
      
 
    “Someone else is raising Cain over there—I haven’t heard anything like it before. Get ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope it isn’t the boss,” said Tangh hoarsely as he crushed one of the attacker’s arms with his mace, leaving only three of the “ropes” siphoning his health. 
 
      
 
    “Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb. Level: hidden. Abilities: hidden. Stats: hidden.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention! You have found a named creature that has not yet been added to the world bestiary! This is your seventh named creature. You receive a reward: +35 mana. You can receive the reward for discovering a new creature at the Academy of Magic.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s the boss!” Ros bellowed. “Cast a shield on me!” 
 
      
 
    “Casting!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll intercept him! Give me a regen! Tangh, dispatch them with scrolls! Hurry up! We’re not making it!” 
 
      
 
    As Ros’ body became engulfed in the shimmering cocoon of the shield, he saw the boss. The undead mage looked like a lich, but he was half again as tall, and had eight arms instead of four. His shroud was as dusty and with as many cobwebs on it, but its color was black, not grey (although it wasn’t all that easy to discern the color—the fabric looked like it needed a good wash). The enormous eye sockets blazed like rubies, and there was a tiny staff in one of the Bone Sovereign’s hands. Tiny for him, that is—Danger Babe could have used it as a walking stick. 
 
      
 
    The boss emitted the same deafening howl. 
 
      
 
    “Debuff received: all your primary base stats have been reduced by 25.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no time to dispel himself. Ros raised his staff and hit the boss with Chaos Aura, followed by a Chaos Arrow. The boss stopped, raising all its eight arms in the air, and the top of his staff flashed red. 
 
      
 
    “Debuff received: resistance to Death magic has been reduced by 40%.” 
 
      
 
    Now was the time to get dispelled before the boss’ attack, as these debuffs guaranteed high damage. If the creature used Death magic, that is. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the boss’ bony snout left serious doubts about him being able to use magic of a more cheerful nature. 
 
      
 
    He had to get dispelled several times—the first attempt didn’t take, and the second only took occasionally. In the meantime, the boss kept casting more and more debuffs, slowly transforming Ros into a cripple that any noob could kill in a single poorly-executed hit. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe! Dispel me!” he yelled, realizing he wouldn’t manage on his own. 
 
      
 
    There was an elixir that could remove all negative effects in one of his belt slots, but he didn’t know for sure that it would work. At any rate, he should save it. The elixir’s cooldown was five minutes, and he wouldn’t be able to use any other potions or elixirs in the meantime. 
 
      
 
    The boss hit when there were just two debuffs left on Ros. He howled again, spun around, and hurled a black thunderbolt with a Stun effect. Ros became paralyzed for about four seconds, and lost half his HP. If it wasn’t for Danger Babe’s shield and regens, the boss would have killed Ros with his second spell. 
 
      
 
    Tangh started to cast Chaos Arrows from a distance, hastily grabbing one scroll after another from his bag. The pet joined the fray, too, attacking from behind, as it was wont to do. Ros snapped out of his paralysis and started to heal himself. He yelled: 
 
      
 
    “Tangh! Don’t overdo it! If you deal more damage than me, he might switch to you!” 
 
      
 
    “Let him! We need to distract him! He deals too much damage!” 
 
      
 
    The boss’ attacks were indeed strong, but with all the debuffs dispelled, it was tolerable—up to a quarter of one’s HP bar in the worst-case scenario. Ros cursed and quickly replaced his accessories, remembering that he had collected a special set with magic resistance bonuses. The pressure abated, but only for a short while. Once the Bone Sovereign realized his debuffs were being dispelled as quickly as he was casting them, he changed his tactics and started to deal damage without the old-fashioned way, loosing one black lightning after another, without bothering with any negative effects. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ HP bar kept shrinking in spite of the healing. He kept saving elixirs for an emergency as he soaked up the damage, retaliating with Chaos Arrows and the occasional Fireball. 
 
      
 
    “Ros! You’ll fall in a moment!” Danger Babe yelled. 
 
      
 
    He ran back as fast as he could. Another lighting missed, and the Bone Sovereign gave chase. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?!” Tangh shouted. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kite him around the hall! Heal me!” 
 
      
 
    The tactic proved effective. The boss could only attack during stops, losing time, and its effective range wasn’t very large. Even if it exceeded the range of the flighting’s healing spells, it wasn’t by much. 
 
      
 
    Once Ros replenished his HP bar on the run, he stopped, and got back to his usual tricks: Chaos Arrows and Fireballs. This tactic worked three more times before the boss, whose HP was now catastrophically low, changed tactics yet again, spreading his arms and screeching something unintelligible. No debuffs, no damage. However, something unexpected happened. 
 
      
 
    “Behind you!” Danger Babe all but shrieked. 
 
      
 
    Ros turned around and saw one of the recently slain thaëns rise from a pile of bones. 
 
      
 
    “He’s reviving them!” he yelled. “I’m sending the pet!” 
 
      
 
    The pet attacked the revived mob a second before he could pounce on Danger Babe. The boss spread his arms once again. 
 
      
 
    “Tangh! Get him! Quickly! Let’s interrupt the casting! Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    It took the boss a long time to cast his reviving spell, so they had a chance to prevent him from succeeding. But they failed—the undead mage managed to raise another mob. This time things were more serious—they had to face a resurrected lich. 
 
      
 
    They got lucky. Sleep worked, and the mob froze. Alas, the effect wouldn’t last long. 
 
      
 
    Ros used up nearly half his accumulated Fury, using a skill he had learned at the Warriors’ Guild before heading off to hunt grass snakes. It seemed like a lifetime ago now… His damage and spellcasting speed increased rapidly for about half a minute. Even though the cooldown time of Chaos Arrow was short at the present level, he still couldn’t just cast one after another, and was alternating them with Fireballs. Several unexpectedly strong hits made the boss stagger. The beast used a stunning ability, but the belt worked and reflected the effect on the boss who grew stiff. It might have been only for four or five seconds, but every little bit helped. 
 
      
 
    Ros managed to heal his pet. Then, having assessed the situation, he shouted: 
 
      
 
    “He’s got about thirty seconds’ worth of HP! Burn your Fury, focus fire on him, to hell with everything! Stay alive at any cost! No one heals anyone! Drink your elixirs!” 
 
      
 
    He commanded the pet to attack the boss, too. They would either win now, or… Ros grabbed an elixir that increased damage from magic attacks. He would have to give it his all now. 
 
      
 
    The boss fell at the same time as the pet. And Ros. As darkness consumed him, he saw that the creature would fall after another two or three arrows from Tangh’s scrolls, or one of Danger Babe’s sparks of light. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Ros didn’t expect the beaten-up party to handle the two remaining mobs, and was surprised to see an invitation to resurrect on the battlefield. He rose. Just in time, too. Danger Babe was almost down, and the thaën kept pounding away at her. 
 
      
 
    “Heal yourself!” 
 
      
 
    “And you heal Tangh!” 
 
      
 
    The lich was giving the norder a hard time. In between attacks, the mob kept throwing cascades of black sparks at the boss’s carcass, making the latter convulse. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody, get the lich!” shouted Ros. “It’s trying to revive the boss!” 
 
      
 
    They didn’t know whether it was possible, but since they didn’t receive their reward yet, the battle wasn’t over, which meant anything could happen. 
 
      
 
    The lich fell, and Tangh shouted: 
 
      
 
    “I’m out of scrolls!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m raising the pet!” replied Ros, realizing that they would spend a long time whittling away at the well-defended thaën with the kind of damage they did. 
 
      
 
    It took less than a minute with a shadowcrawler, even though the pet had no buffs. 
 
      
 
    “You kill the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb. XP received: 223,428. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 602,795. Your Intellect grows by 1. Your Stamina grows by 1. Your Mental Power grows by 1. Your Resilience grows by 1. Your Summoning grows by 1. Attention! You kill the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb with a small party! Every member of your party receives a bonus: +3 undistributed primary stat points. Congratulations! This is the first time in the history of Second World that this monster was defeated! Your group did it! And you did it with few resources! Your party has destroyed a monster 80 levels above the party’s strongest player! Achievement earned: Daredevil Killers, Third Degree. Achievement bonus: +55 to Fury. Bonus effect: permanent. Attention! You have killed the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb! Your party was the first to do it! No one has ever managed it before! You receive a bonus: the title of Monster Slayers, Fourth Degree. You receive a bonus: +1 to Creation. Title bonus: +2 to all primary base stats. When you join a clan, a party, or a raid, all the members of the respective clan, party, or raid receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until the title is renounced.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh dropped a smoking gauntlet onto the ground and grunted in a barely audible voice: 
 
      
 
    “And this is where Danger Babe goes home. It’s really late.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, she lives in Russia, and it isn’t late there,” Ros pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? I haven’t thought of that… So, she constantly disrupts her daily schedule, doesn’t she?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not disrupting anything. It’s just more convenient for me this way. Congratulations to all of us. We’re the best. So, shall we take a peek at the boss before I leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, how can we do it without you?” Tangh smiled. 
 
      
 
    No one had any strength left to express their joy at the victory with more emotion. The battle had been too hard, and there were a few times when they had only pulled through by the skin of their teeth. Although there was nothing surprising about it—they knew they would face an impossible task. Even three level 200 players in high-grade equipment would be hard-pressed to accomplish it. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ Luck must have been working just the way it should, given that they had succeeded. He didn’t mind dying—XP could be replenished. 
 
      
 
    “An epic class bracelet, an ability scroll, and a random secondary stat scroll,” Ros listed the trophies. 
 
      
 
    “What does this stat scroll do?” Danger Babe looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    Tangh explained: 
 
      
 
    “Whoever breaks the seal will receive a point to one of their secondary stats.” 
 
      
 
    “Any stat?!” 
 
      
 
    “The stat is chosen randomly.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. Clans never let go of them. You hardly ever see them up for sale. Why didn’t you ask about its price?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired. And I realize in must be expensive. What about the ability?” 
 
      
 
    “For archers,” Ros replied. “You can learn it at level 135.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, such abilities cannot cost less than ten thousand in gold,” said Tangh. “Perhaps more.” 
 
      
 
    “Not bad,” Danger Babe smiled. There’s also the scroll and the bracelet.” 
 
      
 
    Ros approached her. 
 
      
 
    “Here, take it. The bracelet is for level 100, and the stats are just what you need.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t reached level 100 yet.” 
 
      
 
    “The more motivation you’ll have to level up.” 
 
      
 
    “I keep getting all the good stuff…” 
 
      
 
    “Haven’t you seen me pick up a staff as well?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not in a condition to notice much at the moment. I haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    “I could use an hour or two of shuteye, too,” Tangh mused. “Tell us what it is, and let’s get some rest already.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, take a look.” 
 
      
 
    “The Staff of Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb from the Locked Lands. Properties: set item, restores durability automatically. If a player has three or more items from the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb set, either equipped or carried in non-active inventory, they are impossible to lose and cannot be stolen. Magic weapon. Physical damage: 88-111 (crushing). Magic damage: 241-268. Special bonus: +2% to damage dealt to any creature except for the undead. Additional stats: +29 to Intellect, +17 to Mental Power, +14 to Stamina, +5 to Defense, +17% to spellcasting speed, +4 to mana regeneration per second, 22% higher chance of reflecting a blinding effect at the enemy, 4% higher chance of resisting Sleep and Stun-like effects. Requirements: Level 129. The item can be subjected to up to three stackable enchantments. Weight: 1.97 kg. Durability: 1199/1280. The full Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb set includes: Staff of Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb from the Locked Lands, Bracelet of Despair from the Locked Lands, Fear of Death Necklace from the Locked Lands, Memories of Bloodshed Ring from the Locked Lands, Gloves of Black Revenge from the Locked Lands, Darkness Servant’s Cape from the Locked Lands. Full set bonus: full merging, +45% resistance to Reason magic; +50% to the chance of ignoring effects that lower the resistance to Death Magic; all control abilities affect the target for an extra 4 seconds; 5% chance to blind the target for 5-9 seconds with a ranged attack; 8% reduction to incoming magic and physical damage; 25% probability of stunning the enemy for 1-2 seconds in a surprise attack; upon receiving damage, Stone Skin is cast automatically (the effect lasts 6-8 seconds); +5 to HP and mana regeneration per second; +10 to primary and +1 to secondary base characteristics.” 
 
      
 
    “A set item!” Danger Babe gasped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I can see, someone has just received extra motivation to level up to 129,” observed Tangh. 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “The staff itself isn’t that extraordinary. I’d need other items from the set—five more to go. You don’t find them just anywhere, so the chance of collecting the set is next to nonexistent. Although I am actually collecting a set already. I have two items. But the situation with that one is a bit different.” 
 
      
 
    “The staff is yours by right,” said Tangh. 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Danger Babe nodded. “I sure could do with the money, Ros, but Tangh is right. You cannot sell such things once you started collecting them.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea how much it might cost?” 
 
      
 
    “Such things have no price,” Tangh replied. “You don’t see set items at auctions. There were but a few such cases in the entire history of Second World. You’ll get at least fifty thousand in gold for any item, as long as it’s part of a set, no matter which. And buying a full set would be harder than buying the Notre Dame.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. This isn’t our last day gaming, and I think we’ll find a way of sharing our loot. Danger Babe, it’s really time for you to go home.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. See you in the morning, then.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, have a good rest.” 
 
      
 
    “You have a rest, too. You’ll probably just mine for ore all night long. I know you.” 
 
      
 
    Once Ros was sure the girl logged off, he grabbed his pickaxe. 
 
      
 
    “Danger Babe was right. High time to start mining. The best resources are always near bosses, and it would be silly not to take advantage.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Apart from the resources, which were indeed valuable, Ros found a few secret caches. One of them was in plain sight. In the middle of the only room in the pyramid, right next to the stone sarcophagus, whose cracked lid lay on the floor, stood a massive ebony chest reinforced with bronze bands. 
 
      
 
    Ros’ total haul, from the chest and from other places, included a number of nice but inexpensive items, and one that was really impressive: epic gauntlets that would be perfect for the tank. Unfortunately, he’d have to level to 154 before he could wear them without penalties. 
 
      
 
    They spent three days in the “bubbly caves,” mining for ores and gems and fighting mobs. Ros leveled up again, and so did Danger Babe. He used Clean Slate on Tangh, enabling him to fine-tune his stat distribution. 
 
      
 
    Ros was reluctant to use it on himself and change his “biography” yet again. What if he failed to complete the quest with a new name? He was really hoping for a handsome reward. 
 
      
 
    He spent the nights practicing Enchanting and making accessories. Ros stayed away from weapons and armor. They required lots of resources, and the results so far weren’t particularly impressive. He decided he would get into it big time once he got the Transmogrification Cube. 
 
      
 
    They could have lingered for a while, but Tangh kept dinning in their ears with his sermons about how they should head right back from the caves before the other players started to get hungry. His religion never bothered anyone before, but now Ros was facing its obstinate aspect, and there was nothing he could do about it short of stopping his ears. 
 
      
 
    But it was true that waiting until the very last moment would be unwise. Something unforeseen could happen on their way back, after all. They could let the mobs kill them the way they did once, but extra time wouldn’t come amiss, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Apart from that, no one wanted to risk losing their possessions after death. They would carry on at a leisurely pace, mining resources and hunting for loot from high-level mobs. By tomorrow, they would reach Agythric and his boss, Tardath Yrch. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    “Quest completed: Terror of the Forgotten Tomb. Quest success: 100%. Reward: 3,000,000 XP, +500 to reputation among Locked Lands slaveowners, +500 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed factions, +2 to every primary base stat, +3 undistributed secondary stat points, +1 undistributed auxiliary stat point. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 849,634. Attention! Terror of the Forgotten Tomb is a potentially heroic quest! You’re a hero! Your reward: +2 to primary base stat points, +2 to Disguise. Your party and your clan will receive half the bonus.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m at one hundred at last. And a hero several times over. Although a noobish one.” Tangh managed to find reasons to avoid sounding excessively optimistic at the most mirthful celebration.  
 
      
 
    Tardath Yrch heard him grumble and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, warrior! I can see that you have become stronger! Let me tell you all—this quest was a test. Once the wall came down and the Locked Lands opened, we met no worthy fighters among you. Even the wild hordes, respected by no one here, did not meet any proper resistance. But when I found out that three lowly slaves managed to achieve so much, I thought, could we be wrong? Perhaps, there are those worthy of respect among the smooth-skinned weaklings who live on the outside? You have just proven it, and now many of us will have to meditate on what to do next. I will leave immediately to give my report to the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands, and I would like you to wait for their decision right here, without leaving the mine.” 
 
      
 
    “How long would we have to wait for?” asked Ros. 
 
      
 
    “You will receive your answer in the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, we’ll wait.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you release the others?” Tangh pointed toward the resurrection circle. “They all suffer, and they are of no value to you. The monsters in the mine have been vanquished, so you can bring in regular workers. What would you need those prisoners for?” 
 
      
 
    “Magnanimity, valor, and luck in a single man. You are indeed a great warrior, and your request is so small it bears no discussion, let alone refusal. Agythric! Send all those good-for-nothing layabouts away!” 
 
      
 
    “What about their stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “Give their property back to them! We don’t need their junk! I don’t want to see a single one when I come back in the evening! Workers will come tomorrow morning. We need lots of metal! Make place for them!” 
 
      
 
    Tardath looked pensive, as if trying to remember something, and then slapped himself on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    “I forgot. You deserve a reward. You get the bag, you get the shield, and you get the cube. Here you go, it’s all here. Wait for the evening. I’ll come back with the decision. I am nearly certain that the Council will have an important errand for you.” 
 
      
 
    Ros watched the mob go and said: 
 
      
 
    “We barely manage to complete one quest, and they’re already giving us another.” 
 
      
 
    Danger Babe almost squeaked in delight, paying no attention to his words. 
 
      
 
    “This bag is something else! And you can even enchant it three times without any risk! Even with my noob-level strength, I can haul some two hundred pounds around easily. Or, maybe, even more. It’s got a lot of room too.” 
 
      
 
    Her words made Ros take a closer look at his own prize. 
 
      
 
    “Transmogrification Cube of the Artisans’ Guild Master from the Locked Lands. Unique object: no other copies exist. 64 slots, +50% to the chance of crafting an item successfully, -80% to the chance of damaging an ingredient, +25% to the chance of crafting a new item without a recipe, +25% to the chance of crafting a high-level item.” 
 
      
 
    Ros looked at the cube and felt his hair stand on end. His hands felt like grabbing the treasure as tight as he could, and his feet would carry him to any safe place. What he had in his hands was worth as much as the Taj Mahal and gave him a window of opportunity the size of the Gateway Arch. 
 
      
 
    He studied the magical transmogrification topic on the forum, and saw descriptions of all sorts of cubes, including those of rare and ultra-rare class, but there was nothing remotely resembling this one. The most one could hope for was forty-five slots, and thirty or forty percent altogether, distributed between several parameters. 
 
      
 
    With this cube, even a noob stood a good chance of creating something valuable without wasting too many materials. 
 
      
 
    And with his stats… 
 
      
 
    “Why have you gone silent?” asked Tangh. “Is the cube OK?” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t a cube. It’s a… It costs… It costs… I have no idea how much it costs, but parting with it would be like giving away a cornucopia. I’ll never give it away, no matter how much they offer me!” 
 
      
 
    “My shield is pretty cool, too. I can’t even believe it.” 
 
      
 
    “All the shields in the world combined are worth less than this cube.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, my congratulations, Ros.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks! What a pity I didn’t have this cube at the very beginning. We’d get equipped a whole lot better, and much quicker, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Never mind. The main thing is for your Luck to stay with you.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tardath Yrch returned in the evening, just like he had promised. He had company—two more named mobs that looked like him. The three heroes received some juicy bonuses just for seeing them for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Warriors from the Outside Lands! The Supreme Council did not convene for long before we decided that the Outside Lands are worthy of respect if they can produce such valiant heroes as you. Now we would like to offer you a mission of honor. You must go to the ruler of the lands invaded by the wild hordes and deliver a message from us. I must warn you that it isn’t only a mission of great honor, but also one of great danger. Wild hordes are called wild for a reason. They do not care who they see in front of them. They are dim and impossible to control. You shall have to cross the lands where they roam and reach the supreme ruler known as the Emperor of the West. This knowledge was imparted to us by the heavens and by the tongues of the prisoners. If he agrees to see you and accepts our offer of friendship, a new age will dawn, and relations between us will enter a new phase. Our common world will change—for the better, as we would like to believe. The protective mists will fall, so your heroes will be able to visit our land, and we will have a chance to study your wisdom in your cities. This would be a blessing for everyone. So, do you accept, or should we look for other heroes who would fulfil this mission of honor?” 
 
      
 
    “What if my name and appearance change in the course of fulfilling the quest?” Ros hastened to find out. 
 
      
 
    The named “Yodas” exchanged glances, and Tardath nodded. 
 
      
 
    “If a hero needs disguise, it should not present a problem. Take this ring. We’ll always recognize you by it, no matter how you change.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was time for Ros, Tangh, and Danger Babe to exchange glances. 
 
      
 
    “Say something! It’s an Imperial quest! Accept it at once, you airhead!” The girl hissed through her teeth. 
 
      
 
    “My friends have no objections. We shall fulfil your request.” 
 
      
 
    “You receive a quest: Deliver a Message to the Emperor of the West. Quest type: global. Fulfilment of the quest may change the geopolitical map of the world. Quest duration: unspecified. If the party takes too long, the quest may be given to other parties. Reward: unknown. Attention! You cannot use stationary teleports, teleport scrolls, or teleportation abilities for the duration of the quest. You cannot change your current bind point, either. Attention! The quest will only be considered complete if the Council of the Locked Lands receives a reply from the Emperor of the West.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh studied the quest conditions, then asked: 
 
      
 
    “If we die, we resurrect here, at the mine?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” confirmed Tardath. “The road that leads to the Emperor of the West is hard and fraught with many dangers. You have proven yourselves to be worthy of respect. Keep on proving it.” 
 
      
 
    The norder gazed at the resurrection circle, and came to the unpleasant conclusion. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a catch to this quest. If you die, you start again from the same starting point. And these ‘furries’ won’t wait too long. They’ll start sending other parties on the same quest, and then it will be a race to and fro.” 
 
      
 
    “We can do it if we keep out of trouble,” Ros replied. “The wild hordes aren’t as scary as they’re cracked up to be. I have already faced them. However, I only fought lone mobs.” 
 
      
 
    Tangh addressed Tardath again: 
 
      
 
    “If only one of us goes, and the rest wait here, will the mission be considered accomplished?” 
 
      
 
    “We need the Emperor’s reply. Who brings it and how they go about it is up to you. As soon as you decide on who goes, tell Agythric, and he will teleport you to a spot outside the mine. Once you get back, call him out loud, and he will open the portal. But remember: he’ll only do it once.” 
 
      
 
    “Ros, it would be best if you went alone. You move fast, and you’ll be able to get there three times faster than our entire group.” 
 
      
 
    “It will also be ten times more dangerous,” Danger Babe objected. 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, Tangh’s right. I can do it quicker and without much risk. I have a high Speed, and my Disguise is not too shabby, either. If I run into trouble, I can use one of my high-level crystals. Apart from that, getting an audience with the emperor is anything but easy. And I have a high reputation with lots of titles—that should help. There should be lots of mobs unknown to science in the vicinity of the mine. You can use them to level up while I run this way and that. You’ll get new bestiary achievements, too. The loot will also come in handy for crafting. 
 
      
 
    The norder nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Can you see Agythric teleport the captives over there? Must be someplace far away, in the human territories. We’ll have few competitors here. Or none whatsoever. I’ve never heard of anyone who would reach the Locked Lands. Although I believe there may be a few of those who don’t want to advertise and just spoon off the cream without making a ruckus.” 
 
      
 
    “A tank and a flighting buffer—you and Danger Babe are the ideal team for research and grinding.” 
 
      
 
    “We won’t be able to do much damage without you… and that’s putting it mildly.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t help you there.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you roast us some meat so that we’d have a good supply? I’ve noticed that Danger Babe’s bag can keep food fresh even longer than yours.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. There’s plenty of meat—we were meaning to feed all those folks, but it turned out to be unnecessary.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get started, then. You’ll have to leave in the morning. It would be stupid to dally. A global mission is an incredibly rare series of quests. I cannot even imagine the kind of reward we’ll get.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros barely managed to stay on his feet—the spot where he found himself after Agythric waved his paw was on a steep slope covered in trees so crooked that a corkscrew would look straight as an arrow in comparison. He looked around him, made sure no monster would swallow him whole or in parts, and then relaxed a little and tried to get his bearings. 
 
      
 
    He was surprised to find out that the map didn’t only show his current location, but also a small part of the surrounding area. An ideal straight line some one hundred fifty feet wide led northwest. It contained some indications, although in no grey detail, and the grey fog of uncharted territory lay to either side. 
 
      
 
    Ros traced the strange line, and wasn’t surprised to learn it led through the “grey lands” to the gates of the Western Empire’s capital. He was most kindly offered the shortest route. 
 
      
 
    The shortest didn’t necessarily have to be the quickest, but any information would be useful. 
 
      
 
    Teleports were out of the question, so he’d have to walk. It would take him some seven or eight days. He could try doing it faster, but common sense told him he would invariably run into obstacles and get slowed down. 
 
      
 
    That was how it always happened. 
 
      
 
    There was the horde of wild creatures from the Locked Lands, and Ros would have to make his way through it. Then he would encounter thousands of players of various levels gathered to stop the invasion. His gaming experience suggested that the only way they were inferior to aggressive mobs was intelligence-wise. 
 
      
 
    They would invariably cause trouble. 
 
      
 
    Ros swung his staff. He had a few choice treats for whoever dared to stand in his way. Someone of his own level would be a pushover. He could handle higher-level adversaries, too. He even had something to counter the aggression of level 200 mobs and players. He still had a few soul crystals procured during the first day of the invasion. He could raise a high-level pet, buff it, enter the useful skills from the journal in the control menu, and use it to handle any problem whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    Something flashed red in the lower left corner, and he saw the text of a global system message. 
 
      
 
    What could it be? Was it a new hero whose deeds were so great that the whole world should know? However, in such cases the text appeared a little above one’s field of vision, far outside the chat area. 
 
      
 
    Ros was wrong. Heroic deeds had nothing to do with it. 
 
      
 
    Everything was much worse… 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Announcing a global change of the game’s mechanics! From this moment on, a pet’s level cannot be higher than the sum total of the summoning player’s level and Summoning stat! See the game’s technical log for more details. We apologize for any inconvenience caused.” 
 
      
 
    Ros fell down on his behind right where he stood. 
 
      
 
    Snuff enemies leveling upwards of level 200? Yeah, right. He had no access to high-level pets anymore. Given his Summoning stat, the highest level of a pet he could summon was 99. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even have any crystals of that level! 
 
      
 
    The walk across the territory controlled by the wild horde and groups of overexcited players suddenly looked like a lot less fun and a lot more trouble. Especially considering that he would find himself back at the mine if he died. Murphy’s Law dictated that in this case the mobs would give the quest to someone else—perhaps, someone with better skills. 
 
      
 
    Ros couldn’t afford to die. But how would he accomplish it if his likely adversaries portended to be much stronger than him, regardless of his heroic achievements and abundance of stats. 
 
      
 
    He was really in it now… 
 
      
 
    So, what would happen next? 
 
      
 
    The first thing Ros did was laugh out loud. Not hysterically, but rather like a person who’d just made a fool of himself, yet in such an amusing way that he bore no grudge against fate. 
 
      
 
    There was no point crying. Did all his plans fall through? It didn’t matter. He would come up with something else. 
 
      
 
    He rose, swung his staff once again, scaring away the bright pink butterfly that was resting on the tip, and started to walk downhill, following the line on his map. 
 
      
 
    The calculator available to those with Voyager at 5 or more instantly told him that if he kept up at his present pace, resting twelve hours a day, he would see the capital on the seventh day, around noon. 
 
      
 
    Ros trusted the calculator. But he also trusted in common sense. And intuition. 
 
      
 
    He wouldn’t make it in seven days. 
 
      
 
    They wouldn’t let him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Many thanks to my readers! To be continued. 
 
      
 
    Be sure to check out my new series coming out soon: STYX: The Humanhive. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to the Hive. A place where entry is easy - and escape impossible. Where mere survival is so daunting that nine out of ten new immunes perish before the end of their first week. Where reaching even the one year mark earns you the title of veteran. How long can you survive? 
 
      
 
      
 
    I would like to heartily recommend the books Play to Live by D. Rus, my good friend and one of the founders of the LitRPG genre. The Play to Live series is one of the finest works in the genre, and a must-read for any fan. 
 
      
 
    I would also like to recommend the book of Andrei Livadny, my good friend and one of the leading talents in the LitRPG and Cyberpunk genres in Russia. 
 
      
 
    I want to recommend my friend G. Akella's Realm of Arkon series. For the past few years it's been one of the top series in both LitRPG and epic fantasy genres, and deservedly so. 
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    [1] Damage over Time, generally abbreviated as DoT, refers to inflicting some damage on one's foe which will be applied at a regular interval for a limited duration. 
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