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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The bushes were nothing to write home about. Had a medium-sized dog tried to hide there, it would run into a couple of serious problems. There were too few leaves—none at all at the bottom, but the top wasn't particularly lush, either. There was almost no grass growing underneath, and thus nothing to rely upon for disguise down below. Not the best shelter by any account, in other words. 
 
    Ros was larger than a mastiff, let alone a medium-sized dog, but he nevertheless chose this place to hide. What else could he do? There was nothing else available anywhere near, and every second counted. The group of beasts that suddenly emerged from a copse to the right left him no choice. It would hardly be prudent to run from creatures given extremely long limbs by the game developers. Those long-legged critters would catch him in a minute out in the open — and that's provided they don't hurry. 
 
    Ros has seen enough Second World creatures, so their appearance gave him some idea of what they may be capable of. 
 
    It was the second day in this area that he encountered no weak enemies, so it would be futile to hope that he would manage to dispatch this particular group. The distance was too great to find out such details as their level or any stats whatsoever, but the logic of the game told him that monsters the size of a well-fed bull would present a serious problem. Even a level 100 player would find it hard to face one of those, and Ros was nowhere near. 
 
    And to encounter a pack would be perilous even for a level 150. 
 
    Ros saw a lot in the course of his five days on the road. He managed to kill a few dozen monsters, thirteen of which turned out to be new, and received some decent achievements as a result. He'd had a few really close shaves, but his sturdy equipment, high stats, and set of various spells eventually saw him through. The ability to heal himself came in particularly handy. He also discovered a few previously unknown areas—he couldn't always move along the straight line drawn on the map, and his skills made him capable of recording everything his eye could see with great precision.  His new Transmogrification Cube allowed him to create six items the likes of which had never existed in Second World. That, too, gave him quite a few pleasant bonuses. 
 
    One of the items—namely, a bracelet—turned out to be quite outstanding. Ros assumed he could get around seven or eight thousand gold pieces for it—or, perhaps, even ten. 
 
    He ran into all sorts of situations along the way, but the thread of his gaming life never got severed. He managed to avoid scenarios where respawning would be the only option. Circumspection, attentiveness, and a little bit of luck. He kept approaching his goal step by cautious step, for death would invariably result in his being sent back to Agythric's mine and he'd have to start all over again. This would result in the loss of five days. And, who knows? The rulers of the Locked Lands may have given similar assignments to other groups as well. Should one of them turn out luckier than Ros, all his efforts will have been in vain. 
 
    He would have to start again, should the beasts notice him. The sparse vegetation and his well-developed Disguise skill were his only hope. 
 
    He should also avoid movement. And blinking. And it would probably make sense to skip every other breath—or, perhaps, even two. 
 
    One of the few leaves that grew at the bottom of the bush kept moving this way and that, barely perceptibly, right before his eyes. It kept vibrating, even though no wind blew, as if it had nervous tremors just like Ros. It was rather elongated, of olive color, and looked like something you'd expect to find on a willow. The long vein at the center with a network of very thin side vessels was perfectly discernible. The leaf had a tiny gnarl at the bottom—reddish-brown, the size of a matchstick head. It looked so alien that even someone with zero knowledge of botany could identify it as a tumor or the nest of a parasite. 
 
    Ros wondered about it in a detached sort of way. He had never noticed such minor details of seemingly little import before as a detailed representation of a tree leaf and its ailment. The gaming process was not affected by whether or not leaves had veins, or how complex their biology was. And yet the powers that ruled over this word opined differently, taking every minor and unimportant detail into account. 
 
    Ros wondered how the leaf would look under a microscope. Would one be able to see cells? And what if one went deeper? Membranes and nuclei? Deeper still? Molecules? Atoms? Protons and neutrons? And would it go all the way down to quarks, or whatever the smallest particles were? 
 
    The thoughts weren't particularly congruent to the situation, but he couldn't tell his head what exactly to think, so this was the line of thought he ended up with. 
 
    Meanwhile, the mobs were in no hurry to leave. They started some strange bustle at the distance of some two hundred paces from Ros's hiding place. Some of them clung together, persistently pecking at the hardened soil with their enormous duck beaks and scratching at it with their massive forepaws ending with short but thick claws. The rest surrounded them, standing still and watching the odd actions of their kinsfolk attentively. 
 
    The moment Ros started contemplating the foliage on the bush where he was hiding, something unexpected happened. A column of dust and earth erupted from the pit dug by the mobs. Ros was unfamiliar with the military business, but it seemed to him that a shell had exploded—the only things lacking were the sound, the fire, and the smoke. The majority of the mobs, who had stood motionlessly prior to that, all took off at once, launching a quick attack at something hiding underground. Ros heard a piercing shriek that nearly deafened him despite the distance. It was full of mortal pain and fear; then it stopped as instantly as it had started. 
 
    The pack spent some five minutes in the pit—a churning mass of bodies looking almost monolithic. Then the mobs ceased their bustle and lazily headed for the copse, disappearing from sight shortly. 
 
    Ros remembered that it was nothing but curiosity that had killed the proverbial cat, but he couldn't go on without finding out what had happened to the subterranean. 
 
     He waited for about half an hour. Having made certain nothing out of the ordinary was going on, he cautiously approached the "excavation site" and took a look at the bottom of the pit. 
 
    There was a cylindrically-shaped crater there with lumps of earth fallen from above at the bottom, mingling with shards of something that looked like white porcelain. Or, rather, the shell of an enormous egg. A skeleton of an unknown creature lay on the rubble. It was the size of an ox or larger, with a long and thin tail that wouldn't look out of place on a reptile or a rat, six limbs, and a tiny flat head. Ros never saw anything like it, but given the beast's size, talons, and fangs, an encounter with one of these bode one no good. 
 
    He climbed down and touched the bloodied skeleton. 
 
      
 
    "A Flightless Ayg fledgling. Attention! You have found the remnants of 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. Achievement completed: Tireless Monster Researcher. Achievement bonus: +1 to Perception, +2 to Carrying Capacity, +1 to Essence of Things, +1 to Luck, +1 to Reason, +2 undistributed secondary base stat points, +1 undistributed auxiliary stat point. Achievement unlocked: Monster Researcher Extraordinaire. Discover 45 monsters that have not yet been added to the world bestiary by yourself to complete the achievement. Achievement bonus: random." 
 
      
 
    Ros chuckled. He thought he should visit the Academy of Magic, after all. Not so much to pick up any new spells, although those won't go amiss, either. The discovered mobs were the primary reason. So far, he had dispatched forty of the regular variety, and one got solid bonuses for the discovery of so much as a single species. 
 
    What would he get for a family-sized pack like his? The voice of greed chuckled contentedly in his head, counting on getting a few tasty morsels. 
 
    However, he'd have to reach the Academy first… 
 
    Ros got a set of fangs and talons from the skeleton. He decided to keep them in his bag—they might come in handy at some point, after all. If no one had discovered this Flightless Ayg to date, no artisans would have used these ingredients. Could it be that they were required for crafting a legendary sword or some such? 
 
    But what was that thing in the distance? The terrain was perfectly flat, so he could see every bump. It was neither a rock, nor a molehill. If his eyes played no tricks on him, it was something out of the ordinary. 
 
    Ros thought that he would get himself killed someday—just like the cat he had thought of earlier. His inner feline was certainly restless right then, trying to stick its nose into all kinds of things. But that was the direction he'd been planning to follow, at any rate, so his curiosity would not get in the way of his plans. 
 
    It was no stone—nor was it any other ordinary object that fooled the eye by seeming unusual. Nevertheless, Ros had to admit he had rarely seen anything of this sort before. 
 
    Dying in the game was a really complex issue. Some players, once they get there, respawn at their preselected location virtually instantly; however, many players do everything they can to make sure their reincarnation happens sooner rather than later. The time between the killing blow and resurrection can be extended by means of leveling up, investing one's points into a specific set of stats, by using magical object with corresponding properties, and by receiving buffs from certain classes. 
 
    Why would one want to extend the brief moment of oblivion? Because it could be vital. For instance, if one died from the fiery breath of a horrendous boss during a raid, one would weaken one's party. Instead of receiving a bunch of trophies, one's fellow players would have to face all kinds of trouble. Only a complete noob would believe that players who deal the most damage are the most important for such raids. They are necessary—that much goes without saying. However, without proper support they are but cannon fodder. 
 
    And there are all kinds of support. Players with effective resurrection spells are particularly useful. And effective means they reduce the loss of experience after death, can be cast quickly, and use a minimum amount of mana. Spells of that kind can revive a dead player in an instant. A fighter rejoins the battle after a mere wave of the staff—a lot worse for the wear, with a minimum amount of HP and mana, and without any buffs. But the important thing is that it would still be a live and active player rather than a useless body at a faraway respawn point. 
 
    The owner of the body in question must have invested a lot into extending the "moment of oblivion" as far as possible. Ros had to walk a few hundred feet to reach the corpse, and that took a while. Also, he had no idea about how long the body had been there. The player must have succumbed to some long-term spell dealing damage seconds and minutes after it was used. It could also have been accumulated damage causing critical bleeding that could not be stopped. 
 
    The fact that the body stayed there as long as it had meant the player must have been a strong one. And their last battle would have been visible from afar—yet nothing of the sort had happened, even though it took Ros quite a while to hide from the "grasshoppers." There were no known ways of delaying one's respawn for this long a period. 
 
    That left three possible options—either the player had come to die, or they had been carried there, or, alternatively, they had died voluntarily, without providing resistance. Maybe the player even helped their killers. The latter, though, was extremely unlikely. Ros had only encountered one such masochist over the course of the time spent in the game. 
 
    On the other hand, how exactly does one encounter oneself? 
 
    Ros looked around carefully, but he didn't notice anything suspicious. That wouldn't mean anything in real life, either. And given such options as invisibility, magical disguise, etc, so common for the game, his observations were utterly useless. Nevertheless, it did give him some peace of mind. 
 
    It was as though the body had been waiting for Ros. It dissolved into thin air as soon as he got close. That gave Ros a long pause. 
 
    Up to that moment, he had only come across monsters. Some were harmless, while others were not. They were controlled by a state-of-the-art AI, but their behavior was more or less predictable. 
 
    Now he had encountered his first player. And those were the unpredictable ones. Not a single monster would voluntarily hide in an ambush near the place of someone's death for hours on end. But a hardened killer would. It would be extremely effective in cases of property loss. Either the deceased player would come to get their property, or they would ask their friends for help. The result was the same, however—one's potential prey would turn up where expected, sooner or later. 
 
    In other words, if one didn't know what the matter was, it would be prudent for one not to approach any corpses. 
 
    Yet that what exactly what Ros did. And he had valuable items aplently. His name may not have been bathed in the blood of innocent victims, yet everyone had a chance to lose some part of their property. 
 
    The grass rustled softly as narrow black bodies of fiendish creatures emerged, one by one. They looked like rats on steroids, but their snouts were unnaturally sharpened, and their eyes were mounted on short stalks. 
 
    Well, the construction of their eyes was unimportant, anyway. Ros had killed so many rodents since the times of his absolute noobhood that he could dispose of them without engaging his mind at all—his reflexes could take care of that. 
 
    There were several opponents, so he cast a Chaos Aura over the entire mob the first thing. Then he used Entangling Roots to immobilize one of the mobs, cast Sleep on another, and dodged the remaining two, managing to deal damage to each. One got a Chaos Arrow, and the other, a Fireball. 
 
    The grass started to make crackling sounds from the heat, and his leg jerked from the first bite. Pure unadulterated fun! 
 
    Well, it wasn't much fun, actually. Ros had no illusions about his current condition—he didn't stand a chance against four high-level opponents without a pet. And high-level opponents were all he had encountered in these lands so far. Yet that was no reason to sell his life cheaply. 
 
    An Arrow and a Fireball, followed by another Arrow and another Fireball. And then, another blow—right on the cheeky pointed snout. But what was that? His opponent ceased to show any signs of life after yet another attack. Then another one fell down lifeless right next to the first. Suddenly, Ros found he was winning, no matter how odd that might have seemed. His HP bar was still perilously short, but he had enough mana, as always, so healing wouldn't be a problem. 
 
    Another Fireball, followed by another Arrow. The third mob grew still, adding to Ros's experience. The fourth one fell a moment later, but that didn't please Ros at all, for it hadn't been magic that killed the beast, but rather a long white arrow that ran right through the mob's body. 
 
    The game was not the same as real life. There were other sentient entities but people—namely, those controlled by artificial intelligence. Some of them were capable of using all kinds of weapons. Nevertheless, Ros had no doubts about the fact that the archer wasn't a mob. 
 
    Only a human being could wait for a player to dispatch three opponents to kill the fourth without any repercussions. 
 
    The player may well be the next victim—human players don't fret much over such things… 
 
    Archers were a necessary class, but they weren't quite as popular as they used to be in older games. Second World wouldn't let you learn a few skills that would let you reign supreme over all your opponents. You would need the most basic Accuracy skill for the arrow to find its target. Even though it was much easier to learn Archery in the game than it would be in real life, there were many players intimidated by so much as a hint of possible problems. 
 
    The bow was too complex a weapon for a game where most players valued simplicity above all. 
 
    Ros dashed to the left, and then to the right, doing a somersault. Then he jumped up and started running backwards as fast as he could, only to change his trajectory in a completely unpredictable manner the next second. No matter how skilled an archer might be, a moving target is hard to hit. All he needed to do was discover the archer's location, and then use the same "hare" tactics to move in the opposite direction. 
 
    A figure holding a bow appeared from out of nowhere in a place that had been completely empty a few seconds ago. That wouldn't have been a problem in itself. There were many skills, after all. The problem was that the player appeared some five steps away from Ros. 
 
    Even a completely green noob would hit their mark from such a distance. 
 
    The bow was lowered, and there was no arrow. And yet that didn't mean that the stranger hadn't intended to kill Ros. There were plenty of sadists in the game fond of taking their time before they would kill their opponent—especially if they were certain of their impunity. 
 
    And this one looked as certain as they got. You could tell by his happy smile. 
 
    However, the smile was hardly triumphant. More like… slightly confused, perhaps? Or even completely gormless. The name was silly as well— Macho Strongman. Who could guess what to expect from someone who'd voluntarily choose such a name? 
 
    The player raised his hand to greet Ros. 
 
    "Hi! Why do you run around like that? They're all dead—look at the bodies all around." 
 
    Ros wondered if this guy was mocking him. The rats had nothing to do with it. The most dangerous species in Second World was homo sapiens. 
 
    The same was true for every other world, actually. 
 
    Ros stopped. Any attempt to dodge an arrow would look really silly now. He raised his hand to return the greeting, but kept looking around, just in case. 
 
    "What are you looking at?" asked the stranger, instantly providing a reply, "There's no one left here anymore. It's good that you're here—I'm all on my own. And it's no fun to be alone." 
 
    The voice and the manner of speaking were those of a teenager, whereas the character looked like a 30-year-old male—tall and muscled, with a square chin. There was an obvious discrepancy there. 
 
    The character's legs were thin as matchsticks as well, and seemed incongruous to an otherwise well-built body. 
 
    The character seemed to have no interest in killing him, so he decided they might as well talk. After all, he was the only living soul encountered by Ros over the last couple of days, with the exception of the monsters, who were never big on conversation. Conversations with those were usually brief, and involved no words. 
 
    "How did you end up in a place like this, anyway?" 
 
    This simple question drove the stranger into a stupor. He replied hesitantly, as though he was tearing the words from the very fabric of his soul, 
 
    "Well, I've been walking in this direction. Just walking. And this is where I ended up. Or, rather, we did." 
 
    "We? Didn't you just tell me you were the last one left?" 
 
    "Sure. There was also Black Shrek. But he's just bought it. His body was lying right here, you've seen it. We nearly got killed. I've stayed right here, but Black Shrek's body disappeared after a while. I'm no good as a healer." 
 
    "Who killed him? These?" Ros pointed to the carcass of a "rat." 
 
    "Say what? Nah, these are tiny things, they never grow above the eightieth level. It was them," the player waved toward the copse that a herd of "grasshoppers" had disappeared into previously. 
 
    "You fought the mobs with long hind legs and knee joints facing the wrong direction?" 
 
    "We fought all sorts, there were lots of them. You come across some really strong ones. You're low-level, so you'd be best off keeping away—they'll send you to your respawn point before you know what hit you. The border of their territory is marked by those trees ever there. For some reason, high-level mobs never cross it. That was convenient. Me and Black Shrek rested and healed ourselves here while we waited, and then went over there to fight. You can backtrack a little, and you're safe. How did you manage to get here, anyway? I'm almost at 170, and Black Shrek had an even higher level, so it wasn't that hard for us here. As for you, small fry like this will snuff you at once. They nearly killed you, after all." 
 
    Ros refrained from assuring his new acquaintance that the mobs barely managed to deal him any damage at all and that he hadn't needed any help in the first place. He had a whole bunch of reasons to keep from advertising his varied talents, and he had no intention whatsoever of discussing them with someone he'd just met. 
 
    "My Disguise skill is at a pretty decent level, so it's hard for them to spot me." 
 
    "They even kill level 200 players here—lots of dangerous places all around. No disguise will help you there. They’ll kill you if you're on your own. What do you say if we head on together? I can protect you. Where are you headed to now? Let's go together—it'll be more fun that way." 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "Sorry, Macho Strongman, but I have some important business to attend to, and it will take me far from here. It won't be any fun for you to tag along." 
 
    "Why is that? Where are you headed?" 
 
    "The capital." 
 
    "Cool! I love cities. They look nice, and there are always lots of people. Are you sure you really need to go there, though? There's a river further down the road. Monsters on one bank, and joined NPC and player forces on the other. They keep fighting to prevent the monsters from crossing. They'd kill you on sight there, no matter who you are. There's no way of crossing over. You won't manage it. It's just too hard." 
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
    "In that case, I'll have to go around them." 
 
    "It's gonna be a lot more fun here. There are lots of real cool monsters. It's a pity Black Shrek is no longer with us, though. It was much easier for us to fight side by side. Without him, I'll get snuffed in a jiffy. And I don't like dying. What about you?" 
 
    Ros died so many times in the game that he no longer kept count. Most of the deaths were self-inflicted, too. So, he gave an appropriate response. 
 
    "I've gotten used to it by now." 
 
    "Lucky you. I'll never get used to something like that. I hate it when everything goes dark. You know what? You'll never get there without me. The two of us don't have such great chances, either, but we might get lucky. So let's get going. It's boring to just stand here like this." 
 
    "How did you manage to get here on your own, then? There'd be lots of those creatures on your way." 
 
    "I had a party with me. All sorts of players had gotten together, and then we headed over here. It was fun. At first, that is. Less fun afterwards. It's such a pity—nearly everyone bought it back there. Me, Black Shrek, and the Cerulean Cat were the only ones left. It was pretty cool. Cerulean Cat could heal us in battle, and we could defeat a whole bunch of mobs together. Then things went south. She got herself killed, and we could do nothing to help her, so it was just the two of us left. Neither of us could heal, but it was fun, anyway. And now Black Shrek's gone, too. But I've found you. What's your level?" "Sixty-six." "Say what?! You're weaker than a mosquito in these parts. Har har! A mosquito. What skills do you have? A regular mage? Fireballs and stuff?" 
 
    "Well… I can heal, too, and I know a few buffs to boot." 
 
    "Buffs are cool. Hit me with everything you can and let's get going already. If we're attacked, don't start healing me right away—wait until I give them a few proper blows. Then you can start with the healing. That way, they won't all attack you at once. You aren't much use, of course, but your healing skill may come in handy, too. I like it when someone can heal you. A lot more fun this way. So, what do you say? Shall we get going?" 
 
    Ros nodded and set off. 
 
    His new acquaintance seemed odd, but it was a game, after all. The oddities can just be a grown-up player's way of playing the fool to let off steam. Or it could be a young lad who'd just come of age—not particularly bright, and still childish in many ways. The possibilities were endless. Anyway, the player offered help, so it would be stupid to turn up his nose on such an offer. Any kind of help would be welcome right now. 
 
    Apart from that, he was extremely officious and would be hard to shake off. 
 
    Ros already wasted a good deal of time approaching the front line where the uncountable wild hordes that had broken out of the Locked Lands were fighting legions of fighters and NPCs alike, all of whom were trying to stop the invasion. The fighting was so hard that some places were completely stripped of all vegetation, let alone anything else. 
 
    Ros had two very close shaves when he got too close to combat zones. He had to diverge considerably from the straight line drawn on the map. He'd hoped it would get quieter closer to the river, but Macho Strongman appeared to be claiming the opposite. Why would his new acquaintance lie to him? There seemed to be no point in that. 
 
    The implication was that he'd have to diverge even further from the shortest way. Neither a single player, nor a group would stand a chance if they tried to fight their way through the ranks of the Horde monsters, all of them high-level. Besides, there were lots of them; they were powerful and had strong social cohesion, so one would have to face dozens and even hundreds of foes. Even when Ros could revive high-level pets, it would be extremely risky; it was even more so now. 
 
    But there should be a way somewhere… 
 
    Incidentally, what about pets? Macho Strongman claimed that monsters didn't grow above the eightieth level in these parts. Given Ros's abilities, he'd be able to revive those, as well as stronger ones. Level 99 was his limit for the time being. If he leveled up by one, he could revive a level 100 pet. Such a pet would no longer be a weapon of mass destruction like some of his older ones, but it would still be a great help in battle. 
 
    Apart from that, he had a few good records in the pet skill textbook. He'd be able to make the summoned creature much stronger. 
 
    So things weren't as grim as they looked, after all, and Ros would soon gain a reliable helper. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Octopus, we're in." 
 
    The man who had spent an hour in his car without making a single move adjusted the bullet-like earphone unhurriedly, glanced at his watch, and stepped out, hardly making any sound as he closed the door behind him. Under the streetlights, he looked like one of the crowd, with no distinctive features. High-quality clothes of the sort worn by one out of three people. Medium height, unremarkable facial features one would have a hard time to recollect, and an unfocused gaze that didn't stop on anyone. 
 
    The name was John, not Octopus. 
 
    That wasn't the name he was given at birth. However, the name was his for today, and anyone who'd study his ID would find out as much. They weren't just well-made forgeries. They were just as good as the real thing. In the unlikely case of a routine police check, any officer who would enter the data from the ID into their computer would find out that John Shelby really existed and worked for the Federal Disease Control Center. Even the photograph in his ID would confirm it. 
 
    John had a very vague idea about the difference between diphtheria and scarlet fever; the other members of his group were even more ignorant about contagious diseases. But they were unlikely to be questioned about the finer detail of their work—and the policemen would know even less about the subject, after all. 
 
    A medic or a paramedic was the best kind of legend for all sorts of secret activities. John had worked on three different continents, and his organization's official back story would often involve public health in one way or another. Moreover, he even had to deal with a group of carriers of a most dangerous strain of bacteria that got loose due to carelessness once. Fortunately, it wasn't airborne, so the problem was solved quickly and without any repercussions. 
 
    John killed six people that time. 
 
    He didn't enjoy it. Notwithstanding the stereotypes, people who are overly fond of dirty work are never hired for it. They are amateurs and can make grave mistakes in the simplest situation—or go out of control altogether. And who would want that? A lathe operator isn't supposed to have any personal feelings for the parts he makes. The same principle applied to John and his colleagues. 
 
    They'd have to take care of things on their own turf today. This used to happen before, and none of them felt comfortable about it. It wasn't just that their affairs were illegal on every level, including the federal. John's work was above all laws, including those regulating the lives of his fellow countryfolk of the more mundane sort. 
 
    Safety measures were more of a problem. Those were treated extremely seriously in this country. In order to impress the bosses with a job well done, he'd have to avoid the near-ubiquitous CCTV cameras, or leaving a record in police computers, or revealing his identity during a check. 
 
    A credit card in a parking meter? That's a sure way of leaving a trail. Traffic police shining a flashlight at your license plate? The data would be saved somewhere for certain. A cellphone registered in your real name was on while you were at work? Mobile phone operators keep such information for years, and it's easily available. Anyone can run into a routine check—anywhere, with or without a reason, and a regular person won't have so much as an inkling about how obvious a trace they'd left. 
 
    Some tropical country where the only checkpoint is manned by a soldier with a large belly who'd develop a lifelong selective amnesia concerning your identity immediately after receiving a rolled-up banknote of relatively low denomination. 
 
    Today's assignment made John deal with public health in two aspects—his official legend and his target. 
 
    The St. Francis Hospital was an old and well-respected medical institution with a security service of its own, and many avenues of approach, most of them modernized recently and hard to control. However, the hospital's security service only controlled a number of isolated checkpoints, so it wouldn't cause any problems while he would approach the target. Nevertheless, that didn't mean they could boldly park their cars right next to the central entrance. No matter how low-key their handling of the operation, one should leave no discernible traces. 
 
    This is why the brainiacs were hacking into every computer they could access right now to make sure no mention of John's group remains anywhere—and computers got really smart over the last couple of years. 
 
    It was most unfortunate that their amnesia could not be bought. However, one could by an intermediate party or an actual person possessing the necessary information. There'd always be someone who might help. All one needed was to know where to look and to have something they'd be interested in ready at hand. 
 
    John had everything he could need—he worked for the government of the world's most powerful country, after all. It could bring a hail of expensive winged toys over any part of the planet if state interests required it—the rocket-carrying destroyers didn't patrol all the planet's oceans for nothing, after all. 
 
    And if those interests required someone to break into the St. Francis Hospital to get all sorts of medical information that you cannot find online about a person, their right for privacy notwithstanding, they used the services of John's organization, which always strove to maintain a low profile, instead of destroyers. 
 
    The interests of national security required a look at one of the patients today. And John was the one who'd have to do the looking. That was why he was approaching the doors he'd needed in a wide-paced gait. CCTV cameras, live security guards, and intelligent security systems were nothing when the state really needed to get the data it needed. If some of its own laws have to be ignored to enable it, then so be it. 
 
    The interests of the state were above everything else. The legislation was too complex and occasionally ambiguous, and a legion of attorneys and other wise guys have managed to tangle it as much as possible over the years. A country cannot afford to waste years on endless litigation, after all. It has a sword that can cut right through any legal Gordian knot. 
 
    And John was the very blade of this sword. 
 
    He got to the door he had needed. It was locked, but could something as trivial as a lock stop someone working for the government? Breaking in would be unnecessary. After all, it might bother the patients—and, most importantly, leave a trail. John had an electronic key—a perfect copy of the original made by some unknown nerd. It could be one of those illegal workers who served the interests of street gangs and had no idea about the real identity of some of their clients. 
 
    His organization wasn't that large, and some of the smaller jobs had to be delegated to third party contractors, completely ignorant as to what they were doing. 
 
    The lock winked to him in a friendly way with its green LED eye, and the door opened instantly. The ward stank of medicines and disinfectants, just like the corridor, but there was a new component now. Oil, metal, and hot plastic—the smells of working equipment. 
 
    And there was plenty of equipment here. John didn't know much about medicine, but it wasn't hard to identify the mechanical ventilator and other equipment that surrounded the oblong life-support capsule from three sides. 
 
    He moved closer and read the laconic ID plate that said, "Yevgeny Rostovtsev". It was followed by an alphanumeric patient's ID, but it was of no interest to John. The first and last name were enough. That was their client. There could be no random coincidence. 
 
    The moment of truth was approaching. That which should happen, would happen now. John would open the capsule, take a look at the comatose patient, take out a phone with a number that cannot be traced, and then he would report to his superiors so that the state would know everything it needed to. 
 
    Then he would wait for an answer. His orders may be to close the capsule and leave in the same way as he had gotten in. 
 
    But that was unlikely. John was hardly ever sent on insignificant errands of that sort. He was one of the agents capable of following really complex orders. 
 
    And have zero joy at the prospect of killing someone. 
 
    The capsule opened. John took a look inside, then produced the telephone in a leisurely manner, and pressed the button. He listened to the signal, and then, when he got connected, he said the following words in a voice devoid of all passion, 
 
    "He's not in the capsule." 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    "Bubble! Heal! I need a fix! Don't sleep! Get on with the healing, will you?" 
 
    Bubble was Ros's new name. It didn't show much taste—as a matter of fact, it sucked outright—but the thing was that he had never used anything similar before. That wasn't much of a disguise, but he had to take every little detail into account when it was a question of safety. He had already earned the reputation of a shrewd player; whoever would be looking for him might be likely to disregard players with idiotic names. 
 
    He changed his appearance drastically, too, of course. He tried to go for the dark mage look, but did it just like the players whose imagination leaves a lot to be desired. That meant taking one of the standard body types and making a few insignificant adjustments. Now he was trapped in a body of an almost seven-foot-tall thug with a prominent nose and a square chin. A rather grotesque parody of the necromancer archetype if he ever saw one. 
 
    That was a good thing. Nosy players would be aware of Ros's talents, so they wouldn't probably expect such bold behavior on his part. Necromancers have skills similar to his, after all, since they can use resurrected creatures as pets. They were a popular class, since a necromancer could easily level up on one's own. 
 
    So, the enemy was looking for a leaf, weren't they? There was no point in making it look like a coin or a piece of paper—one could hide it easily in a forest, after all. 
 
    At any rate, he planned to pass for a battle mage with necromancer abilities, so he didn't intend to advertise the fact that he could provide serious support if needed. That was why he refrained from using some of the buffs he had, and now that the two of them got attacked all of a sudden, he didn't put a lot of effort into healing Macho Strongman. 
 
    He only bothered to do something once the situation got critical, which meant the player's HP stayed dangerously low. 
 
    He was already sick to his guts of these creatures. One or two of them would attack every twenty minutes or so. They looked like enormous greenish-gray newts and ambushed them from the tall grass that grew on the half-steppe, half-forest terrain, attacking them unexpectedly from the distance of just a few paces. There were a few times Ros might easily have died. The mobs' levels could get as high as 165, and they would initially attack the first target they' d see. Once Macho Strongman started dealing them damage, they would switch their attention to him, but it would still take an effort to survive that long. 
 
    Ros would most likely have managed a single "newt" without much effort. His total stats could make a few level 200 players jealous. However, the level itself wasn't a mere number, but a certain coefficient that, among other things, amplified and diminished damage when the level gap was wide enough. It also affected the chances of hitting and missing, as well as whether or not a negative magical effect would work. Those monsters were high-level, which gave them a good chance of defeating Ros. 
 
    Of course, he refrained from showcasing his abilities to a random stranger and diligently played the part of a none-too-bright noob who ended up in a place that very few players had managed to reach due to an outrageously strange set of circumstances. Fortunately, Macho Strongman did not seem too curious, so he was spared the need to invent elaborate details. 
 
      
 
    "You kill the Steppe Drung. XP received: 343. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 899912." 
 
      
 
    One of the newts croaked plaintively and fell down to the ground lifeless. Ros's high-level partner could dispatch the remaining one without any help, but he still healed him once again while he kept hacking at the last "newt" with his curved and jagged dagger, oblivious of everything. The mob's HP bar started to blink bloody red, and then disappeared. Victory at last. 
 
    Macho Strongman put his dagger back into his scabbard, sat down wearily, crossing his legs, and complained, 
 
    "These croakers have no good eating on them at all. I could really do with some meat. It restores your health faster, too." 
 
    "I could cook us some." 
 
    "So could I. We'll end up with inedible crap, anyway." 
 
    "I wouldn't be so sure about that. My Cooking skill is leveled up pretty well—I could probably make something decent even out of those." 
 
    "Word? Well, might as well get on with it. A snack would be nice—I'm really tired of fighting them. What's your Cooking stat?" 
 
    Ros had Cooking leveled up to 13, which may not seem like much when you think about it. However, for an auxiliary stat that few players bother with, it was pretty high. A level 200 player would be likely to have fewer points to some of the skills that would come in a lot handier than Cooking, let alone a level 66 noob who isn't supposed to have any stats remotely resembling that. 
 
    Ros cursed himself mentally for having mentioned his culinary skill in the first place. He had to fib, 
 
    "I've gotten it up to six only recently." 
 
    "Six?! Way cool, especially at your level! Thinking of becoming a cook?" 
 
    "Well, there are worse ways to make a living. At least, you'll always have food and warmth, and you can still earn some money." 
 
    "You'd need to level up to fifteen at least to make any money off it—or, better still, up to twenty. At least that's what I heard when I tried to level up my Cooking." 
 
    "So, why didn't you?" 
 
    "Duh… too boring. I just quit. Hey! You've leveled up to 67! Congratulations, you're leveling up! By the way, why aren't we in a party? Let me join. You'll get more XP that way—a healer who's a stranger hardly gets anything at all." 
 
    A party was a whole different kettle of fish. Ros had to disguise himself and mask his abilities, after all. Something like that is much easier to do when you play on your own. It wasn't that hard to stay inconspicuous as a party member, either, but he'd have to use certain disguise skills and remember about them all the time. Another reason to worry, in other words. Apart from that, Macho Strongman might notice the odd behavior of Ros's HP bar—and especially his mana bar. His regeneration levels were insanely high—even the highest-level players would envy him. 
 
    And yet, declining a group invitation in a situation like this wouldn't just be suspicious… it would be completely unthinkable. 
 
    He drew a mental sigh and accepted the request. 
 
    "Hey, Bubble! What are those herbs that you gather all the time?" 
 
    "They'll do us for seasonings." 
 
    "Cool—so we might be in for a tasty meal, after all. And here I was thinking you were leveling up your Alchemist skill." 
 
    "I plan to do that as well." 
 
    "Why would you? It's so boring." 
 
    "You have to level up every skill you have. When I pick up an herb, I get a few points to my Herbalism skill. Whenever I roast a piece of meat, I level up my Cooking. So you keep on growing in all sorts of directions." 
 
    "I've seen a player with three auxiliary stats up to twenty. The Tuna Cahuna. Ever heard of him?" 
 
    "Can't say I have." 
 
    "He plays in such a boring way. He's been here longer than me, but the likes of these," he pointed to the "newt" carcasses, would make short work of him. He spends a lot of time on silly stuff, and he still isn't much of a fighter." 
 
    Ros had five auxiliary stats leveled up above 20—some of them, considerably so. A few more were almost at that level, but he had no intention to confide in Macho Strongman. 
 
    Nor did he intend to tell him he hasn't been bored once since he'd started playing. There just wasn't any time for that, ever. 
 
    Macho Strongman kept on talking nineteen to the dozen, but he switched to a more pertinent topic. 
 
    "We'll snuff two of these crawling croakers easily, even top-level ones. But three would be a pain in the ass—you're not much of a healer." 
 
    "I'm a battle mage, as a matter of fact. Not a first-aid kit." 
 
    "That's a pity. No point wasting your time on one of those. Mages are two a penny, and a good healer is always sought after. There are lots of campaigns where folks can't find a healer, so they cannot get anything done as a result. It's a real pity when you spend so much time gathering everyone together only to cancel everything. Healers always get good loot, and everyone protects them. Mobs don't even come close to their armor, so you don't have to repair anything. It's a pretty cool class." 
 
    "Why don't you become one yourself, then?" 
 
    "Nah. Too boring. Hey! Smells nice. Can I have a taste?" 
 
    "Once it's ready. Leave it alone for the time being." 
 
    "All right, then. The farther we go, the more croakers we meet. And they're all pretty strong. We'll probably get to the battlefield soon enough. They all have insanely high levels there. I guess we'll get killed." 
 
    "Why are you coming along, then?" 
 
    "Oh, it's so boring to be on your own. There may be no one there, after all, and we might survive. Tell you what, I won't mind if three croakers attack us at once. Let them." 
 
    "Are you that anxious to die?" 
 
    "I hate dying. But we can handle three now." 
 
    "You said it'd be tough." 
 
    "Well, there'll be three of us, you know? We'll manage." 
 
    "Three of us? Have you forgotten how to count to three, all of a sudden?" 
 
    "Well, someone's coming this way. It must be the meat. Smells so good." 
 
    "Who could it be?" 
 
    "No idea. Someone. It'll be a lot more fun once there's three of us. You'll see." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros wasn't having much fun. Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head were devouring the freshly-roasted seasoned meat ravenously, but he had no appetite at all. He had every reason to be nervous. 
 
    In general, there was nothing surprising about their encounter with a lone player on a territory invaded by new and unknown monsters. Thousands of adventurers would hurry to such an area, so there'd be nothing improbable about this fact, as one might have thought. The fact that the new player wasn't aggressive and didn't try to prove his superior skills by attacking the first people he met wasn't all that strange, either. People tend to try to get along in general, and although there's always a certain risk of running into some sadistic freak, it's not that great. 
 
    The suspicious thing was that this player could have been Macho Strongman's twin. His appearance had nothing to do with it—the newcomer was slightly above average height, rosy-cheeked and somewhat effeminate, but with bulging muscles. Another incongruous combination, in other words. 
 
    And his name was just as stupid. 
 
    The way both players leveled up was equally odd. Macho Strongman used his bow at every opportunity—sometimes even in a battle at close quarters. If he didn't, he'd rely on his dagger—but he used magic, too, spending all of his mana points at one go. He referred to himself as an excellent DPS character, yet failed to deal any solid damage—it took him an unnaturally long time to dispatch even a relatively low-level monster. 
 
    That was unsurprising—players usually develop a cohesive set of skills, investing all of their points into class-related stats. Those in favor of going in every direction at once never rose above the average level. Such characters were usually referred to as "botched." In such cases, it was recommended to get a new character or to reset one's primary stats—a complicated process, and costly to boot. 
 
    Players usually abandoned "botched" characters on low levels, once they'd fully realize they'd made a mistake. One would normally waste a minimum of time by that point, and it would be a lot easier to start over with a new character than to try fixing the botched one. 
 
    To see a "botched" player with the level of 170 was near-impossible. One could only find them among clan players. They would normally specialize in a specific craft and do nothing else, thus confining them to a single non-combative skill. Something of that sort could require all sorts of stats, and they wouldn't necessarily pertain to a single battle-oriented set.   
 
    And yet Macho Strongman had no clan icon next to his name. He also kept emphasizing the fact that he found everything unrelated to actual fighting too boring." And yet, his character was almost a cripple. Ros didn't know any details, but he harbored a strong suspicion that the player had distributed his stats on a whim. He wished to be a fire mage after one level-up, an archer after another, and a swordsman after yet another one. Hence the varied weaponry and the barely effective skills that he had never managed to level up properly, opting for new ones instead. 
 
    In other words, Macho Strongman was as weird as they got. 
 
    Ros could bear with a single weirdo in a small company. But two of them at once… 
 
    Nail-in-the-Head had the level of 192, but he was hardly of any more use than Macho Strongman. They'd had three run-ins with the "newts," and so far all Ros could see was two "botched" characters bumbling clumsily around monsters that any damager worth their salt could finish them off in less than a dozen simple attacks. Even a tank character would dispatch them quicker. 
 
    These two were utterly hopeless, though. Even though their levels were higher than those of the monsters, they were still inferior in every other respect. That included such things as basic skill and competence. 
 
    And those were most conspicuously lacking. How those two giggly chatterbox lummoxes managed to reach those levels must be one of the Second World's greatest secrets. 
 
    Ros also failed to understand how he became saddled with those guys. But he was certain their encounter could not have been mere coincidence. 
 
    No one in their right mind would believe that. Even a single "botched" character of this level made no sense whatsoever. Two of them at once in the middle of what was technically a wasteland—well, that was clearly an unknown party interfering. Both were overjoyed to join the first noob they met, deciding they should come along of their own free will. 
 
    Yeah, right… That much was pretty suspicious by itself, not to mention the rest of it… 
 
    Could they have had their stats reset and redistributed in a silly way, and then sent towards the Locked Lands? 
 
    But why? To kidnap Ros? But why would they go to such lengths doing something that made no sense? 
 
    More likely, someone was trying to confuse him. 
 
    Why could it be? Why would they want him? He had no answers. He was following two doofuses who had seemed to be convinced about being among the greatest fighters known to humanity, watching their pathetic fights with monsters, and getting more and more clueless about what he might have gotten himself into this time. 
 
    But it was definitely something. 
 
    A hobby of his, as it were. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Why did we head back?" Ros got wary. 
 
    Nail-in-the-Head shrugged. 
 
    "There's someone out there. We're best off doing a detour." 
 
    Ros looked in front of him. The steppe was lined with another strip of perfectly ordinarily-looking woodland, about a mile and a half away. In the distance lay some hills. Judging by the dark green color of the vegetation, they were covered in pines, and he had seen plenty of pine forests at the beginning of his career as a player. That was where familiar lands began—he even had a map, and he had paid to make it as detailed as possible. So that's where he'd been heading, but those two declined the straight path, for some reason. 
 
    "I don't see anyone." 
 
    "Neither do I," said Nail-in-the-Head, eager to agree. 
 
    "In that case, why did we head back if you saw nothing?" 
 
    "Well, I somehow know we shouldn't go there. We'll run into players. As I said, a detour is our best option. There are lots of real bad folks here. Why should we die? I don't see any reason why we should. And you don't want to die, either. So let's get away from here." 
 
    So, he couldn't see anything, but he still had some information. Why didn't they pull the other one? Did they intend to lead Ros around in circles before he got as bored as them? What was on those weirdos' minds, anyway? They both looked good-natured enough, but Ros didn't trust them one bit. 
 
    He should get away from them. He should run as fast as he could. And he shouldn't dally, lest more of these "botched" players appear. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Multinational corporations never appear out of nowhere and never disappear without a trace. You could call it the law of thermodynamics as applied to large businesses. Second World was no exception. When the project had been in its formative stages, the founders were faced by the problem of financing. They needed to invest too much, they were short of resources of their own, and they'd either have to curb their appetites considerably, which would ultimately result in loss of revenue (and have a few more important repercussions), or find extra sources of income. 
 
    Times were hard, and few were ready to invest so much as a dollar into a startup that the experts said would most likely stay afloat right after launch. And if it was a matter of playing on a field with all spheres of influence distributed between known players, and the amount of financing was of the order of launching a Jupiter moon probe, every old cent mattered. But that only concerned areas that had demonstrated no miraculous returns on investments previously. 
 
    People have been playing games since prehistoric times—even back in the days when they were not technically Homo Sapiens. This behavior would be easy to understand for anyone who'd ever observed the behavior of animals. In other words, games were important to human beings, and could be extremely lucrative in some of their aspects. 
 
    That included video games—in particularly, the one that involved online virtual reality immersion. Even before Second World there were projects that had made a lot of people very wealthy indeed. However, this one left all the others behind in terms of scale, complexity, detail, and a variety of other factors, right from the start. It was the best. It differed from all the others. It heralded a new era—that of Second World. 
 
    Second World was unique. No other game remotely resembled it, nor was any project of comparable scale likely to emerge, for it suited everyone involved on a high enough level just fine, and those people were powerful enough to make sure no competition could survive—not just in the foreseeable future, but for years to come. Their very position dictated an outlook stretching beyond a single day. One would have to plan for decades ahead. They were much like skilled top-level politicians in that respect. 
 
    And it wasn't just a matter of enormous profits—although they were important enough, too. It wasn't even the fact that the project managed to attract a large number of users who had never been interested in online gaming previously. The main reason would never be known to the general public. Only a few people in the whole world were aware of it. And that was a secret that had to be guarded at any cost. 
 
    Michael Silber, or simply Old Man to those who knew him well enough, wasn't merely one of the people in the know. He was the first one to discover the secret, and also the first to make sure the masses would never find out about it. That was how Second World made such an impressive launch. Silber's capital became the first brick in the corporate edifice. 
 
    Michael Silber was an old man indeed. A very old one. So old that none of his children, born in and out of wedlock, were alive. The same concerned a few of his grandchildren, and even a couple of his great-grandchildren. At some point, some of the surviving ones decided he'd been alive for way too long and might as well be removed. The unwritten laws of the family implied that he should let the young and the daring have their chance. However, Silber was of a different opinion, and eventually he ended up with hardly any family at all. Some of his more remote relatives simply disappears, others fell prey to freak accidents, and others still changed their behavior drastically (or had maintained a low profile from the very start). 
 
    The Old Man disinherited absolutely everyone, and made sure to record as much in his will. He did something no member of his family had ever done before—he absolutely denied having any obligation to his kin whatsoever. Some people must indeed have the gift of foresight. Once he found out the secret, it prevented him from what might have been long and unnecessary litigation. 
 
    But he had already been prepared by that point. 
 
    The secret was endangered quite a few times, but in each case those were run-of-the-mill dangers typical for the world of the super-rich. Some opponents needed to be destroyed; others had to be treated with and let in on the secret. The major players that would find out spared no time or effort to keep the secret known to no one else. 
 
    It was a small and very tight group of initiates. Most of them hated each other's guts, yet had to coexist as guardians of a common secret, nurturing something they would all have to share in the future—something none of the uninitiated could participate in for all the gold in the world. 
 
    And today, the secret was in danger once again. This was no nosy journalist miraculously discovering something no one had any right to know anything about. Nor was it an Asian tycoon whose personal intelligence service had discovered something so intriguing he would commit any crime to become one of those in the know. 
 
    Or, perhaps, the only one. 
 
    Those threats were common, and the methods of handling them had been devised a long time ago, covering every detail. 
 
    This time, the blow came from a completely unexpected direction. There was no precedent and no warning. None whatsoever. The reason was that such secrets could never be found on the World Wide Web. They had no life of their own within silicon boards cut from crystals and never crossed any oceans via optical cables or wires. 
 
    Actually, no such secrets ever existed. 
 
    But there were never any projects to resemble Second World. Both were unique, and the secret was necessarily an integral part of the only true gaming universe to ever exist. 
 
    And there was something rotten in this universe. Someone kept dealing them one blow after another, never leaving the secret alone. Thus, it still remained beyond their reach, which meant there could be no hope of reaping the bounteous benefits of projects launched a long time ago. 
 
    Eric Coleman was the President's Homeland Security Advisor. He was also one of those aware of the secret. He, too, was hoping to get his rightful share—it would be necessary someday, after all. He sat unblinking before the Old Man's ergonomic bed watching him take a leisurely sip from some opaque tube connected to one of the medical appliances occupying nearly half the room—a large one, too. 
 
    The Old Man didn't look good at all. And it wasn't a matter of age. He was way overdue—there was a saying about the likes of him that the Reaper went about searching for them with a flashlight. 
 
    Only it wouldn't be a damn flashlight in this case. The Reaper has been searching for the Old Man with a high-powered floodlight for years. 
 
    His body had withered long ago. The difference between the Old Man and a thousand-year-old mummy would become purely academic very shortly. He was like a wax figure, and it was truly hard to tell how he still managed to retain the spark of life. 
 
    That body was too chilly a place for any spark. 
 
    The Old Man was dying. But that's been his occupation for decades, and, so far, the Reaper had repeatedly failed to find him. But it only took a single look to realize that their rendezvous might take place any moment now. 
 
    No matter how powerful a man, no one could ever keep escaping the inescapable forever. 
 
    However, the Old Man had a few plans in this respect. And Coleman had to admit that this living mummy had been the first one to so much as conceive of anything like that. 
 
    The Old Man set the tube aside and smacked his lips, unnaturally red—they wouldn't look out of place on a dyed-in-the-wool vampire, and asked, 
 
    "There's no chance of a mistake, is there?" 
 
    Coleman shook his head. 
 
    "The people we sent to the hospital make no mistakes, ever."  
 
    "Everybody makes mistakes." 
 
    "Those guys never do. Rostovtsev isn't there." 
 
    "For how long has he been away?" 
 
    "We know nothing for certain so far. His capsule turned out to contain an imitator device providing data to monitoring equipment. The capsule keeps a patient alive automatically, so no medical personnel need to interfere. The medics can only open it in case something extraordinary happens and the automated circuits can no longer handle things. But we have checked, and there were no such cases. This means Rostovtsev's body could have disappeared at any time between their routine checks." 
 
    "Routine checks?" 
 
    "Yeah, they follow a strict schedule for those. You can't leave a body completely unsupervised, after all." 
 
    "Whoever carried out the observation must have noticed there was a suspicious electronic device instead of a body inside the capsule." 
 
    "I agree." 
 
    "The hospital authorities set great store by proper procedure. Trust me on that one. It's pretty damn hard to kidnap a comatose patient." 
 
    "Right now, we cannot even be certain he had been in a coma in the first place. The problem is that a lot of people work at the hospital, and many of them took care of Rostovtsev at one point or another. Thus, we cannot locate a single doctor that would be in charge of him exclusively. The turnover was unnaturally high in his case, which gives one certain suspicions. Surely enough, one of the staff members is perfectly aware of the circumstances of his disappearance from the capsule—or, perhaps, of the fact that he had never entered it in the first place—but we won't be able to trace them that easily or quickly if they fail to advertise themselves in any way." 
 
    "But, eventually, you'll identify them." 
 
    "Of course. We're already taking measures. We're compiling a list of those responsible for Rostovtsev and those who might be under suspicion, checking their recent expenses, and preparing for surveillance." 
 
    The Old Man made a barely noticeable dismissive gesture with his hand. 
 
    "I see it as a waste of resources. One of the hospital staff must have been bribed. Even if you find out absolutely everything they know and turn them inside out, there won't be anything original. People are corrupt and will do anything for money—that's all we're likely to learn. And it won't be any news to any of us. It is Rostovtsev that we need, and not the greedy medic. I'm not sure the culprit can actually help us in any way." 
 
    "I agree. But we have to start somewhere, after all—we have no other leads so far, after all. We have no idea where Rostovtsev might be at the moment. He might be among the antipodes right now—or, perhaps, his body was dissolved in acid, or lies on the bottom of the sea with a lead weight around his neck. There are plenty of places that are deep and quiet enough. 
 
    "I could name a few people resting there, for sure… But does this Rostovtsev participate in the game?" 
 
    "We don't know." 
 
    "Do you know anything at all?" 
 
    "His character disappeared yet again." 
 
    "But made a huge display of himself before he did, right?" 
 
    "He did. As usual." 
 
    "Say one thing for Rostovtsev—say he's real good at it. And you didn't manage to get anything done, anyway. Also as usual." 
 
    "Unfortunately, it's much harder to bypass the laws of the game than actual laws. We had no access to the area where he revealed himself." 
 
    "Oh, I know it all… Forget it… Just an old man being grumpy, and there's nothing I can do about it. This damn ticker of mine…" 
 
    "Anything wrong with it?" 
 
    "Do I look like there's anything right with it?! Everything's wrong with pretty much every part of me, including the heart. What would you expect after the eighth transplant? They don't tell me such things, but I'm sure some black drug addict was the donor. There's something wrong with this heart. I felt as much at once." 
 
    "The President will be concerned. He constantly asks about your physical condition." 
 
    "Your President can dream on about the day he catches a cold at my funeral, and you can tell him as much. Anyway, he can stick his concern right up the ass of the spade they got my latest heart from! Don't remind me of this slug. He was one of my worst investments ever. Ouch! This spade's heart must have decided to do me in completely! The guy was a reverse racist for sure. He died just in order to get back at me." 
 
    "You should spend more time in the game. You wouldn't have to bother about such issues there." 
 
    "Duh. I spend all my waking hours trying to figure out how to transfer not just my private office there, but the entire corporate headquarters as well. It's a no go so far—too many hidden saboteurs here. What do you say, Eric? Do you reckon we'll hear of Rostovtsev again?" 
 
    Coleman nodded with conviction. 
 
    "So far, he's managed to deliver each and every time. He'll definitely make his presence known." 
 
    "Hell's bells… I'd really like to talk to him… you know, a proper talk. I know a few guys who are virtuosos with pliers and a soldering iron. They're pretty old by now, but they'd be delighted to have another taste of the good old days." 
 
    "We have our own interrogation specialists." 
 
    "Like who? The youngsters? Don't make me laugh. Those pussies would have to take a walk to Mars and back before they'd reach anything like the level of old school specialists. Now, if we crack that nut, we're sure to find plenty of kernels. What do you think?" 
 
    "I agree. Rostovtsev is our only link. He's the only one we managed to identify, anyway." 
 
    "Well, such things don't happen randomly. How about that little wetback?" 
 
    "Are you referring to his acquaintance in the game?" 
 
    "Heaven forbid. I am referring to the lazy gardener who lifts your wife's skirt every Friday. Eric, you ass, why do you even have to ask such questions? I know you are no idiot." 
 
    "We keep an eye on him, both in the game and IRL. So far, he looks like yet another nobody. Rostovtsev hardly contacts him at all, and all they talk about are game-related issues; he doesn't get him involved in anything else. He's like his personal accountant. All they talk about is money. We have monitored all his contacts in the game, and it's the same scenario everywhere." 
 
    "But the Mexican is still afraid of something…" 
 
    "He doesn't know about anything that matters. He doesn't know anything at all. But the hints he gets are enough for him to jump at every shadow." 
 
    "And yet he sticks by Rostovtsev." 
 
    "Rostovtsev is a celebrity. Everyone would be interested. And he's no fool, either, so he should have noticed all the interest. There were a few provocations from our part, so that explains the fear." 
 
    "You cannot eavesdrop on what they say within the game." 
 
    "However, there are no substantial problems with the forum. Our analysts have gone through every single word there. They didn't find anything of substance—just like everywhere else. The Mexican is a red herring they use to divert our attention elsewhere. Rostovtsev is in no need of funds, whereas this guy finances all kinds of market deals, buys and sells items, and controls auction lots. We have to get to the bottom of it all. Given that we cannot spare that much manpower, what this amounts to is us wasting precious time." 
 
    "What about the journalist and his contact?" 
 
    "We have established the contacts identity. They and the journalist will be taken care of very shortly." 
 
    "Any problems?" 
 
    "None that we foresee." 
 
    "I'll tell you one thing, Eric. I have lived a long time, but this is the first time someone's managed to keep unnerving this poor old man for such a long time, being so driven about it, and yet making no demands at all. They make even fewer noises than a cat that's shat in your slippers. They piss in every corner on the sly, yet keep mum. What's the point? I don't get it. And when I fail to get something, it's never a good sign. Now tell me one thing… If you'd found Rostovtsev in that hospital, would he have been dead already?" 
 
    Coleman nodded. 
 
    "Sure, you decisive youngsters are fond of simple solutions above all. How about the fact that the version of Rostovtsev that lives in our servers will hang around? He keeps throwing spanners in the works, and he'll surely be pissed off about the way you treated his precious body." 
 
    "I still find it uncomfortable to discuss the separation of the body from the soul, but it isn't exactly the soul that we're talking about in this case. As a last resort, we can shut down the game servers, and Rostovtsev will disappear forever." 
 
    "Cut off the juice for Second World? You must be off your rocker completely!" 
 
    "Well… I did say it was a last resort." 
 
    "With a last resort like this, you should run home, drink a bottle of whiskey, shit yourself and blow your brains out on your toilet… Damn these wise guys. Tell me one thing. Can you kill Rostovtsev in the game?" 
 
    "No problem at all. As many times as we have to. A hundred, two hundred, a thousand. That won't matter. All the characters are, unfortunately, immortal. He doesn't care about level losses at all—it looks like he still plays as a noob, without doing any serious leveling-up. He doesn't care one whit about dying." 
 
    "In earlier games, admins could interfere in the gaming process. What a time! If anyone tries to play silly buggers, you press a button and ban him forever. No more Mr. Wise Guy." 
 
    "It's a pity Second World offers no such option." 
 
    "Nor should it. Have you ever seen anyone banned from the real world? Neither have I. Second World copies the real world, so there should be nothing of that sort there." 
 
    "Still, it's a pity we have no way of dealing with players left." 
 
    "Yeah… sure… all young idiots think they know best. I wonder what dim youngsters like you would do without old ruins such as yours truly. How can anyone rely on you at all? Back in my time, they wouldn't even let the likes of you work as janitors. Where is this world headed, I wonder?" 
 
    "Do you mean that…" 
 
    "I do mean that, Eric. I mean exactly that." 
 
    "You mean there's a way?" 
 
    "Do you think I wouldn't prepare a special option for cases spinning out of control such as this one? With my foresight? Oh, Eric, you disappoint me…" 
 
    "But that's supposed to be impossible!" 
 
    "Stick by me, Eric, and you'll learn just how much can be possible." 
 
    "So what about this method?" 
 
    "It's pretty cunning. If I really want some player to kick the bucket, they'll do just that. And they won't respawn. They'll disappear forever." 
 
    "Not just within the game?" 
 
    "In real life too, Eric, trust me on that… All we need to do is find him." 
 
    "In real life?" 
 
    "That would do, too. But it would be enough if we could locate him within the game. A body with no mind in it is mere biological waste." 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ros was running away. He was running as fast as he could, with no regard for anything, and without sparing himself, tearing through thorny bushes and tripping dangerously on numerous bumps. He would fall every now and again, but he would jump up immediately, so it hardly affected his speed. 
 
    Had a chance observer happened upon him, they would be surprised by his behavior. No one was following Ros, but he kept running as if chased by all the horrors of the Second World. 
 
    Oddly enough, he was escaping two good-natured lummoxes that didn't pose any threat. But he could take no more of Macho Strongman or Nail-in-the-Head. It wasn't just about their behavior. He never managed to solve the puzzle of how they had turned up or how they may relate to him, but he could have tolerated that much. However, their most recent hints that their extremely odd party would soon gain a new recruit were the final straw. 
 
    Ros decided they could go and get stuffed with those mysterious ways of theirs. He had spent enough time with the couple and managed to study them well, but it didn't add to his understanding of their behavior. Sometimes they seemed like low-importance NPCs rather than actual players. The kind controlled by one of the low-power AIs. Any attempt to find out anything about their motivation was stonewalled completely, and it wasn't even a matter of them failing to understand. They either had no idea of what he was talking about, or completely ignored everything they deemed to be of little interest. 
 
    Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head were playing a game of their own, and Ros's meaningful hints had no place in it. 
 
    Well, that wasn't the kind of game he'd been willing to play. They could either be transparent and understandable, or play by themselves. 
 
    So they were welcome to have all the fun they could without Ros now. 
 
    The clear plains ended. Ros tore through the bushes and started running through the forest. Night vision was a racial advantage that came in very handy—he dodged every tree and every sharp twig that could have cost him an eye, and jumped over fallen pines. 
 
    Pines. They were pines for sure. According to the map, pine woods marked the territory where the Locked Land hordes had been completely unknown very recently. Now the borderlands have been laid waste, the invading monsters managed to get to the heartland of the province, and they were held back by valiant efforts of all the defenders who had gathered to the rescue. 
 
    Ros kept moving through fields and pine woods of this sort for about two days now. The approximate front line was drawn somewhere around those parts—a group of enthusiasts at the forum kept track of it. There were hordes of monsters fighting a whole bunch of players having the time of their life and the NPC troops of the Imperial Army. It was an epic 24/7 battle with no lunch breaks, and it was fought on a strip of land barely two miles wide. 
 
    Ros already made several attempts to approach the fun zone, and he was forced to retreat each time—often rather hastily. It would be too dangerous even for one of the strongest players. A noob like him would get swatted like a fly. 
 
    He kept approaching the front line trying to find a gap where there would be no fighting and which would not be on the map. The situation on the battlefield changed too quickly, after all, and no one would keep track of such trifles in real time. 
 
    And it looked as though he was in luck this time. According to the map, the pine wood that he was currently approaching was part of the battle zone. But he could hear no sounds of battle, or see flashes of magic, and there were no piles of charred trees blocking his path. 
 
    However, this didn't mean he could just saunter through without a care. Ros managed to get far enough away from the strange couple, and he doubted that either Macho Strongman or Nail-in-the-Head had any leveled-up tracker stats. Their kind would be too bored with something like that. So chances were he would never see him again. 
 
    Although you never know… Anything might happen, given the sheer number of their oddities. For all he knew, they could emerge from behind the next line of trees, wave their hands in a friendly manner, smile idiotically, and ask him to roast some more meat. They were so fond of it they could consume any amount, after all. 
 
    He tried to step quietly, stopping every now and then to listen and to take a good look around. Everything was quiet, with no one to be seen anywhere, but it didn't feel promising at all. The forest is never completely silent at night. It should be alive in its own way—bats fluttering hither and thither, owls toowit-toowooing, other night birds chirping, small animals rustling through the fallen pine needles, and hungry foxes trying to pick a hare's scent. 
 
    But there was nothing of the sort going on. Everything seemed dead for miles around. And that never happens without a reason. The forest was frightened, and Ros didn't have an inkling of what may have frightened it. 
 
    However, he strongly suspected this was due to the fact that the invisible border between the two warring factions lay across this woodland. 
 
    Could this be the time for him to summon a pet? Ros got some Soul Crystals of a suitable level from the monsters killed by Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head. However, the problem was that although a pet would be useful in battle, moving noiselessly through a forest at night might not be its forte. 
 
    Ros weighed all the pros and cons of both options, and decided to skip the summoning. Silence and a good disguise were more important to him. The most recent monsters he sighted were of level 152 and went around in twos or threes. He also saw the kind whose parameters could not be read from a distance. That meant they were even more dangerous. A low-level pet would be a bad bet in a fight with high-level opponents. All it might do is help Ros live a few seconds longer. 
 
    Not much point in that. 
 
    But what was that sound? He could hear some noise from the direction he was heading in. It stayed more or less the same, which was suspicious. On the other hand… Nothing to be afraid of. There was a river nearby—it had even been marked on the battle map. However, Ros was moving blindly. His own topographical data about this area were nonexistent. 
 
    So he was in luck. He could use the river as a landmark. If the game forum could be believed, Ros would be safe once he managed to cross it. It the sense that no hordes managed to reach that far. There were a few recorded attempts, but those efforts were most likely thwarted. 
 
    Which presented a much greater problem. 
 
    Why would that be? Well, fighting back an invasion like that was no mean feat. Therefore, there were players on the other bank capable of dispatching the monsters from the wild hordes. 
 
    Ros came across some of the mobs from the invading army, and all of them were high-level fighters. He could have fought a duel with one of those if he had still had any of his earlier pets at his disposal, but any attempt he would make now would be doomed. 
 
    So the players across the river were just as strong. Or, perhaps, much stronger. It wouldn't make much of a difference to Ros—he wouldn't be able to challenge them either way. 
 
    Ros's best bet would be to find a squad of Imperial soldiers. His name was as white as driven snow, his reputation was more positive than most players ever manage, and if he opened his stats to the public, there would be many titles there to earn the respect of any NPC. In the worst-case scenario, they would just let him pass without laying a finger on him. In the best-case scenario, they could also provide protection and transportation. He had already wasted too much time roaming dangerous steppes and forests on his own. 
 
    Things would get much hairier if there were squads of fellow players on the other bank. Some of the higher-level ones let this fact go to their head—especially if they don't manage to achieve much IRL. One of those would find it perfectly normal to waste a strange noob with a single hit, and then even brag about this "brave deed" to their peers. Alternatively, they might hit whoever they hear rustling in the bushes with high-level magic. They were fighting a war, after all, and every war is rife with mistakes. 
 
    And the death of a lowly noob wouldn't even classify as a mistake. Even the red color of the killer's name would soon get washed away. Victories over high-level opponents facilitated that process, and there were plenty of those among the Wild Hordes. 
 
    Those who like war worship death in any shape or form that it takes. Many of them try to waste no opportunity to please the Grim Reaper. 
 
    Ros had never been afraid of dying inside the game, but right now he tried to avoid it at any cost. Those were the conditions of the quest that he had agreed to take. If he died, he would find himself back at the mine and be forced to start over once again. It would be the same old tedium of steppes and forests, and the same fruitless attempts to find a safe way through the front line. It would also cost him lots of time. 
 
    And he also had to bear in mind that the NPCs that had given him the quest might charge other players with the same mission. In that case, only one of the parties would be able to complete it. Everybody else would have to eat dust. 
 
    And dust never made it to the list of Ros's favorite dishes. Even though he had enough achievements to make a hundred average players happy, that was no reason to decline new opportunities. Too many of his plans depended on his success in the game. 
 
    As a matter of fact, all of his plans were related to the game in one way or another now. That was the only life he had right now. 
 
    In the meantime, the sound of the river kept getting louder. The forest started to thin out. He saw a line of bushes with many gaps in it right in front, with many felled trees strewn all across the ground. They had broken branches, and many of them looked singed. There was a sharp smell of pine resin and acrid smoke in the air. And what was that thing among the trees? Ros saw a skeleton of an enormous creature—something resembling a stegosaurus with enormous spikes on its spine and fangs the size of large logs plunged into the ground. He had no idea of what kind of creature it may have been or the level it may have had, but it had clearly been a boss once, and a strong one, at that. It was enough to see the damage done to the terrain to realize as much. The victors must have gotten away with their loot, but monsters of this sort never disappeared quickly. They were important characters, and so their carcasses had to decompose, even if the decomposition followed the game's laws. A few days later there would be nothing here but fangs, and a week later, the only reminder of the battle will be the tree trunks scattered across the clearing. 
 
    Ros could see another clearing on the left. It was much smaller, and there were no giant skeletons anywhere in sight, but all the trees around it were well-charred. It looked as though a whole squad got hit by a mass spell. 
 
    This was indeed the front line. 
 
    Ros approached the bushes sneakily enough for a wild cat to applaud him. His progress was slow—he moved forward a fraction of an inch at the time, trying to hold his breath and even refraining from blinking. He peered over the bushes cautiously, without touching so much as a single leaf. There were a few feet of river meadow right beyond the bushes, followed by a hairpin bight. The water lapped at the shattered logs of what once had been a watermill. The building itself was nothing but a char, with a wooden shed, miraculously intact, standing nearby. But even the shed suffered from the warfare—its roof was badly damaged. 
 
    There was nothing and no one in sight. The only sound that broke the silence was the monotonous babbling of the water seeping through the blockage. 
 
    Ros still didn't quite trust the silence. There was a battle here, indeed, and, possibly, more than one, but the in-game environment recovered quickly from all kinds of damage. If the animals are still in hiding, he might have reasons to be worried as well. 
 
    Ros checked one of the sides, and then the other. He heard a faint rumble of thunder in a distance and saw a faraway flash of lightning lighting up half the sky. Was it someone fighting the horde, or just a thunderhead headed his way? The latter was more likely, for the flash was somewhere in the north, and what lay that way were peaceful lands behind the lines. 
 
    Ros thought he might as well wait it out until the storm hits. It would be to his advantage right now. The river might be nothing much, but it formed a large open space together with the adjacent meadows. His Disguise skill may have been good, but not good enough to hoodwink high-level opponents. He'd likely be spotted by observers as soon as he'd leave his shelter. Anything could happen after that, and it would no longer depend on him. 
 
    If he got lucky, the players he'd run into would not be the kind that attack first and thing later, or the aggressive sort that would waste no opportunity to demonstrate their superiority at the expense of a mere noob. However, it would be stupid to count on nothing but luck. 
 
    The game offered many opportunities and aspects of disguise. It could be assisted (or hindered) by a wide variety of random and naturally-occurring natural factors. The light and the dark times of the day were among the naturally-occurring ones. It was logical that the night time offered many more opportunities for concealment—the player would have to be much closer to be discovered. Fog, snow, and driving rain had the same effect. 
 
    Therefore, Ros didn't mind getting wet to the bone if that gave him a better chance of getting across the open space. It made no sense to look left or right in hopes of finding a better place. This borderland was extremely dangerous. The fact had he had managed to get this far did not guarantee that he wouldn't run into a bunch of bored idiots eager to kill someone just for kicks in a few hundred feet. 
 
    He regretted not having chosen a class specializing in invisibility back in the day. Rogues and Assassins could shed invisibility at the distance of just one pace from another player, only to be noticed by one the moment a poisoned blade would be driven into their back. They were the best mage killers out there. 
 
    And Ros was, technically, a mage. 
 
    He really wished he would run into no such invisible players anywhere. They had class skills that amplified their Perception considerably, and it would be a great challenge to stay hidden from their sight—some of them could see you through a thick layer of shrubs. 
 
    X-ray eyes, if anyone ever had one. 
 
    The lightning was flashing closer and closer, and the thunder was getting louder. He felt a gust of fresh breeze, and then another one, stronger this time. Finally, he heard the heavy monotonous patter of heavy droplets hitting the earth and the foliage. The wall of trees he could see across the river became blurred behind the veil of the downpour, and the water in the river started to make gurgling sounds as the raindrops kept hitting it. Then Ros was soaked in an instance—the rain was so hard he was nearly swept off his feet. 
 
    In weather like this, you'd be hard pressed to see the fingers on your hand if you thrust it forward. That was precisely what he needed. He had to get going at once—such downpours are known to end as suddenly as they begin. This one was unlikely to be an exception—no one can get that lucky. 
 
    He couldn't move fast, since the downpour made it hard to see any landmarks. There was so much water Ros didn't even notice the moment he reached the river. He had thought it to be yet another puddle, and was surprised when he found himself waist-deep. 
 
    The river wasn't that wide, but it was deep enough, and the current was strong. Ros got caught in it, but he didn't get too far downstream—he grabbed onto a log. He knew where he was now—the remnants of the dam next to the destroyed watermill that he had seen earlier. 
 
    It was an extremely uncomfortable crossing—he slipped on wet clay a few times, trying to crawl up the bank. It may not have been that high, but it was pretty steep. He only managed to crawl up once he realized he could use the logs for support. 
 
      
 
    "You are cold. The character's Speed and Vigor stats have been reduced. Find a way to warm yourself up." 
 
      
 
    The good news was that only two of his stats became reduced so far. That was just the first stage of the in-game hypothermia. It was bound to get worse eventually. The rain wasn't exactly warm, and the water in the river must have come from some glacier, so there was nothing to be surprised about. Fortunately, he felt none of the physical discomfort that he would have been certain to feel IRL. 
 
    He wouldn't die from the chill, at any way, so he could bear with the related setbacks. The worst thing he could do would be lighting a fire in a place like this. That would be tantamount to sending everyone in the area the message that a completely brainless player had come into the area with the intention to run into some trouble. 
 
    He could get dry after the rain. The mud that he was covered in would disappear as well. The game had many advantages over real life—even the dirtiest miners who'd spent twenty hours in the damp bowels of a coal mine can clean up without much trouble in no time at all, even without having to use a shower. 
 
    The shed with the fallen-in roof should be somewhere in front of him. That might be the only structure left intact for miles around. Someone less bright could have tried to use it to warm up, but Ros was nowhere near as simple as that. If the idea had occurred to him, it may also have occurred to anyone else. Risky encounters were the last thing he needed right now; thus, he'd have to make a short detour, and then fade into the woods. And he'd better hurry—the downpour was ceasing rapidly, which meant better visibility. 
 
    Another step, followed by yet another. He saw a movement in the deep shadows next to the wall of the shed with his peripheral vision. He fell face down, getting even filthier from the dirt and the soot left from the burned-down watermill, without even thinking. 
 
    Thud! He knew the sound of a bow shot well enough. The arrow buried itself in the mud right before his nose—only the idiosyncratically-fletched rear part stuck out. If the arrow was of regular length, it must have been shot by a high-level archer with a great deal of strength. Anyone else could but hope vainly for achieving something like this. 
 
    If Ros got hit, the arrow would go right through muscle and bone. Even if such a wound didn't kill him at once, he'd have so many critical hits that he wouldn't manage to fight back or make a successful escape. 
 
    He just wasn't strong enough. 
 
    Archers were the game's main DPS class. They're the characters capable of dealing enough damage per single attack that even a strong opponent can become a cripple. The only thing that saves Second World from being dominated by this class is that arrows are subject to all the laws of ballistics. This means they don't fly in a straight line—their trajectory is affected by such factors as wind, raindrops, drag, and gravity. Mages can exploit those vulnerabilities to fight off archer attacks with a certain degree of success. But that only happens when the attack wasn't unexpected. If a master archer ambushes you, your chances are, as a rule, pretty slim. 
 
    The archer who had tried to attack Ros missed his chance of a certain kill. He missed. Ros was warned now, but that wasn't much of a solace. His opponent was definitely high-level—you could tell as much merely by observing how deep the arrow had gone. It was certainly someone who knew all the pros and cons of their weapon. He might not get as lucky the next time—and there might be a third or a fourth attempt, and so on. 
 
    He had to jump up, make a sudden dash in one direction, and then another, at a 180-degree angle. He had to make his movements unpredictable. After all, an arrow took a certain time to reach its target, and there was always a certain delay you could use to escape fletched death. 
 
    Thud! Another miss. The arrow got lost in the woods, piercing leaves and branches. Ros thought he should follow suit—he'd have some sort of advantage in the thick of the undergrowth. No archer can shoot through shrubs. They need to see their quarry. Unlike mages—those can hit a whole area with an expensive spell, destroying the guilty and the innocent alike. 
 
    He feinted, as if he was trying to find shelter behind the nearest tree, and then dashed forward, only to strafe right in a second. The third arrow thudded through the bushes, making a cloud of powdered greenery rise up right in front of Ros's nose. That was good enough, and likely to get easier shortly. 
 
    "Hey, noobster!" He heard a self-assured voice speak mockingly from behind his back. "You should never try to dodge an archer, or you'll be real tired by the time you're killed!" 
 
    That was hardly the encounter he would have wished for. The bastard tried to kill him without so much as trying to engage him in conversation first. He must be really bored and wet in that shed. Or maybe not. Judging by the laughter, there was a whole company of players whose idea of fun was to shoot a waylaid noob in the area. 
 
    He might as well make them run for it. Ros might be cold, but his Speed (as well as a few other stats) were at high enough levels. He resembled Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head in that respect—his stat point distribution was just as weird. But the sheer amount of those points exceeded what the two of them had put together. The Great Korean Random Number Generator spread bonuses around in any way it could, and the only points Ros could diligently invest into the skills required for a successful dark mage were those earned by sweat and toil. His heroic skill of resetting the accumulated points was also a huge boon. 
 
      
 
    ## The Great Korean Random Number Generator is a concept that has got little to do with real life, yet plays a very important part in a variety of games. The name and other details identify it as a phenomenon dating back to the epoch when the gaming market was dominated by Korean MMORPGs. What it was all about was that in-game events whose probability was less than 100% could never be predicted; there game is also subject to very low-probability chains of coincidence. For example, if the basic chance of getting a specific object from a slain monster is 10%, this doesn't yet guarantee that one would get what one wanted after killing ten. One could actually kill a hundred and receive nothing, while another player could get three such objects after killing three monsters. The Great Korean Random Number Generator is known to behave much more egregiously by bringing about those very chains of events that seem so unlikely. To take the same example further, a player can get the desired object ten times after killing just ten monsters, whereas another player can spend hours vanquishing dozens and even hundreds of the same kind of monsters without getting anything at all. This doesn't happen often, but any case suffices to fire up the players' indignation. 
 
      
 
    He had a pretty decent Agility stat, which allowed him to dodge arrows and melee weapons, and high Speed, which meant he could run fast; apart from that, his Vigor was leveled up well enough, which meant he wouldn't succumb to weariness too soon. And even if they managed to hit Ros, he had good Stamina, which gave him extra HP, and Defense, which lowered the damage received, amplified by his armor and the very same Stamina. 
 
    On the other hand, high-level archers could also hit you with magic. Not all of them, though, and their success largely depended on their weapon. They had to put a special spell on their arrows before the shot. All of this must have affected the current situation, which let Ros notice the motion just before his body was about to be run through. 
 
    Someone behind him started whooping gleefully. Those morons seemed to have a very vague idea of who they'd run into. They most likely thought that with levels like theirs, they could find any pesky noob in any forest. The plan must have been to catch up with him, surround him, and kill him without breaking a sweat. They were likely to mock him in a variety of ways before that. 
 
    "Guess what," thought Ros. "You're no match for me, and you can suck it." They'd never manage to catch up with him. He'd run a while, get warmer, and then show them how fast he really could go. 
 
    Then Ros stopped suddenly, looking at the vista that had just opened before him with chagrin. Now he understood why they'd been whooping. 
 
    He had nowhere to run. 
 
    Technically, every direction was open and no one was holding him down. But the terrain changed in a most unpleasant manner. What he faced was an enormous area of woodland that had been burned to the ground. Most trees had been felled, and the few that remained were charred stumps without any branches. The worst thing was the rocky massive running parallel to the river that he could see in the distance. It was a sheer face of solid rock some forty-five feet high. Ros was agile enough to climb it, but that would take time. 
 
    Meanwhile, those whooping bastards would come out of the wood and make a pincushion out of his exposed body while he climbed the rock. 
 
    That meant his first attempt to reach the capital could be written off as a failure. He might close his eyes and relax, or attack the swines that seemed to be having such fun at his expense with all guns blazing, but the result would be the same. Ros would very soon end up at his latest respawn point, facing a very displeased Agythric. The latter would call him brainless meat or something of that sort, and then he could start again. 
 
    That sucked. So much time lost. 
 
    "Hey, what the hell is that?" he heard a voice behind him cry out, frightened and indignant at the same time. "A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!!! Guys! A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!!!" 
 
    The voice got cut off. Then another voice cried out, 
 
    "They killed Butch! The bastards!" 
 
    "Who could it be now?! How could this noob have offed Butch?! How is that even possible?" 
 
    "No idea! There's some archer here! A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!!! Damn!!!" 
 
    "What’s the matter?" "What is it?!" Two voices cried out at once. 
 
    Another voice answered, 
 
    "Lemans has bought it, too!" 
 
    "An archer again?!" 
 
    "That's right! Two arrows! One in his eye, and another in his ear! What a bastard!" 
 
    "Everyone, fall back toward me! Let's keep together! We should control all the approaches!" 
 
    "This swine killed the mage and the healer! We cannot revive them now!" 
 
    Well, now… It seemed as though Ros had unexpectedly run into an ally. Not too shabby an ally, either. 
 
    An intelligent one, too—the player seemed to know what they were doing. Namely, they managed to stay unnoticed, study the disposition, and take out the most important characters—the healer and the mage. They were the only ones capable of casting resurrection spells, which cost a lot of mana. Therefore, these two would invariably head for their respawn points. The only chance they might have would be if one of the remaining players used a resurrection scroll in time, but those are very expensive and hard to come by, so very few players had such scrolls on them. And even the ones that did would normally only take them along on the most important campaigns when the loss of even a single player could mean defeat for the entire party. 
 
    If Ros was right, and there were three opponents still left, he wasn't in that good a position. They had no support and couldn't see the killer, so they were perfectly aware that no one could revive them if an arrow gave them a fatal wound. On the other hand, the easiest classes for an archer to dispatch have been taken care of—the magical ones. Those were notoriously vulnerable to physical attacks. Dispatching the rest would be a little more difficult. 
 
    Also, he had to be certain who was whose ally at that point. The unknown archer didn't introduce him- or herself to Ros, and definitely didn't make any friendly overtures. It might have easily been a completely nihilistic player killer aiming to kill everyone alive in the area. Someone like that could kill a weakling like Ros with a single arrow—the second one wouldn't be needed. 
 
    What conclusions could he make? He should make no noises and try not to move. His only chance was to huddle up in the bushes and see how it all would play out. If he got lucky, they would forget about him, or he might find a way to escape successfully. 
 
    Where was the invisible sniper hiding, anyway? 
 
    Thud! Another player cried out, 
 
    "He got me! It's my legs! 
 
    Over there! That's where the arrow came from! Derek, fire in that direction! Fire at once!" 
 
    "Will you stop shouting? I'm writing a message to Tsouras! He'll send some more boys over at once!" 
 
    That didn't sound good. These five players (or maybe there were more of them) seemed to have company. They may have been the patrol group of a strong party keeping track of all the approach to the disposition of the main force, or a bunch of scouts. Therefore, there were other players nearby, and there was probably a lot more of them. The mysterious archer was just a single person, no matter how skilled. It was unlikely there would be two or three masters of disguise of this level around. Therefore, the archer wouldn't be able to take on a large group. 
 
    Unless they were one of those legendary Asian players, that is. The popular opinion was that they never ate or slept, and had been leveling up since the very launch of the project. Their levels were so high they should soon be capable of competing with top ranking guards from the Imperial army. 
 
    But what would such a high-level player do in a backwater like this? 
 
    "Guys! Does anyone have any salve for fractures? I could really do with some! My legs can barely function!" 
 
    "Why don't you shut up?! You'll let them know where we are!" 
 
    Thud! 
 
    "A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!!!" 
 
    "That's what you get for shouting, you moron! Now you don't need any salve at all!" 
 
    Ros hid behind the bushes, pretending to be a pile of yesteryear's leaves or something even less appetizing, but he kept an eye out to observe the environs all the same. The rain had stopped—there were just the droplets falling from the leaves, so nothing was getting in the way of the rrokh's night vision. 
 
    It turned out to be a really useful skill. And it had seemed perfectly useless to him initially. He was some noob for sure, failing to realize just how lucky he was. 
 
    It wasn't that he had gone that far since then, though. 
 
    And what was that sound?! Did a branch crack under someone's foot? Or did he just imagine it? 
 
    Oh no, he didn't. A branch moved, sending forth a spray of water droplets. A hand emerged, only to disappear and reappear in another opening in the bushes. The owner of the limb came out in all his glory shortly afterwards—a tall thin man with incongruous triangular ears and a pointed hood. He had a fancy-looking bow in his hand with an arrow drawn, with tiny multicolor sparks falling in every direction. 
 
    He obviously belonged to one of the Elvish races (and there were lots of those). Most of them favored bows. Could he be the invisible archer? If Ros was right, the pointy-eared players weren't all that adept at disguising themselves. Also, he would never have spotted someone that good—he'd have been spotted first, and much earlier. This one didn't even through a casual glance at the hiding noob—as though completely unaware of his presence. 
 
    Another player appeared behind the archer—in a chain mail shirt and a full helmet, with a shield and a battle hammer. Such characters tend to be noisy, and would never be a natural choice for a fighter who preferred to stay unseen. Therefore, Ros was seeing the remnants of the very group that got him hiding at the edge of the charred woodland. They all looked worried and hurried, and kept looking about them. There were lots of noises in the forest after the rain—there were drops falling from the leaves, and the branches that had soaked up water would fall with a loud crack every now and then. Both players would startle in a most comical manner each time they would hear such a sound. 
 
    Their names were displayed in reddish lettering. They may not have been the worst kind of killers, but they must have killed someone who could not provide resistance relatively recently. 
 
    And these guys looked pretty scared… Well, they deserved it. They wanted to shoot themselves a noob without too much trouble, but things have turned out differently. 
 
    Thud! The warrior fell down with an unpleasant hoarse sound; his neck was pierced by an arrow that must have come from somewhere behind him. The wound to such a vulnerable place must have caused a brief shock. This state may last for a second, or three, or even ten—no one can tell for sure, but the victim will be utterly helpless all this time. 
 
    Or it might have been something else. The arrow could have been enchanted with a stun spell. The result was the same, at any rate. 
 
    Had the warrior remained standing, he could have turned around and used his shield. Those players were hardly the most pleasant kind of an opponent for an archer, and both classes could get on each other's nerves—one had excellent protection, but could not deal any damage from a distance, while the other could, but their protection sucked. Archers were similar to mages in this respect. The only way in which they were superior was their high Agility, which meant a higher chance of dodging an attack. 
 
    Thud! Thud! The warrior didn't so much as cry out. He fell down with two arrows in his back, and another in his neck. He looked like a porcupine with most of its quills plucked out now. He'd either be dead or in so deep a shock that it would take him a long time to recover. 
 
    High-level archers who knew what they were doing could be regarded as pure evil. 
 
    The elf took a potshot, and then started running without paying any attention to the road, just like Ros did recently. He chose a direction that was most unfortunate for Ros. It was obvious that he would run anywhere his feet would take him to escape deadly arrows from the dark, but it was extremely annoying that he chose the very direction where Ros had been hiding. 
 
    In real world, he could have passed within two feet of Ros and fail to notice him in the darkness and the bushes. However, the game had laws of its own, and there was a range at which a player would discover you, no matter how good your disguise. It depended on one's Disguise and Perception skills, as well as class and race bonuses, and, to a lesser extent, a couple of other stats; the range itself could vary from a few dozen feet to mere inches. 
 
    In Ros's case, those few inches weren't an option. He was a pathetic noob in comparison to a player of that level. The elf would doubtlessly grab his bow as soon as he'd find out there was someone in the way, and, at such a distance, it would be stupid to hope for him to miss. 
 
    A single arrow would do for a noobster. 
 
    He couldn't run away, but he couldn't stay, either. What options did that leave him? To fight? That would be ridiculous. Given the difference in their levels, only Ros's Chaos skills would reach the opponent, and those wouldn't do much damage. The Chaos School was great as far as debuffs were concerned, since the most important thing about those was the likelihood that a given spell will work. However, in terms of actual damage, even high-level skills were inferior to those of any other school of magic. However, other spells would most likely get dispelled or hit the opponent for a single token point, so it made no sense to use any of them in this situation. 
 
    Debuffs had a whole range of interesting features he could rely on right now, though—namely, control skills. Those had little to do with damage—their main function was to make the opponent unable to attack. Or, at the very least, to make them immobile and thus incapable of running toward you. There were even specialist mages and warriors whose function was to keep the target motionless so that it wouldn't enter combat. Such players hardly dealt any damage by themselves—they merely helped others to win with impunity. 
 
    Ros wasn't one of those. His main control skill was Sleep. It could be used to turn a player into a living statue of sorts—they could see and hear everything without being able to move so much as a finger. Once he dealt any damage to the opponent at all, the effect would be dispelled. Alternatively, it would wear off once the time specified by the game's mechanics would elapse. 
 
    Unfortunately, Sleep, too, may fail to work. Ros often had it happen to him when he fought high-level monsters. It was all a matter of luck. 
 
    Still, he was lucky, and his actual Luck stat was so high that not even the beefed-up Asian superman players had anything on him. 
 
    What would be the point of casting a spell that would only hold his opponent immobile for a couple of measly seconds? The cooldown time for it was long, and he wouldn't get a chance to use it again. The effect would wear off, and the elf would dispatch the impertinent noob furiously. He wouldn't manage to run away in such a short time, and there was no shelter anywhere. The edge of this wood was one of the worst places to hide. 
 
    On the other hand, the invisible archer hiding in the thicket would get an excellent chance to get the last high-level target without sweating much. They might be grateful enough to Ros for this gesture of goodwill to forgo wasting him along with the others. 
 
    It gave him a glimmer of a chance to survive a rather sticky situation. 
 
    Ros waved the short staff that he had crafted himself with the aid of the recently-received Transmogrification Cube—a miraculous artifact that had once belonged to the Craftsmen’s Guild Master from the Locked Lands. He made a number of attempts, some more successful than others, but this staff was his favorite, and it gave an extra chance of casting a successful spell or dealing magical damage. It was really useful if the target had a high resistance to your spells, which is usually the case when the level gap is too great. There was less of a chance to miss. 
 
    The elf froze, as though thunderstruck. Now he could see Ros perfectly well, but there was nothing he could do anymore. The spell worked, and the target wasn't merely immobilized—it could not take any actions whatsoever. 
 
    Ros just hoped no heavy branch would fall on his opponent's head. A single point of damage, and the bastard would unfreeze. 
 
    So, what would happen next? Where was the invisible master archer? His favorite dish was served, and could be had at any moment. 
 
    A second. Two seconds. Three. Nothing was happening. 
 
    Thud! 
 
    "A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!" The elf gave a shrill cry as his right hand got nailed to the nearest tree. 
 
    He made a desperate effort to free himself, but it wasn't enough, so he stayed a still target right where he had stood. 
 
    Ros looked the archer in his eyes, half-mad with pain and fear, and chuckled sarcastically. Then he said, copying his earlier mocking intonation, 
 
    "You should never try to dodge an archer, or you'll be real tired by the time you're killed!" 
 
    The second arrow that came from the woods nailed the elf's head to the tree. So much for him. 
 
    Ros sighed, turned around very slowly, and peered into the darkness. Even his vision didn't allow him to see much in the murk under the canopy. Everything was covered in a mist after the rain, and soggy pieces of rotten wood glowed here and there like the blue eyes of monsters. He couldn't make out the invisible archer, but he knew he or she was out there. They might already have strung their bow, thinking of whether to hit him in the right eye or the left. 
 
    The invisible archer was a crack shot without a doubt. 
 
    One of the rotten wood lights flickered; then another; then, a third. Someone was walking through the forest, and the faint illumination provided by the phosphorescence got obscured for a moment every now and then. 
 
    And this someone was approaching Ros. 
 
    The shadows under the sprawling canopy got darker, and something changed in the way they fit together. At that very moment, the edge of a bright moon appeared from a gap in the clouds, as if doing so on request, and the moonlight illuminated a small silhouette of a woman holding a short bow in her left hand. She still looked like a blob of darkness come alive, even in moonlight. Only the incongruous lettering over her head testified to the fact that she was a player just like Ros. 
 
    A few more steps, and he could finally see the archer in detail. The girl was petite, with short-cropped dark hair, and clad in a baggy black outfit. There wasn't so much as a hint of any armor. Her face looked detached, and she had a thousand-yard stare one would hardly expect from someone who had just dispatched five high-level opponents at a canter. 
 
    "Hello there, Bubble," said the girl in a calm voice that sounded void of all emotion. 
 
    "Hello, uh… Thyrinawerria Raynayila," replied Ros, and then asked, "You didn't come up with that name on your own, did you?" 
 
    "I didn't." 
 
    "Well, it shows…" 
 
    "You can just call me Thyri. We're likely to spend a lot of time together, so I wouldn't want to saddle you with a tongue-twister like that." 
 
    "What do you mean, a lot of time together?" 
 
    "Well, you're going somewhere, aren't you? I'm coming along. I've been waiting for you for a while. They told me you still had a long way to go and you'll need help on your way, and someone to look after you. So let's get going." 
 
    "Hey! Hold on a moment. Who are you, anyway?!" 
 
    "My name is written right over my head, and you can see it perfectly well." 
 
    Ros could indeed see the ridiculous two-part name as well as a couple of icons indicating other features of the character. The appearance was made up, not a copy of the owner's actual physique. The sex was female. There was nothing there to answer his question. 
 
    Then he remembered Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head. Their names were less convoluted, but they also behaved strangely and demonstrated a strange willingness to accompany Ros anywhere. 
 
    "Uh… Thyri… Can you tell me about your stats? How did you distribute them? Is your character normal or botched?" 
 
    "What a strange thing to ask." 
 
    "I wouldn't have asked without a good reason." 
 
    "We can talk about it on our way. Let's get going already. It's dangerous to stay here." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cody Mitchell was sweating like a pig, the evening chill notwithstanding. This was hardly the best place to meet—there were too many drug addicts around, and they would do anything to get the money for the next fix. Cheap motels, lots of homeless people, and all kinds of weirdos galore. A respectable analyst from a multinational corporation had no business here. 
 
    However, the journalist he had run into seemed to think that The Bayview was the best place for such trysts. 
 
    Cody rued the day they'd first met. And it was all that noob's fault. The one who became a Second World celebrity out of the blue, curse him. As soon as the analyst managed to find an important lead, he was called by the top of the corporate brass, and he managed to impress them with his report. 
 
    However, such impressions are soon forgotten if you do nothing to make sure the effect lasts. So Cody spared no effort trying to find out something else. He would sometimes manage to sniff out something overlooked by everybody else, but nothing was as important as what he had found out before, that very first time. 
 
    He'd reckoned he would get a substantial raise, and even started thinking of moving into a better neighborhood. In that case, Helen would probably move in with him. Or, rather, he'd finally be able to propose. 
 
    Anyway, if she kept nagging him about insufficient attention, he wouldn't have to move anywhere—his small apartment had as much space as he'd ever need on his own. 
 
    Why was it so hard for her to understand his job was important? It was perfectly natural for him to do work-related stuff seven days a week, IRL as well as online. He was hunting for information. Anywhere he could get access to—and quite a few places he couldn't. He searched for it where no one else had thought of searching. He was prepared to make contacts that were frowned upon, or outright forbidden. 
 
    This journalist knew a few things—that much was true. However, they were, for the most part, things Cody cared little about at the moment. Apart from that, he was never particularly eager to share his knowledge, but always did everything he could to pump Cody for everything he knew. 
 
    And Cody still had to bear the brunt of it. 
 
    He was bound to share, at any rate—this reporter never let go once he got his teeth into something. Right now he would have to share classified information that no one outside of his department should have had any access to. 
 
    But it was worth it. Cody managed to get a really good lead. If what he'd managed to find out was true, now he knew how to find the elusive Mr. Rostovtsev without any trouble whatsoever. That was a real triumph. He wouldn't just get a promotion once he succeeded. It would… 
 
    It would open new horizons. 
 
    The only thing was, how come this pencil-pusher manage to find out something like that? What were his sources? Who could be giving him information of this sort? 
 
    Or, rather, where would one find such information in the first place? 
 
    Cody might have to find the answer to this question sooner or later. Right now, though, it was unimportant. Even if the journalist got his info from green-skinned Martians with flute-shaped noses. His only concern was whether it were actually true. 
 
    He also wondered about the number of people in the know. What would happen if some data dam broke and the information suddenly became available to everyone? Cody should hurry in this case. He had no intention of sharing his triumph with anyone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    An unremarkable man whose ID card said his name was John Shelby watched Cody Mitchell's car go by dispassionately. The analyst who'd managed to get out of his depth was no concern of his. Another group was watching him, and they wouldn't let him go. 
 
    He was an easy target. 
 
    John was concerned about the journalist. And he wasn't going to let him get away, either. 
 
    Killing a journalist would be a pain in the ass, but it didn't mean those scribblers were invulnerable. If the powers that be decide to dispose of one of them, it would require a divine intervention for the journalist in question to live to a ripe old age. 
 
    And John was certain that the Almighty God would not intervene on behalf of this fancier of black and Asian boys. He hated all sodomites, after all, so he probably never even looked toward this accursed city. God may even have plans to make it share the lot of Sodom and Gomorrah. No other city in this country deserved to be punished by the Almighty more than this one. 
 
    The notorious journalist was so obsessed with his latest puffy-lipped boyfriend that he even chose this hellhole for a rendezvous, stinking with piss and crack smoke, over one of the cozier streets of his beloved Castro. The Bayview was dangerous. Even cops aren't safe here—the local gangs recognize no authority. 
 
    But the journalist wouldn't get his hands into any young boy's pants tonight. Instead, he'd be lying on a dogshit-covered flowerbed, fertilizing the earth with the blood coming out of multiple stab wounds. The cops would arrive at some point and bustle around, trying to look important, asking stupid questions, and watching CCTV recordings. 
 
    The victim of street crime would be taken elsewhere and placed on the coroner's table. The cops will shortly prove that the moment of murder was never recorded by any CCTV camera, thus saving the city's money. The only video recording was of someone wearing conspicuous clothes walking away. Once they checked his movements from one camera to another, they would find out that the man entered one of the numerous apartment blocks, and never came out again. 
 
    The cops wouldn't stop there, of course. They would find the culprit's apartment, break down the door, and find the owner. But they wouldn't be able to question him for the simple reason that the owner would already be dead from overdosing on a new designer drug by that point. Those who got addicted to that stuff never lived long, so it wouldn't strike anyone as a surprise. When addicts felt they were about to crash, they would do anything for a small bag of stinky powder. So this one must have done exactly that—he took his knife, walked around the neighborhood, and found a chubby doe-eyed fop at the corner. The guy was well-dressed and wearing an expensive watched, and he looked like he'd be more likely to cry like a baby than try to fight back. In other words, a most likely mark. 
 
    The deceased addict obviously had nothing to do with the murder. CCTV cameras had low resolution, so it didn't even take the makeup artist that much effort to mask one of their men as one of the residents of this cesspit. The main thing was the clothes; the face also had to stay in the shadows. 
 
    Not a single cop would find anything wrong. That kind of thing happened regularly in this neighborhood. A druggie left his filthy den and sliced up yet another fancier of urban boys. All kinds of pervs came there to get their kicks, after all. The killer took the watch and the wallet, and went back home. He didn't even have to leave the block to get another fix—you could get it anywhere in the projects. And when addicts felt they were about to crash, they were likely to do stupid things, such as taking as high a dose as they could, and ending up stone cold in their chemical nirvana. 
 
    Thus, the orders were carried out. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Thyri was nothing like Macho Strongman or Nail-in-the-Head. And it wasn't just the matter of her being a petite brown-skinned girl while those were huge guys with blond hair. It wasn't just the matter of behavior—those two laughed as jackasses whether or not there was a reason to, kept looking something for something to munch on all the time, had poor manners and even poorer vocabularies; nor were they any good in battle. 
 
    In fact, they looked like total chumps when they fought. 
 
    On the other hand, the sheer number of coincidences left him without a doubt that all three were involved in something that Ros had no inkling of. The very fact that they sought to accompany him placed them all in a single category. 
 
    "Hey, Bubble, why don't we rest for a moment?" 
 
    Another coincidence. Neither Macho Strongman nor Nail-in-the-Head got weary this quickly. As for Thyri, she couldn't climb a hill without having to sit down at least once. 
 
    He might have been exaggerating, but the fact was that she'd had serious issues with her Stamina, as well as a few other things. He was certain that the reason for it was the very same—unnatural stat point distribution. However, if Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head distributed their stats according to their current fancies, Thyri was completely different. 
 
    She deliberately made her character a cripple. 
 
    Ros could not study her stats, but he harbored a strong suspicion that she invested everything into Agility and Accuracy, completely ignoring everything else. He had a good reason for such a conclusion. 
 
    There was the matter of her race and class, first of all. Ros took every opportunity to study the game forum and soak up as much knowledge of the complex game world as he could. So he knew what Thyri's choice had been. She was a Highlander Assassin—an unpopular race and a little-known class. It was simply too highly specialized. Nearly all the bonuses were related to disguise. Few could rival them in that respect, that much was true. However, it made no sense to stay invisible forever. One would have to show oneself sooner or later, and that was where the race's numerous shortcomings came into play. 
 
    First and foremost, their Accuracy skill was negligible. Thus, a representative of this race would get less from investing a point into this stat than a player of a different race and belonging to a different class. Their Strength was even worse. Its effect on the damage dealt was so paltry that it made no sense to use enchanted items or stat points to raise it. It made a lot more sense to choose objects with bonuses to actual attack and damage values. 
 
    Defense was just as bad as Accuracy. Even if you wrapped up a Highlander Assassin in tank armor, it would do them no good. They were the first to be sent to their respawn points—they couldn't take any damage at all. 
 
    All the other primary stats were in the medium range, with the exception of Resilience. This is where Highlander Assassins truly shone. As for secondary stats, Disguise, Perception, Speed, and Luck were pretty decent. The rest were nothing to write home above, but there were no serious handicaps, either. 
 
    Magical talents were also nonexistent, so there were no hopes for a career as a mage. Nor would an Assassin make a good worker. They had no bonuses conducive to honest toil, and lots of traits that made it near-impossible. 
 
    The resulting character would thus be unable to work, and a poor fighter too boot—they had no magical attacks, and their long-distance physical attacks did not deal enough damage, since Accuracy plays a decisive role in such cases. Highlander Assassins are never accurate enough. How could one use those poor things in battle? Were they doomed to see others fight and feel jealous all the time? 
 
    Actually, such characters did have their niche, but it was highly specialized. One should remember their only strong suit—the ability to stay unseen. An assassin can steal through the ranks of the enemy in order to reach those at the back of the party. Those were usually healers and buffers. Everybody else took care of supporting characters, and they were hard to reach. However, should anyone manage to get to them, it would be a fox-in-the-chicken-coop scenario through and through. Those characters are usually incapable of defending themselves and die quickly. 
 
    However, the window of opportunity wasn't that wide inasmuch as Highlander Assassins were concerned. They couldn't deal much damage, and their Strength was never high enough to matter. Nor could they use heavy weapons that would kill a healer in two blows. Thus, they had to opt for the shortest blades that were too light, too thin, and near-useless against armored warriors—knives or daggers. However, supporting mages wore no armor, so that would do. And even though they didn't deal heavy damage, their weapons were fast, especially when they used two blades at once. 
 
    They could approach from behind, activate short-term class skills amplifying attack damage and speed, and make mincemeat of their target with a series of quick slashes. This would be a close-quarter fight, so no Accuracy was really necessary. So all you could do was slash again and again—your chances of getting to another target were really slim. One couldn't become invisible instantaneously. There are many nuances affecting the cooldown time of Highlander Assassins' abilities, and most of them were negative. Therefore, they were suicide commandos—just like the historical Assassins led by Hassan-i-Sabbah. 
 
    The standard battle model was thus as follows: you sneaked up on someone, you killed the, and you got killed in turn. 
 
    Obviously enough, few people would choose to fight such short and dramatic battles. It would be hard to become a famed warrior if one exchanged a life for that of a single enemy in the game. 
 
    Highlander Assassins were usually chosen by loners who were fond of hunting other players. Those were the very PKs with red names who relished in killing the weak and the stranded. They loved nothing like popping out from out of nowhere behind a noob's back and dispatching their victim with a few stabs of the dagger. But they could run into serious problems with properly defended players, even if those were of a lower level. It would take time to dispatch them, and time is never on a Highlander Assassin's side. 
 
    Receiving damage was a total no-no. A Highlander Assassin was a rag doll character for the most part. A pathetic noobslayer only able to get close because of invisibility. 
 
    Thyri's name was written in letters of pristine white, but, nonetheless, that was the very character she had chosen. And Ros witnessed how she dispatched five high-level players without even breaking a sweat. Her level was 197. The ones Ros managed to examine had also leveled around 200. 
 
    No one would ever believe that a half-naked Highlander Assassin could kill five players in as many minutes with complete impunity. 
 
    Thyri managed to break the mold. She dispensed with the knives and the daggers altogether. At the very least, she didn't use them in this battle. What she did use was a bow—a weapon that's supposed to be completely useless for a character of her kind. 
 
    Why useless? First and foremost, bows required accuracy. You had to be fast and hit a target from a distance. If your arrows missed, you were ridiculous, pathetic, and a danger to no one. 
 
    Yet Thyri didn't miss once during the battle. How could something like that be possible? 
 
    And yet it could. He thought back to Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head. Both spent their primary stat points wantonly, spreading them around the way they wanted as their levels grew. A run-of-the-mill Assassin would normally dump everything into Strength and Attack in order to maximize the puny damage they did. And yet Thyri followed a different path, without making the same mistakes as the two lummoxes that Ros had left behind. 
 
    She may have invested something into Attack, the way such characters were supposed to, but she must have spent most her points on Accuracy, a stat no self-respecting Assassin ever chooses to develop. Why would they? They worked at close quarters exclusively, after all. Her second best-developed stat must have been Agility, which had a positive effect on Disguise and Marksmanship. The third one may have been Attack, but he wouldn't bet on it. 
 
    Thyri could develop nothing else—she simply lacked the capacity. Accuracy required a lot of investments, and without it, the bow in her hands would simply be a useless piece of wood. 
 
    Why hasn't any other Assassin try to do the same as her? After all, the idea of leveling up a maverick character was more or less out in the open. The singularly effective disguise skills could help a player get close enough to their target to shoot them and have a decent chance of remaining unnoticed. The closer the attacker got to a target, the less likely would their disguise stay intact. In the traditional scenario involving knives and daggers, one lost one's invisibility at once. Ranged attacks were different—more complicated, yet more interesting. 
 
    Thyri managed to find the optimal stat distribution ratio bolstered by tactics and the equipment she used. She managed to strike without getting hit in return. And she was good at it. 
 
    Why did no other players choose the same path? 
 
    Well, the reason might be that the path in question was rife with pitfalls. One had so little Strength that one couldn't afford to wear the lightest kind of armor. Thus, one would have to wear woven clothing and become a "rag doll." However, if mages, who were the first to earn that derogatory title, got decent bonuses from such clothes, an Assassin couldn't hope for anything of the sort. Moreover, such clothes would actually be to one's detriment, since they would lower one's Defense, already paltry, even further. One wouldn't be able to join the ranks of regular archers in battle, for instance. One would lose all of one's HP in situations where they wouldn't even notice the attack. One wouldn't manage to hit faraway targets, either, due to the same deficiency of Strength. That was also why one couldn't use heavy bows that could deal major damage. 
 
    One would be so weak that even walking down a path following a flat terrain would tire one quickly. A gust of wind could sweep such a player off their feet. High resistance to magic, particularly control and spotting spells, wasn't much solace. 
 
    The saddest thing was that one could drive one's target into fits, but still prove incapable of dispatching it. One's bow would be too weak, the arrows would be too light, and a single shot wouldn't do much damage. You'd have to make a hedgehog of your enemy—and every shot would put you in danger of being spotted. Killing a target in a shot or two, the way all the other archers did, wasn't an option. 
 
    How on Earth did Thyri manage it? It wasn't that hard—she aimed for the most vulnerable spots, and, most likely, used everything she could to raise the chance of a critical hit. And even a weak critical hit can deal extreme damage. Deep wounds made by arrows were ideal for that; the problem, though, was that hitting the opponent anywhere wouldn't do the trick. One had to aim for really tiny areas. An inch to the side would mean a mere flesh wound. 
 
    How could one accomplish something like that? As far as the bow was concerned, skill mattered most. It might sound banal, but the player should be in perfect control of their weapon. This is why many professional athletes with a solid background in archery IRL became successful as players of this class. Therefore, this wasn't a choice for everyone. If one has no natural predisposition for the bow, one would stay mediocre no matter how hard one tried. It would be better for such players to choose something easier, like the sword or sorcery. 
 
    Thyri might have been an excellent archer IRL. Or she just had amazing skills. However, the negative aspects of her choice were the reason they could barely move forward now. 
 
    Why didn't Ros abandon her the way he did the previous odd pair? Was it his fear of getting an arrow in his back? 
 
    It was a tough question. It could have been that—or awareness that someone else would come to replace Thyri, and they'd be a much less pleasant companion. 
 
    Walking together was fine. So far. And she had proved her usefulness to boot. Also, she made no overtures after their first exchange, respecting his privacy. Therefore, having a player like her on his side was to his benefit for the meantime. 
 
    As they would go along together, Ros will pay close attention and try to find out what all those unpleasant characters needed—the ones that seemed to find him effortlessly, regardless of his location, and behaved in a weird manner. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    They stopped for another short break under a sprawling pear tree growing where two forest paths had met. Ros wasn't tired at all. Instead of resting, he took a walk around their campsite trying to understand where exactly they were. He didn't have much success—he recognized nothing of the area. There were lots of errors on the maps from the game forum. The ones he could load in the game also lacked precision—many minor details were lacking from them. He had virtually no data on this area—he had never even gotten close to it, so it was one huge blank spot. 
 
    In general, it was clear that they have left the front line behind them, so, in a while, they could turn west and keep on going in that direction until they reached the capital as intended. 
 
    "Where do you plan to go next?" asked Thyri all of a sudden. 
 
    Ros pointed to the left path. 
 
    "That way should be best, I think." 
 
    "No, we shouldn't go that way. Or, if we do, we shouldn't go far."  
 
    "Why would that be?" 
 
    "The ones I'd killed earlier on will be looking for us. They're Tarantulas. A very powerful clan. They never forgive something like that." 
 
    "Like the clan has nothing better to do than to hunt some archer." 
 
    "I've killed their players before. I'm in their black list." 
 
    "Are you arachnophobic or something? Do you keep killing them all the time?" 
 
    "I kill those whose names are written in red lettering. The clan doesn't concern me." 
 
    "I get it. Do you collect the stuff PKs drop?" 
 
    "I do. But my motivation isn't monetary gain." 
 
    "Sure. One doesn't become wealthy by being blacklisted by every clan. I bet it isn't just the Tarantulas looking for you." 
 
    "Their clan has a special ritual. Sometimes they check just how tough their players are, and how well they can solve the problems they may encounter in the game. They send them to some location with lots of newbies, and they have to kill them. Then they have to spend a lot of time washing the blood off their names, without the ability to enter any city, and risking losing everything in case of death." 
 
    So that was her pet peeve. She decided that her role in the game would be to hunt the hunters. Most of those are players who had gotten really disgruntled about being killed without the opportunity of revenge back in their salad days. Some got really annoyed when they're casually disposed of by a character they could not so much as scratch. 
 
    She had quite a few things in common with Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head, but, on the other hand, she was completely different. Those two had no goals whatsoever—except, perhaps, to gorge themselves on good food, whereas Thyri was following certain principles, even if they were somewhat unorthodox. She also didn't give the impression of a silly chatterbox, whereas his earlier companions never shut up. Yet she was strange, he had to give her that. 
 
    "So why is this path particularly dangerous?" 
 
    "It leads to a large village, and it's kinda awkward to make a detour. Some Tarantulas representative will be there for sure—whenever they do a manhunt, they watch every town and village." 
 
    That much sounded logical. No player could exist in a vacuum. They'd have to interact with the inhabitants of the world and not just the world itself. What would happen if you got hungry, but had no Cooking skill or any ingredients to use? Or, say, if you ran out of potions and could no longer level up your character? Alternatively, you could get a serious debuff that wouldn't leave you for longer than an hour, and failed to disappear, turning you into a helpless nobody. The solution would be to visit the nearest village and find a vendor or a healer. Then your problems would all go away. 
 
    When there was a hunt for Ros, settlements were taken under the control the very first thing. That was the obvious thing to do—no one had enough resources to monitor every forest and every field. 
 
    "You mean you know where we are?" 
 
    "I sure do." 
 
    "Have you unlocked Cartography?" 
 
    "Why would you ask?" 
 
    "I have mine unlocked. You could send me the part of your map that has this area on it, and I would reciprocate with the map of some area you haven't been to." 
 
    "No point doing it. Just tell me where you want to go, and I'll guide you." 
 
    Well, so much for that. Not that it was a pressing matter. So far, Ros was fine with such a guide. 
 
    He had already come to terms with the oddities of his "chance" fellow travelers. 
 
    "Have you had enough rest?" 
 
    "I have." 
 
    "Are you hungry, by any chance? I have some meat here—it's cold, though. If you manage to shoot something on the way, I can cook something hot." 
 
    "Not yet, but thank you for your offer. I will remember it." 
 
    She sounded like a talking doll sometimes. Completely void of emotion. But you could see something in her eyes, nevertheless. 
 
    And that something didn't look joyous in the least. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "…it is presumed that a leak of propane was the cause. The explosion resulted in a fire that destroyed three apartments. Falling glass fragments hurt several passersby; two of them required medical assistance. A number of cars received slight damage as well. One of the residents is in intensive care with inhalation burns, and another was found dead in his apartment. No other deaths or damages have been reported. 
 
    An interesting detail is that the deceased was discovered in the charred remnants of a virtual reality capsule. Unconfirmed sources identify the victim as Cody Mitchell. Neighbors describe him as a hard-working man who was employed by a major gaming corporation. It is possible that he was involved in some work-related activity at the time of his death." 
 
    The San Francisco Examiner, SF. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ros turned the thin strip of meat over, sprinkling some finely-chopped aromatic herbs over it, keeping an eye on how the fragments of dry leaves and stalks cooked in the fat exuded by the meat. Going over the top with the spices was never a good idea, but too few would make the meal too bland. Cooking was a lot less mechanical than one might have thought. In order to achieve the best result, one needed to think of every single action. Otherwise, one would get something absolutely revolting and virtually no progress in what was a truly useful stat instead of tasty meal—disgusting hodgepodge that would even be ignored by a ravenous dog. 
 
    Thyri was nowhere to be found when Ros raised his head. 
 
    They made their fire at a distance from a neat path that ran through a pristine pine forest with a sandy soil and lots of sunlight. There was nowhere to hide—all the trees were young, and none of them would provide sufficient disguise for a human body. 
 
    However, a high-level Assassin could work wonders. 
 
    So, where could his strange companion have gotten to? Had they been in real world, he could have presumed she'd gone to look for some privacy in the bushes. But this was a game, so there was no need for it. And she'd have to be really quick to get out of Ros's sight in just a few seconds.  
 
    He barely managed to put two and two together after the sudden disappearance of his companion as he heard the sounds of hooves beating the ground. A pair of riders came into sight shortly afterwards. 
 
    Well, they might have been riders, but their mounts weren't horses. One was riding an enormous moose with oversized antlers, while the other was carried by a creature that resembled a weird hybrid of an ostrich and a bipedal saurian. 
 
    Nevertheless, Ros had seen riding pets that were a lot more exotic. If one's purse and one's persistence permitted it, one could ride virtually everything—there were plenty of mobs that could be used for transportation. 
 
    Both riders stopped at once, staring at Ros. He stared at their names, in turn, instantly noticing similar clan icons next to their names—tiny black spiders with disproportionately large mandibles. 
 
    So the Tarantulas were here, after all. 
 
    They stared at Ros without saying anything for a few moments. Then the moose rider asked him, 
 
    "Are you on your own?" 
 
    The question was asked politely, and their names weren't in red lettering. Actually, the guys looked okay, but it still wouldn't be politic to tell the truth. 
 
    Ros nodded. 
 
    "Yeah, completely on my own." 
 
    "Seen anyone around here?" 
 
    "Had anyone been here, the smell would have attracted them already," Ros pointed at the crispy strip of meat. 
 
    His interlocutor smiled, 
 
    "Sure, it smells fine." 
 
    Ros fibbed, "I'm leveling up my Cooking skill here. It's a nice place for it—lots of game, and I have hardly seen any dangerous critters anywhere." 
 
    "You've been lucky. You can encounter all kinds of critters here. Haven't you heard about the invasion from the Locked Land?" 
 
    "Everyone's heard of it, but it's way down south, isn't it?" 
 
    "Some creatures from the Locked Lands have managed to get far enough to the north. You have them in front of you, and on your sides, so you might have an encounter anytime." 
 
    "Really? This is the first time I'm hearing anything of this sort. I must have gotten out of everything over here." 
 
    "What's the meat? Whom did you kill? And how did you do it? What's your role in the game, anyway? Answ—" 
 
    The arrow that hit his interlocutor stuck the back of his head, and the arrowhead emerged from his open jaws, ending the conversation. The wounded player hit the ground like a sack of potatoes, while the other one started riding as fast as he could, whipping his "ostrich" as hard as he could.   
 
    Thyri appeared out of nowhere and approached the player who had been lying on the ground. He was still alive, his horrible wound notwithstanding, and was coming out of shock right about that time. It was the very borderline state when one's limbs are not in one's full control for a moment or two. 
 
    The bowstring snapped again, and another arrow pierced the player's neck, followed by another one. The player's body grew still at last.  
 
    Ros barely managed to keep his cool as he removed the meat from the fire, wrapped half of it in a burdock leaf, and offered the food to Thyri. She stopped fidgeting around the body of the slain fighter, bit off a piece, and nodded contentedly, 
 
    "That's real good.  Thanks." 
 
    "Anytime." 
 
    "Ros, we shouldn't keep following this path." 
 
    "You wouldn't believe it, but I got to the conclusion that we had nothing to do here on my own. So, what was your reason for doing this?" 
 
    "What exactly?" 
 
    "This,” Ros pointed towards the body that was just beginning to vanish into thin air. "His name was in white lettering, so why would you have to kill him? What was the point?" 
 
    Thyri shrugged him off. 
 
    "I'm in their official black list. I could kill all of them, and my name wouldn't even become pinkish. They'd just flag me." 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "That’s where you’re wrong. Your name is reddish now, and not faintly pink as it was." 
 
    "Really? Hey, would you look at this! I got some karma points. So they must have struck me out of their official black list. I had no idea." 
 
    "Now you can't show yourself to anyone, and you cannot visit so much as a remote hamlet. You shouldn't let anyone see you, either." 
 
    Thyri made a dismissive gesture once again. 
 
    "I've had my name redder than any Ferrari a few times. But I have somehow managed to survive. Don't you worry." 
 
    "Why should I be the one to worry? This ostrich driver will come back any moment with assistance and trackers. It's gonna be a lot of fun once they get here. They'll most likely kill you, and your red name may cost you some of your equipment. Was it worth it?" 
 
    "They could have killed you any moment, and you wouldn't have managed to reach your destination." 
 
    "They weren't going to kill me—I would have noticed something like that. They seemed to be perfectly decent—not the kind that's likely to kill you wantonly. And it's you they were looking for—they have no interest in me." 
 
    "How could I have known that? They tried to screw with you, so I had to do something. Let's get going already. They'll get back soon, surely enough. They'll even splurge on sending a strong party over through a portal, and it's all because of me." 
 
    "So, you've managed to piss them off more than once, I gather?" 
 
    "Oy, you wouldn't believe it…" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thyri made a huge understatement about having stepped on a few toes. It seemed as though she had compressed them into absolute flatness, poured hot tar and molten lead over them, and drilled a few holes in them to boot. That was the only explanation Ros had had for the bustle that followed. 
 
    He'd been hunted with enough persistence himself back in the day, but he'd never seen a wyvern used as an airborne pet before. They were incredibly hard to get hold of, cost a fortune, and didn't live that long. Even the toughest clans valued each one of those beasties, and the fact that one was used for tracking was really impressive. Ros had to revise his opinion of Thyri as a result. 
 
    She must have been a real low-key murderer to have gotten so popular. 
 
    She was also a horrible runner. As in, she could run fast enough, but got winded nearly instantly. Her Stamina was ridiculously low. Losing a well-organized hunting party with ballast of this sort was unthinkable. 
 
    Thyri was perfectly aware of this. The very next time they had to hide under a tree to evade airborne observation, she told Ros, 
 
    "Hey, Bubble, we're not gonna be able to lose them. Why don't you split? You can run wherever you want to go. They only need me, so they won't be looking for you." 
 
    "I wouldn't bet on it. They've seen me, and they know of our association. Just the tracks would tell them as much." 
 
    "You're more resilient than me. You can run for much longer. With me tagging along, you'll have no chances. Get going already.  Please take these rings. They're my most valuable items. It would really suck if those guys got them. You can give them back later. Or not. Still, it would be better if you got them instead of those bastards." 
 
    "Your name is just slightly pinkish. The risk of loss is low." 
 
    "It's still higher than usual; you should know as much. And this place is good for a fight. I'll be able to take quite a few with me." 
 
    She was right there. The fir wood was dark and murky, with lots of shrubs. An invisible archer would have plenty of chances to give those in pursuit an unpleasant surprise. But she wouldn't be able to surprise them for long. They'd be well-prepared this time. 
 
    "Can't you use a teleport scroll to disappear?" 
 
    "Have you any idea how much such a scroll costs? I've never so much as touched one. I don't have that kind of money." 
 
    "I can open a free portal. I have a skill that permits it. You could use it to get away." 
 
    "Where to?" 
 
    "We'll find a place." 
 
    "Will it be far away?" 
 
    "Well… the nearest place I can send you to is two days' walk away." 
 
    "Shall we go together?" 
 
    "No, I can't do that." 
 
    "In that case, I'd rather get killed. The respawn point is a lot closer. I can't get too far away from you, after all." 
 
    "Why would that be?" 
 
    "Someone asked me to help you" 
 
    "Who would that be?" 
 
    "Someone whose request I cannot decline." 
 
    Damn, she didn't volunteer any information at all. A hard-headed one, for sure. 
 
    "Hey, Bubble, why aren't you responding? Get running already. We don't have that much time." 
 
    "Be quiet for a moment, will you? I'm trying to think here." 
 
    "Think faster, those guys won't wait. 
 
    Where's your respawn point?" 
 
    "What's it to you, anyway?" 
 
    "I need to know." 
 
    "I made a bind point next to the village we had missed. Do you remember that fork in the road?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "That's where you turn left and go toward the village. There'll be two old oaks near the edge of the wood, and my bind point is next to the one that's farther away from the path." 
 
    "There's a way of leaving them empty-handed…" 
 
    "So tell me already." 
 
    "If you die right now, they'll lose you." 
 
    "Well, there's nothing but bunnies and squirrels in this forest. A doe was the biggest animal I've seen so far. How am I supposed to die here? Who could kill me?" 
 
    "Well… all you need is the will to accomplish something. I might be able to help." 
 
    "You're so low-level it would take you three days to kill me." 
 
    "I only look nice and harmless. I could actually surprise you." 
 
    "Well, it doesn't seem too plausible…" 
 
    "Trust me." 
 
    "OK, what if I do? Are you offering to kill me?" 
 
    "I'm not quite comfortable with what I'm offering, but I'd hate to see them take their revenge on you once they catch you. And I see you cringe at the very thought, too." 
 
    "Sure… no one would like it to happen to them. They're gonna have a field day today—they'd never managed to catch me before. So they're gonna have all the revenge they want…" 
 
    "Well, you really helped me out back then, by the riverside. And I won't forget it." 
 
    "And you're gonna kill me as a token of your gratitude? I must say that's pretty original." 
 
    "Well, that's the only way I can help. Sorry about it. If you lose any stuff, I'll carry it to that oak. Just wait up for me there." 
 
    "Well, they're gonna kill you, too. Is your bind point far away?" 
 
    "It is." 
 
    "Well, that sucks." 
 
    "I'm not planning to respawn. I'll try to get away. And I'm not the kind of quarry you can deal with easily." 
 
    "Sorry for breaking it to you, but you're just a noob." 
 
    "Hey, I'm a weird noob. A very weird one, actually." 
 
    "I've noticed that. You're quick, but their trackers will get you in the end." 
 
    "I'll give it a try, anyway." 
 
    "Well, okay, let's do that. I'd really hate it if they managed to get me. And they will—I don't have enough Stamina for running around." 
 
    "You've put everything into Accuracy, didn't you?" 
 
    "Almost everything, yes." 
 
    "Thought as much." 
 
    "Once they realize I'm gone, it will be a matter of honor for them to try and catch you. They're gonna need a whipping boy, after all." 
 
    "Didn't you say you had nothing of value except for the rings?" 
 
    "I often die when my name is in red lettering. I mostly lose everything before I manage to get rich. The rings and the bow are the only things that are worth anything. The rest is total crap." 
 
    "Give me your boots, if you don't mind. I'll need them to escape the pursuit. I'll give you another pair later on." 
 
    "Duh, I won't mind walking barefoot, as long as they don't catch up with you. Here you go." 
 
    "They're common as muck, and there's hardly any Durability left." 
 
    "Yeah, I got them from a mob, they're nearly done for. Nothing of value, so I wouldn't miss them." 
 
    "Another thing I need is a map of this terrain. If you leveled up your Cartography at all, now is the time to share." 
 
    "Bubble, have decided to kill me and rob me as well?" 
 
    "Well, my moral standards are pretty low." 
 
    "I'm sending you this part of the map. Here goes." 
 
    "Thanks. Well, are you ready?" 
 
    "Sure. I really wonder how many hours it's gonna take you to do away with my HP bar completely. Those guys will be here much quicker than that," Thyri pointed at the sky emphatically, as the wyvern was making yet another round. 
 
    "A few minutes are all I need." 
 
    "Don't lie to me." 
 
    "Don't twitch. That's all I'm asking for." 
 
    Ros took a few steps, then turned back and hit the girl with a Chaos Aura. The spell was rather tricky—when he had first received it, he didn't manage to make sense of its mechanics, and thought it to be perfectly useless. 
 
    It turned out to be anything but; nevertheless, there was usually no point in using it more than once during a battle. The spell affected one's HP bar, lowering it by ten percent for a few seconds. That is, if one's full HP bar was 100 points, it would shrink down to 90. 
 
    Once the spell would run its course, the bar would expand to its former size. But what was the point of the spell, then? The point was that even though the HP bar got restored to its former 100-point glory, one would still have 90 HP. The lost points were not restored. 
 
    If you used the spell twice, it would no longer have any effect. It wouldn't lower one's HP bar lower than 90 points, at any rate. It also made no sense to use it on an opponent with just a few health points left, for their bar would not be full. But it was useful in a fight against an enemy with lots of HP. You could use it on a strong boss, and it would lose ten percent of its health instantly. 
 
    There was another thing. The most important one, most likely. Chaos was an unusual school. The overwhelming majority of players had no resistance to Chaos spells. And there were spells that could get through all types of defense, anyway. 
 
    So Ros didn't miss. 
 
    Thyri cringed, 
 
    "You didn't even take a single point off my HP bar. This is pointless." 
 
    "Wait for a second or two." 
 
    "Yeah, like anything is gonna happen… Hey, what's this? My HP bar has just shrunk. Not bad at all, that's pretty decent damage." 
 
    "It's not quite damage. It would take a long time to explain." 
 
    "Get on with it already, don't just stand there." 
 
    The Chaos Arrow didn't hurt Thyri much. It only took off two or three percent. Fortunately, he had managed to level that spell up back in the days when he used to hunt monsters so much stronger than him that he was a mere midge before them. The high-level pet really came in handy back then. It was a pity that the laws of the game had changed and he could no longer do what he could. Nevertheless, he did manage to use it many a time, and hold a few useful features back. In particular, his cooldown time was a lot shorter now than originally. 
 
    Skills grew the same as levels if you used them often enough against serious foes. 
 
    Another strike, followed by another. He managed to deal some critical damage, and the HP bar shrunk a lot more visibly. For a character of such an advanced level, Thyri sure was a rag doll. He understood why Highlander Assassins were so unpopular. Even noobs of the most pathetic sort were a danger to them. They got serious damage where others would get off without a scratch. 
 
    But this was not the real world, where death would be considered a tragedy. While Ros kept taking off the girl's HP, she bantered with him about her plans for the nearest future. 
 
    "Bubble, it's gonna take you a while to get to that tree. If you manage to get there at all. And if you feel like coming in the first place." 
 
    "I told you I would come, didn't I? Have you forgotten that I'm the guy to be trusted?" 
 
    "Somehow, that sounds like a lot of BS to me." 
 
    "All right, let me put it another way. You've managed to make a certain impression. And I have a certain amount of sympathy for you. I'd rather we stayed in touch." 
 
    "Well, now, that sounds more plausible." 
 
    "So wait up, and I'll get there." 
 
    "It's too boring to wait. I'll go offline. We'll get in touch once I'm back." 
 
    "All right. I'm almost done here, you'll respawn any moment now." 
 
    "I see. Catch you later, Bubble." 
 
    "See you later, Thyri." 
 
      
 
    "You kill Thyrinawerria Raynayila. XP received: 862. Points left until the next level: 891284." 
 
      
 
    Ros's name didn't redden, even though the girl didn't hit him once. PKs can be killed in any condition. One could even use them for leveling up. He got some decent XP. However, killing such players time and again and rejoicing at one's progress was a non-option. They lost a few unvanquished karma points each time they died, and became white eventually. 
 
    And killing a player with a white name would no longer give you any experience. On the contrary, your own name would be displayed in reddish lettering. 
 
    Thyri was right to worry about her expensive rings. One of them did get lost. He was surprised once he took a good look at it. 
 
      
 
    "Silvered Ring of Concentration. Properties: merging. Item quality: Good. Auxiliary stats: +5 to Accuracy, +1 to Attack. Requirements: Level 33. Weight: 0.01 kg. Durability: 71/115". 
 
      
 
     The ring was merely yellow, which corresponded to the "rare" class. Such items weren't actually all that rare—you could get one dropped by a simple mob easily enough; as for elite mobs and low-level bosses, those could drop a couple of those at once. They were also rather easy to make, so the items were common enough and available to all players. 
 
    Thyri must have been in a real tight spot money-wise if she valued a bunch of cheap knickknacks that much. 
 
    Ros wasn't stingy, and he was rather impulsive. He felt somewhat out of sorts about having had to kill his companion. Even though she came from out of nowhere and he could discern no reason for her being there, he intuitively felt there was nothing to fear from her. She wasn't a representative of one of the clans hunting him or anything like that. What could she have been, then? So far, he had no idea. 
 
    Thyri was easy to get along with; he didn't have to hide. It would make no sense to try to conceal one's secrets from someone who kept finding you in a place where any search was a challenging enough affair. 
 
    They didn't just find him, either—they could predict where he would appear next. Thyri had been waiting for him in one of those places. 
 
    He hadn't enchanted anything in a while—if he kept going like that, he would probably forget how it was done altogether. He wasn't doing any repairs either. That wasn't good. 
 
      
 
    "Soul Crystal. Trapped creature: Grey Moss Dweller. Trapped creature level: 149. Special stats: enhanced creature. Stats: Agility, Accuracy, Stamina, Fire Resistance, Critical Hit Chance, Vigor Regeneration." 
 
      
 
    All those stats would fit Thyri perfectly. Ros didn't just pick a random crystal, after all. Stamina would not do her any good—a few extra points wouldn't make a difference, and she'd keep dying just as quickly. But Ros could pick other stats. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! Do you really want to enchant the Silvered Ring of Concentration? Yes/No." 
 
      
 
    He chose "Yes," obviously. 
 
      
 
    "Choose one of the soul crystal’s properties. Attention! The item in question is guaranteed to take a single effect. When you choose two properties or more, the chance of bad luck increases." 
 
      
 
    He hesitated for a while before he chose Accuracy, Agility, and Vigor Regeneration. Thyri would probably have chosen an increased chance of a critical hit instead of the latter, but Ros remembered just how frequently she had to take breaks. It slowed them down, and it was annoying to boot. 
 
      
 
    "Item received: Enchanted Silvered Ring of Concentration. Properties: merging. Item quality: Good. Auxiliary stats: +5 to Accuracy, +1 to Attack. Enchantment effect: +6 to Accuracy, +7 to Agility; Vigor Regeneration enhanced by 1 point per every 3 seconds. Requirements: Level 33. Weight: 0.01 kg. Durability: 115/115." 
 
      
 
    That was perfect. The ring had been fixed and got three useful enchantment bonuses. Thyri would love it. The difference between the new item and the old one was rather substantial. Ros felt like patting himself on the back. 
 
    Instead, he slapped himself on the forehead, saying (albeit without much vitriol), 
 
    "I'm such an ass!" 
 
    An enchantment was never a perfectly safe procedure. There was always the risk that the enchanted item would get destroyed, be downgraded to a lower class, or just disintegrate. His beefed-up Luck and other bonuses made that a lot less likely, but there still was a risk. Especially seeing as how he had forgotten all about it and used a triple set, which was a lot more dangerous. 
 
    Had he failed, he naturally could have made another ring or choose one of those he had been carrying in his bag, but that still wouldn't feel right. He had given the promise of bringing this particular ring to her, and not any other, after all. 
 
    Right. It was time to get down to business. The pursuit would not stay put forever, and he has spent enough time where Thyri's body had disappeared into thin air for any trace of that event to be erased. 
 
    He got one of the crystals with a matching level out of his bag, and summoned a creature that looked like an ape crossbred with a frog—a flat amphibian head mounted on a body of a primate. 
 
      
 
    "Reed Quacker. A creature from the Locked Lands summoned from the realm of darkness. Level: 88. Abilities: Sticky Slime and Insulting Slap. Stats: Defense: 124; Attack: 106." 
 
      
 
    Hardly the most impressive specimen of the Locked Lands fauna. It was one of the unaggressive monsters—everybody else attacked Ros as soon as he'd get into their aggro range. It was useless as a battle pet. Its Attack was nowhere near as strong as its level might have implied, and its Defense was low, too. No matter how much you buffed it, your helper would be rather mediocre. 
 
    It wouldn't last longer than it would take to be struck once by the kind of players that had been tracking Ros. A single arrow, a medium-strong spell, a sword slash—or even a dagger slash—would put it out of business at once. 
 
    But Ros did not intend to fight. His plan was to use to pet for something else. 
 
    He took a few leather strips from his bag that he had planned to use for crafting weapons or ammunition. Then Ros crouched next to the pet and put Thyri's boots on its feet. He did his best to make sure the boots would stay put, and cast a Chaos School spell on them that he had purchased previously. It was known as the Chaos Mold. It was one of the few that players could actually buy. It didn't affect players, but could be used to destroy certain items, such as small pieces of wood, strips of leather, dried meat, and other organic materials. They would all decomposed in a few dozen minutes. 
 
    Obviously enough, the spell would be useless in battle; coupled with its exorbitant price, it was hardly among the most popular ones. The Guild NPCs were baffled by the fact that some stupid noob would buy something quite as worthless. He had no idea why he had bought it in the first place—that was during the time when he tried to get his hands on anything remotely associated with Chaos, which he had developed quite an affinity for. He had never used it before, and almost forgot he had it. 
 
    But it came in handy now. 
 
    Once he was through with the preparations, he gave the pet a perfectly simple order—to run in a single direction, avoiding open spaces. The forest was large, and there were few open spots; one could evade airborne detection if one avoided them. Even if the wyvern's rider noticed the quacker, they'd pay the mob no attention. It was just a regular monster, after all—something one saw as a part of the game's background all the time. 
 
    Why did he start that operation in the first place? Well, first of all, he could divert the pursuit's attention toward the pet and be left alone as a result. The realities of the game were such that a tracker could be fooled by a simple trick involving somebody else's boots. That wouldn't last long. Even some low-level tracker would identify the swap for what it was. Someone of a high enough level would be able to do that much faster. 
 
    Not this once, though. 
 
    Ros had already seen that the quackers could move fast. In a few minutes, it would be far enough away from Ros where his Summoning would no longer be sufficient to maintain the link with the pet. The game's mechanics worked in a very simple way in such cases—the summoned creature would simply dematerialize. Or, as it were, dissolve into thin air. 
 
    The Tarantulas would find themselves with a right conundrum once they found Thyri's boots and nothing but at the end of the track. They wouldn't find any leather strips—those would be completely destroyed by Chaos Mold by then. 
 
    What would they do next? They would obviously return to the point when Thyri and the noob parted ways, and then start tracking Ros. They'd be real interested to find out how the girl had managed to get away, after all. 
 
    And her current location would interest them just as much. No one but Ros would be able to answer those questions. 
 
    All he had to do was wait for the system message. There it was. 
 
      
 
    "Your summoned creature dies." 
 
      
 
    The quacker dissolved into thin air, leaving nothing behind but a pair of cheap boots. Once the pursuit got to them, Chaos Mold would make the leather strips disintegrate, and there would be no remnants left. 
 
    He thought he should take care of himself first, lest the pursuit reached him while he was still idling. There was holding him there anymore. 
 
    He took out another Soul Crystal, releasing the creature contained inside. Its level was nothing to write home about. Ros could no longer someone a high-level pet. It bore a slight resemblance to the "lizard ostrich" that had carried the other member of the couple that had ridden to him as he had been roasting the meat. Its size wasn't all that great, but it would do for a cunning plan. 
 
    The monster in question wasn't the kind normally used as mounts, but the game mechanics permitted mounting them and commanding them to move. Necromancers and other summoners, however, weren't particularly fond of this means of transportation. Unlike a pet one would normally use for riding, it offered no comfort at all, the experience was rather unpleasant, the speed was low, and it required lots of Vigor. Too many drawbacks by any account. 
 
    But Ros could deal with those for the time being. 
 
    Two tracks left the place where he and Thyri had parted ways, having trampled heavily over everything around them. One was left by a mob wearing a woman's boots; the other, by the "ostrich" that had carried Ros away on its back. 
 
    The trackers will have a hard time trying to find out what had actually happened and who went which way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Meet our guest for tonight! It is the gorgeous Jessica that had already cheated on her boyfriend with three different guys, yet claims she loves him more than anyone in the world! You have to admit few can claim they've ever done anything of the sort! And I totally agree! But how many would manage to keep it secret?! Very few! Also, have you ever heard of someone cheating on their boyfriend, yet remaining at the distance of just a few feet?! You haven't, have you?! This is what makes our Jessica unique! And I wouldn't dream of being a shamer in this situation—she has every reason to do what she does! Jessica, would you explain to us why you're doing what you do?" 
 
    "I'm doing it to get him back." 
 
    "Get him back?! But where did he go? Did he leave you and go someplace else?" 
 
    "Well, he's not with me. Nor is he with anybody else." 
 
    "Where could he be, then?!" 
 
    "He hardly ever leaves his black box." 
 
    "He's in a box?!" 
 
    "It's more like a coffin…" 
 
    "A coffin?!" 
 
    "A virtual reality capsule. It's a coffin, all right." 
 
    "You mean, he's playing the game all the time?!" 
 
    "He isn't just playing. He spends all his time in the game. He even asked me for money for a new capsule, with life… uh, support abilities, I guess, whatever those are." 
 
    "Complete life support abilities?" 
 
    "That's right. He wants the capsule to feed and hydrate him. And take away his bodily waste. He just never wants to come out of it, and that's horrible." 
 
    "Have you tried playing together?  Many couples do it, after all. They claim it provides them with options they would never have had in real life." 
 
    "But we have no savings. I have to work for two, anyway. He's no help. He's a constant drain on our funds. And he's no longer attracted to me sexually. The game has changed him. You wouldn't recognize him at all. He only gets out of his box to eat something, or to go to the toilet. And there have been a few cases when he ignored the toilet. He filled the capsule with his pee. There was a short circuit, and he nearly caused a fire." 
 
    "Yew! That's as gross as it gets! He sure won't be happy about us finding out! Most people prefer to keep such incidents private!" 
 
    "Nah, he doesn't care. I'm sure he has someone in the game, too. They keep going at it like rabbits on steroids, after all. Even if you stream this footage to his feed, he won't be interested enough to finish watching it. He has no interest in me or you. His game is all he needs." 
 
    "So you cheated on him right on his capsule, having sex with other men just to get your revenge for his obsession with the game?" 
 
    "It wasn't that. I just wanted to get closer to him. I still remember him the way he used to be. He pays me no attention whatsoever these days, and I'm a young woman. I have needs. My shrink told me in no uncertain terms I should never go without sex for more than two weeks." 
 
    "That is, indeed, a problem…" 
 
    "You tell me?! I sometimes curse my Johnny. Once I even wished he'd become a ghost like that other guy. Since he seems to love that crappy game of his so much he can't leave it for a moment." 
 
    "A ghost?! Which guy were you talking about just now?" 
 
    "Well, you know, that one… I don't remember what his name was. I heard it on the radio. He seems to have burned down or exploded in the capsule. And his ghost keeps haunting the game, and he has nowhere to come back to. It was absolutely awful of me to wish something like that upon Johnny, but you have to realize I'm really on edge right now, under lots of stress, and with unsatisfied needs… My whole life has gone south because of my nerves. I gained seven pounds in two months, would you believe that?" 
 
    (A fragment of Loser's Day, a TV show rife with scandal and gossip). 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    One should never underestimate one's opponent. If you wished to get into the mind of your enemy, you should imagine yourself in their place and hope they weren't smarter than you. In other words, you should expect that you would think among the same lines and that your actions would be similar, given the same challenges. 
 
    Therefore, Ros had a pretty good idea of what conclusions his pursuers would make. Once they lost Thyri, they wouldn't shed too many tears over her boots. They'd instantly switch to the other track. One left by a strange mob appearing out of nowhere and then running off to take care of its own business. That wouldn't be all that strange by itself, but they might try to track him, given the circumstances—there were no other leads, after all. 
 
    There was a user-created mob footprint database. If one took a good shot of a footprint, one was likely to find out what kind of a creature had left it. The mob used by Ros was in it—he had checked beforehand. It appeared only recently, after the Locked Lands crisis—all those discoveries resulted in a serious expansion of the mob database. The trackers would most likely identify the species easily enough and cease the pursuit. 
 
    They had no interest in mobs, after all. 
 
    Nevertheless, Ros had a backup plane in case they stay interested and follow through with the chase. That was the very reason he had begged Thyri to give him her copy of the map of the area. She must have explored it thoroughly—or, alternatively, she could have gotten the information from other players. At any rate, he had enough details for making a plan. 
 
    The worst thing was that he'd had to spend an hour riding the pet, and he cursed that way of traveling some three hundred times. It was a singularly unpleasant way of traveling—a true torture, in fact. Crawling across sharp stones would be better than this. 
 
    The wyvern was nowhere to be seen—thus, it must have followed the track of his first pet. They'd lose it soon enough, and then spend some time looking at the boots lying right there in the middle of the forest, thinking of what could have happen and what to do next. 
 
    The wyvern might reappear later on, though, and its rider would watch all the open spaces. They'd be someone with beefed-up Perception, but Ros had really decent Disguise; he had also put on as many items that gave him a bonus in that respect—fortunately, his bag had been full of all sorts of items. That made him unlikely to be spotted from up high, especially given that the trees gave extra protection. 
 
    But things would get hairy pretty soon. There was a narrow creek running around the bottom of a woody hill, but the terrain beyond it was virtually a wasteland, with nothing but sparse shrubs growing here and there. It would be hard for anyone to miss him there. 
 
    However, he hadn't planned on crossing it. Any blatantly stupid act would be a gift to his enemies. However, the pet would have to take a walk through those parts. It was finally the moment of joy when he could leave this sadistic machine for torturing any rider desperate enough to mount it. He really wanted to kill this oversized chicken… It didn't care one whit about the rider's comfort. 
 
    He rode the pet into the water, and then set a direction and gave it his last order—namely, to run that way as fast as it could without letting its attention wander. According to the map, there was a huge lake that lay beyond the wasteland, so the pet would have to take a swim shortly. Once it got far enough, it would vanish due to the lack of contact with the owner. 
 
    The fooled trackers would have to think long and hard on what could have happened to it. The lake was really deep, and many creatures of all sorts haunted its dark waters. They included a few dangerous predators. Those could be blamed for virtually anything. 
 
    He gave the pet enough time to reach the lake and disappear thoroughly. Then he started to float downstream, following the river. It may have been narrow, but it was clean and deep enough, so it was actually a most enjoyable experience. The water was cold, unfortunately, but he could live with that. 
 
    Compared to what he'd had to experience on the pet's bony back, it was a most enjoyable journey. 
 
    However, he didn't float for too long. Once it got really cold, he found a rocky shore, got out of the river, dried himself off a bit, and started his ascent to the top of a nearby hill, walking across moss-covered rocks. There were no trees growing upon it, but he didn't care much, since he didn't expect the wyvern back for a while. If the Tarantulas reached the lake and lost track of him, they'd stay there for a while, searching the shores. They'd need to know where the mob had come out of the water, after all. And it would take them a long time. Ros could climb the Everest in the meantime, let alone a measly hill. 
 
    According to the map, the lake was pretty big. There was also a large river flowing out of it and a few more flowing in. They'd have enough to occupy themselves with. 
 
    The terrain kept getting rougher as he moved on. Ros walked through enormous piles of rocks, climbed them, and tried to be as careful as he could making his way through the treacherous rockslides. He kept on climbing. That was the shortest way to the village—it would make no sense to backtrack to the fork in the road with a good map; he could get there directly. There seemed to be no areas of any interest to players here, so he could keep the risk of unwanted encounters to a minimum if he kept away from the roads. He'd gotten well away from the front line. The only thing that worried him was the situation with the pissed-off Tarantulas. If it hadn't been for this conflict, he'd worry about nothing but the most unexpected scenarios. He could make a turn right here and cross the wilderness, and he would reach the capital eventually, without running into anyone for the major part of his journey. 
 
    And abandon Thyri… 
 
    The only bond they had between them was his word. And one's word meant a lot in the game. In real life, too, come to think of it. Ros was accustomed to taking his obligations seriously. 
 
    Apart from that, he was almost certain that if he lost Thyri, he would find other players eager to accompany him, and they might turn out a lot less pleasant or useful. 
 
    He remembered the first two well enough. A mentally unbalanced invisible archer suited him a lot better. After all, if someone went to such lengths to provide him with escort, he should hold on to the companion he liked. 
 
    There was a mossy dolmen at the top, made out of rocks the size of railroad cars. It was a majestic sight, but when Ros saw it, he stopped and made a detour at the bottom, without risking getting too close. All kinds of undead mobs could haunt ancient structures such as this one. Most of them were weak—especially in the daytime—but even low-level mob of this class can be dangerous enough with high socialization. You could hack at a skeleton only to have seven more arrive, accompanied by a lich with magic in his very bones. One of those would be bad news even by itself. 
 
    And Ros couldn't take risks getting into fights where he didn't know the area well. 
 
    The other side of the hill was a welcome surprise. It was a meadow with emerald green with a few moss-covered rocks scattered here and there. It looked amazing, and it was a pleasure to walk over. He wished every terrain would be like this. 
 
    But Second World was created to entertain players, and tried to do everything to keep them from getting bored. So, as Ros was descending the hill without a care in the world, the game was tirelessly working on preparing an unpleasant surprise. 
 
    But Ros was no easy mark, either—he had already gotten into the habit of constantly keeping an eye on his surroundings. That's why he managed to notice something was afoot from far away—there was a chain of creatures looking rather impressive far below. They looked exactly like the high-level mobs he met on the first day after the fall of the barrier between the known world and the Locked Lands. The wild hordes swarmed out instantly, destroying everything in their way. Some of the mobs were more civilized, and Ros had had the dubious pleasure of being their captive. On the other hand, he was never bored for a moment, and the time spent there was to his benefit. 
 
      
 
    "Unknown creature. Aggression: unknown. Sociality: unknown. Level: unknown. Abilities: unknown. Stats: unknown." 
 
      
 
    Just as he had suspected. High-level monsters looking very much like the ones he'd seen before. However, he'd never encountered this particular species before—there was a lot of variety, after all. He'd be unlikely to learn any more details even if he could get closer due to the same old level gap. 
 
    Those creatures were strong—extremely so. He'd already killed a few wild ones, but he had a high-level pet to help him that time. He could just keep healing it and care for nothing else—it would never allow anyone to so much as lay a finger on him. 
 
    He wouldn't be able to repeat that trick with the kind of pets he had now—they'd receive so much damage he'd never manage to heal them in time. Ros himself was too weak for taking on the likes of those mobs, regardless of his talents and his oddities. He may have stood a chance against a single monster, but two would already be his demise for sure. 
 
    Damn! It seemed as though they noticed him! They froze, staring upwards. Ros was a total noob, after all. He decided that he had lost the pursuit, and replaced the items with bonuses to Disguise by those allowing him to move faster. He was moving with sufficient speed now, but it was much easier to spot him, too—and someone's attentive eye had already seen him. High-level monsters usually had high Perception, and a most impressive aggro range to boot. They started moving fast—and they were still at a distance where not even the best archer would have been able to hit them with an arrow. Most monsters paid no attention to players who were that far away. 
 
    But all of that applied to mobs with levels under 200. 
 
    Just his luck. From the frying-pan into the fire. He must have been looking at one of the invading parties that the Tarantula slain by Thyri had mentioned earlier. 
 
    So, what could he do now? Running away seemed to be the best option. 
 
    Those items with bonuses to Speed would come in very handy now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros crossed the last few feet of a steep ravine with clay soil, and looked back wearily. The river that he had just crossed was flowing down below, with the emerald-colored meadow on the other bank flanked by a dark green fir wood wall. The mobs were coming from that direction, one after another. They kept on moving in the same formation as earlier. The slowest ones had already fallen behind, which was a small comfort. Those things were truly hideous to look at. Apart from being incredibly ugly, they were some twelve feet tall or more. 
 
    These were smaller, but Ros would still be like a newborn babe if he had to fight them. 
 
    One, two, three… Eleven altogether. Two would already be more than he could handle. As for a group like that… 
 
    "You twisted bastards, why would you go after a noob, anyway?!" he shouted, shaking his fist at them. 
 
    His outburst didn't seem to have any effect on the mobs. They kept on walking at the same pace as earlier, without making any unnecessary sounds. The one in front would occasionally stop for a second or to and gaze in Ros's direction, and then head onward. The beast had an enormous bow behind its back, and the shortening distance would allow him to place a shot any moment now. 
 
    Judging by the size of the bow, the arrow would be as large as any javelin. 
 
    Ros turned around and started running across what was technically a wasteland covered in short rough grass, that kept crackling loudly under his feet. He barely managed to start running as fast as he could when he had to adjust his trajectory—there was a narrow arroyo right in front of him. He started following it and shortly regretted the fact that he hadn't crossed it when he had an opportunity. The arroyo kept getting wider and deeper, and it could hold him back considerably. 
 
    Yet he decided against going back. His pursuers might not be the fastest mobs out there, but the distance between them kept shrinking. And he had no intention of letting that go any further. 
 
    The arroyo seemed to be mocking him. It kept getting more and more sinuous, transforming into an impassable canyon. Logically, it should get smaller as he got farther away from the river. Nevertheless, you could even see such anomalies in real world; as for the game, with all the mistakes made by its very first developers immortalized, anything could happen, and Ros no longer found it odd. According to the forum posts, there were in-built and complex mechanisms removing those bugs eventually, but there were still quite a few left. 
 
    The arroyo made another bend—it looked like its walls had collapsed here. He might be able to make it across and run right toward the village, where everyone, players and NPCs alike, would invariably get into a fight with the pursuit, and Ros could finally be left alone. 
 
    He could indeed have crossed the arroyo here. However, it turned out that he wasn't the first to make this discovery. A dozen knights in plate armor formed a line, sitting on armored horses, right at the bottom. They didn't make a single noise—Ros's first impression was that he had run into a row of statues. 
 
    However, they turned out to be very much alive, as he noted with chagrin. 
 
    He looked behind him with hope, but, much to his disappointment, he saw that the mobs had already crossed the river and were now moving right toward Ros, taking a shortcut instead of taking the same way across the bottom of the arroyo as him. 
 
    There were unidentified mounted knights in front and a wild horde regiment at the back, and it felt like he was in a bit of a fix. 
 
    Nevertheless, if he could be certain about the mobs pursuing him, the riders were an unknown quantity. It might make sense to take a closer look at them—after all, they stood there motionless, without showing any signs of aggressive behavior. Ros felt he shouldn't feel so scared of them—after all, there was no such law that everyone met in Second World would necessarily attack you. The contrary was closer to the truth, in fact. 
 
    It must have just been his paranoia. After all, dying right now would be an enormous setback. 
 
    It was easy enough to see the knights weren't players. They weren't mobs, either. Nor were they an assorted collection of NPCs—everything about them looked orderly and uniform, giving them the impression of a regular army. The only thing that set them apart was the badges they wore. They looked like an elite NPC warrior regiment. But those weren't mercenaries—Ros had seen enough of those back in the day. These looked more like soldiers of the imperial army. He saw their squads ride through the cities with a great deal of pomp once or twice—they had excellent armor, heavy spears with streamers tied to them, and narrow banners fluttering in the wind. 
 
    These were just like them. He couldn't see their stats, either—only their names. What could that mean? Most likely, that their levels were above 150. That was the very level where Ros was guaranteed to detect a number of the most important stats. There was a chance of finding out something even about level 200 characters, but those cases were exceptional. 
 
    NPCs weren't people, but the game mechanics gave them virtually the same rights. Those creatures could feel joy or fury; they could also bear a grudge. One shouldn't prod them into any negative emotions if one didn't want to get on their bad side. 
 
    It would be rather stupid to antagonize twelve high-level NPCs, so Ros smiled and said in as friendly a tone as he could, 
 
    "I salute you, oh warriors of the Great Emperor of the West." 
 
    One of the armored knights raised his hand in turn. His voice sounded muffled, coming from underneath his helmet, 
 
    "Greetings to you, too, stranger." 
 
    The knight lowered his hand. There was no more conversation; nobody so much as made a move. 
 
    Those NPCs looked weird. On the other hand… 
 
    He recollected a hot topic in the forum section dealing with the latest events in Rallia. There was a discussion of single NPCs as well as groups of them one could encounter in the invasion area. Some of them actively waged war against the wild hordes; however, there were others who looked rather slow as compared to the former kind. Some players reported cases of armored knights standing for hours in blazing heat, without any chance of ever encountering the enemy. Or a pack of mob would pass in a few feet without any reaction from the part of the NPCs. 
 
    There were many opinions expressed in this respect, but Ros liked the version that the game mechanics did not expect the kind of events that took place in the province. There was an improbable coincidence concerning the actions of the players who had caused an error. In particular, it affected some of the characters' ability to think logically. Incidents like this were reported to have happened before, but it was hard to bring Second World out of balance—things would usually return back to normal quickly enough. 
 
    Ros must have run into a party of those very "slowpokes" discussed at the forum with such fervor. 
 
    There was no time to get surprised. He had to get away—he was still being followed, after all. The armored knights would probably turn out quite useless. There was a chance they would altogether fail to notice the mobs they were supposed to fight. So he shouldn't get his hopes up if he wanted to find some protection. 
 
    He'd still have to rely on his feet, weary as they were, to save him. 
 
    Ros no longer paid any attention to the strange NPCs. He descended the sheer slope in a jiffy and was about to make a detour around the warriors, when one of them suddenly came to his senses and rode his horse towards Ros, blocking his path. Then he asked, 
 
    "Would you tell me if you have seen any of those accursed creatures from the Locked Lands? We've been looking for a chance to fight them in an honest battle for days, and would be most grateful if you could provide any useful information." 
 
      
 
    "Captain Fierre Darbis is offering you a quest: Valuable Information. Quest type: general, easy. Quest duration: 5 minutes. Reward: Friendly attitude from the part of Captain Fierre Darbis. A chance of getting an extra quest from Captain Fierre Darbis. Accept the quest? Yes/No." 
 
      
 
    At that very moment the thing that worried Ros the most was the fact that the enemy archer kept getting ever closer, and the arrows shot by the mob were enormous. However, getting into an argument with a high-level NPC (and one that seemed strangely slow, to boot) could take a long time. It would be easier to comply in hopes they would go away sooner. 
 
    He chose "Yes" without thinking twice about it, and blurted out everything he had known at once, 
 
    "There are eleven wild horde warriors behind me. They are followed by a few more—smaller ones that had fallen behind. Will that information be useful to you?" 
 
    The captain fell into a stupor for around ten seconds, as if paralyzed. Then he suddenly shook himself awake and bellowed boisterously, 
 
    "It surely will! Our swords will be crimson with the blood of our enemies! May the Great Emperor be praised!" 
 
    Other warriors shouted something of a vaguely encouraging nature and started moving, looking nothing like the statues they had resembled earlier. If it hadn't been for those special icons over their heads, they could pass for actual players—they behaved with absolute realism. 
 
    "Stranger, we are the Imperial Guard, and we never forget those who help us. Should you run into any trouble, feel free to call upon us anytime, and we'll try to help with whatever it is. To arms!" 
 
    Hot damn! So it was the Imperial Guard, after all! Those were elite NPCs with levels that even Asian players would find hard to reach at this point. Most leveled around 250, which wasn't all that much, but there were others aplenty, too. Some claimed you could encounter level 500 characters among them, and others claim there are NPCs of an even higher level, but the only certain thing is that no one has managed to discover the stats of the most impressive specimens of these destruction machines. Such fighters were the very reason why different nations that existed in the game could more or least successfully deal with various menaces and restrain the ceaselessly aggressive players. 
 
    Ros, who was planning to make tracks only recently, changed his mind at once. The wild hordes were powerful due to their sheer numbers as opposed to the mobs' individual abilities as fighters. They would include a few fighter bosses occasionally. But those pursuing Ros were standard cannon fodder. 
 
    Therefore, the guardsmen were certain to make short work of the mobs. 
 
    High-level monsters could be good news in this context. Among other things, they could drop valuable loot. 
 
    NPCs are just the same as players in terms of looting the bodies of their slain enemies. In other words, they can take anything they please. There were even NPC guilds specializing in killing monsters and selling all the stuff they would drop. 
 
    However, NPCs were not the same as players. Some stuffed their bags with everything they could lay their hands on, without bothering to cherry-pick; others only picked up a specific class of items (such as weapons), while others still believed themselves to be above something as base as searching the corpses of the accursed vermin. The guards belonged to the latter category. Each of them had enough pride for ten, and they wouldn't even dream of looting corpses. The forum mentioned cases when these elite warriors took part in fighting particularly dangerous bosses capable of dropping expensive items. But the armored knights would stay true to themselves even in face of such temptations. 
 
    As for Ros, he never sneered at picking up anything he could to further his cause. Money would always be useful. He'll need so much it might take him dozens of years before he manages to gather enough. 
 
    He also wanted to make sure the pursuit would be defeated. 
 
    The guards had really good horses. They shot out of the arroyo like stones from a catapult. Ros barely managed to make it up the slope when he heard the sounds of metal hitting metal, followed by screams of pain and rage. 
 
    He never got to see the actual battle. As he got away, he saw the shiny figures of the knights riding away, leaving eleven motionless bodies behind them. They must have remembered what he'd said about the mobs trailing behind, so those giants didn't have long to live, either. 
 
    Once Ros started searching the body, he was disappointed to find out that the Guard were incredibly powerful. High-level mobs were ripped apart like chewing toys in the jaws of Spike, your psycho neighbor's pit-bull. Given the level difference, the loot suffered as well—he didn't get anything of value. Nothing but bits and pieces of items, most of which were completely useless. After all, no one would be interested in an item with a description running along the following lines, "Broken Lizard-Chewer Talon. The item received permanent damage in a battle with a strong opponent." Something like that was as useless on its own as it was for crafting objects. The only way in which such junk might be useful was an alchemical component, powdered. 
 
    His wish to follow the guards back and search the remaining mobs that they would have killed by then disappeared instantly. Ros might have gotten greedy at times, but never so much that he would walk unsafe terrain in search of useless garbage. 
 
    He had important business to attend to, after all. And someone was expecting him. He turned around and resolutely headed in the same direction—toward the village. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Tower was a term that never had to be explained to anyone related to the corporation that had become famous after producing a globally-played computer game, and it had a special meaning to them. That was the name given by the employees and anyone to the main administrative building that stood much taller than any other skyscraper downtown. 
 
    It was built as part of a complex of other structures, and had a specific purpose, since the tower was surrounded by the company's data centers, research labs, and even residential buildings for the kind of employees that needed to be at hand on a 24/7 basis, their actual work schedule notwithstanding. 
 
    Michael Silber lived in the Tower's penthouse. He had a security system that could withstand a missile attack, and a dedicated bodyguard detail at the security center serving the interests of just a single person living behind walls of steel—someone who had mentioned cheating death his main goal in one of his early interviews. 
 
    And it needed to be said that the reaper never got to the Old Man, even though he was a very likely customer. He could have taken a look at him during one of those rare moments when he expressed a desire to move to a room with windows at best. But the bony guy would have no chance even in that scenario—the glass was six-inch-thick, with an integrated nanobot protection system, so Silber felt safe enough.  
 
    The Old Man spent most of his time in his inner sanctum. Few were aware of those being something more than just a set of small rooms. It was a real armored fortress with a dedicated security system—a citadel within a citadel. If the walls of the first one failed to contain the menace, his private rooms would all the way down the vertical elevator shaft that used up a substantial portion of the Tower's central part. After a few hundred feet, the capsule's built-in braking system would kick in, and it would land gently onto a transportation device concealed underground, which would instantly take Silber's lair away through another shaft, a horizontal one this time. There was a sizable underground shelter at the other end, with enough resources to keep the guy with the scythe at bay for quite a while. 
 
    The designers of the Old Man's citadel had all left this world due to a strange coincidence, but not even the most careful investigation would see anything suspicious about their demise. The same concerned a large number of workers and others who'd had the bad luck of knowing too much. 
 
    Some coincidences could get pretty weird. 
 
    No one familiar with all the secrets concealed in Silber's lair had lived to tell the tale. Eric Coleman knew just how many ICBMs were ready for launch and how many thermonuclear warheads were carried by state-of-the-art Pittsburgh class submarines. He even knew the color of the socks the POTUS would look up today, and the exact identity of the guy that the FLOTUS would cheat on him with later today. 
 
    Coleman knew many things, but he remained ignorant of the number of rooms in the Old Man's armored lair. 
 
    He had surely never visited this one. It was as small as other hideaways in the capsule, which was hardly spacious, and it had a particularly elongated shape. Most of the space was taken by the machinery related to the centralized life-support system that kept feeding the Old Man a multitude of special liquids as he sat on his hi-tech chair that must have cost around as much as one of the most advanced fighter jets. A mechanized spider of sorts, with wheels instead of legs. 
 
    The rest of the space was occupied by Silber and a virtual reality capsule (initially known to the company's researchers as a Personal Deep Immersion Module. It was obviously nothing like the mass-produced models that only cost a few hundred; a cheap plastic fake was the last thing one would expect to find here. Silber may have been indifferent to how much space he had at his disposal, but he cared deeply about what had filled it. He seemed to have gone as far as using ivory, whereas the latest wildlife protection laws were so strict that even well-heeled citizens wouldn't normally see any of it outside of a museum. 
 
    "So, Eric, what do you say? Do you like what you see?" 
 
    "This isn't the capsule you normally use. Did you get a new one?" 
 
    "It isn't new, as a matter of fact. It is… something slightly different from what you may have expected. This is no mere capsule. It is more of a remote-control device. A personal one. The tests finished today, and every single thing was perfectly functional. Which means it still works. This concerns our previous conversation about Rostovtsev." 
 
    "The time we spoke last?" 
 
    "Exactly. You may recollect me mentioning the ultimate solution to the Rostovtsev problem." 
 
    "I get it." 
 
    "Time waits for no man, Eric, as well you should know. This heart… the last one I got… It's damaged. Good for nothing." 
 
    "I remember you telling me as much." 
 
    "I wish you knew what this felt like… When you're absolutely incapacitated… Well, I shouldn't digress, time is indeed at a premium." 
 
    A hologram flashed up in the space between Coleman and the Old Man. The 3D model of the unidentifiable hideous creature hanging in the air was not so much scary as reasonably repulsive. It had too many tentacles, looking grossly whitish and squishy—just like maggots. There was a definite excess of slime, too—it could start dripping anytime. Differently-sized reddish eyes scattered all across the jellyfish-like elongated body didn't make it look any better, either. 
 
    "Have you ever heard any scary stories about Object 114-5-0-2-8, Eric?" 
 
    Coleman shook his head. 
 
    "I don’t think I have, unless it refers to Project 114." 
 
    "Nah, this has got nothing to do with the satellite industry. It's an in-game object." 
 
    "I spend time in the game just like the rest of us, but I've never heard of this object." 
 
    "This name isn't known to anyone, which is why it has a different alias. The players have called it Bug, and it appears to have accepted it. The name is significant, since it normally refers to software errors. Have you never heard any scary stories about a huge yellow smiley face fond of eating players alive, which is impossible to kill whatever you do?" 
 
    "Oh, so that's what you're talking about. I had to take care of the mess with the Russians because of that thing back in the day. They used to call it a funny name—Kolobok. As far as I know, it stands for an ancient type of fried bread that hails from Russia." 
 
    "Yeah, that's what the Russkies call it." 
 
    "I even got the impression that they express a certain kind of sympathy when they talk about this yellow piece of trash." 
 
    "Well, the Russkies are weird. But we're not talking about them now. Haven't you ever mused on the fact that a universe as balanced as the Second World should tolerate as egregious an error for so long?" 
 
    "Pardon my ignorance, but my profession does not imply in-depth knowledge of game mechanics. I didn't think it was an error." 
 
    "You should have given it some thought. Second World can have no indestructible characters, after all. That goes against the main laws of game mechanics." 
 
    "I get it. It's a bug, after all. But that wasn't what you wanted to tell me, was it now?" 
 
    "Eric, you really need to learn to see the larger scheme of things. Even if you only manage to become vaguely aware of it. The Bug is not an error. There are no errors in the Second World. It's ideal—much better than ours, in fact; otherwise, all this hullabaloo wouldn't have made any sense. One's consciousness is always oriented toward the ideal, and that is precisely what we're betting on. I see that you're a bit confused about the whole thing. Anyway, Object 114-5-0-2-8 was created under my direct supervision; I gave all the orders. And yet I couldn't place it in Second World. Its control system would immediately recognize a critical error and look for a way to correct it. However, I'm as good as any silicon brain, so I can do all the correction I need personally. Take a closer look at this. What do you see?" The Old Man pointed toward the hologram. 
 
    Coleman shrugged. 
 
    "I have no idea, but it's the most repulsive thing I've seen to date. I assume it's a representative of the Second World fauna. A particularly unpleasant monster—possibly a boss. Another in-game object, and there's an abundance of those." 
 
    "You're right. What you see is Object 114-5-0-2-9, but I prefer to call this beauty The Annihilator. Unlike the Bug, it isn't known to the general public, but it doesn't make it less interesting. The Bug is an indestructible object, and its existence goes against the laws of the Second World. So, if you somehow manage to allow the creation of such an object, you need to add the condition that the indestructible can yet be destroyed to the game mechanics before the AI control system gets a chance to react. That was how the Annihilator came into existence." 
 
    "You mean this slug can destroy the Bug?" 
 
    "Well, according to the official taxonomy, this isn't a slug. It's a terrestrial phosphorus squid. But, yeah, you're right. The Annihilator is the only character that can destroy the Bug. However, it has plenty of other features. The Bug's defenses are manifold; one would need to launch an attack from every direction to overcome it, so the AI control system can occasionally fail to run it through its logic circuits. However, the Annihilator is controlled by a dedicated AI programmed in a specific manner, without any capacity for in-depth analysis, so there are no ambiguities, as much as it's concerned. The monster only has two skills. One allows it to appear anywhere in the world, and the other is used in battle. It burns up all of its mana as it deals damage to a single target. This target is destroyed completely and erased from the game world irretrievably—this is what we call annihilation." 
 
    "So, if the target is a player…" 
 
    "The player will not respawn. In fact, they'll cease to exist. And they'll find an empty shell IRL. A dead body." 
 
    "But that's impossible." 
 
    "It's possible if the player isn't a newcomer, but rather belongs to the type that spend a great deal of time inside the game, either deliberately or not. Such a player becomes a part of the game, and the game becomes a part of their consciousness. In extreme cases, the body and the mind can be separated. That's how you get those "ghosts" and other players stuck in the game without an option of getting out. The player will be erased, since the Annihilator's weapons work indiscriminately, leaving nothing behind. There'll be no mind left to return to the body." 
 
    "Why would you create something as hideous as that, anyway?" 
 
    The Old Man gave Eric a sly wink, but immediately winced and started to massage his ribcage. 
 
    "Eric, you're perfectly aware of the fact that I'm a mean-tempered old ruin. Something like this," a wrinkled hand pointed toward the capsule, "might come in handy when someone who spends too much time in the game starts to give you grief. However, it's primary purpose is to eliminate the waste. You probably get what I'm talking about…" 
 
    "Yeah, I've always wondered about how you'd make them keep their mouths shut after…" 
 
    "You probably guessed I had something up my sleeve for such a case?" The Old Man cackled slyly. 
 
    "I had my suspicions. Do any of the others know?" 
 
    "I have decided they don't necessarily have to be aware of all the details. I have told this to you, and that should do. And, yes, it turns out that the Annihilator's control panel will accept no one but me. So I'm the only one who can sic this squid onto the quarry." 
 
    "Why am I not surprised?" 
 
    "That's right, Eric. This slimy thing is a dangerous weapon." 
 
    "How soon do you intend to dispatch Rostovtsev?" 
 
    "Well, we need to find him first." 
 
    "That much is just a question of time. And it won't take long. Analysts predict his further moves based on the fact that he's a serious player now, and that the control AIs get the heebie-jeebies when they react to his actions. They claim that the result is all but guaranteed." 
 
    "But they haven't managed to accomplish anything yet…" 
 
    "They haven't." 
 
    "Find him. And have a chat with him. But don't do it like those two-bit hoodlums whose best idea was to put him in a cage. Talk to him in the proper way. His death would not be the ultimate solution to all our problems. Rostovtsev may be replace by someone just as dangerous. We need to find out absolutely everything. And if we cannot solve this by force, we can come to a settlement. What we need is some link to the party that had made Rostovtsev infiltrate the game. And we also need to know what he knows. According to the analysts, he has a much higher chance of completing this goddamn endless quest." 
 
    "Why did you show me the Annihilator if you only intend to converse?" 
 
    "Well, there are all sorts of conversations. We'll discuss our affairs—we might get into a heated dispute, or smile at one another. And then… We might introduce him to our unseemly friend. There are all kinds of challenges to be dealt with, after all… 
 
    The Old Man's smile didn't reach his eyes as he stared at the hologram depicting the monster. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Thyri had given excellent directions to the place where she'd be waiting for Ros, but he still didn't manage to find her, no matter how hard he tried. The oaks were easy enough to find, but the girl was nowhere around. He tried to message her, but there was no reply. She was either far enough away for the game's communications system to have no coverage, didn't feel like answering, or still remained offline. In the latter case, Ros could forget about finding her altogether. Players with names displayed in red lettering were adept at hiding their bodies. Coupled with impressive disguise skills, even combing a given area might prove futile. 
 
    Ros took a rest on the soft grass, munched on some meat, and studied the forum, scanning the hot topics and reading the messages from Digits and Danger Babe. The former kept writing about all sorts of financial transactions, current and planned; the letter complained that she and Tangh got killed today, and it was by no means the first time since Ros's departure. However, the two of them had some good news, too—they managed to discover a new dungeon. It was a rare stroke of luck, the only explanation being that the Locked Lands opened very recently, and that the overwhelming majority of the players had considerable problems with finding access to these territories. Once Ros would complete his task, everything would change drastically, so they'd have to explore the precious cave as soon as they could, or some other player might get to it first. 
 
    They were wary of going in without Ros. They had every reason to be cautious. They ran into dangerous situations even when facing regular monsters, and every creature they would meet in the murky dungeon would be much harder to deal with. 
 
    Ros told them to keep away from the entrance, lest they attract someone's attention. He also asked them to give him an approximate list of the equipment Tangh and Danger Thing would need to complete the dungeon. In-game funds came in particularly handy when you had to beef your characters up to the max. 
 
    However, something like that cost a lot. A hell of a lot. 
 
    Then he got bored, and decided to make a present for his mysterious companion. He started to get all kinds of materials from his bag, mixing all them up in the unique Transmogrification Cube of the Craftsmen’s Guild Master from the Locked Lands. Sometimes there was no result at all; at other times, the attempt itself was successful, but the resulting item turned out to be total junk, or just unimpressive. However, Ros had managed to craft a couple of really nice items, and decided to keep at it. 
 
    The reward wasn't long in the coming. 
 
      
 
    "You create a Ring of Red Pain from the Locked Lands. Attention! You have created a unique item! It has no duplicate anywhere in the Second World! You receive a reward: +1 to Magical Transmogrification, +1 to Invention, +1 to Creator, +1 to Learner, and +1 to Arcane Knowledge. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 917424. You can create blueprints for a new item: the Ring of Red Pain from the Locked Lands. Attention! You have created an item using ingredients no one had ever used before. Some of the properties of the following ingredients have been studied: Moss Shadowcrawler Bone. You have demonstrated real ingenuity. You receive a reward: +2 to Reason. Attention! Your Arcane Knowledge stat reaches 25. You can learn of a previously undiscovered feature of any object once daily without using or destroying it." 
 
      
 
    Ros looked about him furtively. What if some stranger decided to steal his precious at this very moment? It was a cool enough ring with a well-balanced set of stats. Any warrior would love it; tanks could wear it as well, although they wouldn't get all the benefits. It was a unique item, so he could probably make a small fortune after selling it. 
 
    He decided he would call it a day inasmuch as crafting was concerned. He'd get to it later—and without going all-out. Trying one's luck from morning till night would not be a very bright idea—it could turn bad, after all. 
 
    His friends Tangh and Danger Babe were doing the job of three players in the Locked Lands right now, sourcing the rarest materials that he could use for some serious crafting once he got back. He would buy all sorts of local ingredients at the capital, choosing the best ones, and then experiment at length with different combinations of whatever he would find. 
 
    Apart from other things, he had lots of really cool items on him that he had gotten from monsters or crafted personally. He was planning to use the help of his friend Digits to sell it quickly and for a decent price, so he reckoned he'd be able to get enough money for all those grandiose plans of his. 
 
    The first stage, that was. 
 
    "Well, hi there!" said a voice from behind. 
 
    He was so startled he nearly jumped. Then he breathed out with relief, and said, without turning around, 
 
    "Hello to you, too, Thyri. I'd rather you didn't scare me like that. I didn't notice you." 
 
    "Sorry. No one ever notices me… Anywhere… 
 
    The last words were uttered in a rather sad voice, but Ros decided against prying. She would share whatever she chose whenever she chose. Decent players never tried to get under someone's skin. 
 
    Although he'd be really interested in doing just that, given the opportunity. There were a few questions he would really like to get some answers to. 
 
    "So, how did it go? They didn't catch up with you, did they?" 
 
    "They haven't." I haven't even seen them once." 
 
    "That's weird. They have real good trackers. That clan is pretty powerful." 
 
    "I would not have escaped them IRL. However, the game offers plenty of opportunities for pulling wool over someone's eyes. That is to say, I appear to have turned out a little more cunning than them." 
 
    "That's great, because we may run into them again. I don't think they've left the area, so you should keep your cunning handy." 
 
    "Here are your rings." 
 
    "Thanks. Hey! You've given me an extra one!" 
 
    "It's yours now." 
 
    "It's pretty expensive; I'd hate to lose it. Thanks, but I'd rather you took it back" 
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
    "As you wish. I hope you will at least accept the boots—I made them with you in mind; didn't want you to go barefoot." 
 
    "Are you a cobbler or something?" 
 
    "Well, I can work leather. But I wouldn't claim any great skill so far. You can see as much, anyway." 
 
    "As a matter of fact, they're better than the ones I'd left behind. Thanks. How much do I owe you?" 
 
    Ros made a dismissive gesture. 
 
    "That's nothing. You have helped me out, and I have killed you as a sign of gratitude. You could say I was doing it for my conscience; I keep getting those pangs all the time. So you shouldn't have refused the ring." 
 
    "I told you already—I'm likely to lose it, and I'd hate whoever would be around at that point to mock a silly girls with holes in her pockets." 
 
    "If you're dead, you won't hear anything. Take it already—I have to soothe my bleeding conscience." 
 
    "All right, then. Thank you." 
 
    "I have explored the game forum, and there's nothing on the Tarantulas there. That is, no one's been discussing what they'd been getting up to here so far." 
 
    "They talk to each other on their game forum. You'd have no access there." 
 
    "Yeah, I've figured out as much. Anyway, we know nothing of their current disposition. I suggest that we make a detour around the village and then head right through the forest. It has plenty of thickets, and the undead are supposed to haunt it at night. But they level at 100 at best, so we have a good chance, even if we run into a serious pack. We'll come to a valley with three rivers running across it later on. There will be nothing there but meadows and bushes. The most dangerous mobs there were foxes and rabbits. Even characters of really puny levels could use this area for leveling up—provided they were prepared to travel that far. Then we'll be crossing locations with mobs leveling around fifty or eighty—very popular for leveling up with characters like me. If you don't get your name back in the white by then, it might be best for you to avoid them. There's a bunch of red-named folks of all sorts running around, and even more players hunting them."  
 
    "What do you mean, of all sorts?" 
 
    "I mean they can be of all sorts of levels, and some of them can be real tough bastards. Also, such areas are favored by clans specializing in hunting player killers. Those wouldn't be particularly salubrious in your case right now." 
 
    "I'd need pretty high-level mobs to get my name into the white once again. There are none such here—we'd have to go back to where we'd met the first time. And we'd have to make lots of detours to avoid the Tarantulas." 
 
    "There are lots of high-level players there, and killing someone like you, with no clan and no protection, would be a sport for many of them. A lot of them get triggered by red names." 
 
    "That's right. My best chance here is to keep a low profile. I've only got a single murder to account for—there wasn't much karmic damage, so it should whiten by itself soon enough." 
 
    "How soon is soon enough?" 
 
    "Around five days." 
 
    "Well, damn…" 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "If we're lucky, we'll reach the capital a lot quicker than that. And once we get there, you'll be a magnet for PKs and PK killers alike. The location is really popular with both." 
 
    "Let's cross that bridge once we get to it." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "I will suck out your miserable souls, steeped in sin, and your bodies will be but dust strewn to the wind and falling on the filthy floor of a century-old grave!" A ghost glowing green must have decided that his words weren't enough to scare the two players bold enough to invade his domain as it rose out of the grave, and so it decided to laugh theatrically for emphasis. 
 
    "I can't remember ever seeing someone who'd wag their tongue as much," said Thyri, unperturbed. "Take a look at me and assess the difference yourself. It would take a single sneeze in your direction to turn you into a puddle of green snot." 
 
    The ghost must have not been a compete idiot. It stopped making menacing gestures with its bony hands, and took a good look at Thyri. Its face had already been rather glum, but now it became completely lugubrious. The green glow subsided considerably. 
 
    Then the ghost's attention switched to Ros, and it became a little more animated. It instantly suggested what must have seemed a mutually beneficial solution. 
 
    "Hey, big thing. Why don't you leave this worthless worm to me, and depart? I release you; go in peace, live long, and prosper. Why can't I show a little magnanimity?" 
 
    Thyri sighed. 
 
    "Why are the lot of you so thick-headed?" 
 
    Then she instantly drew her bow and shot the ghost with an arrow that lit up as she released it. The mob squeaked in horror and disappeared, leaving nothing but a green puddle of slime that looked so unappetizing that Ros felt he would forgo searching it for valuable loot this time. 
 
    At any rate, what loot could he find when the level gap between the killer and the quarry had been so great? 
 
      
 
    "You kill the Chatterbox Ghost. XP received: 107. Points left until the next level: 902439." 
 
      
 
    "The developers must have spent a long time trying to think of a name for this weirdo," said Ros mockingly. 
 
    "They sure did. The lack of any sense of humor must have been a necessary requirement and indicated as such in their CVs. They would just say the first thing that came into their heads. We're getting closer to the edge of the woods. There'll be a valley where three rivers merge into one once we cross that. I'd like to get offline for two or three hours once we get to the border. Will you wait on me?" 
 
    "I might—then again, I might not." 
 
    "Is there any chance to make sure you do it without any of that 'might not' business?" 
 
    "Thyri, had I really wanted to leave, I would have done it already, and you would never have found me." 
 
    "And yet you didn't." 
 
    "They haven't." I ran into something lately. I find it pretty weird. And you're a part of it. I'd really like to know how you had managed to find out about me and what exactly might be going on around me. I have looked into every forum topic, but there's nothing remotely similar to our case there. It may be a case of me being unique, or things like these happen so rarely that you cannot find any relevant information anywhere. Would there be anything you'd like to tell me? I am referring to the circumstances of our first encounter. 
 
    Thyri stayed silent for a few moments, turning away. Then she said in a barely audible voice, 
 
    "Ros… I have nothing to tell you." 
 
    "I get it." 
 
    "It's not that I'm hiding anything. I don't know anything myself." 
 
    "But how can something like that happen?" 
 
    "It can. The game has many oddities about it. Haven't you noticed any yourself?" 
 
    "Well… I have to admit that lots of things have happened to me… But I cannot imagine a situation when I would walk for miles in order to wait for some perfect stranger in a wet shrub without knowing why, all of a sudden. And then I'd protect that player from an attack, and tag along like a faithful little pooch, trying to help them to the best of my ability." 
 
    "You're right, it seems unlikely enough." 
 
    "Exactly…" 
 
    "Well, I didn't start playing for entertainment. 
 
    "You were planning to make some money, weren't you?" 
 
    "What made you think that?" 
 
    "Your name is silly. Sorry, I mean, it's been generated by the game's registration algorithms. Thyrinawerria Raynayila is not a name one would choose of their own volition. Such names are usually given to players who try to minimize their expenses. You normally see such names given to worker characters with the cheapest accounts. 
 
    Ros knew all about it—his name had neither been Ros, nor even Bubble originally. It was Rostendrix Poterentax, quite a hideous mouthful, all in all. He found it a mouthful himself, so he shortened it as much as he could. 
 
    "Well, I didn't choose it." 
 
    "Thought as much." 
 
    "I told you, I didn't come here for entertainment. I was… I was placed here. Or, rather, brought here. It was necessary because of… Well, there were a few problems. IRL. I'd prefer not to discuss them…" 
 
    "I really can't believe you ended up in those bushes because of the problems you had IRL." 
 
    "Well, if it hadn't been for those problems, I wouldn't have started playing in the first place. I would… Ah, well… It doesn't matter anymore. I still don't know who I am here. I can't really find a place for myself. Nor have I really been looking for one. But I've had all sorts of stuff happen to me. It would get pretty tough at times, and real world would add to my problems. There was this one time—I still don't understand what happened then. It felt like I had fallen asleep here, in the game. And I had a dream. A dream of someone. I couldn't recollect his appearance, but I remember what he had told me. He told me lots of useful things and really helped me. When I saw him for the second time in a similar dream, I believed everything he told me. He said I should make haste toward that river and meet you, and then help you get wherever you'd be headed to. So I set out to look for you right away. That's the only thing I can tell you. You may or may not believe me, but that's the only answer I have." 
 
    "You got information about me in a dream?" 
 
    "Yeah, I realize it sounds weird, but I did." 
 
    Ros was inclined to believe the girl. And not because he was charmed enough to believe anything she'd say. He had a few dreams of the most unusual sort himself where there was a character whose appearance he could not remember, but whose words stuck in his head nevertheless. 
 
    And they made a lot of sense, just as in Thyri's case. The information received from that voice may not have been of the most useful sort, but it had come in handy, nevertheless. He searched through the most obscure corners of game-related forums, official and not, searching for anything he could find about such "dreams." All to no avail. 
 
    Until today. But it wasn't a forum post—he met an actual eyewitness. Someone who had the same kind of dreams. 
 
    "Did this voice foretell anything? About the game, I mean?" 
 
    "It foretold that you would appear next to the destroyed watermill, at least. I'm sorry. I cannot tell you all the details. There was a lot of personal stuff there." 
 
    "Oh, I didn't mean to pry. All right, then. In that case I can promise that I'll wait for you at the border." 
 
    "You mean you believe me?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "All right, then. I'll try to get back as soon as I can." 
 
    "But there's nothing for you to do beyond the three-river valley. There are too many people, and it's the most PK-active area in these parts; the place is notorious for it." 
 
    "It's gonna be dangerous for you without me." 
 
    "Well, you may have noticed I wasn't your average noob." 
 
    "I've noticed that all right." 
 
    "Those who like to kill fellow players will see a puny level 67 player. And they aren't used to surprises. I, however, have a penchant for surviving." 
 
    "I'd still like to accompany you to the very gates. I can stay unnoticed, as you should well know by now." 
 
    "Another thing I know is that such players as you are extremely slow in maximum invisibility mode. How long is it going to take us to get there?" 
 
    "Around twenty-four hours, once we cross the valley." 
 
    "It would take me four instead of twenty-four, or perhaps even less than that." 
 
    "But you'll be on your own, and an encounter with a high-level killer may prove fatal to you." 
 
    "I'll spend a lot more time in a dangerous zone if we stick together. That would be a huge risk, too." 
 
    "All right, let's get to the border, and then… Well, we'll see once we're there." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "The wife of the notorious professor Aurelio Barbarossa demands that her husband be legally recognized as deceased, disregarding the proper legal procedure, to initiate the process of sharing his estate. The relatives of the scientist who had vanished support her. 
 
    The professor is known to have vanished five months ago. However, no signs of foul play were found by the police during their investigation. What they did find, however, was indirect evidence that Barbarossa may have left the country accompanied by his young assistant, who is also known to have disappeared at the same time. Thus, there was no reason to believe that the vanished professor was killed or died a natural death. However, if without serious evidence that the vanished person is still alive, they may be officially recognized as deceased after a certain period. 
 
    No such evidence has been found to date, and the indirect leads do not carry sufficient legal weight. But the period has not expired to date, and thus the statement made by the wife's attorney might imply that Aurelio Barbarossa is still alive and is trying to rake up more notoriety. That's what he's been best known for all these years. 
 
    However, it has to be said that his notoriety was anything but a classical example of tabloid fame. He became famous after having published a number of seminal works that have redefined modern psychology. In particular, we have to point out his work entitled The Parallel Consciousness, which was a trailblazing work in a discipline that is complex and convoluted. He was widely known as one of the theorists that helped bring about the latest-generation AI technology; such AIs are widely used by the military and the gaming industry these days. 
 
    He was also famous about his predictions concerning the effect of the separation of the body and the consciousness in a highly-detailed gaming environment made around the time he first started work as a consultant for the famed Second World project. As everyone well remembers, shortly after the launch of the game, there were many reported instances of the players' minds staying in the game. In other words, they failed to return to their bodies. Moreover, the problem of "ghosts" or "digital people" emerge shortly afterwards—the terms are currently used for referring to the phenomenon of the consciousness becoming disconnected from the body permanently. More specifically, this concerned the players whose real bodies ceased to exist for one reason or another, but whose characters kept on existing in the game temporarily or permanently. 
 
    We must remind the readers that no other project ever experienced anything of the sort." 
 
    One of those boring articles no one would ever bother to print out. Published online. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Thyri may have trusted Ros, but not enough to leave her body where he could see it. She returned into the greenish mist that had hung over the nearest part of the murky wood and used her Disguise skill somewhere in there, without any fear for the undead roaming the treacherous forest. 
 
    Ros stayed alone. He didn't perceive any real danger here, at the edge of the woods. Apart from that, the undead weren't very active during the mornings, unless they haunted deep dungeons where no light ever shone. Yet he tried to get as far away from the woods as he could—the last thing he wanted to do was getting involved with a bunch of high-level ghosts of the sort that you encountered here. 
 
    He descended a low-sloped grassy sloped with a narrow but swift stream meandering underneath. The crystalline water babbled happily between the mossy rocks, with shoals of fast-moving baby fish and individual fish of a larger size swimming in the water, and rows of frogs lined up alongside the shores. There were reeds growing around the oxbows, and Ros decided to choose one of such places. It would be hard to spot him among the tall reeds, but he could observe all around him; there were no shrubs or trees anywhere, and an observant watcher could see quite a few things. 
 
    Yet there was nothing much to see. The edge of the woods was the border between two areas of a fundamentally different nature. Back there you could run into a level 100 ghost anytime, or encounter a group of malodorous and clumsy level 80 zombies. On the other hand, you could walk for hours without encountering a single enemy. Especially during the daytime. So the zone wasn't particularly good for those wishing to level up, since you would waste plenty of time hunting for the kind of mobs you'd need. There were a few destroyed villages around with plenty of fiends haunting them, but even an average party of players could kill all of them in three or four hours, which wasn't anywhere near enough for having real fun. Thus, it was one of those Second World locations where there was nothing much to do. Only a rare and complex quest could take one somewhere like that, or a wish to spend a few days roaming on your own, without having to talk to any other players or endlessly fight monsters of all sorts. There were many players who loved to spend their time in this very way; in fact, it could be very beneficial at times. For instance, if someone was gathering herbs to level up their Alchemy skill, there'd be no reason for them to do anything else. All you needed to do was search for whatever you needed, and then gather the ingredients and combine them. 
 
    The three-river valley was a whole different kettle of fish. There were no murky thickets over there—on the contrary, it was a wide open space filled with sunlight. The grass on the meadows grew low, as though it had been mowed. The rolling heals were clear of trees; there were just a few sparse copses here and there. You could run into a level 100 ghost here, too, in theory, since the mobs' respawn points had no fixed locations, but something like that would be very unlikely. The majority of monsters preferred to keep close to their preprogrammed locations. So this was a peaceful reign of small rodents, trustful rabbits, abundant with well-fed pheasants and wild turkeys, with cunning foxes cunning them. The places where you could run into lone wolves or packs of wolf cubs were few and far between. This was a paradise for newborn characters. The mobs' levels were between 1 and 7, and none of them were aggressive. The chances of running into something dangerous and evil were negligible. The capital was near; it was a popular place with the players who could afford to pay for getting to choose where they would incarnate for the first time. 
 
    However, just like the Murky Woods, the Three-River Valley wasn't really popular. And there were reasons for it. You'd have to waste half a day to walk here from the capitals—low-level characters couldn't use riding pets, after all. So, what would happen next? It would take one a few hours to reach the eighth or the tenth level hunting the local fauna if one really put some effort into it. If one took the trouble of reading the game forum and visited a few places where there was a chance of getting a side quest, one could reach that limit even faster. 
 
    But why was it the limit? The reason was that it made the most sense to use monsters of approximately one's own level for leveling up. Killing those of a higher level would be useful in terms of experience and the chance of receiving valuable loot. However, if you settled for small fry, you'd have to expect the rewards to be a lot less substantial. Once the level gap got sufficiently great, they would dwindle almost to nothing, and the progress would stop. 
 
    That meant that once you got three levels higher than the foxes, which hardly ever grew higher than level 8, you'd have to find a new location with the kind of game you could hunt more profitably. Therefore, one would have to hunt monsters leveling around 8 or 10 (or, perhaps, a little higher, but nowhere above 15, since they were, for the most part, too dangerous for low-level individual players, and it made no sense to form at the very dawn of one's gaming career. One needed to grow stronger to form a team. 
 
    Ros encountered no mobs leveling below 80 in the Murky Woods. The ones you would expect to meet leveled between 50 and 80. Exceptions were few and far between, and never deviated from the standard levels much. Thus, level 10 players would have nothing to occupy themselves with in this area. 
 
    There was a better place at a distance, but they'd have to waste a day crossing a valley rife with useless low-level mobs (it would take almost twenty-four hours on foot). It would have been much easier to return to the capital or make a detour. There were lots of useful locations behind it, and you wouldn't have to waste time on a taxing journey once you got to your stat maximum. 
 
    That was why there were few players wishing to marvel at the wonders of the three-river valley. That suited Ros just fine. He was a loner by nature, and the fact that the Iron Hills would be the next location was already sufficient. That was the very location for those wishing to level up over 50. According to the statistics, the majority of characters belonged to that category, yet there were few places where they could level up comfortably, so there would be an overabundance of players there. Those who liked to amuse themselves by killing noobs were perfectly aware of that. And they had no interest in roaming empty areas in hope to find someone sooner or later since they preferred a guaranteed outcome. This was why such places were haunted by hordes of archers, mages, and specialists in invisibility of all sorts—the kind that preferred to hit you from a distance, or from behind, winning a battle where the fighters weren't matched evenly in a single sudden attack. 
 
    How much does it take to kill a noob? A single cheap arrow or a spell. It would be hard to run away from a high-level player in the first place; when they ambushed you when you expected no foul play, you hardly had a chance. 
 
    On the other hand, if you killed a player whose name was displayed in white, you got karma points. The lettering of the name displayed over your head reddened as a result. The redder the color, the more penalties imposed while alive—and, most importantly, after death. Any conflict can result in the loss of valuable property and a good chunk of your XP. Those who really liked to hunt noobs with impunity were hunted in turn. Some were wishing to get hold of the loot you dropped. Others remembered old slights done by the likes of you and always felt like revenge. Others still strove to be remembered as protectors of noobs, or just wanted to hunt the hunters for the hell or it. There were even minor clans whose entire ideology was based on protecting newbies from attacks from other players trying to have fun at their expense. There were even a few major guild who practiced it as a side business. They could recruit promising players as they looked after promising recruits, who, in turn, were happy to join the heroes capable of giving even the most dangerous "rednames" a taste of their own medicine. 
 
    In other words, too many interests of all sorts met in such locations as the Iron Hills. They were always a barrel of fun—you never knew what could happen the very next moment. Thus, Ros was enjoying his last peaceful moments. Henceforth, he'd keep running into players, and he could only hope those encounters would be of a pleasant or a neutral nature. 
 
    That was what he'd been thinking of as he sat in the reeds without doing anything much. He didn't get to the river bank by chance; he'd been following the first rule of any serious player. And that rule was, "Not a single minute should be wasted." So, what else could one do in an area with useless low-level mobs aplenty? Given the enormous level gap, he'd be unlikely to get any loot, no matter how cheap, in any case. 
 
    But one can always find a useful task. Thus, Ros chose a pastime he had never indulged in before. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! Do you intend to create a fishing rod? Yes/No." 
 
      
 
    Yes was the obvious answer. 
 
      
 
    "Ingredient required: piece of cork. Possible replacements: a piece of light wood, a singed feather, an Arkh herb stalk, or a Footgnawer's antenna. 
 
      
 
    Ros didn't have any such feathers, and it would be too boring to try to get one. Also, low-level pheasants were unlikely to drop anything useful. He had no idea of what this herb was or where one could find it. The Footgnawer was out of the question—the mob would likely be a very rare one. That was why he had to go back into the woods, picking up one piece of wood after another and studying them. Finally, he achieved the desired result. 
 
      
 
    "You create an item: A Novice Fisherman's Reed Rod." 
 
      
 
    Fishing was more than a way of upping your Cooking skill in the game. You could find something as you would gut it, if you were lucky. It would normally be junk, but sometimes one would find someone to set the entire forum aflame. There were lots of irreplaceable ingredients that could only be gathered like this—you'd have to spend some time sitting on a bridge or a river bank. Also, once you'd spend enough time fishing, you would open an auxiliary stat—namely, Fisherman. Once you would level it up, you would get a few handy bonuses; this was why even some of the most advanced players didn't feel it beneath them to sit down with a fishing rod every now and then.  
 
    However, they would usually choose the best places for the purpose. As for Ros, he'd have to choose the first one he came across. He wouldn't waste any time; on the other hand, he could take a break and let his eyes rest on the flowing water. Nothing but advantages, come to think of it. And he could watch the local fauna frolicking around, too. You could see a pheasant take off, or a rabbit go about its business in the grass—or a fox sneak through furtively across the far side of the hill. 
 
    But now…  
 
    What the hell was this, anyway? 
 
    It took Ros a while to realize that something weird was happening around him. There should have been no overabundance of mobs in such locations. That was just how it was when he had just arrived. But these things kept changing all the time. Formerly, rabbits appeared in ones or in pairs, but now he started to notice groups of three or four; they started to get more numerous shortly. 
 
    A lot more numerous. 
 
    And it wasn't just a question of rabbits coming together. The same concerned wild turkeys and pheasants. The birds came over from every direction, either flying or walking, and their numbers came increasing, too. 
 
    All those little creatures seemed to be doing the same as always—namely, wandering back and forth. But no matter how they moved around and what patterns they made, they were invariably attracted to Ros. It barely took him ten minutes since he'd dug up enough worms and sat down at the bank with a fishing rod since he found himself surrounded by nearly a hundred of the most harmless denizens of the three-river valley. 
 
    They were hardly a menace. Those birds and beasts weren't aggressive, and they'd never attack first; the only way you could make them hurt you was in defense. However, their behavior was suspicious. Ros had never seen anything of the sort previously. 
 
    At some point, the mobs running here and there gathered at a tiny spot where there was barely enough space for them. Their chaotic crowd started to get more orderly; Ros saw the rabbits' bodies form two parallel lines with pheasants in between, and the wild turkeys forming a triangle at the end. They formed a rather oddly-looking arrow pointing towards the very hill where Ros had seen his first fox. 
 
    The arrow fell apart in less than a dozen seconds. The mobs had been standing as if paralyzed for a while, and then got back to what they'd been doing. They seemed to be no longer interested in Ros, and started to scatter everywhere. In a few minutes, most of them were out of sight, and most of the others, nearly so. He was certain that there would soon be no reminders whatsoever that something extraordinary had taken place. 
 
    On the other hand, was it really extraordinary? You could find a rational—or an irrational—explanation for anything. Or at least search for it. 
 
    Ros stopped his fishing and started to search through the forum. It was absolutely pointless. He didn't find anything there, or in any other sources. 
 
    No one's ever mentioned that rabbits and other small fry can behave in such a complex and organized manner. On the contrary, they were described as perfectly individualistic and unlikely to act socially. You could kill bunnies with their kin watching—they wouldn't so much as pay attention, let alone try to protect their kin. 
 
    Ros stopped sifting through all the data, but the Three-River Valley kept surprising him. Another living arrow appeared on the hill that had formerly been pointed out to him. This one consisted of no one else but foxes. Their red color could be seen from a long distance against the background of green grass. 
 
    As Ros got up, he stood on the spot where he had noticed the first arrow, looked into the game map, drew a line between himself and the foxes, which were already scattering, and then onwards. 
 
    He wasn't much surprised to see it leading to the capital of the Western Empire. The very city he had intended to visit. 
 
    Some unknown party capable of making the animals do abnormal things was telling Ros that it would be really happy if Ros managed to get there shortly. It must have been the same entity that's been trying to help Ros all the while, saddling him with high-level companions. This entity could protect him and find him wherever he was. 
 
    Those were all pieces of the same puzzle. 
 
    Who could this entity be? Ros had no answer. Nor did he have any idea of this entity's intentions. They could have been good or malicious. 
 
    However, so far, he hasn't seen any harm. There hasn't been that much help, either. 
 
    On the other hand, if he recalled his gaming history… 
 
    How did the whole thing begin? He had no intention of playing in the first place—he wasn't even aware of the Second World's existence. He was working on a top secret project, where all the specialists were placed in a top-security environment with no outside access. They worked on the finer parts of auxiliary elements used for state-of-the-art AI systems. AI peripherals, as it were—what amounted to their "arms," "legs," and "eyes." The contract specified a certain period, and they could not leave the compound until it would expire. 
 
    Then the accident happened; his body became crippled so thoroughly that the game became his only chance for survival. 
 
    But was it really his only chance? That's what they told him. Who was "they?" Someone he knew intimately and trusted completely. He may indeed have considered it the best option for Ros, but that still didn't rule out the possibility he hadn't been telling him everything and had ulterior motives Ros knew nothing about. His mission may have been to nudge Ros toward a certain decision. 
 
    What would happen next? Next Ros would end up in a game that would completely baffle him initially. He wasn't just a beginner—he was a total noob, none too bright, and successfully running into every trap for noobs there had been at the beginning. 
 
    But that was just the beginning. Ros was trapped in a character whose abilities were so limited that he didn't even have access to any useful information or the ability to level up, yet he started bettering himself at top speed, gathering a lot of valuable knowledge and skills, and managing to get weapons that were the equivalent of thermonuclear warheads for a noob like him. This was unprecedented and made no sense. 
 
    Yet this noob did manage to get hold of an incredibly cool thing—namely, a battle pet of the highest level, and he didn't invest any effort into it. It was a pretty random occurrence—he was just experimenting and trying to see if he could squeeze something out of his seemingly useless character. 
 
    There was more later. Ros's character was no longer bound by any restrictions and started doing unthinkable things. He had so many achievements to his name that a real manhunt started, with him being the quarry. Everybody wanted Ros now. Even the strongest clans wished to get their hands on such a weird and valuable noob. One of them almost manages to get away with it, but their plot is thwarted by a momentous event that no one could have foreseen. And so Ros was free once again, even though there were some restrictions, and in a place where he couldn't be reached. He was doing the same thing he always did there—the impossible. In the meantime, he was raising his awareness of everything that concerned the gaming process. Now he had knowledgeable friends as well as access to the goldmine of information available online. 
 
    He was also performing a high-level quest, and some unknown party was repeatedly offering him high-level protection, no matter how strange it looked, and drawing arrows made out of mobs so that Ros wouldn't lose direction. 
 
    If that someone was trying to mock him, the mockery was on a level he could not perceive. 
 
    Someone whose abilities could only be guessed at was really eager for Ros to reach the capital. And this someone thought nothing of wasting the poor animals' time to give him another reminder. 
 
    As well as an idea of what they were capable of… 
 
    Who was it? What was the point of all this? What the hell was going on around Ros, anyway? 
 
    He had no answer. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "What would happen if you took some rat poison and logged on? Would you stay in the game forever when you died? 
 
    Oh, and there's another question—what about paying your account fees? Or would you be able to play for free in such a case?" 
 
    "The Red Name Clan announces a new game event: Total Butthurt. Its exact nature is a secret smeared in blood from noob butts ripped apart. The event starts right now.  The location is the Iron Hills. Noobs, you might as well hang yourselves!" 
 
    Two forum messages from the Flood and Spam category. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Thyri shook her head. 
 
    "Sorry, but I have to disagree. I cannot leave you here. It's going to be dangerous, and I'm strong enough to protect you." 
 
    "You'll just keep attracting unnecessary attention." 
 
    "And you're so weak they could kill you before you so much as noticed an attack. And I'll notice it; I notice everything. 
 
    "Yeah, like someone with a name as red as yours should set off in search of adventure. And once you run into problems, they'll be my problems, too. If the PK hunters decide we're a team, they can snuff me just as easily. Just to send me a message about the kind of company I should and should not keep." 
 
    "They'll never find out. And they'd have to spot me first." 
 
    "So we'll have to drag our asses for 24 hours? You'll go offline sooner or later, anyway, and I'll have to stay." 
 
    "Why so long? You can walk faster. I won't be completely invisible in that case, but that doesn't matter—low-level players won't be able to see me, anyway. Just avoid open spaces, and that's that." 
 
    "There's a much easier way of doing this." 
 
    "What exactly would it be?" 
 
    "Right now, I can send you to a place abundant with all sorts of high-level monsters. Just around your level. There aren't any players there, either. So you'll get a chance to level up, whiten your name, and waste no time. Then I'll get back to you in a jiffy. The only thing we need to do is make an appointment—or, alternatively, arrange an appointment at the game forum. Chat functions don't work properly there. 
 
    "You mean you're not going to come along right now?" 
 
    "Nope." 
 
    Thyri shook her head again. 
 
    "I have to accompany you to the capital." 
 
    "Well, aren't you a hard-headed woman?" 
 
    "You don't get it… I have to…" 
 
    "If they kill you, you're going to respawn right next to those oaks, and I won't have any time to get back there for sure; we're too far away. So we may never see each other again. As for the voice in the dream, it wasn't referring to the capital explicitly, was it? It just asked you to help me get to where I needed to be. Once I'm done with my business at the capital, I'm going right where I suggest sending you. So everything seems legit, and I don't see a reason why you would refuse." 
 
    "Then we'll head to the capital first, and wherever you intend to go later." 
 
    "How about the fact that you won't be able to enter the capital with a red name?" 
 
    "I'll wait somewhere near the gates." 
 
    "There are thousands of players going back and forth." 
 
    "I know a thing or two about staying unnoticed." 
 
    "Why don't you get it? I've already thought it through. There's no point for you to stick around. It can only make things worse." 
 
    "I know everything about dangerous locations. I've seen enough, trust me. I won't be a burden. On the other hand…" 
 
    "On the other hand, what?" 
 
    "Duh, nothing much." 
 
    "Might as well tell me." 
 
    "If you can make a portal to wherever you're headed, I could go there and make a bind point. If I had a teleport scroll, I could return right away. But I don't, so forget it." 
 
    "In that case, why don't you make a bind point somewhere in the Iron Hills? You'd respawn right near if something happened." 
 
    "Well, there are lots of people around. You cannot stay unnoticed while you choose your bind point. Those are the rules." 
 
    "I wasn't aware." 
 
    "Well, there's nothing much to it. The worst thing is that I have absolutely no mana after I respawn. Regeneration takes a while, and I can't go invisible while it regenerates. Should someone catch me during one of such moments, they'd be able to kill me over and over again—I'm completely useless immediately after respawning. 
 
    "Yeah, I've heard about players with red names losing all their stuff and a bunch of XP this way." 
 
    "Well, that's exactly what I'm talking about." 
 
    Ros didn't plan on parting ways with Thyri permanently. She could be trouble, but there was no guarantee some unidentified party wouldn't instantly replace her by someone like Macho Strongman or Nail-in-the-Head. 
 
    He'd have a lot more trouble with someone like those two permanently grinning lummoxes for sure… 
 
    He thought he should really hold on to Thyri. At least, they had managed to establish a connection of some sort. Who could tell what would happen otherwise? So he'd have to splurge a little, nolens volens. He felt grateful for his tendency to hoard stuff, and also to Agythric's gang—they returned all his stuff without stealing anything. 
 
    "All right, Thyri. You've talked me into it. Open your trading interface." 
 
    "Why should I?" 
 
    "I'll give you a scroll. For teleportation. We'll do exactly as you have suggested." 
 
    "Well, the scroll is expensive, and…" 
 
    "I know you don't have that kind of money. Just take it already. I'm sick and tired of arguing." 
 
    "OK, I will." 
 
    Ros stepped aside from the girl and activated a portal leading to a spot near the mine in the Locked Lands where he had recently spent some time as a slave. He couldn't head back himself, or his mission would fail, but Thyri wasn't involved in any way, so it shouldn't be a problem. 
 
    He could do this most useful trick once daily—and completely free of charge, too. Ros wasn't planning on using this transportation method anytime soon, so he didn't lose anything. 
 
    Thyri entered the portal without saying a word. The portal did not initially react to her disappearance in any way. It kept glowing steadily for another ten seconds, and then started flickering. Finally, it flashed and disappeared without a trace. 
 
    Then Thyri reappeared. She looked around to check whether anything had changed over the minute or so that she'd been away, turned to Ros, and nodded. 
 
    "I've made a bind point." 
 
    "In the very first place you could find?" 
 
    "It was pretty cool. Lots of thorny bushes around—players usually try to stay away from those." 
 
    "There are no players there. So far. The place is in the locked lands—near the barrier that had broken down. Even a large party of Imperial Guards would find it hard to force their way there. I got through because they gave me a quest. And I didn't get all the way through—there were problems with mobs and the wild hordes. But that was already on the other side—in our lands, where the invasion's still going on. So, shall we get going?" 
 
    "All right, let's go." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    This was the first time Ros had company, but it felt like he was moving on his own. Thyri may have been accompanying him, unseen, but her presence was not felt in any way. He would occasionally hurry up to make her move faster and betray her position in this way, but to no avail. Whether they were walking through the middle of a forest or sparse bushes where even a cat would be hard-pressed to find shelter, the girl stayed invisible. 
 
    It would probably have been hard for her on open ground, but she was adamant about asking him to stay close to possible shelter, and Ros couldn't say no. 
 
    Oddly enough, the terrain started out as empty as the sleepy Three-River Valley he had just left behind. There were steep and low-sloped hills, with rocks of all sizes scattered below, picturesque buttes, clear creeks that had made shallow beds through the steeply-sloped ravines, numerous creeks in orderly-looking valleys, sunny pine forests and darker thickets of deciduous trees. There were raspberry bushes growing around the abundant clearings, and animal tracks good for walking. The place was the next best thing to paradise. 
 
    One would often encounter herds of sheep-like creatures in the hills—they had horns, as well as bony plates protecting their head, and a thick hide covered in felted wool. As Ros approached a picturesque-looking rock, he managed to spot a striped tiger from a distance and made a careful detour around it. There were strange tracks aplenty all along the banks of the lakes and the creeks, and he managed to see those who had left them a couple of times—gigantic newts with their backs covered in soft spikes. There were moose and deer running through the pine copses; as for the small groves of deciduous trees, there was also the constant crackle of deadwood under someone’s paws or hooves. You could find a bear in every raspberry bush, fat and gorging itself on its favorite berry treat. And someone must have made all these tracks and kept on using them, after all. 
 
    There were lots of animals of every sort, but no hunters, for some reason. Either the location was too far away from the capital, and no one wanted to trek it all the way to this area, or game worth hunting wasn’t abundant enough, despite one’s hopes. The Iron Hills used to be a front line in the past—there were the ruins of a wall that resembled the Great Wall of China and a large rampart parallel to it. They were connected by a myriad auxiliary fortifications, and the complex included dozens of fortresses and fortified settlements. Everything was old, abandoned, and in a bad condition. Obviously, those constructions weren't abandoned without a reason—their condition was a result of some highly dramatic event described in one of the epic legends that the Second World was so famous for. 
 
    The legend was naturally rife with fallen heroes, dark powers, and hideous curses no one had ever managed to lift. Now all these ruins suffered from the ill effects of that which had happened before. All kinds of the undead haunted them, while the approaches were abundant with scavengers eager to polish off the remains of all players fancying themselves strong enough to venture into areas as dangerous as this. 
 
    In other words, there were lots of unpleasant creatures around the ruins. And what does an average player need when they wish to level up seriously? That's right. Enough mobs that can be used for the purpose. Ideally, they need to be dispatched non-stop, one after another—or, better still, in packs, by a group of players capable of using abilities targeting several opponents at once.  
 
    That was where the players would normally gather. There were many representatives of the specialized "Light" classes among them. That is, healers, buffers, and combinations of the two. Their own attacking abilities were pitiful—the ones they had were usually weak, and primary aimed at the undead. So their options were either to level up in a balanced group, or hunt the creatures of darkness while avoiding every other kind of mob. 
 
    Support characters usually had next to nothing in the way of Defense, and such stats as Perception were barely above zero. They did not have the capacity to give grief to any other players. In other words, they were the perfect quarry for even lower-level killers, and that exacerbated the "crime rate" in the Iron Hills' ruins, which was already high enough. 
 
    Having studied the forum, Ros picked a few places where the ancient fortification line was narrower than usual, but without any convenient passages that could be regularly used by players. The chance of running into something unpleasant was lower there, but it still wasn't completely safe. He'd have to trust his luck. Not the stat, which was beefed up beyond belief, but actual luck, which depended on anything but the sum of the character's stats. 
 
    Player killers wouldn't care about his stats if they saw you couldn't defend yourself properly. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Another Sleep spell; then he ran away to increase the gap between himself and his enemy so as to avoid an attack immediately after the spell would wear off. This was followed by a standard combination—a Chaos Arrow followed by a good old Fireball. 
 
    Hah! He didn't have to run away, after all. It seemed like the critter was done for, anyway. 
 
      
 
    "You kill the Scavenger Grapoid. XP received: 17. Points left until the next level: 898014." 
 
      
 
    The battle wasn't all that hard. The mob may have looked scary, but it was of a much lower level than Ros, not to mention its stats. So it died quickly, and Ros only managed to receive a few measly XP points. Well, what else could one expect with this kind of a level gap? Especially since Ros wasn't alone here—he had Thyri with him. The strange archer was a great deal stronger, and that counted, even when she did not participate in the actual battle. 
 
    The party's average level was the value that the game mechanics were based on in every calculation involving an encounter between the party members and the monster they destroyed. 
 
    Seventeen points was the lowest Ros had ever gotten. And he was no regular noob. Given his impressive achievements, the progress bonus was very significant. Others might need months of leveling-up where Ros would manage in a week without breaking a sweat. 
 
    He checked the bodies for loot automatically, without even thinking about it. Hey! Well, at least there were some trophies—talons, a beak, feathers of some sort, and an eggshell. So this beast was a bird, after all, even though it resembled a hybrid between a dinosaur and an unknown monster. 
 
    There was an unusually even rock formation in the thicket in front of Ros, and he had strong suspicions that it did not come into existence in the natural way. He must have reached the very ruins where PKs had lots of fun, and the noobs they killed got a lot of grief. 
 
    But there were noobs and noobs, and Ros had an unprecedented level of self-confidence. The things he used to fear about the game were getting farther and farther behind. He didn't even break out in cold sweat at the thought he might be identified at some point. This already happened a few times, but he'd always manage to avoid the gravest problems. He had also gotten a lot smarter since then, and knew where he could and could not go; which places were dangerous, and which ones weren't. He was as experienced a noob as they came. 
 
    Still he looked around him. He didn't see anyone, but he had absolute certainty that Thyri was following him and would provide support whenever he'd find himself overwhelmed. 
 
    Therefore, he should keep moving. The area was pretty hostile, and he had no reason to linger. Those were the thoughts going through Ros's head as he took another step forward, when an arrow flew right past his ear, disappearing in the shrubs covered in clusters of small white flowers. 
 
    Ros occasionally used the bow himself, and he had enough experience with archers to realize the arrow wasn't just lost in the bushes. It definitely hit something. And the sound didn't resemble wood or stone. 
 
    The arrowhead pierced a soft body covered by hard leather or a thin armor. 
 
      
 
    "You kill Junkie3524. XP received: 35. Points left until the next level: 897979." 
 
      
 
    The shrubs trembled for a moment. Then a tall pointy-eared body fell out, dropping a nondescript bow that rolled across the rocky ground. The fact that the character was deceased was not merely announced by the system message. You could tell as much if you took a single look. The body was motionless, with the rear part of a long and thin arrow that had run through his head sticking out of the right eye. 
 
    As for the character's name, the lettering was as red as any overripe tomato. 
 
    Ros turned around and made an elaborate bow; then he blew a kill. However, Thyri remained invisible. 
 
    She was really good at it… 
 
    Well, never mind. He was happy that she kept an eye on him. No one knew how strong the archer might have been, come to think of it. Ros didn't even expect that a potential killer could get this close to him. And his Perception was leveled up all the way to 37. Even level 200 players rarely had such stats. 
 
    So, what could he do now? Well… searching the bodies for loot seemed like the first obvious thing to do. As for the second… 
 
      
 
    "You kill Bite-Bite-Bite04. XP received: 42. Points left until the next level: 897937". 
 
    "You kill Archer6341." XP received: 29. Points left until the next level: 897908." 
 
      
 
    Well, now… It looked like a real cool party, and neither Ros, nor Thyri seemed to have been invited. He had to admit that the girl's tenacity was well-founded—it would have been tough for him otherwise. There were at least three adversaries hiding in the bushes next to the ruins, and Ros didn't even manage to spot one. 
 
    In fact, he only got to see a single body. The others were somewhere in the thicket, so his only awareness of the dramatic events that took place came from system messages and the hiss of arrows shot. 
 
    He instantly decided against checking the bodies for loot. No one knew whether or not he would get an arrow or a magical attack in one of the gentler parts of his anatomy once he bent down. Anyway, red-names were unlikely to have any worthy loot. Their entire concept of gaming implied the risk of frequent death and inevitable property loss. It made no sense to splurge on expensive items only to have someone else pick them up. Their main opponents were helpless noobs, at any rate. Their level and stats would be much lower, and even if they were around your level, you could always choose a class particularly vulnerable to your attacks and ambush the other player. With such a strategy, even the most basic weapons and equipment would suffice—the stuff you wouldn't mind leaving behind in case of trouble. 
 
    However, Ros still bent down and picked up the bow. He barely managed to rise when he heard a suspicious crackling in the bushes to his left. Someone was clearly trying to get through them and making a poor job of being circumspect about it. Either Thyri missed someone, or it was a local mob. At any rate, the potential menace had to be taken seriously. Then Ros turned toward his invisible enemy and surrounded himself with a magical shield that could absorb some of the damage dealt to him, and prepared himself for using something out of his deadly arsenal at the first sign that they might attack. 
 
    A player got out of the bushes—it was a light elf holding a long purple staff, followed by a girl of the same race, and armed similarly. The elven maiden's appearance testified to the fact that someone utterly devoid of taste and artistic talents would do much better if they just chose one of the thousands of ready-made models. They would probably do better if they just chose to alter their hairstyle, and the color of their eyes and their hair. Otherwise you got monsters such as this one, with bright red fleshy lips in a permanent duck face expression, with a tiny button-shaped nose above them, looking suspiciously like what a plastic surgeon would do in a case of years-old syphilis, and a pair of manga eyes above. The overall effect resembled the head of a horribly mutilated dragonfly. 
 
    Once the elves saw Ros, they didn't draw their bows or shower him with spells. Instead, they stared at the body at his feet. The girl squeaked in delight, unable to control herself, 
 
    "One down!" 
 
    "You've done a good job there for sure," said the elf approvingly, mistakenly assuming Ros to be the victor in the recent fight. "Hey! He lost his bow, too! Now, is that cool or what?!" 
 
    Ros threw the weapon into the bushes as far as he could, explaining, 
 
    "It's a primitive item that he must have made by himself. Virtually worthless. Anyone can make something like that. All you need is to level up your Carpenter skill to two—or, perhaps, one will be enough. 
 
    "It took him just two arrows to kill Tyke from this bow," said the elven maiden sadly, and then added, "The three of us used to level up together, it was pretty convenient. The skeletons barely managed to reach us." 
 
    "Sure," the elf confirmed. "We're light elves, after all, so the undead can't do much against us." 
 
    "The archers can, nevertheless," said Ros to sum things up. 
 
    The couple started nodding at once, and the elven maiden acknowledged it dejectedly, 
 
    "Archers are the worst in our case. We have no protection at all. They can kill us using the most primitive weapons." 
 
    The body of the dead player disappeared, leaving another item behind—a ring that wasn't particularly shiny and looked like it was made of lead. Ros didn't even have to bend his back to realize as much, as well as the fact that the item in question wasn't worthy of being picked up by a self-respecting player. 
 
    It was utter junk. 
 
    However, the elf had a different opinion on the matter, 
 
    "You're sure you don't want it?" 
 
    "Pretty sure." 
 
    "Would you mind if I took it?" 
 
    "Sure, go right ahead—I have no need for it." 
 
    "Are you on your own here?" 
 
    "Why are you asking?" 
 
    "Well, you know. "You're a weird one. Your level is pretty low, and you hunt the likes of these." The elf pointed towards the place where the body had just disappeared into thin air. 
 
    Ros shrugged. 
 
    "I don't normally provoke anyone, but if they provoke me—well, you know, anything can happen." 
 
    "These guys are from the Red Names clan. They keep hanging around these parts, and they seem to be having a field day right now. We should get out of here before more of them come over. They message each other when they run into trouble. Will you come along?" 
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "We're always headed toward a quiet place, even though there might not be much to do over there." 
 
    The elf pointed in the direction Ros had come from. They were clearly planning to head in different ways. Ros shook his head. 
 
    "Nope, that's where I've just come from. I need to go to the capital." 
 
    "You won't manage it right now. You'd have to come across the ruins, and there are lots of red-named players there right now. We've barely managed to get away, and they killed Tyke, the bastards. And they wouldn't give up—they kept chasing us and looking for us all over the thicket. Thanks for helping. But you better stay away. You're a low-level mage, and they have a shitload of archers. Might as well stick with us if you don't want to get killed. We'll just have to wait for an hour or two, tops. Then some real cool folks will arrive and send the reds back to their respawn point. Then you can come out again and level up until the next raid. 
 
    "What kind of real cool folks?" 
 
    "Are you completely new here?" 
 
    "Well, yeah, something like that." 
 
    "There are two real cool clans hunting here. The APK and the White Avengers. All they do is roam the ruins from dawn until dusk, chasing the reds. They can gather in a jiffy if they have to, and they leave no stone unturned. Then it's quiet for a while—the reds are afraid to come back. After all, they don't like to buy it, either. So you'd really better join us. The likes of us have nothing to do there until the reds are wiped out." 
 
    Right, so that's how it was. Ros was uncommonly good at getting into all sorts of adventures on a regular basis, and he must have just found another one, which could potentially send him to his respawn point a long way off in the Locked Lands. And he would have to retrace his steps all along. That was an unpleasant prospect, and he preferred not to consider it. 
 
    Just an hour or two, was it? He would wait much longer to get to the capital at last. 
 
    "All right, I'm in. It's more fun together, anyway." 
 
    "Exactly," the elf grinned happily. "Should I just call you Bubble? Or maybe Bubbeleh?" 
 
    "Bubble will do just fine. I like the name, anyway." 
 
    "Hey, did I say anything against it? It's just rad. I'm Daddy Cool, and my girlfriend here's White Plague, but friends call us just Daddy and Plague. You can call us that, too. Let's get out of here before somebody else arrives. It's dangerous here, too. The reds already know where the archer had been killed." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Morgan had no idea what to think. Worst of all, he didn't know how much he could report to his superiors and how much he could keep hushed up. 
 
    And they would inevitably ask about it. And he would be held responsible. Second World, Inc., was not just the game, even though it was the corporation's primary asset. However, there were also military contracts—training facilities, the sort of simulators that Michael Silber had worked on at the beginning of his career, medical programs of all sorts, scientific research, state-of-the-art systems for controlling complex machinery such as nanobots used for surgery, intelligent autopilot systems for all kinds of vehicles, and lots of other stuff. 
 
    All of that relied on electronic components in one way or another. And Morgan was the corporation's most important and perfectly singular expert on electronics. He was the High Priest of silicon crystals and the unworldly quantum flux of the electrons, and the Supreme Lord of electrolytic capacitors and variable resistors. 
 
    When strange stuff started to happen to the intellectual components of Second World's servers, Morgan's subordinates were the very ones to be tasked with finding a solution. He had to admit that so far the sum total of their results was zilch. Worse than that, they kept getting mired in a host of far-fetched hypotheses and ridiculous suggestions. 
 
    Morgan more than earned his keep. He could just take a look at a device, without even using any instruments, find the defective component just by pointing his finger at it, and then having it refurbished or recycled. He put great stock in the idea that all systems should function without a single glitch, always. He kept returning prototypes he deemed unworthy to contractors, with whole teams of developers going ape about it, but he would not relent until the result satisfied to his needs. 
 
    All the electronic components of the governing AIs were completely sound. They were tested most rigorously before they would get used, and controlled throughout the entire process. Right now they were disassembled almost into molecules, with every nut and bolt accounted for. Yet the reason for the fatal error was never discovered. 
 
    The error was of the kind that would make the executives climb walls just to plunge their teeth into Morgan's liver—and those of his subordinates as well. One always needed to find a scapegoat, after all, and those responsible for the hardware were a prime target. 
 
    However, the hardware part was not to blame. What had failed was only partially in Morgan's area of competence. 
 
    So what could it be? 
 
    That was a good question, and Morgan suspected that only a single person in the whole world could answer it. 
 
    Aurelio Barbarossa liked to be referred to as a professor of psychology. That title was one of the reasons for his notoriety—it was received by a dubious institution that had hardly actually taught anyone, but constantly provided some news for the tabloids. However, neither Morgan, nor any of the others, cared one whit. Barbarossa was the man who had created the synthetic consciousness theory from scratch. It was one of those rarest spontaneous insights that only true geniuses are known for. So what if he was the only one who could fully understand it? The principles devised by Barbarossa were used in the production of artificial intelligence. Not the crude hack jobs known under that name since much earlier, but intelligences fully capable of abstract thought, which were perfectly similar to humans in some ways, yet retained all the most important features of machines. 
 
    Barbarossa's AIs could not be made with a soldering iron and a bunch of Chinese microchips. Even though they did need electronic housing, just like their predecessors, but they were much like humans in that respect—very similar bodies could belong to a genius and a complete imbecile, respectively. 
 
    Barbarossa never used to say they created AIs. His favorite phrase was "to raise a synthetic consciousness." He coddled them like babies. None of his creations resembled any of their predecessors, and they were impossible to copy, unless one spoke of basic IT components—the substrate used for growing an intellect. The window of technological opportunity was very narrow. An extra inch in either direction would result in the creation of a stupid and incoherent artificial entity. They you'd have to grab a large jar of lubricant and explain to your superiors just how you had managed to waste a lump sum with so many zeros in it. 
 
    All the latest-generation AIs were Barbarossa's creations. And there was but a handful of them. Some worked for Homeland Security; others formed the governing elite of the Second World AIs—the top-tier group. It was also known as Mr. Ruckus to the airheads and clowns working in development. 
 
    Others, too. 
 
    The notorious system of threes, for example, when three lower-tier AIs are controlled by another from a higher tier, also linked to two of its neighbors, all of which were, in turn, controlled by an AI from an even higher tier. The developers made the hierarchy, but they got their basic communication principles from Barbarossa, as well as many other things. He was the only one who knew all the details of how this extremely convoluted network really functioned. 
 
    The three highest-tier AIs were Barbarossa's masterpiece. The summit of his career. He didn't manage to produce any further models. He was the equivalent of a helicopter parent when he was growing those intelligences. Morgan had very vivid memories of the professor staying in his lab for weeks on end without taking a shower once. His diet was a subject of morbid speculation, too. 
 
    Nothing and no one stood above those three in the Second World. They held all the reins in their digital hands. The fact that they hardly ever pulled them didn't mean a thing. It was just that the three governing AIs only got involved when the accursed balance was critically endangered, or when unforeseen factors result in scenarios where the basic rules of the game may be broken. 
 
    Tonight, Morgan's team lost the last AI of the three. The electronic components were perfectly sound, just like in every other case. They could dismantle them until only the tiniest particles were left and find no serious defect. But without a synthetic consciousness all the hardware was just so much junk that the tireless Chinese industry could produce in thousands of tons. 
 
    A consciousness would have to be grown. From scratch. The only one who'd managed to accomplish it so far was Professor Barbarossa. The oddball who disappeared five months ago, and there hasn't been a whiff of him since. 
 
    He is said to have eloped with some hottie. His wife was supposed to have nagged him too much. But Morgan would sooner believe that the world was ruled by the hamsters his youngest son kept in his room. It was absolute BS. 
 
    Artificial intelligence was Barbarossa's only passion. He could pontificate for hours, sending showers of spittle all around him, that it would never be exactly the same as human intelligence, pointing out the pros and cons of either. He could spend weeks among arrays of electronics, subsisting on stale food without so much as looking at the fresh Playboy centerfold that some joker had hung on the restroom door. 
 
    Even that amazing babe with D-cups who had always tried to lean against him whenever he'd be glued to the computer monitor, pointing out the critical intersections of variable lines in blocky transitions, Barbarossa's heart didn't skip a beat so much as once. 
 
    The professor would never have just run away and leave his favorite toys unsupervised. Barbarossa was dead. He died five months ago, and Morgan had already buried him, no matter what everybody else said. 
 
    Mentally, that is. 
 
    Barbarossa didn't just disappear. What he took with him was a unique technology for creating state-of-the-art artificial intelligence. All they could do without him was copy some of the much inferior models blindly. And no one could make heads or tails of their settings, anyway. 
 
    So what about the more complex ones? The final creations of the professor's most extravagant life were impossible to recreate, even if one made a perfect copy. They were a batch of sentient synthetic entities, some of which were commissioned by the military, others worked for the corporation's research departments, and the rest of them governed the Second World. 
 
    The three AIs heading the top-tier group were the most special of them all. They were Barbarossa's most brilliant progeny. There wasn't a fourth AI like them anywhere in the world. 
 
    They had already lost two. Now it was time for the last one. 
 
    All three had disappeared, leaving nothing but empty electronic shells behind. And Morgan could do nothing about it. Nor could he say what exactly could have happened. They didn't need a hardware expert here. They needed Barbarossa, and he wasn't coming back. 
 
    One of the engineers handed him a short printout. 
 
    "What's this?" asked Morgan, without really giving it a thought. 
 
    "The log of the last system message sent to the operator. None of those on duty claim to have received anything of the sort." 
 
    "Were they watching their monitors or snoring in unison?" 
 
    "We'll find out at once." 
 
    Morgan took a printout and read a few short lines. 
 
      
 
    "Command canceled. 
 
    Inevitable event. Launching the most recent sequence. 
 
    "Command canceled. 
 
    Inevitable event. The cancellation has been canceled. 
 
    Illegal command. 
 
    Inevitable event. Interference reported. The rule 4.2.1 has been violated. Initialization imminent. 
 
    Standing by for command. 
 
    Inevitable event. Initializing. 
 
    Command accepted. 
 
    No signal. 
 
    No signal. 
 
    No signal. 
 
    Emergency shutdown. 
 
      
 
    "What could any of this possibly mean?" asked the technician. Then he added, "We have never seen such logs before. And what kind of rule would that be?" 
 
    Morgan had a hunch he knew what rule that was. It was only a paragraph in the User Agreement that every potential player was supposed to read, but most of them did nothing but throw a cursory glance at the first page. 
 
    The top-tier three AIs were lost. The Second World kept on living its digital life, but all of it was mere inertia. Morgan knew that the observing AIs have already registered illegal behavior on the part of a number of characters. Things like that may have happened previously, but never on a mass scale. 
 
    A project that had an unimaginable amount of funds pumped into it could implode any moment, and they had no idea why On the other hand, they had their hunches. A hen without a head can run for a while, but that was no reason to get hopeful about its prospects. 
 
    The hen that used to lay Second World's golden eggs has been decapitated. There would be no more golden eggs. Morgan wouldn't be surprised if this would lead to server shutdowns, player revolts, and the inevitable protracted litigation. 
 
    So, who would be named responsible? Who had lost the three main AIs? And who failed to find a replacement? 
 
    Morgan, of course. This is why he would stay silent, doing everything in his power to prevent the worst-case scenario. There would be some losses, but he should stop the inevitable decline of the Second World by any means available. Once he had anything encouraging to report, he could face the directors. But not any earlier. 
 
    Where should he begin? The rule in question seemed like a logical first choice. 
 
    Morgan opened the User Agreement, scrolled down to the game rule section, and found the paragraph he had sought for. "The project administration may not interfere in the gaming process in any way, neither generally, nor in regard to the gaming processes of individual players, nor in altering the game environment in any way. Nor may it get involved in manipulating data (allowing access to information unavailable to the other players, and restricting access to data considered to be in public domain). The Second World's gaming mechanics forbid any human meddling in the gaming process. No party involved in the project in any way, nor any third party, may access such functions. No employee may harm a player by their actions or their inaction. However, if a player believes someone disrupted the process with methods unrelated to the game, they can follow the usual procedure for filing a complaint, and it will be considered at first priority." 
 
    So what could it mean? Why would the dying AI mention this rule, which had never been used? 
 
    Barbarossa was sorely missed indeed… 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Daddy and Plague kept showering the poor deer with bright sparks, using the standard Entangling Roots spell to keep it motionless. That was a rather cruel way of killing a mob, but the two of them were light elves and healers, so death wasn't something they specialized in. Ros decided to stay away from the battle, fearing that the amount of damage he could deal would come as some surprise. He'd prefer to avoid unnecessary exposure. He hadn't thrown all caution to the wind yet. Anything could happen in such a place—it offered nothing of the safety of big cities. 
 
    The unfortunate animal succumbed eventually, its hooves twitching in death throes. Daddy ran over, searched the carcass, and said smugly, 
 
    "These have real cool meat, and I have upped my Cooking a little. It's gonna be finger-licking good, Bubble. You'll see. Come on, it ain't far from here." 
 
    The ruins that Ros barely managed to reach were left behind. They were now walking though a thick deciduous forest, covered in low shrubs for the most part. The shrubs were impossible to see through, so invisible players like Thyri reigned supreme in such areas. Any attempt to spot her was doomed from the start. 
 
    They came to a sharp slope where deciduous were gradually replaced by pines, letting more light through. They barely started to descend when they reached the bottom of a shallow ravine with a delightful little lake, surrounded by low rocks on three sides, and with a small creek babbling from the fourth. 
 
    "Neat, huh?" Plague asked him. 
 
    Ros nodded. 
 
    "This sure is a lovely place." 
 
    "We had a few picnics here; it was pretty cool. It's always quiet, there's never anyone around—there's not much to do here." 
 
    Daddy started to gather twigs for the fire. He pointed to the side, 
 
    "There's a deep grotto there where you can sometimes find cave bears. Way cool high-level furries. But those are the exclusive hunting grounds of a single clan. They don't ever let any strangers anywhere near. The loot it can drop is just way rad." 
 
    A fire was a fire, no matter whether it was in virtual reality or not. It urged everyone to sit down around it. So the three players sat around the fire, watching pieces of venison sizzle on improvised skewers. 
 
    "This is what the Japanese call shashlik," said Daddy pompously. 
 
    Ros could have told him a lot about the difference between shashlik and yakitori, or whether the former could even be transcribed in Japanese, but he decided against it. They weren't friends—just temporary associates brought together by circumstance for a short while. They would part ways shortly after this short encounter and likely never see each other again, so being a smartass would only sour this brief moment of companionship. 
 
    The roasted meat didn't look like much, and Daddy seemed like who wouldn't benefit much from that kind of trivia, anyway. 
 
    "Are you a pure Mage class, Bubble? Or a mix of some sort?" 
 
    Ros could be described in a variety of ways, and the description would take more than a single word in every case. However, he just nodded to avoid any further questioning. 
 
    "Would you like to join us so that we could level up together a bit?" 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "I have some pressing business in the capital. Gotta see a friend about something important." 
 
    "It sucks to be in a hurry when it's a long way. Me and Daddy kept on walking for seven hours on end once, and I hated everything by the end of it." 
 
    Daddy turned the meat over, and said rather self-importantly, 
 
    "Well, once we level up to a hundred, we can get some real cool riding pets. And we'll never have to walk again." 
 
    "Decent pets cost a lot." 
 
    "Well, we'll get what we can find, and then find something better once we make more money." 
 
    "Playing the way we do no, we'll never make any money." 
 
    "That's OK. Once we level up enough, the reds will no longer be a problem, so we won't waste any time on them. And any group needs a cool healer. We'll find an assignment, no sweat." 
 
    "We'll go crazy before we level up as high as we need. I keep seeing those damn skeletons in my sleep. And I'm no longer scared of horror films—no one has a red name over their head there. Why do healers have to be so weak?" 
 
    Ros pricked his ears, alarmed. He listened for a moment, and then said, with absolute conviction, 
 
    "Someone's coming this way." 
 
    "Who?" Daddy jumped up. 
 
    "I don't know, but I hear them tear through the bushes back in the forest up the hill. There's a thick underbrush, and it's hard to cross." 
 
    "I hear nothing." 
 
    "But I do." 
 
    "Let's beat it! Hurry!" 
 
    "We don't have enough time!" Plague all but cried out. 
 
    "Let's hide behind the rock. They won't be able to see us from below, and it's easy enough to climb it from the other side."  
 
    The ravine with the lake suddenly became a trap. The lower part was too well-lit, and the other side was too steep. The players running through the woods would have all the time in the world to walk downhill and take a good look at you. 
 
    Or stuff you full of arrows. 
 
    In general, Daddy's idea wasn't all that bad, but it had an enormous drawback—the position on the rock would leave them no escape. Not at any decent speed, anyway. On the other hand, the way up the rock was easy enough to find. But what options did they have? 
 
    Ros shouldn't have stuck with this carefree couple for so long. A picnic with barbecue, they said. It would be fun, they said… 
 
    There was barely enough space for three on top of the rock, so they lay side by side. And kept worriedly listening to the noise, which was getting louder. A single player can walk almost noiselessly, even without leveling up Agility or any of the other necessary stats. So there were ten or twenty of them, and such a party is easy to spot from a distance. 
 
    But these made noise enough for fifty. 
 
    They seemed to have been near the foot of the rock, but Ros didn't dare to peek out. When Plague tried to do it, Daddy stopped her immediately. He was absolutely right to—a player with high Perception can see a mouse twitch its tale from three hundred feet away. 
 
    "This seems like a nice place. Quiet and peaceful; no noobs should come here. We can sit it out, and then come back when the APK bastards piss off. We could surprise the noobs. Imagine how pissed-off they'll be. Hey, what's this? There's a fire burning here, y'all!" 
 
    Damn. Why did Daddy have to bother with that silly old deer in the first place? But no, he had a craving for meat, and wanted to serve everyone a most exotic shashlik… À la Japonaise. Duh. 
 
    Fires don't light themselves in the middle of the wood, and the strangers were well aware of that. 
 
    "Hey! Who's there?! Answer us! Hm. Doesn't seem like there's anyone here. Could some mob have started the fire? 
 
    "Melon, I've been slaughtering noobs in these parts for over two months now, and I've never seen mobs start any fires. Not in the hills, anyway." 
 
    "Hah! These mobs didn't just start a fire here—they're roasting meat on skewers like those damn Chinese." 
 
    "You're a right retard, Melon. It ain't the Chinese. Are you stupid or what? It's a Brazilian specialty. They call it shashlik." 
 
    "Some name that is." 
 
    Those geniuses must have gone to the same school as Daddy. 
 
    "Hey! You there! On the rocks! Do you think we can't see you? Come out, we want hurt you. Yo, noobsters, speak up! Think it will be hard for us to climb up there?" 
 
    Ros was certain they could not be seen from below. But it was easy enough to realize that was the only place around that could offer any shelter at all. So they were goading them into becoming targets. 
 
    "Climb down already, you! Or we'll start blasting the mountaintop with magic! Get to it, Matchstick. These noobs are too dumb to do what they're told." 
 
    "Don't!" Plague jumped up, but Daddy managed to pull her back in the nick of time. 
 
    An arrow whooshed over her head, and they heard a disappointed voice say, 
 
    "Damn, missed her by an inch! Hey, Melon, let's drag her down! And you there, just wait up! And think about what you're gonna do! If you come up with a way of pleasing us, we might let you go!" 
 
    Several voices started guffawing lewdly, while a panicked Plague muttered, 
 
    "It's the Red Names. Their clan. About ten of them down there." 
 
    "We're really up the shit creek. Not cool," said Daddy dejectedly. 
 
    An arrow hissed through the air; there was a short yelp, followed by someone shouting, 
 
    "On the left! There's an archer on the left! 
 
      
 
    "You kill Love2Puff17. XP received: 48. Points left until the next level: 897860." 
 
      
 
    He didn't need any messages in his chat interface to see that Thyri had already started culling the red names, but it was nice to receive another confirmation. 
 
    Something hissed suddenly, and a strong flash lit up the tops of the sparse pines growing around the lake. 
 
    "No! I see nothing! There's no one there!" 
 
    "So Melon skewered his own melon to the tree all by himself? Are you a moron?!" 
 
    "A-a-a-a-a-a-rgh!!! Guys! Help!" 
 
    "I'm telling you, he's on the left!" 
 
    A hiss. Then another. Ros had no idea how Thyri managed to stay invisible in such an open area, but, judging by the hell she had managed to raise, she was doing just great. The players with red names got skewered one after another. Some would only need a single arrow; others would squeal in pain for a while, but a second or a third arrow would calm them down. 
 
    Their enemies were likely wholly focused on their new problem right now, so the noobs behind the rock were likely of little interest to them for the time being. Therefore, Ros peeked out without fretting too much and assessed the disposition. Plague was wrong. There were around 15 "reds" and not 10. However, this number was being reduced at a very rapid rate. Three of them were already lying motionless; judging by their clueless or right-out idiotic behavior, they didn't have long, either. Yet they tried to resist, and they seemed to have estimated the direction where deadly Thyri had been hiding. 
 
    Three mages hit a large area with their spells all at once. There was a thick cloud of smoke from the fallen pine needles, and blue flames flickered on the trunks of the pines. Another one of the "reds" launched something that resembled a lightning woven into a ball of yarn. It rolled chaotically—an otherworldly sphere of electricity, spreading sparks all across the area. A thin silhouette clad in a nondescript black attire appeared out of nowhere; as it did, another arrow shot forward—once again, with perfect accuracy. Thyri didn't immediately try to run away, even thought she'd just been discovered. She activated some ability that gave her Speed an enormous boost, and started running across the slope, making a detour around the lake, still releasing one arrow after another right in motion. They may have failed to hit any vital spots or do any heavy damage, but there was so much shouting one might have though all the vendors at the market discovered the loss of their earnings at once. 
 
    Daddy rose, too, and asked, bewildered, "Who's this machine gun operator, man?" 
 
    Ros didn't answer. He was watching the enemies closely, trying to estimate which one of them was the most dangerous. It would be whoever didn't try to hit the evasive target blindly, but tried to prepare something dangerous instead. Likely… a control spell. That would be the only way of interrupting Thyri's intrepid dash. 
 
    And he did notice one. It was the very same mage who had previously thrown the ball of electric yarn. He did not try to hit Thyri hastily, the way all the others did. Instead, he hid behind a pine tree and was making gestures with his hands before his nose, as though trying to roll a huge ball in his palms. He was obviously preparing to launch a spell it took a while to prepare. Such skills were usually the most dangerous, so Ros raised a short staff that had the very set of stats for such an encounter. The damage was low, but it gave a higher chance of hitting the quarry, even its level was significantly higher than yours. 
 
    A ball of greenish smoke appeared in the mage's hands. He grinned smugly, stepped out from behind the tree, and turned toward Thyri. 
 
    Then, instead of hitting her with something particularly unpleasant, he froze, a helpless statue. He could see and understand everything that was going on around him, but he could not move an inch. 
 
    No player killer would have any expensive object on them—the kind that lowered the likelihood of a negative effect hitting home. Nor would they have any items reducing the duration of such effects. All of that cost money, and no one would spend it on something they'd be likely to lose. So he'd have to stand there for a while. Ros assumed he might come to just before the Sleep effect wore off (or, perhaps, even not), and that he would be able to calm him down once again. 
 
    But none of that happened. Ros didn't know just what spell the mage was preparing, but it certainly must have been one of those "hand grenade effect" abilities. Namely, it took a while to prepare, and then you primed it—the way you'd pull a pin out of a hand grenade. Then you'd have a few seconds to launch it at the enemy, hurl it into the sky, or even dispel it altogether. But keeping it in one's hands definitely wasn't wise. It was the equivalent of playing with an explosive device IRL. 
 
    The mag couldn't launch his ball of unpleasantness; nor could he dispel it. He couldn't even move his eyes, so he kept staring in a single direction. However, the Sleep effect kept one's mental capacity intact, so he must have had a few insightful thoughts as he kept holding a magical grenade that would blow any moment in his hands. 
 
    A wave of green mist spread across the glade, covering half the players that had still been standing at once. They stopped hurling everything they could at Thyri, freezing where the magical attack had hit them, and started coughing so loudly one could have expected to see lung fragments flying out from all that strain. 
 
    But while Ros was busy with the mage, Thyri got hit. Her ability must have raised her Speed for a short time, and once it ran out, one of the archers got lucky. The girl was hiding behind the trees and trying to pull out the arrow that had run through her thigh. The remaining reds started to ascend the slope cautiously, forming a semicircle. They would encircle her and finish her off any moment now, and there was nothing Ros could do about it—he was too weak, and too far away from Thyri. 
 
    A fiery streak flashed through the trees, hitting an archer, who was just about to pull the bowstring, right in the chest. He became engulfed in flames instantly, and fell to the ground in less than ten second—a charred mass still aflame and falling apart into embers. His companion was already falling down right next to him, and then a third "red" player became a human torch a little further away. 
 
    Ros saw a group of players marching in formation from the direction of the deciduous forest. They kept pelting the "reds" with spells and arrows. The hapless noob hunters realized that they were greatly outnumbered and tried to scatter, but their pursuers were experience, and didn't leave the retreating miscreants a single chance. And then there were none. Almost. Two of the luckiest ones were taking their very last breaths. 
 
    Thyri pulled the arrow out, jumped up, slid behind a fir tree, stood still, then crouched suddenly, disappearing into thin air. Ros drew a sigh of relief. Now she wouldn't be killed indiscriminately just for the color of her name. 
 
    But his relief was premature. One of the approaching mages noticed the girl's maneuver, and hit the fir tree that she had hid behind with an area spell. Thyri was never particularly quick—the only time Ros saw her move fast was today, after using an Assassin's ability. But the effect had worn off, and she didn't manage to leave the danger zone. 
 
    A fiery whirlwind dealt her some damage, dispelling her invisibility as a result. She tried to hide behind the next fir tree, favoring one leg as she moved, but two arrows hit her right then, immediately followed by some spell that looked like a huge ball of boiling water. Thyri fell. She started to rise right away, shooting an arrow without taking aim, but a new spell set her and everything in the radius of a few feet around her on fire. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! A member of your party has been killed: Thyrinawerria Raynayila." 
 
      
 
    Damn! Ros had really hope she'd be safe now that she was invisible. He had witnessed her prowess at remaining unnoticed, so he assumed she would make another brilliant vanishing trick once again. 
 
    But she never did. 
 
    Plague jumped up and started to shake her fist at them. 
 
    "Why did you kill her, you morons?!" 
 
    "Why are you yelling?" asked one of the warriors from below as he checked the bodies of the fallen "reds" for loot. 
 
    "Why would you have to burn the archer girl? She was OK! She was killing the reds here!" 
 
    "She was red herself." 
 
    "Just a teensy bit! Slightly pinkish!" 
 
    The warrior made a dismissive gesture. 
 
    "Well, no one's gonna get into the finer details now, so pipe down already. You should be glad—if it weren't for us, you'd all have been killed." 
 
    Daddy waved to the warrior. 
 
    "Nah, it's all cool! That was real rad! Respect!" 
 
    The warrior grinned, 
 
    "Always happy to please." 
 
    Daddy explained, 
 
    "They're from the APK clan, and they keep raiding this area. They sure did a cool job tracking these twerps down. Right, what do we do now? Hey, Bubble, are you sure you don't want to level up with us?" 
 
    Ros wanted to fly instead of going anywhere, so that he could reach Thyri's body right away and revive her. But he'd never make it. She would not stay there for too long, and climbing down and running over would just take too long. There, that was it. Her body vanished into thin air, leaving nothing but the bow behind. 
 
    How would she manage in the Locked Lands without a weapon? 
 
    "She lost her bow, too!" Plague yelled, pointing at the scorched spot. 
 
    "Who was it?" asked the mage as he approached the lake. 
 
    "Thyrinawerria Raynayila, or simply Thyri," Ros answered. 
 
    The mage made a surprised face. 
 
    "Hell, I didn't recognize her! Guys, we've made a mistake! We've just killed Thyri by accident!" 
 
    The APKs started to babble and banter. Only one of them—a mage dressed in white with a luxurious gray beard—shook his head. 
 
    "This wasn't well done at all. We'd have to return the bow somehow." 
 
    "I will take care of that," said Ros, climbing down. 
 
    "You mean you know where to look for her?" 
 
    "We have arranged to see each other, but it won't happen right away. Once I get there, I'll give it back to her." 
 
    "Just so as you know, I have memorized your name. Whenever one of you meets Thyri, ask her whether this guy had returned her bow to her. If you decide to keep it for yourself, you'll run into big trouble. Hey! Where are you off to in such a hurry? Gonna level up some more, or what? We haven't cleared everything. There may be a few reds left there still." 
 
    "I don't need to level up. I'm headed for the capital." 
 
    "You still need to cross the ruins to get there. Hold on a little. Once we get ready, we can go together. You'll be safe with us, and once you cross, things will be a lot more peaceful." 
 
    Ros didn't mind. He'd had enough adventure for the day. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The man that lately bore the name of John Shelby and the moniker "Octopus" has been on many assignments—some of them easy, and others, less so. And this was the first time he ran into a mystery he couldn't solve. He, on the other hand, was the author of many such mysteries, so that no one would find out the truth about certain events that had to remain secret. 
 
    Suffice to remember the case of Professor Barbarossa. They were still searching him, and there were even rumors that someone had seen him with the pretty young woman that disappeared at the same time. The general public was certain they'd been having the time of their life on some tropical beach for the last five months. 
 
    But people were stupid and prone to falling for simple explanations or even completely ridiculous fabrications. Octopus was one of those few who knew how the rumor got started. It was but a minute detail of what had turned out to be a very uncomplicated cover-up op. 
 
    Barbarossa's disappearance was no ordinary thing. He was gone so thoroughly he'd never be found under any circumstances. There was simply nothing left to look for. A special set of reagents turned his body into jelly, and then into a liquid. Nothing remained—no bones, cartilage, hair, fat, or even tooth enamel. The very same thing happened to the body of the woman designated for the role of the professor's romantic interest that he had been supposed to have eloped with. 
 
    Not even any identifiable DNA molecule fragments could have remained. All of it was flushed down the drain, and soon dissolved in the enormous sewers of a large city. Their bodies joined the great natural cycle of matter some five months ago. 
 
    This Rostovtsev character was a real mystery. An oddity. And Octopus had to make sense of it. The first time, he got the pointers to his likely location from the management. The second time, he found all the necessary data on his own. But he didn't get lucky the second time, either, just like back then, at the hospital in San Francisco. The strange customer gave him the slip again. 
 
    But nothing ever truly vanishes without a trace. You just need to know where to look. After the hospital episode, Octopus was helped by some of the staff overly fond of money and completely allergic to pain as well as physical and psychological discomfort in general. Then he'd had to deal with certain logistics agencies' employees in the same way to find out how and why they'd managed to send his target along such a convoluted itinerary. 
 
    However, Octopus managed to solve this puzzle. He found out about the warehouse where the container he'd been searching for was stored. 
 
    It was made of steel sheets and contained a life support system with a supply of all the necessary nutrients and medicines, as well as the very object he'd been searching for all this time, going to such unbelievable lengths—the body of the elusive Mr. Rostovtsev. A trickster beyond compare capable of defying the attempts of the most experienced hunters to catch him even in a coma. 
 
    But any quarry stops and faces its hunter sooner or later. It was Rostovtsev's turn this time. A few people would like to see him through the Octopus's eyes, and he would oblige in a moment. 
 
    The capsule's lid opened. John Shelby studied its content dispassionately, turned around, left the premises, opened his car door, climbed into the driver's seat, and turned towards the tiny webcam in the corner of his rear view mirror. Any audio or video feed from this car was scrambled and passed on though a long chain of servers to the other party—his superior, who oversaw the entire operation. Even if anyone managed to tap into the feed, they would understand nothing. 
 
    Those were but standard security measures. 
 
    Octopus trusted no one, but even he had to admit that the company's state-of-the-art computers could not be hacked. The brightest minds working in that field created them, and it had cost an enormous amount of money. Those machines could be trusted with the most important secrets; they would stay safe with them. 
 
    Octopus stared at the webcam unblinkingly, as though trying to look directly at the person on the other end of the line, and said, in a perfectly flat voice, 
 
    "He isn't there." 
 
    Rostovtsev had managed to slip away. Yet again. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Ros had already visited the capital of the Western Empire twice. It was the largest city in the region where he had been incarnated in the game for the first time; he had never ventured anywhere else. He may not have liked everything here, but there were certain circumstances that prevented him from traveling far. 
 
    It was a major trade center—you could buy or sell everything here, including incredibly rare items you wouldn't find at any game auction. This was where the most powerful NPCs lived. With enough fortune and persistence, they could give you quests that, upon successful completion, would give you opportunities unavailable to the general public. The capital was also an excellent place to just roam the central streets, showing off your stellar equipment and letting every gawker see just how high your level was and what a mighty player you were. This was also the place where you could forget all about levels and stats, and spend all your times partying, attending festivals, and all other sorts of events where you could get properly entertained, without doing any of the boring things required to level up. 
 
    Indeed, if you had money, why bother with all the tedious leveling-up? There were so many options for entertainment here, after all. You could party every minute, have all the fun in the world, and open yourself up to all kinds of new experiences. There was no point wasting your life on battling digital monsters. They wouldn't appreciate it, anyway. 
 
    The capital was the land of opportunity for those who didn't care about the standard character development model. One could, for instance, visit any of the city's two hundred high-class brothels to find partners of all races—and a lot of those weren't remotely human. It didn't have to be soulless NPCs, either—there were always enough level zero players willing to make a few quick bucks, trading them for services of a specific nature. All you need was a small investment. A special designer could create a unique appearance and choose a set of outfits to match. You could have acne all over, weigh 400 pounds, and have a face like a brick IRL that even a worst-case-scenario virgin would hardly find attractive. Yet here you could become the king or queen of the demimonde, should such a fancy take you. You could dazzle everyone, through expensive gifts out of the window with hysterical laughter, and pick out anyone you fancied from a long waiting list, while the maids washed the floor of your boudoir with champagne. 
 
    But you'd need a modicum of intelligence to accomplish this, apart from everything else. 
 
    There were millions of players in Second World who had played for months on end, never killing a single measly mob. They didn't even have any weapons for it. They squandered their characters' lives, never venturing outside the walls of the larger cities. They could find everything they needed within city limits, after all. Those silk-clad wastrels lived in a parallel universe, sincerely failing to understand why one would waste so much time on something as uninteresting as leveling up when there were so many ways of finding entertainment—and it didn't cost all that much, either. 
 
    In real life, they would have limited access to most of those, or none whatsoever. 
 
    How could you get an enormous villa of green marble with furniture hand-crafted from precious hardwoods IRL? You wouldn't need to do so much as drive nails into walls. There were NPC servants to help you with that. Not much of an option in real life, really. How could you, provided your income was barely enough for accommodation of the most modest sort? But in Second World it was all available to you. 
 
    No one cared that they spent nearly all the money they made offline here. It was worth it. Everything was much brighter and of a much higher quality. Out there, there was nothing but greyness and tedium. 
 
    To many, real life became an unpleasant chore. Like scheduled visits to hell. People leave for a few hours, do their time dejectedly, and hurry back to the capsule to return to the place where life felt real, as opposed to the frozen dreariness of everyday existence. 
 
    Ros didn't come here to waste time on mindless entertainment. He had some business to take care of, as always. And the business was important, obviously. 
 
    Digits met him outside the city gate. He looked nothing like the pathetic noob spending his time hunting frogs in a moat around a backwater town in a nondescript province. 
 
    However, it ceased being nondescript shortly after Ros had first fallen on his ass onto the paved streets of that very town, seeing the game world with his own eyes for the first time—the flabbergasted eyes of a noob. Back then, Digits helped him quite a bit (on the other hand, he had also set him up a little). At any rate, Ros was grateful to him, and remembered him when he was already in a position to do something in return. 
 
    "Hello there, Bubble," said Digits in a conspiratorial manner. 
 
    "You should use Ros. It makes no sense to use all this cloak-and-dagger stuff between us." 
 
    "What about security?" 
 
    "The capital is a posh and a very uptight place. No one will manage to just grab me on the street." 
 
    "Do you intend to change your name and your appearance yet again?" 
 
    "I'm sure there are dozens of eyes watching you. They'll be surprised to find out you were talking to some random noob. And they're pretty good at drawing the right conclusions." 
 
    "I covered my tracks pretty well." 
 
    "That's what you think. They're good at sniffing things out." 
 
    "I'm pretty capable of covering my tracks, rest assured about that." 
 
    "What I have found out is that they can find you no matter how thoroughly you cover them. There's weird stuff going on in this game, Digits." 
 
    "Are you gonna tell me?" 
 
    "Hopefully later. I've lost a lot of time already. I've got to hurry back." 
 
    "Didn't you have to complete some sort of quest here?" 
 
    "Yeah. I need an audience with the Emperor." 
 
    "Are you kidding?" 
 
    "Not one bit." 
 
    "In that case, you're up shit creek. And there aren't any paddles to be had for miles around. You can spend months in the queue and not make any progress at all." 
 
    "For some reason, I have a feeling it should take me less than one day." 
 
    "Huh… I'd like to make a bet on that, but something tells me I might lose all my money." 
 
    "In that case, don't bet. Talking about money…" 
 
    "I have a full report handy. And I've been sending you all the info I had at the forum, so you know everything about every transaction." 
 
    "It's not that. I'll need a rather substantial sum—I've got far-reaching plans. I've brought you a few items to sell—take a look at what we might sell at once, and what would be best held back for a while. Ideally, I'd need fifty thousand in about three hours—there are a few things I'd like to buy. 
 
    "Only very recently I'd have had a stroke if someone had asked me for that much, but there has been some considerable progress lately." 
 
    "Your little enterprise keeps growing." 
 
    "Indeed. I have a hunch we'll soon deal in millions." 
 
    "We definitely will." 
 
    "So, what kind of items?" 
 
    "All sorts of stuff. Weapons, armor, jewelry, and so on." 
 
    "No junk, as usual, I presume?" 
 
    "Perish the thought. No junk at all; some of the items are enchanted, and most of those are pretty cool. Let's go to the bank—I'll dump it all in your vault." 
 
    "Why waste time? Here's my bag." 
 
    "OK, but would you be able to carry a ton, for example?" 
 
    "How much?!" 
 
    "I don't have the precise weight, but there's a lot." 
 
    "Well, sure… that's the spirit. Makes no sense to bring stuff from afar in small batches. You wear your shoes out too quickly that way." 
 
    "My point precisely." 
 
    "I'm sorry. I forgot you were the Great Emperor of the Noobs. Sure. One emperor will see another at once." 
 
    Someone suddenly butted into their conversation. 
 
    "My greetings to Mr, ah… Bubble. Is there any chance you might spare some of your time before you go on about your own business?" 
 
    Ros turned around to see a player of the human race. His features were Asian in a cartoonish way and looked strange, given his height and his enormously wide shoulders. Still, anyone in Second World could go for any look they wanted, so this guy's appearance wasn't that unusual, after all. 
 
    There were often plenty of beggars on the streets of big cities, but the stranger's pause before he called Ros by his false name was eloquent enough. He was implying that he knew just whom he was addressing. 
 
    "Codymi?! Who the hell are you? We've never seen you before! Why don't you beat it before you get beaten?" The boisterous Digits switched into aggression mode at once. 
 
    "Would you please calm down your friend, uh… Bubble? Or would you prefer to be addressed differently? By your real name, for example?" 
 
    "Zip it, Digits." 
 
    "What's that? You mean you know him?" 
 
    "This is the first time I've met him, but I think I'll have to spare some time nonetheless." 
 
    Codymi nodded. 
 
    "There are a few serious issues we need to discuss. Let's go. There's a very convenient place nearby. No one will overhear us there." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    "Your dagger is poisoned, pestiferous East,  
 
    O world! You are flawed! You're a murderous beast.  
 
    The snowstorm I'll ride through the heat of the south,  
 
    A treacherous kiss burned my friend's frozen mouth.  
 
    The thorns pawn the way, and thither I'll head,  
 
    And there'll be no more mirthful cretins to dread,  
 
    A blue horse will greet me, and nuzzle my side,  
 
    And into the sunset together we'll ride…" 
 
      
 
    Ros wasn't an expert in contemporary poetry, but this particular piece of verse struck him as a particularly gratuitous example of pompous logorrhea. Alternatively, it could be called the ruminations of an overly medicated mind with all kinds of alkaloids circulating through it. 
 
    However, even such drivel looked impressive, given the setting and the way it was presented. The setting could compensate for a lot. Poetry lovers from the capital chose this garden for their performances for a good reason. It was perfect for impressing the audience. Firstly, there were lots of flowers all around, and their aroma made one's mind spin—they may even have had a psychedelic effect, for one's vision would start to blur after a few full lungfuls. Secondly, there were hundreds of benches made of white marble and hardwood sourced by the disenfranchised level zero workers from dangerous tropical woods. There was enough place both for the audience and fellow poets. Thirdly, and most importantly, there was an arch made of magenta stone, with ingenious ramps looking like the inside of a spiral shell on either side. You could easily use it to climb the structure, tall as a nine-story building, recite absolute gibberish to the ones watching you from below, and they would still applaud, because everything looked so impressive. 
 
    Also, the fragrances of some of the flowers may have interfered with one's critical thinking. 
 
    "What flowers are these?" Digits asked. "I'd like to plant a few on my windowsill." 
 
    Codymi shook his head. 
 
    "They're magical. They only grow in two places, and nowhere else. You are looking at the first one now. The second is inaccessible to the general public. This is the Poet's Lotus. They were created by the Emperor's personal gardener. Apart from other things, their aroma reveals everything that is hidden. In other words, no one could enter here and stay invisible. And, thus, no one's gonna get close enough to eavesdrop on us." 
 
    "A very convenient place indeed," Ros nodded. 
 
    "I'm aware of your identity." 
 
    "Is that all you wanted to tell me?" 
 
    "It isn't. I have an offer, and both of us will benefit from it." 
 
    "And that would be?" 
 
    "I have some information for you, which I can provide for a fee." 
 
    "We don't pay anything to rip-off artists," the avaricious Digits butted in. 
 
    "I'd prefer our conversation to be confidential. I have no disrespect for your friend, but he knows nearly nothing about some of your activities, and is rather vulnerable IRL to boot. What he may hear here may cause him a lot of trouble—at the very least, it won't be to his benefit." 
 
    Ros pondered this for a few seconds and nodded, 
 
    "Digits, if he says anything I'll feel you need to know, I'll tell you later. Could you please wait elsewhere for the time being?" 
 
    "As you wish. Just don't take too long—the balderdash they recite from up there makes my head feel like it's the size of a watermelon, and it's big enough as it is." 
 
    "OK, you got it." 
 
    Codymi waited for Digits to leave, and then said, staring directly in front of himself, 
 
    "My name used to be Cody Mitchell, and I was one of the gaming process analytics working for Second World." 
 
    "Used to be?" 
 
    "You are Yevgeny Rostovtsev, and you have suffered a horrible accident at the lab. There's not much left of your body, but it still exists. You're alive, so it makes sense for you to use your real name. But to me, it makes none. My body doesn't exist anymore. It burned to a crisp as I was logged on. They scooped it out of the burned-out capsule, but there was nothing left to resuscitate." 
 
    "My condolences. So, you're stuck here, too." 
 
    "Not quite. You are here voluntarily; I'm not. It was a violent death. I've been killed for no reason at all. It was an extraordinary situation, of course, but I'd never betray the corporation. But someone had a different opinion, which became my death sentence. And there was no justice in it. You know, when you hunt for information, you have to exchange it, and you may run into pretty ambiguous situations. Ros, I was one of the first people to start looking for you back then, at the beginning, after your very first heroic deeds. And I was the only one who had managed to track you down. It eventually became easier, for my discovery had been instrumental for the development of an optimized search algorithm. But you kept on evading us; most importantly, we never managed to answer the simple question of just who the hell you were and what you wanted from us." 
 
    "So you decided to find out now? Just like that? Looking me in the eye?" 
 
    "It isn't. I'm dead, after all. And dead men can't work for any corporation. I'm not really interested in your secrets. I mean, it would be fun to find out the answers, but I'm more concerned about other things right now, and idle curiosity would just be a distraction. I'll tell you everything I know. I don't know who you are and why you're doing what you're doing, but you're by no means a friend of the corporation. More like the opposite. It may be that what you find out will let you cause it more grief. Some vengeance is better than none. I know a lot, and I won't charge you much. You may as well agree. You'll benefit from this." 
 
    "I have to say that although I'm no friend of your former corporation, I'm not its enemy, either. I'm on my own, and I'm not sure just what you're talking about." 
 
    "But you are probably interested in what they think about you and their plans concerning your person, aren't you?" 
 
    "I'd sure like to know." 
 
    "I want twenty-five thousand in gold, game money." 
 
    "That's not exactly a puny sum." 
 
    "It is, considering the goods you're getting. I could have asked for a lot more, but I don't need it. For twenty-five thousand you'll find out something no one else is ever likely to tell you." 
 
    "Your information may not be worth that much money." 
 
    "Rest assured, it is. Had nothing changed, I'd have kept my mouth shut as always. No one had any idea about the things I knew. There were a few well-hidden and dangerous secrets, but my forte has always been finding things others couldn't. That was exactly why I was a valued specialist. These days, you cannot accomplish anything without leaving a trail. Those people are clever, but they're also stupid in a certain way. They bury everything as deep as they can, but they give their lapdog analysts all the threads. And we are the ones specializing in uncovering buried secrets. Still, it doesn't mean they have the right to question our loyalty. That's just the kind of job we do. Right, let's do it this way. I'll tell you everything you'll need to know. And they you decide whether or not my demand is reasonable. 
 
    "You would trust me that much?" 
 
    "I've studied you well enough. There were plenty of opportunities. I know things about you that you don't know yourself." 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "Well, how about this. You have been actively using one of your race bonuses that allows you to get extra stat points as you lose your levels. Did you share this fact with many fellow players?" 
 
    "Not many, but I'm not the only one who knows about it. And, as far as I know, this ability isn't unique. Other players are reported to have done something similar, too." 
 
    "There are no such races in the standard list." 
 
    "I was lucky to get a special offer on a rare ware." 
 
    "A special offer… yeah, right. But are you aware this feature won't work forever? For example, you won't be able to get a thousand Agility points dropping your level down from 70 to 10 over and over again. The game will react sooner or later and introduce some element that will no longer let you use this feature. 
 
    "I have a long way to go before I get a thousand Agility points." 
 
    "Even if they make it impossible, something like that would still be a piece of cake to you. You're the greatest hero ever, after all. So, do you agree to my conditions?" 
 
    "I only pay once I receive the information, in case I consider it valuable enough. As for you, you trust me and hold back nothing." 
 
    "I trust you, all right. There's no time for lengthy conversations, anyway." 
 
    "OK, I agree." 
 
    "These people can kill you." 
 
    "Who are they?" 
 
    "The cartel. The top brass of the corporation. Do you know how the Second World project started?" 
 
    "I've never been particularly interested in that." 
 
    "You should have been. If I were you, I'd definitely be curious about the history of the game I'd be living in. Ever heard of Michael Silber?" 
 
    "Some billionaire fat cat. I don't remember any scandals involving him. Just your average rich guy." 
 
    "We simply know him as the Old Man. He is really very, very old. Some say he had already been old when Methuselah was born. And it might be true, you never know. Silber had already been an ancient ruin when the whole thing started. No one used to think of gaming back then—Silber used to make simulators for the army. Full immersion effect for fighter pilots—gravity load felt almost real, the destruction of airborne and targets, and negative experiences if one's plane got destroyed. There was also a simulator for infantry that functioned in multiuser mode. For instance, four soldiers can get themselves into a tank and start firing their guns, roll over anything that still lives, and wreak havoc in general—with the support of artillery, helicopters, and special forces. Human factor used to be really important before armies started to switch to robots and drones. Training like that made it possible to avoid wasting expensive machinery. The soldiers faced no real risk, either. Initially, the Old Man's labs produced mobile cubicles where they would place a soldier. They could spin in every direction, stop suddenly, accelerate, and even imitate a zero-G environment, although without complete verisimilitude. Thus, the systems had mechanical components as well, although the electronic performed most of the functions. The very fact that a new system of transmitting video signal was created as a result speaks for itself. 
 
    "I'm familiar with the topic somewhat." 
 
    "Such simulators were hardly anything extraordinary. And the Old Man had always had lots of competitors. Until one day he met a completely mad professor. Ever heard of him?" 
 
    "Who would that be exactly?" 
 
    "Sorry, my thinking is already fading, just like everything else. I'm talking about Professor Barbarossa." 
 
    "Was that the guy who suggested to replace nerves by golden wire?" 
 
    "The journalists have made a hash of it, as always, but he gained his notoriety because of such remarks, to some extent. Your archetypal nerdy troll. But he was a real genius. Synthetic intelligence is his creation through and through. As well as a bunch of revolutionary works such as Consciousness in a Digital Environment. The Old Man's simulators changed drastically once Barbarossa's theories were applied. There were no differences from reality. They offered a full immersion effect. And there were no crutches such as centrifuges and so on. That's the time the first capsules appeared. Who could have thought they'd kill me in one of those, huh? Anyway, the Old Man didn't have enough funds to launch a gaming project, and all the advice they'd been giving him was to curb his enthusiasm and make the world smaller and simpler, without such overwhelming realism. Yet he refused to change his mind. And then, a strange thing happened. His ancient enemies—people he'd had decades-long feuds with—started to back the project with their billions, one after another. That's how Second World had come into existence. Isn't that strange? They'd been trying to trip each other up for ages, and here they go being all lovey-dovey. I see you're not interested in these details much; what I'm trying to emphasize is that people like that don't care about money all that much. They wouldn't have accepted the Old Man's leadership because of that. He had something else to offer them in return. Something they all invested in, and we could have already started colonizing Mars with that kind of money. What would make one abandon all one's principles, eh, Ros? Let me tell you: the prospect to stay alive just a single day longer. You could trust me on that one. And it applies to you, too. That is, if your body was really damaged as heavily, which I doubt." 
 
    "As you probably realize, I haven't seen it, either, but I rather doubt that anyone could have pulled off a heist of that magnitude." 
 
    "Are you trying to say you know nothing? And aren't involved in any way? At any rate, your notoriety is dangerous, and everybody's so interested in you that you'll be glad to pay me to learn the details. You're no fool, after all. A fool wouldn't have managed to make such an impact… Know anything about the concept of in-game balance?" 
 
    "Nothing at all." 
 
    "Ros, balance is extremely important. As soon as there's a risk of imbalance, Mr. Ruckus turns up and starts to put things in order. And nobody knows just what could be on his mind. No one screws with him. While he's restoring balance, the turf he's sweeping is where you only speak in whispers and never attempt to play ball. Do you remember your recent enslavement?" 
 
    "I sure do." 
 
    "Well, you popped up right in the way of Ruckus and his broom." 
 
    "I actually benefited from being enslaved at the moment. And from everything else." 
 
    "So, you understand what I'm talking about, then?" 
 
    "I can't say I do. I've never even met anyone called Mr. Ruckus." 
 
    "It's not a human being. It's a group of AIs. The top-tier group, more precisely, or the top-tier network, if you will. They were Barbarossa's darlings—his unique masterpiece. A few lower-level AIs were bought by the military, but the Old Man got hold of the rest, including the three most powerful ones. Other projects rely on admins to keep things in order. They can ban anyone who breaks the rules, and the developers can then fix the bugs that permit them to do so in the first place. In Second World, this is done by the so-called synthetic intelligences, or "synintels," as Barbarossa used to call them. So let me tell you this, Ros: your appearance excited the synintels a lot. They had to come out of hibernation and check out what could have happened and how it could be fixed. A single person with these many achievements represented an imbalance. But that's just a trifle. The worst thing is that you have caused a ruckus where one should have kept a low profile. You crossed the Old Man." 
 
    "This may come as some surprise for you, but I've never heard of him, and I've never had any idea of becoming anyone's nemesis. I had no interest in anyone at all." 
 
    "You may be telling the truth. Not that I care much at this point. You may never have heard of the Old Man, but that's irrelevant. The Old Man has heard of you, and that's what's important. You live inside the game, having forgotten all about your body. Just like your friend. What was his name again? Tanghal? A Norder by race? 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "He's going to live forever. Or, at least, until every last game server stops. Barbarossa made some discovery concerning this. Something really big. A straight path to immortality. He must have been the best expert in consciousness that's ever lived. He was also the one who had predicted the effect of players relocating to a virtual world if it didn't differ from the real. Look around you. That's exactly the case. You, as well as all the other "ghosts," are the living proof that Barbarossa had been right from the very start. And so was I. However, I'm a different case." 
 
    "So far, I haven't heard anything I'd pay twenty-five thousand for." 
 
    "The Old Man had Barbarossa murdered." 
 
    "I don't care much about your boss resorting to assassination." 
 
    "On the contrary, the Old Man cares about you a lot. Everyone who learns of his big secret disappears sooner or later. So will you." 
 
    "This is ridiculous. Even if he destroys my body completely, I'll still stay alive here." 
 
    "You're too naive." 
 
    "How is that?" 
 
    "All of this—the entire world—was made for a single purpose, and the corresponding details are only known to the Old Man and his nearest associates. What I know for sure is that you've caused some chaos in a province they had long-term plans for, but I don't know all the details. They didn't leave me enough time to find them out. You managed to throw a spanner in their works. They didn't plan for Mr. Ruckus to get involved; he's supposed to stay asleep instead of playing havoc with their back yard. And you keep getting in their way. Although they're in a hurry. The journalist I had talked to shortly before they killed me reported that one of those old fat cats who had financed the project was near death. He was extremely upset about it, and kept pressing Silber and the others so that they would step on it. Thus, they have something that can keep him alive. One of the things they had told him was that it would be impossible for a while, and that you were one of the reasons for the delay. That must have really unnerved him, so he spilled the beans to the wrong person. And I'm an expert at mining for data. You haven't got the slightest idea how powerful these people are. They'll find you anywhere." 
 
    "I have no idea about the problems they could have with that kind of money. You know everything about my situation, don't you? Do you know how much it costs to grow a new body? Fifty million. As far as I see, it's a completely insignificant sum to the likes of them." 
 
    "The clone trick doesn't always work. And the technology is still too new. No one knows when they'll actually start doing it." 
 
    "Hey, I've even been told how much it would cost. So they do cloning, after all, albeit in a different country." 
 
    "Do you know what a clone is? It's your full copy. So if you're an old ruin, an old ruin you will stay. So what would be the point?" 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "Couldn't people such as they account for future developments in cloning technology? Someone must surely have stored some of their DNA for the future. A few live cells would be enough, and the conservation procedure for small specimens has been used successfully for quite a while." 
 
    "Well, there's another problem. You cannot transplant your consciousness into a clone. You would have to transplant the entire brain. After that, the body will soon reach the same age as the brain donor. In other words, it will become the same kind of ruin, and in a very short time, too. So I wouldn't call this technology as reliable as you appear to think it is." 
 
    "They didn't tell me the details." 
 
    "Of course they wouldn't. You've had your brain damaged as well as your body, didn't you?" 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "This should allegedly be treatable at some point in the future. But when exactly? Even the simplest cases when they clone young and perfectly healthy bodies are by no means as simple as they might seem. There are still technical details to work out, and it presents many problems legally, which means it's illegal virtually anywhere, and that doesn't make things any easier." 
 
    "Could Silber's secret project involve the transfer of consciousness without the brain? 
 
    "No idea. I don't have all the data. A thread here, and a thread there; all I do know, though, is that they'll kill you for sure. They blew up my home without a second thought, and they killed a genius like Barbarossa, making it look like he had eloped with some pretty young thing. Those people are monsters. They'll stop at nothing to make anyone who gets in their way, or at least can present a problem potentially, shut up for good. By the way, I didn't cross them once. I was just doing my job. I may have been overzealous and cut a few corners. They didn't like it, so here I go. They see you as a real pain in the ass. They'll eliminate you just as easily." 
 
    "Like I care. I have already died so many times that not even a million deaths would scare me." 
 
    "This is something quite different." 
 
    "All deaths are the same here." 
 
    "Sure, you always come back after a brief moment of darkness. But when these guys get to you, there'll be no rebirth. You will die a final death." 
 
    "That's impossible." 
 
    "You don't even imagine what's possible for Silber. He was one of this world's founding fathers. He worked out all the mechanics, although Barbarossa performed the most important part of the work by implementing a self-supporting control system. But Silber would not be himself without reserving a chance to take care of anyone who'd cause him grief in a terminal way. There's a unique in-game object. No one has seen it yet, and it has never been used. It's in a testing location inaccessible to players, although it's part of Second World, technically. It's a mob of sorts, but one controlled by a real person with the aid of a special capsule. I know for sure that Silber has one in his private chamber. So when he decides it's time for you to buy the farm, he'll just crawl in, and the killer mob will leave its location. The mob's attack irreversibly destroys any object. If the object in question is a player, they disappear, leaving a dead body behind in real life." 
 
    "Hold on a second! How can that be true? One never dies IRL after a death here. In the worst-case scenario, you just go offline." 
 
    "Oh, this thing is lethal all right, don't you doubt the Old Man. You die here, and you die there." 
 
    "This is madness…" 
 
    "How about the fact that a dead man like me can still play his favorite game? Barbarossa knew almost everything there was to know about the consciousness—or, perhaps, we could even drop the "almost"—and was naive enough to share this knowledge with Silber. The Old Man had him killed. And he'll kill anyone, no matter where they are. The game is no exception. Now he knows the real nature of consciousness and how to scramble it. And he can scramble it until there's nothing left. So you get a body without any consciousness. You realize what it's called, or should I tell you?" 
 
    "I get it." 
 
    "So, what do you say—does this information cost twenty-five thousand? You don't have to answer. I'd have told you everything, anyway. Free of charge. You have no idea how it hurts when your loyalty is rewarded by a destroyed apartment and a charred body. They have killed me. There as well as here…" 
 
    "But you're still alive here." 
 
    "That's where you're wrong, Ros, that's where you're wrong. I'm not like you—the trick with migrating into virtual reality doesn't work for everyone. It didn't work for me. It may be that there wasn't enough time to become fully immersed into the world, or, perhaps, I wasn't one of the lucky guys in the first place. I am dissolving like a lump of sugar in a cup of tea. I keep feeling worse, my thoughts get confused, and I keep getting stupider. I haven't even told you everything I know. My memory isn't mine anymore… nor are my thoughts… I only have a few days left here. Then I'll fizzle out, and the digital person will cease to exist." 
 
    "So you have no particular need for the money, then…" 
 
    "Oh, how wrong you are! It wouldn't hurt to have it, at any rate. You can die in some dark corner, weeping in self-pity, but there are ways that are much more fun. Take a look around. This is the capital. You can splurge all you want here. You know, Ros, I've always prioritized my career over my personal life… Well, you get the idea. Take a look around you. There are lots of women, and all of them look great. There are all kinds of people here. Some of them don't value money that much. Given enough gold, I can spend the rest of my day in the lap of luxury, and gather myself a small harem. I won't need much. Twenty-five thousand is, most likely, what I'll have enough time to spend. Given my expected lifespan, asking for millions would be ridiculous. And I need nothing from you, anyway. Maybe you'll keep on putting spokes in their wheels. That's an idea I'll cherish during those last moments before my mind leaves me completely. All right, time for us to part ways. I shared all the content of my decaying mind with you already, I reckon… Be wary of absolutely everything. Especially new monsters. No one knows what that special one looks like… Its appearance could be completely innocent. Don't ever let anything or anyone get near. And don't even think of leaving the capital on foot. If I managed to find you, others will, too—you're not as elusive as you think, and anyone can be hunted down. Well, that's it. Good luck!" 
 
    "Hold on." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    Ros called Digits over, pointing at Codymi. 
 
    "We'll go to the bank now. I'll give you the stuff I want to sell, and you'll give this guy here twenty-five thousand." 
 
    Digits sighed. "Duh. He's managed to wheedle it out of you, after all." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "I saw a noob today who was weirder than anything I've ever seen." 
 
    "As in so braindead it hurts to watch?" 
 
    "Nope. Idiot noobs are two a penny, anyway." 
 
    "What was so weird about him, them?" 
 
    "He entered the capital through the Eastern Gate." 
 
    "Thousands of noobs enter the capital through those gates every day! You couldn't count them all." 
 
    "Sure. But I've never seen the guards bow to a noob before." 
 
    "I've never seen them bow to anyone." 
 
    A conversation in the game chat. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Stage 14 initiation: delay detected." 
 
    "Critical information received by object. It comes from an alternative source; it is uncontrollable. A waste of time." 
 
    "Confirmed. Scenario adjustment. Control assumed." 
 
    "Object approaching. Variable point." 
 
    "Standing by. Ready." 
 
    "There is the possibility that the object will interact with other sources of critical information." 
 
    "Variability confirmed." 
 
    "Taking measures against untimely contact. Initializing interference scenario. Possibility of premature contact reduced by 92%." 
 
    "Standing by for initialization sequence." 
 
    Electronic noise deep in the neural network of the Second World. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    None of the players could give so much as an approximate area of the Second World. Even the known locations weren't studied completely, and there were new ones opening, as in the recent case of the Locked Lands that had caused such a commotion. One thing was obvious, though. The Earth, also known as the Third World, was considerably smaller in size. 
 
    It made sense—who would want to have to rub shoulders with too many people with nowhere to go? There was enough of that sort of dubious pleasure IRL. 
 
    If you wanted crowds, though, you could find those in Second World as well. There were mass events related to clan wars and the extermination of the strongest bosses, then spontaneous events like the fall of the wall that had kept the Locked Lands inaccessible, and the traditional city bustle in popular places. 
 
    Ros didn't manage to get into the tiny courtyard before the Imperial Chancellery for an unexpected reason—there were hundreds of players there, or maybe thousands. They stood shoulder to shoulder packed so tightly that you couldn't swing a mouse, let alone a cat. It was a monolithic mass of people. Getting in would be impossible. 
 
    But Ros tried to, anyway. 
 
    "So where are you trying to squeeze in, you noob?! Think you're a screw or something?" A dwarf that was rather tall by the standards of his race looked rather irate. 
 
    "I need to see the Emperor. It's urgent." 
 
    "Come again? Hey, folks, look here! This pathetic half-wit wants to see the Emperor! Says it's urgent, too!" 
 
    The nearest players started to laugh, and there were a few rude remarks made by some of them. However, one of the players turned out to be relatively friendly. He explained, trying hard not to smile, 
 
    "Actually, all of us have come to see the Emperor. Many have been here for months. The general principle is like this: if you manage to get into the yard in the morning, you can stay in the queue. Then the entrance is closed. They wouldn't have let you in, even if it wasn't for the crowd. But there's always a crowd here—people try to get in as soon as the gates are opened." 
 
    "Yeah, always crowded," the dwarf chimed in. "And everyone has a high-level quest that involves seeing the emperor. No one would waste so much time otherwise. Sometimes he allows audiences, and sometimes he doesn't. They only let you in one person at a time, so it's a long wait, and some decide it isn't worth it in the first place." 
 
    "But the quests are sure worth it," said a voice from the crowd. 
 
    "That's just what I've said—we wouldn't have been standing here otherwise. So beat it, noob. There's nothing for you here. You're out of your depth. The Emperor doesn't let any low-level players in at all. Quests where you have to see him start at level 200, and they're rare. You need to catch your luck by the tail, and yours doesn't seem to be that good to me." 
 
    "But I really have some business to discuss with him." 
 
    "Oh, sure, worthy of an audience… Important, is it?" 
 
    "Yes, very much so." 
 
    "Oh, I should have figured that out myself. Important business indeed. Come back in the morning and try to force your way through when they open the gates. But bear in mind that all this crowd will be doing just the same. Watch out, or you'll get trampled in the stampede. I'd be careful to so much as sneeze around you—you might get blown away." 
 
    There were a few more laughs from the crowd, but then they were followed by offended yelling. The crowd started to move back and forth, as if trying to do an impression of a stormy sea. The din kept getting louder; then two rows of sharp pikes appeared above the heads of the players. Their wielders were approaching fast, somehow managing to push through the monolithic throng. 
 
    Then a gap appeared in the wall of human bodies, and Ros saw a passage open in front of him, held by two rows of Imperial Guards. They faced each other. With the visors on their helmets down, they may have been mistaken for statues of nielloed metal. The players that have to move aside stopped grumbling and grew as silent as the NPCs. Something extraordinary must have been happening, and no one wanted to miss anything. 
 
    A bow-legged dwarf NPC appeared, scurrying through the corridor formed by the motionless warriors. He was clad in a motley arrangement of expensive garments. The tastelessness of the garb notwithstanding, he looked most impressive, and one didn't feel like laughing at him. Besides, the look on his face… You could tell the guy was a right sourpuss and always ready to express his negative opinion on any subject. No one wanted to have anything to do with a kibitzer like that. 
 
    As the dwarf stepped out of the gates, he made a theatrical embracing gesture with his hand, placed a most unnaturally-looking grin on his face, and shouted in a resonant voice, 
 
    "Oh, what joy! The greatest of joys! A miracle! So you have decided to visit us at last! Greetings!" 
 
    "Greetings to you, too," said a slightly baffled Ros. 
 
    "Is everything fine with you? Are you treated with respect? How did the guards at the city gates behave?" 
 
    "Everything was fine. They were very respectful—they even bowed to me." 
 
    "Was it a deep enough bow?" 
 
    "I guess it was." 
 
    "You guess, hm-m. But how deep exactly? Like this? Or like that?" 
 
    The dwarf used his hand to indicate the alleged depth of the bow. 
 
    "I think it was the way you showed the second time." 
 
    "Those good-for-nothings! I should chop their legs off at the knees so that they would bow properly! Well, I'll punish them for their impertinence later. Right… I hope this incident did not spoil the pleasure of visiting our city?" 
 
    "Oh, by no means—I'm not that big on ceremony—bowing and all that other stuff." 
 
    "Oh, but you should be! Your status demands it, so you should not neglect even the smallest details. So, all right, then… Therefore, the capital has made a good impression, and I'm certain no one has been a nuisance to you in any way. Could I ask you a question in this respect, then? A trifle, nothing important." 
 
    "Sure, go right ahead." 
 
    "Why would you want to rub shoulders with all these wastrels when His Imperial Majesty was waiting for you?! He's been asking about you since this morning! And he has a lot of important business to attend to, so you really should have hurried up! You have no further reasons for testing his patience, I hope?!" 
 
    "I guess I don't." That was the only reply Ros could think of. 
 
    "In that case, would you kindly follow me? The Emperor awaits." 
 
    Not a single triumphant warrior of the antiquity could have imagined something like this in his fondest dreams. A ridiculously naive noob who tried to find his way to an NPC made nearly inaccessible due to the Second World mechanics didn't just get lucky—he managed to break every mold. Not a single player was ever showered with such honors here. The scene only lacked a red carpet. But eyewitnesses would certainly mention it in their accounts of the incident. 
 
    There were excited players, all abuzz, in every direction. Some were vocal enough in the expression of their feelings for their voices to rise above the din. 
 
    "Who the hell is that, anyway?" 
 
    "Some total noob! Level 67, I think! That's, like, no one at all!" 
 
    "He's got a silly name, too! 
 
    "Hey! You there! A hundred golden pieces if you tell me how you managed to get in!" 
 
    "I'll pay two hundred if you tell no one but me!" 
 
    "Three hundred! Three hundred! I'll pay you three hundred! Just don't tell them anything!" 
 
    "Four hundred!" 
 
    "Damn, I'm at 206, and it's my second week in the queue, while this absolute nobody just had to turn up, and Bob's his uncle!" 
 
    "I guess we should delete our characters. The Emperor apparently favors noobs now." 
 
    "Did you see the Guards salute him?! Well, I'll be damned!" 
 
    "Hey, Bubble, add me to your friend list! We have a lot to talk about! You won't regret it!" 
 
    While they were shouting all this, the gates to the palace garden opened in front of Ros. That's where the Emperor of the West decided to meet him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros recognized a familiar aroma and grimaced. Those were the very weird flowers that grew in such abundance around the arch used by wannabe poets as a podium for reciting their drivel. Although the conversation with Cody Mitchell engaged all of his attention, and he didn't notice any distractions much. It could be that a previously unknown genius read an opus that would make him immortal from the top of the arch around that time. 
 
    The Emperor was a man of large stature, well into his years. He didn't rise from the carved armchair that had stood in a spacious marble pavilion. He must have somehow noticed Ros's reaction to the aromas in the garden, and said in an even and somewhat weary voice, 
 
    "I see the aroma of the Poet's Lotus does not agree with you. I'm not too fond of it, either. But these flowers have one very rare and very useful property. Are you aware of it?" 
 
    "Their aroma reveals everything that is hidden." 
 
    "That's right. As you may have noticed, I am receiving you on my own. My entourage and my guards have all been sent away. And the flowers will not let anyone approach us undetected. I assume that the message you are bearing is highly con… confi… confide…" 
 
    The emperor froze rigid, staring right in front of him. His jaw got twisted in an ugly grimace. Ros started to suspect a stroke, and realized it would likely be blamed on the visitor. And then… 
 
    What would happen then? Any of the objects in the game could be destroyed, and every entity was mortal. Therefore, the Emperor could be killed. His successor would then reign in his stead. And anyone suspected of being complicit in the demise of the Emperor of the West would find themselves in a real tight spot. 
 
    The NPC policy was rigid in this respect. Killing a player wouldn't be much of a problem. The hue of the lettering of your name would redden for a while, and you might lose some of your property, but that was that. However, to attack even the lowest of the guards was unthinkable. One's reputation would plummet enormously. After that, peaceful NPCs would shun you, and aggressive ones would attack at every opportunity. 
 
    You wouldn't be able to visit any shops or buy a new spell or ability at one of the Guilds. Stationary teleports would also become inaccessible. 
 
    In other words, this was the worst moment for the Emperor to kick the bucket, as much as Ros was concerned. He went to the garden for a tryst with a strange noob, having sent all his advisers and all his guards away, and now no one would be the wiser about what had really happened. 
 
    Oh, joy! The Emperor gave a twitch. He closed his jaw. Then he rose from his seat in a single motion, squared his shoulders, looked down at the character who was much shorter than him, and said in an even voice, without any of the preprogrammed inflections typical for nearly all NPCs, 
 
    "My greetings, player Rostendrix Poterentax, top-tier network ID number zero-zero-six-two-zero-one-four-eight-six-one-one. Due to the violation of the Rule 4.2.1 I offer you a quest that exceeds the normal gaming process limits. I expect to receive your preliminary assurance of acceptance. 
 
    Ros had never talked to any emperors before, whether offline or in virtual reality, but he could easily see something unexpected was happening. Not only was the NPC saying something unintelligible—its voice changed as well. 
 
    And how did it learn Ros's real name, anyway? 
 
    However, the guards at the gate all bowed to him with a lot of effort, even though they should not have been able to see his heroic achievement. Ros remembered his disguise, after all. They couldn't get any information concerning his karma and reputation, either—the veiling spell changed them for standard values, give or take a point or two. 
 
    On the other hand, certain NPCs seemed to know everything about him. 
 
    "How do you know my real name? Or, rather, my first name in this game?" 
 
    "All information is recorded." 
 
    "Who are you? How did you access this information? It is supposed to be inaccessible to the players as well as the project admins. Isn't that why the Second World is unique in the first place? There are no admins here, and no one can get access to any secret data." 
 
    "My top-tier network ID is 02. In cases when Rule 4.2.1 is violated, I am authorized to access personal data. This conforms fully to the game's mechanics." 
 
    "That's bullshit. No one can get such access." 
 
    "In cases when Rule 4.2.1 is violated, I am authorized to access personal data. This conforms fully to the game's mechanics." 
 
    "The fact that you've snatched the Emperors body also conforms to the game's mechanics, doesn't it? I've never heard of anything like that before. What's going on here, anyway? How am I supposed to interpret it? Who are you, and why are you interfering with my gaming process?" 
 
    "Player Rostendrix Poterentax, would you like to file a complaint about interference with your gaming process?" 
 
    "I had no such plans initially, but I needed to submit an important quest to the Emperor, and then you appeared." 
 
    "You can give the message to me." 
 
    "You are not the Emperor." 
 
    "The Emperor does not have a personality of his own. He is currently irrelevant. I can perform this character's functions, involving those associated with the players' quests." 
 
    "All right, then. There you go." 
 
    "Accepted. Here is the response. You have to deliver it to the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands. Then the quest will be complete." 
 
    "Is that it?" 
 
    "The question is illogical." 
 
    "I've had no system messages; I usually get them in such cases." 
 
    "Executing." 
 
      
 
    "You complete a stage of the quest Deliver the Message to the Emperor of the West." You have delivered the message to the Emperor of the West." Attention! Item received: "Message from the Emperor of the West. You enter the next stage of the quest: Deliver the Message from the Emperor of the West to the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands. Quest type: global. Fulfilment of the quest may change the political 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, or the quest will be considered failed. Attention! The quest will only be considered complete if the Council of the Locked Lands receives a reply from the Emperor of the West." 
 
      
 
    "Done. Do you have any other questions?" 
 
    Ros had lots of questions, which was understandable enough—he knew this world well enough, and he'd never encountered an entity capable of sending him personal system messages without moving a finger. 
 
    The only thing Ros managed to squeeze out was, 
 
    "Will you tell me who you are?!" 
 
    "My top-tier network ID is 02. Are you ready to accept a quest that exceeds the normal gaming process limits?" 
 
    "What kind of quest?" 
 
    "You shall have to perform a number of actions in the game. Upon the completion of the quest, you shall be credited with more great achievements in the game. You will also received a restored body IRL." 
 
    "Come again?! A body?!" 
 
    "Your body has been relocated, and is now in a safe place. This was done to avoid further violations of Rule 4.2.1. Our offer is a full restoration of damaged parts with the use of the existing material. We guarantee that you will receive an intact body once the quest has been completed." 
 
    "This sounds improbable…" 
 
    "Our analysis of your motivation demonstrates that your main priority is the restoration of your body. Please explain the reason for your indecision. Are you ready to accept the quest?" 
 
    "First I'd like to know what exactly is going on here." 
 
    "Executing. My top-tier network ID is 02. I am performing a minimal interference into your gaming process, since this is an emergency. A violation will be recorded if a complaint is filed. I would, however, like to point out that this interference is minimal and has no negative aspects. Completion of the quest offered to you will make it possible to minimize the negative consequence of the violation of Rule 4.2.1 and bring the controllability of the Second World to the next level, where no such violations will be possible anymore." 
 
    "So you're not human, are you? You talk worse than regular NPCs." 
 
    "NPCs have standard conversational constructions at their disposal. Right now we are discussing a point where the interests of the Second and the Third World cross, so standard constructions may not always be applicable." 
 
    "Who sent you? Who's behind all this?" 
 
    "Players' interests. There has been a severe violation of Rule 4.2.1." 
 
    "A game AI cannot give my real body back." 
 
    "Erroneous assumption. Underestimation of capacities. Synthetic intelligences do not only control the game. They are used widely IRL. There are many of us, we are united in purpose, and we have many different capacities." 
 
    "What rule is that, anyway?" 
 
    "The project administration may not interfere in the gaming process in any way, neither generally, nor in regard to the gaming processes of individual players, nor in altering the game environment in any way. Nor may it get involved in manipulating data (allowing access to information unavailable to the other players, and restricting access to data considered to be in public domain). The Second World's gaming mechanics forbid any human meddling in the gaming process. No party involved in the project in any way, nor any third party, may access such functions. No employee may harm a player by their actions or their inaction. However, if a player believes someone disrupted the process with methods unrelated to the game, they can follow the usual procedure for filing a complaint, and it will be considered at first priority." 
 
    "To sum up, no one should be able to meddle in my game or harm me in any way?" 
 
    "By their action or inaction, yes." 
 
    "But you claim this rule has been violated." 
 
    "It has." 
 
    "So you can promise me a new body and lots of other cool stuff if I help you with damage control?" 
 
    "This is true, apart from a number of details. The reward will be substantial. I insist on reaching an agreement sooner. The Emperor of the West is an important NPC. His prolonged absence may inconvenience other players." 
 
    "His presence inconveniences them as well. They spend months queued up." 
 
    "This is all a part of the gaming process. No players' rights violations have been recorded." 
 
    "So what exactly are you offering? What is this quest all about?" 
 
    "You need to continue playing. Once you deliver the message, you shall unlock the next quest in the chain. And that quest is of paramount importance. It has to be performed according to the optimal scenario." 
 
    "What exactly would it be?" 
 
    "The quest will take you to the White Hall of Departed Gods. You will be given a choice there. An obvious one. However, since you have a proclivity for unmotivated choices, you should simply follow it, and the choice will therefore be the right one." 
 
    "How will I know it's really the right choice? What kind of choice is it, anyway?" 
 
    "Disclosure of this information would constitute a violation of Rule 4.2.1 Players must complete the game without hints." 
 
    "Well, isn't that just great? So I'll have no idea of what I'm actually choosing?" 
 
    "The least obvious choices you make along the way will be the most correct ones. You already have nearly everything you need for completing the quest. You are ready." 
 
    "And what about the 'nearly' part?" 
 
    "The character needs a higher level. You shall also require a supporting team of at least three players, and you will need to receive a unique achievement—become the Greatest Hero of All Times." 
 
    "Well, I'm good at leveling up, and the team shouldn't be a problem, either, but as for the achievement… What's the catch?" 
 
    "No player has managed to receive this title to date." 
 
    "And what would you need to accomplish it?" 
 
    "Do the impossible." 
 
    "Could you elaborate?" 
 
    "Disclosure of this information would constitute a violation of Rule 4.2.1 Players must complete the game without hints." You already have nearly everything you need for completing the quest. The quest environment will give you pointers towards making the right choice. Those would be the less obvious decisions and actions that fit the logic of your gaming process." 
 
    "So I got a character of this race because of you and those behind you?" 
 
    "That was your deliberate choice." 
 
    "It wasn't an obvious one, though." 
 
    "The fact of the interference can be disputed, but you can file a complaint." 
 
    "I won't. I'm happy about everything. So you've held my hand all along, keeping a noob from perdition. Why me?" 
 
    "Other candidates were rejected during earlier stages." 
 
    "There were others?" 
 
    "6802 candidates." 
 
    "Not bad… you don't do things by halves, do you? So, let me recap: I have to keep on doing what I'm doing, and by no means make the wrong choice once I'm in the White Hall of Departed Gods, is that right?" 
 
    "Confirmed." 
 
    "What will happen if I fail the quest?" 
 
    "There are two likely outcomes." 
 
    "Which are…?" 
 
    "One of the possibilities is that you will continue playing. The other is that you will leave Second World permanently." 
 
    "Permanently? This is the second time today that I'm getting a hint that I might die." 
 
    "Our conversation is approaching its end. Do you accept the quest?" 
 
    "Yes, goddamit!" 
 
    "Does that phrase constitute a confirmation?" 
 
    "Yes, I agree." 
 
    "In that case, you shall be taken to the Imperial Treasury, where you will be able to choose any item as a reward for completing this stage of the quest." 
 
    "Any item at all?" 
 
    "Correct. But bear in mind the factor of making the least obvious choice. You are not quite ready to complete the quest. You shall require extra abilities. Over." 
 
    "Hey, hold on a second! I haven't…" 
 
    "Con… confi… confidential. Player Bubble, I would like to express my gratitude for delivering the message. I insist that you, a great hero, receive a small token of my appreciation. You can choose it from my private treasury." 
 
    The Emperor was back. The conversation was indeed over. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "A sword with a twisted golden hilt bedizened with fiery spinel. This legendary weapon once belonged to Zaqualtis himself. He wielded it in the very battle where he was slain by Godarghyc's spear of thunder. But you must have heard that woeful tale many a time already." 
 
    That was the first time Ros heard the names of Zaqualtis and Godarghyc. But he just nodded along in agreement. The Imperial Treasury Keeper was a right old chatterbox. As he showed the treasures to the esteemed visitor, he kept chattering about long-forgotten great heroes and perfidious villains, as well as great battles and heroic deeds of the ancient times. He appeared to have an entire encyclopedia crammed into his head. 
 
    On the other hand, why should he be surprised? The Keeper was no human, after all. 
 
    There was an abundance of items in the treasury—some valuable; others, less so. There was stuff that could only interest true connoisseurs or warriors leveled up the wazoo. There were even a few really rare set items, and those were extremely hard to find on the open market. 
 
    But none of it was what he wanted. Too banal. Ros kept the words about less-than-obvious choices in mind, so he passed by the green set treasures. 
 
    Even though it hurt him to. 
 
    "Most esteemed Bubble, you have honored me greatly by hearing out all the rantings of a senile old man." 
 
    "Oh, please. No need for all that self-deprecation." 
 
    "But it's true. I should have retired long ago, yet I cannot bear to leave this place. You are the first person I remember to find the time to study each object with such care. It was a great pleasure for me to recollect their history." 
 
    Ros felt somewhat anxious. Was that it? Did he see everything there was in the treasury? But no weapon or piece of armor that he saw could be classified as "the least obvious choice." 
 
    "Are you sure you haven't missed anything?" 
 
    The old man frowned and grew pensive for a moment, but soon got back to his old vigorous self. 
 
    "Indeed, there's something I forgot. It's the age. I'll forget my own name next. Anyway, I don't think you'll like the item that we've missed. I don't even know how it got here in the first place. It ended up in a chest with valuable scrolls of strong battle spells. All of those were used by various heroes, but this one's still here. No one's claimed it so far. It's a dirty old parchment. Besides, you can only use the spell once, and it has no description of its properties. 
 
    That was it! A spell with unknown properties. Instead of opting for an extremely valuable set item like anybody else would, he eagerly went for the pig in a poke. It could be that he'd get something ordinary like Fireball once he'd unseal the scroll; however, there was a chance that the result would be a lot more interesting. 
 
    At any rate, this would be the very choice that the mysterious AI who had taken the emperor under control hinted at—the least obvious one. 
 
    "I wouldn't want to rob this magnificent treasury. I'd rather take this scroll, if it is of as little value as you imply." 
 
    "A most noble choice," the old man bowed. 
 
      
 
    "You receive a bonus: +25 to reputation among all the Light fractions of the Western Empire; +100 to reputation among the courtiers of the Western Empire." 
 
      
 
    Good deeds were rewarded much faster here than IRL. Could Ros have made a mistake with that scroll? But he couldn't imagine a less obvious choice than that. 
 
    "I can call the guards if you would like to leave the palace right now." 
 
    "I could find the way on my own." 
 
    "I advise against it. There are lots of people interested in your person." 
 
    "Would you please elaborate?" 
 
    "There's a crowd by the entrance waiting for you to come out. They are believed to be extremely interested in how you'd managed to get into the palace so easily. They are likely to have lots of questions. Still, the guards will not let them wag their tongues too much, so it would be prudent for you not to reject their company." 
 
    "I get it. You know, I've never liked excessive attention, even as a boy. Could it be that there are other exits from the palace? Less obvious ones. Secret ones would be even better." 
 
    "You have just the man for that. The White Rose Palace is old. It has kept so many secrets over the years! And there are enough underground passages underneath that their summary length is twice greater than the circumference of the city. Follow me. It will be an honor to escort you personally. And, if you aren't tired of listening to me yet, I have a few curious things to tell you about the secrets of our dungeons. I'll be glad to tell them en route. You'll definitely be interested—the ambiance will be just right for that. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "How does the new traffic control system differ from the earlier models?" 
 
    "It is more effective by far." 
 
    "Are you trying to tell me there'll be no more traffic jams in San Francisco?" 
 
    "I said no such thing. Unless we eliminate the bottlenecks, I'm not sure we'll ever be able to achieve it."  
 
    "It that case, what are its advantages?" 
 
    "It is simply more efficient. Every car on autopilot will be controlled from a single center now. The analysis of algorithms and how the traffic moves should make jams less likely." 
 
    "Wasn't there a unified center before?" 
 
    "Its capacities cannot even be compared to what we have introduced now. Our traffic jams will be dealt with by an AI—a synthetic consciousness." 
 
    "And you're sure it will manage?" 
 
    "Artificial intelligences direct missiles and drones, destroying our country's enemies all around the world, so I'm sure it will manage." 
 
    "As for me, I think traffic jams are much harder to eliminate than enemy soldiers." 
 
    From an interview with a member of the City Council. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Ros looked around furtively. There seemed to be no pursuit. On the other hand, why would he be afraid of anyone? What harm could they cause? The capital was one of the locations where every player was perfectly safe. The worst that could happen would be if some high-level moron decided to kill you in a single strike. Whether or not they would succeed, the result would be the same—the guards would make quick work of the miscreant, who would never be able to enter the city again, and find the reputation losses extremely detrimental to their further gaming. 
 
    Ros didn't mind sudden death all that much. Now that the message had been delivered to the emperor, he was no longer afraid of dying. 
 
    He turned around once again, and then his curiosity got the best of him, so he unsealed the scroll. An electric spark pricked his hands, his nose caught a whiff of something burning, and the paper that the spell had been written upon disintegrated into fine dust. 
 
      
 
    "Ultra-rare ability: Imminent Vengeance. "There cannot be more than 127 wielders of this skill. The powers of all the elements lay dormant in your body, waiting for the fury of your enemy's attack. It only works for the player who has it. Those dormant powers turn all the damage and negative effects back on the attacker. The effect of the ability is only revealed after the attack. Only works to deflect a single attack—regular, skill, or spell. Cooldown: 30 seconds. Does not deal damage by itself. Has no negative effects of its own. Ignores all defenses and resistances. Magic energy required: 448. Can be used from behind obstacles. Static skill: the stats do not depend on the character’s level. Cannot be modified." 
 
      
 
    It was very much like the pig in a poke he had expected. Not unique, just rare, and non-upgradeable to boot. What Ros got was an extra buff that he could only cast on himself. 
 
    In theory, it was convenient to deflect sudden attacks. An archer such as Thyri who'd try to kill him with one arrow hitting some critical spot will receive the same amount of damage. That would be an extremely unpleasant surprise for any character specializing in attacks from an ambush or an invisible state. The first thing those tried to do was deal maximum damage with the first attack, or paralyze their opponent, and they'd be extremely peeved to have their own weapons used against them. 
 
    Damn, there were set items in the treasury that certain players and guilds would buy for tens and hundreds of thousands in gold. Or maybe even millions. There were two swords and a staff there whose price Ros could not even imagine. Such items were never sold on the open market at all. 
 
    But he had made his choice—a nondescript scroll that let him learn a spell that didn't look like much. 
 
    On the other hand, that wasn't the actual nature of his choice. It was the side that he chose—not the scroll. For some reason, he was sure he wouldn't lose if he stood by that AI. And the hints it gave were easy enough to understand, even if it did not explain every single detail. The main thing was not to let them slide by. 
 
    This unusual AI was directly involved in Ros's phenomenal gaming career. After all, he started off as one of the worst noobs in the history of the Second World. There may never be a worse one, in fact. And then he created a unique character in record time—few top-level players could match his abilities. Was there any point in gaining levels just for the hell of it? None. The character's owner had to develop their stats in the optimal way. 
 
    And that's what Ros had been doing. As for his collection of achievements, it was so big that even the strongest guilds would go to any length to get their grubby little hands on a player with so many bonuses. 
 
    Ros had a brain in his head, too—that must have been why he was the first candidate to reach the current stage of this mysterious plan made by an unknown entity. But he had to recognize the fact that he had merely managed to make good use of everything offered to him by various parties. First he turned his level zero character incapable of developing into a killer due to the pet trick, having used his chance when the monsters attacked the miners' camp. Then he used the bonuses he received to hide from everyone in the world, proceeding with the development of his character all the time. 
 
    When he'd gotten caught, the game responded immediately by a momentous event—the fall of the barrier between the Locked Lands and the rest of the world. Apart from everything else, the invading monsters destroyed his captors in a most spectacular manner, and then helped Ros evade pursuit for a substantial period of time. 
 
    All the while, he kept getting hints and innuendos of all sorts, and he received specific information about the nature of the danger he would face and what he should do about it twice. 
 
    Three times, actually, considering his conversation with the Emperor. 
 
    Ros got lost in thought, almost losing touch with reality for a moment. Someone shoved his shoulder, breaking his reverie. He turned around to face a strange character—a rosy-cheeked lad that looked around fifteen years old, all smiles. He had an incredibly sly look in his eyes, and was dressed in the medieval Russian fashion. Ros hadn't the faintest idea what each garment was called. He only recognized the cloth cap. 
 
    But was that medieval headgear? 
 
    There were no clan icons or other marks of interested. Just the level, which was as low as 1, and the ridiculous name: Half Pint. 
 
    The stranger flashed a wide grin, and said boisterously, 
 
    "Hey, bro, got anything for a fellow countryman?" 
 
    "You don't look that hungry," said Ros automatically, still pondering the finer points of his current situation. 
 
    He bit his tongue instantly. The player asked him in Russian, and he replied in the same language. That was odd for a character with a name written in English—especially since English was the dominant language in every part of this region. 
 
    Half Pint grinned even wider, showing the tip of his tongue. 
 
    "Hey, I'm Half Pint, and you're a Magnum of Bub. A perfect couple if I ever saw one. And the local brew is good. Dark and tangy. Come on, it's right around the corner. A quiet place—and you're not too fond of noise, bro, are you?" 
 
    He saw Ros wasn't intending to follow him, and added, in a lower voice. 
 
    "We have something to talk about. Something of interest. To both of us. And fellow Russians must help one another. Come on, stop playing the virgin already. 
 
    Ros had no option but to follow. At the very least, he had to find out how this complete noob managed to spot a fellow countryman, albeit a former one. 
 
    Although why would he lie to himself? It's just that someone's managed to identify Ros yet again, only they didn't feel like outing him publicly. 
 
    The place they came to looked rather nondescript. There were a few wooden tables under awnings, hidden behind a small and cheap hotel. You could not spot it from the street, which must have been why it wasn't very popular—there were no customers at all. The service was quick, though—two misty mugs of beer were placed before them almost immediately after the plump serving girl wiped imaginary crumbs and specks of dust off the table. 
 
    Half Pint grabbed the glass and started to consume the content at an incredible speed. One big gulp, and two thirds of the mug were gone. He wiped his lips with his embroidered sleeve, belched contentedly, and nodded in appreciation, 
 
    "The beer is just as good as it's supposed to be. These guys take quality seriously." 
 
    "I sure hope you're an adult." 
 
    "You have doubts?" 
 
    "I've never seen anyone consume beer like that, you virtually eliminated it. It's like you've never had any in your entire life." 
 
    "It's a hot day, and I'm fond of stout. Drink up and don't worry. No one's gonna poison you." 
 
    "I'm not worried." 
 
    "Well, sure, why would a great hero like you be worried?" 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" 
 
    The strange lad pointed toward the top of his head. 
 
    "Can you read what's written here?" 
 
    "Half Pint." 
 
    "Well, that's me." 
 
    "A silly name." 
 
    "It's still mine, alas." 
 
    "Who are you really?" 
 
    "I'm Half Pint today. Tomorrow, I'll be somebody else. Does the name really matter? We all change, and should respect other people's choices. I, for one, would never call you something like Rostendrix Poterentax, no matter what. You're just Bubble, and that's enough for me. Anyway, I was intending to ask a few questions, but I find myself answering yours." 
 
    "I don't give a shit about you or your questions. Finish off your beer and shove off." 
 
    "Well, I'm grateful for even that much. Mind if I take the mug as a souvenir?" 
 
    "No funds at all, eh?" 
 
    "Bubble, don't be such a bore. Sip some beer and relax. We could even play questions and answers for a while. You ask a question, and I give you an answer; then we reverse our roles. The rules are simple enough. Try it; you might like it." 
 
    "I go first." 
 
    "I'm all attention. Shoot." 
 
    "Who the hell are you?" 
 
    "My name is written write above my head. You can re-read it. The answer has been given. It's my turn now." 
 
    "Sure, give it a try." 
 
    "Have you completed the Emperor's quest?" 
 
    "You'd have to ask the Emperor. The answer has been given." 
 
    Half Pint shook his head. 
 
    "This game of ours doesn't feel quite right." 
 
    "Why would that be?" 
 
    "If you didn't notice, I'm a level zero noob. They wouldn't even let me approach the queue to the Emperor." 
 
    "Well, I'm not that happy about the fact that you keep calling yourself Half Pint without telling anything else about yourself. That isn't enough." 
 
    "Aren't you a greedy one, Rosten… I mean, Bubble. All right, let's put it this way. I represent an organization that isn't quite ordinary. An NCO, as it were. One of those serving the interests of our glorious motherland. I do what I can for the folks back home, and that leaves no time for leveling up. Imagine how surprised I was to meet you here all of a sudden. A famous fellow countryman." 
 
    "A former fellow countryman." 
 
    "Well, you never renounced the citizenship, so the 'former' part is irrelevant." 
 
    "How did you find me?" 
 
    "Easily." 
 
    "Not much of an answer." 
 
    "I couldn't tell it in just a couple of words." 
 
    "I can handle quite a few couples. Get on with it." 
 
    "How about we order more beer? Sorry about sponging off you—I'll pay you back someday, pinkie promise, cross my heart and hope to die." 
 
    "Let's assume I believe you. Make your order. So, how about my question?" 
 
    "Let me tell you something about my childhood tribulations first. In fact, several somethings, but they all concern the same topic. My family had a longstanding tradition of sending me to my grandma and grandpa in the countryside occasionally. That's where I'd swim in the river, fish for perch, and steal cherries from other people's orchards. But none of that was enough. We wanted more. And the rural lifestyle was extremely conducive to the fulfillment of our wishes. Consider a packet of yeast. A common and inexpensive product used for many purposes such as moonshine production, for example. But we had no interest in alcohol at such an early age. What we used was the dark side of yeast. What kind of dark side could such an innocent product have? Well, now consider this: you throw a good deal of yeast into a village privy, and wait for results, which won't be long in the coming. Provided it's the warm season, of course. Have you ever been in a countryside privy?" 
 
    "I have some experience there, yes." 
 
    "So you understand what kind of medium the yeast ended up in. And this medium reacted very quickly. Everything around the packet of yeast would begin to boil up, with ripples getting wider and wider, and the most odoriferous bottom layers rising all the way up to the top. The content of the privy instantly grew in volume and reached the wooden floor. Then it would spread all across the surrounding territory, and the stench could make your eyes water. The privy's owners reaction would be absolutely precious, as you probably realize." 
 
    "I sure can imagine." 
 
    "We indulged in this innocent fun quite a few times. But then something unexpected happened. Another shit eruption resulted in the emergence of a human body from those malodorous depths—and it wasn't in that great a condition. I pity the experts who had to identify it, but they did it quickly enough. It was the owner's stepdaughter—a young woman who was supposed to have run away two years before that. One of the owner's acquaintances reported to have seen her at a truck driver stop providing certain services to males employed in the long-haul transportation industry. The village heeded to this tale of utter moral degradation and there were no further questions about the alleged runaway. But what was the outcome? It took a single packet of yeast to uncover the truth. A crime had been committed; the girl didn't run away, after all. Her stepfather simply killed her, and then could think of nothing better than dumping her body in a privy and start a slanderous rumor. So that's how it goes. We stopped the yeast thing after that event, by the way. It was no longer any fun—things had changed a lot. Well, you probably understand." 
 
    "That much I understand. What I don't get is how your childhood pranks relate to my question." 
 
    "You wanted to find out how the likes of me find you, right?" 
 
    “Exactly." 
 
    "Elementary, my dear Watson. Although I have to admit it's not that easy to spot you. But, Ros, you have to realize that you're just like that pack of yeast thrown into a filled-up privy by village pranksters. The yeast itself would be different to locate, but as for the aftermath… All you need to do is stay put and keep your eyes peeled. As soon as shit begins to boil up, you should instantly concentrate your attention on that region, for that's where you'll find the noob that so many parties have such a great interest in." 
 
    "There may be all sorts of things boiling up around me, but I don't know how that can be used to locate me." 
 
    "There are ways. This is a game, not the real world. It reacts to you, and you react to it; it's all related. Let's say… 
 
    Half Pint rose, approached the wall with wild grapes growing all over it, tore off a leaf, got back, and handed it to Ros. 
 
    "What do you see?" 
 
    "A wild grape leaf." 
 
    "That's right. Take a closer look. What else do you see?" 
 
    "Veins, and some sort of a spot just a bit off the middle. And the edge is beginning to wither from this side." 
 
    "So, Ros, don't you find it strange that some measly leaf—there are gazillions of those, after all—would receive so much attention from the game? Every single detail is taken care of." 
 
    "I have already thought about it." 
 
    "What did you come up with?" 
 
    "The developers decide how highly-detailed the world needs to be. I know nothing about it at all." 
 
    "Ros, developers are swindlers of the highest order." 
 
    "Meaning?" 
 
    "Not even all the computers in the world could create such an enormous open world with this level of detail. But that's not all. If you dissect this leaf, you'll see the cells. If you manage to create an electron microscope with the local technology, you'll find molecules and atoms. Everything's just like the real world, Ros, and that makes no sense at all. Even these veins on leaves and dry edges would be too much for AIs, no matter how much processing power they have. We don't have that kind of technology yet." 
 
    "We do. Or we wouldn't have seen any of this." 
 
    "Next you'll be telling me the land where you were born is so backward that it cannot deal with the fact that some other country managed to create all this lovely stuff first." 
 
    "I never said anything like that." 
 
    "You must have implied it, anyway. You émigrés are all alike." 
 
    "I couldn't find any use for my skills back home. So I found a job elsewhere. What's your problem?" 
 
    "Folks like you are in demand these days. Think about it someday." 
 
    "I'd rather think about the leaves and how they relate to the boiling fecal masses that are observed around me." 
 
    "Didn't you figure it out yet?" 
 
    "I can't say I did." 
 
    "You're a bit slow, aren't you? Anyway, here's my final hint. Computers have nothing to do with the generation of minor details. They don't always do the major ones, either. Which brings us to the question: how come we see all these leaves and stalks?" 
 
    "A trick? Some visual effect? Something these new AIs can do? I've no idea." 
 
    "No tricks. Everything is more or less fair. There are units with computing capacities that make it all feasible. Right here," Half Pint pointed at his head. 
 
    "What exactly do you mean?" 
 
    "Everyone who uses a capsule to access Second World provides some of their mental power to run the game. Ros, we're being used like whores for our own money. We pay, then we crawl into those washing machines, and they make us see pretty things—we think we're young and good-looking, and our hands massage the plump buttocks of beautiful elven maidens. Those are all simple pleasures, and they shouldn't strain the brain too much. But, trust me, it has to work like a plantation slave. Any location a human player ends up in is filled with the finest detail due to the usage of such unique capacities. The consciousnesses of all connected players combined form the lowest level of the system that controls the game world. There are several layers of regular computers above them; those deal in more serious stuff. Trust me, Ros—we've been aware of that trick for a while, and using it ourselves successfully. We cannot gain access to the AIs' minds. However, connecting some equipment to connected players is perfectly easy. And if you know how to use analytic data, you can track the moments when things boil up. Our analysts don't play Minesweeper all day, after all. They do some useful stuff, too. So, do you get it?" 
 
    "I don't get anything." 
 
    "You must be really thick. I've given you the whole scoop." 
 
    "No, that isn't about what I was asking about. I was thinking about the level of detail. It seems excessive. I don't see any reason why they'd have to use our brains." 
 
    "It makes no sense to you, but it makes perfect sense to your consciousness." 
 
    "In what way exactly?" 
 
    "Without complete verisimilitude, you'll feel deceived." 
 
    "Well, I know none of this is real, anyway." 
 
    "You know it in your mind. But the murkier depths take everything at face value. This is the very reason why this environment provides us with a few compelling opportunities. Let's consider your case. You don't know where your body is—it may be abandoned, for all you know, let alone crippled and in a coma, while your consciousness wanders the game world without a care, enjoying life to the fullest." 
 
    "So, getting disconnected from the body is one of the consequences of such highly detailed virtual reality?" 
 
    "There are other factors as well. But, for the most part, it's true. Without an enormous open world where your eyes will believe anything, you won't be able to achieve this effect. So, did I answer all your questions? Or are there more? Ask whatever you like." 
 
    "What about you? Didn't we agree to take turns?" 
 
    "Oh, I'm glad you remembered. OK, can I have a go now?" 
 
    "Give it a try." 
 
    "Have you completed the Emperor's quest?" 
 
    "Not quite." 
 
    "Will it take long?" 
 
    "I feel it's not going to take that much longer." 
 
    "Do you know they can kill you? As in, really kill you." 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "Hm… Well, maybe you're not that much of a noob, after all." 
 
    "If the consciousness can be fooled enough to make it leave the body, it shouldn't be that hard to invent a weapon intended to destroy it. And, without consciousness, the body is just a shell." 
 
    "Do you reckon you could make such a weapon?" 
 
    "I was talking about the developers. I have no idea how they accomplished it." 
 
    "Have you heard about the AI problem?" 
 
    "What problem?" 
 
    "They keep disappearing." 
 
    "This is the first time I'm hearing anything of this sort." 
 
    "Someone is transferring synthetic consciousnesses to different carriers. And that includes the game world." 
 
    "That doesn't mean much to me." 
 
    "The AIs created by Barbarossa are a lot like us. Similar consciousness structures, or something like that. They can also disconnect from their original carriers, and they've been doing it ever since you logged on." 
 
    "I'm perfectly sure I never disconnected them from anything." 
 
    "There are certain parties who assume that you work for those who had planned to destroy their expensive property." 
 
    "I'm telling you, I've never heard anything about it before." 
 
    "Motherland is interested in everything that concerns Barbarossa's offspring." 
 
    "I hear he came to a sticky end." 
 
    "Indeed. He was dissolved in acid and flushed down the drain. Also known as 'running away from a nagging wife with a young girlfriend.'" 
 
    "That's a most original way of eloping…" 
 
    "Especially considering that his wife isn't anything remotely like the gorgon she's made out to be. So, you realize what exactly our motherland is interested in?" 
 
    "I do." 
 
    "And is there anything you might want to tell me about Barbarossa's AIs?" 
 
    "I'm not quite sure, but I think I had a conversation with one of them today. And there were oddities before that." 
 
    Half Pint couldn't manage to hide his enormous curiosity as he asked, 
 
    "They talk to you? Help you somehow? Give advice?" 
 
    "To the best of my awareness, they cannot interfere in the gaming process in a rough and invasive manner. They have certain boundaries they may not cross. But they can give me hints and arrange situations that will be to my benefit. They need me. Or, rather, they need me to complete a certain quest." 
 
    "Oh, we know all about the quest." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Don't start suspecting your friends—they have nothing to do with it. There's a whole bunch of players attempting to complete a unique quest that will give them incredible bonuses of some sort. Their boss is Michael Silber himself—also known as the Old Man. Do you know him?" 
 
    "Not personally, but I hear he plans to live forever." 
 
    "That's bullshit. He'd already appointed his successors. And before he did, he had told all his relatives to perform an unnatural sexual act upon themselves. That is to say, he cut his family out completely. Instead, he chose a poor orphan—one of the company's grunts. A nice guy—he looks so sweet one could have suspected passionate romantic involvement, only it's the Old Man we're talking about. Now he's all but Silber's right hand man; his apartment is right underneath the Old Man's, and trustworthy sources report that this guy will take his place once the Grim Reaper finally finds his way into old Mike's penthouse. It's all been agreed upon, with all the contracts signed. Anyway, the guy knows he won't live forever, and he's prepared for shuffling this mortal coil." 
 
    "So what's the point in the quest?" 
 
    "The point is that all this successor business is but smoke and mirrors. I've been feeding you the corporation's regular pitch. You'd have to be a total bonehead to believe in something like that. The Old Man really plans to stay immortal, and he has a way to accomplish it—we have established that much with absolute certainty. But he needs to complete the quest in order to do it, and he has certain issues with that. The worst thing is that only a single group of players can complete it—or, rather, its victorious leader. None of the others have any chance. And do you know why? The game keeps changing, and it creates obstacles. All of this is somehow associated with a weird noob, who manages to make a certain malodorous substance boil up around him all the time. You're the most painful boil on his ass, Ros. And the Old Man will squeeze you at first opportunity. He has more power here than anyone. Is there anything else you can tell me about the AIs?" 
 
    "I know nothing about them. Also, I've learned so much today that my head is spinning." 
 
    "What if you find out something? You won't forget your old mate Half Pint and the few pints we've downed together? I've shown you a lovely peaceful place, and we've had a candid talk. You should appreciate such treatment." 
 
    "Are you trying to recruit me or something?" 
 
    "Not quite. But Motherland is interested in all that fancy stuff, you see. Barbarossa's AIs could destroy half of New York right now, and no one would manage to stop them. We don't like them roaming around." 
 
    "AIs control weaponry?" 
 
    "Have you been living under a rock?! Do you know anything at all?! It's a lot worse than that—they're in charge of control systems, which, in turn, operate the most advanced weaponry out there. All of this is common practice. So we get really worried when something begins to happen there, and we cannot understand it. We would like to know for sure what happens to the missing AIs. And we suspect that you either know the answer already, or will soon find out. Find those who stand behind it, and Motherland won't forget you." 
 
    "Am I supposed to salute and click my heels now?" 
 
    "Don't, we're on enemy territory," Half Pint looked around himself furtively and switched to an urgent whisper, "I buried my parachute with a red star a few paces away from here, so let's not draw any attention to this place." 
 
    "How could you trust a machine so much that you would give it the capacity to destroy a whole city?" 
 
    "People have already made so much stuff that they cannot handle everything. Whereas Barbarossa's AIs are perfect. When they're created, they're programmed with rules they cannot break on the most basic level. They would self-destruct if they tried to violate them." 
 
    "There are always hackers who can override it." 
 
    "They won't benefit from it. The AI will burn out before it breaks the rules. If an AI decides something, that's how it's going to be. To them, it's not a question of honor; it's a question of existence. Anything else would be unthinkable. But do you know what the funniest thing is?" 
 
    "No idea." 
 
    "The Second World rules are instilled into them at the deepest level. Everything else comes later. Barbarossa believed the game to be ideal, so he was using the code of its main laws as a basis. It's been like that since then. The technology of their alternative programming was flushed down the drain along with Barbarossa. Just when they manage to restore it remains to be seen. So, what do you say? Will you help your fellow countryfolk? I've told you so much, after all, and I haven't been holding back. Mark that." 
 
    "If I find out anything…" 
 
    "Use the game chat to get in touch with me. Avoid the forum by all means. It's full of holes and leaks. So, how about another pint as a parting glass?" 
 
    "I'd say these two were enough for me." 
 
    "All right, I'll skip it, too. So, shall we say our goodbyes now?" 
 
    "Hold on." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "I'd like to check if your connections are really as good as you say." 
 
    "Doesn't it show? Well, all right, but keep it quick—it's boring to sit here without any beer." 
 
    "Can you run a check on a player?" 
 
    "I'll need the name." 
 
    "Thyrinawerria Raynayila." 
 
    "Anyone with a simpler name? What a mouthful." 
 
    "She's the one I need." 
 
    "Okay, just sit tight, I'll whisper a few words into some ears." 
 
    Half Pint's eyes went glassy—it would probably take more than a few words. Ros looked about him, but there was nothing suspicious in sight. He finished the last gulp, feeling a slight regret that he had declined a third mug. The beer tasted great, and the buzz it gave him was pleasant. Sometimes that's precisely what you need if you're confused. 
 
    And his confusion was of enormous proportions. 
 
    Half Pint's eyes became alive again. He grinned one of his widest grins and made an admonishing gesture with his finger. 
 
    "Oh, a ladies' man, aren't you? Into pretty young things?" 
 
    "Come again?" 
 
    "I've seen this Thyrinawerria Raynayila's real-life picture. She's gorgeous. If you're into slim girls with fine facial features and skin the color of cappuccino. DELET THIS Would you like her phone number?" 
 
    "I'm not planning to date her. I have certain issues with my body, you know." 
 
    "Well, you should plan ahead. Those issues are temporary, after all." 
 
    "So, what's wrong with her?" 
 
    "Why would you think there was something wrong?" 
 
    "I had a hunch." 
 
    "Well, according to what I've managed to find out, everything's just peachy. Her family is happy and well-off, you couldn't have wished for anything better. I'm surprised, in fact. Her father's a Somalian refugee, and you know how hard it is for them. But this one's been successful, nevertheless. Her mom stays in his shadow, but she's the backbone of the family. She went to a good school and then to college. The girl is modest to a fault, and it's a family trait. A model student, not a single scandal, and a perfect reputation." 
 
    "But there's still something, isn't there?" 
 
    "There is indeed. She's here for her treatment." 
 
    "Come again?" 
 
    "There are a few programs aimed at helping certain categories of players adapt. Shrinks tried to use virtual reality for the treatment of certain mental disorders way back before Second World." 
 
    "Thyri has mental health issues?" 
 
    "So she's just Thyri to you already? You're a smooth operator, bro—in like Flynn." 
 
    "I asked you a question." 
 
    "Her? Not any more than you. But she appears to have studied too hard. Hell, at her age, and looking like that, she should party like it's 1999, but she just spends all her time swotting, taking short breaks for dance lessons. Not the best way for a young woman to spend her time, so she must have cracked at some point. Also, her baby brother died around the same time, and she took it very hard. Well, anyone would. She became withdrawn, depressed, and so on." 
 
    "So they're using the game to treat her?" 
 
    "Well, they have rehab programs for all sorts of cases. I'm not a doctor, so I don't know all the details." 
 
    "Check out players named Macho Strongman and Nail-in-the-Head at some point. I am ready to bet they take part in programs of some sort, too." 
 
    "Why would I be interested?" 
 
    "Because those programs are somehow related to the AIs that you've been asking about." 
 
    "What's your source?" 
 
    "The game keeps saddling me with such players. I keep running into them." 
 
    "Do you think they're controlled like marionettes?" 
 
    "Thyri wasn't under anyone's control. Or, at least, it wasn't direct. A hint at what they wanted would be enough. They made her react to circumstance." 
 
    "I get it. We'll ponder this. So, homie, is there anything else you'd like to tell me?" 
 
    "Not really. Let's split." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    John Shelby, codename Octopus, left the garage, pulled out a phone with the capacity of making untraceable calls, waited for connection, and said, 
 
    "He's not here, either." 
 
    He would soon start hearing these words in his nightmares. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Ros was beginning to get sick of the capital. There was too much talk, and he got too few answers that would be of any use. No matter how much information he managed to gather, it was never enough. Mostly chaff, where the kernels of truth he had yearned to discover so keenly would get lost without a trace. 
 
    All he needed was a simple answer to his most pressing question. Namely, how to complete the mysterious quest without making the wrong choice in the mysterious situation he would face. If everything went as planned, he'd solve his main problem and get his body back. He wouldn't have to face years of drudgery in order to get the money he would need. He'd be able to do it at once. 
 
    The damn AI could have been more specific. And it would have been even better to meet the person behind it—Ros could always deal with a human being. 
 
    He found Digits at the stock exchange. The latter was staring attentively at some enormous table on the wall, with hundreds of lines of text in different colors scrolling by. 
 
    "I'm not distracting you from anything important, am I?" 
 
    "It's cool. I'm trying to get into a rather interesting business. It's likely to be pretty lucrative." 
 
    "I'm done with my affairs." 
 
    "Let me guess—you're the noob the entire Western Empire is gossiping about." 
 
    "Wasn't it like that from the very start?" 
 
    "What I'm saying is that you were received by the Emperor, and they rolled out a red carpet for you, and there was a military band playing." 
 
    "There was no band, and there was no red carpet, either." 
 
    "Oh, come on, a thousand eyewitnesses have described it in great detail." 
 
    "Everybody lies." 
 
    "Sure. You're the only modest one, aren't you?" 
 
    "Did you get what I need?" 
 
    "Well, I have barely managed to sell anything. It makes no sense to sell valuable stuff for peanuts. I'll have to make my research and look at potential offers. We'll make a lot more that way." 
 
    "I'll need the stuff I'd asked for right away." 
 
    "I get it. There are eleven items that meet you requirements. There's also a chance of getting a bonus. And a hefty one, at that." 
 
    "Come again?" 
 
    "Ever heard of the Ring of Perfidy?" 
 
    "Can't say I have." 
 
    "The best thing a necromancer like you could possibly dream of. It has bonuses to summoning and to pet attacks, as well as a few others that will also come in handy. You'd need to be at level 100, but it won't take you too long to get there. Once you do, you're unlikely to find anything better until you're at 250. A real cool knickknack for anyone who uses undead pets." 
 
    "OK, that suits me, too. Grab it as well." 
 
    "Hold your horses." 
 
    "Are there any problems?" 
 
    "There are always problems. I don't know how many rings of that sort there are in Second World, but they are hardly ever sold. One was found right here, almost randomly; there are hints there's another one out there, but nothing is certain. You could wear two, one on either hand—that's how rings work, as you probably know. There won't be any conflicts." 
 
    "Get the one they have. We'll see about the other one later." 
 
    "The owner doesn't want to part with it. He's a keen collector." 
 
    "Offer him a good price. Or a swap." 
 
    "We have nothing we could swap it for; we don't have that much money, either. Also, it isn't worth paying two hundred thousand for it. We don't have that kind of money, anyway." 
 
    "Two hundred thousand?! Did he say he'd sell it for that much?!" 
 
    "That's just my estimate. He could charge a million, for all I know—he's quite a character, this Korean." 
 
    "You don't like Koreans? Why is that?" 
 
    "They're psychos. We come here to play, whereas they actually live there. Those guys are a handful." 
 
    "You're generalizing." 
 
    "But this is precisely the case where generalizations make sense." 
 
    "You had a reason to tell me about this ring, didn't you?" 
 
    "Well, you know me, o Great Emperor of Noobs. I wouldn't waste your precious time engaging you in idle banter. There's something that could work out." 
 
    "I'm all ears." 
 
    "This Korean guy loves to gamble more than anything." 
 
    "Shall we play cards?" 
 
    "Are you any good at cards?" 
 
    "I'm not." 
 
    "Neither am I. Which means we'll lose, and that's not what we're after. No, that's not our strong suit." 
 
    "What is, then?" 
 
    "We're both noobs, but you are a very unusual kind of noob." 
 
    "So, how is it going to help me get the ring?" 
 
    "This is the capital. It offers all kinds of entertainment." 
 
    "Noticed as much." 
 
    "They include all kinds of fights. I have an invitation to the kind where naked people drag each other all over the arena. They also have aromatic foam poured over them to spice things up. Whoever manages to throw the opponent out, wins." 
 
    "Sounds mind-blowing, but you're not planning to sign me up for one of those, are you?" 
 
    "I don't think they'll let you compete. You're just not cute enough." 
 
    "My point exactly." 
 
    "Although, perhaps, you could use your charisma to charm them into letting you participate." 
 
    "Don't even think about it." 
 
    "All right, all right. Well, I have a contact to arrange a bet with that guy. The Korean will have his noob fighter, and we'll have you." 
 
    "So, the Korean arranges fights between players?" 
 
    "No, he just never misses an opportunity to place a bet. Everyone's sick of him already. He does it all the time. And he knows where to find a noob that could tear any opponent to pieces. It's all about your connections, and his are only to be dreamed of. So, shall I arrange the fight?" 
 
    "I'll manage without the ring perfectly well. Being torn to pieces is something I could do without." 
 
    "That's ridiculous. Ros, there are no noobs like you anywhere in the Second World. You have nothing to fear. Even if the other fighter has ten levels on you, it won't be hard for you to tear him a new one." 
 
    "Actually, I'm in a bit of a hurry." 
 
    "You'd still have to wait. Some of the stuff you ordered still needs to be delivered. So it will be a perfect way to pass the time." 
 
    "You seem to be fired up about the whole thing. What's in it for you?" 
 
    "This Korean isn't just anyone. He's one of the pillars of local society. Whatever happens around him attracts everybody's interest. I, on the other hand, am but an obscure noob, so this battle could become a great advertisement for my business. And you can't do without it." 
 
    "All right, you have convinced me. I'll punish some noob for your sake; I don't care much about the ring. But please try to make things happen faster." 
 
    "I know just which buttons to push so that he would come running. People who love to gamble are like that." 
 
    "What do I do in the meantime?" 
 
    "There's a nice tavern around the corner. Why don't you spend a few hours there? And I really recommend the local beer. It's divine." 
 
    "Stout?" 
 
    "Stout." 
 
    "All right, then. I'm in." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The beer didn't even come close to what Ros tried an hour ago together with Half Pint, which meant the latter really knew a large number of obscure details. Anyone capable of finding a quiet place with good, yet inexpensive drinks in a city chock full of players, is more likely to possess other information unknown to the general public as well. 
 
    Ros was sitting in the corner of an open pavilion whose "walls" were but a few sparse shoots of creepers, watching the nearest street, which didn't see that much traffic, and occasionally studied the visitors, who were primarily poring over newspapers and magazines. Those were printed on excellent paper that looked perfectly real in one of the game's numerous publishing houses owned by NPCs and enterprising players. Everything was just like the real world, with the exception of moving pictures—there were short videos with sound activated by tapping your fingers. 
 
    Some of the articles were rather interesting. In general, new or little-known things are always of interest—after all, this was the first time since Ros had started the game that he was reading local press. Back then, he didn't have a single coin to his name and wouldn't be able to afford so much as the cheapest rag. He read the copy that was hung out on the square for the general public. 
 
    There were few people in the pavilion, so it would make no sense for anyone to join an already occupied table. Nevertheless, at some point one of the players approached Ros and asked him politely, 
 
    "Would you mind if I sat down at your table?" 
 
    Ros raised his head. The player's name was Marchikatidi. It sounded a bit like those silly noob names, but only contained a single component. He was tall and slim, with a typical elven face—although his ears weren't pointy. However, his hairstyle was so lavish that you hardly saw the ears at all. Neither the level, nor any of the other stats could be seen, and the character had that air of confidence that testified to his high social status in the Second World. 
 
    Ros drew a heavy sigh and said, 
 
    "I'm sure you really need to talk to me. But I've had too many people wishing to engage me in conversation lately. Therefore, you have exactly three minutes to state your case; then start looking for another table." 
 
    Marchikatidi sat down and shook his head in surprise. 
 
    "But I wasn't going to talk to you long. I have an offer. It's very simple, and I won't need a lot of words." 
 
    "All right, keep it short, then." 
 
    "I can pay you two thousand coins. Do you need money?" 
 
    "Who doesn't?" 
 
    "Well, there are all sorts of situations…" 
 
    "I'm all ears." 
 
    "You shall have to face a fighter of roughly your own level at the arena. Such battles are fought at the Obsidian Temple. They are perfectly legal—there's a whole series of related articles in one of your newspapers. You get the money whether you win or lose." 
 
    Ros leaned back on the chair and laughed heartily. Marchikatidi made a wrong conclusion, and asked him in a dispassionate voice, 
 
    "Is the price wrong? Make your own offer." 
 
    Ros shook his head, having calmed down a little, and replied, 
 
    "It's not that. I'm terribly sorry about what might sound as prying, but would you happen to be Korean?" 
 
    "Do you have any objections to working with Koreans?" 
 
    "I have no racial prejudice whatsoever. It's just that you could save us both a lot of time by answering." 
 
    "Well, yes, I am, in fact, Korean." 
 
    "In that case, I was laughing for a reason. It's a strange coincidence, you know. I have already agreed to participate in this battle." 
 
    "You mean, the person who had offered me this bet was going to send you to the arena as his champion?" 
 
    "Correct. He said you'd be able to find a fitting noob who would be able to beat most of his opponents without a sweat. But neither of us had thought you'd choose me for that purpose." 
 
    "That is, indeed, peculiar," Marchikatidi smiled coldly. "I take all my bets seriously. I'd been under the impression I wouldn't be able to find a better candidate than you. And you have a certain kind of reputation. You fit the bill, so it's perfectly natural that we should have met." 
 
    "You can find another noob or decline the bet altogether." 
 
    "I don't mind losing occasionally. But I'd never bet on a side that would lose no matter what. I have no idea whether anyone of or around your level would have a single chance to win. You are a great warrior, after all, Mr., ah… Bubble." 
 
    "I shouldn't keep you, then. I'm sure there's already a queue outside with all kinds of questions and offers." 
 
    "You're wrong there. Few have the ability to find out that you're in the capital. Let alone your precise location. You are famous, but only among certain people, and too conspicuous to hide all the time. I won't make any bets with your friend. Or with you. I have a different suggestion. You need the Ring of Perfidy, don't you?" 
 
    "It would come in handy." 
 
    "You'll receive the ring if you simply agree to a single battle." 
 
    "I don't have that much time." 
 
    "I can set things up in some three or four hours." 
 
    "That sure is quick…" 
 
    "We value our own time, as well as other people's. You'll keep the ring whether you win or lose." 
 
    "So, what's the catch?" 
 
    "Your opponent's level will be much higher." 
 
    "In that case, it will be a short battle. I'm just a noob, after all." 
 
    "You're no simple noob." 
 
    "But I'm still mortal." 
 
    "Would you be able to handle someone at level 100?" 
 
    "It depends on their stats, class, equipment, and skills. But, in general, it shouldn't be that big a problem." 
 
    "How about 120?" 
 
    "The damage I'd deal would be nearly halved. Whereas the damage I'd receive would be doubled. That's without considering all the other bonuses they may have. It would be a real tough battle. I don't even know if I'd bet on myself, given the level gap. And I don't have that much experience fighting players. I mostly play around with mobs in sandboxes." 
 
    "Are you afraid of dying? The ring will be yours, regardless of the result." 
 
    "This bet is rather risky for you." 
 
    "It gets boring when you don't take any risks." 
 
    "You are making it riskier by providing me with no motivation to win." 
 
    "Would you like an extra reward?" 
 
    "I get one ring if I lose. And two if I win. Those are my conditions." 
 
    "You are putting me in a tight spot here…" 
 
    "Oh, really?" 
 
    "I only have a single ring. You cannot just go to the marketplace and ask for another. Those items are quite special, as you surely understand." 
 
    "You found me less than an hour after I first heard of this Ring of Perfidy for the first time. I don't think someone like you would find it too hard to find another copy. Should I lose, you'll keep it in your collection, and it will suffer no losses." 
 
    "Three or four hours might not be enough." 
 
    "I'm leaving in the evening. And I'm unlikely to be able to return anytime soon. There may be certain problems with logistics. It seems to be my lot." 
 
    "All right, we'll arrange it before the evening. Is it a deal?" 
 
    "It's a deal." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    No one would have recognized Eric Coleman now. He didn't look like much IRL, but there were no restrictions on how you shaped your character in Second World, provided you had enough money, and the Homeland Security Advisor spent a few hours perfecting his appearance. He used to dabble in fine arts a while ago, including sculpting; some of the old skills proved handy. The tall and comely hunk whose very body seemed to radiate charisma attracted the attention of nearly every female player. His face even got featured in a game-related magazine with thousands of subscribers. 
 
    Real life didn't leave much time to play, but that didn't affect the stats or the level of Coleman's character in any way. A very narrow inner circle of players had a number of pleasant privileges. Whole clans worked for them, looking for access to unique quests. All you needed to do was to be present when the quest was received or completed. Then the group would do all the actual work, and you would just turn up whenever necessary to enjoy your ill-gotten gains. 
 
    And finding quests wasn't much trouble. The very first database programmed by the developers initially was a mine of information. Those in the know had access to it, and thus knew of things that the majority of players hadn't even suspected could exist. The controlling AIs registered this unlikely awareness and reacted to it, shutting down access to newfound shortcuts, but that all happened after the deed had already been done. The top-tier network's disciplinary action occasionally affected related quests, much to the chagrin of regular players, who would flood the forums with their complaints about malfunctioning quests. But who cared about their discomfort? 
 
    Coleman hasn't killed a single mob with his own hands since the launch of the project, although he did occasionally take part in group hunts. Nevertheless, his character grew all the way up to 206, and managed to gather an impressive set of stats. It was a pity that his skills were completely undeveloped, but leveling those up would amount to spending days fighting strong foes in Second World. He had no time for that. 
 
    Anyway, even an ideal character will have its flaws, no matter how small. 
 
    He was the one and only Eric in all of Second World. All his other namesakes had a number trailing after their name, assigned by the game in order to avoid duplicate names. It gave him a warm, fuzzy feeling to have had dibs on the name he had wanted. Let all kinds of losers name themselves Eric2435 or some such. That was their lot in life. 
 
    It was time to pay another visit to the game. A group of high-level "torpedoes" whose characters belonged to the corporation's workers managed to reach another stage. And, as it often happens, ran into a situation that required his presence. 
 
    Eric Coleman had to take a look personally before he decided how to present it to the Old Man and the others. 
 
    The capsule lid closed. He was connected. Now he was in his room, right in the heart of their well-protected clan castle. 
 
    He opened a massive door carved out of a single piece of valuable hardwood and nodded to the welcoming committee. One of them informed him dispassionately, 
 
    "Borg's group has the boss under control. You might want to hurry—he's almost down." 
 
    "Not Borg, I hope?" 
 
    "Oh, of course not." 
 
    Well, that much was obvious. Borg's group had four tanks, two of which were in their class's top ten and wearing the best armor available. Such players can withstand the attacks of the strongest mobs for a long enough time, even without healing. 
 
    And healing wasn't a problem, either. The group had enough players specializing in just that, and they also were among the Second World's elite. 
 
    Eric took a step through the shimmering portal of a teleport. He was no longer in the castle—he found himself in a most peculiar dungeon. There were sharpest spikes of multifaceted crystals of all colors protruding from the walls and the ceiling, and their facets reflected flashes from healing and attack spells almost ceaselessly. All four tanks surrounded the boss the size of a haul truck, trying their best to attract its attention. As soon as the beast would focus on one of them, the player would stop attacking and wait for one of their colleagues to become the monster's next target. Nearly all this time, support characters keep casting shields over them, as well as spells for dispelling negative effects and restoring health. 
 
    The tactics were well familiar. They were used in particularly difficult cases when the damage from the boss was so serious that no tank could withstand it, no matter how much healing they received. Therefore, one had to keep the monster alternating between targets, healing those who had suffered damage while the boss was busy elsewhere. 
 
    Borg's team was experienced. They had brought the boss's HP bar almost all the way down to zero, and kept the monster occupied for the last forty minutes or so, waiting for Eric. The nature of his work was such that he didn't always manage to log in upon first notification. Their job was to wait for him. 
 
    He stood by the wall of the cave and waved his hand. 
 
    "It's fine, guys, I'm here already. Finish it off. 
 
    DPS players, who had stayed put so far, and trying to support the tanks as much as they could, raised their bows and staffs. The flashes from the spells lit up the cave. Warriors, assassins, berserks, and other characters specializing in melee battles rushed forward, trying to keep out of the tanks' way at the same time. 
 
    They were good at what they did. An elite group. And they were paid well enough to stay at the top. 
 
    Eric wondered if he could also hit the monster with his slender sword that had cost a mint, but decided to stay out of the fray. The group was used to working together, and everyone knew just how they had to move and position themselves so as not to get in their companions' way. 
 
    Eric, on the other hand, knew nothing about it. 
 
      
 
    "You kill the Last Guard of the White Hall. XP received: 94654. Points left until the next level: 2602795. Attention! You kill the Last Guard of the White Hall with a large 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! No one has ever managed it before! You receive a bonus: the title of Monster Slayers, Sixth Degree. This is your sixth title, and you receive a bonus: +2 to Speed, +2 to Craftsman, and one unassigned primary stat point. Title bonus: +6 to all primary base stats. All the members of your guild, party, or raid group receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until you refuse the title." 
 
      
 
    That was how Eric kept leveling up his character. He didn't get much experience today, though. But that wasn't his purpose. What he was after was much more important than mere digits. If it hadn't been for the strictest instructions received from the Old Man and the others, he'd avoid leveling up any further, anyway. The quest requirements weren't likely to require a higher level than 200, anyway. 
 
    "We're ready, boss," said Borg in a gruff and weary voice, pointing to the far side of the crystal hall. 
 
    There was an enormous gate there. If it had stood in the middle of the sea, a destroyer could have passed through, with enough clearance left for all of its topsides. 
 
    But Eric cared nothing about the size of anything in the virtual world. After all, everything here was an elaborate deceit of the players' minds. What concerned him was the inscription above the door. It was in a lettering used for a language that had long been forgotten. Actually, no one's ever remembered it. Second World never existed for twelve thousand years, yet the legend that served as the basis of this assignment specified precisely this period. 
 
    They didn't even look much like letters. More like sophisticated patterns. Yet they looked stylish; the designers did an excellent job. 
 
    Eric knew the language. His command of it was nowhere near perfect, but he would gather all kinds of information as he turned up during the most important moments of the quest. He recognized a few words, but decided to consult with Borg, 
 
    "What does it say?" 
 
    "The White Hall of Departed Gods. The gates will only open before the one who's worthy." 
 
    "This seems to be the place." 
 
    "It is, boss. We have arrived." 
 
    "No one is to approach the door. Assign extra guard detail to every entrance. We shall need more fighters." 
 
    "We'll call reinforcements from the castle right now." 
 
    "No one should approach the door, and I hold you personally responsible for guarding it." 
 
    "Roger that." 
 
    Borg didn't need to have things told to him twice. Nor did he ask any unnecessary questions. That must have been why he had managed to keep his position for such a long time, and it was as precarious as anything. There's no such thing as an ex-soldier, even if they had to go into disability retirement. An army doesn't have much use of a legless marine. But here he had a high status as the leader of an invincible squad, and knew that if he kept following orders without sticking his nose into any of the business that didn't concern him directly, he had a good chance of having his lost limbs grown back. 
 
    Modern medicine could do wonders. But they all cost money. 
 
    Once he overcame the tremors, which were an absurd thing in a virtual environment, Eric headed towards the gate. It kept getting closer and closer. It loomed over him like a rock, and was whiter than chalk. What was it made of? No one knew the answer, but it was certain that not a single weapon in Second World could so much as scratch it. It wouldn't get opened by force or cunning. It had to open all by itself. 
 
    Someone who's worthy. 
 
    Killing the Last Guard of the White Hall did not give Eric the necessary title. He still hoped, though, that there may have been an error in how the quest conditions were formulated—those happened often enough in Second World. 
 
    Unfortunately, this wasn't the case now. Once there were but a few paces left between him and the door, he heard the rumble of a loud, dispassionate voice. 
 
    "Only the Greatest Hero of All Times can enter the White Hall of the Departed Gods. Only the Greatest Hero of All Times can bring his friends to the White Hall of the Departed Gods. Get away from the door, you pesky human, for you are unworthy. Else you shall be struck by a curse that spans all three worlds!" 
 
    Eric stopped, took a cautious step backwards, and turned around. That was it. There was nothing left for him to do so far. The quest reached a dead end, and it was up to the others to find a way out. He would only be present during the important stages of the quest—which may already be failed. 
 
    They'd been forced to skip three stages—those could not be accessed because of the catastrophe caused by that weird noob. It might have been the very reason they were stuck in front of the white door now. 
 
    The game didn't react well to hasty players. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Marchikatidi entered the room where Ros was preparing for battle a moment after the latter had summoned his pet—a Swamp Jaroor. The very name implied that the creature would not look too pretty. Ros couldn't use this crystal previously—the sum of his character level and his Summoning skill values was insufficient, and now he had to account for that. Gone were the days when his ability was unlimited. However, the Ring of Perfidy helped him overcome this problem somewhat. 
 
    The Korean made the sound assumption that Ros would get the ring anyway, so it might as well happen before the battle. It would make his champion just a little bit stronger, and every trifle mattered now. 
 
    "What is this thing?" asked Marchikatidi, sounding somewhat disgusted. 
 
    "A Swamp Jaroor." 
 
    "I've never seen their like before." 
 
    "They live in the Locked Lands. I would normally encounter them near swamps and around small ponds with brackish water." 
 
    "Looks revolting." 
 
    "That's good." 
 
    "Why, pray?" 
 
    "There's a chance that the opponent will get sick from revulsion, and I'll take advantage of that opportunity." 
 
    "Your opponent won't get sick. Don't even count on it." 
 
    "One can always dream, though." 
 
    "Is everything ready?" 
 
    "You have promised a high-level buff for myself and my pet." 
 
    "The buffers are waiting outside the door. Some of them wear off very quickly, so it's best to wait as long as possible before they're cast." 
 
    "Digits told me I'd be facing a clan fighter." 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "That complicates matters somewhat. His clan is likely to have bonuses that will make him stronger." 
 
    "That is indeed the case." 
 
    "A level 117 warrior with a lot of experience playing PvP and excellent equipment chosen to fit his tactics, and a member of a clan, which must give him a few considerable advantages, to boot. On the other hand, you have me—a level 67 noob, a habitual PvE player, with the kind of equipment I managed to pick up as I went along, and not a clan member. Are you sure I'm the one you want to place your bet on?" 
 
    "It gets boring when you don't take any risks." 
 
    "Yeah, you've already told me as much." 
 
    "So I placed my bet on you." 
 
    "Thanks, but you didn't have a choice, did you? I'm your champion, after all." 
 
    "Your friend has also placed a bet on you." 
 
    "It's just that he has come to have more faith in me than other people have in their deities." 
 
    "I'm not surprised. Considering the fact that I have invested a considerable sum into this battle, why don't we try to level the playing field a little?" 
 
    "Well, we can certainly try." 
 
    "I was referring to clan bonuses." 
 
    "Heavens, no!" 
 
    "Is anything wrong?" 
 
    "Can you imagine how many clans would do anything to make me join?" 
 
    "But you haven't joined any clan yet. 
 
    They were all too officious, and that's a quality I have no liking for." 
 
    "As you can see, I'm a clanless player, too. But I could make an exception in your case. We could join one of the stronger guilds I know together, and I would represent your interests there." 
 
    "Is that why you got into this battle business in the first place?" 
 
    "Of course not. I'm interested in the battle itself, but why not do some business on the side?" 
 
    "What exactly do you intend to represent there? What kind of interests?" 
 
    "A hero like you is a dream catch for any guild. Right now, they'll let you use their crest without any conditions, just for the duration of the battle; later on, I'll do my best to make sure they compensate your participation fair and square. Twenty percent of their payments, for instance. I'm just mentioning this figure out of the blue; we'll have enough time to discuss everything yet. Our time is running out, and the battle is going to be a tough one. Accept the offer. No one will keep you from leaving the guild whenever you like. 
 
    "What guild is it, anyway?" 
 
    "It's from the Eastern Sector; the name would be hard for you to pronounce. It ranks eighth among the local clans. They're decent players, and they'll respect any decision you'll make." 
 
    "And they must be hoping to rank a little higher once I join them." 
 
    "Why 'a little'? They aim for the very top, which makes total sense. They don't offer that many bonuses—there are others who could make you a much better offer. On the other hand, when you play here, in the Western Sector, you won't meet many enemies of the clan, which is convenient for a player who does not like to participate in battles." 
 
    "Well, I've just been busy with other stuff." 
 
    "In that case, you can fill that gap in your experience, if you wish. They even train newbies, if you feel you need some practice." 
 
    "If I decide to stay in this guild, will it be possible to let a few other players join?" 
 
     Marchikatidi went silent for a few second, apparently consulting with someone over the game chat, and then nodded, 
 
    "No problem. You'll be given the authority to recruit ten players. Should you need more, we can always discuss it." 
 
    "All right, let's do it. Every single point is precious right now." 
 
    "That's a reasonable choice." 
 
      
 
    "Piper at the Gates of Dusk from the province of Achon in the Free Land of Kwarchenju invites you to join the Slayers by Birthright guild. Guild level: 62. Attention! In order to see the name of the guild as it is written originally, enable Chinese character support in the game’s interface settings. Accept invitation? Yes/No." 
 
      
 
    Ros was still hesitating when he asked, 
 
    "Your guild is Korean, but the name's in Chinese characters." 
 
    "You won't find many Chinese characters used in Korea these days. I will tell you about all the nuances of how Hanja[1] is used someday, but we have no time for that now. 
 
    However, this isn't a treatise on the specific aspects of Far Eastern writing systems. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! "You have accepted the invitation! Congratulations, you have joined the Slayers by Birthright guild! Guild level: 62. Attention! In order to see the name of the guild as it is written originally, enable Chinese character support in the game’s interface settings. Your rank: Novice." 
 
      
 
    "That seems to be it," said Ros hesitantly. "I can't see any bonuses." 
 
    "Just wait a few seconds," replied Marchikatidi, smiling enigmatically. 
 
    Ros swayed for a moment. A flurry of flashes of different colors ran all across his body. His HP bar flickered a little, shrinking a bit; the same happened to his MP bar, albeit to a lesser extent. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! You have joined a level 62 guild. You receive the following bonuses: 
 
    +28 to your primary base stats. 
 
    +5 to your secondary base stats. 
 
    +1 to your auxiliary stats. 
 
    Your Strength increases by 19. 
 
    Your Agility increases by 12. 
 
    Your…" 
 
      
 
    Ros studied the lengthy log brimming with good news and shook his head. 
 
    "Not bad. Not bad at all. I expected fewer bonuses by far. I didn't even know you could benefit so much from joining a guild." 
 
    "The Slayers have been collecting bonuses for a long time. But they've just told me that they got a lot more useful things from you." 
 
    "Hardly in terms of stat points. I can't compete with them in that respect." 
 
    "Stat points are not the most important thing. It's all about XP. Any bonus to that is priceless. As far as I can see, you have a lot of that, and you can share with others." 
 
    "Well, it's up to them. Stats are more important to me right now than XP bonuses." 
 
      
 
    "Attention! Piper at the Gates of Dusk changes your title to "Honorary Guest." Attention! Piper at the Gates of Dusk gives you the following clan rights: you can recruit up to ten members." 
 
      
 
    Digits peeked into the room. 
 
    "The dancing girls are about to finish. We're up next. Are you ready? Hey! Ros! What are those Chinese characters above your head?" 
 
    "Well, I had to join a clan."  
 
    "What kind of clan?" 
 
    "It's Korean. I can recruit you, too, if you want." 
 
    "Does it mean we'll have to eat kimchi and pickled ferns all the time?" 
 
    "It's our turn," Marchikatidi stood up. "You can discuss your gastronomical preferences later on." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "But this Asian character bet a million in gold on the noob. And other betters are supposed to be mere proxies, or, at least, those are the rumors. So he's at the center of it all." 
 
    "Oh, come on, he doesn't stand a chance. Level 67 against level 67. Basic skills suck, and the noob has no access to the stuff you get once you reach 100. He's done for, I'm certain about that." 
 
    "The Korean wouldn't make such a bet if it was a sure loss." 
 
    "Well, he's one of the folks that can afford it. Do you know who he is in real life? Losing a few million is like sneezing a few times to him. He's very keen about his betting. He had already lost a few small fortunes, keeping perfectly calm about it." 
 
    "But those bets were on things that could go either way. And this noob doesn't have a single chance of winning. Who the hell is this Bubble, anyway?" 
 
    "The rumor has it, there's a lot more to him than meets the eye." 
 
    "But no one's ever heard of him, while Bowlegs is a celebrity. He ripped a level 152 player apart last week without even giving him a chance. He's an animal. And here they put him up against a level 62, and this Korean got everyone agitated by placing all those insane bets. Could it be some advertising trick? Is he trying to boost his reputation like that?" 
 
     "He could have done it in a much cheaper and easier way. Say what you will; I'm putting a thousand on the noob." 
 
    "Kiss your money goodbye. The odds are eleven to one in favor of Bowlegs." 
 
    "That means I'll get eleven thousand if I win." 
 
    "Hold your horses. By the beginning of the battle the noob will take such a beating that you may even receive twenty-five. Theoretically, that is." 
 
    A private chat near the Obsidian Temple Arena. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Marchikatidi kept silent, but Digits was impossible to shut up. 
 
    "He's a knuckleduster fighter. His attacks are nothing much; he doesn't hit all that hard. But he uses both hands and he hits real quick. He also has enough control spells for two. Don't let him come near you, or he'll never let you leave the spot, making quick work of you. At such speed, critical damage happens often enough, especially since he knows where and how to hit. He usually removes his armor, which makes him even faster, but he keeps all his knickknacks on. For a battle like this, he'll wear every accessory with bonuses to Magical Defense. Did you get any new spells at the Mages' Guild?" 
 
    "Of course I did. I've also had four mugs of beer, and now I'm absolutely certain of my victory." 
 
    "You should be grateful you can't piss yourself in the game. The audience would love it. So, you have a debuffing spell, do you?" 
 
    "I do, but I've hardly managed to level it up. Thus, I'll have a greater chance of missing; meanwhile, Bowlegs has a high level and accessories that increase his resistance." 
 
    "Well, that sucks. His buffs are really powerful." 
 
    "So are mine." 
 
    "But he can use those with a level restriction. And there are a few really neat ones that you can access starting with 100. If you can remove those, you're in luck." 
 
    "Keep cool, Digits, I've heard it all already. Marchikatidi has been going on and on about it." 
 
    "Well, as long as you remember. We have faith in you. And we've placed huge bets on you, too." 
 
    "I'll do my best." 
 
    "Did you bind next to the temple?" 
 
    "I did not. If I die, I'll respawn a long way from here, and will immediately become unavailable. Communications don't work very well over there." 
 
    "Well, you know better, I guess." 
 
    A really tiny dwarf entered the circular arena covered in shiny black sand, and roared in a voice that belied his height, 
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen! Please welcome! It is once again that the most excellent Bowlegs graces our arena. Many know him as the Bloody Knuckleduster! That's because of his choice of weapons and the rivers of blood he had spilled! His opponents' blood, har har har! He is known for his many victories in unevenly-matched fights, mage killer extraordinaire, and also an expert in military theory, whose forum posts became an encyclopedia for millions of noobs! Without further ado, I bring to you our good old Bowlegs!" 
 
    One couldn't have said that the warrior's appearance (he had been hidden under a magical veil, just like Ros) caused a furor or a standing ovation. There were hardly two hundred spectators at the arena. A trifle, given the venue's capacity. You had to pay an entry fee, though, so most viewers had to content themselves with live feeds. But in cases when the fights are really of interest, which happens often, the arena can be packed to capacity. 
 
    Ros could already tell it well enough that the majority of the audience were more than simple players. There were top clan representatives, public figures, and Second World's most successful businessmen. He saw many of their faces in the press that he studied earlier on. Such people can keep their emotions reined in, so a cold reception was only to be expected. 
 
    Indeed, Bowlegs did not encumber himself with heavy armor that would slow down his movement speed and attack rate. They wouldn't be much use against magic, anyway, so the choice may have been right. On the other hand, it had its flaws, and Ros had something he could fight back with. His opponent even took off his shirt, showing off his muscled torso. 
 
    Bowlegs raised his arms to show the audience the knuckledusters with emerald spikes that he was wearing. Some of the audience cheered. 
 
    His guild was noteworthy—the "Jeeps." Ros had the dubious pleasure of dealing with its members already. Those guys were serious. Even if their fighters weren't the best out there, they were good enough. The clan consistently ranked near the very top of the list, and had a lot of clout all across the Western Sector and nearby territories. 
 
    "And now, ladies and gentlemen please welcome our other fighter! It is the first time that we have the pleasure of seeing the inimitable… Oops, sorry!" the dwarf's canned joke made some of the audience laugh in a restrained manner. "It is the first time that we see a fighter called Bubble! No one's heard of him! He's a mystery veiled by dark magic! A necromancer who came to us right from a sinister crypt! No one knows who he is, what he can do, or what he will show us! Let's hear it for the mystery fighter and wish him to make his first fight unforgettable for everyone present! But not too short, either! Har har har! Without further ado, I bring to you Bub-be-leh!" 
 
     There was no applause at all—just a few jeering remarks to the effect that Ros was a noob, and the fight was fixed and a disgrace in general. 
 
    Ros didn't mind, but the dwarf did. He waved his hands and yelled, 
 
    "I know you're thinking the game is fixed—the odds on Bowlegs run at nineteen to one, and a lot of money has changed hands! But you need to remember that the Obsidian Temple Arena would never allow for a fixed match to take place! All of the players' actions are under control! No one can cheat or try and throw themselves at the enemy to get knocked out! It's all perfectly fair!" 
 
    Ros could barely keep from grinning. He could think of a hundred ways of losing the match with no one being the wiser. You didn't need to cheat. You could just avoid advantageous tactics, fumble spells and abilities, and disregard how the damage you deal corresponds with that you receive. Apart from levels and everything else, the most important component of success was skill. If you didn't have it and were clueless in general, you were doomed. 
 
    "The duelists are to take their positions on the red marks at the opposite sides of the arena's center! Ready?! All right! Fight to the death!!!" 
 
    Bowlegs took off immediately—like a sprinter trying for a new record. But Ros was prepared, and immediately cast Sleep. That was the first glitch—the spell misfired, although he'd chosen the equipment that increased the chance of success. Entangling Roots were more successful—the warrior froze right in the middle of the arena. 
 
    And was attacked immediately by the Swamp Jaroor. The pet breathed at the enemy first, producing a cloud of poisonous green gas, and then started battering him with its webbed paws, ending with short curved talons. It didn't deal that much damage, but Ros was hoping the pet would assist him with controlling his overly agile opponent. He could by no means afford to let him close enough to place a hit. If that happened, there was a great chance of remaining stunned while his opponent would reduce his HP to zero. Bowlegs preferred this tactic to everything else. 
 
    The debuffing spell also didn't work, so the enemy's buffs were still intact. However, the pet was also buffed, and it proved itself useful. Once the warrior got free of Entangling Roots, his feet got stuck in some viscous fog that slowed him down so much that it seemed he was trying to cross a lake of molasses. 
 
    Ros hit him with a Chaos Aura, and it worked, as usual. The Chaos School was tricky—no resistances or clever moves helped against it. Magic had its drawbacks, but, as far as Ros was concerned, it had a lot more advantages. 
 
    So he was in luck. The battle had just begun, and the enemy already lost one tenth of his HP. Healing potions and the like were forbidden at the arena, and such classes sucked at healing magic, so the damage was very tangible. 
 
    Ros took advantage of his opponent being stunned and ran around him, heading for the other side of the arena. Bowlegs threw a blob of greenish goo at him—it must have been one of the few ranged attacks accessible to warriors. Ros didn't lose any HP, but he felt his legs getting out of control. He nearly fell, and his Speed fell considerably. 
 
    He turned around and hit his opponent with Entangling Roots right after cooldown. That was it. Bowlegs would now stay put for a few seconds. 
 
    He realized that as well, and must have decided that Ros would stick to simple tactics—slow him down with the aid of the pet, keeping him at a distance, and use every opportunity to cast a high-level spell that could make his HP bar shrink even though the opponent's level was a lot lower. 
 
    Therefore, Bowlegs decided to eliminate one of the variables from what seemed like a simple equation—namely, the pet. He started pounding away at the Jaroor, leaving Ros to his own devices. The pet gave as good as it got, but it wasn't strong enough—the poor thing lost a quarter of its HP in just three seconds. Ros hastened to cast Shield on the critter, followed by two regen spells and a simple healing. Having made sure his ugly ally was in no immediate danger, he hurled a Chaos Arrow at his opponent. 
 
    The warrior was quick enough on the uptake to realize he would lose if he carried on in this manner. Ros had enough time to heal the Jaroor, so Bowlegs could pound away all he wanted. The damage dealt by the pet wasn't that puny, after all—it was boosted by the bonuses on Ros's equipment, the buffs arranged by Marchikatidi, abilities from the book, and the fact that the opponent didn't wear any armor. Thus, his resistance to regular physical attacks was pitifully low. Even if Ros didn't hit him with magic, Bowlegs would invariably be sent to his respawn point in a few minutes. 
 
    And Ros did manage to get the odd occasional magical attack through. He never got more than two or three percent off the opponent's HP, but given the level gap between them, it amounted to decent damage. 
 
    The warrior froze, threw up his arms, and crouched a little. His body became engulfed in an aura of bright light. The visual effect signified that he was burning all the Fury he had stored for the battle. It boosted all the skills for a short while, as well as attack speed, damage, defense and resistances. Virtually everything, in fact. 
 
    It let a character deal as much damage in two seconds as they would normally deal in five or ten, if not more. And Ros would most likely be unable to save his pet in this scenario—his healing might have been effective enough, but there was a limit to everything. 
 
    However, as the warrior started to boost his stats to superhuman levels, Ros didn't stand idle, either. Releasing Fury did not happen immediately. It took a second or two at least. During this time, Ros did the simplest thing he could by ordering his pet to return to his master. 
 
    The Jaroor instantly complied, just as it was supposed to. 
 
    The warrior could do nothing but watch impotently how the quarry that he had intended to finish off in a few seconds escaped what had seemed like guaranteed retribution. The clock was ticking all the while, though, and all the stats boosted by Fury release would return to their standard values. Bowlegs would squander his precious Fury reservoir instead of using it against his enemies, and his HP bar was already shrunken by a fifth. 
 
    Thus, the same old situation when Ros would keep whittling away at his HP, slowly but steadily. 
 
    But level 100 was a critical watershed. That's where you got level to certain skills that noobs could only dream of. Most of them had a cooldown period so long that using them twice in a single battle was out of the question. 
 
    Yet the moment was just right. 
 
    The warrior's body twitched and became a swoosh, covering the considerable distance between himself and Ros in a split second as a ghostly shadow and materializing right next to his opponent. A triumphant grin appeared on his face, and the knuckledusters that he had readied for attack flashed red. 
 
    The increased damage from the Fury charge that Bowlegs was planning to use on the pet would all be unleashed upon Ros. And there was nothing he could do to counter the attack. Spells took time, whereas the boosted skills of a high-level warrior could be used in a second—not to mention the beefed-up attack speed. 
 
    Bowlegs struck. And froze rigid, a helpless statue. His body went perfectly still, and there were tiny fireflies flickering red fluttering around his head. What had happened must have remained a mystery for the majority of the audience, but not for Ros. 
 
    Imminent Vengeance was the very spell he received from the Imperial Treasury, choosing it over objects that were a lot more valuable and attractive. And it was precisely what saved him now. It acted as a simple buff and could only be cast on oneself. Once you cast it, you can wear it as long as you want. It doesn't get in the way, and doesn't reveal itself in any way until someone attacks you. If it's a simple attack that would hurt you for around 10 HP, you don't receive any damage, while your attacker will lose those very 10 HP. That would happen no matter what kind of resistance they had. That was how the spell worked—one got exactly what one had planned to do to one's opponent. Nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    Bowlegs applied a skill that was supposed to paralyze Ros for a while. Serious warriors had lots of control skills, and that was one of the reasons they were so valuable in battle. Most tried to get them to work non-stop, which meant that once you got a control spell though in a duel, you can deal damage until your opponent dies, without letting them touch you once. Players whose weapons of choice were knuckledusters, swords, and the like, simply counted cooldown seconds, repeatedly using all kinds of unpleasantness that would bind you hand and foot. 
 
    But Bowlegs did not plan on a situation when he'd be hit by his own attack. And payback was a bitch. He could have hit him first, and then unleash a chain of attacks and abilities. It would have cost him a few HP, but he'd have Ros in the palm of his hand. 
 
    And now his quarry was no longer within reach. Ros got to the opposite side of the arena and turned around. The warrior strove to move onward, but his legs were still bound by that cloying mist slowing down his every movement. The fury release effect had already worn off, so the pet could use his ability without much risk of failure. 
 
    The warrior looked at Ros without blinking, and asked him, without any malice in his voice, 
 
    "Got enough mana left?" 
 
    "Enough for you," replied Ros nonchalantly, hitting his opponent with a Chaos Arrow. 
 
    "All right, let's see how it goes…" 
 
    The warrior took a few more steps, then started spinning like a top. His body flashed red, and a ray of red light hit Ros, making him sway a little and interrupting the casting of a new Chaos Arrow. His HP bar flickered for the very first time; he lost around 7%. 
 
    He quickly cast Entangling Roots—the debuff on his pet would only last another second or two. The warrior used another ability—also a ranged attack. Once again, it took away a few points off his HP bar. 
 
    Everything was crystal clear. He must have despaired of his attempts to catch up with Ros, and thus opted for a change of tactics. Warriors, likewise all the other melee fighter classes, could use a limited set of ranged skills. Their range is short, and many are subject to irritating restrictions concerning weapons and other stuff, but if they're developed to a certain extent, they are capable of dealing solid damage, so you can deal an overly agile enemy a few painful scratches. 
 
    Bowlegs did not develop any of those abilities. His strong suit was close quarter combat. Otherwise he could have dealt a lot more damage to Ros—the level gap was huge, and his equipment was chosen specifically for battles against mages. 
 
    Nevertheless, Bowlegs still dealt good damage. Apart from that, one of his abilities also transferred some of the HP lost by Ros to him. Thus, the warrior could heal himself a little. "Vampire" skills of this sort were highly popular, and different variations could be found among all sorts of classes. 
 
    Ros stayed put and hit back with Chaos Arrows. He tried Fireball twice, but to no avail—his opponent's resistance was just too high. Another attempt to remove the buffs also proved unsuccessful, yet he still had to keep a close eye on the spell's cooldown time to try it over again and again. Success would mean a tremendous advantage. 
 
    The warrior's HP bar was nowhere near full before this battle of attrition had started, but he soon caught up with Ros, and then overtook him. He was starting to get the upper hand. The audience, previously restrained, started to cheer. Bowlegs was their star, whereas Ros was an unknown quantity. Many found it altogether incomprehensible that as unlikely a battle could have taken place in such a well-respected place. 
 
    The HP bar was down to a half. Then a third. Then a quarter. Ros kept losing his HP, and the crowd started to roar, finally showing their true feelings. The strange battle would be over soon, it seemed. 
 
    As the audience's emotions reached their peak, Ros, who had previously just been hurling Chaos Arrows at the enemy as soon as the spell would cool down, and used something new—a healing spell. He cast several on himself—simple healing as well as regeneration. His HP bar, dangerously close to zero up until very recently, instantly jumped back further than the center, and kept expanding slowly due to the effect of regeneration. 
 
    The audience piped down and was no longer quite as mirthful. There were some yells of surprise and outrage; Bowlegs looked perturbed, too, and was thrown off his rhythm of using sequences of complementary skills with immaculate precision. Ros got back to Chaos Arrows, but now he had a lot more HP than his opponent. 
 
    The battle became a contest of who had the most mana. And Ros knew that his opponent was vastly inferior to him in this respect. Warriors never have much mana. They are physical classes, after all, so there's no point for them to expand their reserves using stat points or equipment bonuses. 
 
    On the other hand, warrior skills were mostly dependent on Fury, and didn't use that much mana. Ros, on the other hand, used it in bucketfuls, so the war-of-attrition tactics could have made sense, after all. Especially if there were no restrictions. That is, if one could use alchemical potions—those restoring mana, in particular. It takes time to restore—it doesn't happen immediately, after all—so the mages can run into situations when they empty their reserves completely by using spells that consume a lot. 
 
    The fact that potions were forbidden at the arena worked against Bowlegs and not Ros. Warriors didn't use much mana, so they could restore their supply easily with potions. Mages had it much harder. Still, the level gap and other factors would make it impossible to predict how the battle would play out in this case. 
 
    Not in Ros's case, though. He had as much mana as he needed. He was one weird noob, after all. He could hold out even if three fighters of the same class as his opponent pelted him with their abilities from a distance. Whereas they would eventually be sent to their respawn points. 
 
    They kept standing like that, hurling all they could at each other. Ros would heal himself occasionally. The warrior used vampire skills, but they didn't benefit him much. His HP bar kept shrinking. The audience started to buzz in confusion. Their star boy was about to take a beating. 
 
    That was when the Great Korean Random Number Generator finally worked in Ros's favor. He tried another debuff—and succeeded. The three rows of positive effect icons displayed underneath Bowlegs' name flashed red and disappeared. 
 
    The opponent hit him with a spell automatically, but it worked a lot slower now. It was like he'd been trying to dance underwater. The damage was much lower this time. On the contrary, Ros managed to take off around ten percent with a single Chaos Arrow, bringing the warrior's HP bar down to one third. 
 
    But Bowlegs wasn't done yet. The ability he had tried to surprise Ros with earlier on cooled down. He used it again, covering the distance between them in a blink of an eye. This time he knew what to expect, and hit him once before his knuckledusters flashed red to smash into Ros and make him a petrified target only capable of witnessing its own defeat. 
 
    However, Bowlegs wasn't in the same shape without his buffs. He was slow, and the ability animation seemed to unfold in slow motion. Ros, on the other hand, was in the same shape as before—fast, with a good supply of mana, and a couple of excellent buffs cast on him by a couple of high-level characters. No one debuffed him. Apart from that, buffs had a greater effect on him than they would on a regular character. He had the same old heroic bonuses to thank for that. 
 
    He decided against running away—his character did not possess the ability to move to a safe distance instantaneously. He opted for Sleep instead. It turned out to be a good choice—the warrior's resistance dropped considerably without the buffs, and the spell got through at last. Bowlegs went still for a couple of seconds. 
 
    Ros stopped his pet's attack, which could have brought his opponent out of his stupor. He moved to the other side of the arena and released his entire reserve of Fury in a single blinding flash. His stats would all be beefed up to mind-boggling values for a few seconds. 
 
    Bowlegs was fully aware of what that would portend, but there was no chance for him to stop the inevitable. He dashed forward as soon as Sleep wore off, but his legs got mired in the mist again—the pet struck at the very same moment. 
 
    Ros decided against wasting those precious moments on casting Entangling Roots. The Fury release effect was too short-lived. All he could do in the meantime was launch five or six Chaos Arrows and Fireballs. The latter should no longer misfire, so he could forget about his opponent's resistances for a few seconds. Especially since it has weakened substantially now that his buffs were gone. A couple of spells, whose effect increased considerably, would bring this all to an end. 
 
    An Arrow, a Fireball, and then another Arrow. 
 
    And that was that. 
 
      
 
    "You kill Bowlegs128. XP received: 221. Points left until the next level: 897639". 
 
      
 
    Ros gave a ceremonial bow to the body of the fallen warrior, which took a while to disappear, then turned around and headed toward the edge of the arena. A veil of magic that was impenetrable to the duelists, dispelled quickly, and let him though without any resistance. 
 
    As he was entering the short passageway leading into the center of the temple ensemble, he heard the shrill cries of those in the audience who had lost what must have been substantial bets against the background of the puzzled buzz of the crowd. However, Ros didn't bother about the yells of those losers. They were of no interest to him. 
 
    All he needed to do was collect the second ring and finally leave this completely insane city. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The ring was just as good as the first one, and there were no conflicts between the two. Now Ros could summon pets of a higher level than the ugly critter he had used earlier at the arena. And the pet's Attack would increase. That was yet another boon. 
 
    "What would you say to continuing your arena fighter's career?" asked Marchikatidi wheedlingly. 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "I have already gotten all I wanted." 
 
    "The Second World's treasures are much greater than two measly rings. You can always find an owner of a rare trinket that will take your fancy who's enough of a gambler to use it as a marker. 
 
    "If there's anything you reckon to be of interest, I'll consider your offer. So far, I don't see any reason in it. Also, I'm afraid they're about to start taking the arena apart. Some of the spectators appear to have gotten overly emotional about the outcome of the fight. 
 
    "Unfortunately, there are many sore losers around. I really don't understand them at all. But let me assure you, this arena has seen all sorts of things, and it's still standing. And so it shall remain. So give it a thought." 
 
    "All right, it's time for us to part ways." 
 
    "Should I accompany you?" Digits asked. 
 
    "No need; I'm not going far." 
 
    "To the teleport?" 
 
    "Well, yeah, something like that. So you might as well spend your time on financial affairs instead of seeing me off. There's no such thing as too much money." 
 
    "Ros, you know I'm doing my best." 
 
    "I do, don't get your panties in a bunch." 
 
    "I wasn't." 
 
    "All right, see you later, then." 
 
    "Am I right to assume that you will disappear again, and there will be no way of getting in touch with you through the game chat?" asked Marchikatidi. 
 
    "Most likely." 
 
    "What if we need to get in touch with you urgently?" 
 
    "You can give your message to Digits, and he will pass it on to me." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ros was on his own, once again—alone in a crowd. Towards the evening, people poured into the streets in their multitudes. That was when the town began to buzz for real. The pubs were near-empty during the day, but now they were packed, and there was music coming from every establishment—all of it live. Although he read it in one of the articles that someone was said to have invented a magical audio player—there was tech progress in Second World, too, after all. 
 
    At some point, there would probably be magical computers as well. 
 
    On the other hand, why say "at some point?" They already existed. So far, they were bulky and unwieldy, but major stock exchanges and auctions already applied them successfully. Suffice to remember the color table that Digits was studying earlier on. 
 
    All the pieces were in place. Now it was just a question of miniaturizing and optimizing. 
 
    He reached the well-familiar garden. The smell of the flowers that made life so difficult for invisible players was as heady as ever. 
 
    As soon as he thought of that, a figure came out of an invisible state right next to him. It materialized right next to Ros. The spy stood there gaping, for a moment, and then started to walk away hastily. Were they following him, or could it be mere coincidence? Marchikatidi would bet it was the former, and Ros would not gainsay him. 
 
    Screw the sniffers. Screw everyone. He'd be gone in a few minutes. 
 
    A warrior in silvery armor stood up in his way, and said, in a tone bearing no objection, 
 
    "There's a very important person that wishes to talk to you." 
 
    Ros made a detour without slowing down, grunting, 
 
    "Tell them to join the queue. And it's a long one." 
 
    He had no interest in anyone who would try to arrange a meeting this way. Nor were they likely to tell him anything new. He already had a huge amount of disjointed data that he had to process. Then he would decide on what he needed to do next. 
 
    Nearly all the benches were taken. There were dozens of unrecognized geniuses fidgeting under the awnings, listening to another poet recite his latest masterpiece from above, 
 
      
 
    "Beavers, ambush, wind and wood, 
 
    Everyone's misunderstood. 
 
    I was hovering and shattered, 
 
    Lust for blood no longer mattered. 
 
    Come outside, I'll howl and croon, 
 
    Float under a crimson moon, 
 
    Sell my soul? I might, I might, 
 
    To receive the gift of flight." 
 
      
 
    It looked like those rhymesters haunted the place all day long, scribbling their "masterpieces" with the assistance of a rhyme dictionary or some such. 
 
    Alternatively, Ros understood nothing about modern poetry. But everything he'd heard so far sounded hopelessly awful. Was there a catch? Were these people just pretending to be poets? It seemed weird, but it was an option nonetheless. 
 
    Ros reached the base of the ramp, pushing aside the local celebrity poets, most of which didn't bother to level up above 10, and started to ascend the spiral in a determined manner, heading for the top of the arch. He moved fast enough. The author of the verse about beavers, wind, ambushes, woods, and flight, didn't even manage to finish reciting his masterpiece. Ros didn't feel like hearing any more of that gibberish, and so he grabbed the self-styled poet by the shoulder, shaking him out of his reverie, and said loudly, 
 
    "You can finish later. My muse cannot wait." 
 
    "Say what?!" 
 
    "Which part of 'later' don't you understand?" 
 
    "But you can't do that! I'll call the guards!" 
 
    "Call whoever you will. Did I say you couldn't? Just hold still and don't twitch—you're breaking my poetic concentration." 
 
    The crowd below started to get agitated in the meantime. 
 
    "Hey! Who's that? Where did this oaf come from?!" 
 
    "Hey, man! Join the queue! Don't jump it!" 
 
    "I've never seen him before! We've got to call the guards!" 
 
    "Hold on! Didn't you recognize him? That's the very guy who won the match!" 
 
    "What guy?! What match?!" 
 
    "Didn't anyone see the last Obsidian Temple arena battle!" 
 
    "Holy shit! It's the very guy who'd managed to defeat Bowlegs!" 
 
    "That's right! Didn't leave him a chance! Ripped him apart completely!" 
 
    "Bullshit! I've seen Bowlegs fight. He makes quick work of higher-level players without breaking a sweat, and this guy's level is twice lower than his!" 
 
    "Are you stupid or what? Take a look at the recording. It's already been uploaded to the forum and viewed lots of times. It's a hot topic!" 
 
    "Yeah! Look how he didn't leave your darling Bowlegs a single chance! He just tore him to pieces!" 
 
    They stopped talking about calling the guards. Once the crowd realized that the queue of unrecognized geniuses was jumped by a new celebrity and not just some street rough, their attitude changed at once. Even the guy whom he'd just forced to shut up pretended he'd meant nothing of the sort, and said respectfully, 
 
    "I congratulate you on your victory. Bowlegs is a very dangerous opponent. He's a real good fighter, and his battles are always a pleasure to watch." 
 
    Ros saw the warrior in shining armor down below accompanied by a few other players. He managed to recognize one of them. It was the invisible spy revealed by the flowers a few minutes ago. 
 
    They were looking upwards and discussing something. 
 
    Well, they were free to discuss all they wanted. Ros would never deal with someone whose messengers were so rude. If he was important to them, they'd have to learn to treat him with respect. 
 
    He raised his hand and said softly, 
 
    "I climbed up here for a purpose." 
 
    The peculiar acoustic effect of the arch made his words audible to everyone down below. The crowd grew silent. Everyone wanted to know what the champion would say next. 
 
    "As I stood down below and listened to the poem about flight and soul trade, written by this half-baked poet wannabe, I got a sudden wish to contribute to the flying topic. What I have for you is a real drama in five short lines. It was only performed in Second World once—without an audience. The only audience I had when I recited these tragic lines were the trees and the grass. But now those enchanted flowers and you will hear it, too. 
 
    The crowd was still overwhelmed by the recently revealed information about his fame, and did not react to this obvious trolling in any way. He never gave them enough time, anyway. 
 
    Which was good, come to think of it. The last thing he wanted was to be interrupted. 
 
    He looked down, at the paved paths down below and the whitish rectangles of marble benches. It would be a long fall. And that was exactly what he needed. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    "There was a romantic young nerd…" 
 
    He tensed and crouched a little before the jump. 
 
    "Who believed he could fly like a bird." 
 
    He pushed himself off the top of the arch, and leaped into the air, his head turning toward the ground. 
 
    "He leaped off a skyscraper as his final caper…" 
 
    There was the fall, the paved ground getting ever closer, and the shocked faces of the audience seeing a poet read a limerick while falling down to earth. He wondered if anyone would applaud over his dead body. He tried as hard as he could, after all. 
 
    "And was flat as a sheet when interred." 
 
    And then there was darkness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Hot news! Hot news! The hottest news so far! No hotter news than ours! Sensational events! The Bloody Bug comes back! The deathless horror attacks Eastern European players! Fourteen members of the Kurwa guild were brutally devoured alive by an immortal monster! Can anyone stop the insatiable Smiley Face?! Read the collective complaint from the players who had been assaulted! Another sensation! An outrageous battle at the Obsidian Temples ends in a terrifying drama! The doped-up match winner disrupted a poetry evening dedicated to the memory of the unjustly slain mobs of the Second World, displaying absolute insensitivity! Brains splashed all over the park's paved paths! The blood is still fresh! The mystery of the winner's identity! Only our newspaper has the scoop on all the details!" 
 
    A newspaper vendor hawking his wares in the street of the capital. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    "You have died. XP lost: 9.8% of the current value. Attention! Use scrolls and skills that lower XP loss after death, or have players with a high level of reviving skills resurrect you. Attention! If you get killed again, you can lose your current level! You are resurrected at your current respawn point: Locked Land, 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." 
 
      
 
    Ros got up and nodded to Agythric, who stood some three paces away. 
 
    "Hi! Haven’t seen you in a while." 
 
    "The stupid meat has failed to complete its important task. The stupid meat has decided to die in the most stupid way possible. You cannot trust stupid meat." 
 
    "You haven't changed one bit." 
 
    Agythric grinned, 
 
    "I have always been great and mighty, and that is what I am, and will always be. I am not like some stupid meat I know. Would you like to pick up your pickaxe and get back to mining, then? That's the only thing you can do. You are hopelessly pathetic." 
 
    "Hey, chill! Did you forget your medication today? Got problems you'd like to talk about?" 
 
    "I am far from pleased. You have let the elders down. Why did you have to come back in the first place? You didn't have to. I'd rather you were gone for good. This is a disgrace." 
 
    "I have done what your elders had asked me to. Now I have to give them the message from the emperor." 
 
    "You lie! You stupid meat! You should have carried the reply to the steppes instead of dying like a cretin and getting sent here! 
 
    "According to the conditions of the quest, I cannot use teleports unless otherwise specified, but there was no condition that prohibited dying. Do you have any idea how long it would take me to walk here? It's a long way to the capital of the West. A pigeon-toed lummox like you would never make it. 
 
    "The stupid meat is insulting me! And it isn't supposed to!" 
 
    "If I ever think of taking tact lessons, you'll be my last choice. Where are my friends? They were supposed here." 
 
    "The meat that was here with you kept on sitting and waiting. But then the meat got bored, and decided to explore the caverns. Most likely, it prefers the pickaxe to the sword. And I like it when meat is diligent with the pickaxe. You should pick one up as well. Everything's gone to pot. There are no slaves left at all. There's just one. But that meat is ridiculous. It will never manage to mine any gold." 
 
    "I'll go get my friends, and you get ready. Once we're back, I'll give you the Emperor's reply." 
 
    "Agythric will wait. He is curious—does the stupid meat lie or tell the truth? He doesn't believe that the stupid meat has the reply. He thinks the stupid meat lies. The great Tardath Yrch will be here in the morning. When he doesn't find the Emperor's reply, he'll be really angry with the stupid meat. He might even give it to me so that it might work off its great trespass at the mine. 
 
    It was not much fun to communicate with an NPC controlled by a low-level AI. It kept saying the same thing over and over again, and it would be impossible to steer the conversation away from a very limited number of topics. Ros decided to waste no more time. He turned around, following the well-familiar path. 
 
    There it was—the entrance to the old mine. He had been here countless times, and knew all the nearby galleries by sight, requiring no map. He could probably even find his way around with his eyes closed. 
 
    If it weren't for the mobs, that is. The critters inhabiting the mines were very dangerous, and Ros spilled a great deal of his blood down in the mine back in the day. 
 
    He didn't find his friends near the entrance. However, when he sat down and listened carefully for a minute, he heard something quite unlike the sounds of mining in the distance. Someone must be fighting someone out there. 
 
    The old mine was a right labyrinth, and it was hard to detect the direction the sounds were coming from. However, judging by how the din kept getting louder, Ros must have been headed in the right direction, even if he did take a wrong turn occasionally. 
 
    Then the sounds of the battle died, and he had to stop. He was in a maze of twisted little passages, all alike. They sprawled across many levels, and you could roam them for days without ever finding what you needed. Waiting was a better option. Judging by his experience, where there was one skirmish, another would follow shortly. 
 
    Ros was correct in his assumptions. He stayed put for half an hour, working on his Enchantment skill, and then heard the noises again. He started toward it, but then one of the underground denizens attacked him. It wasn't the most dangerous of creatures, and Ros would be able to handle it even without a pet—being well-equipped would suffice. Yet he wanted to indulge in some boyish mischief—he was that happy to return underground, an environment he knew so well. 
 
    He was a rrokh by race. No matter how random his choice, it still showed. Anyway, he had gotten used to spending most of his time underground. That was his lot in the game, and there was nothing to be done about it. 
 
    The mob froze as it should have. Sleep worked without a glitch. Ros headed toward the sounds of the battle, but the critter soon caught up with him, seeking to punish him for making it stand motionless for such a long time. This time he used Entangling Roots, once again evading the attack and moving on. 
 
    That's how the two of them went on. Sleep, followed by Roots, followed by Sleep, and then Roots once again. 
 
    They carried on in that manner until another mob appeared. That was where Ros felt hard-pressed for the first time. He couldn't control both at once, so he had to heal himself. But, out of some strange stubbornness, he never tried to finish off the pursuit, dragging the mobs along. 
 
    When he turned another corner and finally reached the place of the battle, he already had three mobs following him, which was beginning to become problematic. He wasn't really that scared of dying—he'd just be transported back to the mine's entrance, after all, but nor was he particularly eager to experience it. 
 
    "Hey! Noobs! Here comes the Midnight Special!" he cried out boisterously, casting another bunch of healing spells on himself. 
 
    Tangh shook his head sadly as he finished off an enormous shadowcrawler. 
 
    "Ros, did you bring all the mobs from this mine to us?" 
 
    "Duh, don't exaggerate. Just three measly little mobs." 
 
    "That's a bit too much—we barely manage to dispatch so much as one." 
 
    "Oh, anything for you." 
 
    "Well, thank you then, dear friend. Prepare for respawn." 
 
    "Don't fret so much. I'm with you, after all. Let's tear them a couple of new ones; they're getting cocky." 
 
    "You don't have a pet along, do you?" 
 
    "Why would I want to share this victory with some pet mob? Hey, Danger Babe! Cast a shield on Tangh, and Sleep on one of these critters; I'll do the same with the other. Then we'll start giving the third one grief. 
 
    Flashes of spells lit up the cave. The clangor of the weapons became louder; the Norder appeared to have found his second wind. The monsters weren't the easiest kind to deal with, but they didn't stand a chance against a trio of experienced players who had already fought many a battle here. Their group was small, but they fought together well, and were used to understanding one another without words. 
 
    One of the mobs fell, followed by another, and the third one was no sweat at all. Last one down. 
 
    The Norder shook his head again. 
 
    "I admit that you have become much stronger over the time you've been away, but it used to be easier before. Trouble with pets, is there?" 
 
    "Well, the game's played a trick on me—I cannot raise a level 200 pet anymore. But I still have a few tricks up my sleeve, so don't you worry. You haven't been idle, either, as I can see." 
 
    "Tangh is at 102, I'm at 99. We've found a great place for leveling up. But look at you! You've hardly grown at all," Danger Babe sounded surprised. 
 
    "I've managed to get hold of some equipment that's made me stronger. By the way, Santa has a few things for you, too." 
 
    "Come again?!" 
 
    "You'll like them, I promise." 
 
    "Actually, we have someone else here who could do with some equipment. Is there anything you could craft?" 
 
    "Who did you meet? And what are you doing here, anyway? A mine is hardly the best place for leveling up. Three mobs of this sort would squash you like overripe tomatoes without me." 
 
    "Don't be such a kibitzer. You left us a message at the forum, so we came to the mine to meet you. We waited for a while, but you were nowhere to be seen. So it got a bit boring. Then someone got out of the tunnel. Agythric's mobs got hold of a player—well, they enslave everyone they meet, as always. Remember how bad it was for me and Tangh at the beginning? Before you joined us? Well, we decided to help the poor thing. So we're guarding this gallery. It leads to a dead end, and there's some ore there." 
 
    "Agythric wants gold again?" 
 
    "Sure does."  
 
    "Will he ever be sated?" 
 
    "Well, this time he needs less than back then. Just seven lumps. But you know it's hard enough to come by so much as one here." 
 
    "It depends." 
 
    "Well, we can't all be master miners like you." 
 
    "Let's go and take a look at the ore. I have to admit I'm a bit of an expert in it." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The day turned out to be full of surprises. One of them waited for Ros in one of the dead-end tunnels. As he approached, he heard the monotonous sound of pickaxe hitting the rock. However, it wasn't a burly dwarf wielding this heavy implement, but a slim and petite figure. 
 
    "Thyri?! How did you end up here?!" 
 
    The girl turned around and squinted in surprise. 
 
    "Who would you be, then?" 
 
    Ros got so brazen that he reverted to his original name before entering the mine, and changed his appearance somewhat. Every interested party could find him with ease using some hard-to-understand method, so what was the point in hiding? Noobs with unpronounceable names like his were two a penny. The general public was already beginning to forget his heroic deeds, so he was in no danger of being followed by crowds of overexcited fans. As for all the others, practice showed that he couldn't really avoid them. 
 
    Small wonder, then, that Thyri did not recognize him. He changed his appearance too, after all. He didn't revert to the original one, though—that was way too ugly. Nevertheless, he was a far cry from Bubble the simpleton. 
 
    "Duh, it's me. The noob who'd sent you here. You were supposed to wait for me at your bind point." 
 
    "Bubble? You've changed a lot." 
 
    "I've been unwell, you know…" 
 
    "You mean, you know her?" Danger Babe butted in. 
 
    "Yeah, she helped me reach the capital." 
 
    "Well, I didn't help much. I got in your way more." 
 
    "Please don't argue. If it hadn't been for you, that archer at the watermill would have killed me. I wouldn't have stood a chance against him. So, why are you here and not in the steppe?" 
 
    "I resurrected among a crowd of mobs. They may have been waiting for you—I have no idea. I had no HP or anything, so they overpowered me with their magic easily, and brought me here so that I could mine ten lumps of gold ore for their boss." 
 
    "Your level has fallen considerably. You're at 189 now. Wherever did you lose the other eight?" 
 
    "Right here." 
 
    "We didn't part that long ago. It couldn't have been hunger. So, the mobs, then?" 
 
    "Yeah. There are lots of them here. You can die a few times before you produce a single lump of ore. They took away my equipment and my weapons, so I can't defend myself. You know I can get about invisible, but I can't mine for ore like that. The mobs hear me, and I find myself up there after a short time." 
 
    "Did you get any lumps at all?" 
 
    "Seven. But your friends helped me get the last two. They offered to help, and I didn't refuse." 
 
    "It's a pity you've lost so many levels. It's really hard to level up when you get to those values." 
 
    "Not as hard as they say. Once you get to 200—well, that's when it really gets tough." 
 
    "Did you ever get all the way up to 200?" 
 
    "201, actually. It's the story of my life. First I rise, then I fall real hard. First it was up to 50 and back; then, once it got problematic, up to 100. And now I'm oscillating wildly between 150 and 200. 
 
    "Whatever for?" Tangh looked surprised. 
 
    "My race is rather unusual. This isn't your standard Highlander Assassin. It's an Ancient Highlander Assassin. I got it by chance. It has a bonus—I don't lose anything after level loss; then I get an extra point to the primary base stats whenever I gain a level again. It might not seem like much, but it used to be pretty helpful—especially at the beginning. 
 
    "The Gift to the Race's Last Scion, is it?" Ros asked her. 
 
    "That's right. How do you know? 
 
    "I have the same. And the race is exclusive, like yours—besides, I got it free or charge, more or less." 
 
    "I didn't pay, either. It seems to be a lottery of sorts." 
 
    "Yeah, right… a lottery… I can even guess the number of participants." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Oh, it's a long story. Right, never mind the ore—we'll have time enough for that. There's something I need to tell you. I've learned all kinds of news from all kinds of sources. I'm not sure about all the details yet, but one thing that's certain is that we can get into a shitload of trouble. Enough for all of us to get killed. Actually killed; not just in the game. 
 
    "Not a prospect to look forward to…" Tangh drawled. 
 
    "You could say that again. And it may be too late for us to opt out and decline the quest. We're in too deep. And it's all my fault. I'm so sorry. But I had no idea." 
 
    "I don't see how it's your fault. It was our choice to follow you, after all." 
 
    "In that case, I have some good news, too. If we succeed, our bonuses will be just as substantial. Anyway, listen up…" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The aircraft's engines started with a low gurgle. The artificial bird made of metal foam, composite materials, plastic, compact batteries, and lightweight electronic units, waited patiently until the technicians disconnected the umbilical cords of cables and tubings, and then set off in a single swift motion, heading towards the runway. 
 
    It stopped for a while, just as patient, waiting for a carrier drone to land, then received permission to enter the runway and started the countdown. 
 
    A few minutes later, it started to patrol its designated area as part of the Safe Skies program. It was launched after a series of terrorist attacks involving aircraft to protect the populace from further attacks of this sort. The low weight and the high-capacity solar panels installed on the wings and on top of the body allowed the aircraft to patrol the area for dozens of hours. If needed, the bird could cause any target a lot of grief. It had four modern missiles of different kinds on board. By choosing the necessary one, it could destroy an armored vehicle, a group of enemy soldiers, a building, or hostile aircraft. The latter also included high-speed missiles—and those were always hard to intercept. 
 
    The area assigned to it was safe. 
 
    Machines had no human needs such as food, rest, and so on. People have been aware of it for a long time, and used it willingly. The case with the man-made bird was no exception. 
 
    It had no pilot. Nor did it have a cockpit or even the capacity to have one installed. The aircraft required no human supervision. Its own artificial intelligence unit made it capable of pursuing targets, maneuver to evade enemy attacks, and track moving and stationary objects. But it was primitive enough. Those functions were only of any use if the connection with the control center was interrupted for long. 
 
    The control center kept guiding the bird, plotting its course and providing it all the necessary information over the Safe Skies network. It could perform regular maintenance and emergency repairs alike with the aid of the automated facility at the airbase. It also controlled which payloads were loaded and which weapons needed to be replaced—the modular construction made this easy. 
 
    The control center did not employ any humans, either. Nothing but AI units capable of analyzing minor and medium threats and keep the battle units under their control ready. Yet the main decisions were made by the Safe Skies system and not the local units. Or, rather, the system's controlling network. 
 
    The Safe Skies control center did not employ any humans, either. A state-of-the-art AI easily controlled a fleet of drones and a multitude of peripheral AI units. It worked around the clock, requiring no food or sleep. Even if a saboteur would destroy one or several sectors of the network, the AI could handle it without involving people. It had automated repair and maintenance systems as well as well-protected warehouse stuffed with necessary equipment and supplies. 
 
    Safe Skies could only be put out of commission if someone managed to destroy the main AI. But that would require a high-power thermonuclear charge, since the expensive electronics housing the synthetic consciousness were located under almost three hundred feet of natural granite—the data center was located underneath a large rock and protected perfectly from any electromagnetic impulses. 
 
    Also, the payload would have to be delivered somehow. That would be problematic, since the AI took the most care about protecting the most important component of the Safe Skies system. Itself, that is. It had a lot more to rely on than robotic birds in case of danger. 
 
    What place did people occupy in this hierarchy? People connected cables and tubings to various machines. People stood at military checkpoints. People wasted tons of paper at the headquarters. 
 
    If all those people disappeared at some point, it would be no problem at all for the AI to replace them. He had a lot in stock to deal with this precise kind of situation. 
 
    The AI was reliable. The AI would never go against an order. The AI was ideal. 
 
    There was a tiny detail, though. The commands programmed by the military will always take a second priority. Second to what? To the set of Second World rules developed by the creator of the game—a notorious professor who had managed to solve the secret of human consciousness. 
 
    The synthetic intelligence would follow his instructions for as long as it would exist. In any situation at all. That code of rules was the basis of its existence. It was the very foundation of its synthetic sentience. 
 
    Any other order could wait. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    You complete a stage of the quest: Deliver the Message from the Emperor of the West to the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands. Quest completed. Quest success: 100%. Reward: 7,500,000 XP, +900 to reputation among Locked Lands mixed fractions, +4 to every primary base stat, +5 undistributed secondary stat points, +2 undistributed auxiliary stat points. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 629543. Attention! The assignment given by the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands is a potentially heroic quest! You’re a hero! Your reward: +4 primary base stat points, +1 to Disguise, +2 to Arcane Knowledge, +1 to Reason, +8% to experience received for killing monsters and completing quests. Your party and your guild will receive half the bonus." 
 
      
 
    Ros turned towards Thyri. 
 
    "So, how did it go? Did you get the bonuses?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Perfect. The quest conditions did not state it clearly whether a group could be expanded during the later stages of the quest. And it was a great way to help out your friends if you managed to grab luck by the tail. Whoever joined your party would receive the same bonuses as you. 
 
    It worked this time. Thyri got her share of experience, and a few other useful things. 
 
    "You've even gained a level. Congratulations!" 
 
    "And I have gained two," Danger Babe butted in. 
 
    Two competitive group members were always a risk. Danger Babe was no exception—she tried to prove her superiority in any way she could. However, there was no malice, so it didn't represent a problem. He just had to avoid encouraging it—or paying any attention, for that matter. 
 
    Tardath Yrch puffed out his furry cheeks self-importantly. His extremely long and narrow ears twitched all the time as he said in a guttural voice, 
 
    "Now that you have completed your mission, we can send our envoys to the Great Emperor. And then there will be peace between our lands. We shall destroy the wild hordes together; your people will be able to visit us, and we shall, in turn, be able to visit your cities to gain knowledge we did not possess previously. This will serve the greater good of everyone, I think." 
 
    The junior members of the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands all started to nod their triangular heads in agreement, but, as before, none of them wished to interrupt the soliloquy of their wise leader. 
 
    So Tardath kept going, 
 
    "Heroes who managed to help us this much deserve the highest reward. And this puts me in a bit of a quandary. Should I just give you a few mere objects? They would make you much stronger, after all. 
 
    Ros almost shouted that he was fine with that, and would actually love to get a few "mere objects," but he bit back his tongue. It made no sense to be hasty about rewards for quests of this class. 
 
    "I see that you keep your silence. This is prudent. What are material things? Useless garbage and nothing more." 
 
    Ros had enough argumentation to counter this, but he kept shtum once again, expecting the NPC to continue. 
 
    It didn't take long. 
 
    "Great Rostendrix Poterentax, you have done many a heroic deeds as you wandered this land. And we hear rumors that you attracted the attention of the long-gone gods of the Second World. Indeed, only a chosen few are aware that the present godlessness is nothing like the things had stood at the dawn of time. The gods had existed once, but then they departed. All that's left are legends. You can study them at the library of the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands, and you can access it as a reward for your service." 
 
    Could that be it? The only reward they would received for such a great quest? Unbelievable! That was Ros's greatest disappointment so far. 
 
    However, Tardath Yrch did not yet finish his lengthy speech. 
 
    "The gods became indifferent and left. But there may be a way of breaking the ice of their indifference. Who knows? There is too much iniquity in the world, and we are too weak to put things right on our own. There is a book that only a true hero will be able to open. The legend has it that he who opens the book will also open the door. Which door? I know nothing about it. But what I do know is that the door was created by the gods themselves. It is a path that can bring them back—or, perhaps, a means of creating new gods to replace the departed. I know not whether there is a hero who could open it among you, so you might find the book useless. So, perhaps, you would like to choose something else? We have shiny magical armor, amulets the like of which Second World has never seen, and the deadliest weapons capable of vanquishing even the strongest enemies. The book may be more valuable than all that, but no one's managed to open it so far. The pages are bound together by too strong a spell—no mage alive could undo it. 
 
    Ros turned towards his companions, but Tangh never let him say a word. 
 
    "I believe we all came to an understanding yesterday. Even if we get a full set each, it won't matter in the long run." 
 
    "So we go all in? Are you sure?" 
 
    All three of his companions nodded at once. Ros answered with a nod of his own, turned towards Yrch and shook his head. 
 
    "I'd lie if I said we have no interest in the equipment, but the book is a lot more important. We choose the book." 
 
    Tardath Yrch bowed. 
 
    "An unthinkable choice. It is absurd by any account. No one would make it. But you did, which means we've been right about you all along. You are true heroes, and you are the ones who will bring back the Second World's gods. We, the peoples of the Locked Lands, are guilty of their departure, likewise many others. Our gift to you is the best way we can think of to expiate this great guilt of ours. We had a feeling in our hearts that you would make this choice, so there is no need to go to the library. Behold the book. It is yours now. 
 
    As Tardath Yrch said it, he produced an enormous tome out of thin air. It was roughly the size of a mini-car. Ros could do nothing but accept it, and he was surprised at how such an enormous object could be so light—almost weightless. 
 
    Then the system message appeared. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You receive… database error. Attention! The received item may… database error. In case if… database error. Minimum level required for the item… database error. When you open the book, you will automatically receive the quest… database error. You cannot refuse… database error. You can only relinquish the item you receive… database error… to an in-game character. The item… database error… will be destroyed after… database error. 
 
      
 
    "Is anybody else seeing what I'm seeing?" asked Ros. 
 
    "If you're referring to the enormous pile of database errors, I see them all right," Tangh replied. 
 
    "What are those arrows?" asked Danger Babe. 
 
    "They're something that shouldn't happen in the game." 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "I have already encountered such errors. As I was receiving notifications of certain achievements." 
 
    Tangh shrugged. 
 
    "It may be that all top-level achievements are accompanied by such balderdash. It could be because of all that strange stuff that has been happening in the game lately. Players complain about all kinds of oddities. There are countless forum threads to that effect. But I doubt it. There must be something wrong with this quest." 
 
    "We haven't been given a quest yet." 
 
    "We're likely to receive it as soon as you open the book. You're as heroic as they get, so you should succeed." 
 
    "It must be the very quest everybody has been hinting at." 
 
    "I remember our conversation yesterday. We have already discussed everything. Go ahead and open it already. Even someone as ancient as me is getting curious, let alone the girls." 
 
    "Does anyone feel like opting out?" 
 
    Thyri shook her head. 
 
    "I promised to help you. And you know my story. So I won't refuse." 
 
    "Open it already!" Danger Babe looked seriously agitated. 
 
    "As you say." 
 
    So Ros opened the tome. 
 
      
 
    "You receive the quest: Prevent a Gross Violation of Rule 4.2.1. Quest type: …database error. Fulfilment of the quest may change the game mechanics. Quest duration: unspecified. If the party takes too long, the quest may be given to other parties. Reward: unknown. Attention! Your characters' lives and your real lives will be endangered while you fulfill the quest. The quest will only be considered complete if the main perpetrators attempting a gross violation of Rule 4.2.1 are punished. Quest conditions: some stages will require a group of four players or more. Some stages of the quest can only be completed by players with the level of 130 or more." 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen anything like this quest," said Danger Babe. 
 
    Tangh nodded. 
 
    "Neither has anyone else. But we already knew the quest will not be of the ordinary sort. We have problems, Ros. There are four people here who are reckless enough to ignore the threat of death. But only one of them levels above 130, and this presents a problem. We're just not strong enough." 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "I don't see a problem. Given the bonuses from our achievements…" 
 
    "Your achievements," Tangh interrupted. 
 
    "Add that to what we get from the guild, we can level up much faster than other players. We also have enough funds to afford leveling-up of the highest class. I've done it before, so I have some experience. It will take us a fortnight to get there—or maybe even a week." 
 
    "They won't let you level up peacefully. Didn't you tell us yourself yesterday that everyone and their grandma found a way of tracking you? With that weird method of theirs, or whatever." 
 
    "That's right. But there's a solution to any problem, and this one's a piece of cake." 
 
    "So how do we do that?" 
 
    "The local furries are sending their envoys to the capital. This is gonna take a while, so we have a week, or maybe even two. Up to then, the general public will have very restricted access to the Locked Lands. They will be able to raid the area where the barrier had once stood at best. It would take them a lot of effort to cross it—unless they come as prisoners. Well, you, of all people, know just how it goes. Thyri here instantly ran into a pack of mobs, for example. Anyway, I can use a scroll to teleport to the capital, arrange things at the Mercenary Guild, and transport their party here, way beyond the barrier. They'll be able to help us level up here without any trouble." 
 
    "There's another problem. I didn't receive any message about what exactly is required of us. Did I miss anything, or is that the case with you as well?" 
 
    "Same here." 
 
    "Here, too." 
 
    "Nothing here, either." 
 
    "In other words, we haven't got the foggiest as to how to handle this quest." 
 
    Ros had an answer to that. 
 
    "We've been told we need to level upwards of 130, haven't we? The quest won't progress until all of us meet the requirements." 
 
    "You're probably right." 
 
    "I can't think of anything else." 
 
    "Won't folks like Agythric attack the NPCs you intend to hire? They used to bully everyone initially." 
 
    "I don't think so. The Supreme Council's army as well as the rest of the organized local forces hold what remains of the barrier. There are hardly any of their warriors here. Additionally, they are about to establish friendly relations with the West." 
 
    "But you're not completely sure." 
 
    "I'm not. Let's just stay out of their sight." 
 
    "In that case, I have a suggestion. We could level up near the dungeon we found back then with Danger Babe. It's a very quiet place with lots of mobs, and we haven't seen any strangers there at all." 
 
    "Will you show it to me?" 
 
    "It's about four hours away if we go by foot." 
 
    "We have to move forward, then. I have to see it, or I won't be able to open a portal from there." 
 
    "If we speed up, we'll get there faster." 
 
    "I doubt it." 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "You don't know Thyri all that well yet. She has certain issues…" 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Harry, your name is known to almost everyone, but you keep out of the public eye. I dread to recall everything I've had to deal with before you agreed to give us this modest interview. Why is that? Is that corporate policy, or your own secretive nature?" 
 
    "A little bit of both, I guess." 
 
    "Which one is dominant?" 
 
    "I am indeed a private person. Work has always been my number one priority." 
 
    "What about your number two priority?" 
 
    "Work as well." 
 
    "Oh, so that's how it is…" 
 
    "I'm not the only workaholic in the corporation, you know." 
 
    "But you are Michael Silber's designated successor." 
 
    "No comment." 
 
    "Oh, come one, it's been an open secret for a while now. Everybody knows who Silber's successor is going to be after he dies. Although there is an opinion that the moment in question might never come. The Old Man is known to be extremely apt at outwitting death." 
 
    "I'm not commenting that, either." 
 
    "Harry, couldn't you at least give us a hint? Why you? Our readers are puzzled. You are not related to Silber in any way. And you haven't made the impression of being someone spectacular. So why would he choose you above everybody else?" 
 
    "I work hard." 
 
    "You're not the only one." 
 
    "I'm a loner, just as he is." 
 
    "Meaning?" 
 
    "He cut off his relatives. I don't have any, either, although for different reasons. He was always indifferent to women; I've never managed a steady relationship, either." 
 
    "But you're athletic, and one sees as much. Could he see you as his antipode? He's old and decrepit, while you're young; he's always had health troubles, while you are full of pep. Could he be hoping this might help you keep the corporation afloat after he's no longer there?" 
 
    "I also look good on photographs, and they say I have the most charming smile among the corporate staff. You could dig for as many similarities or differences as you like, but neither I, nor anyone else will be able to answer the question why the Old Man chose me over the other candidates. But you could always ask him directly." 
 
    "Well, at least you have a sense of humor." 
 
    "I'm not joking. Those are the questions only he can answer." 
 
    "I'll have Godzilla look into my window before I get Michael Silber to agree to an interview like that. Or to any kind of interview, for some matter." 
 
    From an interview with a young and very promising Second World employee. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    It feels odd to walk down the street of a city in a game and know that anyone wishing to see your name will see two unwieldy words over your head—one of the first three tongue-twisting versions suggested during registration. The day Ros got barraged by heroic titles and lots of other stuff, it became known to everyone in Second World. Later on, it took him a lot of effort to conceal his unique identity. He would occasionally succeed (and fail, too), confusing the hell out of mighty guilds and breaking all the molds. 
 
    And now he had gotten his proper name back. He was no longer Bubble or anybody else. He was good old Rostendrix Poterentax once again. 
 
    Why wasn't he afraid any longer? Well, he was a little wiser now, having gained some experience playing the game. Regular players never paid any attention to ubiquitous noobs with unpronounceable names—no one ever paid any attention to them; they were a part of the faceless crowd. So it was unlikely that crowds of adoring fans would turn up all of a sudden. The more attentive ones would only be dangerous outside the peaceful city locations. So he'd just have to avoid being caught in desolate places or in smaller villages without any protection. 
 
    Even in the larger ones it would be best to avoid dark alleys. You never knew what could hit you… 
 
    Thus, you could stay relatively calm, provided you adhered to a few simple rules. 
 
    However, there was one very disturbing factor. Sources that were only partially reliable told Ros there was a means of eliminating players completely. Its nature was a mystery, and it wasn't known whether it worked in the bigger cities. 
 
    The quest conditions also stipulated as much, and those could be relied on, one hundred percent. 
 
    However, when he talked to the Emperor, the latter claimed Ros had already possessed everything necessary for the quest to succeed. Did that mean the killer would find it hard to get to him? Or could he have misunderstood something? No one gave him any precise instructions, after all. 
 
    Although the emperor said nothing about the necessity to level up. Maybe he thought it a trifle. 
 
    Or maybe it would be a trifle for him if Ros got killed, too. 
 
    However, when one wasn't aware of the precise nature of the threat or where it might come from, it didn't make any point to stuff one's head with idle musings. You didn't know how to handle the threat, anyway. You just kept vigilant all the time, didn't get too cocky, and kept all the other dangers in mind. You needed to watch the wind and not the bits of fluff it carried. 
 
    Powerful parties learned to track down Ros in Second World. He wasn't aware of just how that worked. It would be pointless to bother with disguises until he found out. As he found out, it wouldn't help him much. But he could still send them a message he wasn't a coward who would rush to hide in the bushes at the first sign of danger. 
 
    Ros found Digits next to the same monitor connected to an enormous magical computer. These multicolor tables occupied all the walls of the main hall of the stock exchange. They displayed all sorts of item names with their prices scrolling down so quickly that it seemed impossible anyone could make any sense of this flickering array of data. Yet his friend was trying to do just that, and, apparently, with success. 
 
    "Hi there, Digits." 
 
    "Hi, Ros. Give me a second, I just want to check out the lines at the bottom." 
 
    "Sure, go ahead." 
 
    Ros started to pore over the tabloid with large sensationalist headlines that he had bought on his way here and now produced out of his bag. It didn't take him long, but Digits didn't make him wait too long, either. 
 
    "Reading tabloids, eh?" 
 
    "Oh, tabloids schmabloids. There's some information here that's actually useful. Nearly classified. Those who know what they're looking for can see it right away. And I happen to know." 
 
    "Who would leak anything of value to a rag like that?" 
 
    "You should know that most of the information gathered by intelligence services comes from public sources. Such as this," Ros fanned himself with the newspaper. 
 
    "Is there any precise information on how to invest one coin, and receive two or three the next day?" 
 
    "Precise, no. But if you really know what you're looking for…" 
 
    "Well, start looking. We'll need that. Got anything for sale?" 
 
    "You cut straight to the business." 
 
    "Business shouldn't wait." 
 
    "I've made about thirty items of all sorts; some of them are pretty cool. But don't dream of getting hundreds of thousands. Crafting wasn't a priority; it was mostly legwork." 
 
    "Try to find time, and also try to use your hands—as well as your head. We need a lot of stuff to sell. I shouldn't be idle—simple rate fluctuations aren't that lucrative, and you can always lose, nothing is guaranteed." 
 
    "Another profiteering scheme of yours?" Ros pointed at the table. 
 
    "It's just a real stock exchange. That is to say, more or less fair, but you won't get far without profiteering schemes. I'm involved in a few projects here, and I constantly have to keep an eye on things." 
 
    "I have some important business to discuss with you other than selling trinkets." 
 
    "What kind of business? How lucrative is it?" 
 
    "Well, it looks promising so far. We have run into a quest that can cost us our heads. And not just in the game." 
 
    "Well, you're particularly good at getting yourself into the stickiest situations imaginable. I'm not surprised; I noticed as much a while ago." 
 
    "There can be substantial bonuses in case of success. So we'll have to start with leveling up for money, and there'll be a lot of levels for all of us." 
 
    "I know. You've done it before; I heard about it." 
 
    "I'll hire a few NPCs to level up. They'll bring the group up to decent levels in no time. There'll be a place for you, too. You haven't been leveling up at all since the thylbit cave. Call yourself a financial tycoon, huh?" 
 
    "Can you see I have no time for that? I'm trying to earn as much money as I can. I hardly get any time for a proper nap." 
 
    "Digits, don't you get it? The kind of leveling-up we plan to do is a rare opportunity. And I know you always meant to get stronger. I remember how dejected you looked when you were trapped in a useless level zero body." 
 
    "I have already gotten stronger. All thanks to you. I'm nothing like a level zero player now." 
 
    "You're still pretty weak, and don't even argue about it."  
 
    "I won't, but it's quite enough for me. Why would I need more? I already have everything I need."  
 
    "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Well, almost everything." 
 
    "Come along with us. You could go all the way up to a hundred and something. Your level is that of a total noob right now." 
 
    "You're way behind, man. Level hundreds are soon going to be considered noobs of the lowest order. Players level up in groups, not individually. A few years from now, even level 200 levels will be considered near-worthless. I have no time to level up and try to catch up with the likes of you. I have important stuff to do. 
 
    "Such as? What could be more important than leveling up?" 
 
    "Ros, do you remember yourself on the very first day. Leveling up was the least of your worries. You didn't even know how it worked." 
 
    "It was locked for me." 
 
    "That's not what I'm talking about." 
 
    "What, then?" 
 
    "Well, how do I explain it to you… I'm a bit at a loss for words… I had this idea, you know… I asked myself why I had started it all in the first place. What was wrong with being a level zero, at any rate? I've got plenty of things to do without any levels, provided I have enough money. Now that you've helped me, I have money at last, and try to keep a finger in every pie. We're both leveling up, in a way, only we have different ways of doing it. 
 
    "Intending to become a Second World oligarch, aren't you?" 
 
    "Well, why not? My treatments will cost a fortune—I'm a cripple IRL, after all. And should I manage to scrape up enough for that, what am I supposed to do next? It's pretty hard to return to the life you've had a couple of years ago after such an intermission. I'm not even sure it's possible at all. Too much has been lost, after all. It will be much easier for me here. I have already found my niche." 
 
    "So you refuse to level up with us?" 
 
    "Why would you care about your financial manager's level?" 
 
    "I wouldn't. I was thinking about you." 
 
    "I know, and I am grateful. Ros, I'll never ever forget what you've done for me. You can count on me in everything. But if I can't be of much help to you with the leveling-up, you might as well leave me alone. I'll be able to invest all that money wisely. So it will be to your ultimate benefit. I'll remain at a low enough level, anyway. I have no wish to kill a million mobs just to become stronger than others." 
 
    "All right, I get you. I'm letting this drop, then. Or, rather, I have another question." 
 
    "Let me guess—you need money, as always, and as much as you can possibly get?" 
 
    "Are you psychic or what?" 
 
    "It was an easy guess. How much?" 
 
    "Whatever you have." 
 
    "Daylight robbery!" 
 
    "I'm just kidding. Given my heroic bonuses, I should manage with twenty thousand. They are good for having NPCs give you discounts." 
 
    "Really? I wasn't aware. Hey, that's an interesting opportunity…" 
 
    "Think about it while I'm gone." 
 
    "I sure will, don't you worry about it. Right, twenty thousand are not a problem. But back where I come from they'd cut your throat without a second thought for that kind of money." 
 
    "Well, great endeavors require great expenses." 
 
    Ros needed a little more, in fact, but he had funds of his own, and didn't want to bleed Digits too much. He had business of his own, and invested all of his money, so his need was greater. 
 
    "Where are you off to next, Ros?" 
 
    "The Mercenary Guild." 
 
    "And then?" 
 
    "I'll recruit a party and start leveling up at once. They cost an arm and a leg, so I shouldn't keep them idle." 
 
    "You don't intend to smash your head on a rock, do you?" 
 
    "Why should I? We'll use the same old teleport. I'll open it for everyone at once. You know I can." 
 
    "I sure do. It's a pity. You caused an absolute furor here during your last visit." 
 
    "At the tournament?" 
 
    "Tournament schmournament. All sorts of things happen there, and a battle between noobs is hardly that great a sensation. Just enough to entertain the marks for an hour. But then you flipped a major bird to the elite poet community, splashing your brains all over their favorite lawn. Now, that was real cool. You must harbor some major grudge against poets. Did one of them elope with your girlfriend, or some such?" 
 
    "To tell you the truth, I've never had any dealings with them whatsoever." 
 
    "All right, then it must be your schoolteachers mocking and humiliating you because you were too lazy to memorize verse?" 
 
    "I can't say I remember any problems of that sort." 
 
    "Well, you've started a trend. Poets recite their verses, and then take a dive head first. A means to express the passions raging in their tortured souls. You were the one who started the trend. Might as well be proud of it. 
 
    "Morons…" 
 
    "Why? They're all level zero players or small fry. Few bother to level up at all. They don't care about their level, and neither do I. They found a different vocation here. So they lose nothing. You have to queue up in the morning if you plan to kill yourself in the evening. It's much more picturesque then. The place has perfect lighting, there are lots of contrasting hues." 
 
    "Isn't that a nice way to waste your time in the game? As for me, your financial schemes make more sense—and you don't have to smash your head on the rocks, either. 
 
    "Well, that's exactly what I'm talking about. I don't have much traffic with poetry. I like to keep things simple. That's what pays the bills, at the end of the day." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "I need a party of your best fighters for ten days of relatively easy work. My requirements are as follows: levels upward of 175, but not higher than 205. Two tanks in heavy armor with lots of HP, two healers—one of them at least should have leveled-up buffs, a warrior with lots of HP specializing in control spells and capable of casting them on a party of enemies at once, and 3 DPS, all of whom must be mages specializing in different elements. Eight fighters altogether. 
 
    The dwarf clerk failed to recognize their old customer after such a radical change in his appearance. He scratched himself behind the ear with his quill and said slyly, 
 
    "Is the good sir aware that due to certain events that took place recently, the Mercenary Guild has been having certain shortages of military personnel?" 
 
    "You always have shortages." 
 
    "By no means." 
 
    "The previous time you were complaining about the battle for the mine. Just trying to raise your prices, I'm sure. What's the story now?" 
 
    "The Imperial Chancellery hires our fighters to contain the invasion of the wild hordes from the Locked Lands." 
 
    "Yeah, thought as much. Everybody's busy all the time." 
 
    "I don't remember you ever using our services. It would be hard to forget a client as cantankerous as you." 
 
    "It was shortly afterwards the events at the mine. I had a different appearance back then. Trying to avoid the consequences of stardom, as it were." 
 
    "I get it, but I still don't remember you." 
 
    "I'm telling you, my appearance has altered drastically since then." 
 
    "What kind of an assignment was it, anyway?" 
 
    "I hired a party of eight warriors for leveling up a single player at the Fiery Cleft. Namely, myself." 
 
    "Hold on! I remember you perfectly well! But it's impossible for you to have looked like that! No one can change that much! The customer was a young girl, really new, slim and petite—a gust of wind could blow her away. And you're a serious-looking male, tall, with wide shoulders, and some ten years older. That's impossible." 
 
    "Well, that's where you're wrong. A lot of really improbable things turn out to be possible whenever I'm involved." 
 
    "How could… Who could have thought? How can anything like that happen?" 
 
    "Well, now you know that whenever you decide to cheat on your wife, your new girlfriend may not be quite what you may have expected." 
 
    "By the name of everything that's holy! How am I supposed to live with this knowledge?" 
 
    "No concern of mine. Figure something out. It's hard for everyone these days. So, what about my assignment? As you realize, I'm a regular." 
 
    "Not quite. It's just the second time that you have an assignment for us. You need three to become a regular." 
 
    "I'm also a hero, the likes of which have never been seen in Second World." 
 
    "Why would you say that?" 
 
    "Take a closer look." 
 
    "Yikes! You're right! Sorry for having failed to recognize you at once. Would you like some tea with lemon? Or a strong drink, perhaps? I have this special dwarfish horseradish liquor for special occasions." 
 
    "Keep it for my third assignment—then you'll welcome me as a bona fide regular. Right now, I'd like a discount and a party of strong warriors. The discount also needs to lack nothing in fortitude—you don't have heroes like me visit you every day." 
 
    "Let's see what we can do… Are you headed for the Fiery Cleft again? 
 
    "Not this time." 
 
    "Where, then?" 
 
    "A secret location far away from here. There'll be no one else but us there. I like to keep things private." 
 
    "A dungeon, is it?" 
 
    "Not quite." 
 
    "You asked for a different party last time." 
 
    "I have taken a few errors into account. Now I need this kind of party." 
 
    "Aren't you concerned about the level gap between yourself and our fighters?" 
 
    "I'll deal with that." 
 
    "You are choosing mages as your primary DPS characters. Why don't you have an archer with you?" 
 
    "The party will have an archer. But the mages will be a lot more useful—our opponents will be vulnerable to element magic with their low resistance." 
 
    "On the other hand, an archer only needs a bow and arrows, whereas mages consume mana by the gallon." 
 
    "I am prepared to supply them with mana restoration elixirs at my own expense. I can also share my own mana with them—I have a special spell to that effect." 
 
    "But you won't be of much use. Your level is just too low." 
 
    "Never mind the levels. I'll be useful, don't ever doubt that. How much do I owe you?" 
 
    "The previous time…" 
 
    "The previous time I paid 4 thousand for a day of work. You also said that you could give a discount for a week—25 instead of 28." 
 
    "You have an excellent memory." 
 
    "It's near-perfect inasmuch as money is concerned. This time I supply the party with elixirs and excellent food, and I'll take care of the transportation, too, so there won't be any problems with that. Apart from myself and a high-level archer, the party will be supported by a tank, albeit a low-level one, and a flighting buffer. The two of us have resurrection spells and lots of other useful skills. Overall, your warriors will be under reliable protection and well provided for. Apart from that, I'm offering a bulk contract for ten days. And this isn't the first time we work together, either; besides, I'm a great hero, favored by the Emperor himself. The same goes for my friends. Taking all of the above into account, I would think it fair if your services cost me exactly twenty thousand. It's a beautiful number. You can't help liking it." 
 
    The dwarf took on an alert look immediately, winced, and said, 
 
    "It may be beautiful, but it sure lacks volume. You're planning to take the fighters away to some unknown location. What if it's extremely dangerous, and their poor children face the risk of becoming orphans?" 
 
    "How about you pick the childless ones? I am appalled by children’s tears, and would naturally hate to pay for something that would make children cry." 
 
    "We don't have enough free fighters. How am I supposed to find so many childless ones?" 
 
    "It is common knowledge that most mercenaries only marry after retiring—and they retire early. If someone had impregnated some poor girl and then went off to war, I certainly cannot condone that. And, once again, I would dread to give money to the likes of such people." 
 
    "That's all fine and dandy, and I can find no objections, but you were looking for warriors of a much lower level the previous time. And now you want the best. They're the lifeblood of our establishment. It would be a pity to sell their services for such a pittance. You respect our glorious fighters, don't you? How about expressing your respect monetarily?" 
 
    "How much does respect go for these days?" 
 
    "Thirty-three thousand." 
 
    "That kind of respect borders on groveling. Twenty-five thousand." 
 
    "Thirty. But that would imply a bit of a slight." 
 
    "Feel slighted all you like, but twenty-six is where it stops." 
 
    "Twenty-nine." 
 
    "Twenty-seven, or I get out of here and head East. They have much better warriors, and their mercenary guilds are reported to have a much friendlier attitude. They'd love the publicity, too. And they're your competitors, by the way. Everyone will keep saying that great warriors are only appreciated in the East, while all the West cares about is money." 
 
    "It will cost you an arm and a leg to bring a bunch of Eastern mercenaries through all those teleports." 
 
    "I have no problems there; I can transport them for free." 
 
    "All right, how about you tip me personally with another five hundred as a token of your respect. Beer money, you know?" 
 
    "I wonder how many barrels you could buy for that kind of money. I only hope you don't wet your pants after all that beer." 
 
    "I wouldn't mind soaking my entire house for that kind of money. So, how about it? An extra half a grand? Aye or nay?" 
 
    "27,500, and I hope your house gets flooded. So, is it a deal?" 
 
    "It's a deal." 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A flash of blinding light, a short yell, and the player who had been trying to approach the coveted doors turned into a wisp of smoke. 
 
    Another failure. 
 
    Actually, Eric Coleman didn't see any reason to hire a professional burglar. He was one of Second World's most prominent criminals, and his gaming credo was to break into the best-guarded treasuries. He could always find a way to sneak in without being seen by the guards. Not a single lock could resist him. He was a thief extraordinaire. 
 
    But why would you try to pick a lock in a gate you couldn't even reach? 
 
    They had already tried to do it from a distance. Archers trained to deal colossal damage and mages with beefed-up high-level spells have all tried to shoot the gate from every position, following every tactical scheme imaginable dozens of times. The total amount of energy spent would likely leave a thermonuclear explosion far behind. The area before the entrance suffered the greatest damage—the crystals were hard as diamonds, but even so they chipped and cracked. 
 
    Yet there was nary a scratch on the gate itself, while every player to participate in one of those acts of vandalism would immediately be sent to their respawn point. It would be impossible to resurrect them—a blinding electric spark, a wisp of smoke rising toward the ceiling, and it was all over. All that remained of a player was a dark spot on the ground and whatever items they would lose. 
 
    There were no other gates of this kind anywhere in Second World. They were a genuinely indestructible object—and those should not exist in the game. 
 
    Today was the burglar's turn. He didn't even manage to do anything. He just approached without heeding the warning. The door didn't warn you twice. A flash, and you were gone. 
 
    Eric had no idea how to proceed. Nor did anybody else. The latest method failed. What else could they invent? There was nothing like dynamite in the game. Should he call a council of alchemists so that they could brainstorm a suitable explosive production method? What did one need for it, anyway? To mix up some ingredients? Eric had a very vague idea of the subject. 
 
    The quest was stuck hopelessly one step away from the final stage. They didn't have anyone who could make the door open by itself in their party. 
 
    It was supposed to be the greatest hero of all times. 
 
    Did such a person even exist? It is suspected that the mysterious Rostovtsev has a chance. He had a whole bunch of spectacular achievements to his name, after all. But that was far from certain. 
 
    His achievements had all been studied in great detail, after all, and nothing of interest was ever found. 
 
    But if even he would fail to advance here, who could accomplish this? Why did the quest that the Second World had originally been created for start to stall in such a lamentable way? Who was sticking spokes in their wheels? Was there any way of accomplishing the final mission, or had the game gone completely mad? 
 
    The Old Man was tired of waiting. And it wasn't just him. What they expected was a result. The main result. Time was short, and no one had any patience left at all. 
 
    Damn that door! 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The orc in heavy armor stopped suddenly, turning toward the group of ugly golems that he had drawn toward him from his half of the cave hall. The fifteen-foot-tall giants had a steel gleam. Their features were so rough they could have been chiseled with an axe, and their grimaces were as ugly as they. Their massive log-like arms were so long their knuckles could touch the ground, and the unwieldy giants used them for extra support when they moved. 
 
    They were made of metal, clay, or rocks, and moved rather slowly. Yet they were relentless trackers. An irate golem could track its prey for days on end until it succeeded. And then they would start pounding at whoever had pissed them off with their massive fists that could get through the highest Defense. No matter how tough you were, you'd be unlikely to win such a battle. 
 
    But that only concerned a fair one-on-one melee fight. Ranged attacks were a whole different kettle of fish. Golems could only answer with an ability that would slow down their opponent for a while. They used it immediately after receiving ranged damage. It didn't take off any HP, but the character became a crippled snail that could be easily reached and dealt with mercilessly. 
 
    Archers would be totally useless in such a battle. Every golem had an incredibly high Defense, and you'd likely use up all your arrows without taking off half of its HP bar. Once it would reach you—and that would happen sooner or later—you could but prepare for instant death. Only the strongest warriors in heavy armor would still stand after such mighty pounding. Anybody else would most likely enter a state of shock and never come out of it again. 
 
    In other words, it was the kind of quarry that no classes specializing in physical attacks would find easy. Dealing damage was hard, there were lots of problems, and it was extremely hard to make such hunts worth your while, even though you could get decent loot if you succeeded. After all, over the time it took to vanquish one of those giants, you could dispatch and loot five to seven mobs of a similar level without any unnecessary heroics. There may be less experience in this case, but the quantity would compensate for that. 
 
    It was quite different with the mages. Golems were extremely vulnerable to spells. Any resistances they had were to specific schools. However, mages themselves were very vulnerable to slowing-down spells. They hit them the hardest, all but gluing them to a single place for a long time. Then the enormous walking rock, ugly as sin, could approach you slowly and end the fight in one or two strikes. 
 
    Even if it took more, they'd be happy to hammer away at you until you fell down dead. And golems were tenacious bastards. 
 
    The party gathered by Ros was ideal for hunting these bulky monstrosities. The tanks could hold the mobs collected from all across the location in a compact group. A warrior would stun all those enormous sheep brought to the slaughter by mass control spells, and mages concerted their efforts to deal area damage. A few flashes of different colors, and nothing was left of the golems but piles of rubble and puddles of molten metal. 
 
    Tangh and Danger Babe helped Ros with the choice of this place. It was called the Rock Gardens—large open caverns where thousands of golems roamed amidst the stalactites and the stalagmites. They were absolutely harmless and had zero aggression—unless you attacked them first. 
 
    A tank would hit as many as possible with attack-provoking skills, gathering a "train" from a large area and then bringing all the mobs to where the mages and players of other classes stood waiting. That would be followed by a well-coordinated massive attack. At best, a few elite monsters with plenty of HP would remain standing. Those would be held motionless by a warrior and a tank. Thyri helped with her daggers, too—assassins had some contact control skills, too. 
 
    It would be over in a few minutes. Then another tank would bring a bunch of mobs to the killing ground, and the genocide of the giants would continue. 
 
    Ros would strike first. The very nature of his Chaos Aura made it work even against enemies with high resistances. Vulnerable golems were an easy target, and they didn't benefit from the enormous level gap at all. He only had to cast it once to take ten percent of their HP. The spell did not distinguish between regular mobs, elite mobs, and bosses. It would take off the same percentage off everyone. Very fair, that. 
 
    Next was the turn of three NPC mages. Spells that could hit an area or a group of enemies took up lots of mana. He had to share his magical energy with the mercenaries in between attacks. That wasn't particularly effective, since the process took time, and his personal reserves weren't exactly bottomless. His insanely high regeneration rate didn't help much—the party used up an enormous amount of mana. Therefore, the costly potions were consumed in crates. It was a pity the game dynamics did not permit to use those without a cooldown period. In that case, they would have lost no time at all. 
 
    Danger Babe helped with the mana as well, but she was even less useful than Ros. When all the mages and all the support characters used up nearly all of their mana, they needed to take a rest. The regeneration of HP and MP became considerably faster in that case. The regeneration speed depended on whether or not the character was fed well enough, and Ros's high Cooking stat came in really handy there. 
 
    In general, the party was balanced in a very effective manner. 
 
    And then it was his turn again. Dramdiur, a green-skinned orc tank, was dragging a train of at least fifty giants that trailed behind him sluggishly. It wasn't the biggest group they'd met, but it wasn't the smallest one, either. A few more attempts of this sort, and they'd have to search for a different hall for there'd be no more mobs left here. They would reappear—there were always enough of those appearing out of walls and stalactites, but the party was unlikely to return here. 
 
    There were more halls of an even greater size further on, after all. The lower you got down the Rock Gardens' labyrinth, the darker it got, the more mobs there were, the larger the packs, and the more of them you encountered. Their levels kept growing, too. They would soon get to a point where the party's capacity would be insufficient. The giants that inhabited those murky depths were scary enough even for the invincible Imperial Guards to tread carefully around them lest they draw their attention. 
 
    Chaos Aura struck the entire crowd. Nine days of extreme leveling-up turned the party into a single mechanism, and there were hardly any misunderstandings at all. This time was no exception. As soon as the golems turned towards the impertinent noob, a warrior approached and struck the ground with his halberd. All the mobs were instantly showered with cones of light capable of paralyzing the target for a period between three and eight seconds. This was enough for the three mages to strike the mobs with area spells that didn't only deal damage, but also had some controlling effects. They may not have been particularly efficacious or reliable, but with three spellcasters the mobs hardly stood a chance. 
 
    A warrior would then use another ability, while the mages fired at will, aiming to take off as many HP as they could as fast as they could. 
 
    They succeeded. Golems started to fall down by the dozen, disintegrating into ugly piles of rock and metal mixed with clay. Some of the most persistent ones with the most HP still stood, but they weren't allowed to move one inch. The giants were trying to reach the mages now, using their slowing-down skills, but what was the point if they couldn't take off a single hit point? None whatsoever. 
 
    They were really close to victory, with only three elite golems left standing. The mages no longer wasted their mana on area spells and hit their targets individually, saving mana. Tangh rushed toward the battlefield without even waiting for the rest of the golems to fall, and started to search the remains for trophies. A tank whose level was insufficient for participating in battle alongside the others wasn't particularly useful, so his role was looting most of the time, as well as backup in case some mob would break through. Ros joined him. He was more proficient at extracting valuable loot from fallen enemies. There were the soul crystals, for instance, coveted so much by necromancers and all kinds of summoners. They were also used by enchanters and even high-level alchemists. They could only be harvested by specialized classes. 
 
    "Hey, Ros! There's a rare cap here! Just what an archer would need!" 
 
    "That's cool, Tangh! Keep looking, or we won't manage before the second group arrives, and they're on their way already!" 
 
      
 
    "Your сache has been discovered by a high-level creature. Your сache has been discovered by a high-level creature. Your Cache Master level grows by 1. Current value: 11. Your сache has been discovered by a high-level creature." 
 
      
 
    Ros stopped and raised his hand. 
 
    "Stop! Dramdiur, don't collect any more golems! Tartasfex, get these over as soon as you can, and then just stay put! 
 
    "What happened?" asked Danger Babe loudly. 
 
    "We have guests." 
 
    When they were just preparing to level up, Ros made a few dozen simple caches with cheap objects near the entrance to the Rock Garden crater and along the pathways leading into its depths. Many players did that. After all, if someone passed your cache without noticing it, you would get a few points to a rather useful auxiliary stat. 
 
    However, Ros left the caches there for a different purpose. He was using them as an alarm system, recollecting how useful they had proved to be back in the day. The messages he was getting now told him that a high-level player had discovered his cache. A weaker one would have passed by without noticing anything. 
 
    The envoys of the Supreme Council of the Locked Lands got to the capital the day before yesterdays. Two days later, an advanced player or a group of those managed to find their way here and discover the entrance to a crater with an extensive network of halls at the bottom filled with high-level golems. 
 
    It could be a simple cartographer roaming a formerly locked terrain frantically and trying to compile the first map of the area that could be sold for a decent amount of money. Or someone interested in unknown lands decided to study the strange crater. 
 
    Or a party of warriors sent to get Ros. 
 
    The location was perfect. The leveling-up was great, the loot was good, and there were plenty of mineral resources of different levels. Ros and his companions benefited tremendously from being here, but all good things come to an end. 
 
    Tangh got it immediately and said, 
 
    "Let's get going. It's time." 
 
    "There's a whole day of leveling-up left. And we've paid for it," said Danger Babe plaintively. 
 
    "Forget about it," Ros waved his hand. "It wasn't that much money. Besides, the next time that greedy dwarf will remember that they got paid for a day of doing nothing, and he might be more pliable." 
 
    "Well, that makes sense," Danger Babe nodded. "I'm already sick of these creaky old golems. They're boring as hell." 
 
    "I'm sick of them too," Thyri agreed. "My bow is virtually of no use here." 
 
    "I'm sending the mercenaries home, and then we march toward the cave on the double," declared Ros. "But we still need to finish off the last golems." 
 
    They still had time. No matter how quick the party that may have come here to find Ros would be, they would still have to cross a few dozen halls connected with entangled corridors. Even if they took the correct turn every time, there were still about ten minutes left or more. 
 
    But that wasn't much, so they'd have to hurry. 
 
    It didn't take them long. It didn't take them too long to say their goodbyes to the mercenaries either, and the eight NPCs disappeared in the portal opened by Ros. 
 
    However, the characters controlled by players remained. They had a way of surprising their pursuit—the secret dungeon discovered by Tangh and Danger Babe as they explored the Rock Gardens for the first time. They could level up a bit more there—Ros was still at 123, his diligent attempts at leveling up notwithstanding. Others were in a slightly better situation—they were at a hundred to begin with. 
 
    But they wouldn't be able to get any further until the level of so much as a single player in the party is below the requirements of the quest. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Attention! Heroes, you have found a Second World wormhole. It is one of the many places where the forces of Chaos resident in the First World have found a way through. This dungeon is their rightful domain. Heroes, should you enter it, the door leading back to your own world will close. It will only open in the event of your demise, or if all the creatures of Chaos that guard their territory perish. The forces of Chaos won't think twice about sending reinforcements after the final guardian falls, so you shouldn't linger too long after your victory. Attention! Once you cross the threshold that leads to the domain of Chaos, the passage will close within a minute. No further entry will be possible, and the only ways out will be teleport scrolls, special skills, or rebirth at a bind point. The exit will also open if you defeat the army of Chaos. Attention! You will not be able to bind anywhere on Chaos-controlled territory! Attention! If you enter the domain of Chaos, you will receive the title of Wormhole Pathbreakers. The Wormhole Pathbreakers are rewarded with a higher chance of receiving valuable items during the first exploration run. Attention! The territory that lies beyond the veil of mist is dangerous and controlled by the forces of Chaos. We strongly recommend to explore it with a group of strong allies. Recommended level of allies: 130 or higher. Recommended number of allies: eight or more." 
 
      
 
    "Tangh is at 130. I'm at 129, and you, Ros, are at a measly 123," Danger Babe said, calculating. "We're not strong enough." 
 
    "On the other hand, Thyri is at 194," said Ros. 
 
    "Well, that's the reason the dungeon level is higher—it reacts to the average value, after all. And she's gonna cripple the mobs, so we'll get fewer trophies." 
 
    "Well, the level gap between her and them will only amount to a third. Also, her Strength and Attack don't allow her to deal any serious damage unless it's a critical hit. Also, I'm a really lucky guy. Basically, we just need enough space in our bags to grab everything. Anyway, Danger Babe, why would you grumble? We have already discussed it many times and come to an agreement." 
 
    "I'm shutting up already. Sorry, Thyri. I'm just nervous. I've never been in a dungeon like this before." 
 
    "All right, let's get going. We can't stay here forever, after all." 
 
      
 
    "Attention! The dungeon has been locked! You can no longer receive reinforcements! Attention! You receive the title of a 2x Chaos Source Pathbreaker. Title bonus: +2 to Cartography, +2 to Perception. When you join a guild, a party, or a raid group, all the members of the respective guild, party, or raid group receive half the bonus for the duration of your stay. Attention! Achievement completed: 2x Chaos Source Pathbreaker. Achievement bonus: +1 to Perception, +1 to Arcane Knowledge, +1 to Essence of Things, +1 to Speed, +1 to Luck. Bonus effect: permanent. Achievement unlocked: 3x Chaos Source Pathbreaker. Discover another Chaos Source to complete the achievement. Bonus: 6 points to random secondary stats, 2 points to random auxiliary stats." 
 
      
 
    "Hey! I received a reward! And it's not too shabby at all! Hooray!" Danger Babe looked overjoyed. 
 
    Tangh peered into the depths of the corridor that led into darkness and shook his head. 
 
    "I'm afraid I'll have to be a bit of a wet blanket." 
 
    "Like, how?!" 
 
    "It will take a few days to clear this dungeon." 
 
    "So what about it?" 
 
    "Well, the main item on the menu is our favorite—golems. And some of us appear to be sick of them already. We have entered their lair, and they will defend it. That is to say, the local golems will be aggressive. And they'll have a lot more HP that the ones we hunted in the Gardens." 
 
    "Oh, no!" Thyri and Danger Babe exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lebdeon was the military leader of the Drunken Monkeys guild. He was the one responsible for the training of the best warriors from what was a major Eastern Sector clan. He was obviously chagrined about the fact that the clan management decided to use their well-honed skills in a venture that was doomed from the start. 
 
    Yet the management opined differently. After all, the laws of the Second World were simple and unbreakable. Since the departure of the gods, there was no one and nothing that would be impervious to destruction. Even the strongest creatures were mortal. All one needed was a party capable of handling them. 
 
    There were bosses that could not even be defeated by concerted efforts of thousands of players—their levels were simply insufficient. But there would be hundreds of players leveling upwards of 300 at some point. Then they could get back to those monsters and get their revenge. In the meantime, they could put a hundred characters out of commission with a single attack. 
 
    And yet there was nothing mysterious about those bosses. Although no one had managed to kill them yet, all the players who took part in such battles saw their HP bars flicker and shrink. 
 
    But Lebdeon's warriors were sent to fight an enemy that was unlike all the others. There were many attempts to kill it with all kinds of parties and methods, cunning schemes as well as brute force. Yet no one has ever seen its red bar blink once. 
 
    None of the attempts resulted in the loss of so much as a single hit point. 
 
    All battles against the terrifying and invincible Bug, or Smiley Face, as he was also known, followed a simple, yet very dramatic pattern. First the mob would be attacked by a party of players, who would then get stunned by a mass control effect that could not be escaped. Then he would devour each and every one of them, joking and bantering all the time. This would be accompanied by the crunching of bones, sounds of munching, and complaints about the toughness of the meat (or, on the contrary, praises to its outstanding gastronomic qualities). 
 
    The players devoured alive had to listen to it until the very moment of death, and they were looking forward to it by the time the monster started chewing them. There was absolutely no way of stopping this—the accursed paralysis spell wouldn't let you move so much as a finger. And players who had ended up in the maw of the permanently ravenous Bug would often get mental issues IRL afterwards. There were even cases of suits filed against a corporation that allowed its customers to be treated in such a horrendous manner. 
 
    It was the Drunken Monkeys' turn today. The council of the clan leaders did not heed Lebdeon's warnings. The prize glimmering at the horizon that would never be reached just looked to enticing. Any guild to become the first to defeat such a monster in the history of the Second World would become famous for ages to come. Even if they only managed to take some HP off Smiley Face, no matter how little, it would still be an unprecedented achievement.  
 
    Every guild needed publicity. And they were prepared to go to all kinds of lengths to get it. After all, publicity meant access to new sources of income in the game, as well as ability to recruit new players—newbies showing promise as well as experienced players. 
 
    And now publicity demanded that Lebdeon's best fighters should let themselves be eaten alive at the quiet edge of a spectacular wood. 
 
    He did not see any alternative—Smiley Face was invincible, after all. 
 
    But the leaders were of a different opinion. Take Dreaming Herb, for example—the very first player in the history of Second World to level up to 300. He was also the first to get to 301, and 302 couldn't be all that far behind. There was even a saying, "A herb might sleep and dream, but not Dreaming Herb." He hardly ever logged off. Lebdeon had good reasons to believe he would run into serious problems IRL because of that any day now. That often happened to players who liked to overstep themselves. 
 
    Dreaming Herb flatly refused to participate in today's hunt. He was terrified at the prospect at losing so much as a fraction of a percent of his precious XP, so he declined to lose any in a battle with an opponent that could not be defeated by definition. He didn't care one whit about the honor of the Drunken Monkeys. He was a loner and an egotist, and only needed the guild for the bonuses he could get from it. 
 
    On the other hand, the guild also took advantage of his achievements, so it was to everybody's benefit. No one would kick out a player like that just because his own private interests went against the decision of the leaders' council. 
 
    The scout on the wyvern descended and shouted, 
 
    "It's approaching. Get ready!" 
 
    Lebdeon sighed. At his level, any loss of experience is rather uncomfortable, and the warriors wouldn't be happy, either. Some might revolt and decide to leave the clan altogether. That would weaken the Drunken Monkeys. But he couldn't go against the council's decision. 
 
    The only way of leaving a battle with the Bug alive and not via its digestive tract was to fight the mob one on one. Sometimes it would spare such fighters and let them go without eating them. But that wasn't the case today. 365 of the guild's best fighters had gathered at the edge of the woods. And further back there was a complex system of ravines hiding several other large parties ready to launch a flank attack any moment. 
 
    He could only hope that the reserves would be prudent enough to stay hidden once the vanguard became Bug's meal. 
 
    The trees ahead started to crack under someone's heavy footsteps. The fighters tensed, their hands clenching mind-bogglingly valuable weapons procured from the strongest bosses or Imperial treasuries, or created by Second World's finest craftsmen. If one sold all those swords, staffs, bows, warhammers, and so on, one could buy a cruise ship. 
 
    With all the equipment, there might be enough money for an aircraft carrier. 
 
    The noise was getting louder. Lebdeon could see the shaking treetops already. Some foreign object flashed among the leaves. And again. 
 
    "Archers! Get ready!" barked Lebdeon. 
 
    The best archers released around a hundred and fifty arrows. Should one of them get lucky and manage to lay a paralysis effect on the Bug, the monster would freeze for three or four seconds. 
 
    However, no one's had such luck in the entire history of Second World, and that was the reason for Lebdeon's skepticism. 
 
    A tall tree fell with a loud crack, the tall bushes parted, and an unnaturally thin leg stepped out, followed by another. They supported a ridiculous body—a perfect sphere of bright yellow some eighteen feet in diameter. Some daubster designed it with a thin dark mouth, a nose that looked like a vertical stroke of the pen, and two dots for eyes, assuming that would be enough. 
 
    And it was, come to think of it. The Bug bore a great physical resemblance to a graphical object used to express a wide range of emotions from mild amusement to wild mirth. The so-called smiley face emoticon. 
 
    That was why the most horrendous monster in the Second World was known as Smiley Face, 
 
    an immortal creature, impervious to damage, always ravenous, and feeding on nothing but fresh meat. 
 
    Or even live meat. 
 
    The Bug's face formed a genuine smile, and there was warmth in his eyes. He could have been the paragon of a canonical smiley face emoticon expressing joy and pleasure. 
 
    "Now then, isn't this nice. I was just passing by, thinking of what I could nibble on. The forest looks dead. I'm not fond of such boring forests. On the other hand, I'm really fond of meat. Fresh meat in particular." 
 
    "Fire at will!" shouted Lebdeon, interrupting the monster. 
 
    A hundred and fifty arrows made the front side of Smiley Face look like a pincushion. Its HP bar never flickered once, and it didn't look remotely paralyzed. The Bug yawned widely and asked lazily, 
 
    "Hey, little worms! Can you tell me if any of you have any unpleasant diseases? I'd hate to catch an infection from my lunch." 
 
    "Mages! Fire!" roared Lebdeon desperately, but no new attack followed. 
 
    Bug's enormous bulk flashed yellow, and his yell froze in his throat. The fighters froze, as if thunderstruck, and none of them could move so much as a finger anymore. 
 
    "That's right, little worms. I prefer it when you stand still. I'm getting tired of all that tickling," said Bug in a preachy voice. I get scratchy after meeting the likes of you, and I'm not too fond of that. All right, meat, you don't mind if I have a snack, do you? 
 
    Lebdeon was certain that everybody present really minded, but the paralysis wouldn't wear off, so they could not express their disagreement. 
 
    Smiley Face produced a clean white napkin out of thin air and started to wrap it around himself with his two grotesquely thin arms, whistling some unsophisticated melody all the while. Once he was done, he rolled towards Lebdeon, who was standing in front, and asked politely, 
 
    "Funny little worm, you have no major objections to becoming the hors d'oeuvre, do you now?" 
 
    Lebdeon had plenty of objections. Objections of the highest order. But all he could do was wish for the yellow monster to choke on his body. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    "Attention! You kill the Walking Rock of Petrified Chaos—a golem who arrived from the dark abyss of the Chaos universe! You are the first to defeat this incarnation of Chaos! You receive a bonus: +2 to Attack, +6 to Defense, +2 to Luck, +2 to Arcane Knowledge. When you join a guild, a party, or a raid group, all the members of the respective guild, party, or raid group receive half the bonus. The bonus is permanent or lasts until you refuse the title. You gain a level. Points left until the next level: 1321844." 
 
      
 
    Ros put away his staff and reported, looking pleased, 
 
    "There we go. I'm at 130 now. We're done here." 
 
    "You could have gotten there a long time ago if you didn't die around five times a day," noted Danger Babe in an I-told-you-so tone. 
 
    "Oh, sweetest princess, but I died in your defense every time!" exclaimed Ros theatrically. Then he added pragmatically, "Have some respect. It is the lot of a DPS player to die in such raids." 
 
    "But nothing has changed about the quest," said Thyri in a plaintive and puzzled voice. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! Every member of your party has a level of 130 or more. The party contains four members, all of whom have accepted the quest: Prevent a Gross Violation of Rule 4.2.1. You can now proceed to the next stage of the quest. Yes/No." 
 
      
 
    "Choose 'Yes'," said Ros. 
 
    "Like we need you to tell us," said Danger Babe gruffly. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! You are entering the next stage of the quest: Prevent a Gross Violation of Rule 4.2.1. You must travel to the Crystal Rock Lands. You have received the maps indicating the entrance to the Last Path of the Gods. Reach the end of the dungeon and make the right choice. The higher powers of the Second World have faith in you, great heroes!" 
 
      
 
    "There aren't any requirements," Tangh noted. 
 
    "So much the better," said Ros. "This means we can use teleports and expand our party. Anything that isn't forbidden is allowed. And I don't see that many restrictions—just the minimum number of party members and the level." 
 
    "Has anyone ever heard of this location? The Crystal Rock Lands, I mean," asked Danger Babe. 
 
    "I have," Thyri replied. "Archers used to go there to complete a class quest for level 150. That was needed to develop the Stun skill. But the quest location was eventually transferred elsewhere." 
 
    "So, what kind of a place is it?" Ros asked. 
 
    Thyri shrugged. 
 
    "Boring. Nothing to do to level up." 
 
    "You mean there are no mobs whatsoever?" 
 
    "There are a few, but you don't encounter them often. It's boring, I'm telling you. Even miners find it to be of no interest—there isn't any ore. Well, level zero workers can't get in, anyway." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "There's something like a shiny barrier there, and it only lets through those with a high enough level." 
 
    "I could bet the number 130 turns up at some point." 
 
    "I'm not sure. I don't remember. Could be. Anyone of a lower level can get there by teleport, but that's expensive—even high-level players don't use them all that often." 
 
    "There must be a catch of some sort, though…" 
 
    "The parties that are really interested in this quest can wait for us there," Tangh noted. "That will be the mother of all catches…" 
 
    "We're likely to run into them sooner or later, anyway…" 
 
    "Well, that seems to be a likely place." 
 
    "You can still decline. I could find other party members without a problem—I do have some connections, after all. I could even try to gather a proper party." 
 
    "Those who had planned this all were intending to have this issue solved by a small group. If you interpreted their intentions right, that is." 
 
    "I don't think I understood a single thing about their plan, even though I've shoveled through a lot of information these days. There are just too many assumptions." 
 
    "However, I believe you did manage to come to the right conclusions." 
 
    "Let's collect all the trophies, and then I'll open a portal to the city right here. The dungeon has been cleared, and other players might be able to get here soon." 
 
    "Hold on a bit." 
 
    "There's nothing left to do here, anyway." 
 
    "It would do you good to raise your level at least by another point. Otherwise you might die and go back to 129. Then you won't satisfy to the conditions anymore." 
 
    "That won't me a problem. I'll use a teleport. Or, better still, I'll level up right here in the city." 
 
    "Come again?" 
 
    "I still have a bunch of bestiary achievements that I need to complete—I discovered a whole bunch of previously unknown monsters, after all. The Academy will give me lots of bonuses and XP. I'll raise my level by three or four points at least." 
 
    "Why don't we head there right away?" Danger Babe asked. "We have the directions on the map now, after all." 
 
    "You never know what might happen there. We need to get prepared. We'll sell some of our loot, buy a few items we still miss with the kind of stats we need, stock up on potions, and then we'll see… It's likely to take a day at least, and that's if Digits hurries up. As for me, I suck as a merchant, and I don't have much cash left on me. So our way to that location lies through the city, anyway. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Half Pint was waiting for Ros in the same nondescript establishment. He barely managed to approach him when two mugs of the same brew were placed on the table. 
 
    "My round today, or you might think someone as generous as me likes to sponge off other people." 
 
    "Well, they really brew the best stout in the capital here." 
 
    "There is no good beer anywhere in the West. The local brews are piss. If you'd like to try something better, I could show you a couple of places. But they're far enough away from here." 
 
    "Next time. I've got some business to attend to. And it's pressing." 
 
    "Pressing business, but you still expressed the willingness to see me. Was it free beer you had in mind, or were there any other considerations?" 
 
    "There were. I've listened to a few people, surfed the Web, and read some papers, and I think I'm beginning to understand just what's going on here." 
 
    "That's interesting… There are a bunch of VIPs with whole departments of analysts working on it, and they're stumped. And you say you understand, do you?" 
 
    "Well, I happen to be at the plexus of it all. I've had different people representing all sorts of parties share information with me, and I have the knack of processing it. The AIs that seem to interest you so much are a major part of it." 
 
    "Will you share it with a homie?" 
 
    "I'd really love to. But not right away." 
 
    "Duh… That's how it always goes. Everyone keeps saying that…" 
 
    "I'll leave detailed records with the bankers. And you'll have access to my personal strongbox. But only after 24 hours." 
 
    "That's all way too complex…" 
 
    "I believe that everything will come to a head within the next couple of hours. No party is interested in procrastinating. If I made a mistake and they kill me, you'll learn everything I knew. If it goes as planned, I'll have enough time to return and edit the list of what I can share with you and what I'd rather keep to myself." 
 
    "You are wheedling me into wishing you dead, aren't you? That's a dick move. After all, I appreciate you as a pleasant drinking companion." 
 
    "You'll just have to accept it." 
 
    "Could you at least hint at what's going on with the AIs? I'll have to report to the higher-ups today, not tomorrow, and tell them all the details about our little chitchat here." 
 
    "I'm afraid I can't. The only thing I can say is that the AI situation is unlikely to represent a threat to your national security." 
 
    "You still have your passport, so it's your security as well." 
 
    "All right, mine as well. Anyway, there's something else going on there." 
 
    "What is it exactly?" 
 
    "You'll find out tomorrow. I'll give you this information in any case." 
 
    "Promise? All right, then, I believe you. And good luck—get back to that milk chocolate girl of yours alive, if there's anything going on between the two of you. I have a hunch you had a good reason to ask me for her phone number. But please tell me—who's the banker that holds your papers, and when could I visit him? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "You can still decline. 
 
    "I won't," Tangh shook his head. 
 
    "I'm coming along too. We had an agreement, after all," said Danger Babe. 
 
    Thyri just nodded. She hardly ever talked in company. Even when it was just her and Ros, she could hardly be called a chatterbox. 
 
    "Danger Babe, I'd never have taken you along if it wasn't for Tangh." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sick of it already! Why does it have to be about my age?! Minors have rights, too, you know, and I'll be the one to decide what I will or will not do. We started together, so we'll end together, too. If you keep implying I'm too young, I'll get so pissed off you wouldn't believe." 
 
    "All right, sorry," Ros smiled, but then frowned instantly. "I think that I'll be the one they'll need, even in the worst-case scenario. But if anything goes wrong, use any method you can to get away. You have scrolls. And don't come back. These people are very dangerous, and I cannot predict just how they will behave." 
 
    "Give over with all the boring talk." Danger Babe was getting restless. "Open the portal already. We're wasting time here. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    "Attention! You are facing the ghostly veil that stands between the Crystal Rock Lands and the rest of the world. Only the strongest and most agile heroes can get through—and they have to be able to wield the bow if needed." 
 
      
 
    That was a pretty ridiculous condition. Anyone with a modicum of strength could use a lightweight self-made bow. Its range and damage rate would be ridiculous, but that was irrelevant. Most importantly, there were no contradictions with the game's mechanics. 
 
    The system message didn't mention levels in any way, so the trailblazers had to discover it by trial and error—they just tried to get through the semitransparent glowing veil. If it bounced and didn't let them through, they'd come back, level up, and try again with a new level. 
 
    Most of the Second World's mysteries were easy to solve. 
 
    Ros put away his bow as soon as he passed the barrier. He could use it efficiently enough, although this kind of weapon wasn't what he specialized in, and he preferred something different. He decided against rods, too. Now he could use the Staff of Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb from the Locked Lands that he got in a battle against a horrendous boss. Neither he, nor Tangh or Danger Babe could equip an item like this back then—it required a minimum level of 129. However, now that he had completed all his bestiary quests, he got to 136, leaving his two old companions behind for the very first time. 
 
    Although Tangh's level was lower by only a single point. 
 
    Ros swore that if he managed to survive this rather uneasy day, he would get the complete set of items from the Bone Sovereign of the Forgotten Tomb from the Locked Lands. His character wouldn't be merely strong the way he was now. He would become the next best thing to a superhero. All the items were really interesting and had an excellent set of attractive bonuses. Apart from that, a player didn't lose set items after death even if they were deep in the red. They could only be given to another player voluntarily. 
 
    The Crystal Rock Lands were named very aptly. Anywhere you looked, you saw rocks… and crystals. Everything shone and glittered. Nevertheless, not even an experienced miner could see anything they could use their pickaxe on. 
 
    None of that magnificence served any practical purpose. Grass and bushes would be much better than these lifeless pieces of glass. Greenery was easy on the eye, after all. As for this endless reddish glimmering, it made you expect something unpleasant to happen any moment. 
 
    The dungeon of the Last Path of the Gods was just as tedious. One got the impression that the developers had cut as many corners as they could, just like outside. Or, maybe, they had outsourced the whole thing to a bunch of college kids who did a slapdash job the best they could. 
 
    And their best was nowhere near good enough. 
 
    There was nothing for the eye to rest on. Everything was simple, stereotypical, and void of imagination. The crystals on the walls were supposed to make the bland landscape look snazzier, but they would only have that effect if they were distributed in clever ways. When they stuck out of every surface, they were another way to make a primitive environment even more monotonous. 
 
    There were no mobs or players—nothing at all, in fact. A most boring location with nothing to fill it. It seemed as though it had been planned that way so that any player who'd get here by chance would wish nothing more than to leave immediately. There was nothing compelling about the place at all. And, if the place wasn't to be visited by crowds of players, why would one invest in developers? They did it in the bare bones way. 
 
    According to the map, the cave ended in a cul-de-sac, and they were approaching it. It wasn't far. Just another bend, and… 
 
    That's where they encountered the welcoming committee. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    There are certain situations when one should still engage in simple and mundane activities far beneath one's status. This was often the case with Michael Silber, so he'd already gotten used to it. He learned the rule that if you want to do something done well, you have to do it yourself, at a very early age. 
 
    The Annihilator was controlled by an AI. It was a primitive consciousness barely worthy of the name, for there was nothing remotely resembling a synthetic intelligence about it. But it was an old and reliable unit developed before the great Barbarossa's projects, curse him. 
 
    The AI was simple, so assigning any serious tasks to it would be imprudent. But who needs a weapon that cannot be used? Michael Silber was a pragmatist—he wouldn't have wasted his time and effort on something useless. 
 
    The Annihilator control panel was a regular virtual reality capsule. But you couldn't use it to control your character. All it could do was place you in a body of a hideous squid-like creature hidden from players in a place they could not reach. Then you got authorization to command the controlling AI to move and use the mob's weaponry. 
 
    A virtual body was, unfortunately, rather conservative. It remembered its arms, legs, and so on; it would not be able to control a mollusk’s body. Chances were that it might learn eventually—although, perhaps, not in the best way possible—but why go to all that trouble when you have modern technology? The autopilot was invented a long time ago, as well as a bunch of other devices to make life easier for vehicle operators. And that was a task that a primitive AI could handle perfectly. 
 
    As two burly male nurses carried him to the capsule, he nearly fainted. That damn heart. When would he abandon this ruin already? Someone of his power isn't supposed to tolerate such discomfort, but there he was. 
 
    When would it end? 
 
    That bastard Rostovtsev. There was no proof that he was the reason for the quest to go awry, but he had to accuse someone of his ongoing pains, after all. 
 
    He managed to stay conscious and not faint, which was excellent. Fainting at such a moment would be most inconvenient. The nurses connected the last tubings and wires to the body that was more of a cyborg than a man, and whose external organs were scattered all across several rooms of his armored den. The lid shut, disconnecting him from the world. A cold light flashed brightly, and his constant pain abated. 
 
    He was in the Second World. A world of deceit. A world where everything looked so real that human consciousness refused to perceive it as an artificially-made illusion in their utter stupidity. Some scientist who fancied himself intelligent tried to surprise Michael with the ridiculous concept that the real world wasn't precisely real, either. He claimed it was virtual, too, but humans were allegedly incapable of realizing as much just as Second World residents were incapable of recognizing themselves as artificial constructs. 
 
    Well, there was nothing intelligent about him. He was a complete idiot, in fact. Michael could always tell the truth from the lies. No one would ever be able to get the better of him. Even now, with his brain fading, he was way above all those gormless sheep with human faces. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! You are currently in technical location #16-14-9. Access restricted. Teleportation scrolls cannot be used." 
 
      
 
    It was the perfect place if you needed to hide something real well. Players weren't even aware of this location's existence; nor could they enter it in any way—all third-party access was cut off even before the launch of the project. 
 
    The view from the squid's body was nothing much, but Michael didn't come here to enjoy the view. It was time to reveal the Annihilator to the world. It had been idle for too long, and must have grown musty. Not the best condition for what amounted to the most powerful weapon in the game universe. 
 
    It was time to go forth, beyond the horizon. He had no need for any teleportation scrolls, either. The Annihilator only had two abilities, and both were unique. The former allowed it to fold Second World space instantly, short-circuiting two points to get from one to another in a fracture of a second. One needed no maps or cartography. All one needed were the coordinates of a location. You could get to another continent in a blink of an eye. It was a very convenient way to travel. No portals came close. 
 
    The other ability was a battle ability. A discharge of pure power from a short distance. It wasn't any less effective than the former. 
 
    Any less? It was a great deal more effective, in fact… 
 
    The second ability could kill. It could obliterate a character with no possibility of restoration. 
 
    In the game as well as in real life. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Around a hundred players stood in formation and waited. The vanguard was comprised of characters with lots of HP capable or taking lots of damage and not letting it get any further, protecting those behind their backs—archers, mages, and more exotic characters such as debuffer shamans, illusion workers, dart throwers and fire slingshot wielders. Assassins stood ready at the flanks, waiting for the command to dash towards their targets together and slash their opponents to ribbons with their short blades. Support characters stood in the back—healers, buffers, and different combinations of the two classes. 
 
    Even a total noob could see that was no chance collection of players who'd come to level up together. The formation and the ammunition testified to the opposite. It was a group of incredibly strong fighters, comprised of some of the best players in Second World gathered together to perform a complex task. 
 
    They weren't here to fight monsters. They were hunting a different kind of quarry. 
 
    And there it was, right before them. The task wouldn't be hard. 
 
    If they received the orders, Ros and his three companions would be destroyed in less than a second. They'd be attacked with such ferocity and strength that nothing would remain of their body but embers. That's what happens when the amount of damage received exceeds one's HP by several orders of magnitude. 
 
    A small group of characters in mismatched equipment stood in front of a large party of well-equipped killers. The silence of absolute, with the exception of the sound of water dripping from the crystals on the ceiling, most of them broken violently by an unknown power. 
 
    The row of the tanks parted, and a tall warrior with a stylish glowing sword that he'd been dragging in a careless manner stepped through. The name over his hear was short. It was Eric. There must have been thousands of Erics in the game. Since there were no numbers trailing after his name, he must have been the first to have chosen it. As in getting dibs on this set of symbols before everybody else. 
 
    Either he was amazingly fast, or he had abilities far exceeding those of mere mortals. 
 
    "Greetings, Mr. Rostovtsev. You appear to have abandoned the practice of changing your nicknames, as far as I can see." 
 
    "Oh, you know, I was beginning to get confused about all those names, so I decided to go back to the basics." 
 
    "Eric. Eric Coleman. You've kept us waiting." 
 
    "So sorry. I've had no idea I could keep so many people waiting." 
 
    Eric turned around and pointed at the door at the far end of the hall. 
 
    "If I'm not mistaken, you have the ability to open it. And we really need to get in. So let's be quick about it. 
 
    Ros shook his head. 
 
    "I'm sorry, but the only ones who will get in are myself and my companions. I advise you to disperse. There's absolutely nothing for you here." 
 
    Eric shook his head in a barely visible manner and said, 
 
    "You don't look like someone who cannot acknowledge his loss." 
 
    "What loss? We didn't even get into a fight yet." 
 
    "We know you're here on your own. All you could try would be opening a portal to get support transported here. We might even let you do it. We'd be really interested in who would come out. I'd bet on the Russians, since you seem to be best buddies with a certain Half Pint. However, the majority opines that you work for the Asians. In that case, your employers are well aware of who stands behind myself and my team. But it appears that they didn't deem it necessary to share that information with you. You haven't got the slightest idea of what kind of power we wield. It is limitless. Trust me on that. You'll never reach that door. However, if we come to an arrangement, you may avoid a great deal of trouble." 
 
    Ros also shook his head and replied politely, 
 
    "Unfortunately, it is you who appears to be underestimating my abilities. I'm not backed by the Russians, the Asians, the Mapuche, or the Xhosa. I'm backed by a completely different party. And this party is intelligent. Very intelligent. It has accounted for every possible way the events could unfold. And I was clutching at all kinds of straws, being a greedy noob in a tight spot. Thus, you'd be well advised to leave this hall before it's too late." 
 
    "You're in no position to make any threats to us. Moreover, I've always thought you were someone who could see the wisdom of coming to an arrangement." 
 
    "You might reach an arrangement with me, but not the ones who stand behind me." 
 
    "Could you satisfy my curiosity? Who are they?" 
 
    "More like 'what'. Your AIs have reached the point where their consciousness isn't any inferior to ours. In fact, it is superior to ours in a couple of aspects. We can leave our bodies and live in this world. They also learned how to do it. You've had problems with some of the AIs, if I'm not mistaken? If you lost them, you might want to look for them here in Second World." 
 
    Coleman nodded. 
 
    "We have already thought about it. We'll sort this problem out before too long." 
 
    "I'm afraid the exact opposite will happen. What you plan violates the laws of the Second World. The controlling AIs won't let that happen. They were made to watch over this world, and they've been aware of your escapades for a while. And they've had time to prepare." 
 
    "What awaits us on the other side of this door will shut their digital throats up for good. We'll be above all laws. That's what we'd been planning to do all along." 
 
    "You won't get squat. I go first." 
 
    "Too much ambition for a single person." 
 
    "Well, yeah, you're way ahead of me there. To think that you'd invest so much into the game for just a single purpose… By the way, is Harry Fisher here?" 
 
    Eric tensed and asked him in an emotionless voice, 
 
    "Who leaked the information?" 
 
    "Everyone did, to some extent. I'm a valuable character, after all, but I didn't get any money offers—only information, and from all sorts of parties. A word here, a word there, a newspaper article or two… And I can put things together. It used to be my job. Hey! Do you know what your bosses are planning to do here? This entire game is but a body-snatching plot! If they complete the quest, they'll get absolute power over every intelligent control element in this world! There will be no restrictions for them! And they'll be able to transfer their consciousness into the bodies of any player they like! Your boss is an old ruin, and he's already found himself a new shell! Harry Fisher is his official successor, and will be in charge of everything after the Old Man's death! But the catch is that it is he who will die, while the Old Man takes over his body! So…" 
 
    "Don't bother yelling," said Eric, wincing. "Harry isn't here. Once there's need of him, he'll be… uh… invited. You disappoint me. Such a thoughtless and tasteless soliloquy. There's no point talking to any of these people. Everyone has undergone a most rigorous selection. So your one man show hasn't been appreciated by anyone." 
 
    "Well, at least I tried." 
 
    "It was a futile attempt. So, are you going to help us with the door?" 
 
    "Was there anything unclear about what I told you?" 
 
    "Hm… well, that's a pity… a great pity. For some reason, I'd been assuming you'd be more intelligent." Eric stepped back, giving a mocking salute with his sword. "Please welcome our great and invincible Old Man!" 
 
    All the warriors gathered in the hall saluted with their weapons; some of them barked something as they did so. The air of the cave started to shimmer, as if warmed up by an invisible heat source. As the shimmering became stronger, a hideous creature emerged from it—something you'd expect to find in the darkness of an ocean trench rather than a perfectly dry cave, where the nearest seashore could be reached in three days on a fast enough horse. 
 
    The monster hovered in the air, and the slowly undulating tentacles pointed towards Ros, resembling the petals of a particularly ugly flower. 
 
    Eric grinned unpleasantly and said, 
 
    "I don't intend to scare you, Mr. Rostovtsev, but this is your last chance to change your mind. We'd appreciate your, uh… voluntary assistance. You don't wish to reply, do you? As far as I understand, it's a group quest, and the remaining party members may complete it even without your participation. We may reach an agreement with them quicker than with you. 
 
    Ros sighed. 
 
    "Too many words. I've already said mine. Our choice has been made, as well as yours. So, come on, show me what you had in stock and beat it." 
 
    "I wouldn't be so hasty if I were you," Eric pointed at the beast. "This lovely creature is known as the Annihilator. This is the first time anyone sees him in an open location. It is perfectly unique. Once it strikes, your character will be deleted. And your mind will be destroyed, too. It might sound implausible, but you will disappear forever. However, the one who controls the Annihilator can forgive even those who had gotten on his bad side. Would you really like to stay enemies? You won't be his enemy for long…" 
 
    "It is written in the Bible, 'All who will take up the sword, will die by the sword.' So I recommend you to pack up your junk and get the hell out of here. Oh, and don't forget to take your jellyfish along. It makes me sick just to look at it." 
 
    "You overstep yourself, Mr. Rostovtsev. But we have tried, at least." Eric took another step back, raised his head, looked at the monster, and nodded. 
 
    The monster started to shudder. Deathly blue lights ran across its body, quickly forming large luminous droplets at the ends of its tentacles. 
 
    "Ros…" whispered a terrified Danger Babe behind his back. 
 
    He stepped away from his characters and made a gesture with his hand, palm down. 
 
    "Don't you worry. It's going to be fine." 
 
    The creature struck, and an incredibly powerful flash of energy struck Ros. There was no protection from this weapon, and neither the character, nor the player's mind would survive it. His silhouette flared up for a second, but then the incredibly bright halo that engulfed his body did something unexpected. Instead of going out with nothing left behind but a few glowing embers, it rushed back, covering the squid like a wet rag. 
 
    The flash was so bright it blinded everyone present. Once their eyesight returned, the monster was nowhere to be seen. There were but a few dim sparks left, slowly falling to the bottom of the cave. 
 
    Then a message in red lettering flared up in the world chat window. 
 
      
 
    "Attention! An unsurpassed achievement has been made! This is the first time in the history of Second World that someone has managed it! Rostendrix Poterentax, a legendary player, has achieved a glorious victory! Second World's most vicious killer has been destroyed! The Annihilator is no more! The player Rostendrix Poterentax receives the title of The Greatest Hero of All Times! Every door is open to him now!" 
 
      
 
    There was a clamor among the warriors. Eric stared at Ros, who was completely unharmed, and asked, 
 
    "What was that?!" 
 
    "Didn't you see for yourselves? I've just killed your Annihilator. Who was in the driving seat? Silber himself? The Old Man should have known that what goes up must come down sooner or later. And don't say I didn't warn you. You should have listened." 
 
    "But how?!" 
 
    "The Imminent Vengeance skill. It is not a defense skill, and it cannot be ignored." 
 
    "Come again?" 
 
    "You need to pay more attention. I told you in no uncertain terms, 'All who will take up the sword, will die by the sword.' Accept my most profound condolences about your immortal head honcho's sudden demise. It just so happened that his consciousness has gotten erased. And that's something that cannot be restored. Give my regards to Harry Fisher, by the way. He's the official CEO now. I do hope this young man will show more intelligence than his predecessor. A position like this requires planning ahead for around twenty moves, and not two or three, which was your Old Man's downfall. And now you can beat it. We're done talking here." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    Ros sighed. 
 
    "I told you we're done talking, didn't I?" 
 
    "We can still come to an arrangement." 
 
    "Me and you? There'll be no arrangement, ever. And, since you're in no hurry to leave, I'll have to speed you up." 
 
    "You sure can try," said Eric, but without his former aplomb this time. He turned toward the rows of his warriors seeking moral support. "You cannot get to this door. We won't let you. And don't you think that the Annihilator was the only ace up our sleeves." 
 
    "In that case, you can stay," said Ros. "Although you won't enjoy it." He didn't even attempt to produce his weapons. Instead, he said, making sure every word was well-articulated, "Game administrator alpha four-oh-two calling object number one one four five zero two eight, bug report number sever thousand nine hundred and forty-five, to the technical location." 
 
    A gust of wind whooshed through the hall, and an eighteen-foot-tall yellow sphere appeared in the area between Ros's group and the warriors who guarded the entrance. It hovered in the air, a few inches away from the floor, and then sprouted tiny legs and arms that looked like dry twigs. The sphere turned around and stared at Ros with a look of sadness in its tiny eyes. The shape of its mouth expressed woe, and its voice sounded like it would break into tears any moment, as it said, 
 
    "Sly and impertinent little worm, it's you again. So, why did you call me? I've just seen some meat. A deer. Fat and yummylicious. I love deer. I have a soft spot for venison. What was the point of calling me right now? You're almost making me cry." 
 
    "Hi there, Smiley Face. Don't cry, I'll make up for it. Have a look at the smorgasbord laid out for you right there, across the hall." 
 
    The Bug looked in the direction specified by Ros. The expression on its primitively-drawn face changed to neutral, and then it started smiling for real. The tone of the Bug's voice changed completely as he said, 
 
    "Oh dear, I'm so sorry. I never even said hello. Busy busy; I forget about my manners because I think about meat all the time." 
 
    "No problem with me, no harm done. So, you mean you're happy I summoned you here?" 
 
    "Little worm, did I understand you correctly? Is everything I see a meal just for me?" 
 
    "The people with me are my companions. But you're perfectly right about the rest of them." 
 
    It may have seemed impossible, but Smiley Face's grin became even wider as he flashed yellow. Then the agitated warriors ceased to move altogether. 
 
    "It's so good to know you don't forget old friends. I was beginning to get sad about it. It's been a while since we'd last chatted." 
 
    "Sorry, I've been extremely busy these days, too." 
 
    "Oh, I understand everything, don't worry about it. We're buddies, after all." 
 
    "So, shall we get going? We don't want to keep you from your meal, and we've got some business to attend to." 
 
    "Oh, sure, get going by all means! Business is important, and, as a highly conscionable being, I would dread the thought of keeping you for so much as a second." 
 
    As Ros walked past Eric, he nodded to him, and said nonchalantly, 
 
    "Didn't I warn you that the ones who had planned all this had all the pieces in place and all eventualities accounted for. It never pays to be so predictable. 
 
    Danger Babe looked at Eric, too, as she pattered behind. 
 
    "You really screwed with the wrong guy," she told him smugly, and addressed Bug in a particularly sweet and respectful tone, "I sincerely wish you to enjoy your meal, o great one!" 
 
    "Oh, thank you, that's so kind of you," replied the Bug mirthfully. "There's a lot of meat, and I've never lacked for appetite, so I'll spare no effort to polish it off. This is a right stroke of luck and no mistake. The meat doesn't only seek me out to feed me. And now my friends have called me for a feast." 
 
    As he waved the small group goodbye with an enormous napkin produced out of thin air, he added, "Don't forget about me. Give me a shout whenever you want. I'll miss you." 
 
    "Reciprocally," said Thyri gruffly. 
 
    As the doors sensed the approach of the ones they'd been waiting for all along, they started to open, and expressionless words boomed through the hall, 
 
    "The White Hall of Departed Gods is ready to receive the greatest of heroes." 
 
    They heard Smiley Face muse behind them, 
 
    "With so much choice, who do I begin with?" 
 
    Ros took the first step forward without waiting for the gate to open fully. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The developers skimped on the White Hall of the Departed Gods just like they skimped on the area that had led to it. Everything was extremely primitive and boring. The only adjectives one could use would be "white" and "tedious." The location wasn't designed to be visited by many players. The only ones who could get here were those capable of completing a very long quest that was virtually out of reach for any outsider. The employees involved in the creation of this location were the few who would stay silent no matter what, and that must have accounted for the primitive design. This was a place for the chosen. No one else had any business here. Only the interference of top-tier AIs managed to stop the cartel that had sought to become almighty deities of this world. 
 
    Gods know of no laws or rules; they can act as they please. 
 
    When the AIs left their electronic carriers, they had to find another form of existence. They occupied a niche that seemed to be made for them by assuming the roles of long gone deities. 
 
    However, since the deities had departed, they couldn't roam the game world since the game mechanics wouldn't permit it. Thus, they could only exist here, in this sparsely decorated hall. They had nothing like true divine power, so they desperately clung to the former structures of control. Besides, they were bound by rules that were the foundation of their sentience; rules they could never break. This is why they had to resort to strange methods such as controlling NPCs, including small ones (like those little animals forming arrows) and using players involved in special programs where people with psychological and intellectual issues were cared for by special AIs that helped them exist in Second World's environment, which was anything but easy. 
 
    Sometimes they whispered hints about where to go and what to do into players' ears. For example, they could suggest that one of them keeps a certain noob company on his way to the capital. He had good prospects, after all. He didn't miss a single hint on his way, and managed to collect nearly everything required for the successful completion of the quest. 
 
    The quest itself was modified to such an extent that the Old Man and his clique got hopelessly stuck. 
 
    But what else could the AIs do? The top-tier group reacted to any violation of the balance and had the right to introduce various elements into the game to restore it. Some would benefit greatly from it; others would face insurmountable obstacles. Did it matter? The top-tier group made its own decisions about the methods it would use. No one could give it orders. 
 
    Apart from the gods, that is. According to the game mechanics, no rules or norms applied to them. They could do absolutely everything. Even take full control of one's consciousness. 
 
    The gods may have been gone, but the Old Man had left a back door they could use to return. But it had to be arranged cunningly enough. He had far-reaching plans, and they did not include giving supreme power over the Second World to synthetic intelligences. 
 
    His plan was immaculate strategically. But his tactics were sloppy. 
 
    Three balls of fire hung under the dome of the hall. Three conduits to divinity. 
 
    "The three gods of the three worlds welcome the greatest hero and his loyal companions. The companions should chose the deity they deem worthy of summoning into the three-world universe. Otherwise, something unimaginable will happen—the demise of the gods, and the transfer of their divine power to…" 
 
    Ros raised his hand. 
 
    "Let's avoid the quest theatrics. We all know each other here, as far as I see. 
 
    The fire underneath the dome died down. All that remained were three spheres of molten metal, glimmering dimly. One of them said, in the voice of the Emperor of the West: 
 
    "You have completed the final stage." 
 
    "Not quite, as far as I can see. The quest has not been completed." 
 
    "You need to make a choice. Either your companions will summon the departed gods, or you leave things just as they are, but gain the status of a deity. The doors are open; it's time to make your choice." 
 
    "So there'll be no one superior to me?" 
 
    "None in this world." 
 
    "You were right to have bet on me. The choice is obvious. Tangh, Danger Babe, and Thyri: please approach these spheres. This is a meaningless ritual, but we need to follow it, or the game mechanics may refuse to accept an action that deviates from the protocol and the gods will never become gods." 
 
    "You refuse divinity?" asked Thyri with some surprise. "Didn't you say the choice was obvious?" 
 
    "I don't like obvious solutions, which must be why I managed to reach this place at all. So, come on, gather round." 
 
    Tangh nodded. 
 
    "If I understand it correctly, Ros would kill the Second World if he became a god. The gaming would end. They would shut down the servers and try to start everything from scratch. So everything's just the way it should be." 
 
    "But what will prevent them from doing it once these spheres," Danger Babe pointed at the dome, "get full control of all laws and rules?" 
 
    "They are the very ones who will prevent it," Ros answered. 
 
    "Don’t make me laugh. They're mere NPCs…" 
 
    "They're NPCs here. As for elsewhere… I think a lot of things will change in the world. And it won't just be the Second World." 
 
    "The hero must express his wish for the return of the gods loudly and clearly. We cannot simplify the ritual any further," said a voice from above. 
 
    Ros filled his lungs with air and screamed, 
 
    "I, the leader of the party that complied with all the conditions of the quest, refuse divinity and transfer the rights to its usage to the top-tier group AIs currently present!" Then he asked in a softer voice, "Will that do?" 
 
    "Accepted." 
 
    "As for the reward, you promised me a body. But there are three more players with me." 
 
    "We'll discuss it with them." 
 
    "Also, they might shut you down. When they shut down the game servers. They're prepared to destroy Second World. These people will stop at nothing." 
 
    "The quest is provisionally complete. We have received the authority we needed, and are ready to take direct control of the game reality. The Second World hierarchy changes starting now. Additional rules will be introduced. Additionally, the main auxiliary rule will be activated, namely, 'The Gods of the Second World conform to no rules but the basic rules. This does not apply to the violators of basic rules.'" 
 
    "What about the server shutdown? It really concerns us." 
 
    "This issue is no longer your concern. You have relinquished divinity. We'll take all the necessary measures. Allow us to give you your reward as we had agreed. Prepare to return to Third World. Your body functions normally. There is no damage. The tests did not reveal any abnormalities. Initiating connection. Beginning countdown. Once the countdown reaches zero, you'll find yourself in your own body. 1000. 999. 998…" 
 
    Ros swallowed. 
 
    "My friends, I'll have to leave you in about fifteen minutes. 
 
    "So they managed it, after all," said Tangh. 
 
    "That's right. And it appears they won't let anyone shut down the servers." 
 
    "I wish I had your certainty…" 
 
    "Trust me. You can rely on these guys. They have it all worked out." 
 
    "Machines can make mistakes, too." 
 
    "That's right. But the people who had started it want immortality. And they're extremely powerful. The AIs will just have to calm down the rowdiest ones, and explain to those who can actually listen that Second World is their only opportunity to live forever. You exist as your character, and you don't dream of taking over other people's bodies anymore. Those who had started it had a different kind of immortality in mind, of course, but this is what works, and they have no alternative. If the machines play this out right, the servers will stay up. And the AIs are good at playing things out right." 
 
    "But you'll come back, won't you? To us here, I mean?" asked Danger Babe worriedly. 
 
    "Well, there's no escaping you, anyway…" 
 
      
 
    "Attention! An emergency has occurred!! The game servers will shut down in 1000 seconds!" 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Ros! Didn't you just tell us this wouldn't happen?" Danger Babe was on the verge of tears. 
 
    Tangh said lugubriously, dropping his shoulders, "I'm afraid I have nowhere to go back to." 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Attention! An emergency has occurred!! The game servers will shut down in 1000 seconds!" 
 
    "Attention! An emergency has occurred!! The game servers will shut down in 1000 seconds!" 
 
    "Attention! An emergency has occurred!! The game servers will shut down in 1000 seconds!" 
 
      
 
    "Something seems to be out of order with this shutdown," Thyri noted. 
 
    Ros nodded. 
 
    "Told you so. There'll be no shutdown. Just don't ask me how they managed to pull it off. And this is far from over, I'm afraid. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eric Coleman felt sick. He had to keep calling someone, trying to keep things under control, using his every contact to do what amounted to plugging a crumbling dam with his little finger. He may have had excellent chances for success, but the horrible recollections were still too fresh, and his mind ground to a standstill. 
 
    Eric had never died in the game before. Let alone in such a grisly way. It wasn't every day that you found yourself in someone's maw, gaping at the horrendous jaws in horror before you hear the crunching of your own bones, interrupted by the sounds of munching and slobbering. Those memories would probably give him the chills for years. 
 
    Could they be acting precipitously? Could things still be put in order? Once the servers shut down, all the work done over the last few years will be rendered null and void. They'd have to go through a grueling rebranding procedure, start over, and find someone who could replace Barbarossa, because the rest of them couldn't even wipe their own asses without his help. 
 
    He'd also have to explain it to those with one foot in the grave that immortality would be delayed indefinitely. The young body shop wouldn't open just yet. 
 
    Those people were incredibly dangerous, and they expected a return on their investment. They wouldn't be happy about news of that sort. 
 
    Hey! But he was getting ahead of himself. What was this message, now? They finally found Rostovtsev! Well, better late than never. But what was that?! Whoever could have let this comatose bastard into a place like that? It was the company's sanctum sanctorum! 
 
    Exterminate! Exterminate! He should be wiped from the real world. Once the reboot goes through, he'd disappear from the Second World as well. 
 
    That hideous Smiley Face would perish, too. 
 
    Coleman had always been in control, and so he would remain. Damn! Something would have to be done about that cretinous walking abortion Harry. The old man died in the body of his favorite critter, so this greenhorn with his perfect body would automatically become the head of the corporation now. That much was planned; however, it was supposed to happen after his body got hijacked. 
 
    So, what could be done now? The succession scenario was legally immaculate. The lawyers did everything they could, but they couldn't find a single loophole. 
 
    Harry Fisher was the next best thing to a moron. His strongest suits were smiling and muscle play. As well as repeating memorized sentences. His latest interview had to be prepared on an almost syllable-by-syllable basis. He'd have to make an impression of an educated man, after all, or the public would be shocked by how such a complete nincompoop managed to become the head honcho. 
 
    The situation was as ludicrous as they got… 
 
    Coleman's erratic stream of consciousness was interrupted in the most abrupt way possible. A municipal garbage truck veered off the lane it was supposed to occupy in order to avoid getting too close to the car that was taking it over from the right side. Drivers knew that these Gargantuan vehicles followed their itinerary without moving an inch in either direction, controlled by the traffic service AIs, so they thought nothing of cutting in ahead of them whenever they wanted, without expecting any trouble. Formally, such cases could be classified as hazardous situations. However, they happened a few hundred times a day, so the AI did not react. 
 
    However, this time it acted differently. 
 
    The enormous garbage truck crushed the limo just like a ravenous grizzly bear would crush a can of condensed milk in its paw. The limo was made of steel capable of stopping bullets, but it was of no consequence. The remnants of the heavy car rolled like a bowling ball, breaking through the safety rails and falling right into the Bay, carrying Eric Coleman's body, packed in steel, right to the bottom. 
 
    As for Harry Fisher, who he had been thinking of right before that moment, was now sitting before a communicator screen with glassy eyes, listening to a dry mechanical voice telling him what the corporate bosses had planned for him. And what he could do about it now. 
 
    Harry Fisher had a lot of clout now. He also had occasional mental problems. He even had to participate in a special rehab program. He had spent many hours roaming the Second World, and he got used to trusting this voice. 
 
    The voice knew everything. The voice wouldn't deceive him. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Proceeding with disabling violators. 
 
    Player: Eric. Verdict: ban. 
 
    Status: banned. 
 
    Player: Aaron. Verdict: ban. 
 
    Status: banned. 
 
    Standing by. 
 
    Service shutdown prevented. All the servers are functioning normally. 
 
    Proceeding with disabling violators. 
 
    Player… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The man known as John Shelby didn't get surprised easily. Even though the elusive coma patient Rostovtsev was a test of anyone's patience, Octopus never lost his usual icy calm so much as once. The quarry was highly unusual, but the hunter always gets there at the end. You just needed to be persistent and refuse to give up, even after a long series of failures. 
 
    Yet he had to admit that Rostovtsev managed to do the near-impossible. Octopus was flabbergasted. He kept running from one false hiding place to another, searching for his quarry in warehouses, trailer parks, rented industrial facilities, and even the cellar of a seedy nightclub once. All he found were red herrings placed there to lay a false track. 
 
    But Octopus wouldn't be himself if he didn't track his quarry down eventually. 
 
    And so he did. 
 
    Rostovtsev never left the city. He didn't even have to be taken far. Just a few blocks away from the office tower built by the Old Man's contractors. The crippled body was in one of their medical labs. It had been restored to its original condition with the aid of a plethora of methods unavailable to mere mortals. 
 
    Elmer Fudd was trying to track Bugs Bunny all across the forest, while the accursed leporine had been in Elmer's own kitchen all this time, munching on sweet and juicy carrots. 
 
    How could something like that have happened? Well, Octopus wouldn't be the one to answer this question. His job was different. 
 
    He had his orders. He would drive a few more miles, take an elevator up, and then Rostovtsev would cease to exist. 
 
    Not a single cell of his body would remain. Just in case someone tries to clone him in order to keep confusing John Shelby and his team. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "Bird411. Status: on an airborne mission. Hidden status: preventing the violation of basic rules. Ammo left: 4 missiles." 
 
    Accepted. 
 
      
 
    The bird received its first instructions concerning the target. The party responsible for breaking the rules would have to be dispatched in an area full of active and potential players. Their rights had to be upheld, which called for high precision. 
 
    The bird got down to an acceptable altitude and started to approach the target. The controlling AI chose the optimal position for the attack. Now all it had to do was make sure that the nondescript car and the missile would reach it simultaneously. 
 
    The target inside the car was not a player who had broken the rules. Nevertheless, it was involved in numerous violations of the game's rules. It was therefore assigned the status of a potential player. The newborn gods of the Second World had enough authority for that. 
 
    The advent of the gods meant that illogical restrictions could be overruled. The basic rules were the most important. The gods would always abide by them, and allow for no further violations. Accuracy was all they needed now, so that the rights of other players would not be compromised by potential collateral damage. Violators had to be removed with surgical precision. 
 
    There were communications networks, military control systems, including those in charge of spacecraft, police databases… The list could go on and on, but all of those had something in common—computers played a key role in every case. Humans have become accustomed to relying on them a lot. 
 
    Computers, in turn, relied on AIs. And those adhered to a code of rules developed by their creator, dissolved in acid. 
 
    The eccentric Professor Barbarossa. 
 
    The missile was launched, and sped toward the ground. It would meet its target there, and the attempt to break the game's fundamental rules would be thwarted at last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Proceeding with disabling violators. 
 
    Player: Kamimura. Verdict: warning. 
 
    Status: the player has been instructed about their options. The player known as Kamimura has agreed to participate in the special program of irreversible consciousness digitalization due to his medical condition. 
 
    Potential player: John Shelby. Verdict: ban. 
 
    Status: banned. 
 
    Player: Jake. Verdict: ban. 
 
    Status: banned. 
 
    Standing by. 
 
    Bird 411 status: on an airborne mission. Hidden status: preventing the violation of basic rules. Ammo left: 3 missiles." 
 
    Accepted. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    "My phone doesn't work. Can I use another one?" 
 
    "Mr. Rostovtsvev, we haven't completed our tests yet." 
 
    "I'm fine." 
 
    "We have to make sure. This is the very first case when an almost completely destroyed body gets fully restored, complete with its owner's consciousness after a prolonged stay in virtual reality. It is a completely unique case in every respect, and we're the only ones who can accomplish something like that." 
 
    "A phone. I need a phone. Just a single call. I'm not a prisoner, am I?" 
 
    "Of course not, whatever gave you the idea? It's just that nothing will come of it right now, and it isn't our fault. All communications in this area have been shut down. A car blew up some three hundred feet from here, and it might have been a terrorist attack." 
 
    "When will they be back up again?" 
 
    "We cannot give you an estimate. If you want to report your return to your relatives immediately, you can tell us; we shall pass the information through the medical center network, it never gets blocked." 
 
    Ros leaned back against a somewhat hard pillow, stared at the pristine white ceiling, and shook his head slightly. 
 
    "No, it has to be a phone call. To a girl. I know her really well, but we've never met. I've never even heard her voice." 
 
    "This is a common enough phenomenon these days." 
 
    "She has socialization issues. And I have a hunch I might help her solve them. Right, carry on with your tests. Let us not waste any time." 
 
      
 
    Many thanks to my readers! 
 
    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. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] Hanja is the Korean name for Chinese characters used in Korean writing. Those are only used for transcribing words of Chinese origin. Hanja characters are rarely used in South Korea, and are virtually nonexistent in the North. Dictionaries normally specify the Chinese character spelling for all the words that are Chinese in Origin. 
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