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    Synopsis of the previous books in the series 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Brody West, IT implementation project manager, has been fired, and his position taken over by an Imitator, a soulless machine endowed with a scintilla of artificial intelligence. In his search for a new job, Brody unexpectedly finds himself with two possible paths for development, the first a company called Right Decision, the second Barliona, touted actively by his childhood friend Matty. Wanting to continue his life in the real world, Brody chooses the first option, only for the unthinkable to happen: the company management deems him “unsocial.” In order to correct the situation, Brody is assigned a number of criteria for his “socialization,” which he must fulfill in Barliona. Thus, against his will, the former project manager becomes a regular player. 
 
      
 
    On the advice of his friend, Brody generates a character randomly, becoming a tiefling: half-human/half-demon. While his character is being generated, he meets another tiefling, Eredani. Joining forces, the heroes complete an assault course and train with Argalot, a Higher demon. Their delight at their successful gaming, however, is blighted by circumstance when the Vartalinsky brothers, two representatives of the “gilded youth,” decide to victimize the tieflings. To do this, they use the Ring of Eluna, a piece of jewelry created by Mahan. Brody, now the tiefling Kvalen, captures the ring, and the Vartalinskys declare that the hunt for the heroes is on. Against all odds, the partners manage to cut a deal with the demons and, by the skin of their teeth, evade torture and rebirth. Despite this, the heroes do get some good luck, in the form of a unique task to find an ancient evil and the three heroes from the past who were able to vanquish it. It remains only to learn the identities of this threesome, find a map, and erase the evil from the face of Barliona forever. Continuing their evolution, the heroes find themselves at Dorel’s Frontier, where Eredani finds the cursed Glaive of Seth, a dark god. 
 
      
 
    The Vartalinskys continue their pursuit, and the heroes are forced further, into the depths of the demons’ lands. They reach a dungeon and complete it successfully, receiving an award for their First Kill. The elation of triumph, however, is short lived, because on returning to the training camp, Kvalen must hand over the Glaive of Seth to the demoness Ireness. The heroes are banished to the remotest province of the continent of Stivala, where Kvalen and Eredani create the Pareto clan, with the aims of self-development and profit making. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Matty is developing a unique production task. Brody arranges for a girl called Helen to help his friend in Barliona. The girl rushes headlong to Matty’s assistance, unwittingly making him fall in love with her. Matty finishes his training, finds a job, and moves out of Brody’s house to live with Helen. Together they help Kvalen and Eredani complete the tasks now piling up on the young clan. 
 
      
 
    In the process of the completion of one such task, Kvalen gains control over two powerful demons, a fact of interest to Plinto, one of Barliona’s Celestials. This bandit and lover of all things unique sets the tiefling a number of tests in order to check his luck, the result of which is a joint quest with the Legends of Barliona clan to the dungeon accidentally opened by Kvalen. In the dungeon, Kvalen finds a she-elf — one of the three heroes from the past — and receives a part of the map. The tiefling also discovers the whereabouts of the second hero, Tamerlane, founder of the order of paladins. 
 
      
 
    While Kvalen is busy passing through the dungeon, Eredani begins construction of a clan castle, by a bizarre coincidence an exact copy of Altameda, Mahan’s unique castle. In doing this, the Pareto clan attracts the attention of not only Anastaria, Mahan, and Plinto, but also representatives of the Celestial continent, who are fighting tooth and nail to take Altameda for themselves. By the walls of Mindfell, Kvalen’s castle, an epic battle is fought, involving the Legends of Barliona, a band of pirates, the Vartalinskys, the leaders of the Celestials, and the ancient she-elf. Kvalen is victorious, but realizes he will not be allowed to continue his reckless existence so easily. If he wants to develop his clan further, he will have to parley. The question is: with whom? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “KVALEN, WE’VE got problems!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily. My character was not yet fully materialized in the game, yet he was already receiving bad news. I wondered if there would ever be a time when Barliona would greet me with sounds of joy and happiness. The desire arose to press the Exit button and allow the situation to be handled by folks actually duty-bound to do so by virtue of their position in the clan. But I had to restrain myself, because the phrase had been uttered by someone onto whom I was already planning to unload all my problems. Since it was my advisor Eredani who had mentioned them, it meant things really were bad. And considering it was only four hours since we’d last seen each other, it could easily spell catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    “Critical problems?” 
 
      
 
    “Better see for yourself.” The tiefling nodded towards the far wall, from a hole in which a ramp lad down to a secret basement. An enormous wooden door had recently been built there to protect my castle, Mindfell, from the strange lands around it, which were chock-full of various scum. We had not yet had time to check exactly what beasties lived on the other side of the new wall, but for some reason everyone believed that the stone entranceway and the green mist filling it concealed a secret dungeon, a location capable of gifting First Kill, another item to tick off on the list of achievements, and a pleasant bonus for the whole clan. Everything we were seriously missing and which guaranteed problems in the future. At the moment, while the castle was under reconstruction and overflowing with representatives of Utmar, nobody would touch us. But all they had to do was leave us, and all the interesting stuff would kick off. Nobody would ever refuse a honeypot like that, all the more so since it was defended by such a not-yet-clan as the Paretos. Just over fifty members, ninety-nine percent of whom were “homeless” people from the social shelters, and it was not the done thing to consider them, either in reality or in Barliona. 
 
      
 
    We descended into a small cave and stood there in silence for a while, each thinking his own thoughts. I consciously extinguished all emotions by calculating the squares of three-digit numbers. No matter how realistic Barliona was, it was first and foremost a computer game, and to display the emotions rampaging inside oneself was unnecessary. Unfortunately, I was finding it quite difficult to keep a lid on mine. The door that had withstood yesterday’s battle was now shredded, and judging by where the resulting splinters lay, it had been shredded from our side. 
 
      
 
    “How long ago was it discovered?” 
 
      
 
    “Immediately after you left. Dartun says no outsiders entered the castle, so it wasn’t a player. And it doesn’t look like a player’s work. Four hours on, the bits of door should have disappeared by now. But that’s not the main thing. Close your eyes. You must be able to sense it.” 
 
      
 
    “I can,” I replied, hiding away the reeling sensations in a deep drawer. It was something pleasant and familiar, and I wanted to fall down onto my back and stick my tummy out to be stroked. It was the feeling that arose every time I met Ireness, a Higher demoness, who was simultaneously my game mother. It was she who had “born” the tiefling I had acquired as a result of the random generation of my character. Here, however, the sensations were far stronger, as though it were not Ireness blessing us with her attention, but one of the three Supremes. 
 
      
 
    “Feel it? Me too. I’m afraid, Kvalen, your trip to the pirates has turned into another headache for us. I haven’t the faintest idea how to get rid of it, or what it will lead to, because no player has ever come across it before. We’ve got a guest.” 
 
      
 
    “The Supreme demon Belphegor,” I said, putting all the pieces of the puzzle together. Yesterday we had managed to destroy Elvinaria, a hoary warrioress who had kept watch over the demon’s chamber and the part of the map supposed to point to the burial place of the ancient evil. I had been unable to lay my hands on the map, for Plinto the Bloody, one of the Celestials (Barliona’s most leveled-up players), had already pocketed it and was refusing flat out to return it. However, the brains behind the script of this damned game had not stood still, and had brought one of Barliona’s most dangerous beasties to my castle. So it was now certain that very soon there would be no trace left of the castle, for if the players did not raze it, then the locals would. The vital thing was not to allow the appearance of a fourth Higher demon in the world. 
 
      
 
    As if my thoughts had been read, from the passageway came a goose-bump-inducing voice: 
 
      
 
    “Tiefling Kvalen, I would like to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    Scene launched: Belphegor’s word. 
 
      
 
    Description: The Supreme Demon Belphegor wishes to speak with you. Attention! You may not leave the game until the scene is finished (approximately 20 minutes). 
 
      
 
    Before I could manage to become even vaguely indignant, the world around me darkened, before a moment later rematerializing into an enormous cave, in the center of which, on a stone throne, Mindfell’s uninvited guest sat in state. 
 
      
 
    Belphegor, Supreme Demon, a unique being without level. Description: hidden. Abilities: hidden. 
 
      
 
    His appearance differed little from that of Abyssal: two arms, two legs, two wings, head with horns. The only thing was that his size exceeded that of any creature I have previously encountered. I barely reached up to his knees. And shameful though it is to admit it, the Supreme emanated such a wonderful aroma I could scarcely stop myself falling to the floor in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    It’s a game! It’s just a computer game. My name is Brody West. I am a human, not a large, horned animal that has lost its mind. 
 
      
 
    “Tiefling Kvalen, you are pure.” Belphegor’s voice pierced me to the bone. “You have not fallen prey to the influence of any of the three traitors, and you can be spoken with.” 
 
      
 
    “Those wishing to speak behave differently,” I said, trying to douse the trembling in my body. The fight against its influence was not easy for me. 
 
      
 
    “I had to check your purity. Until I gain my strength, my whereabouts must not be revealed to the traitors. They will come for me personally.” 
 
      
 
    My tension melted, allowing me to catch my breath, albeit not for long. I was possessed by a combination of desperation and rage, and just when things seemingly couldn’t get any worse! As if I didn’t have enough problems with players, as well as Ireness and her Seth, the attention of all three Supreme demons would soon be fixed on Mindfell. And this because in just a couple of hours’ time, the existence of Belphegor would be known throughout Barliona, for behind my guest’s back was the twinkling entrance to the dungeon. If the beastie’s bulk stood between players and their First Kill, they would do everything in their power to remove the obstacle. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you show up in my castle? Nobody invited you here. Get lost!” Switching off the emotions engulfing me, I decided to voice my demands clearly, so that in the event of Mindfell being destroyed, I would have the opportunity to contest my loss of finances in a court of law. It was not me personally who had invited Belphegor here, and everything happening was obviously designed to rob me of my castle and earnings. 
 
      
 
    “You destroyed the guard. You freed me. You must give me strength.” 
 
      
 
    A stanza from a children’s rhyme popped into my head: “T’was I who beat the malefactor, I who saved your life, and now, my girl and soul of mine, I want you for my wife.” Except there was no room in my plans for any wedding. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have to do anything for anyone, and I’ll repeat what I said: Supreme demon Belphegor, you must leave my castle! We do not have, and never will we have, anything in common.” 
 
      
 
    “You will gain strength.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not interested.” 
 
      
 
    “You will lead my army and take command of this world.” 
 
      
 
    “Pack it in with the hard sell. Baal wasn’t able to seduce me either. I do not want my castle and everything I’ve amassed in Barliona to be destroyed by Supreme demons or Free citizens.” 
 
      
 
    “The Supremes will not show their faces here if they are unaware of my existence. You can stop the Frees by yourself. When I gain my strength, there will be none more powerful than tiefling Kvalen.” 
 
      
 
    “Behind you is the entrance to the dungeon. In order to complete it, the Frees will tear my castle apart piece by piece, and you with it. What do you have that could possibly oppose a well-organized raiding party of eighty, every one of whom is higher than level 500? The answer is simple: no-o-thi-i-ng! So thank you for the offer, but no. You must clear out of my castle.” 
 
      
 
    “There is a shade of truth to your words. The Frees can indeed create unpleasantness. Tell me, tiefling Kvalen, if you get the opportunity to guarantee the protection of your castle and the lands around it from the Frees, will you remain quite so categorical?” 
 
      
 
    “Any defense can be broken through if you hammer away at it doggedly for long enough. The Frees have the opportunity to return from the Gray Lands. It won’t happen the first time, nor the second, nor the hundredth. But at the thousandth attempt they will sweep through us like a hurricane. It makes no difference to me whether they destroy the castle now or in a week. Or even in a month. They will destroy it anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Provided they want to return here. What I am proposing to you will relieve any Free of the desire to come anywhere near Mindfell. Behold, tiefling Kvalen, what I offer in lieu of payment for your agreement to collaborate with me.” 
 
      
 
    The Eagle Eye of Mindfell 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique item. A means of protecting the castle and the territory around it. Object level: 1,000. 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Regeneration: 10% to Life for 1 second. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Number of missiles fired simultaneously: 5. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Rate of attack: 2 shots per second. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Range: castle level * 1,000 meters. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Inflicts chaos on the enemy, at a rate of 10% of maximum Life level every 3 seconds for 30 seconds. Strikes accumulate; maximum number of simultaneous missiles per player: 10. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      No restrictions to penalty for death. A killed player loses 30% from Experience scale. If Experience count at current level is insufficient to penalize, player level decreases by 1 and remaining percentage is deducted from new scale. Player level may not drop below castle level. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Restriction: exclusively for castle Mindfell; may not be transferred to another player or used outside the castle walls. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    “The Eagle Eye will help you tackle the enemy. There is no protection against continuous chaos damage in Barliona. After two or three Free citizens lose a level, castle Mindfell will not be the most popular place. Nobody will come here without your invitation, and nobody will know of my existence.” 
 
      
 
    I opened the castle’s Settings: it was currently at level 12 and moving steadily towards its target of level 16. Belphegor’s proposal sounded too appealing to refuse without first discussing it with Eredani. The castle really was in need of protection. In the description, however, was a line I categorically did not like: you could not decrease a player’s level in Barliona. It was one of the principles of the game. A communication amulet appeared in my hand. I needed a consultation before continuing my conversation with Belphegor. Barliona thought differently. 
 
      
 
    You may not confer with other players during a scene. 
 
      
 
    Were anybody to think this might unsettle me or throw me off my stride, they would be wildly misled. Unable to exit the scene (though I had not agreed to enter it in the first place, so I had a bone to pick with Barliona anyway) or to converse with Eredani, I opened Settings and selected Tech Support. What I was being told was in violation of the rules, and like any law-abiding player who did not wish to take advantage of others’ mistakes, I informed the service about the incident. The reply came almost instantly, as though the Barliona managers had been waiting exclusively for my communication. 
 
      
 
    Dear player! Thank you for your inquiry to the Tech Support service. We are committed to making your gaming experience as comfortable and pleasurable as possible. We are available 24/7 and ready to assist you in any situation. Concerning your inquiry, there is no contradiction with the rules of the game. The decreased-player-level feature during completion of a task, completion of a dungeon, attack on a castle, and other mass events associated with the earning of additional profit, does not compromise the gaming process. It has been tried and tested on a focus group, and has undergone preliminary testing in several dungeons, after which the decision was made to introduce this feature to the game. In participating in attacks on items protected by the new feature, a player will be notified of impending danger and take responsibility for any risk connected with a possible decrease in level. Please note that possession of the Eagle Eye, which you have the possibility to gain in this scene, will not protect you from surreptitious infiltration of the castle by players with the necessary skills. The logic of the game is not violated, and the only changes will be those resulting from failure. 
 
      
 
    “So, what is your decision, tiefling Kvalen?” Belphegor was insistent I should answer. 
 
      
 
    “The Eagle Eye you are going to furnish me with will not solve the problem. The high-level Frees will continue their visits to the castle, only in secret. I think there are already a couple in Mindfell, waiting for me to leave this location before they go looking for the dungeon.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, there are indeed two invisibles in your castle.” The Supreme’s news blindsided me. “They have already tried to break in there several dozen times, but each time I managed to block them. The Frees do not understand why they are unable to progress further. I can close the passageway for a few days so information about me does not leak out to the traitors. Then you install your protection system and take receipt of a house spirit. It will help you identify your uninvited guests.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you call the other Supreme demons traitors? Who have they betrayed?” 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand we have sealed a deal? Are you going to restore my strength? Say ‘yes,’ and you will receive all the necessary information.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry? What do you mean by ‘information’? How quickly you refused the Eagle Eye!” 
 
      
 
    “I do not own such a device. Thousands of years ago, Elvinaria locked me in her tower and robbed me of everything I had, except for my knowledge. If you guarantee me the recovery of my strength, you will receive information concerning where to obtain the item. You will have two weeks to complete.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all clear, then,” I drawled in disappointment. “Well, you’d better get looking for another assistant, because you’re out of luck here. I am not going to get involved with ‘go there — I don’t know where to go’ tasks.” 
 
      
 
    “Name your price.” Belphegor was not about to let the matter drop. 
 
      
 
    “You still don’t get it, Supreme? I have no requirements. Everything I need I will procure by myself, without a club-wielding monster hovering over me. I have had the pleasure of working with Abyssal, a servant of Baal. While he still needs you, you are his friend, but all you have to do is stray a step to the side, and you immediately become an enemy he is willing to wipe from the face of Barliona.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not intend to hurry you or manage you. I have waited thousands of years, and I can wait another few months.” 
 
      
 
    “What a load of cock-and-bull! One thing I’ve learned for sure is that demons cannot be trusted.” 
 
      
 
    “You will receive the curse of Primordial Chaos, which no demon can violate.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, let’s suppose you cannot deceive me. Even so, information concerning the whereabouts of the Eagle Eye is not the most useful of rewards right here and now. You are asking me to betray the planet and everyone who believes in me. Imagine the situation: you restore your strength and destroy the remaining three demons. What happens next? The answer is obvious: you continue your attack on Barliona. What does it matter who wins, you or them? The world will come to its end no matter what, and I do not want that.” 
 
      
 
    “That which you speak of is unrealistic. There is no power in this world capable of destroying a Supreme demon, and by myself I will not be able to tackle three at once, even if my strength is fully restored. In order to finish what has been started, they will join forces again and forget about their past squabbles.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you say there is no power in this world?” I said, homing in on the key word. “So that means there is power elsewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Every being has its weak spots, and that includes traitors who have made an appearance in Barliona.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I have a counterproposal. You tell me how to destroy the Supremes, and explain how we are going to do that together, and then you leave Barliona. Let’s let this world become the second in which the demons have no power. We won’t even tax you like Seth did. Only in this instance, I have good reason to restore your strength. There is no other realistic choice.” 
 
      
 
    “Exit Barliona?” Belphegor became lost in thought, and for a while his eyes were covered in a white mist. The imitator responsible for the operation of this local had left for a consultation with his boss, the one responsible for the whole game. Several minutes of tortuous expectation passed before the demon returned. Considering the speed of data processing available to the artificial intelligence in charge of Barliona, the delay spoke volumes. 
 
      
 
    “Your proposal is acceptable,” the Supreme replied. “Just as soon as all three of the traitors directing the demon armies’ invasion are destroyed, I will leave Barliona and recognize its independence. And your world can continue its paltry existence.” 
 
      
 
    “All that’s left is to figure out how to do it. Only a few minutes ago you said there was no power in this world capable of doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “But there are in others. What do you know about portals and how they work?” 
 
      
 
    While the question unnerved Belphegor, it was a subject I was all at sea in, simply because it would only become real for Mindfell in a few days, which for us was an eternity. 
 
      
 
    “Your silence speaks more than any words. All the portals used by living beings in Barliona are based on the demons’ capabilities. Except that we have tamed Primordial Chaos, capable of collapsing space and joining two distant points. Static portals cannot work without a demon; such is the law. When I was exiled to this world, I created three portals in a fit of anger towards the traitors who had raised their hands against me. Thousands of years have passed since that moment, and I do not know where they might be now, where they are hidden. But I know for sure what awaits guests at the end of their journey. If we can come to an agreement, you will learn where my portals lead to and, which is most important, how to open them. Because without that knowledge they are useless.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute, let’s just recap on everything you’ve said so far. You need strength, but you still haven’t told me how I can provide it and what I will receive in return for my outlay. By which I mean, financial, psychological, and reputational. But we can leave that to one side for the moment. You give me the precise coordinates of the place where the Eagle Eye is kept, and also how to retrieve it. That’s necessary to hide you from the Frees, so the information doesn’t reach the Supreme demons too soon, and it’s something you, again, need. Next, you tell me about a certain trio of portals and the final destination they lead to. With the aid of strength, or an item, or something else we find in these portals, we can destroy the three Supreme demons visiting Barliona. And you get your revenge for thousands of years in exile, punish your enemies, and perhaps even swallow them and assimilate their health. And again, it is you who needs this, not me. Ah! And now at last we get to what I stand to gain. Although again it is not me, but all of Barliona. Which is to say, nobody. Immediately upon your victory over the Supremes who betrayed you, you exit our world. Have I missed anything out?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care much for your wording,” Belphegor said after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “If only you knew how much I don’t care for it! You want all of everything, at the same time as I have to bust a gut for some obscure target in the future, getting absolutely nothing in return. I’ll have to dig deep into my own resources with the clear understanding I’m never getting them back. And all for what? For the glorification of the Supreme demon Belphegor. Why should I care about that? That Abyssal, Baal’s servant, offered me this ring after a farcical amount of help. I can’t imagine what he’d offer for information about you.” 
 
      
 
    I displayed the ring received from the demon, and the Supreme’s eyes once more misted over as the imitator left for another consultation. It was nice that this one lasted no more than ten seconds. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to be destroyed!” Belphegor boomed thunderously, all but making me collapse to my knees. I held myself steady. “You and everything you hold dear. Before I die, I will wipe your castle from the face of the earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s more like a Supreme demon,” I said, unable to rein in the sarcasm. “Just as soon as something goes against his will, the threats come out. Belphegor, I am a Free. Even if you kill me right now, I’ll be back in twenty hours to build my castle anew in some other place, because this part of Barliona will be annihilated by a pinpoint strike from the three demons who betrayed you. However, I would ask you to note that I am still here, standing and waiting humbly for you to at long last offer something that might possibly move me to invest my resources, time, and nerves in a dubious enterprise. And I repeat, we have still not touched upon the key subject of how you are going to restore your strength. Maybe we’ll be forced to feed you half of Barliona. And who will I have to collaborate with then? So get a grip on yourself, have a serious think, remember it’s you who needs to survive, not me, and prepare a new proposal. One which involves not only the Eagle Eye for your protection, but something pleasant for me as well. Will ten minutes be enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    Though Belphegor said nothing, the ferocious beating of wings was a telltale response. His imitator was displaying absolute non-conformity with his job title and had again popped off to see his boss. Frankly, the pauses were beginning to wear me down, but I kept my emotions in check, because everything I had just been told was worth way more than anything the Supreme could offer me. Three portals, useless without a certain key. Too much coincidence to ignore. It would definitely be necessary to “befriend” the demons, but I was not about to let an algorithm manage my finances. What if it really did need a whole army of victims? It was no skin off my back, but how would it affect the clan and the people who had placed their confidence in me? 
 
      
 
    “Good, tiefling Kvalen, you have proved the resoluteness of your convictions. I shall not ask what it is you want, for I am not going to play games. I need strength and I am prepared to pay for it. But first I will tell you what is required of you. To restore my strength sufficiently to do battle with the traitors, I shall need 10,000 almarils, and a 1,000 souls no lower than level 150. It does not matter whether they are people, animals, or demons, and it is their souls that I need, encased in crystals. You may deliver the beings to me alive, and I will eat them myself, or you can encase them using your own powers. The choice is yours. Then we will destroy the traitors, I will return home, and you will remain here to enjoy a deserved victory. As for what I am willing to offer you, think about it and come to your decision, but I need an answer here and now.” 
 
      
 
    Task available: The Liberation of Belphegor 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique scene. Meet the conditions of the Higher Demon Belphegor. Full description of demands HERE. Deadline to find and install the Eagle Eye (coordinates will be provided after acceptance of task): 14 days from the moment the task is received (for comprehensive protection of your castle, purchase of a house spirit of a relevant level is recommended). Time for fulfillment of main demands is not limited. 
 
      
 
    Reward for acceptance of task: 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Experience +5. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Attraction to Belphegor: +99. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Reputation with Belphegor: Exalted. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Accessibility to unique scene “Search for Castle Protector.” 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Accessibility to unique scene “Secret Portals.” 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Accessibility to rare location “Harvest Field.” Location description: level 150; no aggressive mobs; location contains 20 extraction points for each of the main demon natural resources (ore, herbs, lumber, etc.) Replenishment time for natural resources: 12 hours. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    Reward for completion of task: 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Update of rare location “Harvest Field” to unique location “Abundance of Harvest.” Description: location without level; contains 150 extraction points for each of the main demon natural resources. Replenishment time: 2 hours. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    Restriction: no player must know you have received this task. 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t I tell my advisor about you?” I asked in surprise, my breathing labored. What the demon was offering me promised unprecedented profit. 
 
      
 
    “He works for Baal. As soon as the second tiefling finds out for certain who has taken up residence in your castle, he will have no choice but to tell his master. It’s a form of protection. Until the traitors are laid low, information about me must not be revealed to third parties.” 
 
      
 
    “Take Eredani under your protection,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible. The traitor will immediately understand that his slave has jumped ship to me, and the hunt will be on, which I would rather avoid. Enough about this; I will work only with you. What do you say, tiefling Kvalen? Do you agree to my proposal?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” I said, trying once more to call Eredani. The line was down. “Apparently it’s my destiny to work with demons. Tell me about these portals and how to open them.” 
 
      
 
    Task accepted: The Liberation of Belphegor 
 
      
 
    Attention! If other players or NPCs discover you have received this task, you will be expelled from Stivala. Be very careful what you say and to whom. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “JUDGING BY YOUR RUMINATIVE expression, the conversation was insightful, yes?” Eredani was waiting for me by the entrance. According to the system timer, twenty minutes had passed since I’d disappeared, exactly as the scene organizers had promised. 
 
      
 
    “Right now in the castle there are two hostile players,” I replied. “Before anything is said or clarified, the question of their presence must be settled. How come Dartun hasn’t sorted it?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he’s a castle manager, not a house spirit,” Eredani replied. “If we’ve got concealed guests, even a house spirit might not be able to find them. You need a stratospheric level for that. And what good will it do us if we find them? We won’t be able to kick them out anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “The main thing is to find them. We’ll work out everything else after that. Give me a couple of minutes. I’ve got to sort something out.” 
 
      
 
    The crown of the owner of Mindfell was placed on my head, and I opened the castle’s Settings in search of the relevant info. At some moment my jaw had the urge to drop sharply, and there was nothing I could do to resist it. The description said that for complete protection of the castle, every six levels would require a separate house spirit, a gray furry ball like a prixi. Considering Mindfell would become a level-16 castle tomorrow, I would need three house spirits, and that’s where it got seriously interesting. The highest level for a player whose location could be discovered was calculated as the level of a house spirit multiplied by 100. Seeing that the vast majority of Barliona players were between levels 200 and 300, many were restricted to the gray level-3 balls, but this did not apply to us. I had to protect the castle from Plinto no matter what, and with his level 653, requirements for the house spirits were higher too: at least level 7. The most interesting thing for me, and what had made my jaw dance its little jig, was that the annual fee for a level-1 house spirit was 3,150 gold, an average three-month wage. It was certainly expensive, but absolutely affordable over the course of a year. Whereas a level-7 house spirit… I was at a loss to explain pricing policies in Barliona; to me personally, they seemed totally void of logic and common sense. The price-increase dynamic for spirits looked like this: 3-10-30-90-300-900-2700. And that was for an average monthly salary! Translating that into gold, which was now more familiar to me, for one level-7 gray ball, I would have to pay out 2.8 gold per annum. And I needed three of the things! It was total nonsense when you considered that all they actually did was seek out enemies. You needed a separate guard unit simply to remove an uninvited guest from the list of players. Although you could obviously buy that from Barliona’s obliging owners of for an eye-watering sum of money. Any caprice for your cash. Just cough up! 
 
      
 
    I closed Settings and opened a report of the clan’s financial situation, which immediately sickened me. Not so much the sorry state of the account, but the chaos. I got the impression that whoever had created the summary table was trying their damnedest to muddle all the information. In order to check the clan’s personnel, available resources, obligatory salaries, taxes, and other details, I had to skip between tabs arranged in no logical fashion, and it was quite an effort to make sense of the information train wreck. 
 
      
 
    But anyway… 
 
      
 
    At that moment, I (or rather, the Pareto clan) had 4.6 million gold. A fairly pleasing balance, if you considered I had begun with eighteen thousand two months ago, but it was the last of the good news. 
 
      
 
    In Settings, Mindfell was already a level-16 castle, which meant my annual ownership tax came to 80,000 gold, or slightly less than 1,500 gold per week. Six villages, with 2,500 inhabitants, came under the castle’s jurisdiction, which gifted me one more weekly tax outlay of 4,630 gold. 
 
      
 
    And that was just the beginning; the most interesting stuff was yet to come. 
 
      
 
    As a result of a past epic battle, I now had ten frigates, and a simple calculation showed that up-keep and the sailors’ wages would set me back 200,000 a week. A week! What on earth did we want with ships at that cost? It would be easier for me to hire tens of thousands of social players, line them up in a chain connecting all the towns on the southern shore, and transfer goods from hand to hand. That would be cheaper. Wait a minute, this was my emotions speaking. First we needed a sober evaluation of the situation, and we could bring emotions into it later. I would deal with the ships later, but for now I would look at personnel. Excluding myself, the clan was sixty-two strong. Eredani did not receive a wage. Ulm, the HR manager, had worked his first month for free, but would soon be demanding 0.5% of the clan’s total income. I was beginning to think hiring him had not been such a great idea: too expensive. But it was another question to be decided later. That left fifty-nine people, at levels 46 to 177, each of whom was due a standard monthly wage to get them out of the social shelter, which came to another 14,000 per head per week. 
 
      
 
    Wait, what? I checked the list of personnel again to be sure of the bad news: Whispering Wind had left the clan, taking with him a First Kill bonus of +1 to reputation with all Barliona factions during completion of a scene. As it stood, my clan did not have enough strength to protect itself from enemy attacks, so we would have to work the old-fashioned way, using our own powers. Nonetheless, I did drag myself away from the muddled financial report, to check with my advisor where our high-level player had gone. 
 
      
 
    “He left for the Dark Legion, as we originally agreed. There was no chance of retaining him, despite my offering him a load of bonuses. Apparently he’s got scores to settle with Plinto. Did you sort out your problems?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I need to make a call. Just a minute.” 
 
      
 
    I took out one of the few amulets in my list of contacts. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” In Barliona, Ulm’s voice sounded human, and there was no hint of its owner’s horrific injury. 
 
      
 
    “I need a financial expert, a good one, capable of unpacking the chaos in our clan’s finances.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a second. Okay, the resumes of two candidates and my opinion of them are in your inbox. If you like either of them, let me know, and I’ll begin negotiations. But I’ll tell you straight away, people who fit the criteria Eredani set will not be at all cheap. Is there anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you.” I switched the amulet off and looked insinuatingly at Eredani to demand an explanation. He shrugged his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t work as an advisor for nothing; it’s how I earn my daily bread. Although if I’m honest, I was a bit concerned you’d manage everything yourself for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Operational management and financial management are too different for one person to handle them both,” I replied, opening my inbox. Ulm’ s letter containing the two candidate’s resumes and the HR manager’s personal opinions were already in Favorites. It took me a few minutes to make a decision: the first candidate was ideal, and all I had to do was reply to Ulm with an indication of my choice. 
 
      
 
    Arrange a meeting. The clock is ticking, so let’s make it today, at 8 this evening. 
 
      
 
    Casting another look at Eredani, who was expecting at least a comment concerning my journey into the passageway, I again opened the castle’s Settings and, overcoming my thrift, pressed Buy. The die was cast, as the ancients used to say, and there was no nothing left for me to do except search for clan resources. I was up to my ears in debt. I could always, of course, reject my idea or sell some tasks, but I was reserving that for Plan B. 
 
      
 
    You have acquired 3 level-7 house spirits. 
 
      
 
    50% of the payment (4,252,500 gold) will be deducted immediately; the balance will be divided into equal payments of 78,750 gold per week for a year. 
 
      
 
    Level of Mindfell increased by 1. Current level: 17. 
 
      
 
    “But why?” Eredani asked, looking at me reproachfully. However, just then a siren sounded. A couple of paces from us, the air began to thicken into the form of a female acquaintance of mine. And not a nice one. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, horn-boy, you won me around, and here I am. What are you going to do now?” Varmilda, a level-245 player and one of the group of Crane hirelings working for the Celestials, waved a hand, and a small armchair appeared at her side. I sniggered at the convenient trick; I would have to add it to my arsenal. Basically, an armchair was a useless item in Barliona, because your legs didn’t get tired in the game. But an air of independence during negotiations, especially if you had been caught red-handed doing something, could knock your interlocutor off their stride. 
 
      
 
    “I just knew you would be around somewhere. I need to see Azari.” 
 
      
 
    “My mistress is waiting for a letter from you. She is already concerned and looking at the Make A Complaint button. We have fulfilled our part of the bargain, and you have been avoiding us for two days.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her there will be no letter. No, don’t say that. I can write a letter and conclude my part of the agreement, but owing to new circumstances, that information will not give you much. I have come into possession of a new bargaining chip. I need to meet her personally.” 
 
      
 
    “What has changed in the last twenty-four hours?” Varmilda chuckled and nodded towards a glimmering shroud. “Are we talking about that building? Is that timer not here just for the sake of it?” 
 
      
 
    After I’d left Belphegor, the entrance to his lair had been sealed with a standard blocking shroud informing people that only the holder of a relevant task could pass through. The only difference from a regular block was that this one had a timer, which could apparently be seen by not just me. It stood at just less than 14 days: exactly the same time Belphegor had allotted to find the Eagle Eye. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already told you everything you wanted. I’ll be waiting for Azari today. And another thing: if she refuses, I really will have to write her a letter, but I will also have to work with the Legends of Barliona in future. They will definitely be interested in this item. Take the description, and tell her I received this information after we’d signed the agreement. She’s stepping outside the bounds of our previous arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    Mystic portals 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique scene. Step 1. You have discovered a means of making keys for the three mystic portals leading to the Primordial World location. Find the necessary components and make the first key. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    •                        Experience +5. 
 
    •                          
 
    •                        Reputation with all previously encountered factions +1. 
 
    •                          
 
    •                        Access to next step of scene. 
 
    •                          
 
    It was pleasant to observe Varmilda becoming more serious and resolved. Without a word, she opened the portal and disappeared, despite the siren continuing its wail. The house spirits had discovered the second trespasser and were proclaiming the fact every which way they could. 
 
      
 
    “My heart says you’re not telling the whole story,” Eredani said, unable to stop himself. “I can’t believe my student has limited his negotiation arsenal to just the one incomprehensible scene.” 
 
      
 
    “Not now.” I was appraising a projection of the castle. The second guest was in the main hall of the palace, next to my throne. Now, since the spirits had wrestled the enemy from his invisibility, its description was available to me. Artimir Highknee, a level-462 bandit and player who had participated in the Vartalinskys’ attack on my castle. I was milliseconds away from pressing the Hire button to hire a level-500 protector for Mindfell, but something stopped me. Despite having been revealed, Artimir remained where he was, just standing and waiting. And it seemed I knew what he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I nodded the advisor towards the exit. “First we have to solve the problem of our guests.” 
 
      
 
    The bandit didn’t budge. He was theatrically surveying the view from the window, paying zero attention to the angry dwarf jumping around him. Bartulun, the ancient master, who three hundred years ago had created his only masterpiece, the Shield of the Luciferous, was trying with all his might to chase the enemy from the castle. Just one look at Artimir’s nickname was enough for me to say: 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone, Bartulun. He didn’t come here as an enemy.” 
 
      
 
    Next to our guest’s name was a pictogram denoting the Ascension clan. Andrnik Vartalinsky had sent a negotiator to speak about his son. My guess had turned out to be correct. The bandit ceased to ignore us, and in the same horrible voice which had irked me the first time we met, said: 
 
      
 
    “The boss asked me to find out when Braksed can be sent to work.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now. The sooner we start, the sooner we finish.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, the kid will be here in an hour. The boss cannot meet you personally; he has been sent to Kalragon on a task. I have been authorized to give you this.” 
 
      
 
    500,000 gold received. 
 
      
 
    “Do you still have any grievances with the Ascension clan?” 
 
      
 
    “With the clan, no. With you, yes. You destroyed one of my dogs and wanted to get me personally into trouble on the battlefield. I cannot air my grievances officially, for the attack on Mindfell was a game process, but I have made a relevant note to myself. I have a partnership agreement with the Ascension clan, and tomorrow or the day after, I shall suggest to the chief an excursion to a dungeon. A new one, not yet completed, but it guarantees First Kill. One of the conditions will be your absence from the group, for I am not going to work with anybody I consider to be in my debt. Unless we can come to some arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    The pause was a long one. The player’s level, as well as the golden star above Artimir’s head, spoke volumes, including the fact that the player was sufficiently ambitious and competitive. It was not easy to reach that level. Added to which, you did not receive a First Kill star by chance. Eredani and I were probably exceptions to the rule. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want? Do you need more gold?” 
 
      
 
    “You think small. I need help. Not now, but later. Somebody will need liquidating, setting up, attacking, protecting. No details yet, but it will not involve loss of reputation with the locals or anything bad for your clan. Promise to help me with my first demand and give me a communication amulet, and I will have no questions for you specifically.” 
 
      
 
    “For me specifically?” 
 
      
 
    “You were not alone. I have similar grievances with Kryndoz the Transverse. The second dog died on account of him. You can pass my words onto the hunter: if he wants to receive another golden star, I am prepared to hear from him precisely the same promise as the one you are about to make me.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss didn’t say anything about a dungeon in two days’ time.” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t know about it yet, because the information has only just appeared. By the way, I won’t be letting the grass grow under my feet. Get in touch with Andrnik and let us negotiate.” 
 
      
 
    Eredani suggests you join a group. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Do you not think, colleague, everything should be discussed first, before making hasty decisions? Why Ascension?” 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I’m not sure about Azari, and I’m not going to work with the Legends on their terms. Before I reveal my demands to Anastaria, I must have strength behind me. I’m planning to gain it with the aid of the Vartalinskys. Let them pay for Braksed’s conduct. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: What did they say to you there to make you mastermind all this suspicious activity? 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I’ll tell you everything later. Don’t forget: you’re working for Baal. 
 
      
 
    The reminder worked like a charm: the advisor furrowed his brow, but fell silent. Never mind. At his age it was useful to give the brain a workout, otherwise dementia might set in. Eventually, the amulet’s long beeps stopped, and the space was filled with the voice of Andrnik Vartalinsky. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Boss, it’s Artimir. Kvalen wants to speak with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Give him the amulet. I’m all ears.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day!” I said in greeting. “First of all, thank you for the gold. I consider you have atoned in full for the mess made by Braksed and Kurtune. And since we’re considering a legitimate partnership, I would like to propose a trip to a new dungeon. Level 300, one boss defending an item I have need of. The item is mine; any other loot gets divided up. Only our two clans will take part, and strictly players who are currently members. There will be no taking ringers specifically for this dungeon; I don’t want the bonus to go to any outside parties. There are questions concerning two participants on our side: Kryndoz and Artimir. If I manage to clear up all misunderstandings with them before the sortie, I will have no problems concerning their participation. If I don’t, they will not be taking part. It has nothing to do with financial considerations; this is personal. From my side there will be about ten people, working as wagons. If you are happy with that, we can begin tomorrow morning, early.” 
 
      
 
    “And you’re going to give us the dungeon just like that? No payment for First Kill?” Andrnik’s voice displayed surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We take no money from our partners,” I replied, producing a meaningful heavy sigh from Eredani. “Although I do have one request. Do you have any almaril? I’m willing to buy at a reasonable rate.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid you’re a touch too late. Mahan approached me earlier today and offered to buy all my stones. I couldn’t refuse the shaman. As far as I’m aware, similar proposals were made to all the clans. The Legends of Barliona are buying up all available almaril. Apparently they’ve found an application for it. Tomorrow at ten? Where do we meet?” 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon at Kalragon. I’ll give you the coordinates; you take me and my people to the location. I’ll pass on the communication amulet with Andrnik.” 
 
      
 
    “You can keep mine as well. Until tomorrow, Kvalen. And I hope you have time to settle all your questions with my best fighters. Without them, the sortie will be under threat.” 
 
      
 
    The amulet switched off, but I didn’t give it back, as it was now mine. Turning to the bandit, I said: 
 
      
 
    “You heard everything. The choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    Another pause, but this time Artimir did not think for long. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Kvalen. I promise to fulfill your request in the future, if it causes no harm to my clan or my reputation. But I’ll tell you straight away, I shall work for you for no longer than twenty-four hours. I do not relish the prospect of becoming a slave for longer than necessary. Will that be enough?” 
 
      
 
    “More than enough. Welcome to the raid,” I said with a smile. “Tell Kryndoz what I said. And I’ll need an amulet for communication with you.” 
 
      
 
    The portal via which Artimir left collapsed in on itself, and only after that did the spirits’ nauseating fanfare subside. The unwanted guests had left Mindfell. Babbling under his breath, Bartulun set off on his gnome business, filling the space with the stench of his booze-laden breath. Where did he manage to get a drink from? 
 
      
 
    “So, servant of Baal, it now remains to sort out the question of you. Firstly, nobody has the right to know of the existence of our bizarre basement. We must give everyone to understand the entranceway collapsed and disappeared after the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you planning to shut off access to here? The house spirits can only block out locals. They can find players but not chase them out. What has to happen in two weeks’ time?” 
 
      
 
    Eredani had to be given his due. He hadn’t had to explain the simple fact that one Supreme demon could not work with another. Since I hadn’t said anything about Belphegor, but had insisted on calling Eredani a servant of Baal, there was a reason for that. And by inference, it was not worth insisting on full disclosure, for that would be fraught with consequence. Barliona was watching. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow we’re going to fetch this gadget,” I said, sending my advisor a description of the Eagle Eye. “After the Vartalinskys help us get hold of it, the threat of the castle being attacked will be a thing of the past. Hence the spirits. They’ll be working in close quarters with the gadget.” 
 
      
 
    “They introduced it after all,” Eredani said slowly and thoughtfully, after familiarizing himself with the text. “They threatened to for ages but kept putting it off, waiting for the right moment. Yes, that explains a lot and will really help us protect ourselves. What else do I need to know?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve seen the task I’m going to give Azari. Please prepare in writing everything you know about Altameda. It will be useful for me to recall the information for future negotiations as well. I reckon the three portals I’ve learned about are situated in the cavorting Legends of Barliona castle. Too many coincidences to ignore.” 
 
      
 
    “Especially considering when the portals appeared,” Eredani said. “Yes, I’ll make a note. Immediately. I realize working with Azari is now a necessity for you, but try to keep it to a minimum in future. Celestials are not to be trusted. I’ll prepare you another document containing a full layout of their management structure. Azari does not have the right to make decisions, so be aware of that during negotiations. All their shots are called by someone called Bikhan. Until he gives his say-so, any agreement is nothing more than idle chat.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I shall bear that in mind for the future. And yes, that would be a useful document to have. If you can produce something similar about the Legends, that would be fantastic. We’ll definitely have a number of sorties with them, and I need to know their weak spots. I already know how they do their strong-arming, and now we need to figure out how to strong-arm them. I don’t like partners looking down on me from a position of strength rather than treating me as an equal partner.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be done,” Eredani replied after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “So, that was the second thing. The third is trading with demons. Something must be done about it. If anybody finds out where we get our materials from, they’ll immediately rat us out to the Messengers, and we won’t be able to clear ourselves. Think about how to organize that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve already discussed it with Ulm. He’s going to organize mediators. The question is how to get them together with the demon Arbitalix.” 
 
      
 
    “You sort that out. Arbitalix will come to your call. I’ve got 208 almarils. What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Squat. I gave everything to the demon. He got us some resources, but there’s nothing left. Everything was appropriated during the attack. We didn’t have a strong room.” 
 
      
 
    “Take this,” I said, handing Eredani a hundred stones. “And bear in mind it pains me to give them away. I need them like air right now. But five hundred units of demon ore or oak for one almaril sounds too good to refuse for no good reason. That should keep you going to begin with, and after that we’ll see what happens. The only thing that concerns me is where to get more stones now. The Legends are going to eat up all the reserves, and prices for them will rocket.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need a lot?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ten thousand.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not a bad appetite,” Eredani said with a whistle, as he looked towards the door leading to Belphegor. 
 
      
 
    “It’s worth it. So, that’s that sorted. I await your report. Dartun, your presence is required!” 
 
      
 
    At once the door to the main hall opened, as though the castle manager was standing on the other side just waiting for my call. 
 
      
 
    “Has the portal appeared?” 
 
      
 
    “It has,” the gnome replied readily. “It’s strange, of course. The demon in there is absolutely brainless, empty headed. Like Bartulun, only a demon. But the portal is stable.” 
 
      
 
    “The portal to Mindfell?” The advisor lost his composure for a moment. “Where, whence, why?” 
 
      
 
    “From now on the clan has a location for its development. It’s not a leveling-up point, of course, but it’s not bad anyway, I reckon. I’ve sent you the description. Decide who you can send there to work. I reckon you could give the task to Ulm, so he can hire more social players just to level up resources. Then we’ll always have an answer to the question of where we got, say, our ore from.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you sell your soul in there, or something?” Eredani asked, unable to stop himself. “Where did you get all that from?” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike others, I do not trade my soul. That’s it, put your emotions aside, advisor, there’s too much to do. The strategic problems are sorted, so let’s get down to the everyday stuff. We have come into possession of ten frigates. This poses a tricky question: do we really need them? If you ask me, 200,000 gold a week for the upkeep of a computer code is mildly over the top. We’d be better off leveling up the Victoria and getting her up to level 500 than frittering our resources away on eleven vessels.” 
 
      
 
    “Rosper won’t agree with you. He’s already checked over all the ships, naturally, and declared them unfit for purpose and in need of major overhaul. But he’s categorically refusing to give them to anybody. He’s demanding a crew.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do we want with an armada? What are we going to do with it?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you had a look at the map I created? It depicts the whole southern shoreline of Stivala, including the ports of the Free towns. Some of them we didn’t go inside because there were still pirates alive, but now, since we cleared the whole coastline, trading there will be fantastic. I wouldn’t bother unloading the demon reserves on players. Why would we want to facilitate their development? But trading with locals is another matter. If we give them a share of the loot, some of the team can be replaced with players. Then we could basically make the ships independent units without any involvement from locals. Kvalen, we cannot refuse such a gift of fate.” 
 
      
 
    “At the moment you and I have 750,000 gold. We spend 330,000 a week. If you can’t prove the worth of the fleet by two weeks’ time, we’ll have to reject it. Wait a minute, somebody’s calling my mobile.” 
 
      
 
    It was the first time I’d had to accept a call from the real world. Unlike a call to an amulet, outsiders did not listen in on personal conversations. I pressed Accept, and from the speaker came the blithesome voice of somebody convinced of their own infallibility. 
 
      
 
    “Hi there, horn-boy! Did I promise to pop by and see you? Yes, I did. So explain to dimwitted old me, how come I am still standing by your door, and not sitting in a comfortable — if your area’s rating is anything to go by — armchair, conversing with your sour mug? Are you going to make me stand here for long? Come on, your behorned majesty, hands off cocks, and get out of the capsule. We’ve got things to talk about.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “DID THE LID OF THE CAPSULE get jammed shut, horn-boy? I can understand that, nerves and what have you. Now get a wiggle on; I’m bored of standing here.” The second call, from Nicholas Baker, owner of the character nicknamed Plinto, came three seconds after I had pressed Reject the first time without even trying to explain anything. The man had evidently not taken the hint, and I had to voice my position. 
 
      
 
    “I did not invite you to come around, and I do not want to see you in my home. Right now we have nothing to talk about. As soon I’m ready to do so, I will contact you and we can discuss the Legends’ participation in upcoming scenes. Everything we discussed in Barliona is irrelevant now and I’m not about to tell anyone anything, especially for free and in reality. Go away.” 
 
      
 
    Had Plinto popped in to see me before we’d gone hunting for pirates and Elvinaria, I would have been only too glad to accept him into my home, tell him my thoughts on Eredani and his avatar, and discuss interclan cooperation. But since the Legends had proven themselves to be utterly unreliable partners, my desire for contact with them had dissipated. The only thing I needed from them was money. And I would get it, when I provided access to a scene involving the paladin Tamerlane and, possibly, the portals of Altameda. For I was practically convinced it was precisely them that Belphegor had created. Thereupon, our collaboration would finish. If even so much as one vermin wormed its way into my castle without my invitation, the Eagle Eye of Mindfell would demonstrate the extent of its might. 
 
      
 
    “Now I get it,” Nicholas said, even somewhat taken aback. “So, what, have you decided not to open the door for me? Do you really think tasks will ensure your safety, horn-boy? It would be as easy as winking to have you crawling to me on your knees, begging me to take your scenes. And you’ll be paying extra for that too. I’m giving you a minute to open the door. Otherwise, conversation is going to take a different approach.” 
 
      
 
    I pressed the Reject button once more. The emotions about to engulf me receded, leaving merely sober good judgment. Plinto had crossed a line I had not been planning to let anybody cross. It was one thing to take the piss out of me in Barliona, where I had the standing of the highest-level player, but it was quite another to make threats in reality. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute, I shan’t be long,” I said to Eredani as I pressed Exit. Of course it was possible to do everything outside Barliona too, but I wanted to see the fruits of my labors with my own eyes, rather than watch back a recording from a surveillance camera later. The door had scarcely slid aside when, without even thinking of throwing on the bathrobe hanging there, I grabbed the telephone from the table. 
 
      
 
    “Police, an uninvited guest is attempting to break in my house. He’s threatening me with violence. I don’t know him personally, but I’ve come across him in Barliona. I don’t know how he found me, and I didn’t give him my address. I’ve got good reason to be concerned for my life. I permit you access to the outside surveillance cameras and recordings of my telephone conversations. I’ve been threatened with violence. Please, hurry. He’s still trying to break my door down. It won’t hold out much longer. I’m scared. He’s broken my door down! I’m having a panic attack! Help!” 
 
      
 
    I shouted these last phrases in as hysterical a tone as I could, for Plinto had become bored with kicking his heels and was striking the front door. A big mistake, for I now definitely had good reason to claim for heavy psychological trauma being inflicted on me. A bit of cash never went amiss. 
 
      
 
    On top of this, the striking on the door could be heard down the telephone line, and precisely ten seconds after my call, a lifeless, metallic voice sounded from the street, saying: 
 
      
 
    “Nicholas Baker, you are under arrest. Step away from the door and lower yourself slowly to the ground. If you do not obey the order, force will be used. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say will be used against you in a court of law.” 
 
      
 
    And that was it. Lightning quick, the artificial intellect produced an analysis of data supplied, and just as quickly made a decision. I knew full well Plinto would be able to escape punishment, but I could at least do everything to stop him coming anywhere near my house in future. Moreover, from now on, anything occurring unexpectedly with my residence could be boldly swept aside in favor of the underhand dealings of the vengeful Barliona bandit. Which was already a criminal offense, as opposed to a mere administrative liability. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you shouting?” Matty’s voice came unexpectedly from behind me. “Fuck, Brody! What the fuck? Why are you naked?” 
 
      
 
    “Oops! I didn’t see anything, Brody, honestly I didn’t see anything. I had my eyes closed.” 
 
      
 
    The second voice belonged to Helen, and only now did it occur to me that I had guests. Almost as fast as was humanly possible, I grabbed the bathrobe and wrapped my as yet massive bulk in it, before turning back around to stare at my guests. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “We wanted to speak with you,” Matty murmured, still shocked by what he’d seen. “Fuck, Brody, you look like a nightmare. Are those spare tires forever? You can’t un-see that shit. I’m going to have nightmares about it.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to send him packing, and for him to take the little miscalculation with him, but I did not have the right to succumb to basic human weaknesses. Comparing myself to an animal that was ruled by emotions and acted according to whim was not the most useful of pursuits in this world. And so I decided to reply, trying hard to silence my insanely beating heart. 
 
      
 
    “The doctor said I’m still going to have them for about another month or two. Then I’ll have to go under the knife; the skin won’t tighten by itself. Are you hungry? Do you want something to eat?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Matty was taken aback and clearly not expecting the question. “Food? Um, yeah, probably. Yeah. No, I’ll cook.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s that, the police?” Helen pointed at the window, where two patrol drones were “packing” the uninvited guest. 
 
      
 
    “The police,” Matty said with a frown. “Is that the strange guy who was trying to break down your door? Who is it? He seems to know you.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe it, but you know him as well,” I said, chuckling as I watched the patrol leave. “Plinto the Bloody, a 600-or-something-level bandit.” 
 
      
 
    “No way!” Matty and Helen exclaimed in chorus. “You had Plinto as a guest in your house?” 
 
      
 
    “No, wait a second, I’ll explain everything in due course. Matty, get in the kitchen. Helen, go down to the basement and find a bottle of dry red wine. We need to settle our nerves. And get out of my room, I’ve got to change. Or do you want an eye full of shar-pei?” 
 
      
 
    Upon those words, my guests vanished into thin air. After using up all their combative mood on “speaking” with me, the odd couple remained silent even after partaking of Matty’s culinary masterpiece. My friend had learned to cook superbly. Realizing the silence might drag on for some time, and with a couple of hours to go before several important meetings in Barliona, I decided to take the initiative. 
 
      
 
    “Has Tony found somewhere to live? Is he okay?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Matty started. “Yes, he’s in Sector 4 now.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
      
 
    “Good? Is that all you have to say?” Matty frowned. “Helen said you’d start moralizing and laying on the pressure.” 
 
      
 
    “Matthew!” Helen said in a half-hiss/half-groan, blushing spectacularly. 
 
      
 
    “If I thought there was any point, I would do,” I admitted. “But you didn’t come around here to be lectured, did you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Matty mumbled. “I’ve got a problem. We’ve got a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “Does ‘we’ mean you and I, or you and Helen?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Me and Helen. Bro, can we live at yours for two weeks? We’ll be out as soon as I get paid.” 
 
      
 
    “Did grandma not approve the candidate?” I asked, looking at the beet-red girl. 
 
      
 
    “She did, but she said we’d have to manage by ourselves and kicked us out. She said I could only return alone, and since all our money went on Tony’s apartment, we can’t pay for a hotel. If you’d kept him, then—” 
 
      
 
    “Helen!” Matty interrupted his other half. The girl fell silent and sniffed. At least she didn’t burst into tears, and that was something. 
 
      
 
    “I know I’ve said and done a lot of stupid things,” Matty said, continuing his mumblings, “but I’m asking for help one more time. I’ll try to make it the last. I’m just beginning to understand I nearly let my life go to waste, and thanks to you I got the chance to fix everything, but instead of waiting for the right time, I rushed to save Tony. I made a mistake.” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was nod and close my eyes so as not to display my emotions. I had no doubt what to do. I was not a child to take umbrage because my friend wanted to sort out his problems by himself, and I wasn’t his mom to teach him about life. I was his friend, who should be ready to help out at a difficult moment. And so, I would have house guests for the next two weeks. There was just one little nuance to clear up: would it really be just the two weeks? Because even with the wage Matty had been promised, he still wouldn’t be able to rent accommodation in the first three sectors. I examined the situation from various angles and weighed up the pros and cons, yet the final decision was influenced by something Helen said unexpectedly. 
 
      
 
    “I left my clan, Brody. Just as soon as Harold discovered Keiron’s task, he demanded it should be fulfilled immediately, and that’s not fair. It’s you who helped with the materials and everything else. All we did was enter the dungeon. Harold even offered money, can you imagine? I ran with them for three years!” 
 
      
 
    “I have gold in Barliona, but I can’t transfer it out just at the moment,” Matty added. “Bro, maybe we really should sell the task to someone else and not get worked up about it? Eredani’s right when he says this chain will only cause problems.” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely no selling!” I said severely, my decision final. I felt immediate relief: when you realized what you had to do, problems went away by themselves. I could not let Matty strike out on his own. He was emotional and impulsive as it was, and the cocktail of him and Helen together was a grim prospect. Thirty-six years old, and still behaving like a teenager with raging hormones. Since it was me who’d dragged him out of the shelter, I would have to look after him to make sure he didn’t go completely mental. 
 
      
 
    “Your profile is in the system, and the room is free. You can add Helen yourself. There’s just one condition, however: I buy you both professional capsules; you can’t play on antiques all the time. It’s time to sort you out with a normal account and get your body in order. You look like death. That’s the first thing. The second thing is, my dear friend, there are difficult times ahead for you. I’ll give you a week to sort out the task, then I need a result. You’ll have everything you need: resources, raiders, dungeons, but the chain must be completed in a week. The third thing is, nobody has taken away your work. You’re going to be living in two worlds simultaneously. To begin with, you can take my car, I don’t need it at the moment. Then you can buy your own. Task understood?” 
 
      
 
    Matty nodded, clearly not expecting such an onslaught from me. But I was not about to stop, and I turned my attentions on the amorous little thing. Winnie the Pooh was not enough for this Piglet; she wanted to get her grubby hands on Eeyore as well. Never mind, that could be cured, according to the testament of old and experienced fat boys: by means of monotonous, painstaking work which demanded all one’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you in Mindfell, Helen. I’m desperately short on paladins to clear the land of demons, and here’s you running around God knows where. If you want to evolve and not be dependent on your relatives, get ready to work, lots and doggedly. Either you get the bit between your teeth, grow up, and become an equal partner, or you may as well snuggle back beneath grandma’s wing and continue cheering yourself with illusions of a better world. You won’t get a second chance.” 
 
      
 
    I had wanted to make it sound ruder, but I checked myself. It would be stupid to take it out on Matty and Helen; they were just being themselves, and it wasn’t my job to change their ways. Ordering their capsules did not take long, and ten minutes after our conversation, they were already on the way to the nearest branch of Barliona to be calibrated. The switch to a professional capsule demanded specific preparation. Done at last with all the business, I took off my unfortunate bathrobe, took a skeptical look at myself in the mirror, and sighed heavily. My appearance really was skanky. The scales were still showing a three-digit number, but something told me ten of that was my disgusting droopy tits. It will not do! I do not want to wait another two months. Where’s my telephone? 
 
      
 
    “Doctor, please tell me, does there have to be only one operation? Or can the skin be tightened multiple times? Yes? Excellent, that suits me just fine. I can come right now. Can you send a car for me? That’s even better. I’ll be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    Even so, it was nice to have money, for many problems became simply a matter of expense. Don’t like your appearance? Not a problem. If you have 20,000 to spare, you can visit Barliona for three days to do some thorough work on your body in reality. Any caprice, just so long as you pay. 
 
      
 
    An hour later I signed my biometric signature and inclined my head to allow the nurse to fasten a bulky helmet on my head. For the next three hours it would be my conduit to the world of Barliona. 
 
      
 
    Eredani sat near the throne, and judging by the smell pervading the hall, he was frying rats’ tails. By his side was Braksed Vartalinsky in person, not exactly the most invited guest in my castle. His father or brother had approached the leveling up of their kinsman seriously. Only twenty-four hours had passed since our last meeting, yet the dark demon-hunter had managed to reach level 145 in that time. More than a hundred in one day; I could never dream of such a feat. 
 
      
 
    “At last!” With a single movement of his hand, the advisor threw all his appliances back into his inventory, before turning to me. “I have three bits of news. Bad, very bad, and disastrous. Which do you want first?” 
 
      
 
    I looked askance at the pucker-browed Vartalinsky. I would have bet everything I had that the news involved him. 
 
      
 
    “Start with the very bad, then the bad, then you can finish off with the disastrous,” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “The very bad news is that we cannot refuse this. The bad news is that our young friend is a servant of Asmodei, and he has already been offered a task to search for irregularities in our area. And finally, the disastrous news is that the construction of the castle is complete. In two hours’ time, all the construction gangs and their guards will be heading back to the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Has Azari said anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a sausage. Dartun said strangers have already been spotted at the periphery of Mindfell. Frees. So far, they’re just standing to the side, obviously waiting for the provincial forces to withdraw. We don’t have the resources to fend off even a remotely serious attack.” 
 
      
 
    The news was sincerely unpleasant. Despite the fact I’d been able to construct a level-17 castle, there was no one to defend it. There wasn’t even enough money to hire just a single level-500 defender who would be able to do absolutely nothing by himself against a well-organized attack by high-level players. 
 
      
 
    “There is the possibility of poaching Artimir and Kryndoz from the Ascension clan,” I suggested, earning myself two different looks of response: Eredani’s derisory, Braksed’s interested. My advisor was the first to destroy the illusion of security. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going on a raid tomorrow. How long it will drag on for, nobody knows, perhaps about six hours. Question: who stays behind in the castle? What difference does it make exactly when it’s taken and destroyed, now or in the morning? A couple of level-400 players will be enough to raze everything here to the ground.” 
 
      
 
    The situation really was working out none too well. I knew perfectly well that the only way out was to find some protectors. I knew where to find them and I knew what to do, but I just kept pushing the thought aside. Since I didn’t have any spare money to hire players, I needed to grab the interest of a strong clan. I had the wherewithal to do that, and there was a clan prepared to buy that wherewithal. I just didn’t want to sell us short. Were I to approach Anastaria for help, she would tear me to shreds. As I understood, Eredani’s daughter had a grip of steel. 
 
      
 
    “If players are no good, you can ask the demons for help,” Braksed said out of the blue, silent until now. And the unusual thing was that his voice bore no note of superiority or contempt, as it had done yesterday, for example. It was the regular tone of a reasonable person, the mere fact of which was odd. For as long as we’d known each other, Braksed had persistently demonstrated the total degradation of a brain incapable of rational thought. As it turned out, the thing was just that his tone and logic were incommensurable. What the youth was suggesting seemed impossible to me. 
 
      
 
    “The last thing I need now is problems with the governorate. We call up some demons, a Messenger shows his face, and I lose my entire castle. That’s certainly a way out of the situation.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t have to do anything. I have a task to open the portal to the demons. I’ll just step a short distance away from the castle, activate it, and the location will be flooded with beasties from level 20 up to level 150. They’re looking for something here. A local event will be launched, and nobody will want anything to do with your palace. At least for 48 hours, that’s for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “It certainly is a thought,” Eredani said, seizing on the idea. “Castles are untouchable during events. By the way, I’ve also got a task from Baal. He’s demanding we examine Mindfell and tell him about the strange goings-on. Abyssal will be along tomorrow for the results. We’ll have to think up a plausible tale to tell him.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it. Something is happening in your castle, and you’re pulling the wool over my eyes? Are you trying to con me out of a location?” For a short time, Braksed once again turned into the youth I’d known before. He even opened his mouth to start on the threats, but stopped short and stared into infinity with glassy eyes. Sending him to us, his father had obviously managed to impose a bunch of restrictions on the youth, and the imitators had just activated them. Returning to the game, the youth cursed obscenely and was silent, his whole look showing he was not remotely concerned by what had happened. 
 
      
 
    I liked Braksed’s idea with the local breakout of demons, so all I had to do was put the finishing squeeze on the lad so he would complete the mission entrusted to him. It was bad that Asmodei would learn about Mindfell and the secret hidden within it, but I would deal with that problem later, if it arose at all. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’re sorted with the location. Braksed, launch it in an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Screw you!” Vartalinsky spat venomously. “I am not going to fucking jump through hoops. You think you’ve found yourself a pushover?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you still not get it, kid?” I asked, my eyes wide in surprise. “You were given to me as a slave for a whole month. The whole you, with all your tasks, resources, and pains in the ass. And you were given not just as a pushover, but as the last chukhna, not even to be looked at. What you turn into depends entirely on you. You start bitching and laying down the law, and I’ll have you licking the whole castle clean. And believe me, you’ll be doing that for the whole month. So don’t forget, my dear, your future depends on what I say. Don’t need your dad’s money? Not a problem: get out of the castle this instant. I’m not going to hold you here, and I do not intend to fuck around with you. All I need is for you to call your father and tell him I can’t work with people who make threats and are rude to me. I don’t give a toss about you and your desires, feelings, and thoughts. You are nothing more to me than a resource. And right now my resource has no desire to work. And what do we do in cases like that? Correct: we send them back for being useless. So decide for yourself, Braksed, who you are in this world. Are you a vagrant beast that can’t be relied on under any circumstance, or do you have hidden somewhere within you the rudiments of a human that just need to be uncovered? You’ve got two hours to think about it. Then you either launch the scene, or you get the hell out of Mindfell, in whichever direction you like, free as a bird. Dartun!” 
 
      
 
    “Master?” The dwarf slipped unnoticed into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Send Braksed to work and give him a pickaxe. Our dark demon-hunter guest must dig out three pieces of demon ore. Make sure he doesn’t shirk his duties, and if he starts kicking against the pricks, report to me at once.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be done in the best possible manner!” the dwarf exclaimed, before motioning Braksed towards the exit. The look Vartalinsky gave me would certainly have knocked such a sensitive thing as Helen into a heavy and drawn-out depression. Whereas to pierce the thick hide of a rhino who had seen much in his lifetime was a tall order for such a childish expression. It would be a weak attempt. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo, Kvalen, bravo!” No sooner were we left alone than Eredani applauded me. “I’m not afraid to admit I could not have done that. Your experience shines through straightaway. Have you had to deal with things like that before?” 
 
      
 
    “Once or twice. I told you I used to work with the Chinese, yes? There was one project where they gave us a jerkoff like that as an assistant. He didn’t want to do anything, kept threatening us with his daddy, and the project was going slowly. We had to kick up a massive fuss before he was ready to change. Now he’s a respected leader, and the anchor and support of his family. He’d been passed on to me for being surplus to requirements where he was. Naturally, I couldn’t give a toss about Braksed, and I’m not about to reeducate him, but he has a location I could use. You could say the kid just got unlucky when he blurted out the information I needed in my presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’ll check up on him in two hours. I know from experience that waving a pick around is a sobering activity. You tell me this, partner, did you read my notes about Bikhan? You need to be prepared for this meeting with Azari, it’s very important. If not… Huh? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Something strange was happening with my advisor. His avatar somehow faded and turned into a ghost. We looked at each other for a short while, but Eredani soon completely evaporated as though he had never been there, although he didn’t leave the group, and his frame remained green. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: What’s up with you? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Judging by these messages, I’ve been dragged into another reality. That only ever happens in one instance: when one of the holy trinity are nearby. But what do they want here now? The laborers haven’t left yet. The governor won’t forgive an attack on the castle. I don’t get it. 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the conversation was impudently disrupted by the siren filling Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    “Master, we’ve got serious problems!” Dartun came rushing up to report on the situation, but froze with a dumb expression on his face without being able to finish his thought. 
 
      
 
    The Owner’s Crown allows you to resist the Aura of Suppression. 
 
      
 
    A fearful gnashing and clattering sound was heard, and something somewhere came crashing down, yet no notifications of destruction appeared. It was stupid to stand still when something inexplicable was happening with the castle, so I ran outside and stood there awhile in confusion. Life had not prepared me for what I now found myself seeing. Above my castle hung… a flying saucer? A monstrosity? A gadget created by a sick mind? Surely it wasn’t the TRIP that Plinto had mentioned? The only means of transport capable of flight in the new Barliona? But what was it doing above Mindfell? 
 
      
 
    The answer came fairly quickly as the ship began to lower itself. Its frame was melting, sparking and cracking, as though an invisible force was grimly pushing back against penetration from outside. The strange thing was that I knew for sure Mindfell had absolutely nothing to do with what was happening. Two figures jumped from the TRIP: Anastaria in the form of a ghastly, gold-twinkling siren, and Mahan in his more familiar form of a black dragon. The pair had clearly noticed me and begun to move obstinately ahead without regard to any obstacle. The lightning flashes, cracklings, and thunderings continued, and if my guess was correct, it was the players’ armor that was cracking. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, stop it!” Anastaria’s voice filled my castle, seeming to emerge from each and every stone. 
 
      
 
    “Anastaria, stop! We can’t go any further!” Mahan snarled. His spectral companion plunged back into the TRIP, and from it burst another of the show’s performers. Goosebumps ran up my spine, for I had never before seen a bone dragon. It was a fearful-looking phenomenon, and it was also a player. 
 
      
 
    The December Flute. Harbinger. Level-307 bone dragon. 
 
      
 
    What was this freak show all about? Would there be any normal players? A human or an elf perhaps? What the hell did I want with all these dragons, sirens, and vampires? May they all fall to pieces! Let me get on with my business in peace! The universe did not hear my muted appeal. Moreover, it was displaying its perverted purpose all over again. Mindfell’s strange magic was having no effect on the Flute. The three-meter bone dragon had no problem passing its associates and hanging above me, wafting me with its warm breath. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, switch off the protection, we want to speak with you. Explain, tiefling, why your name appeared in the description of the three portals of Altameda.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SO, AM I TO UNDERSTAND you are not going to switch off the protection?” the Flute asked yet again as it admired my castle. It did this from aboard the TRIP, which was circling Mindfell at a height of a hundred meters. I tried not to look over the side of the ship. Heights had always been my Achilles’ heel, and to show the ship’s owners I was not feeling myself would be to gift them an advantage in our negotiations. Although it occurred to me Plinto had long since spread the news of all my complexes. 
 
      
 
    “I shall repeat it again: nothing that happens in my castle is any concern of yours. And that includes the reason for Anastaria and Mahan’s inability to get through to the main hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Which contains nothing but a strange task in a cave.” The Flute continued its cross-examination. “Is that where the reason lies?” 
 
      
 
    The zombie shaman lady, the mere sound of which was wild enough, tore her gaze away from the beautiful view and devoted all her attention to me. The Flute looked pretty creepy: mortuary-blue skin with bizarre bald patches, tags, chunks, and mottles; lifeless and pupil-less off-white eyes. A typical horror-flick zombie, for some mysterious reason selected by a young girl (judging by the behavior and comments, the Flute was barely twenty) as her character. What hang-ups did you need to have to consciously play as such a deformity? 
 
      
 
    “I have already answered that question,” I said calmly. I did not want to show my mettle unnecessarily just then. Not with this insane freak. Who knew what the lady shaman was capable of when she got her dander up. When tomorrow came, then we would talk. Right now, everyone was waiting for the rehabilitation of Anastaria and Mahan, because the couple of Celestials had not heeded the voice of reason, instead continuing to charge ahead, for which they’d ended up paying the price. Both players had received a thirty-minute block debuff, and not even the Legends’ top priests were able to remove it. The Flute took her bosses back on board the TRIP and threatened to destroy the castle if I didn’t leave with them, after which she sent a number of bandits to search Mindfell from top to bottom to find the reason for the strange game mechanics. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how menacing we are. Plinto was right, you are a bore, a serious old man. People open up their hearts and souls to you, and you just… You’re no fun.” 
 
      
 
    “So what’s fun for you?” I couldn’t resist asking. “Destroying castles and robbing people? Destroying everything they’ve spent months, even years, saving up for?” 
 
      
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” the Flute asked, knitting her brow. “Everything I do remains within the bounds of game logic. When people put money into Barliona, they understand they might lose it. If anyone has not read the rules, that’s their own fault. Nobody is going to coddle people like that in reality. Let them come out and work like everybody else.” 
 
      
 
    “What hole did you crawl from to be so naïve?” I asked, astounded. The unabashed look (the lack of pupils in the eyes only contributed to this) indicated that the Flute sincerely believed what she was saying. “You’ve searched the length and breadth of my castle. Surely you must have noticed something that stood out?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about the criminals’ armbands? What about them? Mahan had one exactly the same. In case you hadn’t noticed, nobody is killing your people. I know very well what 100% pain is, so there’s no need to fuck with my mind.” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was sigh heavily. This was the exemplification of a head-case player who believed in their own impeccability and did not wish to accept the objective reality of our world. Ideally, what I needed to do was wrap up this conversation and prepare for one with Anastaria and Mahan, but the shaman lady’s words had somehow ensnared me. She was twenty, at the outside, which meant she was the future of our world, and I had serious misgivings concerning that world if people like her were going to be living in it. 
 
      
 
    “Right now you remind me of a woman I know who saw a homeless man and began lecturing him with ill-concealed squeamishness, saying that since he had nowhere to live, there was no point just sitting around, and he should go and buy an apartment. The people you consider prisoners are actually social players, bound by our government to spend twenty hours a day in a capsule, for a wage that scarcely covers their taxes, not to mention allowing them to put resources into Barliona. Someone like that has to save money for several years to buy their freedom and the opportunity that someone like you has, for example, to go to a restaurant without their shackles constantly reminding them of their restrictions. And then along comes some puffed-up December Flute, who with a sweeping gesture, destroys everything they’ve spent those several years striving towards. And why not? It is a game process, after all, so what’s wrong with that? Since the logic of the game allows people to be held inside the game for years, why should I limit myself? What’s the big deal? One wimp throws himself headfirst out of a window because I destroyed his whole life in passing. What does that mean for me? I don’t know him and I don’t want to know him. The most important thing is that my Experience scale gains one percent. That’s what these people are to you, Experience on legs, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lie!” the Flute replied emotionally. 
 
      
 
    “When you get out into reality, just spend five minutes looking for information in the Internet. Read about who the socials are, what limitations and distinctive features they have. Everything I’ve told you is true. My best friend ended up in a shelter, and I had to try damn hard to get him out of there. What I do now is give people a second chance. I give them the opportunity to dig themselves out of the nightmare they’ve found themselves in. Take a look, below are only socials, the ones who put their confidence in me. We got well away from the larger world and built a castle to protect ourselves from local threats, but then along comes this TRIP, and the great harbinger Flute threatens to blow our stronghold to pieces if I don’t tell her quicksmart how to gain another tick on her Experience scale, or even better, a whole level. Can anybody stop her? No. Because everything’s within the bounds of game logic.” 
 
      
 
    “Beautifully put; I even feel inspired,” a man’s voice said. I turned around to see Mahan approaching. “Great deeds, noble aims, the fate of the world. If you weren’t a player, one might think you were one of those local villains planning to capture Barliona. The problem is that what you’ve just so picturesquely described is at odds with what you are actually doing.” 
 
      
 
    “You have entered my home uninvited. What do you want?” If with the Flute I could still allow myself the guilty pleasure of appealing to its sense of reason, then I was not about to do the same with Mahan. 
 
      
 
    “Altameda. The time has come to talk. We helped you fight off pirates and other players, so you owe us.” 
 
      
 
    “Barliona acknowledged my debt as paid off in full,” I parried. “Ten ships, all the dropped legendary items, the loot from Elvinaria and the chief pirate. Access to whom, note, I was not allowed, despite all the agreements. So there’s no need to go speaking glibly of some debt. Everything I owed to the Legends of Barliona has been given back. And at twice the rate, to boot. So, no, Mahan. If you had conducted yourselves like reliable partners, I reckon we would already have dealt with Tamerlane, the orc, and your castle’s portals. Yes, I do have a clear understanding of why they changed. But what you are doing… People who want to agree terms do not behave like that. You don’t think about such minor details as private property within the bounds of Barliona. You come along here with your TRIP and start breaking down my defenses, some of you even making threats. Yes, Flute, I’m talking about you. Excellent skills for negotiators.” 
 
      
 
    A pause hung in the air. Mahan and the Flute looked at each other, and from the girl’s movements, I could have sworn they were communicating. The zombie’s snow-white face flushed blue with blood, disfeaturing it further. Eventually Mahan said something that quickened his student’s breathing, and on the verge of screaming, she turned in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, I beg you to forgive my unbecoming conduct. By way of apology, I would ask you to accept me as a volunteer for two days. I am willing to do any paid work you can think of. Any gold earned in the process will be donated to a support fund for the social population.” 
 
      
 
    “I reject your assistance, shaman lady,” I replied calmly, earning two looks of surprise. “The only useful thing you can do for me is to keep away from Mindfell. The same goes for you, Mahan. Leave my lands.” 
 
      
 
    “But they are not yours yet. Until you receive the title of baron, you do not have the right to exile us from this region.” 
 
      
 
    “The title is a matter of time. The task is completed, and all I have to do is go into town. I’m just going to wrap everything up here before I teleport to see the deputy governor. I shall defend my property to the last. This is my land, and the Legends are not welcome on it.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the Flute looked dumbfounded at Mahan. Such emotions played on the girl’s face that I would have given anything just then to be in their chat and read the messages being exchanged. The spectacle lasted a whole minute, after which the zombie shaman cursed and activated a portal. A number of similar portals appeared in various parts of the ship, and the players hastily left the TRIP. After throwing a displeased and somehow scathing look at her teacher, the shaman left as well, leaving me one-on-one with Mahan. Anastaria had received a ten-minute block and not even entered the game. 
 
      
 
    Mahan sat down with a heavy sigh before staring off into the distance. This continued for quite some time, but I considered it unnecessary to disturb the shaman’s peace, so I simply sat down nearby and tried to keep away from the edge. The Celestial spoke first. 
 
      
 
    “I understand you perfectly well, you know. I was that way myself until very recently. Just when something begins to go right, just when you begin to see prospects for the future, some dick comes along and destroys everything. It might be in Kolotovka, it might be in the Dark Forest, it might be later. Everything seemed to have begun to fit together, we launched a scene to open a new continent, and then there was the situation with Anastaria’s father. The loss was very painful to her. So much so that the doctors were concerned for the child. Even now, over six months since those events, she becomes overwhelmed on occasion. Like that time with the pirates. Nobody was expecting you to ask about her father’s habits. It was even surprising how she managed to contain herself and not kill you on the spot, although after Elvinaria broke free and killed the whole raid, even she could not contain herself. My wife, of course, is known as an iron lady because of her eyes, but… You can see for yourself how it turned out. There was no logic to her behavior back then, only the desire to strike more painfully.” 
 
      
 
    “If you think you’re getting a free psychotherapy session here, you’ve got another think coming. I don’t want to listen to your outpourings. Why would I need that?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. I just feel I need to do something so you don’t see us as enemies. I repeat, I understand perfectly well why you see the Legends of Barliona as adversaries. But it isn’t like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Not like that? Mahan, are you listening to what you’re saying? You rock up to my castle uninvited, search it thoroughly from top to bottom using any means you see fit, and threaten me, and you think that’s friendly behavior? On top of which, less than an hour ago some guy called Nicholas Baker wanted to break into my house to force me to work with the Legends. Luckily the police arrived just in time and stopped him harming me. Is that also a consequence of Anastaria’s psychoses?” 
 
      
 
    “Plinto showed up at your place in reality?” The astonishment on Mahan’s face looked sincere. 
 
      
 
    “Not only did he show up, he also threatened me with reprisals, scaring the shit out of me and my guests. Then you and Anastaria show up and practically destroy the last security units, but as it turns out, I’ve taken everything the wrong way and no one actually wishes me any ill. You just want to speak with me, as though amulets have been abolished from the game. I understand lots, you know, Mahan, just not why you treat me like an idiot. So let me repeat it: leave me and my castle in peace. When the time comes, I shall contact you myself and suggest participation in a number of scenes that will be important for both you and me. But only on conditions that will suit me, not you. And I reserve the right to involve in those projects not only my own people, but also people you are at loggerheads with. Azari, for example. Unlike you, she came to my assistance yesterday without any conditions and demands, and managed to protect Mindfell from players.” 
 
      
 
    “Azari…” Mahan said with a drawl, as though he was trying the word to see how it tasted. Unlike Plinto and Anastaria, the shaman managed to maintain his calm at the mention of the spider lady. “You are free to work with whomsoever you choose; it is definitely not within my power to forbid you. The only thing I can say is, in conversation with that madam, take into account the fact that the spider lady does not have her own voice, she merely broadcasts the will of a player nicknamed Bikhan.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the warning,” I replied, quickly running an eye over Eredani’s note. “It’s a pity the information is not unique. I know Bikhan’s current level, but I am also well acquainted with who he is in the Celestial clans, as well as his particular qualities.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” It was nice to observe Mahan’s face. The shaman was clearly a long way from a royal flush. Either that, or he was playing a very skillful game. “You are quite the box of surprises, Kvalen. If I did not know for certain that Barliona had fired all its game staff, I might suppose you were one of them, the one who initiates scenes. There is too much of all the important stuff concentrated in or around one simple person. Just as used to be the case with me.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re expecting me to comment on all this, don’t hold your breath,” I said, still calm, after a prolonged pause. “So, are we agreed? The Legends of Barliona leave my clan and my castle in peace?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But you know, Kvalen, I do have one request. I would like to meet with you in reality. Is that possible?” Mahan asked out of the blue. 
 
      
 
    “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said?” I asked, astounded. “Who did I tell just a couple of minutes ago that Plinto had shown up at my place and threatened me? That in itself is a violation of every possible law concerning the confidentiality of personal information. I will be insisting on a full investigation, including precisely where the leak of information concerning my precise whereabouts occurred. And it wasn’t in the Internet.” 
 
      
 
    “If I actually understood why I need to meet with you, I would tell you, but I’ve honestly only just realized the fact. We need to meet, face-to-face, in reality. To look each other in the eye, no doubt. And despite the fact that I don’t know the true reason why this meeting has to take place, it’s not just a feeling now, I actually know it. Added to which, I have a strong feeling it is necessary for both of us.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Mahan. Any meeting between us will occur under the supervision of Barliona’s imitators. I cannot offer you any other way.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be conducted under the supervision of the government’s security service,” Mahan replied, sticking to his guns. “There will be no threat to you, neither before, nor after. I understand I don’t inspire confidence in you, which is why I want to motivate you to meet. Gift me two hours of private conversation in reality, and you will receive one million gold.” 
 
      
 
    “A million for a two-hour meeting?” Mahan had managed to capture my interest after all. No matter how you looked at it, the clan’s financial situation left much to be desired, and an offer like that could not be refused. 
 
      
 
    “Just for the conversation. If during the process we come to some decision, that will be paid separately.” 
 
      
 
    “Decision concerning what?” 
 
      
 
    “If only I knew,” Mahan replied, absolutely stumping me. What insanity was this? Someone was willing to spend a million credits just to see me? Why would he want to do that?” 
 
      
 
    “So what do you say?” Mahan had clearly noticed my discomfiture. “Can we meet?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s meet. In the capital in three days. I can’t make it before then.” 
 
      
 
    “That suits me fine. You decide the time and place. Nothing will threaten your castle in those three days. Round-the-clock security has already been organized.” 
 
      
 
    “At what point did you stop listening to me? I do not need anything from the Legends.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said you needed anything?” Mahan said with a chuckle. “Surely you don’t think I can leave Barliona’s only copy of Altameda unattended? The very existence of your castle is a threat to the reputation of our clan. If it crosses anybody’s mind to take Mindfell, they might have designs on my home as well. For the next three days we are partners, so there can be no threat to your castle, neither from us, nor from that bizarre crowd gathered in the nearest woods. You can think of it as professional pride, if you like. While there is time, busy yourself with your personal development, without thinking about logistics. And activate the portal. There’s nothing left for us to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    There was a lot I wanted to say to the shaman, but I held back. Right now he had strength on his side. But it would not be that way forever, which I was going to demonstrate at the first convenient opportunity. After six seconds, spent on the activation of the portal, I found myself in the main hall of Mindfell. The TRIP had flown off reasonably fast, taking Mahan with it, but the crazy din warning of the castle’s uninvited guests was not abating. The reason for the gray balls’ continued alarm was sitting unceremoniously on my throne. Azari the Patient was inspecting her manicure, boredom informing her entire look. 
 
      
 
    “Are you working on two fronts? Ours and yours?” the spider lady asked without even looking up at me. The knowledge I had gained during my communications with the Chinese screamed for all it was worth: ‘Somebody is not best pleased with me and is trying their hardest to show it.’ I was already planning my response, but Eredani hijacked the initiative. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a mildly not-quite-precise observation. Or to put it more correctly, a fundamentally incorrect observation,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Azari gave a jerk and turned towards the advisor. By all appearances, the girl seemed to have thought she’d been alone in the hall. According to the rules of the game, only one space had the right to exist within the confines of one castle. No parallel universes. Nonetheless, Azari’s guard did what it was supposed to do. Eredani had scarcely taken three steps when a high-level bandit appeared alongside him. Everybody understood that a level-20 player could do nothing against a level-571 priestess, but a habit developed back in reality demanded intervention. 
 
      
 
    “What was my mistake?” Azari dealt with her emotions fairly swiftly. 
 
      
 
    “That we’re working on two fronts. In actual fact, there are twenty or thirty fronts, and that list is not finite. The clan Pareto will happily collaborate with any player, including representatives of the Legends of Barliona or the Era of the Dragon. The most important thing is that the collaboration brings us a profit.” 
 
      
 
    It was enough to make Azari scowl, and the moment of surprise took a backseat. Wanting to take the initiative, I said: 
 
      
 
    “According to our agreement, yesterday I was supposed to send you everything I knew at that moment about Altameda and its portals. Take this description; it really is everything I knew at that moment.” 
 
      
 
    “But times change, isn’t that right?” the spider lady said with a snigger, turning to me for the first time. It was a good sign, indicating we would definitely not be killed just yet. I remained silent, allowing Azari to familiarize herself with the description prepared by Eredani. 
 
      
 
    “Three portals. Altameda is now level 32, which means the Legends already have access to one of them. Bad news.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not reading properly. Three portals have appeared in Altameda, and two of them are still inactive. But even if they had access to the one which has opened, the Legends could not enter it, for they do not have the key.” 
 
      
 
    “Varmilda has already sent me an interesting screenshot, which you sent to her. Mystic portals. Are you sure it means Altameda?” 
 
      
 
    “One hundred percent. That’s precisely why the Legends showed up here: because my name appeared in the description of their portals. The name of the person who found the correct thread and managed to follow it as far as the necessary scene. I know for sure how to open the portals of Altameda.” 
 
      
 
    “Your terms?” 
 
      
 
    “The Legends are willing to pay three million gold for a standard dungeon. The scene I am offering you gives access to three unique locations teeming with high-level locals and valuable loot. And that’s not to mention what awaits us at the end of the journey, but I do not have the right to mention that now. It will give a minimum of three unique battles. In total, six First Kills and a mountain of loot and Experience. As you can see, we have enormous space for discussion.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s assume we come to an agreement and create the first key. How does that help us? Altameda cannot be taken by force, we’ve tried.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why our castle is, as near as damn it, a complete copy of Altameda,” Eredani said, drawing everybody’s attention to himself. “Before the update with the demons was launched, Kvalen and I worked for the Phoenixes, and among our duties was the protection of Altameda. Everything planned for Mindfell has its reflection in Altameda, including the secret entrance to the basement. There’s no need to be alarmed; it is secret because very few people know about it. Were it not for the one time I saw with my own eyes Mahan opening the entranceway, it’s existence would still remain a secret. Despite Altameda skipping from place to place all the time, an infrastructure automatically forms around it, including that entranceway. There are just two floors separating the entrance and the room containing the portals. If we could make sure the legends of Barliona’s main forces were occupied, we would have at least a minute to reach the target.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose so,” Azari said thoughtfully. “To prepare for the operation, I will need a complete blueprint of the castle.” 
 
      
 
    “If we strike a deal, we can conduct full preparation,” Eredani said. “We’ll check how quickly the defensive house spirits leap into action, how much time is needed to return to the castle, and how big optimal group membership is to maintain mobility. But that’s all for later. First we need a contract.” 
 
      
 
    “In which case, I shall repeat my question: your terms?” 
 
      
 
    “First and foremost, it’s you who are interested in getting into the portals. Frankly speaking, we don’t care who we work with, you or the Legends. The latter would even be easier, as we would not have to fight our way through to the portals. That said, you’re the first people we’ve discussed this scene with, and if your proposal strikes us as the most profitable, we will not take the discussion to anybody else.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not authorized to make such high-level decisions.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody is demanding that,” I said, once more picking up the thread of the conversation from the advisor. “Go back, discuss everything with the clan counsel, prepare your proposal, and write me a letter. I see no reason to meet for a second time. Will three days be enough for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I will be able to give you a deadline after I have discussed everything with the clan chief,” Azari said, evading the question. “I have heard you out, tieflings. Await our response. We are leaving.” 
 
      
 
    All at once, four portals appeared in different parts of the hall; Azari had brought a formidable crowd with her. Only after the twinkling rings had dissipated was Mindfell plunged into silence, void now of outsiders. 
 
      
 
    “I can feel it in my tail that immense unrest is on the horizon,” Eredani said, taking a seat on the floor. “What did the Legends want?” 
 
      
 
    “Anastaria had another panic attack when she saw my name on the portals. She popped by to find out what the hell was going on.” 
 
      
 
    “Another?” Eredani was surprised. 
 
      
 
    “According to Mahan. He says she still hasn’t recovered her senses after the events of six months ago. In any case, nothing critical happened. I managed to talk us out of any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing critical? That’s debatable. It’s not the most pleasant sensation, you know, when you’re squeezed out into another dimension. Especially at 100%.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t come to me with any complaints, it’s not me who called the Legends. And another thing, Mahan promised to protect the castle for three days, so no one will attack us during that time. I must receive the title of baron as soon as possible. Without it, our lands will be under constant threat. What a freaking day! Wait a second, someone’s calling me from reality again. Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Brody, good afternoon! Would you have a minute?” 
 
      
 
    “Victoria? What a surprise. To what do I owe the honor?” 
 
      
 
    “Brody, I’m not one to beat about the bush, so I’ll get right to the point. I have just put up bail for Nicholas Baker, and he has been released under my guarantee. The court hearing is set for tomorrow. I have familiarized myself with the case files and I can say with great probability that you will win. Nicholas is under obligation not to come within a certain distance of you, he will be fined, and he will be assigned to corrective labor for a time, most likely three months. This last point is inadmissible. Moreover, we would like the case not to go to court.” 
 
      
 
    “We?” 
 
      
 
    “The Right Decision company. Nicholas Baker is one of its founders. He is someone who has invested his soul in the project, and without it, frankly speaking, it would ever have taken off. If you want to punish somebody, begin with me. It was me who gave Nicholas the details of your whereabouts. Which is why I have a question for you, Brody. What do you want in order to be able to collect your application?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ADVISOR, TAKE RECEIPT of replenishments. Load Kieron up to the max. Make him finish off his handicraft as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you off to?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to get my title. We need to complete this task. Don’t look at me like that. I’ll try not to get into trouble. We haven’t got the resources now for new scenes.” 
 
      
 
    Despite my external calm, a hurricane of emotions raged inside me. Something had happened that was absolutely inadmissible for a project manager, and professional pride was gnawing at me. I was catastrophically behind on everything, and the events of recent days had completely scuppered any understanding of time management, making me run from one problem to the next. I simply had no chance to sit quietly and ponder a strategy for further development. Or rather, I did have the chance, but I would have had to cancel all negotiations and working processes and spend a few days painting myself into a corner full of horrendous debts. And Barliona would not gift me those few days, but it would put the squeeze on with weekly payments. I was acutely aware that the clan was developing too quickly and that if I stopped for even a day, everything would go up in a puff of smoke. 
 
      
 
    So there was nothing for it but to keep running forward without looking around, especially following the conversation with Victoria. I understood perfectly well that flowers and vocal thanks for getting Matty out of prison had been insignificant compared with what the ice maiden would be demanding from me in the future. That future was now upon us, and Victoria did not need reminding of that incident. She and I were sensible enough not to say anything superfluous out loud, so I could not refuse her request. The only trophy I had left myself was her acceptance of my dinner invitation. Purely out of a sense of contradiction. Victoria was a gorgeous ice sculpture transformed into a person at the screwy dictate of a master. The wisdom of inviting someone like that to dinner was questionable, but the fact that she had faltered and been silent for so long suggested my demand had been somewhat unexpected. Dinner was scheduled for three days’ time, and Plinto would be returning to the game today, and in a bad mood, to put it mildly, a situation that was fraught with problems. I had been promised the bandit would stay well away from me and my clan, but I also knew damn well that Plinto would not leave me alone that easily. 
 
      
 
    However, these were all problems for the future me. First I would have to sort out the question of my title. In order to destroy players and locals on my lands with impunity, I would need permission. 
 
      
 
    Six seconds later I was on the main square in Lok’dar. The eponymously named provincial capital was teeming with life. Despite the level of our location being relatively low, and the fact that the main combat action happened far to the north, in high-level locations, there were a lot of players in the town. Some had decided to start from scratch in Stivala by creating a new character; some had gotten into crafting; some had been put off by the noise and commotion of the frontline; some had simply not managed to level up or earn all the achievements in Lok’dar. There were plenty of reasons for the crowds hanging around there. 
 
      
 
    “Tiefling Kvalen, the deputy governor is expecting you.” I was distracted from further contemplation of the main square by a squad of the city watch. I might have been surprised had it happened in reality, but over the past month I had learned to accept with composure the peculiarities of the game. I had two completed tasks, so there was nothing out of the ordinary in the deputy governor wanting to see me as soon I appeared in the town. 
 
      
 
    “It is very good that the head of the Pareto clan has at last been able to visit our modest town.” No sooner had I entered his office than the greasy, unpleasant local broke out in the most hideous of smiles. “How is the construction of your castle progressing? Do you have enough materials? Work crews? Security? I hope you understand that our concern for Mindfell exceeds all reasonable limits. It is not every clan that gets to experience the generosity of the province of Lok’dar. Rumor has it that certain Free citizens are willing to express gratitude to their benefactors for something like that.” 
 
      
 
    With a deft motion, the deputy governor opened a small trinket box on his desk, before turning ostentatiously away and scrutinizing a picture. I fully realized what was demanded of me, but right now, when Eredani was not by my side, I could not bring myself to do it. Even accounting for the realization that Barliona was a virtual world, that everything around was real, and that for the sake of the elevation of the clan I should be suppressing my temper and following generally accepted rules, something inside was holding me back. I was not going to give any bribes, either in reality, or still less in the virtual world. Taking a couple of steps backward, away from the table, I said calmly: 
 
      
 
    “The pirates of the southern seas have been destroyed, and the area has come under my full control. I have fulfilled my part of the bargain.” 
 
      
 
    The governor turned back around, threw a quick glance at the empty trinket box, and made a displeased face. 
 
      
 
    -30 to Agreeability with the deputy governor of Lok’dar. Total: 20. 
 
      
 
    The notification demonstrated vividly what the imitator responsible for this character thought of my behavior, but it was of little concern to me. The choice had been made, and if there were going to be any sticking points now, I would discuss the matter with the paladin occupying the post of deputy governor. Perhaps he was not overly fond of tieflings, but he was certainly not going to take a bribe. The deputy governor chewed his lips for a short time, as though still hoping I would see reason, but when he got no reaction, he threw onto the table in disgust a piece of paper that seemed to have appeared magically in his hand. The local’s face skewed even further as he said: 
 
      
 
    “I congratulate you on your title, Baron Kvalen. May your journey not be bedeviled with problems.” 
 
      
 
    Task completed: Banishment of the Pirates of Lok’dar. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Experience +55; until next level: 209. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Reputation with Light of Barliona faction increased by 5. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      You receive ownership of 6 villages, with 2,448 inhabitants. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      You receive title of Baron. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Bonus: +1 to all main characteristics. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    What happened next, however, I was absolutely not expecting. The deputy governor sat down at his desk and looked at some papers for a while, and then suddenly his face produced a seriously nasty sneer. 
 
      
 
    “A tiefling has become a baron. If I had been told anything so absurd a couple of months ago, I would never have believed it. But the fact remains a fact, and the title has been bestowed. What does that mean? That tiefling Kvalen is now in the service of Stivala’s integrated government. He will pay taxes, and he will protect and develop his lands, but, which is most important, he is bound at short notice to drop whatever he is doing and set about fulfilling his duties. For there is nothing more important for a subject than the fulfillment of his overlord’s mandates. Or those of his overlord’s representatives, for example, an extremely disappointed deputy governor in the province of Lok’dar.” 
 
      
 
    The pause that hung in the air did not bode well for me. In addition to which, an urgent consultation with my advisor made things no easier. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: As a matter of fact, he’s right. The title really does put you in their service. But only you and locals. Other players, unburdened by title, are able to refuse tasks. But don’t get upset about it; you’ll be given another chance to redeem yourself. Although it will now be more expensive: 20,000 gold. Don’t even think about offering less. 
 
      
 
    Deciding the pause had been long enough, the deputy governor continued: 
 
      
 
    “You could have become a prominent figure for the Light of Barliona faction. You have earned our respect, which is no mean feat and speaks of your sense of purpose. This alone compels me to give you one more chance to become useful to our society.” 
 
      
 
    The trinket box on the deputy’s table opened again, but this time the inhabitant of the office did not turn around. I also did not react. Despite Eredani’s advice, I was not going to strengthen my clan by such means. 
 
      
 
    “I see.” The deputy governor understood me correctly and narrowed his eyes. “Fine, it’s going to happen the long way around. Baron Kvalen, as a subject of Stivala, there is an urgent mission for you, on the fulfillment of which rests the fate of the town. Take the description, and begin its realization without delay.” 
 
      
 
    In my hands appeared a piece of paper bearing the deputy governor’s signature, and a virtual description flashed up before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Task received: Weeding fields. 
 
      
 
    Description: Surrounding the town of Lok’dar are thirty hectares of wheat fields. As a result of heavy rainfall, an incalculable number of weeds have appeared in the fields. The peasants cannot cope with such an assault, and the town’s bread supply is under threat. Clear the fields and prepare them for harvesting. Link to location. Deadline for completion: 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    •                        Experience +5. 
 
    •                          
 
    •                        Reputation with Light of Barliona faction +1. 
 
    •                          
 
    “Why are you still here?” the deputy governor asked irately when he noticed I was in no hurry to fulfill the dumb task. 
 
      
 
    “In four months’ time I have a meeting scheduled with the Emperor of the joint forces of Stivala. I am now going to weed the fields, but I swear before Barliona that my first question to the leader of our continent at that reception will concern the fate of Lok’dar. How can a town that looks so prosperous externally be in such decline that the head of the province’s best clan, a baron with his own lands and peasants, is made to weed the fields? I am certainly flattered by the honor, but I am concerned I will not have enough resources to finish the job and that sooner or later something will break. Of course I accept your task, deputy governor, and you are right that I must make haste. There remain less than twenty-four hours to save the town from starvation, and only Baron Kvalen can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Stand where you are!” the rat barked. “I’ve changed my mind. The peasants can manage by themselves. I have another errand for you.” 
 
      
 
    “What you are saying now sounds like sabotage,” I said, waving my piece of paper. While I still have this, the locals will not be able alter anything on the list of tasks. The town is in danger, and there might not be enough bread for the armies fighting the demons. And you want to cancel the task? Have you lost your mind, deputy governor? Perhaps it’s worth calling a Messenger? No, I have a better idea. As soon I’ve completed the fate-changing task, I shall go to see the governor. He must be informed that one of his deputies wishes to carry out an act of sabotage.” 
 
      
 
    Check and mate, System! I was absolutely not interested in the architect’s logic when he made one of the civil servants a clear kleptocrat and bribe taker, but I was not about to bow to it. Quite the opposite, I intended to use the fact to my own advantage as best I could. 
 
      
 
    It was nice to observe what the deputy governor had turned into. He blushed, large beads of sweat ran down his forehead, and his mouth opened and closed soundlessly as though the words were lost somewhere within the depths of his character. Eventually the local’s eyes turned to frosted glass for about ten seconds as his imitator went to see his senior comrades for a consultation. Only after that did our conversation continue. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Baron Kvalen, you have passed the test.” 
 
      
 
    “Test?” I asked in surprise. Those were honestly the last words I was expecting to hear. Such a turn of events had not occurred to me at all. 
 
      
 
    “Double!” the deputy said with a nod. He remained unpleasant and greasy, but something had changed noticeably in him. “The Free citizens of Barliona have become so used to solving all problems with the use of gold that they do not know any other way. It is gratifying to see some clan leaders still faithful to the law. Of course there can be no question of weeding. It does not become the head of the province’s best clan to do such a petty little job.” 
 
      
 
    “And what does it become me to do?” I asked, to fill the ensuing pause. 
 
      
 
    “Your own business. Develop your clan, pay your taxes, look after your subjects. Everything you have been striving towards. Well, I think we can wrap up at this point. I would not wish to keep you from your important business.” 
 
      
 
    Such a sharp change of course in attitude might have knocked many people sideways. Not me. I looked once again at the list of tasks, to see that the weeding job had not been removed from it. The deputy was smooth talking me so that at the very last moment, when I was almost at the door, he could add the meaningless phrase: 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, the weeding task. Leave that silly piece of paper here. I will have more chiefs to test. I hope they will all prove to be as faithful to the law as the clan Pareto.” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid, deputy governor, that you are mistaken. I am not going to refuse the task. My business can wait, for the town’s food supply is far more important than the prosperity of a single clan, albeit the best in the province.” 
 
      
 
    “Baron Kvalen, you and I have just discussed everything,” the deputy head of the province protested ostentatiously. “It was a test.” 
 
      
 
    “You say that,” I said, extremely composed, “but I do not have a single guarantee that I will not be punished as a traitor to the interests of the province should I refuse the task. ‘He didn’t want to help the town in a time of frightful need,’ they’ll say. No, deputy governor, everything I’ve said will remain in force. I will fulfill the task and then report the fact to the Emperor, not admitting the fact that it was suggested to me that I should refuse it.” 
 
      
 
    This time the greasy chap’s silence was not long. Sitting down at his desk, the deputy looked at me unblinkingly in an attempt to burn a hole through me. The local’s eyes were glassy; he already had in mind a strategy for further action. All that remained was to implement it. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, Baron Kvalen, what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Collaboration,” I replied. “I want the fact of the Pareto clan being the best in the province to have no bearing whatsoever on our relations. We are situated far away and have no connections with the town, no supplies, caravans, security, or other vital enterprises.” 
 
      
 
    “It is difficult to collaborate with a clan that has just the one castle situated so far away.” 
 
      
 
    “In which case, we will need representation in Lok’dar. Bonus tasks like the one you gave me. The fields must not be left unweeded, and I am sure that is not the only task. The supply of water, the felling of trees, the picking of flowers, the catching of fish, the processing of all these things and the creation of sufficiently rare items. We can do much that is not connected directly with combat activity, but which will facilitate the prosperity of the province and the provision of its stable existence. The governor will be inexpressibly glad if you could provide additional rations for the fighting forces. My clan is ready to provide all of this, and at the Emperor’s reception I shall gladly inform him what a great administrator the deputy governor of our province is, and how superbly he organized everything.” 
 
      
 
    “There are not enough Frees in your clan to take on such a massive job,” the greasy man said, checking against a bunch of papers. “The peasants must not be displaced from their villages. They must work their lands.” 
 
      
 
    “I will have as many Frees as necessary. Give me the opportunity to help the province, and I promise you will not regret it. Lok’dar will become the best in the governorate of Utmar.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, let us assume I believe you, and you really can find enough Free citizens. Frankly, there are enough of them hanging around town that the town guard is already run off its feet trying to bring them all into line. But you said yourself that we are not talking about combat activity, only about loot and production. Who is going to protect you all? Have you seen your own level, Baron Kvalen? At level 21, you cannot stray too far from the town, and the province cannot afford to give your clan any guardians. Demons are constantly trying to break through to Lok’dar.” 
 
      
 
    “If my memory doesn’t deceive me, Vardunas had a task to clear a location called Pimesti. They entered as rookies, and came out as strong, high-level Frees ready to serve for the benefit of a consolidated empire. I am more than sure there are plenty of such places in our province, and one is bound to be not far from my castle. Give it to me, and in a couple of days Lok’dar will gain hundreds of top-notch fighters.” 
 
      
 
    “That which you ask for goes beyond the bounds of my authority. Such things can only be overseen by the governor in person. All I can do is provide a recommendation, although I absolutely fail to see why I should do so. Irrespective of the fact that the Pareto clan occupies the top spot in the ratings, you are disproportionately weak even in comparison to the exiled Ruards. Why should I risk my position for the advancement of your Frees?” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. The deputy had found his footing and now felt much more confident. The local understood very well that the leveling-up location could not be compared with my previous threats. However, it was too late for me to back down. The fact that I had not been told to take a hike within the opening seconds of the conversation on the subject meant the question definitely needed working through. Which I was going to do. It was one thing to demand a backhander and extort gold from a player, but it was quite another to offer a local some kind of game feature. In any case, my moral principles were not against it. 
 
      
 
    “Deputy governor, have you been in the imperial palace of the joint forces of Stivala? They say it’s an incredible place. As already mentioned, I’ve been invited there in four months’ time, and quite by chance, I have two complementary tickets. Your work in the administration of the province is so impressive that I have an overwhelming desire to express my gratitude to you for your concern for us simple citizens. I would ask you not to consider these tickets a bribe, for I do not need anything from the province. They are merely a nonreciprocal gift from me to an excellent administrator.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonreciprocal?” the deputy whispered, his eyes fixed on the two tickets I had placed on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. You are free to forgo them, raffle them off to the other Free citizens, or give them to somebody as a gift. From now on they are the property of the province of Lok’dar, and I can have no influence over them. And you have no obligations to the Pareto clan.” 
 
      
 
    Charisma +1 
 
      
 
    +30 Agreeability to the deputy governor of Lok’dar. Total: 50 
 
      
 
    Task updated: weeding fields 
 
      
 
    Description of update: Kind of task modified from individual to clan local. Organize clan work so as to ensure the weeding of thirty hectares of wheat fields located around the town of Lok’dar. Deadline for completion: 24 hours. No more than 30 participants. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    •                        Experience: +5 to all participants of weeding. 
 
    •                          
 
    •                        Reputation with Light of Barliona faction: +1 to all participants of weeding. 
 
    •                          
 
    •                        Clan development points: +1. 
 
    •                          
 
    
     •                        +10 gold to each task participant. 
 
     •                          
 
   
 
    New bookmark available: level-1 local clan tasks. 
 
      
 
    
     Description: You will gain access to 50 significant social clan tasks of the Province of Lok’dar location. Tasks are renewed every 24 hours. Completion of each level-1 task gives the clan +1 development points. For promotion to task level 2, the clan must complete 500 tasks. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Task received: Clear the ruins of Darkond. 
 
      
 
    Description of task: Terrible monsters have taken up residence in the abandoned Darkond copper mine. Organize clearance and destroy the monsters’ source of strength. The mine is divided into 5 layers depending on the levels of the mobs living there (from 10 to 150). Deadline for completion: no limit. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
      
 
    •                        No reward. 
 
    •                          
 
    “It transpires that today I have to write a letter to the governor, informing him that terrible things are afoot in Darkond and only the clan Pareto can help the province deal with the resulting calamity. It is nonreciprocal, demanding no payment. I imagine our wise leader will agree to such terms. As for the prosperity of the province, I would first like to see how the clan Pareto copes with simple tasks. Before offering them anything serious or dangerous, we must make certain that what you have said is consistent with the truth. Off you go, Baron Kvalen, I have much business to take care of. I suggest we meet again in ten days to discuss further collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    On that note, the meeting with the deputy governor ended. Two tickets. Eredani had said players would be willing to part with good money for the right to visit the imperial palace, but I personally was of the opinion I had used them far more effectively. Our own five-level leveling-up location? We could never even have dreamed of it. There was just one thing to do: find someone who was willing to facilitate that leveling up. And as luck would have it, I had candidates for the job. 
 
      
 
    “Only make it quick! It’s hot here.” Judging by the sounds of battle, Diabettis was busy. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Kvalen. I have a farm for leveling up from level 10 to level 150, but I don’t have any competent instructors to help my brethren level up.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, Kvalen, good timing! Give me the details. Yasya, cover me!” 
 
      
 
    Ten phrases later, I removed the amulet and smiled, for the demon hunter was now mine, lock stock and barrel. Never mind that I would have to pay for his labor. Unlike Kieron and Helen, Diabettis’s group was capable of working around the clock. Pleased with myself, I walked out onto the central square of Lok’dar, contemplating what to do next. I had no further business in the town, so it made sense to return to the castle and give the task to Eredani, but something dissuaded me from doing so. Non-comprehension of what was happening. An awful lot of players of varying caliber had gathered on the town’s central square, including some with levels significantly higher than 150. They all stood there waiting for something, which compelled me also to tarry. What are they all doing there? What is this virtual flash mob? 
 
      
 
    The answer, as always, came unexpectedly. One of the guardians suddenly raised his head and produced a heartrending yell. 
 
      
 
    “Demons in the town! The western wall has fallen! Defense positions everybody!” 
 
      
 
    Local scene: Defense of Lok’dar. 
 
      
 
    Description: Demons (levels 40 to 100) have broken through the western perimeter wall and descended upon the town. Figure out who you are, a hero or a coward, by either taking them all on or hiding in your burrows. Demons remaining: 220. Time to end of scene: 2 hours 30 minutes. Rewards will be presented in accordance with contribution to defense. 
 
      
 
    But of course! A local task presented to me and Eredani in the first days of our game in the wider world. Considering Ruard had left Lok’dar, and my clan had not yet emphasized its rights to various kinds of event, the players had gained a unique opportunity to show themselves and receive no small reward, which many were planning to do. 
 
      
 
    I did not have the slightest desire to participate in the clearance of the town, so I took out a portal scroll in order to jump to Mindfell and delight Eredani with the latest news. Fate, however decreed otherwise. The air a meter from me began to shimmer and solidify into an extremely undesirable character whom I categorically did not want to see right now. Never mind the fact that he had been released, he had also managed to find a capsule somewhere. Victoria must have been making an effort. 
 
      
 
    I was a few seconds late. The portal’s application bar had practically reached the end when the entrance opened beneath my feet. Barliona’s gravity kicked in without a hitch, dragging me downwards. Retreat did not even help, as I was smashed into the edge of the portal and had the wind knocked spectacularly from me, activating several debuffs. The hole banged shut, and the last thing I saw was Plinto’s red eyes, as they remained behind in Lok’dar. The bandit did not follow me. He had promised Victoria not to come anywhere near me, but he had not promised not to cause me any unpleasantness. Vindictive bastard. 
 
      
 
    I landed in the middle of some snowcapped mountains. For some reason, all Plinto’s portals led to the mountains. There were no demons or players to be seen in the vicinity, so right now I was under no threat from anything. The thing that made me think about the bandit’s mental health was that he could not have failed to see the portal scroll in my hands. Why send me somewhere if I could easily return to Mindfell from any point in Stivala? Had he simply been indicating his displeasure with me? What could he actually do to me? It was silly. Yet Plinto did not give the impression of being a silly person, so what was the catch? 
 
      
 
    I received a reply precisely six seconds later, when the portal scroll burst into flames in my hands and was scattered onto the snow as dark ash. 
 
      
 
    You are in the location: Ireness’s Castle. 
 
      
 
    Mob level: 500+. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Standard portals do not work in Seth’s zone of influence. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Standard amulets do not work in Seth’s zone of influence. 
 
      
 
    MY ATTEMPT TO CONTACT EREDANI failed when I tried to retrieve an amulet. They were simply inaccessible. Snorting my stupefaction at the weirdness of the location Plinto had cast me into, I brought up in front of my eyes the mobile communication feature. If it was not possible to communicate via the game, I would use Matty as a go-between. Moreover, he should have been in Mindfell by now. 
 
      
 
    However, the following game notification had me in a further stupor. 
 
      
 
    Due to the particularities of the location, you cannot use a standard telephone in Seth’s zone of influence. 
 
      
 
    In case of the emergency necessity to contact another person, we strongly recommend you leave the game. 
 
      
 
    In ninety-nine percent of cases, such a warning would not cause a player problems. Extricating oneself from a capsule was a two-minute job. Specifically for me, however, the restriction was nigh deadly, since I had voluntarily locked myself away in Barliona for the next three days. Beauty, they say, requires sacrifice, something which Plinto had used. Even if he didn’t know it, the bandit had played a remarkably dirty trick. 
 
      
 
    What would you enjoin me to do in such a situation? Get first rebirth? I very much did not want that, because I would simply be sent to “sleep” for the next twelve hours, yet I could see no other viable scenario. I could, of course, find a hole to climb into and wait for the Character Stuck feature to kick in, but something told me I would appear in the same place again. The only hope was Eredani. The old man would definitely understand that something strange was happening to me if I did not respond to the amulet despite being in the game. He would no doubt organize three wise men to get me out of the hole. All I had to do was to stick it out until then. 
 
      
 
    The problem was that all my plans went down the pan when I turned around. I had wanted to find a safe shelter to hide out in, but instead I found myself face-to-face with the dark eyes of a terrible monster hanging in the air just a meter or two from me. To say I jumped out of my skin would be a wild understatement. I even stopped breathing, out of fear, and everything inside my body constricted into a tightly coiled spring. My brain switched right off, and I forgot it was a game surrounding me rather than the real world. When the beastie drew towards me, I activated Retreat purely on reflex, and flew backwards a good ten meters. However, instead of crashing painfully into the rock face behind me, I crashed into something soft, something yielding. Something that simply could not have been there in this point of space. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the lands of Seth, founder!” 
 
      
 
    Ireness has given you the right to communicate in the language of Seth. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: Tailed Diplomat of the Immortals. 
 
      
 
    
     Description: You have become the first tiefling to learn the language of Seth. Original Agreeability with all NPCs is increased to 30. Original negative effect of race or social standing is cancelled out. Reward extends to you and your clan. 
 
       
 
   
 
    You can read all messages from other players after you exit Seth’s zone of influence. 
 
      
 
    I raised my head and saw the enormous teeth of a second monster, which turned out to be the very same soft cushion I had chanced to crash into. My terror dissipated, as though it had never been there, and at last I awakened to the unreality of what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “The great mistress Ireness wishes to see you, founder,” the monster said, continuing its broadcast. “Nod when you are ready to travel. The journey to the great one’s castle is not short.” 
 
      
 
    The situation was unfolding in an impossibly abhorrent fashion: I could not leave the game, I could not send Eredani a reminder of my existence, and I could not ask him for help. The only thing left was to go with the flow. I hated that feeling. Although no one was asking me about my feelings, for Barliona had clearly decided to reeducate a certain mettlesome project manager. The monster stared at me unblinkingly in expectation of a reaction. Panic began to dawn in my chest. The program had managed to create such an empty-headed and vacant look that at some point I again began to forget that my surroundings were not real. The treacherous thought flashed into my head that twelve hours’ sleep was not such a bad thing. I had to fight tooth and nail with myself to dismiss it and nod, allowing myself to be dragged off to see Ireness. I was human, and only I decided when it was worth being afraid, if it was ever worth it. 
 
      
 
    There was no jolting. The enormous furry monster placed me on the back of its neck, between two rolls of fat that made for a reasonably comfortable armchair, and set off over the rocks at the speed of a supersonic jet plane. I felt no discomfort, for my transport’s movement was fluid and gentle. 
 
      
 
    After about thirty minutes I began to get a sense of the scale of the zone Ireness had snatched. The province of Lok’dar, in which stood my castle, would easily be lost in the limitless vastness of the location. Even despite the fact that the larger part of the space was occupied by mountains, I did manage to spot several fairly large settlements. Indeed, it got to the point where a notification lit up all of a sudden before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Specialty improved: 
 
      
 
    Cartographer +1 
 
      
 
    I did not make it as far as a second such notification, and the scale was filled only halfway when my transport drew to a halt and massive paws retrieved me carefully from the beastie’s neck. 
 
      
 
    “The great mistress Ireness is expecting you. Forward march!” 
 
      
 
    As I surveyed my surroundings, I was surprised to see not a soul, nor a single building. Only bare rock with a dusting of snow in places. Where had I been taken? 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, founder,” a voice said from out of the blue somewhere close by. Once again I looked around, and once again I saw nobody. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there? Which way should I go?” I asked, to avoid the pause dragging on for too long. 
 
      
 
    “Do you not see me?” The voice was tinged with surprise. “The founder’s vision cannot penetrate the defensive shroud?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of replying, I took several steps in the direction of the voice, and nearly screeched my shock when the space around me began to shimmer, as though I had passed into some kind of invisible power dome. The sensation was not unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    “That said, the defense has not destroyed you,” the voice continued. This time I saw its owner. “Which means you have the right to be here, which is strange.” 
 
      
 
    Shmirg, Ireness’s errand boy. Level: 500. Description: hidden. Abilities: hidden. 
 
      
 
    If the monster that had delivered me here had looked like a gigantic furry ball equipped with a hundred or more sharp fangs and three pairs of thick legs, then Shmirg was the spit of a classic goblin decorated with distasteful tattoos. The only item of clothing on him was a loincloth, and the goblin appeared to feel no discomfort among the snowy peaks. Something contrasted sharply with the landscape I had seen but a couple of seconds earlier. A large city had settled right on the slope of a mountain, and this splendor was crowned by a castle with the highest walls. Work buzzed everywhere, training sessions were in full swing, and monsters of all shades labored without resting their paws, hands, or tentacles. It seemed there was no uniformity within Ireness’s army, with the exception of level and the absence of clothing and tattoos. 
 
      
 
    “Or rather, the great mistress is tired of waiting for you. “If we’re late, she might think twice about meeting you.” 
 
      
 
    Local task received: Meeting with Ireness. 
 
      
 
    Description: Reach Ireness’s castle in 5 minutes. Bonus for completion of task: +10 to Agreeability with Ireness. Penalty for failure of task: -10 to Agreeability with Ireness. 
 
      
 
    Shmirg motioned me to follow him, before sprinting off as though a whole army of Barliona defenders were chasing him. Considering the task received against my will, there was nothing for it but to follow him, and I had to throw all my energies into that run. I was sure Eredani, were he in my shoes, would not only have run, but would also have managed to draw a map of the area, while to me such complicated combinations would only have been a burden. Evidently Barliona was beginning to have a deleterious effect on me. A year ago, I would easily have been able to fulfill three or four tasks simultaneously. Now I was having problems concentrating on keeping up with a chunk of program code, and I could not even think about taking in my surroundings. For no matter which way you looked at it, +10 to Agreeability could simplify rather profoundly my negotiations with my game mother. 
 
      
 
    Task completed successfully: Meeting with Ireness 
 
      
 
    We had a whole ten seconds to spare, but I cannot say I spent them productively. Despite the run itself not presenting me too much hassle, it took a fair toll in the aftermath, with a number of unpleasant debuffs appearing, beginning with -10% to Life and Exhaustion, and finishing with Convulsions. I would never have thought it possible in Barliona. There was one thing to take heart from: Shmirg did not look any better than me. The goblin was so worn out he could not even get up from the rock. His fitful breathing was replaced by wheezing, gurgling, and the expectoration of something boggy green. Not fully understanding why, I took from my inventory two pieces of Anhurs depth-rat meat cooked by Eredani. 
 
      
 
    “Eat, you’ll feel better,” I said. I extended one of the pieces to the suffering goblin, sank my own teeth into the second one, and lost touch with reality for a few seconds. It felt like I had never eaten anything tastier either in this life or in real life. My emaciated body experienced a true gastronomic orgasm, and it took me everything I had not grab from Shmirg’s paws the piece I’d given him. His meat, however, had disappeared just as quickly as mine, as though the local had not been fed for several millennia. After waiting for the goblin to finish his food, I held out a hand and helped him to his feet. Hesitating for just a moment, Shmirg accepted the assistance. 
 
      
 
    Characteristic improved: 
 
      
 
    Empathy +1. 
 
      
 
    A huge double door opened. There was no internal courtyard, and the palace began right there. Essentially, Ireness’s castle was a single big building with high walls. Level-500 guardians stood immobile everywhere, and if I’d had the opportunity to place some marks, I would have done so without the slightest hesitation. Information concerning where to find such high-level NPCs was a guarantee of successful negotiations with any clan. They were only fearful monsters to me, while to others they were Experience and loot on legs. 
 
      
 
    The palace’s central hall radiated blatant asceticism, although in truth, that was true for the whole location, for I had yet to notice anything superfluous or ornate. Ireness was sitting on her throne and listening to a report from one of her fighters. Seth’s army turned out to be quite heterogeneous. Demons, monsters, goblins, even regular people existed peacefully alongside one another. And it was one of these subjects, covered from head to toe in tattoos, who was delivering his report to his mistress. 
 
      
 
    “We shall continue later,” Ireness said, dismissing the man with a gesture. He walked past me, and only now did I realize the whole epochal nature of the situation. 
 
      
 
    Zharnuk Larmix, 288-level player. 
 
      
 
    Stopping level with me, Zharnuk frowned and turned back to Ireness, saying: 
 
      
 
    “Mistress, this tiefling is glistening with marks, like a starry sky on a moonless night.” 
 
      
 
    “They are blocked,” the demoness replied, a note of displeasure in her voice. “Which of my words did you not understand, servant? Why are you still here?” 
 
      
 
    This was enough for Zharnuk, and in a wink he was gone. However, I did make a mental note for myself: players had managed to adapt to new realities arising, and some of them had switched to Ireness’s side in search of new opportunities. It was interesting enough information to contemplate it in peace and quiet. Since players had been allowed over to Seth’s side, it meant the feature had been installed into the game and tweaked to be compatible with existing scenes. 
 
      
 
    “What brings an errant son to my home? A son who destroyed one of my best generals,” the demoness asked just as soon as we were left alone. “Have you come to boast of your successes? To show how strong you have grown? Do you want mother to be proud of you? Or have you at last yielded to the voice of reason and decided to join the strong?” 
 
      
 
    “You have plenty of Free citizens without me,” I said, nodding towards the door, behind which Zharnuk was hiding. “Bully them in whichever way you see fit. I am here on another matter: to inquire about your plans for our world and come to an agreement concerning long-term collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    The decision about exactly how to structure the conversation hatched momentarily. Moaning about fate and lamenting Plinto’s schemes was unseemly for an intelligent person. I would deal with that later. As for the current situation, an advantage had to be sought in it, even if it appeared the planets were aligning in the worst way possible. 
 
      
 
    “Collaboration? With you?” Ireness could not resist a touch of sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    “Plans first.” I corrected her. “If you wish to take over our world, destroy all its inhabitants, and create a lifeless desert here, then obviously collaboration is a nonstarter. I do not intend to participate in anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    “How insolent you are, my errant son!” Ireness said, a hint of metal sounding in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “I am merely cautious. Like it or not, Barliona is my home, and I do not want to harm it in any way, so our further actions depend on what you say.” 
 
      
 
    “You speak as though some kind of power stands behind you,” mother said, continuing to rage. 
 
      
 
    “A superb guess,” I said, allowing myself a smile. “And a sufficiently serious power to annihilate all three of the invasion’s ringleaders.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s a lie!” the demoness barked. “There is no power in this world capable of destroying a Supreme demon.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said anything about Barliona? Mother, you need to listen more attentively and not try to burden me with your shouting. I have a clear understanding of how Baal and his ‘friends’ can be destroyed, and I have a plan and resources. It remains only to understand whether I can include you as an integral part of my plan. Otherwise, just as soon I am done with the demons, I will have to fight you as well.” 
 
      
 
    A pause. Judging by her behavior, Ireness was still raging inwardly yet managing now to put a lid on it. At any rate, I had not yet been transformed into a wet cow pie. 
 
      
 
    “The only weapon powerful enough to fight a Supreme but capable of being controlled by a mortal is in the Primordial World. Access to it has been closed for so long that Barliona did not even exist back then. You could not gain the key in this world. Since the moment of your birth, no breakthrough into other dimensions has been observed. And that speaks of only one thing: you are all mouth and no trousers, my deranged son. Everything you say is a bluff.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. That’s all clear, then. There can be no counting on you. We shall solve the problem by ourselves. If you have no objections, or desire to flatten me, may I leave? It’s going to take me several hours to make my way out of this location, since portals do not work here.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you not going to substantiate your case?” Ireness asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “What for? I shall repeat what I said: I have a clear plan of action and I’m going to stick to it. You don’t feature in it, and if I understand correctly, you’re not going to. No problem. Why would I want to prove anything or cajole anyone, if I understand full well that that someone is of no use to me?” 
 
      
 
    Another pause. Ireness was clearly not happy with the way things were going, but her natural demon’s curiosity had the upper hand. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, my guileful son, I shall answer your question. My plans for this world differ little from the plans of the demons: invade and enslave. To glorify Seth. The beings and gods that inhabit Barliona are weak, they are used to being bullied. Only the very few are capable of individual deeds, even among the Free citizens. However, as has already been stated, you will not be able to vanquish me, for in this world there is no weapon capable of destroying the Supreme demons, and without their deaths, everything is pointless. Which means I am doomed to an eternal battle in this world forsaken by all the great gods.” 
 
      
 
    “If this world is as dismal and wretched as you say, why do you want to invade it?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I am stuck here. The great Seth gifted me knowledge, but it is useless, for when a bridge is created to a world I have yet to visit, I will be defenseless before those who guard the entrances. They will come looking for the transgressor, and my journey will be at an end. Neither the immortal nor the mortal beings of this world are afforded protection. That is within the power only of beings sharing a level with the Supreme demons. Have I answered your question?” 
 
      
 
    “So if one of the Supremes protects you while the passage is being created, you will leave Barliona after we destroy the three uninvited guests? You won’t turn it into an estate of Seth? You won’t wipe out all life here?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no reason for me to remain here for a single damned day, so… Wait, what did you say? If one of the Supremes protects me?” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was shrug. In the task description, it was written only that players must not be told of the existence of Belphegor, but there was nothing about maintaining silence with locals. Still, I was in no hurry to share information with Ireness, especially since the reaction of my digital mother had been so telltale. Her ire had receded, and at some point a discombobulated woman had appeared in front of me. Horned, tailed, and winged, but nonetheless a woman. 
 
      
 
    “What you have just said fundamentally changes the situation. I am well aware of who closed the Primordial World, and I am well aware of what happened to him. It is dangerous to speak his name aloud, for if the echo of his name reaches one of the Supremes, Barliona is doomed. The aim of the demons now is to enslave the world. If they discover your secret, they will destroy Barliona. Anything to avoid the liberation of a prisoner. If you could find him and agree some support… But you must understand that your world will find itself under the power of the demons no matter what. If not these three, then the escapee.” 
 
      
 
    “He who must not be named has promised to leave Barliona just as soon as we destroy the Supremes. That is why I inquired about your plans, for you can fight on our side and help do away with the demon scourge, and then leave for whichever world you think has greater prospects. Barliona will remain independent and continue, as you said, it’s paltry existence. Only without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, my son, let us suppose I agree to your proposal. There really is nothing for me to do in Barliona, so let us discuss that which you described bizarrely using the word ‘collaboration.’ I want to know your plans and what you see as my contribution.” 
 
      
 
    “Your contribution is the most banal: resources. Lots of resources. In order for our uninvited guest to gain strength, he will require 10,000 almarils and 1,000 souls no lower than level 50. It would be splendid if you could take some of these resources upon yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “That is all?” Ireness asked, astounded. “You risked your life coming to see me for such a triviality as that?” 
 
      
 
    “What might be a triviality to you is very far from a triviality for a tiefling birthed by you. Do not forget, I am not much loved in this world, so there will be some twisting and turning to be done. After we receive the key to the portals…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry? Did you say portals? Not one portal?” 
 
      
 
    “There are three. One for each Supreme. I already know where they’re located, and all we have to do is capture the souls of the Higher demons.” 
 
      
 
    Ireness’s ringing laughter rippled around the room. 
 
      
 
    “Capture the souls of the Highers? And just how are you planning to do that, my crackpot son? Why don’t you delight mother with a tale of how you are going to sacrifice tens of thousands of mortals and Frees. The best of the best of Barliona’s fighters were scarcely able to destroy my newly birthed, and therefore powerless, general, and he is not in the same league as Abyssal. And the Higher will be in berserker mode to preserve his soul. Huge territories are going to be transformed into lifeless desert during this battle. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
      
 
    “That is precisely why I am here.” I had to think quickly, not giving away that the demoness’s words had dumbfounded me. “I have an army of high-level Frees, but I do not have forces capable of restraining the Higher while I capture his soul. I need you, mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Those words are a consolation to my ear, my generous son,” Ireness said with a grin, before lounging back in her throne. “You need me. The only thing now is to agree on payment for my services.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I understand, you yourself are interested in clearing out of Barliona, so we’re acting first and foremost in your interests. What payment are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “The very same payment, my guileful son, the very same. I can stay here and fight for hundreds of years with demons and the forces sent by mortals. For me, as someone who has lived not just the one millennium, that presents no problem. But if I receive something I need, I will gain the desire to risk my life and do battle with a Higher demon. Do not forget, I am stronger than any of them only on my own turf. But where the fight will be, they will be equal to me, if not stronger.” 
 
      
 
    I cursed inwardly. A task that had at first glance appeared so simple was becoming cluttered with unnecessary minutiae that made it n times more complicated. 
 
      
 
    “Your terms?” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, my hasty son, not so fast. I need time to think it over carefully and make a considered decision. I suppose I will be ready to speak with you in two days’ time. Before then, I will gather all the initial resources for our uninvited benefactor. After that, I shall call for you and we shall speak again. On my terms.” 
 
      
 
    “You leave me no other option, mother, although a partnership cannot be built on harsh domination by one of the parties. What will be the value of all of this to me, if you demand the impossible? Betrayal of Barliona, for instance?” 
 
      
 
    “Do not worry, my agitated son, I do not need you in my army. I have plenty of Frees ready to carry out my orders without question, and I do not wish to see you among them. As concerns advantage for only one of the parties, take this. We shall consider it a first contribution to our long-term and successful collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    Location access received: Ireness’s castle. 
 
      
 
    You have received permission to use portals in Seth’s zone of influence. 
 
      
 
    Object received: a corrupt glyph of purification. Description: It is not possible to place a marker on you to determine your location. You cannot be stunned. You cannot be poisoned. You cannot be dishonored. You cannot be cursed. Restrictions: the item is subject to the influence of Seth; the item cannot be activated on holy ground; the item will be destroyed in any temple of Eluna or Tartar. 
 
      
 
    “My servant was right: there are too many marks on you. It is not good for my naïve son to be shadowed. I do not like it. Now be on your way. In two days’ time I will inform you of my demands.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “IRENESS HAS MOVED OVER to Seth’s side? That is not the most pleasing of news.” 
 
      
 
    Belphegor flapped his wings angrily, blowing a powerful waft of air. Had I been a couple of meters closer to the demon, I would have been swept off my feet, but as it was, I just reeled a tad. The Supreme screwed up his disgruntled face, not noticing my stumble, but he did not continue to fan me with his appendices. 
 
      
 
    “She was one of my best generals. I trained her and fed her with energy, and I was counting on her growing enough to be able to challenge my enemies, to take the place of one of them. After I was exiled, Ireness was supposed to approach one of the three enemies, earn their trust, and strike at just the right moment. But the traitress chose another path.” 
 
      
 
    “She betrayed the wrong guy?” I could not help my sarcasm, and received a displeased look for my trouble. “So, what is your answer, Belphegor? Will you help Ireness leave Barliona?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not like being left with no choice,” the Supreme demon growled. Without her, you will not be able to capture the Highers’ souls. Without her, my vengeance cannot be wreaked. Without her, I will be made to languish on this planet until the end of time, hiding from enemies like the last coward. Yes, I will help her leave Barliona. I will protect her from those who control the exits. But only after those three are annihilated. No sooner.” 
 
      
 
    Task updated: liberation of Belphegor. 
 
      
 
    Description of update: To achieve your aims, you can attract the forces of Seth and their commander in Barliona, the Higher Demoness Ireness. Beware! If the forces of Seth (Eluna or Tartar) learn that you are working with Belphegor and Ireness, you and your clan will face exile. Great opportunities are always accompanied by great risks. Before doing anything, think long and hard about potential consequences. 
 
      
 
    The euphoria from the local success vanished in a wink. Instead of the desire to throw myself headfirst into adventure, panic mode kicked in. I immediately wanted to build the castle somewhere new and forget all about Belphegor and Ireness, if not about Barliona entirely. Because I could not agree under any circumstances with everything I was being offered. If anybody reckoned on me being able to ditch a task half way through, or even right at the end, they were deeply mistaken, for I was quite able to weigh up the risks and calculate the difference between input and gain at any stage of a project. Such was my work, and the expertise I had achieved could not be beaten out of me by two months of intensive gaming. And so, before taking any action, it was worth me doing some serious pondering and deliberation. The fates of a good hundred social citizens were now in my hands, and that was to become tens of thousands in the future. Was a task with Belphegor worth the destroyed lives of people abandoned in shelters? Good question. It was at least worth discussing the matter with one of those socials. 
 
      
 
    “Belphegor, I need Eredani. Our undertaking will be a hundred times harder without his experience. How can we get the tiefling out of Baal’s control so I can tell him about you?” 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing is impossible in this world. You’re living proof of that. You shouldn’t even be here. Something can definitely be done with a bit of partisanship.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody can leave their protector if they have surrendered their soul to them. Nobody ever!” 
 
      
 
    “Literally two minutes ago we were discussing Ireness. Surely one exception doesn’t break the entire rule?” 
 
      
 
    “She has not left her protector. She switched him for Seth. When you give up your soul, you cannot take it back, you may only give it to somebody else. I must remain below the radar, so Eredani is doomed to eternal slavery with Baal, unless he also switches over to Seth’s side. But in that instance, if I understand you correctly, he will be destroyed by the forces of Barliona.” 
 
      
 
    “I have the answer,” I said, seizing hold of an idea that had just sprung up in my head. “No Seth. Eredani can leave Baal for Eluna, the goddess of Barliona, then leave her for you. Your enemies will definitely not learn of your existence.” 
 
      
 
    “A tiefling switching to Seth’s side?” The joke seemed so hilarious to Belphegor that he burst out laughing. “Now that, I would love to see. A light tiefling… That would be way cooler than Ireness leaving for Seth.” 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t answered the question. Will it work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will!” Belphegor could not compose himself. “If he survives the cleansing and is able to enter the temple, he must kneel before the priestess and take from her a shard of light, and then Baal will not be able to keep his soul. Moreover, it will return to Eredani, for your goddess is unlikely to be able to manage the souls of demons and tieflings. But it’s impossible! Eredani will not be able to withstand the influence of the light. You may inform Ireness of my decision. If she is in agreement, I shall expect her representative in three days’ time. I need to prepare a safe passage so that the custodian of these lands does not take fright and come to destroy Seth’s dregs.” 
 
      
 
    “The custodian?” 
 
      
 
    “Do not say you know nothing of him. I have had to take great pains in order to remain hidden from him. Ask your advisor. If he is as good as you say, he should definitely know the answer. Now off you go; you have much work to do.” 
 
      
 
    With that, the meeting with the demon was at an end. The space glimmered, to rematerialize in the main hall of Mindfell, where the game’s other tiefling was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell me where you disappeared to? Why couldn’t I contact you? Where, and more importantly why, did you learn the language of Seth, which gave the clan bonuses? “Kvalen, I have too many questions to which there are no answers. I can’t be of any use to the clan if you skimp on information.” 
 
      
 
    “I was going to talk to you about that. You need to leave Baal, and there is only one way to do that. This is what I’ve learned…” 
 
      
 
    “Have you lost it?” No sooner had I begun to describe the plan than Eredani flared up. “What cleansing? Are you familiar with the phrase ‘skinned alive’? That’s nothing compared to what I’ll be experiencing in the temple of Eluna!” 
 
      
 
    “Less of the emotion,” I replied coldly. “I have found a solution to the problem you’ve immersed yourself in. There is no other way to break you free from Baal. Which means we must think how to reduce the level of pain. I do not think the artificial intelligence in charge of Barliona has a propensity for sadism. Which means that since such an option is planned, there is a way to realize it. And your task is to find a solution, not shout to the whole castle, like an innocent young girl seeing a man’s private parts for the first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Pain cannot be reduced with settings,” Eredani replied in the same cold tone. He had clearly not taken kindly to the comparison. “I’ll get the whole hundred percent anyway; it’s a specific of my capsule.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s suppose that’s the case. But if nothing can be done at hardware level, we can do it at software level. Aniram, your presence is required.” 
 
      
 
    “Master?” Aniram appeared and doused me in honey-sweet emotion. Akin to adoration, it was so sensual and sordid that a certain part of me began to itch. My ward’s level of perception was increasing with each passing day, which allowed me to sense not only the demoness’s general state of mind, but also her desires. Desires like this one. Struggling to banish my base thoughts and trying not to stare at my ward’s 36DD breasts, I asked: 
 
      
 
    “Eredani must undergo a cleansing procedure and take receipt of a shard of light. It will be painful, and he will not cope by himself. He requires assistance. Do you know of any way to help him?” 
 
      
 
    “You have answered your own question, master,” Aniram purred as she nuzzled closer. “Assistance. Pain borne of light cannot be reduced; such is the foundation of our essence. But it can be transferred. Surely you must sometime have wondered how demons manage to destroy temples, either in this or other worlds? After all, close proximity to both light and dark kills us. Yet demons capture world upon world, while paying no attention to such trivial matters. Everything will be plunged into primordial chaos.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there some kind of block for pain?” Eredani asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. Pain cannot be blocked. Such is our nature. But assistance can be provided.” 
 
      
 
    “Assistance in overcoming pain?” The advisor asked with a frown. “Are you trying to say part of your pain can be transferred to someone else?” 
 
      
 
    “That much is obvious. Demons of the same level can distribute their pain among themselves. Lowers with Lowers, Highers with Highers. I am one hundred percent sure that the same principle applies to tieflings as well. After all, you are half-demons. Have I been of use, master? Have I answered your question in full? I think I have. I want a reward.” 
 
      
 
    “A reward?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “We have become a unified whole. I cannot leave you, I cannot find myself an incubus in whose physical caresses to delight. But I do not need that, for I have you. I want a reward for my efforts. I want some intimacy. Otherwise, next time you need assistance, I shall pretend you have found yourself a dumb bint whose only skill is making eyes at people. No doubt you are going to demand information about how to distribute pain, but just by chance I have forgotten. Master, I must be vented.” 
 
      
 
    Eredani’s stifled gruntings could be heard off to the side. The advisor did not even try to restrain himself, deriving shameless enjoyment from the unfolding scene. Unfortunately, the old man had made a mistake, and I was not about to play the role of whipping boy. 
 
      
 
    “You are right. You have earned a reward. It’s just that we were asking for assistance for Eredani, for it is he who will have to pay the piper. What has it got to do with me? If our respected tiefling desires to escape the oppression of Baal, it is he who must pay.” 
 
      
 
    Aniram pointedly looked the suddenly silent Eredani up and down. 
 
      
 
    “How right you are, master. I will have you sooner or later, you have no choice in the matter, while the second tiefling is perfectly capable of avoiding such ambrosial kismet. I accept. If you want to learn how two tieflings can share pain, Eredani must pleasure me. And right now. I am not prepared to wait a couple of days. Such is my word!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve both lost it!” Eredani shouted, unable to contain his emotions. “What sex?” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody’s going to force you to do anything,” I said with a shrug, “but I am also not going to bear the entire load myself. From what I understand about the mechanics of pain distribution, it’s not only going to suck for you, but for me as well. And we have no more tiefling assistants. While you are a slave to Baal, you are ineffective and cannot be collaborated with. So decide for yourself how you want to play it. Either we plod on, or we roll everything back and learn to build relationships on doublespeak. Because I have harsh restrictions concerning what I can tell you and what I can’t. And that goes not just for me, but for the whole clan as well, all the people who have entrusted their lives to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You motherfucker, Kvalen,” Eredani muttered irately, and looked askance at the sneering Aniram, who was thrusting out her virtues as far as she could. “Fine. Where are we going to do it and when?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, where?” the demoness asked in surprise. “In your room. And now. Let’s go. I can’t wait to see what tieflings are capable of. I’ve never had one before.” 
 
      
 
    The advisor threw me a heavy glance before shuffling off after Aniram. Eredani’s churlish grumblings did not rattle me, for it was his own fault that had landed him in the current situation. Next on the agenda was another question: what to do with Plinto? Victoria had promised that the bandit would not harm me, although my being sent to Seth’s location suggested otherwise. I was convinced the creep would definitely concoct something against Mindfell or its inhabitants. And no protection from Mahan would help me. For… 
 
      
 
    I did not have time to finish the thought, as an unexpected notification appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Attention! A representative of your clan, Keiron Marley, has created a unique item called Helen. 
 
      
 
    The Pareto clan receives the skill of Duplication +5% to the creation of a duplicate of an item when the item is being made. 
 
      
 
    A deafening howl of joy penetrated Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    “Ye-e-es! It worked! I did it!” 
 
      
 
    A minute later the doors were flung open and two figures flew into the castle’s main hall: Matty in the guise of a disheveled druid, and Helen playing a radiant paladin. 
 
      
 
    “Brody, mate, I did it! I finished! It’s an imba! A real imba!” 
 
      
 
    Not remotely embarrassed, the guests embraced and crushed me as they expressed the feelings seizing them. 
 
      
 
    “Helen?” I scarcely managed to croak. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” the little miscalculation squeaked, but Matty understood me correctly. 
 
      
 
    “The system suggested naming the weapon, and Helen was close by. Bro, she’s supported me in everything, she’s helped, we figured out the last tasks together, and we only finished the final dungeon today, because we needed a volunteer’s blood. Can you imagine? Blood! My Helen courageously allowed herself to be cut and suffer fifty percent pain until we’d collected the necessary quantity. I couldn’t give the crossbow any other name. Here!” 
 
      
 
    I was at long last released from their embrace and handed a gold-twinkling weapon. At first glance it looked very like an automatic weapon with a cylinder. Only the blood spots and the two limbs holding the metal bowstring indicated I was holding a game item that was not capable of very much in reality. 
 
      
 
    “That’s your copy! You’ve earned the right to own your first crossbow.” 
 
      
 
    You have become the owner of a personalized weapon: Helen 1. 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique personal crossbow. Object level: 250 
 
      
 
    
    	                      The crossbow’s bolts pierce any kind of armor. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      If you strike an NPC, from 2% to 50% damage is caused to Life. The percentage depends on the level and class of the target struck. Attention! Due to the specifics of the weapon, the attacker receives 50% of damage inflicted by them, and damage can be blocked by your protection mechanisms. This restriction does not apply when striking demons or beasties of Seth. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      If you strike a player, 30% damage is caused to Life. Damage cannot be reduced. Attention! Due to the specifics of the weapon, the attacker receives 50% of damage inflicted by them, and damage can be blocked by your protection mechanisms. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      It is impossible to inflict a critical strike. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Speed of attack: 1 shot every 5 seconds. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Effective strike range: 500 meters. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Conditions: Level 150, Dexterity +150, Strength +100. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Restrictions: No more than 1 item can be made in any 24-hour period. Instructions cannot be transferred to another player. Crossbows bought for the first time are bound to the character, without the right to sell or transfer to another player. Tax for weapon production: 1 crossbow per week to the joint forces of Stivala. Instructions are blocked upon exit from the continent. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    “A cool piece of kit, huh?” Matty was looking for praise, which I was in no hurry to dish out. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see the description? Half of damage inflicted will be returned to the owner. What were you thinking when you invented it?” 
 
      
 
    “The specifics of demon products,” Matty said, darkening as he understood what was stressing me. “Me and Helen got around most of the restrictions anyway. It was sharpened in the blood of a paladin, and their principles are embodied in it. Seth’s demons and beasties can be felled without restriction, although it’s better to steer clear of squirrels and hares. And it’s dangerous to go up against players. After all, paladins are there to defend good and justice, not all of this. Bro, we looked through a dozen classes, and believe me, there were worse restrictions. So Helen has deserved to have something named after her.” 
 
      
 
    Matty’s eyes as he looked at the tiny miscalculation spoke volumes. They were the eyes of someone looking at someone they loved with all their heart. But how had he found time? There was lots I wanted to say to the odd couple, but I held back. You couldn’t go meddling in other people’s relationships, no matter how much you wanted to on occasion. We were adults and we had to work out our own hang-ups by ourselves. If it got really bad, there was always the special shrink service. 
 
      
 
    “It really is a good bit of kit,” I said, after deciding to agree with his evaluation of the weapon. “It’s just useless for me at this point. My level isn’t high enough.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s easily rectified, Kvalen, what are you talking about?” Helen interrupted. “We have Diabettis and his guys. They can bunk you up by 150 in a couple of hours. We’ve got a location for it. If it wasn’t for that, there would be no freaking way to complete a task that quickly. Tell me, how much did you put into Matty’s task? It would definitely have been more than a match for him on his own. The resources alone cost hundreds of thousands.” 
 
      
 
    “Helen!” Matty said, blushing. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not important how much I put in. It’s what I received in exchange that’s important,” I said, giving the resulting weapon a shake. “We just need to figure out how much this wonder is worth, then find potential buyers. We could do better than six pieces per week.” 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Eredani?” Kieron asked, looking around. “He could help us with evaluation.” 
 
      
 
    This was the first time in my memory that Matty had recognized the old man’s experience. 
 
      
 
    “He’s busy,” I replied, unable to refrain from a smirk of amusement. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not worth underestimating me, young man,” a voice said. A door opened, and my advisor entered, looking as pleased as a hundred well-fed cats. Behind him walked… no, shuffled, scarcely able to put one foot in front of the other, Aniram. My ward’s face had such a honeysweet and faraway look on it that my private parts began to itch again. 
 
      
 
    “Two minutes?” I could still not resist an assessment. “You are quick.” 
 
      
 
    “Accelerated time flow. It’s been nearly three hours for us. Call off your demon girl; she needs a rest. Keiron, show me Helen’s description. Kvalen, get ready, we’re going to do the cleansing procedure right now. Wow! Not a bad toy. As I understand, our chief has already claimed the first model for himself, right?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, right now?” I asked, astonished. 
 
      
 
    “Just what I said. Just as you didn’t bother to wait with approval for your demoness, so I am not going to wait. The nearest temple is in Lok’dar. That’s where we’re going right now. I have a portal scroll.” 
 
      
 
    “Master,” Aniram drawled sweetly, limping her way over to me at last. “I have told him everything. Master, it… it… it was fantastic. The tiefling is such a stud!” 
 
      
 
    “You need to get your strength back up. We have round two yet to come,” Eredani said, unabashed. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Helen’s face flush deep red. The girl had suddenly remembered some important business, and she ran from the hall, leaving Matty to be torn apart by us. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody said anything about a second round,” I said, deactivating Aniram and looking with interest at my advisor. “What did you do to her?” 
 
      
 
    “Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer. What could a man possibly do to a beautiful, energetic woman after six months of abstinence? I gave her a good rogering.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was Keiron’s turn to blush. Evidently the subject was taboo for him. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need for gory details,” I said, knocking the old man down a peg. “Why today?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’ve got a great deal to do today. Keiron, the second crossbow is mine, agreed? Excellent. Now then, in order to have the opportunity to use the new toy, into which we have put a crazy amount of resources, we need to level up. We have a location, and we also have the people to help us. The only thing stopping us is our levels, which means you and I need to do some urgent leveling up, Kvalen. Otherwise, any scrawny schoolboy will be able to send us back to rebirth with a single spit, and personally I don’t care much for that. And so, the temple awaits us, followed by forty-eight hours of work on the clan.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t enter the temple,” I warned just in case. 
 
      
 
    “And you don’t have to. During the cleansing procedure you will be vulnerable, so I’m thinking of locking you in a hotel so that no fucker can take advantage of your condition. Mindfell is no good for that. Plinto won’t let you go just like that, despite what you may have been promised. And if you die during the cleansing process, everything will be messed up. There’ll be no second chance.” 
 
      
 
    “I could hide out in the dungeon,” I suggested. “No one can enter it apart from me, even if the whole castle is razed to the ground.” 
 
      
 
    “Go there then,” Eredani agreed readily. “Keiron, could you leave us? What is about to happen must remain between me and Kvalen. You understand what I’m talking about, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Matty was gone in a split second. 
 
      
 
    “Why be like that to him? Now I’ll have to explain everything.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been in this game since almost its very first day,” Eredani replied calmly, “and I see malice in him. I’ve discovered lots here, and learned to do lots, and I haven’t sunk so low as to cheat on my wife with a program. Not once. Until a certain self-satisfied tiefling came along and dared to accuse me of a moment’s weakness.” 
 
      
 
    “Might that become a problem? 
 
      
 
    “It will have no effect on our relationship. The clan and its development are number one. But you do owe me, and you can be sure I’ll call it in when I need to. When you’ll be least expecting it.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” I agreed willingly. Eredani’s threats were not worth a brass farthing, considering where he was. “What do I have to do?” 
 
      
 
    “First up we need to synchronize. Your Aniram described the process in detail, so hold still. Stand to attention, arms down, and don’t even think about pushing me away.” 
 
      
 
    My advisor came right up close to me and pressed his forehead against mine. Our horns entwined, and it really did take me everything I had not to jump away. I had never experienced such close contact with another man, even if it was only his game avatar. However, Eredani did not stop there. He held my hands in his and took one last step forward, uniting our bodies into a single whole. 
 
      
 
    “Repeat it.” A whisper was heard, and the advisor’s tail went around behind my back and nestled me into the tiefling’s body, which for some reason was hot. Trying hard to convince myself the line I was not willing to cross had not yet been reached, I repeated the movement with my own tail, nestling the old man into me. 
 
      
 
    “Close your eyes and relax. I’ll do everything myself,” Eredani added. A sense of contradiction awoke momentarily within me. The phrase had sounded too fraught with meaning. Although the line still lay ahead, so I suppressed my emotions and closed my eyes, and attempted to calm my insanely thumping heart. It was not easy, but I didn’t give up, and I dove into the world of mathematics. Multiplying three-digit, sometimes even four-digit, numbers was way more interesting than feeling like a toy in the hands of an experienced puppeteer. 
 
      
 
    I did not notice the instant when the world changed, but at some moment all sound subsided, leaving only my advisor’s heavy breathing, and a message appeared before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    You have fused your mind with the player Eredani. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This procedure is accompanied by the risk of transferring memories from the real world. If you do not wish to share your memories with the person you are to be fused to, break contact. 
 
      
 
    To beginning of fusion: 10… 9… 8… 
 
      
 
    Close? It was odd to think Eredani and I had become close, but I saw nothing critical in part of my backstory becoming known to the old man. It was silly to hide anything in a world riddled with imitators, especially if you considered yourself a law-abiding citizen. So I gamely allowed the countdown to count down to zero and… 
 
      
 
    And a wave of someone else’s memories washed over me. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS SOARING in a dark “nothingness”, although the word “soar” did not accurately reflect the state I was in. There was no top and no bottom; no dark and no light; no support and no falling. There was nothing at all. Strange sensations gripped me, but not panic. My brain continued to analyze the situation, appraising the new memories and working out which of them were real and which the figments of the imagination of a certain sick old man. Because no normal person could do the things Victor Philips had done in his life. 
 
      
 
    He was a criminal. Criminal with a capital “C”. Trading in gold and items; blackmail, including in the real world; persecuting undesirables and blocking them at rebirthing points; honey traps; and total destruction of others’ property. Officially, many things might have been put down to the game process, were it not for the meetings in the real world and the offers to end all this insanity for a certain fee — payable in real credits or services — or by joining a clan, etc. etc. Victor would not stop at anything to achieve his goals, which was how he got busted. Someone he met along the way turned out to have connections with the Celestials, and instead of bowing to Victor, they went to see the man everybody knew as Bikhan. The Chinese bandit, old as life itself, had found a second life in Barliona. Bikhan had become interested in Victor, and using straightforward procedures he had managed to gather some impressive compromising information and set about using it to blackmail the head of the Phoenixes. Victor’s hands were tied, and for some time he found himself doing Bikhan’s bidding. Then one day, the Chinaman asked him for something the advisor could not give him: Altameda. The old man loved his daughter too much, and was so overjoyed she had found happiness in Dmitri Mahan that he could not do anything to hurt his relatives. So Philips took the extreme measure of confessing to the police. The old rapscallion understood he was staring life imprisonment in the face, so he approached them with the proposal of catching a bigger fish. After lengthy negotiations, he signed a contract with the law-enforcement authorities, but everything turned out absolutely not the way the conspirators had planned. Mahan and Anastaria got themselves involved in the case. Ahead of schedule, they launched a scene about the discovery of a new continent, turned the game completely on its head, and stirred up the general public, as a consequence of which the Barliona Corporation was forced to fire all its administrators and hand the game over to be managed by artificial intelligence. This was the last straw, and all agreements between the police and Victor Philips were temporarily suspended. Playing out a death scene in order to protect children from strikes by Bikhan, the law-enforcement authorities put the former head of the Phoenixes back in the game, with the promise of soon developing a new scene in which he could play his own role. But six months had already passed, and nobody had done anything on that front, so the old man was trapped in the body of a tiefling, and only a stroke of good fortune had allowed him to crawl out of the hole he’d been dumped in when his character was generated. 
 
      
 
    That was what I gleaned during our brief fusion. I might have been able to receive even more memories, both real and concocted, but something in Barliona broke down, and I was switched off and thrown out into a world of total nothingness. Which, as already mentioned, allowed me to contemplate what I had seen. How much would it influence my relationship with Eredani? It was funny: not remotely. I was not interested in how Victor had previously earned a living. It was his life, his past life. The present Philips was restricted in anything that concerned unlawful acts, so my task was to maximize his use to my clan. Emphasis on the word “clan”. 
 
      
 
    I cannot say how long I hung there in that state. Time took a backseat. At some point, the space twitched, and a rainbow passed before my eyes, returning me to reality. The door slid to the side and released me into the company of two white coats. One of them I knew: the doctor who had registered me for the operation. The second I did not know, and judging by his appearance, he was certainly no medical worker. But I knew his glare well enough, for the security guys at every company I had worked in had exactly the same glare. 
 
      
 
    “How do you feel, Mr. West?” the doctor asked. 
 
      
 
    “Considering I’ve been dragged out of a medical capsule without my clearance and significantly prematurely, I should feel fine,” I said, unable to avoid a note of sarcasm. 
 
      
 
    The doctor’s forehead broke into a sweat. Glancing at his companion, he took a step backwards, leaving the second man on the frontline. Being of a lower rank, the second man did not complain, instead addressing me. 
 
      
 
    “You have been removed from the game on the basis of a court decision. You will have the opportunity to study the details in your profile after speaking with us. Leave us.” 
 
      
 
    This last phrase was addressed to the doctor. However, he did not have time to react before I put in my two cents’ worth. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t go anywhere until I, the patient, let him go. Is it just me, or have you, my nameless good sir, just violated every law in the book and more? I was accommodated in a medical capsule for three days with the aim of total rehabilitation. You wrench me from Barliona, ignoring the risks to my health, you allude to some nonexistent court and an equally nonexistent decision, without allowing me the opportunity to familiarize myself with it, and you do not introduce yourselves, as the law demands. What is going on? On the grounds of what extreme circumstances do representatives of the law so rudely breach the law? Doctor, please connect my capsule to the government services system. I want to pose this question to the governing authorities. If anyone thinks they can abuse their position, they are deeply mistaken. I don’t care who you are or what you want from me. I’m a law-abiding citizen and prepared to stand up for my rights in any court of law. What I definitely do care about is that you are consciously planning to damage my health.” 
 
      
 
    The doctor paled and turned even more statue-like, clueless what to do. Which was very telling, for the guest was obviously one of the strong of this world. 
 
      
 
    “We have clearly not got off on the right foot,” a third voice said. In the doorway of my hospital room appeared yet another man with glaring eyes. “Leave us, both of you. And yes, carry out Mr. West’s request. Connect his capsule to the government services.” 
 
      
 
    A beautiful move; I liked it. The newcomer had apparently made a compromise, but he had not specified a connection time, nor introduced himself, nor explained what was actually happening. Plus, which was the most unpleasant thing, he had dismissed my chief witness. Just in case, I tried to move my hand, and I could only sigh heavily to discover that it, just like the rest of my body, was bound tightly to the capsule platform. All I could do was wag my tongue. 
 
      
 
    “It is not worth getting stressed out, Mr. West. You are in no danger, and no, you have not broken the law.” My tenseness had not escaped the new guest. “It is more likely that we broke the law when we dragged you from Barliona, but circumstances forced us. I presume you know what I’m talking about, and you’re not going to play the fool? Am I right? You’re above that, surely?” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to flash my big round noncomprehending eyes and ask what the man meant, but I refrained from doing so. Unpleasant though it was to admit, he was right. I did not want to play the fool who did not understand what was happening. Instead, I led with a trump card. 
 
      
 
    “Are you talking about Victor Philips, the allegedly dead chief of the Phoenix clan, who was suddenly resurrected in the form of a certain cocky tiefling, before stumbling into my path? Or are you interested in something else? Mr. Bikhan, for example, with whom, as I understand, I will soon be beginning a fruitful collaboration?” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the man said, not permitting himself any emotion, although his tone of voice gave rather a lot away. “That makes things a bit more complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “So much so that you had to drag me from my medical capsule?” There was that touch of sarcasm creeping back into my voice. “Bear in mind that if there are any complications at all, I shall throw the whole system into a tizzy.” 
 
      
 
    “We have been assured you are under no threat. After such a minor operation, a patient gets three days’ recuperation, purely to be on the safe side, and you’ve had almost 24 hours already. Your body is in good shape.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you could stop beating around the bush? Who are you and what you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you’re right. First let me introduce myself: Major General Alex Herman, deputy director of the Barliona Corporation’s internal security service. Now that you understand the seriousness of our problem, since I am dealing with it, let us speak about Victor Philips. Tell me what you know.” 
 
      
 
    I was shown some documents, and the major general listened attentively, allowing me to come clean with the inside facts. I did not try to hide anything, and I recounted openly everything I knew about my advisor: how we had met, how we had developed our characters, how we got along together, how I had figured out who he was, how I’d hinted this to Eredani, how I’d got a warning about Bikhan from him. Basically, I retold everything that could easily be checked in the game logs. Everything, except the last ten minutes of the fusion of our consciousnesses, because I did not know what Alex knew about it and what he did not. 
 
      
 
    I was not interrupted once, but no sooner had I finished my monologue than Herman shook his head in disappointment. 
 
      
 
    “That is all very important and interesting, of course, but it’s not what I asked you. I am interested in what you learned in the last ten minutes before we switched you off. Are you aware that consciousness fusion with a prisoner is prohibited at software level? As soon as the process began, you should have been ejected from the game and returned to character upload, but the feature did not make provision for one of the fusioneers being in a medical capsule, and you cannot be ejected from there. While a new code was being urgently formed, tested, and commissioned, you managed to see a lot you should not have seen, things which an ordinary mortal should not have seen. And now we don’t know what to do with you, because Victor Philips, as you will appreciate, does not officially exist.” 
 
      
 
    I had always considered myself a law-abiding citizen. It was unthinkable for me to violate the law, break a rule, oppose the system, or do anything that might have a negative effect on my career or well-being. Although right now, something inside me was opposed to something. To how Alex Herman had begun our conversation; to how I had been dragged out of the game; to what they were doing to Victor… There was too much that could not be ignored. 
 
      
 
    “I seem to have lost the thread of the conversation. Let’s run through everything again, and you correct me if I make any mistakes. There’s a certain criminal, name of Victor Philips, who’s gotten up to all sorts in his life. Another criminal begins to blackmail him. Bikhan. You agree with Victor to arrest Bikhan, instead of which you shove him into Barliona for six months and hit him with a bunch of prohibitions, and you don’t even telling him what’s going on. Right so far? Then for some reason you put him together with me, because all our dealings are strictly in-game. But anyway, I’m enjoying working with Eredani, and then suddenly, with the aid of Barliona’s game mechanics, they’re trying to transfer some of my advisor’s memories to me. Whether they’re successful or not is another question. The important thing is the fact that the transfer was executed. And afterwards I’m dragged from the game, regardless of the risk to my health, and threatened, indirectly so far. Have I missed anything out? Oh yes, of course, the most important question: Bikhan. Someone sitting in a capsule in Barliona and lending his mind to the game. Why bother with bodily movement if all a player’s memories can easily be removed from their mind? If there’s a process of voluntary synchronization, surely there’s also forced synchronization. I get the impression you simply decided to discard Victor. So why not just transfer him to the mines, as he deserves, and forget about him forever? Why keep a criminal with 100% sensations in Barliona?” 
 
      
 
    “So many correct questions,” Alex said with a smile, “demanding thorough and illuminating discussion. But why do you need that? Victor Philips is our headache, not yours. If I begin to answer your questions, the migraine will be extended to you.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve been needing a painkilling tablet for a while now. Two would be better. What is going on?” 
 
      
 
    I could not say Alex had told me anything unique. The note Eredani had prepared for me contained practically the same information, except that many conclusions needed arriving at independently. But the basic concept had not changed, and Bikhan had turned out to be quite an interesting figure, beginning with the fact that everybody knew full well who he was and how he earned a living: as the head of a Chinese organized-crime syndicate that had retained its uniqueness even after the official unification of the countries into a single federation. The law-enforcement authorities had long held a grudge against the old man, but funnily enough no one had ever been able to bring charges against him. For Bikhan always acted via go-betweens so as to avoid leaving witnesses. Incidentally, he was known by the same name as in the game: Bikhan Lee. In time, the gang of criminals headed by the old man had seized power over the whole eastern part of the continent, becoming a real threat which had to be reckoned with. Besides, Bikhan had begun to look towards the European part of the continent, where the active criminal gangs seemed to him somehow small and weak. Alex did not hide anything: there were no direct accusations against Bikhan, and setting the synchronization function to read his memory was impossible, since the old man never used capsules, remaining an adherent of the old gaming helmets. Then the agreement with Victor Philips had appeared. According to the plan they formulated, the transfer of keys to access Altameda had to happen in reality, and without intermediaries. Bikhan had agreed and was almost leaving for the meeting when something unforeseeable happened: the discovery of a new continent and the unpredictable actions of Mahan. The whole elaborately prepared scene failed, Bikhan locked himself away in his castle, and Victor had to be urgently withdrawn from the theater of operations. In the six months that had passed since that ill-fated moment, nothing had changed. Bikhan’s people continued to terrorize both reality and Barliona, and a new plan, which could also involve Victor, had still not appeared. 
 
      
 
    “We decided to release the old man into the game world so he wouldn’t sit around kicking his heels, but then you showed up, and everything went belly-up yet again. Victor, or Eredani if you like, should have gone to ground in some far-off little town, not shown his face, and spent his time calmly completing elementary quests. In no way should he have become the advisor to a young promising Barliona clan. Even less should he have allowed his brain to be crawled inside by a stranger who, on top of everything else, had begun actively working with the chief source of our headache.” 
 
      
 
    “The Anastaria-Mahan-Plinto trinity as well as the Azari-Bikhan dyad?” I asked, receiving a nod of confirmation in return. “This is all very interesting and intriguing, of course, but I still don’t understand why I was wrenched so urgently from Barliona and why we’re having this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting to that. In two days’ time you have a meeting with Dmitri Mahan.” 
 
      
 
    “You know about that as well?” 
 
      
 
    “We know everything about Victor. Brody, Mahan must under no circumstance discover that Philips is alive. Neither he nor his wife.” 
 
      
 
    “Who still cannot come to terms with the loss of her father. Have you thought about what will happen if Victor returns to his family? Do you think Anastaria will forgive him? Are you ready for a lawsuit? The public response will be bigger than what happened with Bezponiki.” 
 
      
 
    Judging by the heavy sigh, these questions had already been raised, and Alex was well aware of the consequences of Philips entering the game. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, why is this meeting with Mahan so important that you have to mention it?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he’s a very specific sort of person. There’s no need to scoff; the sensations he uses in the game actually exist in reality too. He will be able to understand if you’re hiding something, and he’ll construct his own theory, which will be absolutely divorced from logic but nonetheless produce the right result. We’re studying all this, but we’re still a long way from discovering the secret of Dmitri’s idiosyncrasies, so you must be extremely cautious. Were it not for your experience, as well as your ability to control your emotions, the meeting would simply not be happening. We have no need for superfluous risks.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I get that. Personally to me, Mahan seemed mildly out to lunch. However, I still don’t understand the point of this conversation. Why are you here? To make me keep mum? Isn’t a major general a bit over the top for something like that? Perhaps we could move on to the part where you tell me the real reason for your appearance and promise me the moon? That’s why you’re here, right? You’ve concocted a new plan to capture Bikhan?” 
 
      
 
    Alex grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you your due. Despite all the doubletalk we’ve blathered around here, you have not lost sight of the basic idea. You are right, Brody, I am not here to tell you horror stories and rob you of a good night’s sleep. I am here to offer you a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “The same one you offered Victor? Shut me away in Barliona for six months without the right to communicate with my loved ones?” 
 
      
 
    “It depends on how you fulfill your role. We need Bikhan; it’s vital. If we can wrestle him from the system, it will collapse. The old man has saddled himself with too much, taken on too much for his head to cope with. If we manage to get him inside a capsule, all this will become the business of the law-enforcement authorities. I see by your tense reaction that you have understood everything correctly. We need you to meet with Bikhan in reality, and on your terms. You must play out the role we allocated to Philips. Then he will gain his freedom, and you… Believe me, we will not remain in debt. The Barliona Corporation is capable of displaying generosity to those who have helped it. By the way, Brody, tell me, why have you still not used Elvinaria’s map? Are you saving it for the future? It’s quite an interesting task which launches a big update in Barliona.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps that’s why Plinto has it?” I responded with surprise to the unexpected question. “It’s difficult to use something not in your possession.” 
 
      
 
    Alex produced a tablet and flipped through something on it. 
 
      
 
    “That’s strange. Did Elvinaria really appear in Mindfell looking for the bandit? Did she really demand the map be returned to him and not you? From what I’ve seen in the logs, the boss was shouting about the map being returned to her by some tiefling called Kvalen, not by some vampire patriarch called Plinto. You must pay close attention to what an NPC says, Brody. Nothing happens for no reason in Barliona. If Elvinaria has confirmed you have the map, that’s the way it is.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to say that stone shield —” 
 
      
 
    “I am not trying to say anything,” Alex said, interrupting me. “I am merely confirming certain details. Everything that happens in Barliona is your personal business, and the security service has absolutely nothing to do with it. I hope we understand each other correctly.” 
 
      
 
    I was discharged from hospital only two hours later. First, the doctors made certain my long-suffering body was in excellent condition and the stitches would not come undone, then I had to apply my digital signature to a massive pile of documents, which placed a whole pile of various restrictions on me. The secret of Victor Philips now became my headache as well, no matter how much I wanted to rid myself of it. On the plus side, if such a thing was even possible, I could now speak frankly to Eredani. A dubious prospect, if I was honest. I was sure the old man would not leave me alone until I told him everything going on in the world. One good thing was that my contact with the trio of Celestials was cut to a minimum, which would restrict them at software level. The heroes of Barliona would be issued with a special task that would force them to leave me alone for some time, both directly and via intermediaries. As for the details of the forthcoming operation, Alex did not confirm anything. Everything was supposed to develop as if I knew nothing. I would be contacted when the time came. 
 
      
 
    Matty and Helen had not left their capsules, so I was not greeted at the door when I got home. I scrubbed myself up and spent a while in the bathroom closely examining my new body. It was a stranger looking at me from the mirror. No, an acquaintance, but such a distant acquaintance that I’d forgotten about him. I hadn’t been that lean and trim since school. The doctors had not only removed all the saggy skin, they had also scraped out all the superfluous fat, and looking at me now was a jacked, sporty, and dare I say handsome man in the prime of life. I took the trouble to find the scales: 92 kg. Ninety-two after two months of life in Barliona! Considering that before this all began I’d weighed 147, I’d lost nearly half of my own weight. It was a blessing that the doctors’ constant monitoring guaranteed the absence of health problems, while life in Barliona guaranteed adaptation to my new body. Although in real life I had begun to miss my tail; it was a very useful acquisition. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute, please, Kvalen, I have to finish something.” Eredani greeted me in the main hall of Mindfell. The downcast Braksed was standing beside him and telling him something. I didn’t bother listening in, and dove into my inventory. I could not get Alex’s words out of my head, concerning my being a stupid, small-minded player who’d passed up big opportunities. Nonetheless, the conversation became too loud to miss the end of it. 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand everything, or do we need to repeat anything?” 
 
      
 
    “No, there’s no need to repeat anything,” Vartalinsky bleated. “I understand everything.” 
 
      
 
    “So get busy. The event must be activated in thirty minutes’ time.” 
 
      
 
    Braksed was gone like the wind. 
 
      
 
    “They bring them into this world, and then they suffer all their lives,” Eredani announced insinuatingly. “It’s frustrating because the lad is not hopeless. If they’d thrashed the rules of behavior into his butt ten years ago with a slipper, he’d be priceless now. As it is, we’ll have to suffer until all his conceit is gone.” 
 
      
 
    “You think he’s a valuable asset?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a hundred percent sure of it. If we don’t break him, he’ll turn out a good person. The main thing is to channel all this energy in the right direction. Anyway, we can talk about that later. Did the fusion work?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you get the notification?” I asked in surprise. “I’ve just had a delightful conversation with a Mr. Alex Herman about how one of his subordinates is getting along.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough,” Eredani said, cutting me off sharply and not reacting to what I’d said. “I’ve been notified, and I can’t say I’m happy about you getting so deeply involved in this, but I don’t want to talk about it right now. First it’s cleansing and leveling up, and then, if you want, I’ll answer a couple of questions. Sit yourself down on the throne. If I’m not mistaken, you’re going to get fairly well mangled. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve only got one thing to say: you owe me. You owe me big time. Yes, get on with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, I’m off… What’s that rubbish in your hands? Where did you get that dirty shield?” 
 
      
 
    “There are no more left where I got it. Don’t you want to have a look?” I asked, extending the “piece of the puzzle” to the advisor. 
 
      
 
    “What is there to look at? A dirty piece of rubbish that looks like a shield from a distance, so… I know…!” 
 
      
 
    It was good I was already used to seeing Eredani looking like that. The advisor’s black eyes became white as snow, and he conclusively lost control over his consciousness, snatched up the shield, and began to pass his free hand over it, continually repeating a phrase that sounded something like “I know, it’s here, the path will open.” This fit of “enlightenment,” as he called it, lasted about three minutes and ended in a bright flash. Then the shield vanished, leaving a small scrap of paper in the advisor’s hands. Moaning with the massive orgasm resulting from his increased character and skill levels, Eredani collapsed to the floor, panting. A long-awaited notification lit up before his eyes, which, it seems to me, I would never see. 
 
      
 
    Task updated: Evil never sleeps. Description of update: you have received 1/3 of the map showing the road to the island of Keshin. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you want to cancel your coupling with the player Eredani? 
 
      
 
    “BRO, THEY’VE NEARLY finished! The priest is preparing the final ritual!” 
 
      
 
    Matty’s voice sounded as if it was coming from another universe and struggling to penetrate a veil of unbelievable pain. I never thought a person could endure such a nightmare. Where was my 30% to pain? Ha! Nowhere. Spiteful Barliona immediately informed me I would be feeling the whole hundred during the operation to cleanse a certain malicious tiefling, for Eredani and I had become a single whole and… Fuck! That’s painful! 
 
      
 
    Attention! Pain-sensation level has reached critical. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to cancel your coupling with the player Eredani? 
 
      
 
    No! I must hang on for a bit longer. I must suffer this hell at any cost. I am not some milksop afraid of a small injection. I am Brody West, chief of the clan Pareto. If Eredani can endure it, then so can I. I will not give the old man the satisfaction of seeing me show weakness first. 
 
      
 
    “Bro, hang on in there! Just the last tweaks to go. He just has to affix the crown and that’s it, all done.” 
 
      
 
    Matty encouraged me as best he could, but what good were words when my body was on fire? Helen had left with Eredani and helped him enter the temple, all the time remaining in contact with Matty. She had arranged the ceremony with the priestess, but the dame dressed in snow white had refused to conduct the ritual, due to Helen’s low rank. It seemed our plan was doomed from the very outset, but then suddenly a miracle occurred, which obviously nobody had been expecting. The young, almost boyish, Supreme Priest of Eluna appeared in the temple and announced that he personally would cleanse the tiefling. Which was all very well, but this particular priest turned out to be a zombie. I hadn’t the faintest idea how a zombie could be a priest, but evidently Barliona didn’t care much for logic. What was important was what the local himself desired. And Autondil, or Ogloblya, as it said in brackets, launched the entire ceremony to return Eredani his soul. And, dammit, it was one hellishly painful return. 
 
      
 
    “All done! The crown is on Eredani’s head. Now will be the final words and…” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t catch what was supposed to happen next, because I was so overwhelmed that my insides seemed to burst out and scatter themselves to the far corners of the hall. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Level of pain sensation has exceeded critical. 
 
      
 
    The situation is life-threatening. 
 
      
 
    Please press the Continue button to remain coupled with the player Eredani. If you do this, you take all risks to your health upon yourself. 
 
      
 
    The letters formed words, but their sense was lost. The only thing I understood was that I had to press the button in order to stop the nightmare. I recalled that I’d once scalded myself with boiling water, and the robodoc had spent three days applying various compresses and protecting my long-suffering body from heat shock. And that was chickenfeed in comparison with what was happening to me right now. The button depressed from the mental strain and… 
 
      
 
    And suddenly it was over, as though nothing had ever happened. 
 
      
 
    “Bro, are you alright?” Matty asked, concerned, when I produced a long moan to chase away the phantom pain. “Eredani appears to be alive. He’s breathing.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt I’m alive. Although I can breathe,” I said hoarsely, struggling with a severe case of dry mouth. It was as if all the siroccos of the world had in one stroke evaporated every last drop of liquid in my body. Drawing from my inventory, on autopilot, an untouched chunk of fried meat, I sank my teeth into it as though I had not eaten for a hundred years. My body convulsed as from an electric shock, but it was a sensation I liked, and my body experienced the very most real gastronomic orgasm. No trace was left of the phantom pain, and I regained control over my body and delighted in rising to my feet. Yes, that was much better. 
 
      
 
    “Tell Helen to make Eredani eat something. He’ll feel better,” I said, before staring at a new notification that appeared all of a sudden before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The race of player Eredani, who is fused with you, has changed. 
 
      
 
    New race: Light Tiefling. 
 
      
 
    Barliona could certainly produce wonders. Zombie shamans, zombie priests, and now light tieflings. Was there any logic? Not that I’d heard of. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, he’s back in the land of the living,” Matty replied in delight, after receiving the news from Helen. “They’re on the way back.” 
 
      
 
    Sure enough, a couple of moments later, the shimmering mirror of a portal appeared in the hall, and Eredani made his grand exit from it. It was not only his race that had changed. What astounded me most was that the hair covering the advisor’s body had changed color, from dirty brown to silvery white. It was as though Eluna herself had come down and illuminated Eredani with her light. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of the new look?” my advisor asked, giving a twirl to allow me to check him out from all sides. 
 
      
 
    “I liked the previous you better. I was accustomed to your dismal appearance and gloomy mug. They were more in character with your position. Now you look like you’ve won the main prize in this life.” 
 
      
 
    “You are black-hearted,” the advisor barked. “And your thoughts are black-hearted. Oh yes!” 
 
      
 
    My advisor fell sharply silent and looked at me cryptically. I did not avert my gaze, and I was not about to cave in to any pressure. If Victor had taken it into his head to beat me in a staring contest, he was going to be wildly disappointed, because… Fuck, what was that? 
 
      
 
    This last interjection was evidently spoken aloud, since Matty and Helen turned in my direction, and Eredani let out a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on, bro?” Matty asked, concerned, but I did not reply, because my brain was melting from the realization that it was not now the sole proprietor of my brain case. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to reply? Judging by your reaction, we have contact, we just need to arrange it both ways. Think of something and imagine you’re talking to me mentally.” 
 
      
 
    Eredani’s voice sounded right in my head, without passing through my ears, and it was extremely disconcerting. It smacked too much of an advanced-stage psychological disorder. I wanted to curse, press the Exit button, and never return to Barliona. But I hung on. I hung on with everything I had left, because the only thread allowing me to believe I was not hallucinating and conversing with my own reflection was in the messages running before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Thoughtspeech channel configured with coupled player Eredani. 
 
      
 
    Private help section available with description of thoughtspeech function. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Say something, then. I’m beginning to think something’s not working and we’ll have to undergo another coupling. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: If I could just understand how it works. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: That’s better. Just don’t shout like that, I can hear you fine without the shouting. Just act like you’re talking to yourself. Or are you actually shouting to yourself? 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Very funny. How do you switch it off? It’s not very pleasant to feel someone else’s presence in your head. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: You’re kidding, right? Just think what the advantages are. We can chat without the group, irrespective of distance and scene specifics. This isn’t Mahan’s amulets, after all; you can’t cut off direct integration. You can fly to see Ireness, say, and we can stay in contact. Cool, huh? I’ve been dreaming about thoughtspeech ever since my daughter teamed up with Mahan. Mind you, my dream did involve joining up with my wife, but since I’ve been given no choice, I’ll stay with you. So don’t whine, and enjoy the moment. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: First I’ll read the instructions about how to block you, then I’ll decide how beneficial all this is to me. You’ll go bonkers in no time. I’m a hundred percent sure that if you overuse this kind of interaction, at some point you’ll stop being able to distinguish your thoughts from others’ thoughts. That’s the high road to the nuthouse. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Okay, I’ll shut up. But you must agree it’s convenient. Let’s go level up. 
 
      
 
    It took a few seconds to call up Diabettis. The former hired gun, now head of the leveling-up section of the Pareto clan, was waiting for us with his small army by the Darkond mine, provided courtesy of the deputy governor of Lok’dar. The group worked without respite, since the average level of the players the HR manager had found barely exceeded 70. Of course there was the odd 200+, like Matty and Helen, for example, but only very few in my clan. There was some serious leveling up to be done to guarantee my people’s safety at least within the castle walls, because the mobs around Mindfell had begun to increase in level and were already over 50. In the words of my advisor, the reason for such behavior by the local fauna was simple: the castle which had appeared and the guest who had made itself at home within it. 
 
      
 
    It took just over three hours to raise me from level 21 to level 155. The speed with which I gobbled up boost after boost was impressive. Gagging himself so as not to frighten those around us, Eredani could not handle the sensations washing over him, and by the end he was convulsing with the next in a series of orgasms. The Darkond mine was a veritable treasure trove: compact, convenient, and generating mobs like an industrial printer. We finished all five levels, but we didn’t kill the final boss, an enormous crab protecting a crystal with its clacking pincers. Nobody was in any doubt that as soon as you shipped the boss, you could forget about any leveling-up point. The mobs would not be rebirthed anymore, and our reward would be of questionable value. 
 
      
 
    With the distribution of characteristics points, an extremely unpleasant problem arose. By force of habit, I put everything into the Luck parameter until its base reached 50. And that was it. That damned characteristic did not want to increase any further. I was forced to take a five-minute break and read the instructions, whereupon I discovered that due to the excessive power of Luck, the upper limit which could be leveled-up had been artificially restricted. Further increases in the parameter could only be gained by kitting yourself out. You think the problem went away after that? Hell no! An identical restriction existed for Charisma as well. The same 50 points, higher than which you couldn’t jump. Thus, of my 134 gained points, I could only spend 69, after boosting both characteristics to their maximum value. After that… After that was total lunacy, for points gained from leveling up could only be spent on additional characteristics. But what could you do if two of them had already reached their maximum value and the other two could only be increased through game activity? The third problem was that neither Empathy nor Premonition could be increased by virtue of bonus points. And so it was that after finishing express leveling up, I had to my name 86 free characteristic points which I could spend on absolutely nothing. Considering the importance of each increase, I wanted to howl my impotence, for Eredani’s prediction that it was not worth me taking Premonition had turned out to be one hundred percent correct. It was as though the old man had known something when he cursed me for that characteristic. I urgently had to find a random emperor and beg for mercy. Otherwise, there was no way to delete my character’s parameter. 
 
      
 
    The only good thing about restrictions not applying to specialties was that Trade increased fantastically to 159, which guaranteed me and my clan a superb 15.9% discount with Barliona traders. Since the parameter also applied to mutual relationships with demons, awesome prospects were on the horizon, for instead of winning 500 units of demon ore, timber, or stone for 1 almaril, we could now win almost 600. Taking into account the continually rising prices of materials among players, the advantages stood out a mile. There remained the small matter of vanquishing the Legends of Barliona in a battle for the little stones, because they had spectacularly cleared out the market. I could also not forget I needed to get 10,000 stones from somewhere for Belphegor. Something needed to be done about that as well. 
 
      
 
    On top of which, purely as a bonus for my efforts in the game, I gained an absolutely useless achievement. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: 100 lives. 
 
      
 
    Description: You have gained level 100 without once being sent for rebirth. Your determination to survive is impressive and places additional obligations on you. From now on, you receive 10% more damage from all sources and +1 to basic Experience for completing quests and killing mobs. Continue in the same vein and you will join the ranks of the chosen few. 
 
      
 
    +1 to basic Experience allowed me to gain level 155 significantly earlier than Eredani, but I could not say I was impressed with the bonus, for +10% of incoming damage was a sufficiently unpleasant amount which could not be simply brushed off. 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Eredani did not happen. After leveling up, the advisor holed up in his room and warned that if anybody should disturb him, the tiefling would tear their head off. After 130 orgasms, the old man did not even have the strength for thoughtspeech. It was flabbergasting, in fact, how Eredani had managed to remain in his right mind after such a nightmare. Despite my habit of thinking of myself in the best light, I was not sure I would have survived such torture. Taking out an amulet, I called my new partner. 
 
      
 
    “Andrnik, take these coordinates. How quickly can your magi be there?” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a minute to check with the map. Hmm, your dungeon is not badly concealed. That area is considered a desert. Some people think it’s earmarked for some future makeover. There are no towns there, or permanent portals. I reckon my people will need six or seven hours to get there and create several portal scrolls. Are there any personnel changes? Have you sorted the question with Kryndoz and Artimir?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going with you; we have no further complaints about them. The team is unchanged: your lot plus ten people from my clan. The only new development is that I want to take Braksed with me. If you’re not against the idea.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” A note of surprise crept into Andrnik’s voice. 
 
      
 
    “In our view, your younger son is quite a promising player. If he can only curtail his arrogance, he’ll be priceless. We’re slowly managing with the first one, but to hinder development because of this would not be right. He must level up.” 
 
      
 
    “I thank God I have met such a wise person along the way,” said the head of the Ascension clan. My face produced an involuntary grimace of displeasure, but I was not going to justify anything to a stranger; there was no need for that. And as past experience showed, it is sometimes easier for people to allude to a sky-dwelling being than to admit their own mistakes. Had the old man made more of an effort with his son, then perhaps Braksed might not have turned out such a thuggish fool. And at this point it was worth correcting myself too, for if he had grown up normal, Braksed could not have done any business with demons or become a promising player who completely ignored restrictions imposed on him. It was a double-edged sword. 
 
      
 
    Six hours. An enormous amount of time for grand endeavors, but as it was, I simply had nothing to do. Eredani had fallen asleep, and things in Mindfell were ticking along. The clan was working like a well-oiled machine, each cog in its place and completing the work assigned in full measure. Even Bartulun, the NPC miscalculation-dwarf, was beavering away uninterruptedly in his smithy, as though dying to prove his worth to the clan and the castle. Basically, an ideal situation was falling into place right now, when nothing whatsoever depended on the clan chief. The players engaged by Ulm had immediately gotten busy with their work or production, as though they had been waiting for just this moment all their lives. Materials, apparel, recipes, tons of seafood and alchemical ingredients fished out by our ships: both the depositories in Mindfell were filling up at a pleasing rate. At the same time, a dozen sellers were actively haggling with buyers and managing to sell any surplus at higher-than-market rates. In just the last two days, the Pareto clan had received 800,000 gold in clear profit from trade. An impressive result. The people Ulm had found were turning out to be true masters of their trades. When you factored in the weapons obtained by Matty, fine prospects were opening up for the clan. 
 
      
 
    Due to my not being needed, and the absence of major problems, I decided to exit Barliona and devote five hours to my beloved self. Fortunately, there was always something that needed doing. For example, my entire wardrobe required updating. You could have fitted two current Brodys into my old clothes and still had room to spare. Obviously I could use a clothes printer, but in my sector that was considered unacceptable, undesirable, and inappropriate for our status. People who used printers for clothes should not live in sector two, end of. I despaired as I appraised the heap of now unwanted rags. The only thing they were good for was recycling, since they would never be accepted for second-hand use. The brands did not permit inhabitants of the social shelters to wear their underwear. After placing an order with the recycling service, I checked the winking lights on Matty and Helen’s capsules, before spending some more time on the study of my new body. I could not allow myself to develop a narcissism problem, for the reflection I saw in the mirror was very pleasing to the eye. The slim, buff body of a man in his prime. Thirty-six years old: that was no sentence. I could easily begin life over, all the more since fairly rosy prospects were looming. 
 
      
 
    The shop greeted me with its time-honored hustle and bustle. I was even surprised how much idle youth there was in our world, running places, laughing at things, discussing things with one another. At some point a chill even ran down my spine, for all these people had not the foggiest idea that ninety-five percent of the inhabitants of our capital lived in conditions several orders of magnitude worse than these youths were used to. Fifty percent of them were allowed out for four hours out of every twenty-four. Yet the youth could not have cared less about it. Their parents provided them with a carefree life, devoid of problems and challenges, and all they had to do was to live it up and transform themselves into Kurtunes and Brakseds. 
 
      
 
    “Brody?” An exclamation of surprise made me turn around. I would have recognized the owner of that voice anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “Victoria,” I said, nodding my greeting. 
 
      
 
    “You look good,” the lady said, after looking me up and down. “Working for our company has clearly done you the power of good.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to counter that what had done the power of good was a professional Barliona capsule, but I reined myself in. What was the point of bickering with a beautiful woman when I could turn an unexpected meeting to my advantage? 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. And might I say you look gorgeous as ever? Are you here on business, or might you be able to find time to help me?” 
 
      
 
    “Help you?” Victoria asked, taken aback. “If I’m being honest, you’ve stumped me there. The last thing I was expecting from you was a request for help. Yes, I have time. What can I help you with?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing critically important or difficult.” I smiled as I remembered the episode with the crate I had shifted for the lady. “I need to select some new clothes, but I don’t trust my own taste. I am used to a strict classical style, but that is clearly not suitable now.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing difficult, you say?” Victoria’s eyebrows shot up. I had forgotten how she was able to play with them. “Brody, do you realize what a risqué situation you are putting me in? Choosing clothes is a deeply personal matter, and—” 
 
      
 
    “Victoria, I haven’t taken you captive. If you consider it will cast a shadow over your reputation, then of course you don’t have to help me, and please forgive my tactlessness and presumption. It was just important for me to hear the opinion of a lady whose taste I can trust. And yes, you are one of very few people I am prepared to trust one hundred percent.” 
 
      
 
    The look I received in return was simultaneously capable of freezing and melting. Victoria opened her pretty mouth to launch another wisecrack at me, but she remained silent. For some time her eyes bore through me, then the lady said: 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I will help you, but on one condition. I owe you dinner. I suggest fixing the value of this shopping trip as the dinner date that nobody needs. “Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t agree that nobody needs the dinner date, but your terms are completely acceptable. You help me clothe myself, and then nobody owes anybody anything. Agreed?” 
 
      
 
    “So, nothing classical,” Victoria said, not even taking the trouble to shake my extended hand. “And casual is not your thing. Follow me. I think I know how to turn an ugly duckling into something passable.” 
 
      
 
    The shop I was led to was impressive, mainly due of its prices. In my former life I would not have gone anywhere near it. But today I was in the mood to spend in the order of 100,000 credits, so I did not reject anything Victoria said, instead relying entirely on her taste, which, I must admit, impressed me pleasantly. The clothes selected by the unflappable secretary were worth every cent. They were good quality, comfortable, and fitted me as though custom made for me. To begin with, Victoria kept her distance, waiting for me to try things on alone, but the longer the fitting session lasted, the freer she felt. I somehow missed the moment when she started coming into the booth as I was changing, and I simply acknowledged that I now had an audience. And that is not to say I was even remotely embarrassed. Quite the opposite, it only served to give me a boost. I also do not remember which of us made the first move. Me? Victoria? What difference did it make? When I was brought the next lot to try on, and the lady began to help me rid myself of the previous lot, her hands lingered on my chest, and I felt her hot breath on my face. After that, the world span before my eyes for some time, and when I snapped out of it, I sensed Victoria’s sweet lips next to my own. What happened next is all a blur. After paying for the clothes, I picked up the bags, and Victoria and I magically found ourselves next to my car. After setting the autopilot to return home, I drew the non-resisting lady towards me, and the world switched off once more, leaving only the fair maiden and her touch. Home, room, shower, bed. Everything passed before my eyes, but nothing remained in my head, because my thoughts were occupied exclusively with her. My explosion. Her explosion. Another of mine. Two of hers. And mine again. 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember when it all finished. We lay side-by-side beneath the covers, powerless to even stir. I had never had such passionate sex in my life. Even ladies of the night, as I called women of not the greatest social responsibility, could not give me as much pleasure as Victoria. It seemed I had come to understand what nirvana was. I did not want to speak. I did not want to move. I wanted to shove all my cares aside and prolong that moment until the end of my life, but reality was hard on me. 
 
      
 
    There came a knock on the door, and without my even replying, the door then opened. 
 
      
 
    In the doorway stood Matty and Helen. 
 
      
 
    “Bro, where have you been? Everyone there is waiting for you. We’ve got a raid, and here you… Oops! Vicky?” 
 
      
 
    “Victoria? Is that you?” Helen squeaked, before blushing beet red. “What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria had to be given her due, for she managed to maintain her dignity even with her hair spread over the pillow. Covering her modesty with the bedsheet, the lady presented the guests with such a kindly smile that even my blood froze. That was enough for Helen, and she fled as though pursued by a multitude of demons. Matty looked as though he was preparing to run after his girlfriend, but he held his ground in expectation of my response. Judging by his crimson face, my friend felt incredibly awkward, but despite looking off to the side, he remained in the room. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them I’ll be there in ten minutes. And close the door on your way out,” I said, following which the door slammed shut. The sound of retreating footsteps were heard as Matty ran to console Helen. Or himself. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, then. Now everybody at work will know what I do on a legitimate day off,” Vicky said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Will you stay?” I suggested, although I was not confident of a positive reply. “I’ve got a raid for about three hours. Then I’ll be back. And we can continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Brody, it was good. Possibly that good for the first time in my life, but we both understand that nothing can come of it. You and I are too different, too used to our independence, our freedom, and making decisions for ourselves. So let’s leave it as it is, a fairytale, a regular children’s fairytale with an adult twist. You have a raid, and it does not do to keep people waiting. I will have left by the time you exit the game. But for now, come here. We still have ten minutes left, right? That should be enough time.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eredani: Are you sure the dungeon is somewhere around here? 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: These coordinates were given to me by Belphegor. I’m standing right where the entrance should be. Since there were no other explanations, there shouldn’t be any specific conditions. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Then we need to get digging. It’s unlikely there’ll be anything on the surface. Should I give you a spade? It’s you who needs to get digging; the task is yours, which means the trigger will only work for you. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: How hardhearted you are. Anything to make others work. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Look who’s talking! Come on, mole, get digging earth. People are waiting. 
 
      
 
    THE ASCENSION CLAN MAGI had taken me to nothing short of a desert, where a large army of folk wanting First Kill was waiting. Our party was small: me, Eredani, Matty and Helen, a number of fighters recommended by Ulm, and Braksed. The very picture of minimalism. Andrnik, on the other hand, had done the opposite, bringing two full raiding parties of forty people each, one of which he commanded himself, the other his elder son. I had no complaints. I needed the Eagle Eye, and the number of people who would today receive a coveted star above their character’s name would have no bearing on that result. 
 
      
 
    “What a strange place,” Helen’s voice said, and I could not but totally agree with the girl. There were no trees as far as the eye could see in any direction, nor higher ground, nor animals. Nothing whatsoever. No vegetation, even at ground level. It was as though this section of Barliona had been drained of absolutely all resources and turned into a wasteland. Even the sky was devoid of the even slightest hint of the most insignificant little cloudlet. No unnecessary computations for the game engine. 
 
      
 
    “Has anyone got a spade?” I asked of the company gathered. 
 
      
 
    “Forget it. Entrances to dungeons are never buried,” Andrnik said, knitting his brow. “They must be accessible to all without exception.” 
 
      
 
    “This is not your average situation,” I replied, before plowing the spade I was handed into the ground with all my might. Plumes of sparks sprayed in all directions, proving that in this specific point in space, players had the right to interact. 
 
      
 
    “You need a pickaxe, and a particular kind,” Eredani said. “Has anyone got a pickaxe with a demon-ore bonus?” 
 
      
 
    Nobody had, but this did not preclude the use of the auction service. A couple of minutes later I was presented a newfangled appliance: a pickaxe with a pneumatic drill attachment. It was a good job I’d managed to gain level 155, because if I hadn’t, restrictions would have prevented me using this strange apparatus. Now we could get down to work. My first strike sank the pickax into the ground up to the handle, freeing up enormous chunks of ore to be extracted. Soon there was a ringing sound as the instrument struck rock, but this time there were no sparks, for I had dug down to a point with which interaction was impossible. Hurling clumps of earth around with the spade, I uncovered several perfectly flat rocks that lay one beneath another. 
 
      
 
    “Well I’ll be damned if these aren’t steps!” Andrnik was astonished. “How did they get here?” 
 
      
 
    “The dungeon opens as a result of a unique task. It’s impossible to just stumble across it,” Eredani explained eagerly. “Kvalen, move aside and let the professionals do their thing. You’ve done your thing by finding the spot. Andrnik, appoint two people to clear the earth away. It’ll be quicker that way.” 
 
      
 
    My advisor budged me to the side and demonstrated his mastery of the curious tool. Chunks of ore flew all around, liberating step after step, and the Ascension players could scarcely keep up and clear the space in time. It soon became apparent we were at the top of a spiral staircase. The outer edges of a shaft appeared, and Eredani was soon hidden from view beneath the first turn. A chain of players formed and began passing clods of earth to each other, and half an hour of productive work later, someone else’s thought arose in my head. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Ready! You’re on your own now. There’s an entranceway, but it’s not active for us. 
 
      
 
    It took a while for the players to clear out the excess ore, then they clambered out of the new hole in the ground, allowing me to descend into it. The experienced players had brought lighting with them, and there were torches everywhere. Eredani surfaced beside a shimmering shroud, for the spiral staircase ended in the same mist that surrounded the entranceway to Belphegor’s place. As I approached, a notification appeared. 
 
      
 
    Access confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to activate the Eagle Eye task? 
 
      
 
    I had no objections. The shroud continued to shimmer for a while as it tried to decide what to do, but then it twinkled one last time before turning into a standard Barliona entrance. 
 
      
 
    Player notification! 
 
      
 
    New territory open: Eagle Eye Dungeon. Attention: this dungeon is a task dungeon. Restrictions apply. By entering, you take all risks connected with the completion of this dungeon upon yourself. 
 
      
 
    Eredani strode boldly ahead, overtaking me in an instant. A second’s hesitation, and I was right beside my frowning advisor. And, I can tell you, there was plenty to frown at. The place we found ourselves in was very unlike Barliona. No matter which way you looked, all around was a yawning abyss. The same black nothingness that demon hunters dove into in the training camp. The only difference being that the absolute darkness here was punctuated by various different islands of rock that radiated a weak light, so that the darkness was not truly impenetrable. We were standing on one such little island, a practically flat area approximately the size of Mindfell’s main hall. Both the Ascension raiding parties fitted on it with no problem, and the players were now peering around in an attempt to pick out at least some hint of the boss I had warned them about. He was not there. Neither on our platform, nor on the neighboring platforms. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Any thoughts? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Not good ones. Something tells me we’ve gotten ourselves in over our heads. There’s no exit from the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I don’t understand. What has the exit got to do with anything? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: How clueless you are. Why do we need an exit? Oh yes, that’s right: to get out of the dungeon. If there’s no exit at the start, that means it’s somewhere near the boss. Which means a one-off attempt at passage, with a certain amount of time for resetting. Give me a couple of minutes to figure out where the pitfall is. My gut feeling is that it’s here somewhere. On top of which, I’ve never come across surroundings like this before, so any suggestions now will be nothing but speculation. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, do we begin?” Andrnik asked, distracting me from my conversation with my advisor. Eredani nodded to confirm he was ready to analyze our partners’ passage, so I could only agree. 
 
      
 
    “It’s your dungeon; we’re only watching.” 
 
      
 
    “First raid, forward! Second raid, back them up! Be ready to fend off flyers if they appear. And get the ropes ready!” 
 
      
 
    The teams started running like a full-flowing river. The fighters knew exactly what to do and how, and all that was left was to organize those actions into the correct order. Andrnik had already worked out a plan of action, proving the golden star above his head to be no coincidence. Since the final boss was not on our platform, we would have to make our way to him. It was as simple as that. 
 
      
 
    The closest islet was just below us to the right, although it was not as big as the one we were presently on. The first raid’s main tank took a run up and leaped nimbly onto the rock hanging in the void. The rock did not so much as quiver, as though it was not the one the steel-encased wonder tank had just landed on. The tank began to survey his surroundings in expectation of attack from unseen beasties, but there were none. 
 
      
 
    “Clear!” came a shout a minute later. “I’m going on. Cover me!” 
 
      
 
    Taking another run-up, the broad-shouldered dwarf leaped ahead with the grace of a deer, and grabbed, viselike, the edge of the next towering platform. Everyone froze, again expecting an attack. The medics cast a number of anticipatory healing spells on the tank, yet still no mobs appeared. 
 
      
 
    “Clear!” the tank shouted as he scrambled up onto the platform. “Grab this!” 
 
      
 
    The end of a fairly hefty rope flew in our direction. This was immediately followed by the ringing sound of a strike against metal, as the player lost no time hammering a spike into the platform. He fixed the other end of the cable to the spike, creating a path of sorts between the two boulders hanging in the abyss. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” Andrnik ordered. The level-462 bandit Artimir Highknee immediately set off crawling along the rope, but when he got to the middle, something bizarre happened. The player disappeared, and his frame turned gray. Everybody started shouting. 
 
      
 
    “Get him up!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no one there. No one to get up.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone offline.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m calling him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s been ejected from the game for twelve hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Why twelve?” 
 
      
 
    This last question hung in the air. Nobody understood why a player who had bought himself a six-hour gap between deaths should have to spend the full period of his suspension outside Barliona. What a load of nonsense. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I don’t think it’s the worst punishment we’ll come across today. We wait and see what happens next. Don’t even think about setting foot on that rope. 
 
      
 
    I did not respond to Eredani, and I was becoming less and less happy about what was happening. The reputedly bulletproof bandit had died too quickly, in an instant. And he had been ejected from the game at once, without even so much as a hint at rebirth. When I added this to the item waiting for us at the end, an unpleasant thought entered my head and did not want to leave. I had no desire to spoil relations with the Ascension clan, so I turned to Andrnik and said: 
 
      
 
    “Call the player who’s just been kicked out and ask him to find out his current level.” 
 
      
 
    “He can’t enter the game,” the old man reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “On the portal,” Eredani said, approaching. “Kvalen and I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
      
 
    “What could be worse than being ejected from the game for twelve hours and losing thirty percent on your Experience scale?” The chief of the Ascension clan knitted his brow and did not comply with our request. An agonizing silence ensued as everybody waited for a reply. When Andrnik returned to the others, the clan chief’s face was white as a sheet. 
 
      
 
    “Artimir has just lost five levels! He even got a notification that everything had happened within the framework of the scene and there could be no complaints against Barliona. Do you understand what minus five levels means to a level-462 player?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything makes sense now,” Eredani sighed sadly. “Gentlemen, we are all up shit creek.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you know something like this would happen here?” Andrnik was struggling to maintain his calm. His eyes told me we should be killed on the spot to redress the loss. It was amazing how he was managing to restrain himself. 
 
      
 
    “If you’re talking about players losing levels in the dungeon, then no, we knew nothing about that and couldn’t even imagine it. Never mind five levels for one death. Just as we didn’t know you could get a total ban from entering the game. It was only now, when we put two and two together, and also saw the consequences with our own eyes, that we realized everything was wrong in this freaking place. That’s the truth, I swear to Barliona!” 
 
      
 
    Eredani lit up in white, as the game confirmed the advisor was not lying. In fact his speech had been so correct that the savvy tiefling’s words might have been taken for the clan’s official position as well as his own personal opinion. The wrath slipped from Andrnik’s face, and the old man did not demand a similar oath from me. For I knew perfectly well what the Eagle Eye was and could make a token guess as to what might happen in this accursed place. 
 
      
 
    Andrnik thought for a short while, weighing up the pros and cons, before saying: 
 
      
 
    “This new information changes things, Kvalen. We are leaving. I cannot allow my fighters to lose five levels. Levelling-up is difficult enough for us since the update.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid it might not be that simple,” Eredani sighed. “The dungeon won’t let you go just like that. As you can see, there’s no exit shroud here.” 
 
      
 
    Andrnik was taken aback, but his puzzlement lasted only a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “We shall see,” the Ascension chief replied with ill-concealed acrimony, after which began a marathon called “Let me home.” What those players wouldn’t do to return to the game world, huh? They blocked themselves, kicking the Player Stuck function into action; they exited the game for longer than fifteen minutes in the hope their character would be returned to the general world; they demanded that the three clan magi summoned them; they tried to use portal scrolls; they even went so far as to select the lowest-level raiding player, kick him out of the group, and kill him on the spot, on the assumption he would lose only 30% from his Experience scale. It didn’t work: minus five levels and twelve hours offline. No other attempt to escape from the unexpected trap worked either. 
 
      
 
    Portal scrolls cannot be used within the framework of the Eagle Eye Dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Portal summons from magi cannot be replied to. 
 
      
 
    We spent over three hours trying to get out of the dungeon. Right up until a response came from the Barliona administration. 
 
      
 
    Dear player! Thank you for your inquiry to the support service. Everything happening is within the framework of the game scene and is not subject to change. You are reminded that every participant has received a warning of the risks connected with completing a dungeon commenced within the framework of task completion. Good luck in the game and with the successful completion of this interesting event. 
 
      
 
    Eredani merely snickered in reply to such a curious paraphrasing of the expression “Work, don’t whine,” after which, at long last, the first normal meeting between the heads of the raid was held, Andrnik and his elder son on one side, Eredani and I on the other. 
 
      
 
    “As we have already said, we did not know what would happen here. Nobody needs to lose five levels, so let’s get thinking,” Eredani said, speaking first. “That said, what is there to think about? We have to get jumping.” 
 
      
 
    My partner pointed towards the nearby floating island where the tank was still ensconced, along with another couple of players who had succeeded in reaching it. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t take a shortcut, and cunning won’t get us anywhere. There are no mobs here, at least none to be seen, so we must change tactic. Kvalen and I will go first. Followed by your acrobats. If you’ve got any, that is? We’ll back them up first, then they can back up the second tier.” 
 
      
 
    “Why you?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we’re tieflings,” Eredani said, demonstratively laying his tail across his knees. “Have you got many players with gimmicks like this?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a peculiarity of demon hunters,” I added. “When we have to, we can jump a long way. The tail has nothing to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I very much hope I’m wrong,” Eredani continued, “but we’re probably going to have to jump across all these floating stones. Did your fighter notice anything suspicious on that platform when he jumped onto it?” 
 
      
 
    We were forced to pause our powwow to call the tank. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing in particular,” came the answer. “Except… In the middle of the rock, where I’m now sitting, is the figure 2. It’s quite small, and I came across it completely by chance. I don’t remember anything like it on the previous platform, but I didn’t have a good look around there. You need to ask that lot.” 
 
      
 
    “Or check.” Andrnik hung up and checked our platform. In the center was a barely noticeable figure 0 on a rock, seemingly painted. 
 
      
 
    “And what does that give us?” I asked. “A path to happiness?” 
 
      
 
    “A path,” Eredani confirmed. “Except my heart tells me it won’t be happiness for everyone. And it won’t be for long.” 
 
      
 
    Shouts coming from the edge of our platform made us pause our meeting again. 
 
      
 
    “It’s shrinking!” A few intelligible phrases stood out among the general hubbub. “The platform’s shrinking!” 
 
      
 
    The designers of the dungeon had clearly not wanted to leave us even the remotest hope of salvation. In order to kickstart some activity, platform 0 had begun to gradually crumble into the abyss. Not exactly fast, but noticeably enough. 
 
      
 
    “An hour,” Andrnik said, after making some calculations. “In an hour there will be nothing left here.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we can’t afford to hang around,” Eredani said, rising to his feet. “Kvalen, after you. Ultimately, it’s your dungeon, so the first jump is yours as well.” 
 
      
 
    The edge of platform 0 had begun to crumble on the opposite side to the beginning of the path, so it was no problem for me to get to the next island. I even managed to douse the emotions arising at the thought of leaping over an abyss. I could pull myself together when it was necessary. 
 
      
 
    In order to jump onto the towering lump of rock, I had to use Retreat, turning my back to the platform and leaning slightly backward to guarantee an upward trajectory. It was a trick Diabettis had taught me way back in our sandbox days. Quite a convenient means of propulsion, if you thought about it. Not every race had it, and… 
 
      
 
    My next guess flashed up in my consciousness, and I approached the tank from the first raid, who was still sitting on the second rock. 
 
      
 
    “We need to move the rope. From here, to there,” I said, pointing back at the previous platform. Not everyone can jump.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be dangerous,” the tank countered. I ignored him. 
 
      
 
    “Shortcuts are dangerous. There’s no danger between consecutive platforms.” 
 
      
 
    I was forced to enlist Andrnik’s help and select a kamikaze, to whom I guaranteed recompense for any lost levels if my guess was wrong. The volunteer sighed heavily and crawled off nippily along the rope on his way to us. The abyss ignored the means of transit, considering it acceptable. 
 
      
 
    “What exactly is the point of this rope?” the tank asked, unable to stop himself. “It’s only three meters. We’ve got no clumsy fools in the raid; they can all jump it.” 
 
      
 
    “Here, yes, it’s only three meters,” I agreed. “But we have no guarantee the other gaps will be like this. This dungeon was created for demon hunters, and our training is kind of nonstandard.” 
 
      
 
    Nobody argued, and a ropeway soon began to take shape between the islets. At some point I even began to enjoy the continual leaping, because I did not have to think, solve difficult equations, or contemplate the future of the clan. All I could do was jump, and drive in stakes for the army following on my heels. Had the pay been any good, I would have gotten a job there without question. 
 
      
 
    Platform 0 has been destroyed. Time to reconstruction: 7 days. 
 
      
 
    The notification knocked me out of my cyclical rhythm. I walked to the edge and looked back, to see the end of the rope, which we had fastened to platform 0, dangling limply in the abyss. Only a few seconds passed before the other end was liberated and the rope plunged irretrievably into the unknown. Then began the destruction of platform 1. 
 
      
 
    “A week’s setback?” Andrnik asked, surprised, tumbling to join me on my new platform. Despite the absence of vigor, the players were beginning to get tired. The system had already informed some of them they were getting too close to the stamina limit after which would begin a race against the Life bar. 
 
      
 
    The idea with the ropes justified itself, because the last ten islands were so far from each other that the standard means of passing between them was impossible. Were it not for Retreat, I don’t know how I would have been able to transport myself. Not so many platforms remained, not even a dozen, and our goal was already in sight: an enormous lump of rock floating high up. But I was in no hurry to get to the next point, and was even pleased to have lost my rhythm. There could be no relying on chance here. 
 
      
 
    “Why are we standing around? Who are we waiting for?” Eredani asked when he appeared alongside me. 
 
      
 
    “We need to choose which way to go from here,” I said, motioning towards two equally distant platforms. It looked possible to jump further from both of them, but logic dictated one route would be a dead end. 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, I was expecting this much earlier,” Eredani admitted, evaluating the prospects. 
 
      
 
    Platform 5 has been destroyed. Time to reconstruction: 7 days. 
 
      
 
    “Look! We’re being urged onwards,” my advisor sniggered. “Here’s the deal: Kvalen, give me the rope.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
      
 
    “The fact that we absolutely must not lose you. I jump first. If I choose the wrong one, and that lump of shit falls to pieces, you take the other route. You must get through. Nobody else apart from us is in any condition to tackle this nastiness.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you any idea what will happen to you in the abyss if you fall into it?” I reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’m taking a kamikaze with me. I jump, pull him after me, and so on until we reach the finish line. Or until the platform crashes down into the abyss. At which point his task will be to finish me off as soon as possible. Thankfully, there’s a big difference between our levels, and I’ll leave the raid in a flash. Don’t even think about following me until I get to the end. The two different routes stick out here too obviously. There must be a reason for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Right or left?” 
 
      
 
    “Real men never go to the left,” Eredani said with a chuckle, “so I’ll take the right. If anything happens to me, it was nice knowing you, Andrnik.” 
 
      
 
    “You too,” the Ascension chief replied. The old man had long since recognized Eredani as an experienced player for his age, and unerringly so. 
 
      
 
    To begin with, everything went just excellently, my advisor and the regular raid volunteer jumping from platform to platform without incident. I had even begun to hope the old man had chosen the correct route, when fate showed it was playing by its own rules. 
 
      
 
    One of the platforms, onto which Eredani had dragged his assistant, collapsed and turned to dust. Both players flew down into the abyss, but because everyone had already decided the correct route had been chosen, Eredani’s assistant did not manage to react correctly. I had a perfect view of it: instead of destroying Eredani, who had left the raid, the player began to wave his arms around in an attempt to maintain his balance or find a handhold. An instant, and he was lost in the abyss, hot on the heels of Eredani. The kamikaze’s frame turned gray, indicating that the player had been sent for rebirth, whereas Eredani’s frame… 
 
      
 
    Eredani’s frame was missing from the raid, although our mental communication link had not been disrupted. The emotions the advisor was experiencing hinted the old man was still alive. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Where are you? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Don’t distract me. There’s a rather interesting meeting with Baal in the offing. The Supreme has appeared in person to find out how I broke away from his influence. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Don’t even think about selling out to him again. I won’t survive a second cleansing. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Don’t teach your grandmother how to suck eggs. Do you need 10,000 almarils? I will now show you a master class in how to get them. Come here, my little horny thing. 
 
      
 
    “Danger!” Braksed shouted, and before I knew what was happening, I had been seized and transferred to the next platform with a mighty leap. 
 
      
 
    “What the…” I began to protest, but the chaos whirling around me made me shut up and force my way out of Braksed’s embrace. The platform we had just been standing on began to fall, along with the players standing on it. Andrnik, Kryndoz, Helen, Kieron. A bunch of people had dropped into the abyss, and I could do nothing about it. I turned to Braksed, intending to thank him for his incredible humanity and assistance, but what he said indicated he was chasing a very specific goal. 
 
      
 
    “I have a Retreat setback. Hang on to me and keep jumping. This platform is just about to crash down into the abyss.” 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t thinking about me, but about his beloved self, about how to save himself. 
 
      
 
    I looked back at everyone left behind. There was no way of helping them. The connecting platform had collapsed and there was no way to throw the rope back. Both Ascension raiding parties would be destroyed and lose five levels along with my clan’s players. Good freaking shopping trip! It was a shame I had refused to take any Celestials with us. Minus five levels would be a good slap around the face for them. 
 
      
 
    All these thoughts occurred to me in passing as I fulfilled my part of the bargain, grabbing hold of Braksed, activating Retreat, and flying to the next platform. The one we had just left was crumbling fast into the abyss. Just like the one we now landed on. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Braksed yelled, dragging me onward by the hand. From below came the cries of the other players, as all the platforms in the location began to lose substance. More and more frames were taking on that unpleasant gray color, and by the time we reached the finish line, only Braksed and I remained alive from a raid of eighty-nine participants. Two demon hunters. Obviously, Eredani existed out there somewhere. The old man was still of sound mind and memory, and trading with Baal, although that had nothing to do with the general picture of the world. Five levels each for eighty-six players. Minus 430 full Experience bars, many of which — Artimir and Kryndoz’s, for example — had been seriously hard to fill up. Not a bad catch for a regular dungeon. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why we’re here?” Braksed nodded towards the ginormous body of a demon perched in the very center of the final platform. Externally, the boss looked like a pile of something unpleasant framed by a massive eye. It was basically an eye growing in a pile of garbage, and its name befitted its appearance. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon boss Eagle Eye, level 430. Properties: hidden. 
 
      
 
    As though expecting attention, the eye began to speak, and I was Barlionaed if I knew where the sound was coming from. It seemed to come from everywhere at once. 
 
      
 
    “Sacrifice accepted! The current value available to the Eagle Eye is 430 voluntarily surrendered levels. And your castle, tiefling Kvalen, will receive the same.” 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
 
      
 
    “It means that when you take me to your castle, I will, with one hundred percent certainty, destroy any being of level 430. Anyone whose level is higher than that will be inaccessible to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I exclaimed. “Belphegor promised me a level-1,000 Eagle Eye.” 
 
      
 
    “I was level 1,000 a thousand years ago. But time has no mercy, and I dropped back down to level one. The sacrifice you brought me gave me new levels, but not enough for full recovery. You were shortsighted, tiefling Kvalen, when you brought me so few beings.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I give you my levels?” I asked immediately. “Voluntarily.” 
 
      
 
    “You can. But remember that for every minus, you will lose one free characteristic point and one specialty point until your parameters are reduced to zero. If you are prepared to accept that, let me know.” 
 
      
 
    “I am prepared to sacrifice eighty-six levels,” I said, checking against the remainder of my free points. I can’t do anything with them anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “It does not work like that, tiefling Kvalen. I can either take everything, demoting you to level 1, or take nothing. There are no other options. Are you prepared to sacrifice everything in order to gain everything?” 
 
      
 
    “You owe me, Kvalen. Big time.” Braksed said. “Do you hear me, you goggle-eyed brute? I am prepared to sacrifice all my levels. Take them from me.” 
 
      
 
    By this time the demon hunter had managed to level up to 153. The eye looked directly at Braksed for some time, following which the space barked once more. 
 
      
 
    “Voluntary sacrifice accepted. Current value available to the Eagle Eye is 583 voluntarily surrendered levels.” 
 
      
 
    “You definitely owe me,” the youth, now sitting on the ground, grumbled, as though all the juices had been squeezed from him in one go. Limping somehow to the edge of the platform, Braksed chuckled and threw himself into the abyss in order to give me an extra five levels. Incredible, of course, but it happened. The same Braksed who had nigh relieved Eredani of his intellect had voluntarily done a good deed. What was the world coming to? 
 
      
 
    However, something strange then happened: the player’s frame did not turn gray. It still shone an inviting green, indicating that the youth was as right as rain. I wanted to go to the edge and see what had happened, but instead I froze on the spot and did some straightforward calculations. 
 
      
 
    The Eagle Eye’s level 583 would deal easily with 99.9% of all Barliona’s players, except for the three on whose account it was conceived. Plinto, damn him, was level 653, and my castle could do nothing to that bastard. 
 
      
 
    “Take this seed, tiefling Kvalen, and sow it in your castle. You will gain a new weapon.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shouted, before the boss could produce the item. “I am prepared to sacrifice all my levels. Take them from me!” 
 
      
 
    Attention! 
 
      
 
    You want to give 155 levels to the boss of the Eagle Eye dungeon. This is an irreversible process. Select the specialties and additional characteristics from which 155 parameter points will be deducted. 
 
      
 
    A characteristics window appeared before my eyes. Beside each of the lines that I was going to change was a slider allowing me to alter the value of the parameter. The first thing I did was move the Premonition slider down. On reaching zero, the parameter became blurred, as though it was going to disappear. I struggled to keep from smirking, for the thing that demanded a visit to the Emperor was absolutely within my own power. After that came the free characteristics points. All 86. And last but not least, 33 units each from Luck and Charisma. I did not want to lose Empathy. 
 
      
 
    For the specialties it was easier. Cartographer, Herbalism, Fishing, Mining, and Cooking: I got rid of everything, because I was never going to do them again in my life, and they were of no particular use to the clan. I took the remainder from Trade, letting it go down to an inadmissible 13 points. Not to worry; we’ve gotten out of worse situations than this! 
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    “Voluntary sacrifice accepted! Current value available to the Eagle Eye is 738 voluntarily surrendered levels.” 
 
      
 
    Dungeon completed. 
 
      
 
    Object received: Eagle Eye of Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique item. A means of defending the castle and the territory around it. Object level: 738. 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Regeneration: 10% to Life for 1 second. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Number of missiles fired simultaneously: 5. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Rate of attack: 2 shots per second. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Range: Castle level * 738 meters. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Inflicts chaos on the enemy, at a rate of 10% of maximum Life level every 3 seconds for 30 seconds. Strikes accumulate; maximum number of simultaneous missiles per player: 10. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      No restrictions to penalty for death. A killed player loses 30% from Experience scale. If Experience count at current level is insufficient to penalize, player level decreases by 1 and remaining percentage is deducted from new scale. Player level may not drop below castle level. 
 
    	                        
 
    	                      Restriction: exclusively for castle Mindfell; may not be transferred to another player or used outside the castle walls. 
 
    	                        
 
   
 
    Now that was more like it! I’d like to see any fucker try and tamper with Mindfell now! All that was left was to deal with the players who had lost five levels. They were unlikely to be happy with it when they returned to the game. And how the hell was Braksed still alive? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Where are you? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Dining with His Highness Baal. Actually, it’s just him who is dining. On me. But that doesn’t really change anything. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Do you need help? I can get some magi to get you out. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Don’t even think about it! I’ve already got 500 almarils. Turns out light tieflings have their advantages. Demon strength doesn’t act well on us. So far I’m holding out. Did you get the Eagle Eye? I didn’t see the achievement for completing the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: There was no achievement. As soon as I received the “seed,” I was teleported out of the dungeon. I got the eye and installed it, and it’s now integrating with Mindfell. It takes a couple of hours. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Don’t distract me. Get on with your own business. By the way, Braksed is with me. He’s also being eaten. So don’t lose the lad. I told you he had good prospects. He can smooth talk better than some I could mention. 
 
      
 
    THERE WAS NO NEWS from the Ascension clan. Evidently Andrnik had still not decided how he was going to exact revenge for the loss of five levels and two full raiding parties. I hoped reason would win the day and the old man would forget about his complaints, for I was not about to apologize. 
 
      
 
    Ideally, I wanted to exit to reality, but I did not want to meet Matty and Helen, another couple who would demand explanations. I understood it was weak of me, but I could do nothing about it. And so, I would have to find something to do to my liking. But what? Got it! I urgently needed to level up. The system had already warned me that three hours after a drop in level, adaptation would come and my equipment would become inaccessible to me. It was a problem that required solving. 
 
      
 
    “Diabettis, I need to level up urgently.” 
 
      
 
    What I liked about this person was that he never asked too many questions. His brow knitted when he saw me with level 1, but there came not a single expression of surprise or anything like it. If I had managed to drop 155 levels, that was the way it was meant to be. 
 
      
 
    My leveling up began fairly spiritedly. I held back behind everyone else and took pleasure in my rising levels. With my bonuses and professional capsule, there was no need for Experience to build up ultrafast. I gained the first ten levels in a minute, the second ten in five, and the third in ten. The fourth took another ten, because I had to drop a level, but after that… 
 
      
 
    No, there were no problems with leveling up, and the process continued at the same rate. Something else impressed me, however, when, at level 45, an interesting notification appeared before me. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: 200 lives. 
 
      
 
    Description: You have gained level 200 without once being sent for rebirth. Your determination to survive is impressive and places additional obligations on you. From now on, you receive 40% more damage from all sources and +2 to basic Experience for completing quests and killing mobs. Continue in the same vein and you will join the ranks of the chosen few. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You are among the top 100 players on the continent of Stivala who have not been sent for rebirth to your current level in Barliona. There is no penalty for your murder by other players. Your basic Agreeability with all NPCs is increased by +5 (applicable to the clan). 
 
      
 
    “What the…” Diabettis stopped short and nearly collapsed to the ground. “I’ve received some strange notifications. If I kill you, I can get 10,000 gold from the Guild of Killers, and there won’t even be a penalty. But how? You’re not level 200.” 
 
      
 
    “Because the wording is not quite correct,” I replied, taking a few steps backwards just in case. Who knew what might cross my fighter’s mind? 10,000 was not something you found lying around in the middle of the road. 
 
      
 
    “You need to gain two hundred levels without dying, not level 200?” Diabettis guessed. “But that’s cheating. Everybody would be doing it.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know a way to get rid of levels without rebirth?” I asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    “No, but… you managed it.” 
 
      
 
    “And now I have eighty-five players furious with me because we all lost four levels together. Including Kryndoz and Artimir. Do you know them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve heard of them. They’re almost level 500.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh. And they lost five levels along with everyone else, so they’re obviously delighted.” 
 
      
 
    “Will they seek revenge? Does the castle need protection?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about revenge, because I still haven’t spoken to them, but concerning protection, no, it doesn’t. Mindfell is now more secure than Fort Knox. Anyone who shows up with malicious intent will get such a beating that they’ll learn to use their head for its intended purpose, rather than just to carry a helmet around. Right, that’s enough chatting. I want to see what happens after I manage to gain 300 levels without dying.” 
 
      
 
    The next holdup occurred when I got to level 145. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: 300 lives. 
 
      
 
    Description: You have gained level 300 without once being sent for rebirth. Your determination to survive is impressive and places additional obligations on you. From now on, you receive 100% more damage from all sources and +4 to basic Experience for completing quests and killing mobs. Continue in the same vein and you will join the ranks of the chosen few. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You are among the top 3 players on the continent of Stivala and the top 100 players in Barliona who have not once been sent for rebirth to their current level. 
 
      
 
    There is no penalty for your murder by other players. Your basic Agreeability with all NPCs is increased by +5 (applicable to the clan). A task for your destruction has been launched. Reward: +100 to reputation with the Barliona shadow clans, +100 to reputation with the Barliona Guild of Killers, 100,000 gold, +2 to all additional characteristics, +2 levels. Before your first rebirth, your discount on work with NPCs increases by 20% for all trading operations. 
 
      
 
    “Bloody hell!” Diabettis mumbled, gesticulating for his players to return to the mobs. “Kvalen, this is no joke. The world top 100: that’s serious enough to take interest in you. And let’s face it, the reward is pretty good.” 
 
      
 
    The remaining ten levels I managed to take on our farm made no difference. I was still in 3rd place in Stivala, the only difference being that in the world rankings I had risen from 98th to 93rd. Once again increasing Luck and Charisma to 50 points, I kept 89 free characteristics points for the future, for which, luckily, some free space had appeared. I would have to think what characteristic to use to fill that gap. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, you have ninety levels left until your next achievement, right?” Diabettis asked out of the blue when Experience had stopped trickling down on me. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” I did not understand what the head of the leveling-up department was driving at. 
 
      
 
    “Barliona has given us all a task to destroy you. And that means other players as well, right? I reckon NPC guests will be turning up at the castle soon to show the rest which end of the knife to hold. That’s not good, so I’ll ask one more time, are you definitely sure Mindfell is protected?” 
 
      
 
    “Get to the point. The castle is protected well enough that even Plinto will be out of his league.” 
 
      
 
    “We have friends with a farm which will level you up to 250. The admission price is hefty but worth it. We leveled up there ourselves. If you’re prepared to sacrifice 100,000 gold, we can boost you up 100 levels.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” I still didn’t understand my player’s logic. 
 
      
 
    “In your case, that would get you into the 400s, and you would become a tasty morsel for all the psychos in the game. The whole lot of them would show up at Mindfell to complete the task, and we would be ready for them. I can see you don’t understand anything, and that’s why I’m explaining. We have nothing to fear from the small fry, but sooner or later the more serious guys will want to check you out for themselves, the ones who can’t work without their legendary items. They’ll come to the castle, succeed in getting themselves killed, and in all likelihood lose their items, which, note, are pretty valuable. Plus we’ll receive an additional bonus for the next level. I reckon +5 to Agreeability and a twenty percent discount already sounds good. And what do we get at the next level? A visit to the Emperor?” 
 
      
 
    “A visit to the dentist to get our knocked-out teeth put back in,” I grumbled, thinking over Diabettis’s words. “Will your friends not be tempted by the delightful prospect of killing me in their mines just as soon I gain the next level of achievement?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” the fighter said with a frown, but just then he found a way out. “There’ll be a paladin keeping watch over you. As soon you gain the necessary level, teleport immediately to the castle. We’ll be able to keep you covered for ten seconds. You’ll spend next to nothing in terms of time and gold, and for us it’ll be very profitable.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I’m convinced. Put me in touch with your friends.” 
 
      
 
    Diabettis was not lying, and a paladin was beside me all the time, which was a very good thing when you considered that representatives of the illustrious Berkovetz clan began looking at me with an unfavorable eye. They were clearly itching to receive the reward offered by the game, but they were holding back. For my payment was commensurate with the reward, and nobody needed a tarnished reputation, not even for the sake of the remaining reward. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: 400 lives. 
 
      
 
    Description: You have gained level 400 without once being sent for rebirth. Your determination to survive is impressive and places additional obligations on you. From now on, you receive 200% more damage from all sources and +8 to basic Experience for completing quests and killing mobs. Continue in the same vein and you will join the ranks of the chosen few. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You are the №1 player on the continent of Stivala and among the top 3 players in Barliona who have not once been sent for rebirth to their current level. You can find a full list of bonuses and restrictions in the list below. SHOW. 
 
      
 
    It seemed I had the right people working for me after all. No sooner had I become enshrouded in white light, in order to announce to the whole world a new star had been born, than the paladin threw a bubble over me to protect me from attacks by players assigned to the farm. There was no other talk concerning reputation, because the reward for my murder exceeded all reasonable limits. My entire team was finished off in a matter of seconds. No matter how you looked at it, level-350 players were way more serious guys and gals than level-270 players. But I was gifted ten seconds of life, which I used to the max, managing to warn that the Berkovetz clan would be receiving no payment for being assigned to the farm. Quite the opposite, in fact, I would be setting Barliona’s lawyers on them for violation of the nonaggression treaty. Let the chief sort out the problem with his overzealous assistants and present his apologies. Together with decent financial compensation. 
 
      
 
    However, as became clear, from now on I would be a prisoner in my own castle. I couldn’t say I was overly distressed about it, since I now had no need to leave Mindfell anyway, but the fact did slap me with restrictions I would have to get used to. Nonetheless, I was pleased enough to award Diabettis an extra bonus. 
 
      
 
    Penalties: 
 
      
 
    There is no penalty for your murder by other players. 
 
      
 
    Your basic reputation with all Barliona creatures has changed from Neutral to Hostile. 
 
      
 
    A task for your destruction has been launched. Reward: +500 to reputation with the Barliona shadow clans; +500 to reputation with the Barliona Guild of Killers; 500,000 gold; +15 to all additional characteristics; +15 levels; legendary 400-Killer package befitting your character. 
 
      
 
    10 high-level hired assassins have been dispatched to get you. 
 
      
 
    From now on there are no safe zones for you. 
 
      
 
    Bonuses (applicable to whole clan): 
 
      
 
    Your basic Agreeability with all NPCs is increased by +10. 
 
      
 
    Your discount on work with NPCs increases by 30% for all trading operations. 
 
      
 
    +100% to resources procured, goods produced, and Experience gained. 
 
      
 
    For every 24 hours you last with the 400 lives achievement, Barliona will pay you 50,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    50% of the cost of protective equipment will be paid by Barliona. 
 
      
 
    Yes, I now understood full well that as soon I left the castle, somebody would definitely attack me. Even the shabbiest little rabbit peacefully nibbling grass by the town walls would lunge at me viciously like a crazed dragon, wanting to rob me of my achievement as quickly as possible. And it was a fairly unique achievement, I can tell you. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, you can’t be left alone for five minutes!” Eredani appeared in the main hall, looking like the cat that got the cream. “You always end up waist deep in trouble. Tell me what you’ve been up to and why the system is recommending insistently that I kill you, and without the slightest hint of any penalty. Prisoners are not often permitted to attack other players first, you know.” 
 
      
 
    My tale did not take long to tell, and there was nothing especially secret in it. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” the old man muttered thoughtfully. “Loss of levels with preservation of life. Yes, that explains a lot. As does the fact that you are a lucky horned son of a bitch. Did you know, O scowling chief of our clan, that the farms can only level players up as far as 270? After that, you’re on your own. And, as is not hard to guess, those who have gained the coveted 300 levels without dying become a delicious snack for all in Barliona and start dropping like flies. But then you come along and completely ruin the entire years-old ratings system. Third place in the world in twenty-four hours. That isn’t just a slap around the face, it’s flagrant negligence of all the unspoken rules. It’s like someone arriving at a billionaires’ get-together in a junk heap of a car, blowing their nose on a tablecloth, and wiping their greasy hands on the neighbors. In principle it’s not prohibited, but it’s not the done thing. If I were in Francude and Bikhan’s shoes, I would already be concerned and—” 
 
      
 
    Whatever Eredani would have been or done remained a mystery, because the castle’s house spirits had switched on their face-melting siren to indicate that an uninvited guest had gained entrance to Mindfell. The advisor and I exchanged glances and even stood side-by-side as though planning to fend off an attack by an adversary, but just then the siren switched back off and the castle was plunged into its habitual silence. 
 
      
 
    You have destroyed 2 hired assassins dispatched for your head. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Light of Barliona faction increased by 10. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 10. 
 
      
 
    “Look, it works!” Eredani said with a grin. “And we didn’t even have to do anything. You sit in your castle, drinking wine, and reputation drips on your head. Any minute now, you’ll be earning the Guild’s Honored.” 
 
      
 
    “Only ten killers were sent after me. They’ll soon be finished.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s you who’ll soon be finished if you continue to think like that. You kill the first wave, they send a second, more masterful, then a third, then a fourth. A hundredth if necessary. As far as I’m aware, the record belongs to Bikhan: seventy-two waves before he gained Honored with the Guild of Killers. After that, they decided it made much more sense to be friends with a Free like that than to fight one. Although you mustn’t forget Bikhan is a special case, because he has all the Celestials behind him. All you have is your clan. And a little bit of luck.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t beat around the bush. How did the meeting with Baal go?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes! My former boss, to put it mildly, was beside himself with anger. He sprayed spittle, threatened terrible retribution, and demanded I give him my soul again. In the end he flew into such a rage that he allowed me to pocket a number of fairly sizable chunks of his flesh. Do you know what a savvy demonologist can do with that flesh? Lots. And so our handsome hunk had to do a deal with me. Of course 10,000 was asking too much, but I did manage to get 1,500 out of him. I’d already put it in my depository before the locals got wind of it. In short, they’re not best pleased with me, but they’re also not refusing to work with me. Abyssal should be coming to see me in a couple of days, to report his master’s wishes. Baal is still eager to know what’s hidden in Mindfell. Things didn’t turn out too well with Braksed, and the lad is now being blasted on all counts. He signed a contract with Asmodei, and Baal doesn’t like competition, so we won’ t be seeing our dark tiefling in the near future.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s worth getting him out of there?” I suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Under no circumstance!” Eredani retorted, almost shouting. “Are you in your right mind to be suggesting that? Right now Braksed is currying favor with the Supreme better than most could, so in a couple of days he’ll gain tasks we’ve never even heard of. Of course we can’t openly have anything to do with darks, and we can’t take him into the clan, but having an inside man on the demons’ side will definitely not hurt us. We’ll supply him with resources, and he’ll help us. Our spirited friend is turning into quite a serious figure on the chessboard of Barliona, and our task is to remind Braksed in good time who actually put him on the board. We must not let such a chance go to waste. It’s a shame it didn’t occur to you to make contact with the player working for Ireness. Making friends with people like that would also definitely not hurt us.” 
 
      
 
    Our conversation was once again rudely interrupted by the spirits’ hysteria. I expected to receive a notification that I’d been awarded another ten reputation points for victory over the NPC Killers, but the reality turned out to be a little more interesting. 
 
      
 
    Player destroyed: Vardunas, level 174. 
 
      
 
    Player destroyed: Garleem, level 194. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    You have destroyed 22 players. 
 
      
 
    Total number of levels dropped: 3. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 30. 
 
      
 
    “Ruard?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “How did they get here?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t say you really thought Vardunas would leave you in peace,” Eredani said, looking at me like I was a fool. “After what we did to them, it’s hardly surprising they want to destroy everything here. And don’t forget about the reward for your head. So it’s perfectly reasonable the Ruards are the first to show up here. They have the coordinates of the castle, they created a portal scroll and jumped, and Mahan’s fighters, the ones in the wood nearby, missed the attack. You have a meeting tomorrow with the shaman, and you must definitely tell him about this incident. The Celestial promised you security until your meeting, but he couldn’t provide it. That’s a serious knock to his reputation, I reckon, and your silence will cost him dearly. Take payment for it in almarils. Something tells me it’ll soon be problematic to find them, because…” 
 
      
 
    Player destroyed: Mercatos, level 379. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    You have destroyed 12 players. 
 
      
 
    Total number of levels dropped: 5 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 50. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! That’s already our protectors,” Eredani said with a grin, after learning the names of the fallen. “I remember one of them, definitely one of the Legends of Barliona. They evidently came too close to the castle, and they weren’t on the friend list. Minus five levels. Now they’ll go running to complain to their supervisors, and the others to their own supervisors, and the information will eventually reach the three Celestials. Mahan won’t show up here, he promised, but my daughter and Plinto…” 
 
      
 
    Eredani fell suddenly silent and pulled his head into his shoulders in expectation of retaliation, because for the first time in our acquaintance he had called Anastaria his daughter out loud. Thoughtspeech did not count. However, there was no retaliation. I had the relevant access, and there were no outsider ears in the castle proper. Ours were working, but potential infiltrators were cut out by the Eagle Eye. 
 
      
 
    “No, Anastaria won’t come here,” I said, breaking the silence. “She wouldn’t be able to break through the block placed due of your presence, and they promised to load her up with tasks. Plinto, on the other hand, might come, despite me being guaranteed relative security from his actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Plinto considers himself the best, so he definitely won’t be able to suppress his desire to see the new weapon with his own eyes. There aren’t that many things in Barliona which can be used to lower a player’s level. You might say they could be counted on the fingers of our hooves, and as you understand, we don’t have any fingers. You know, Kvalen, I think I’m going to go for a sail on the ship. Something tells me things are going to get a little heated here in Mindfell in the next twenty-four hours. I reckon players are going to start organizing full-scale raids to come and get you.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about fleeing,” I warned the old man. “You’d be better off thinking about how to provide additional protection for the castle. The Eagle Eye is certainly good, but I’m not going to put all my eggs in one basket. Sooner or later people will think of a way to fight it, and then they’ll destroy the castle. We must avoid that. You have 500,000 gold. Do what you want, but provide us additional protection. Don’t forget Barliona is sponsoring us.” 
 
      
 
    “If I’m honest, I’ve already thought of several ways to counter our weapon,” Eredani said with a smile. “ Yet again I’m convinced I made the correct choice by joining the Pareto clan. Yes, I shall busy myself with the protection of the castle. In order for the Eagle Eye to work at full capacity, it requires assistance, and I will provide that assistance.” 
 
      
 
    What could I say about the rest of the day? Only that there were too many unwary idiots in our world. Driven by greed for gain and the description of the task, players were flocking to Mindfell in their hundreds. And no one was concerned about my level. Among the attackers were people who were barely level 40. Killers, hired assassins, bottom-feeders: many were impetuously meeting their deaths beneath the walls of Mindfell. Once again Eredani showed himself in all his glory. When the castle was attacked by over three hundred players of varying kinds all at once, our protectors leaped into action: thirty hired level-300 locals. The fighters dealt superbly with the small fry, and the bigger ones were taken out by the Eye. 
 
      
 
    +1,770 to reputation with the Guild of Killers, twelve prohibitively expensive legendary items, and several thousand gold dropped by the corpses: such was my haul from less than twenty-four hours spent in the castle. Towards nighttime, the flow of players began to abate, although, as Matty said when he called me, the game forums had gone simply mad. The wave of indignation sent to the administration by the players would have capsized more than one sturdy ship, but Barliona held its ground, responding politely that everything was within the framework of the game’s logic, and that the warning concerning the loss of levels was being issued to every last player who came too close to Mindfell. This was the reason for the enormous price on my head, for nobody was going to give away half a million gold for no good reason. This did nothing to extinguish the indignation, but nobody had promised that Barliona would kiss its users’ asses and strive to fulfill everyone’s desires. 
 
      
 
    Thus, within the space of twenty-four hours, I became the most hated person in Barliona. And the hatred spread to my clan as well, Ulm clutching his head from the abundance of bids to join and collaborate. People had decided to get at me from the inside. Players could not attack villages owned by me (this being forbidden by the mechanics of the game), and neither could they interact in any way with the ground, and so the only option remaining open to them was to harm my people. However, even here my enemies could only expect total failure, for practically all representatives of my clan worked either in the safe zone of Lok’dar or inside Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    Plinto did not appear, and neither did the other three. I managed to get a perfectly decent sleep inside the game, and even reply to a number of particularly offensive letters that had wormed their way through the spam filter. Then, at last, I received a call on my cell phone. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, this is Dmitri Mahan. I’m in town. Your game account is just about to be credited with a million. Where and when can we meet?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU DON’T LOOK LIKE someone who lives in a professional capsule,” I said, assessing the quite formidable — by Barliona veterans’ standards — belly. It was certainly not in the same league as mine had been before, and if anything, only slightly larger than mine was now. Mahan basically looked like a brawny dwarf who had decided that what his life really needed more of was sweet yummy food, rather than the constant pumping of iron. He was reasonably musclebound, yet not without the odd spare tire. 
 
      
 
    “I switched off the physical block. You know, my body is the only thing that still belongs to me. I have not relied on my mind for a long time, but three times a week in the gym, a two-hour workout under the supervision of physiotherapists and trainers. And without the capsule, mind. If I gain an ideal body, then it will be only by myself, and one hundred percent a result of my effort, nothing to do with Barliona. You, on the other hand, look dramatically different from the person you were a few months ago. If the report that was prepared for me is anything to go by, I would say two times different.” 
 
      
 
    “Not everyone can afford their own team of personal trainers,” I parried. “So yes, I have to use all contemporary means. Would you like to order something, or are you on a diet? The food here is not too bad. I can recommend the Valrim soup. It’s the best the town has to offer, in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “I am absolutely not on a diet, and I do love a tasty feed. And, since I am your guest, I absolutely trust your taste.” 
 
      
 
    We spent the next five minutes chatting about the weather, the peculiarities of the capital, and the restaurant’s décor. Such a scenario was absolutely no problem for me, for Mahan had “bought” me for just an hour, and it was his right to use that hour as he pleased. However, everything had to end sometime, and the time for serious conversation eventually came around. Mahan led immediately with his main trump card. 
 
      
 
    “Who is Eredani?” 
 
      
 
    “A player,” I replied coolly. “One of many in my clan.” 
 
      
 
    “A player.” Dmitri nodded his understanding. “A simple player, who became advisor to a promising clan, a person with no name or backstory, yet with some pretty rare skills. According to some information I have, Bikhan is planning to test Mindfell’s robustness. He wants to access your strength before working with you. The attack will take place today.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you always jump from subject to subject during a conversation?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “All my questions concerning Eredani have been answered. I doubt you can give me anything new. But concerning the Era of the Dragon, I think it’s important to warn you the folks in Celestial will not be happy to lose levels. The appliance in your castle: is it a present from Ireness? It was on my order that Plinto sent you to the lands of Seth. It occurs to me that you weren’t allowed to discuss important details in the demon-hunter training camp, and you did not receive a task. Who, if not she, could have given you access to the rotten world?” 
 
      
 
    “More jumping,” I said, smiling and making no attempt to explain anything. “Is that your usual manner in conversation? Or is it a tactic chosen strictly for my benefit?” 
 
      
 
    “Mindfell. It is too similar to Altameda,” Mahan continued unperturbed. “And there are certain details there which only somebody who had previously visited my castle could know about. Did you take part in my tournament?” 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what he was talking about, but once again I did not so much as flinch to show my ignorance. Instead, I went on the attack myself. Alex Herman had been right to say that in reality Mahan was quite a strange person, seemingly not of this world. 
 
      
 
    “I have the coordinates of Tamerlane’s tomb. According to Anastaria, she has a task for the dungeon there. Might it be of interest to the Legends?” 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe demons after all?” Dmitri appeared not to have heard me. Staring at me, while at the same time looking off somewhere into infinity, he was speaking to himself, demanding no confirmation from me. “You are a demon hunter, a tiefling, one of nine players to have gained that race. Or ten, if you count Eredani. How is it that Plinto, Anastaria, and I cannot meet your advisor? Why does he not reply to our letters? Where did you get such a strange force field that will not allow us into the castle? Eredani is a prisoner, I know that for sure, from speaking with a player called Kurtune. So who is Eredani? My closest guess would be Bezponiki. Experience, skills, knowledge. But the old man did not have access to those places in Altameda which have been reproduced in your castle. That means it’s someone else, someone who has had the opportunity to study Altameda inside out. Someone who has the title of master from Rivaldo. Someone to whom only we three are not permitted access, the three who would instantly be able to identify him. Not by his appearance, but by his manner of speaking, by his movements. And also, you are planning to work with Bikhan, the person who destroyed the Phoenix clan.” 
 
      
 
    “Good day, gentlemen! Please forgive me for interrupting your conversation, but this matter will not wait. Brody, you will have to come with me.” A distinguished-looking man had appeared beside us completely out of the blue. Mahan looked at the surprise guest, and damn me if I didn’t spot a flicker of understanding in the shaman’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    “So he’s still alive, then,” Dmitri said confidently, without the merest hint of a questioning intonation. “Tiefling Eredani, this is Victor Philips. It all makes sense now. All this time he was working for you, Klutz. Stop hiding. I know you’re around here somewhere. You just couldn’t refrain from controlling our meeting personally, could you?” 
 
      
 
    Logic and common sense had conclusively left the chat. Klutz? Victor Philips? Total absence of continuity in the conversation? Mahan had indeed turned out to be an impossibly strange person to talk to. On occasion it seemed he had no need whatsoever for an interlocutor and was simply talking to himself. But the strangest thing of all happened a little later, when Alex Herman approached our table. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, shaman,” the security service general said, smiling and extending his hand as though greeting an old acquaintance. 
 
      
 
    “Klutz,” Mahan replied with a nod, taking the new guest’s hand and motioning for him to join us. The distinguished-looking man who had tried to extract me from the conversation brought a chair and withdrew. As did the cohort of waiters. I looked around, to see the room totally devoid of people; no guests, no serving staff. 
 
      
 
    “I recognize the gesture.” The silence had not escaped Mahan either. “Judging by Brody’s look, you used him randomly. How did he know who Eredani was?” 
 
      
 
    “You do realize you can’t get out of here without an agreement of nondisclosure?” 
 
      
 
    “I was silent for half a year about what happened during what I now understand to be that show. I was silent despite Anastaria’s condition. She also senses the irregularity. We cannot come to terms with it. Have you thought about how you’re going to get Victor out into the world? I doubt you would have consented to our meeting if you hadn’t thought about it.” 
 
      
 
    “We need Bikhan. Until we get him, Victor remains with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely you understand how unrealistic that is? He had the whole of Celestial behind him.” 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t for your little escapade six months ago, we wouldn’t be talking now. Bikhan was already on his way to the capital.” 
 
      
 
    “One day you will understand that playing with people is far more profitable than using them randomly. And the more bumps on the head you get in the process of coming to that understanding, the sooner that knowledge will descend on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you forgotten about Bezponiki? Bikhan has had substantially more opportunities to control Barliona. Even now, when the game has been given over totally to the imitators, the danger remains that Bikhan can read players’ thoughts. We are still not sure we have managed to find all the caches. Which is why Victor no longer exists and there is a whole department dedicated to controlling every flow of data coming from Brody’s capsule. It’s all too complicated, Dmitri. This time we cannot afford to make mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    “You do realize I’m recording this conversation?” Just in case, I reminded the company of my existence. “And you’ve just confessed to committing a criminal offense. I personally did not approve mass surveillance.” 
 
      
 
    “Surveillance with the use of the administrator feature is conducted only inside Barliona,” Alex said, correcting himself. “In reality we act strictly within the bounds of the law. Your private life is inviolable.” 
 
      
 
    “So inviolable that you were personally controlling my conversation with Dmitri?” 
 
      
 
    “It is useless, Brody,” Mahan said with a smile. The Corporation is running true to form. This is one of those occasions when you just need to relax and enjoy the ride. Let us return to where we began. How did Brody find out that Eredani was Victor Philips?” 
 
      
 
    “What difference does it make to you?” I wasn’t about to run ahead with open arms and reveal my conclusions to everyone who wanted to hear them.” 
 
      
 
    “It is the basis of our collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    “It would appear you all have an inkling that I need something from you. I’m sorry to surprise you, but I am absolutely indifferent to everything that’s happening. I am here for the simple reason that I’ve been paid for an hour’s meeting, and that hour will soon be up. If you’ve taken it into your heads to decide the fate of the world, then please, you’re on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “You are in the same boat as us now, Brody,” Herman said, to which I could only chuckle and reply: 
 
      
 
    “Really? The only thing we have in common is Victor Philips. If my words and actions are not to your liking, hand over responsibility for him to someone else. Yes, Eredani is useful to my clan. He’s an experienced player, and his advice has been of great help to me, but when I hear the phrase ‘in the same boat,’ I don’t freaking need any of that. Gentlemen, I can say ‘no’ and I love saying ‘no.’ And it seems to me that now is the perfect time to do so. I propose the subject of Eredani now closed. Mahan has thirty minutes left, and if I understand correctly, we have to discuss the participation of the Legends of Barliona in forthcoming raids.” 
 
      
 
    “He isn’t bluffing,” Mahan said unexpectedly. “He really does consider his position correct.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, screw you all,” Alex Herman, a.k.a. Klutz, growled. “Why should I have to work with amateurs?” 
 
      
 
    “Because professionals are not suited to this,” Mahan said calmly. “Brody, your participation in this question is obligatory. I don’t know why, but all the lines of probability converge on you, not me or anybody else. If Victor is going to be able to get out of his prison capsule, then it is only with your help. Alex, do not even think about hiring Brody as a freelancer. You’re right, Bikhan might have people if not in yours, then in the next department. Everything must go unnoticed.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to ask whether they’d heard me say I wasn’t going to do anything, but I managed to rein in my emotions. Mahan and Herman had withdrawn too far into themselves to be receptive to explanations. I was not going to sign anything, nor was I going to make any promises, and if anybody wanted to invent anything for themselves, then that was their own personal erotic problem. I was not about to participate in anything. 
 
      
 
    Everything would have been fine were it not for Mahan staring once more into the infinity behind my back and saying: 
 
      
 
    “Brody needs motivation. Klutz, what do you have in that department?” 
 
      
 
    “Motivation?” Alex said with a frown, before turning to look at me. “I trust you’re not talking about money? If you’re right, and I am inclined to think you are not mistaken that we are sponsoring the Pareto clan, then we will know ten minutes after the transaction.” 
 
      
 
    “No, no credits,” the shaman replied in my stead. “Support for the clan. Brody will not do anything purely for himself. But if the conversation turns to the people in his clan, he’ll switch to our side.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all just words. We need concrete suggestions.” 
 
      
 
    “The details need working through, but what if, for example, a law is passed that liberates the inhabitants of the social shelters, or gives them freedom not for four but, say, eight hours a day? A condition of such freedom would be membership of the top clan in the province. Or the governorate. Considering Brody works actively with socials, as well as his clan coincidently occupying that top spot, he won’t get any dissent from the players, and the ones already in the clan will do everything they can so as not to be kicked out of it. Moreover, social welfare can be increased for those players, and they can be provided with accommodation and other benefits. It’s important to show everyone else the path out of that unenviable situation they’ve found themselves in. I don’t think Barliona will become poorer for it, and the social effect will be extremely positive.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I think we can provide something like that,” Alex agreed. “We would need to work through the details, but I see no critical problem. And you’re right, a general law will not be associated with the Pareto clan.” 
 
      
 
    “But that will only move Brody to listen to us. It will in no way motivate him to work on liberating Victor. We need a means of overcoming his skepticism. This amount of money, say. Would that be enough for you to cast your negativity aside?” 
 
      
 
    Mahan produced a notebook and, just like in the old movies, wrote the sum in it. A sum that did not begin with a “1,” but which ended in eight zeros. To be absolutely precise, 200,000,000 credits. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what will be credited to your personal account if we agree to work together. I do not need your clan secrets, and I do not need collaboration or vassalage. That is the price for you helping me and Klutz extract Victor from prison. We can decide everything else in private as independent partners.” 
 
      
 
    Check and mate! Knockout! Match point! What else do they say in these situations? If I could ignore the large sum of money (in my line of work I’d had occasion to operate with far larger amounts), then the proposal that the social inhabitants might get some concessions made me think hard about it. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, let’s say I’m interested. What do you specifically need from me? It’s no secret to anyone that I’m the chief of a relatively small clan lost on the border of Stivala. Yes, I have several interesting tasks, but who doesn’t? What do you need me for?” 
 
      
 
    “If I had known that, the sum would have been much lower,” Mahan said with a smile. “Klutz, what needs to happen for Victor to leave prison?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s possible you didn’t hear me, but it’s not difficult for me to repeat: we need Bikhan. Alive and preferably healthy, although that last point is not a dealbreaker.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we give him Altameda?” Mahan suggested, and in all seriousness at that. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he’ll fall for a transfer in reality again. He also doesn’t have any serious compromising material against you that would necessarily affect your security. The idea with Philips only worked because the alternative for Victor is life imprisonment. Bikhan understood that Ekhkiller would not go for it. So right now we’re accumulating a knowledge base, and allowing the Era of the Dragon to collaborate with Brody, in the hope that sooner or later the chance will appear to extract the cunning fox from his den.” 
 
      
 
    “Mahan, are you really willing to part with Altameda for the sake of Victor?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Altameda is merely a collection of virtual data,” Dmitri replied. “There is not a single virtual gizmo that is worth a human life. If Altameda can help me get rid of Bikhan, I’ll give it away without a second thought.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second. Repeat what you just said,” I asked, trying to get the sense. 
 
      
 
    “The game is not worth a human life,” Mahan replied, correctly understanding my bewilderment. “Not the game itself, nor the achievements gained within it.” 
 
      
 
    “Achievements. Of course.” I was at last able to grab hold of the sense as it slipped away. “I think I’ve thought of a way to lure Bikhan from his den. I don’t like the idea at all, but perhaps you could find somebody else to put it into action for you.” 
 
      
 
    It did not take long to sketch a general outline of my plan. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not realistic,” Alex replied. “You know perfectly well the game specifics of this person. He only appears anywhere as a golem.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why you won’t be able to pull this deal off without a coordinated and harmonious team,” I agreed readily. “And that means both on the part of Barliona and its security department, and on the part of the Legends of Barliona clan. Mahan, you need to give Altameda to us. At the very least, for the sake of one of its three secret portals.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s true you found the key?” 
 
      
 
    “Not the key itself, but the knowledge about how to make the key.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand how you’re planning to put your scheme into effect.” Alex’s brow furrowed as he turned my idea over and over in his head. 
 
      
 
    “Not me. You. Together with the Era of the Dragon clan, I will receive the first key this week. Mahan will make sure we’re able to make our way unhindered into Altameda. But the most difficult and important aspect is down to you, Alex. You must make sure a clone or a golem of a character cannot pass through the portal, only the character themself in person, and only in their natural form. No dragons, no sirens, no vampires, no spiders, no other vermin. Only the player in their original form.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think Bikhan will risk it? For him it’s just another way of glorifying his clan. His personal presence here is not required.” 
 
      
 
    “You, no doubt, have a whole department responsible for rewards. Let them think up something the old fox will not be able to resist, but where the risk is kept to a minimum. Let’s say a level-hundred dungeon, no more. And no, he might not go for that, so we need to do something else as well. Over to you, Mahan. Right now I have the achievement of 400 levels without death. As far as I know, Bikhan has 563 levels without death. I need to get another hundred from somewhere in order to gain my next achievement and climb up to second place in the game. The reward for first dungeon, for example, would be +100 levels. It sounds wild, of course, but it’s only a rough draft of an idea. Your scriptwriters will surely be able to mull it over and come up with something more graphic. The task is simple: we have to make it so that passing through this specific portal will be insanely beneficial for anyone who has never been rebirthed. If Bikhan discovers the description, and also sees me as the main challenger to his eternal — it would seem — record, he will not be able to resist the temptation, and he will come in person. Thus, it really does need to be an impressive reward.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand the point of all this. You can’t destroy Bikhan. His bodyguards won’t let you.” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t finished yet,” I sniggered. “After that, you need to do this… And, which is most important, everything must be kept within the framework of game logic. No machinations.” 
 
      
 
    The thoughts just kept coming spontaneously. I was very good at generating all sorts of madness. At some point, Mahan cut in and added his two cents’ worth, while Alex sat there with a sour look on his face and barely able to stop himself cursing. But we did not stop, for at the end of the day, this was just a sketch, not a living embodiment. There were specially trained people to work out the details. Our business was to propose a strategy. 
 
      
 
    “I need a few days to discuss your proposal with my team,” Alex replied thoughtfully. “At first glance it seems like a sensible idea. It might work.” 
 
      
 
    “It will work,” Mahan declared, staring off into infinity. “We will raise your levels; that’s not a question. It will take two or three days. We’ll work something out for Altameda as well. There is one idea, and we need to look into how to realize it. There is, however, Brody, a more important question, and that is, do you understand all the risks?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to expose myself to danger. There will be no action until Alex ensures my safety.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t have let you meet,” Alex grumbled, and this time actually swore. “Now I’m stuck with another ‘genius.’ Fine, we’ll cover you, make some minor corrections to the results of the scenes. But bear in mind you will not be getting any special rewards from Barliona.” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was shrug my shoulders, keeping the rest of my body under strict control. No one could know my heart was in my mouth, and that I had already wanted several times to stop everything and shout at Herman and Mahan to get lost. Had I not had a clan of social players behind me, I would never have resigned myself to such insanity, even for the 200,000,000 credits Mahan was promising. 
 
      
 
    “Alex, if that’s all, as far as Victor is concerned, can we discuss other plans? Brody has tasks I need, and we must discuss our participation.” 
 
      
 
    “Please do. I’ll sit and listen,” Herman replied. “We’re still working through your rogue action of six months ago. Until Bikhan is in my hands, one of my people will be present at all your face-to-face meetings.” 
 
      
 
    “Sit still, you don’t understand. Brody, there is a cave in Mindfell, hidden by a task shroud. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Dmitri, that’s not the way it works,” I said with a smile. “Let’s not confuse two different things. The fact that we’re working on the Philips project does not mean we’re now in the same boat on all questions. At the end of the day, Victor will not forgive me if I give you this knowledge for free.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, now I see what might happen,” Mahan said, laughing. “What is it you want, penny pincher?” 
 
      
 
    “Almaril. All you have.” 
 
      
 
    “All our almaril for information?” Mahan had understood my demand. “Is that not rather a lot? Sooner or later everyone will find out this task of yours, and no one will let me give away 5,000 stones for it.” 
 
      
 
    “So wait, then,” I said with an unflappable shrug of the shoulders. “The script connected with this knowledge will allow a new update to be rolled out in Barliona. Something like the battle with the gods which you staged before the opening of Stivala. Personally for me, it makes no difference who pays the participation fee, the Legends or the Era of the Dragon. It’s almaril I need.” 
 
      
 
    Ultimately, Mahan was a fearful interlocutor, and I knew I could never take a seat at the same poker table with him. Staring off into his habitual infinity, Dmitri began to think out loud. 
 
      
 
    “You need almaril because you trade it with the demons, flooding the market with rare resources. Barliona will not allow the balance to be upset, so you do not need almaril to sell. A large amount of stones are required, because the demons use it for strengthening. The cave in Mindfell existed for a long time before it was concealed by the task shroud. The task appeared after Elvinaria, when both our raiding parties had already been felled. Task. Elvinaria. Death. Demons. A dungeon within a dungeon. Things that should never have existed but nonetheless did. A beast protected by a loopy priestess. You have Belphegor there, another Supreme demon. Yes, then it all fits together. He gave you a gadget to destroy players so that nobody would find out about the demon before they needed to. He gave you the knowledge of the portals of Altameda. He is the key to the next update. And you need almaril to recharge his strength so he can withstand the armies of the invasion. But what does Ireness have to do with it? Is she his protégé?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not even going to comment,” I said, maintaining my cool. “If you want to join the task, you know the price. And that’s just the enrollment fee to the ‘club.’ Tamerlane and the task connected with a certain universal evil is a separate conversation. You’re right about one thing, Mahan: I need to develop my clan. For that I need resources, and it strikes me that the Legends of Barliona are an excellent way to gain those resources. Are you in?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” Mahan said after a short pause. “Your terms?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “HOW’S THE SITUATION?” I asked when I appeared back in Barliona. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want the truth, or should I say everything’s fine?” Eredani replied wearily. My advisor had unabashedly taken a seat on my throne, lounging there like it was his own bed. 
 
      
 
    “That bad, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “They scaled the walls three times, and it was a miracle we fought them off. They even managed to ruin a couple of our tasks. Everything’s okay now though; we got rid of the creeps and restored the building. I don’t even want to think what might have happened without the castle’s protectors. As a matter of fact, I had to hire an extra two dozen. I could just sense folks were slowly beginning to collect keys to the Eagle Eye. I reckon another couple of days, and this place will be a public thoroughfare. Again.” 
 
      
 
    The house spirits began screaming blue murder, indicating a non-friendly face had intruded into the castle. The door of the main hall flew off its hinges, and a streak of black lightning flew in my direction. My reflexes did not let me down, for my mind still understood what to do, and so my body was already reacting to the danger. Retreat flung me up towards the ceiling, where I wrapped my tail around a beam, but just then the black lightning faded as the Eagle Eye killed the intruder. 
 
      
 
    Player destroyed: Azari the Patient, level 571. 
 
      
 
    Player destroyed: Lurks the Devoted, level 553. 
 
      
 
    Total number of levels dropped: 2. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 20. 
 
      
 
    “Jeez, the heavy artillery leaps into action! They must have gotten well burned for Azari and her attack dog to take you on personally,” Eredani said, just as soon as the squeal of the spirits had died down. That said, reputation with the Killers continued to trickle in as the Eagle Eye continued to mow down all the guests who had rocked up uninvited to Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    “You know what I’ve noticed?” the advisor asked. “The probability of a legendary item being dropped is significantly increased after a kill by the Eagle Eye. And it’s definitely not 10%. At first glance, it’s 30+, depending on the level of the player. With monsters like our Azari and Lurks, for example, it actually approaches 100%.” 
 
      
 
    Dropping back to the floor, I had to agree with Eredani. On the floor lay a whole pile of items left after the death of the bandit. Weapons, armor, a belt, a helmet, vambraces, stars of some sort. So much armor it seemed not only the items the bandit had been wearing had been dropped, but also the contents of his inventory. Azari had not made it as far as the hall, but I had no doubt that somewhere close by was another pile of goodies worth several million gold. 
 
      
 
    Dartun appeared and, with my tacit approval, took away all the loot and put it in the depository. The manager’s face at that moment was literally glowing with joy. And well it might have been, for the last twenty-four hours had filled Mindfell’s coffers with the most valuable items, and what is more, without any input on our part. Passing the collapsed doors, Dartun made an imperceptible gesticulation, and the doors were back on their hinges as if nothing had happened. The dwarf had learned to manage his responsibilities not half badly. 
 
      
 
    “Do you not fancy surrendering your seat to me?” I approached the throne and only now noticed it had been moved. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m honest, not even remotely,” Eredani chuckled. “While you were crawling the restaurants, we were beavering away here by the sweat of our brows, with our noses and hooves to the grindstone, as it were. Bartulun, bring it in! The chief is ready to accept your gift.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and a ceremonial procession entered the hall, headed by the disheveled monstrosity we had managed to save at the demon-hunter training camp, Master Bartulun, creator of the Shield of Tamerlane and student of Borh Goldenhand. The dwarf had turned out to be a disconcertingly useless creature, achieving nothing in the whole time we had known each other, except for drunkenness and making a spectacle of himself. Actually, that’s not quite true, he had managed to make one thing — albeit accidentally, half-assedly, and in some cheap boozer in Lok’dar — and that was a unique chair. Although in truth, the properties of the item were also less than stellar: an insignificant buff and an hour’s inebriety. 
 
      
 
    The hall was slowly filling with dwarves, clan players, and locals. I was not surprised to see a number of masters from Lok’dar; the heads of the manufacturing guilds had shown up in person in Mindfell. This was nothing special, of course, for the Pareto clan had taken a firm grip on the top spot in trading demon resources not only in the provinces and the governorate, but throughout the whole of Stivala. What really caught my eye now, however, was how the masters were looking at Bartulun. 
 
      
 
    As though at a messiah. 
 
      
 
    Most intriguing. What could a half-wit dwarf possibly create, that he should be so exalted? 
 
      
 
    “Friend Kvalen!” Bartulun announced grandly as he approached me. A silence hung in the hall, like it was a theater. Pictograms of cameras appeared above many players’ heads as people filmed the proceedings as if something miraculous was taking place. I had evidently missed out on something while I was meeting with Mahan. 
 
      
 
    “You were the one who saved me from captivity by demons. You were the one who returned my memory. You were the one who believed in me when everybody else turned away, including my relatives. You were the one who provided me with work despite the lack of results. You were the one who put up with my whims, dependency, and stupidity. You were the one who showed me what a true clan chief is, and what friendship is.” 
 
      
 
    This last assertion was arguable, but I was intrigued, so I nodded like a bobblehead in agreement with Bartulun. 
 
      
 
    “And then I realized such a leader deserves the very best, something nobody else in the whole of Barliona has. Me… Us. I’m not going to stoop so far as to pretend it was only me doing the work. Many of Lok’dar’s masters responded to my call, in order to join forces and create a masterpiece. And despite their names not being officially listed as its creators, I shall remember everybody who chipped in with their strength and mastery.” 
 
      
 
    These last words were addressed to the heads of the manufacturing guilds. They were clearly relishing Bartulun’s words, and the dwarves straightened themselves up, blushed, and shed twinkling tears. It seemed it would only be another moment before they all rushed to embrace my master. Ha! How quickly I had switched from “monstrosity” to “master”! 
 
      
 
    “Please, that’s enough talk, it’s time to get down to business. Accept our modest gift, friend Kvalen.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd parted, and two dwarves who had been standing a little way off brought me… an armchair? A throne? Something unfathomable, created by a madman? This third definition was perfectly suitable, for what Bartulun and his assistants had materialized was difficult to call anything other than “something unfathomable.” It looked like some kind of carriage, only without the wheels. The front part of the “throne” seemed at first glance open, although a couple of twinkles indicated that the inside of the cabin was in fact separated from the rest of the world by perfectly smooth and transparent glass. Bartulun had obviously gone to great lengths inside the item, where there was a massive armchair with a number of curious levers, a small table, and even additional seating for guests. I figured the glass would probably darken when necessary, to permit private conversation. It all looked quite ponderous, ludicrous in places, one might even say pretentious. Precisely the kind of style I could not stand. However, so as not to upset the master, I allowed the dwarves to set the new construction down in the place of the throne. A click, and Bartulun’s handiwork settled into place. 
 
      
 
    “Accept your gift, friend Kvalen! From now on you can manage your castle like nobody else in this world.” 
 
      
 
    Mindfell universal control console. 
 
      
 
    Description: A unique item bound to Castle Mindfell. Allows all the castle’s functions to be controlled by hand. Creator: Bartulun. Object level: without level. 
 
      
 
    I frowned, for the description was not exactly informative. The Owner’s Crown, for example, allowed exactly the same. Albeit less bombastic, but still the same. Apparently my face had adopted an expression of skepticism, since the advisor immediately sent me a pertinent thought. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Pack it in with the sour face. Give it a go first. Climb inside and try it for size. And smile, Kvalen, smile! You’re not at a funeral! 
 
      
 
    Responding with a withering look, I approached the construction. Bartulun considerately opened the thick door, which was fitted with the same ideally see-through glass. 
 
      
 
    The cabin was fitted out specifically for me: there was a hollow in the seat for my tail, my hooves slotted into special fastenings, and the roof was high enough to allow my horns freedom of movement in all directions. Bartulun made sure I was settled in before closing the door. I shuddered when the incessant howling, which I had already become used to, was suddenly gone. It was as though I had been transported to an island isolated from the rest of the world, where the waves and the gulls had also been switched off. The silence was so pleasant and relaxing that I even shuddered again at the shock of seeing system notifications running before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    Owner confirmed. 
 
      
 
    Primary initiation in progress. 
 
      
 
    Feature adaptation in progress. 
 
      
 
    Tuning in progress. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I do not remember how many notifications there were, but at some point they finished, and my jaw began slowly to drop. I was plainly not ready for what was unfurling in front of me. 
 
      
 
    Mindfell was spreading out in all its glory. Every detail, every bagatelle, every nook, every cranny: I could see everything and be everywhere. I could see the house spirits and the territory they had seized. I could see both depositories and a comprehensive statement of their conditions, as well as every resident of the barony, including all the villages. And I was in charge of all this. I could see all eleven of my ships, including The Victoria, and I could steer their courses. I controlled the farm, and the locations containing resources, adjusting their work load and estimated profit. I could build in, spend on, size up, and do with the castle and its adjoining lands things I had not even suspected were possible. But the most unexpected and pleasant thing was that the Eagle Eye had become accessible to me, so from now on I could select those targets that provided the most imminent threat, and pass on those that the hired local protectors would easily cope with. 
 
      
 
    The Eagle Eye was trying to mow down the youth, but the healers standing behind them were demonstrating their mastery. The players in the front ranks had precious little life remaining, so curing them fully was no particular problem. Since my weapon inflicted percentage damage rather than full damage, the formation of a human shield out of low-level players proved effective. Thus, while I was evaluating my new throne, not a single attacker was destroyed. Of course, as soon as a posse approached the walls, the protectors leaped into action, although there were decent fighters among the attackers. My forces slowly but surely diminished under the return fire, and the castle lost resources at an unpleasant rate, having to conscript replacement defenders. 
 
      
 
    I cursed at the insanity of the situation. The ceremonial presentation of a throne was taking place in the main hall, while at the same time an enormous crowd of players was attempting to seize the castle, displaying miracles of training and artfulness in the process. Unable to contain myself, I singled out a high-level healer who was single-handedly keeping a whole flank in check. The Eagle Eye concentrated on the creep for just a few seconds before ejecting him from Barliona for a twelve-hour rest. Next healer. Then another. My new weapon tried to return to the closest enemies each time, considering them the main threat, so I was forced to take a stand. A couple of minutes later, a wave of attackers rolled away from the castle. The defenders butchered the low-levelers, while I dealt with the commanders in the distance. Manual control rocked! As did +340 points to reputation with the Killers. At this rate, I would be up to Honored before I knew it. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: We need trusted people to keep watch by the Eagle eye. Automatic firing is good against enemies already in the castle, but against those only approaching the walls, it’s useless. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Like I said, every weapon has its weak points. What do you think of the update? Everyone’s waiting for your approval or outrage. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Say it’s… What the hell? 
 
      
 
    My perturbation was absolutely valid, for the spirits had gone ape and started shouting at the top of their lungs. Everybody in the main hall blocked their ears to muffle the noise, and the door flew off its hinges again as several black whirlwinds flew into the room. A thick smoke cloaked the enemy, and eventually realizing what I needed to do, I released my control over the Eagle Eye. I could not keep track of the melee, much less take aim at the enemy in the mist. That was the whole point of automatic control. 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashes flew towards Mindfell’s control console and at last gained substance. Ten level-450 locals, the ones who had been sent by the Guild of Killers to fulfil the order and receive an enormous reward. The Eagle Eye kicked into action and began to bathe the attackers vigorously in chaos, although everyone knew full well the beasties would get to me before they could be destroyed. Ten poison-emanating knives rocketed upwards, before a moment later shooting back down and cutting short my mortal existence in Barliona. 
 
      
 
    Or so I imagined, at least. 
 
      
 
    Integrity of main control console of Mindfell decreased by 2%. 
 
      
 
    Repairs required. 
 
      
 
    You should have seen the Killers’ faces; even behind their masks they clearly expressed utmost stupefaction. Wasting valuable seconds, the enemy began whacking on the glass, which had appeared so delicate, but the Eagle Eye eventually displayed its efficacy against the castle’s uninvited guests, and one by one the shadows disappeared, dispatched to eternity. I hadn’t thought the locals had binding. Ten seconds of terror and the spirits fell quiet, plunging Mindfell into silence. 
 
      
 
    The smoke dissipated, and the chaos perpetrated in the main hall was now revealed. All the dwarves lay on the floor with a single life point apiece. They could not be killed, but they could be blocked for a time. No trace remained of the players, for the level-450 Killers had murdered everyone they could reach, but they had not been able to destroy the defense created by Bartulun. The control console had withstood the attack, sacrificing only ten percent of its integrity. It was probably worth saying thank you to my monstrosity. Had it not been for him, no trace would have been left of my achievement either. 
 
      
 
    You have destroyed 10 hired assassins dispatched for your head. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Light of Barliona faction increased by 100. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 100. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have gained Honored with the Guild of Killers. A negotiator is on his way to you. Time to arrival: 3 hours 20 minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Healers over here!” Dartun entered the hall and, after quickly getting his bearings, began barking orders. Once a manager, always a manager. “Renovate the hall! The master’s throne is damaged. Bartulun, you waste of space, what are you doing lying around? Get to work! Can you not see that evil creatures have spoiled your creation?” 
 
      
 
    One by one, the locals began to rise to their feet and start working. Dull thuds could be heard as Bartulun, scarcely able to stand, immediately fell to fixing the castle’s control console. I received a notification of the resources spent on this, and barely suppressed a yell of exasperation in my desire to put a halt to the insane expenditure. In order to restore ten percent of the throne, five pallets of demon steel and wood were required! 
 
      
 
    As if sensing something interesting afoot in the castle, the players went on the attack again. The radius of the Eagle Eye had long been a secret open to everybody, so an impressive army of folks wanting to receive a reward for my destruction had gathered beyond that distance. I permitted several dozen players to enter the kill zone, then I attacked the highest-levelers, leaving the army to deal with the small fry. 
 
      
 
    The total number of levels dropped has reached 500. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to upgrade the Eagle Eye? 
 
      
 
    I had to admit I wasn’t expecting that. I figured I’d installed the device and that was that: enjoy! But no, here was Barliona with an unexpected surprise. An upgrade table appeared before my eyes, and I grinned a bloodthirsty grin. Oh yes! This was just what I was so seriously lacking. The cost of modernization would of course sting, but in my modest view it would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    Upgrades received: 
 
      
 
    Range increased by 200 meters. Current range: 938 meters. Price: 400,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    Integration with location Custodian achieved. Probability of detecting hidden enemies of up to and including level 500: 100%. Price: 500,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    The next updates would become accessible on 1,500 dropped levels with the help of the Eagle Eye, but I already understood this was just around the corner, because just a few moments after the update was established, my weapon’s control system was ablaze with red dots. Hundreds, if not thousands, of bandits, hunters, and other representatives of the hidden classes were gathered by the walls of Mindfell, trying to figure out how they could get inside. The enemy assumed that since the house spirits could not see them, then they must be in relative safety, so I immediately decided to highlight the error of their presumption. I did not attack the players at the very edge of the camera’s range — let everybody think the castle’s territorial limits had not changed — but those swarming by my walls deserved the very strictest punishment. 
 
      
 
    Attack! 
 
      
 
    Five rays simultaneously. Two shots per second. 10% of Life for each debuff received, which would build up to a maximum of ten times. I let them have it big time. Set to automatic, the Eagle Eye spread its attentions between the enemies, allowing them to live unacceptably long and use various sources of treatment. Using the manual control feature, I could avoid this problem by concentrating all five rays on one player. Shoot, set sights on new target, shoot, set sights on new target, shoot, and so on until the last Free citizen preoccupied with easy money was gone from Mindfell. With five thirty-second debuffs, nobody could do anything. By the time the priests had arrived and boosted Eredani and several other players who had not left their capsules, the area around the castle had been cleared. -278 secretives, -31 levels, plus a ton of reputation and happiness for my karma. For the finale I turned on the highest-level players who now found themselves within the new action radius. The enemy was clearly not expecting such dirty tricks from me, and before it dawned on the players to leg it from the kill zone, they found themselves missing another thirty-two levels. 
 
      
 
    May they be quaking in their boots! 
 
      
 
    “You know, Kvalen, you’re a dangerous man to be anywhere near,” Eredani mumbled. “You prepare and you prepare. You want to present a mind-boggling gift, and you get casually mown down like a calf. It would be one thing if it was quick, but no, it’s the most loathsome of all possible poisons. It’s pretty painful, I can tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop grumbling. Did you know the control console was a protective capsule?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, did I know? Who do you think wrote the request to our master? I don’t like to repeat myself, but while you were doing who-knows-what in reality, we were working our butts off in here.” 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Definitely an old biddy. Grouse, grouse, grouse; but what she’s grousing about, nobody knows. If you only knew what deals were cut in that reality, you would not be talking like this now. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: You managed to sell the Tamerlane dungeon? I find that hard to believe. Mahan’s the last person who would ever agree to cut a deal. That fucking shaman doesn’t think, he feels. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Well, that’s one way of putting it. We definitely discussed the dungeon. But it can also be put this way: Mahan knows you’re alive and who Eredani is. Ha! There’s no need to look so panicked. Alex Herman was also present at the meeting, so there’ll be no sanctions placed on us. In fact, certain progress was made in the question of getting a certain old fart out of his prison capsule. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Details! I need the details of your meeting! Word for word! 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: What happened to “doing who-knows-what in reality” and the rest of it? 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna strangle you! I’ll strangle you on the spot and say that’s how I found you,” the advisor growled. Tell me!” 
 
      
 
    At that moment, the newlywed couple entered the hall. Kieron and Helen. 
 
      
 
    “Helen. Just the person I wanted to see. Come here and sit down. Did you gain control over the Eagle Eye?” 
 
      
 
    “I did!” The little brat’s eyes twinkled. 
 
      
 
    “Can you see the target? Excellent. Your task is to liquidate everybody who lights up in red. The more the merrier. You have two hours to amuse yourself. Think you can cope?” 
 
      
 
    “Bro, we’re supposed to be going on a raid, not—” Matty began, but Helen interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I can cope! Nobody’s getting away from me. The righteous rage of the paladin will come crashing down on the heads of the worthless ones. Mindfell will be defended!” 
 
      
 
    Helen ensconced herself in my armchair and was lost in la-la land as she worked the levers energetically. Matty grumbled his displeasure, but not loud enough for the words to be intelligible. Sitting down next to the castle’s control console, Keiron started on the creation of his next crossbow, whose assembly thankfully did not require too much gimmickry. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, dragging Eredani away from prying ears. I could, of course, have told him everything using thoughtspeech, but I found it gave me a headache. It seemed Eredani and I were not strongly compatible with each other. It was easier the old-fashioned way, using the tongue. 
 
      
 
    We found a place perfectly suited to private conversation, shielded from prying eyes and ears by a task shroud. Belphegor ignored us, for since we had brought no almaril, conversation with us was pointless, but I introduced Eredani to the Supreme demon immediately after the cleansing operation. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s how it was,” the advisor said with a thoughtful drawl, as soon as I finished my tale. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s how it was,” I confirmed. “There’s no other way to get Bikhan out of his den.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you understand the risk you’re taking? This isn’t Barliona. There’ll be no rebirth.” 
 
      
 
    “They made me too good an offer. I had no right to refuse.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to think about it. It’s an interesting proposal, but there are questions. If Bikhan appears in Mindfell in his true guise, he’ll hang such responsibilities on you that you won’t even be able to breathe in his direction without Barliona doing you in. He’s an extremely smart and sneaky bastard. We need to think about how to realize your plan.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I’ve told you everything. You’ve got a brain, so use it to its full capacity. Right now, you need this more than I do. Alex’s team is also thinking about how to turn this around. I reckon it’s going to take a week or two.” 
 
      
 
    “The main thing is that Mahan doesn’t spill the beans to my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “He kept quiet about your death for six months. Why would anything change now? He certainly is a strange shaman, but—” 
 
      
 
    I was distracted from the conversation by a call from a communication amulet, one of very few around. Not too many people in Barliona were supplied with them, so I had to answer. It was Helen. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. West… I mean, Kvalen, you said I should only destroy the red dots.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s correct, the red dots. They’re the enemy. The blue ones are ours. Don’t touch them.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. But what if the dot is yellow? And it’s approaching the castle?” 
 
      
 
    “Yellow? Are you sure?” I asked, frowning. There were no weapons of that color in the description. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not colorblind!” Helen responded indignantly. “If I said yellow, that means yellow. And it’s coming our way. It’s a player, only it’s a bit strange.” 
 
      
 
    “This strange player is called Bikhan, right?” Eredani asked. 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Helen said cheerfully. “He’s coming towards the castle so calmly you’d think he knew we weren’t going to touch him. Wow! He’s high level. Is he ours? Do you know him?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we know him. Right, stop harassing the enemy and get out of my place. I’ll be there in a second.” 
 
      
 
    I hung up and exchanged glances with Eredani. The advisor chuckled and said: 
 
      
 
    “Bikhan’s golem has decided to pay his respects to you. You killed Azari and her shadow, and the old man doesn’t want to wait for their resurrection. So be it. Let’s go and hear what the bastard wants. Seeing they couldn’t kill you, it means they’re willing to negotiate. I don’t know which is worse.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SPIRITS BEGAN TO WAIL, but stopped again immediately when I added the creature entering Mindfell to the access list. I could not bring myself to call the golem a character. A couple of minutes later, the doors to the hall opened, and the terror and peril of Celestial entered at a leisurely pace. Eredani rose and greeted the guest, while I did not stir. This did not go unnoticed by Bikhan, and after settling into my old throne, as if it was his right, he said: 
 
      
 
    “I do not like speaking when I cannot see my interlocutor’s eyes.” 
 
      
 
    Considering Bikhan was sitting alongside me and looking ahead, his words might have been interpreted thus: Climb out of that contraption and stand in front of me like a naughty schoolboy. I am going to chastise and pardon you. 
 
      
 
    “If it’s my eyes you need, stand in front of me. Then you will definitely be able to see them.” 
 
      
 
    His attempt to make me buckle was met with open opprobrium. Displaying weakness in conversation with Celestials was a road to nowhere. Simultaneously, I ejected from Barliona five sneaky creatures who were stealing towards the castle. This begged a question: how many 500+ invisibles living in the vicinity of Mindfell could I not see at the Eagle Eye’s current level of development? 
 
      
 
    “Azari is dead. How did it happen?” Bikhan continued to speak, all the while looking straight ahead. 
 
      
 
    “She entered my castle without an invitation. And instead of discussing the options for our collaboration, she allowed herself to do something stupid, for which she was punished. Mindfell welcomes guests, but is unforgiving to its enemies. Am I to understand that the Era of the Dragon has made its choice? Instead of collaboration and a joint trip to Altameda, you’ve decided to declare war against me? Fine, I accept. Perhaps not the most desirable turn of events, but also not the deadliest. However, I don’t understand why you came here, when for the last eight hours your people have been trying their damnedest to kill me. Did you decide to do it yourself? Go ahead and try. Here I am, within arm’s reach.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the open provocation on my part, Bikhan did not stir. It would be silly for the chief of one of Barliona’s leading clans to react to such a childish windup. Not shifting his gaze, so as to show he was speaking with me strictly out of necessity rather than because he wanted to, he continued: 
 
      
 
    “Your proposal was passed on to me.” 
 
      
 
    If Bikhan was expecting some kind of reaction, he was badly mistaken. I was silent. The Chinaman was right: I had made my proposal, and now I was waiting for an answer. This was that very line which could not be crossed under any circumstance. No sooner did you show interest than the Celestials would immediately halve the price. Only a birdbrain could think that after Mahan’s proposal, the rest of the money would be small potatoes. I understood full well it was impossible to develop any enterprise if you didn’t pay close attention to every source of income, no matter how small it seemed at first glance. You look after the pennies…, as they say. 
 
      
 
    “Only one of the three portals in Altameda is accessible. If we pass through it now, the Legends will block the castle.” 
 
      
 
    “Leveling up the castle is not my concern. What if Mahan musters his forces right now, and strikes so hard that Altameda shoots up to level 50? Either that, or you give him something. Some kind of statue that will immediately give him +10 levels. It doesn’t matter to me personally. What is important is that I provide you information about how to open the portals. And together, because you won’t be able to do it on your own, even if you really want to. So, we get the keys, and only then do we think about what to do with Altameda.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like my people being used. You don’t give keys, you give information. I’m aware of how your foray with the Ascension clan turned out. Eighty players lost five levels each. That is unacceptable for the Era of the Dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t stop sending me your fighters, that unacceptability will become just empty words. For example, Azari and her attack dog have already lost a level each. Do you need that to continue? So keep sending all your high-level fighters here until you realize it’s easier to be friends with me than it is to fight me.” 
 
      
 
    It was a good job I had an eye on Bikhan. The way he boggled spoke volumes. The old man hadn’t known his assistant had lost a level when she died, and that was quite a serious drawback for the clan’s rating. 
 
      
 
    “I’m well prepared for meetings with people like you,” I continued, “people who consider themselves the center of the universe, people who think everyone owes them. That won’t work with me. If I can’t strike a deal with you, I’ll go to the Legends, or maybe even directly to Astrum. The clans there are hell-bent on knocking you or the Legends off your pedestals. My goal is simple: to earn as much as possible. And whoever offers me the most will get access to the portals. You know where they lead and why they’re needed, right? You can’t not know, otherwise you wouldn’t have come here. Mahan triggered an update with the demons, and the Legends of Barliona became the first clan to enter Stivala. They made themselves totally at home here for two months, snapping up all the best stuff. You want access to the next update? So pay. Then I’ll gladly share the burden of the victor with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you?” Bikhan turned to face me for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “The clan Pareto will stand alongside whoever triggers the next update. Not behind, but alongside. I don’t have the opportunities afforded to the leading clans, so no one will give me two months, but no one will stop me going anywhere with the leaders, either.” 
 
      
 
    “So it’s just money? Is that all that concerns you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not just money. Big money. Surely that’s why we came to Barliona?” 
 
      
 
    A pause hung in the air. Bikhan turned away again to stare at the wall, and I did not force his hand, continuing to decimate the Guild of Killers’ zealous reward lovers. I must admit there were significantly fewer of them compared to the first day. If back then it had been a whole army wanting to take Mindfell, then now the players were working in small groups. There was no longer talk of an all-out assault. 
 
      
 
    “I need time to mull over your words,” Bikhan said, rising to his feet and indicating the audience was over. “If I decide to work with you, Azari will be in touch.” 
 
      
 
    I definitely needed to recompense Bartulun somehow. The Chinaman took a few steps forward before turning sharply around and, with a speed uncharacteristic of a simple mortal, pelted towards the control console in an attempt to force his way inside it. The Durability bar shot down at an alarming rate, and the Eagle Eye remained on manual control. For several valuable seconds, while settings were being reconfigured and the new target seized, the Chinaman pummeled the glass of my throne. All the while, Bikhan’s face remained calm, as though he were out for a walk. No emotions, no feelings. And that, frankly, was what frightened me most of all. It was like fighting against an incentive machine capable of crushing you with ease should the need arise. Five rays struck the enemy simultaneously, and a second later the hall was silent as an abandoned tomb. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I have one thing to say: you incensed him. I don’t remember Bikhan ever displaying any emotions during negotiations. Never mind testing the resistance of someone’s protection. The loss of his golem is certainly not critical, but they cost the earth to make. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Instead of mocking now, you could at least have dropped me a hint during the conversation. But no, you were silent, as if what was happening had nothing to do with you at all! 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Um, no, that’s not the way it works. Wasn’t it you who asserted you were a dab hand at communication with the Chinese? People have to stand by their words, so I had no moral right to intervene in your enthralling dialogue. But what about Bikhan, huh? What an assault! That wasn’t just the whim of an old man, that was a sober evaluation of your defenses, particularities, and the time it would take to destroy such a high level golem. 
 
      
 
    I was not able to share the level of delight in my enemy, because just then Matty called. My friend was not in the game, and that meant he was calling from reality. 
 
      
 
    “Bro, a parcel has arrived for you, but they won’t let me take delivery of it. The courier says it must be delivered personally by hand. Can you come out of your capsule?” 
 
      
 
    “Just a second,” I replied, running through various possibilities in my mind. For the last five years, parcels had been delivered by robots. Robots of all possible modifications — flying, running, crawling, moving in any way imaginable — but there had been no people among the delivery agents for a long time. A living courier, and moreover one who refused to hand over a parcel to somebody officially living at the specific address, was something from the realm of the impossible. Passing the reins of the castle’s management to Eredani, so that my advisor could continue to shoot down the inexhaustible flow of players, I pressed the Exit button. My capsule door slid aside, and knowing I would need to get straight back to the game, I threw on just my bathrobe and went downstairs. Helen and Matty were sitting in the kitchen and whispering. I had no time for them now. Opening the front door, I found myself staring at a person of Asian appearance. 
 
      
 
    “Brody West?” The courier’s smile seemed an obligatory feature of his face. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right. Who are you and what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you are Brody West?” the guest asked, continuing his cross-examination. “Just a second…” 
 
      
 
    With that, the courier produced a photograph of me and spent some time examining it closely, occasionally looking up at me. I struggled to control myself and not tear the photograph from the man’s hands, which might have been interpreted as an attack or an attempt to steal someone else’s property. After all, I had no guarantee it was actually me in the photograph. Satisfied I wasn’t going to make a move, or that it was in fact my image he was holding in his hands, the courier confirmed: 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Brody West. Very good. A parcel for you. Mr. Bikhan wishes you bon appétit and hopes he guessed right with your taste. It is not all that easy to find good food in this city, but if it is absolutely necessary, anything can be found. You get the gist, right? Have a nice day, and all the very best to you, Mr. West.” 
 
      
 
    The smiling Chinaman (I now realized who my unexpected guest was) left for home, leaving me in total shock. I had never thought a person could be so frightened that their legs actually turned to stone. I had always figured it was just an artistic device, impossible in the real world, but no, fear was truly capable of paralyzing. And fear not for oneself — for I had already taken the decision to collaborate with Alex, so there was no turning back — but fear for those standing by my side: for Matty, Helen, my parents, even Victoria. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Bro?” Matty asked. Unable to restrain his overflowing curiosity, my friend had stepped out into the street. “Aha! Did you order some food? What is it? I thought you thought my cooking was okay. What have you got there? Give me the box. Why are you clutching it like a loved one? Woah, look at how you live, huh? These are real Chinese noodles. I see you’ve become quite the bourgeois. I’m not even going to ask how much this lot cost, I don’t want to spoil my mood.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you like them? Have them, I’m not hungry right now. Don’t forget to give Helen some.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously?” Matty was delighted. “Are you really being serious, Bro? I’m not proud, I’m not going to refuse something like this. These is are Chinese noodles! Now I understand why they only deliver them by hand.” 
 
      
 
    Matty dragged me back into the house, where he began to tell Helen about the specifics of Eastern cuisine. But I wasn’t listening to my friend. Bikhan knew where I lived, and he had fairly explicitly demonstrated as much. Which meant the legend concerning my and Eredani’s past in Phoenix was falling apart at the seams, just like the grand plan to extract Philips from prison. If Bikhan was as cautious and suspicious as he was described, he would never work with someone he didn’t know. I needed urgently to come up with an idea. But first things first: security. 
 
      
 
    “Victoria, good afternoon! Have you got a spare minute? I would like to discuss something with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Brody?” What a piece of luck you called. I need some assistance. Could you come to the office right away? I trust your question does not demand an urgent answer and will wait until we meet in person?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” I replied, checking with the clock. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve saved me, Brody!” Vicky said in such a tone that the lower part of my belly began to whimper. Only a truly close woman could speak like that. 
 
      
 
    I was dressed and in the car within a matter of minutes. Setting it to autopilot, I closed my eyes and, to my great surprise, saw an image of Victoria. A smile crept onto my face, for our last meeting was still fresh in my memory. And despite our agreement that it had been a one-off, physiology could not be helped. I was drawn to Vicky, and I did not want to do anything about it. I could have done, but I did not want to. With her it was… pleasant. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for being so quick,” Victoria said as she greeted me by the entrance. Next to her, quite predictably, was an enormous crate. “Everyone’s losing their minds over this office party. This year Williams wants to do something impossible. He’s invited everyone who works with Right Decision. There’s going to be over ten thousand people. Frankly, I haven’t got the strength left. This week has been quite something.” 
 
      
 
    “So what do I have to? More boxes?” 
 
      
 
    Victoria merely sighed heavily and smiled. No, I definitely liked her more like this. More human, more alive. Not the cold indifference that had met me during my first few days at work. 
 
      
 
    “Booze?” I asked in surprise when the crate tinkled. 
 
      
 
    “Williams’s personal collection. Everything he’s been gifted in the last five years. Is your trunk empty? I ordered some transport, but due to some force majeure, they can only come in two days’ time. As ill luck would have it, my car broke down, and everything must be ready today. The boss will not stand for failure.” 
 
      
 
    “How many crates like this are there?” I was beginning to imagine the scale of the tragedy. 
 
      
 
    “Seven. That’s the smallest, the one I managed by myself. I didn’t even touch the others. You can cope, can’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “When a girl like you asks for help, she leaves a man with no option,” I said, putting the first crate in the trunk of my car. “Show me where the rest of the loot is.” 
 
      
 
    It took me an hour to get seven crates into the car, and the last few I had to put on the back seat, my enormous trunk not being big enough. I was, of course, no connoisseur, but just one look at the contents of Williams’s crates was enough to understand that in terms of cost, it was up there with my car. Which was to say, not cheap. I now understood why Victoria was the only person my ex-boss could entrust this task to. Anybody else would have experienced an unprecedented temptation to snaffle a bottle. If not every last bottle. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the address. Everything needs to go there.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you coming with me?” I was surprised when, in lieu of a spoken reply, Victoria slid into the passenger seat. 
 
      
 
    “The place we’re going to is a restricted area. They won’t let you in without me. Brody, you wanted something, didn’t you? I’ve been rushed off my feet with this task.” 
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know if it’s worth bothering you with it now,” I replied frankly. “I’ve run into certain difficulties in Barliona, and the solutions require unorthodox action. It turns out Plinto isn’t the only one who knows where I live, so I need to disappear for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to speak with the security service,” Vicky said so gravely I felt the tingling in my belly again. The girl’s voice expressed sincere concern. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the whole point; I work very closely with them. And if whoever managed to find my address learns I’m working with the security guys, the whole plan will collapse. I want to send Matthew and Helen away on a two-week cruise. We’re talking exclusively about me. The problem will be sorted in two weeks. Does Right Decision happen to have a corporate apartment or something like that? I can’t stay in a regular hotel. If they found my home address, they can easily find me there as well.” 
 
      
 
    “You work with Barliona’s security service?” Victoria asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I have to. And not by choice, I must say. It’s just the way the stars are aligned.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t mean there’s anything wrong with it. It’s just surprising how everything’s turned out for you in the last two months.” 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t have imagined it in my worst dreams,” I said honestly. “Sometimes it feels like it’s just a nightmare, and if I pinch myself, I’ll wake up.” 
 
      
 
    “A nightmare?” Vicky said with an enigmatic smile. “Even our rendezvous?” 
 
      
 
    “You know perfectly well that’s not what I meant. Our rendezvous was pretty much the only spot of light in this dark world.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since that’s the way it is, perhaps I can help you. The company hasn’t got any free apartments at the moment. Guests have arrived from all over the world. And you won’t find a free hotel room anywhere right now. Everything that can possibly be full is full. Even the uber-luxury suites. The only option for you, as I see it, is to move in with me. And if that’s the way it is, I think I can put up with you for two weeks. It has to be said I have a regular capsule, not a professional one, but if that isn’t a problem, I’m willing to help out.” 
 
      
 
    “Vicky…” It was a good thing I’d switched the car to autopilot. “I owe you one.” 
 
      
 
    “No, my plans do not include getting you into debt. We can leave your car at the hotel and come back in mine. Do you need to go home first?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. We can book the gruesome twosome a holiday online.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. In that case, I want to agree terms for your stay. You will leave your capsule every day and spend from half an hour to two hours on me, depending on the collective mood. And let’s get one thing straight immediately: this is for two weeks only. As soon as you sort out your problems, you go home.” 
 
      
 
    “Spend time on you. That means—” 
 
      
 
    “That means sex. I’m old enough to have the right to say that word. I… I…” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the lady I had taken for the Snow Queen blushed like a schoolgirl. 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t forget your hands. I want to know whether it was a one-off burst of hormones, or whether sex with you is really something… I’ve never felt that good before.” 
 
      
 
    Hormones were a powerful force. It was an effort to remember how we got to the hotel (a veritable teeming anthill of life); how we unloaded the booze; how I parked the car; how I got into Vicky’s car; how she activated autopilot and clambered over to me in the backseat; and how we stopped in her garage but did not even try to exit the car, engrossed as we were in enjoying each other’s bodies. It was only an infinity later that I woke up in bed with my arms around the naked Vicky. The strength-sapped girl had fallen asleep with such a sweet smile on her face that I did not want to stir and risk accidentally spoiling the fairytale moment. I think it was then that I rediscovered the true happiness of enjoying someone else’s company. The company of my Vicky. 
 
      
 
    However, just as any fairytale has a beginning, so it also has an end. I had to wake her up and discuss the most sensible way to send Matty and Helen on a well-deserved holiday, without either my or Vicky’s participation in the process becoming common knowledge. Because I had absolutely no idea what Bikhan was capable of. What if his people were to work out who had paid for the trip and how? Vicky promised to deal with it, since she knew people who could do everything seamlessly and in secret. 
 
      
 
    I returned to Barliona, which involved reconfiguring Vicky’s capsule, for although she had one, she seldom used it, if at all. A lightning flash, and I was back in the castle and colliding nose to nose with a small green goblin. He had made himself at home not far from the throne, and no sooner had I appeared than he reached for his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not worth it,” Eredani said. “You won’t have time.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s debatable,” the goblin said with a sneer. Then the penny dropped: this was no local, it was a player, one Charka the Sullen, of the Darkness clan, level 488. That was all the information provided about the character. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not why I’m here, although it would be cool to solve the problem in one fell swoop,” Charka said, putting his hand demonstratively on his knife and just as demonstratively shifting it to the side. “Kvalen, I was sent to you to negotiate. You somehow managed to gain Honored with a certain interesting guild, and they want to know what use you are to them. And I must say I’m not happy about waiting for you. You should have had a timer set for our meeting. You were six hours late, and my time costs.” 
 
      
 
    “Frankly, I absolutely don’t give a monkey’s,” I replied. Yet another oppressor to deal with. “I suggest we discuss everything quickly and go our separate ways. Do you have any proposals for me? Demands? Threats or glowing testimonials? Speak, and then go about your important business. I haven’t got time for you now.” 
 
      
 
    “I advise not taking such a tone with people who specialize in the creation of unpleasantness.” Charka’s voice had become cold as ice. 
 
      
 
    “What tone should I take with you, then?” I gesticulated for Eredani to leave my in-game prison. Ooh, that’s a good name. Outside the control console, every last rabbit will be hunting for me, so me getting out of here inside the next few days is not on the cards. After settling myself into my armchair and closing the door, I turned my attention back to Charka. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s try again. You were sent to me because I gained Honored. Fine, you’re here. What does the Guild of Killers want with me? And let’s dispense with games like ‘We’re hardcore, don’t mess with us.’ I’m up against Bikhan right now, with all his resources, so with that little problem in mind, how much of a monkey’s do you think I don’t give for the Killers’ concerns?” 
 
      
 
    “Bikhan is a client of ours,” Charka said. He wants to relieve you of your achievement, and he’s not the only one: at least ten influential people are thirsting for your death. We have the opportunity, but we’re not going to force the situation. Anybody who contrives to gain the Honored of the Killers, which is no mean feat, deserves to be spoken with. If you think that contraption will protect you, you are grossly mistaken. We haven’t even begun the hunt; we’ve only sent out a few NPCs to test the ground. What are you going to do if Armageddon breaks out in your castle? Or the Black Death? We will go to any lengths to fulfill an order. Resources are of secondary importance.” 
 
      
 
    Eredani: If Armageddon breaks out here, the castle is dead in the water. -10 levels minimum. We have no defense against that. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, you’re very convincing, I’m all ears. So, what do the Killers want from me?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s all a bit cheesy: you need to kill a certain being. If you desire peace with the Guild of Killers, you must personally kill the deputy governor of Lok’dar. You have three days. If he’s still alive in seventy-two hours, or he dies not by your hand, we will begin the hunt in earnest. We have had our say, tiefling Kvalen. It’ s up to you now.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SNAKES! CRAWLING RIGHT out of the ground. Kill them!” 
 
      
 
    “Bubble on Kvalen! Somebody stop them! Healers, don’t let him fall!” 
 
      
 
    “Bees! How did all these bees get here? Air!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m freezing them! Help chop them down!” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on here? Since when have flies been so bloodthirsty?” 
 
      
 
    Whatever was happening with the Legends’ raid, there was no way you could call it normal. The inoffensive level-250 location had turned into a real battlefield where experience-wisened high-level players were becoming flustered like schoolchildren. No, not flustered; they just didn’t understand how to react to the situation. It’s hard when the fundamental principle of Barliona rises up against you. 
 
      
 
    “Stop raid!” Mahan ordered, before ceasing to fill the space with fire and turning back into a human. “Kvalen, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “What I warned you about. From now on, all neutrals are dangerous for me.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t wallop them until they’ve attacked us first. Did you get even one Experience point? Although why am I asking, when it’s obvious you didn’t? That’s a problem, Kvalen, and we need to think of a way to solve it. If neutrals strike like this here, away from the woods, I dread to think what happens next. There are bugs and spiders running around as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Dungeon?” one of the raiders suggested. 
 
      
 
    “Lots of neutrals there as well. This is brutal. I always thought Barliona was wasting its resources on drawing bugs there’s no way of interacting with, but it would appear this is why. A block for all light-footed immortals. Anastaria, what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “You know my opinion. We are wasting time,” Anastaria said coldly, keeping well clear of me. She was clearly disgusted by the presence of a tiefling and was not about to hide her feelings. She didn’t give a shit. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be like that,” Plinto said as he approached, giving me his habitual strange look, the sort of look that brought me out in goosebumps. “What’s the point of stressing when we’ve already been forced into submission? We need to relax and enjoy the ride.” 
 
      
 
    “I see you’re no stranger to being beaten into submission.” Anastaria was clearly on fire today. 
 
      
 
    “Hell no!” Plinto said, unabashed. “The ability to admit defeat, my dear, is the foundation of a good healthy night’s sleep. So set aside your emotions, and let’s solve this task called ‘how to level up a goat.’ What we’re going to do with the horned one after we’ve got our money’s worth is better kept quiet. That’s not for children’s ears; it’ll play havoc with their digestion.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree. It is silly to state the obvious,” Anastaria said after a short pause. “A standard location is no good to us. Neither is a dungeon. We cannot support Kvalen financially forever; we don’t have the resources. Even if we gather a hundred paladins here, somebody will make a mistake. And moolah is no panacea either. That leaves us with just one option: tasks. And the more the merrier. We need a training gem of the maximum possible level.” 
 
      
 
    “Tasks?” Have you got any idea how many he’d need to do in order to shunt him up a hundred levels?” 
 
      
 
    “Tens of thousands,” Anastaria replied. “But there is no other way to solve this problem. We cannot do anything until the neutrals attack. You don’t gain Experience for them.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we could teleport him right into the center of the battle?” Mahan suggested. “The small fry will attack immediately, but we can protect Kvalen with moolah. The rest is mere formality.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, moolah is no panacea. It’s tricky stuff. Look,” Anastaria said, motioning for me to take a few steps towards the woods, our potential leveling-up point. I complied. Mahan must have understood what we were risking, so he must have trusted his woman. The space immediately exploded with red dots as the local spiders and bugs clocked their new target and were transformed into fearful monsters. They didn’t make it as far as me, due to Anastaria fixing them with a ten-second bubble, a curse protecting against any damage. 
 
      
 
    At least that’s what it said in the description. 
 
      
 
    “What the freak?” several players exhaled in unison, when my Life level began slowly to creep downwards. 
 
      
 
    “Healers, don’t just stand there, get him out of there! Magi, extinguish everything here!” 
 
      
 
    Only after I landed in a sea of fire and ice did my Life bar desist its blistering downward dash and even crawl back up a little way, causing me no little discomfort. Curative spells were a thing of the light, and the tiefling had unequivocal differences with that school of magic. 
 
      
 
    “QED,” Anastaria replied phlegmatically, no sooner had I found myself in the middle of a vast scorched plain. “Moolah will not save him. The neutrals are so small they get stuck between the shield and the character. At the end of the day, there will be a time lag between spheres anyway. A millisecond, but it will be enough for somebody to reach the body. Were Kvalen a regular player, I might be willing to risk it, but he’s a tiefling, and our healers will not only cure him, they will also cripple him. With that approach, sooner or later tipping point will come, and inbound treatment will become damage. Do you want to risk it? Or shall we just quit wasting time? We are not going to level the tiefling up like that, and that’s a fact, so get used to it.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we’re not going to get to Tamerlane either,” I said, attempting to motivate Anastaria. “The entrance won’t open without me, and I don’t want to die because of a bunch of bugs.” 
 
      
 
    “The equilibrium principal, Kvalen,” Mahan explained. “We’ve already established you won’t cut it in a high-level location, or even one matching yours, and in a low-level one, you won’t even notice if gnats start swarming around you. They won’t be able to penetrate you, so we’ll definitely reach the location.” 
 
      
 
    “Once again, I would not be so categorical. Barliona surely has plenty of surprises in store for us,” Anastaria snickered. “I personally cannot guarantee the neutrals in a level-one location will pose no danger to a tiefling. I have a feeling they adapt themselves to the player’s level. So let’s wrap it up, we’re definitely not doing anything today. Perhaps we will be able to dissuade Francude. Did he somehow manage to level up without golems? There is a reason it’s a rare achievement: you cannot gain it using the usual means, you have to think. I’m off home. Coming with?” 
 
      
 
    Anastaria produced a portal scroll and, despite Mahan’s disgruntled grumblings, left the raid six seconds later. 
 
      
 
    “So, my horned foe, becoming better hasn’t worked out for you?” Plinto chuckled, appearing out of nowhere alongside me. “Perhaps we might relieve your suffering here and now? What’s the sense in beating your head against the wall? Beat it against me. No? Pity. Never mind, though, I am patient. I shall pop in to see you in the next few days, and you will have one problem fewer. You do remember they’ve given you three days?” 
 
      
 
    “Plinto, we agreed!” Mahan looked at the bandit, but the other did not bat an eyelid. 
 
      
 
    “That I don’t touch Kvalen for three days. As you see, I am a goody-goody myself. Peace, love, and harmony, and all that. But in three days’ time, nothing and nobody in all Barliona will stop me using all means, legal and otherwise, to relieve our cloven-hooved foe of his interesting achievement. I am certainly not vindictive, but sometimes it pays to put one’s principles aside. Right, I’m off. Duty calls.” 
 
      
 
    After these words, our raid pretty much wrapped itself up. What had seemed a stroll in the park had become an impossible undertaking, which level-600 players chickened out of. 
 
      
 
    “Judging by your expression, leveling up didn’t happen?” Eredani was sorting through a pile of papers I had received along with the title. It transpired that a barony was not merely a status, but also a gigantic bureaucratic pain in the ass which forced you to make a declaration to the upper management concerning your actions and the achievement of goals set. In my case, that very same deputy governor of Lok’dar whom the Guild of Killers had engaged me to dispatch. With Plinto, I now realized, in my team. Otherwise, where had the three days come from? As though he had heard my thoughts, Eredani continued his probing. 
 
      
 
    “Have you decided anything concerning the Guild of Killers’ ultimatum? I personally have no doubt they will carry through with their threats. You need to think about how to carry out this murder. Three days for planning is practically nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “You know my answer, and nothing has changed in the last two hours. I am not planning to kill anybody. It’s easier for me to kiss the achievement goodbye than to bow to these bastards. Isn’t it you who said you can’t buy Armageddon just like that? Let them prove resources do actually mean nothing whatsoever. Anyone can bandy words about, but when it comes to getting down to business, everybody runs for the bushes. So no, it’s a problem I’m prepared to accept and react to as and when it arises.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the boss,” Eredani said with a shrug of his shoulders. “So, what’s the problem with leveling up?” 
 
      
 
    “The fact that I can’t go anywhere,” I snapped. Realizing I shouldn’t be venting spleen on the old man, I recounted our fleeting leveling-up raid. 
 
      
 
    “But you feel perfectly fine in the castle,” Eredani reminded me. 
 
      
 
    “Because there aren’t any neutrals here.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s been telling you nonsense like that?” the advisor asked in surprise. “Come here. What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    I approached Eredani and stared at a spider busily weaving a web in a corner of the hall. The neutral being paid me no attention. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, taken aback. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Diabettis, I need you in the castle this instant.” Instead of answering me, the advisor called our leveling-up manager. “Bring the team.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you planning?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing complicated. You need to leave Mindfell and take a walk around the vicinity. Diabettis is needed for backup, in case I’m wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe you should tell me what’s on your mind first?” I said testily, to which the advisor merely smirked. I wanted to send him off on a long journey, but was forced to pull in my horns. Eredani’s freedom depended on my achievement, so he was unlikely to do anything to harm himself. I would have to trust him. 
 
      
 
    “See, they’re not attacking,” Eredani said theatrically a few minutes later. We were a hundred paces from the wall, and a variety of bees and flies were buzzing past us with enviable regularity without even trying to nip at my tail. 
 
      
 
    “And what does this prove?” I still did not understand what the advisor was driving at. “That the castle is protecting me?” 
 
      
 
    “Not quite. Gaining the barony when you did was a good move. We’ve left the castle’s zone of action, and yet you’re still alive. What does that tell us? That you’re protected by something bigger than just the castle: your title. And while you’re on your own land, neutrals will treat you as the owner. Do you want to check that? Let’s go to one of the villages. I’m sure you’ll be under no threat there.” 
 
      
 
    “Too many guests there to risk it,” I replied thoughtfully, watching the red pictogram of a player’s nickname flash momentarily not far from us. Albeit less eagerly than the first days, attempts to penetrate the castle were continuing. “So, what does this give me? A mite more freedom than the control console?” 
 
      
 
    “Knowledge, Kvalen, it gives you knowledge. And it’s entirely up to you how you use that knowledge. Right, let’s get back. You never know when some stray arrow might snuff you out. And while we’re on the way back, you might give some thought to how to use that knowledge.” 
 
      
 
    I was anything but dimwitted. By the time we were back in the main hall of Mindfell, I understood what Eredani was driving at. After letting Diabettis go, I spread out the map of Stivala on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is the province of Lok’dar. It’s useless to me, because the creatures here are only level 150. That means we must widen the search. The province of Utmar. An up-to-and-including-level-360 location. Look, this area adjoins three locations which are thirty levels apart from one another, from 240 to 330. You can gain another thirty here; the location goes up to 360, inclusive. When are you going to Utmar?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?” I had stumped Eredani. 
 
      
 
    “Who else? I can’t, I’ll get killed immediately. Considering you are now a light tiefling, there can be no negativity towards you. So yes, you. Don’t worry about the financial aspect. Our task—” 
 
      
 
    “Now he’s going to tell me what our task is.” The advisor interrupted, with a petulant flick of his tail. “I always knew no good deed went unpunished.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop grumbling like an old fart. Instead, why don’t you think about who we can send there to create some portal scrolls. As you can see, the clan doesn’t have too many level-300 players. You’re not going to go running there yourself, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll cope without the juveniles.” Eredani clearly had no stomach for my suggestion, but he couldn’t refuse it. At the end of the day, it was he who had to conduct negotiations with the governor, especially with the latter being an uncompromising paladin. A regular tiefling would not be allowed within cannon-shot of such a meeting. I wonder if they have cannons in Barliona? The question was not entirely rhetorical. What was the Eagle Eye if not a cannon? And a five-barreled cannon at that. A whole salvo-firing rocket system, large as life. I checked the settings of my weapon and found that 344 player level drops were required before the next update. A lot, I feared, for the three days the Killers had allowed me, and I would not be able to achieve such targets, for the attackers had become too wise. If they saw that another death would rob them of a level, they would cease their penetrations of the castle and forfeit to someone else the right to stick me with something sharp. Even during our stroll through the castle’s grounds, dangerous in itself, none of the players had tried to assault me, for they simply couldn’t get close enough. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, back to the guns. The million-dollar question was: was the Eagle Eye a unique device, or could it somehow be repeated? Many clans would certainly want to get their hands on a weapon that would scare away uninvited castle rovers. No answer was to be found in the forums, where Mindfell was still being maligned like nobody’s business and the clan Pareto accused of cheating. I did, however, know of a being capable of answering my questions. Making sure I had plenty of time, I strode boldly through a shimmering task shroud in the castle basement. 
 
      
 
    “Have you brought the almaril?” Belphegor greeted me with a standard question. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely half of what you asked for,” I said, pulling from my inventory an enormous trunk chock-full of demon rocks. Mahan had given them to me. I would get the remaining 5,000 after Victor was freed, and there was nothing I could do about that condition of the shaman. 
 
      
 
    “Half? Why so little?” The Supreme demon’s eyes twinkled, and he tried to snatch my property. Naturally, he was not able to do this, since I had not given him the right, so as far as the demon was concerned, the trunk remained in another dimension. 
 
      
 
    “Give it here!” 
 
      
 
    “I will, I certainly will,” I said, opening the lid to display the contents. “Tell me, is it possible to get another Eagle Eye?” 
 
      
 
    “Is one not enough for you?” Belphegor growled. “Give me the almaril! I must become strong.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the whole point; I need to become stronger as well. I’ve nearly had my wall knocked down three times. So many Free citizens have come out against me that your weapon can’t cope. And to make matters worse, the Guild of Killers has shown its face too, threatening to use Armageddon. How do you think you’d cope with a force like that coming down beside you like a ton of bricks? Even if you survived, the local Custodian would sniff you out immediately, and all three Supremes would learn of your existence. I don’t mean to threaten or frighten you, I’m simply stating a fact and looking for a way to keep your existence a secret.” 
 
      
 
    “The Guild of Killers does not wish to destroy Mindfell,” Belphegor parried, to my surprise. “They come to your castle because of you and your achievement. An immortal tiefling. Go get yourself rebirthed, and all these problems you are voicing will disappear. Sometimes one has to make a choice: the achievement of a great aim, or a quick-fix advantage. Are your ambitions worth the future of Barliona? If the traitors find out about me, your world is doomed. I do not mean to threaten or frighten you, I am simply stating a fact.” 
 
      
 
    How beautifully the demon threw my words back at me. Only he had picked the wrong guy. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you’re right. All I have to do is die, and all these problems will go away. Except that the ones who are threatening me — and we’re now talking about the Guild of Killers — have made no mention whatsoever of my immortality intimidating them. They are going to destroy the castle in three days’ time irrespective of whether I get sent for rebirthing or not. Because fulfilling their demand is not within my power.” 
 
      
 
    “Killing the deputy governor is not such a big problem as you might think. You can handle it; you’ve got the resources.” 
 
      
 
    “You know that as well?” 
 
      
 
    “I know everything that goes on in my zone of influence, and I protect those who work for me. If you consider the peace around your castle a consequence of your title, you are profoundly wrong. It is my influence. It is I who extinguished the gnats’ thirst for murder, and in no way your idiotic title. It has absolutely no meaning here, just empty words on stamped paper.” 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Eredani, come back. Land procurements won’t solve the problem of the neutrals’ nonaggression. I was protected by Belphegor. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I’d like to come back, of course, only I’ve been put in prison. The governor took a disliking to my horns. Don’t even think about using magi to get me out; I seem to have come across an interesting scene that will definitely be of use to us. You’ll have to sort everything out by yourself; I’m on a business trip for the time being. 
 
      
 
    “Your zone of influence?” Only now did I understand the sense of the Supreme demon’s words. “How far does it extend?” 
 
      
 
    “Here, only a few hundred meters from the castle.” 
 
      
 
    “And not here?” I honed in on the word of most interest. “Where else might I feel protected?” 
 
      
 
    “Ireness is my former assistant. Despite her newfound independence, and the fact that she ran over to Seth, she remains my creation. I can have no influence over her or her progeny, but the lands that belong to her are open to me. They harbor no traitors or custodians. Nothing and nobody can prohibit me from controlling the gnats in those lands.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you be able to control them if I, say, carry your stamp? Or an item created by you?” I reckoned I’d come up trumps there. 
 
      
 
    “That would be a signal to the traitors that I exist in this world, and they will begin prowling around on the hunt for me.” 
 
      
 
    “In the process, wasting resources and being distracted from the main goals,” I noted. “The more demons there are looking for you, the less security the Supreme has himself. And that will become a fairly acute point when we get the keys.” 
 
      
 
    “How about you come back when you’ve got at least one key?” 
 
      
 
    “How am I supposed to get a key if every worm-eaten bug attacks me?” 
 
      
 
    “Die, and nobody will attack you.” 
 
      
 
    “And how are you going to get the rest of the almaril if I die? While I have the achievement, I am of interest to everyone else. The second I’m rid of that brand, all interest in me will be gone. It isn’t that easy to gather five thousand stones on your own. It might take for all eternity. I’m thinking about you above everyone else, and you just wave me away. Partners do not do that.” 
 
      
 
    “Since when have we been partners?” Belphegor roared. “You carry out my orders.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” I raised a theatrical eyebrow. “I’m carrying out precisely what you ordered to begin with?” 
 
      
 
    “No! First we made an agreement, and then I gave you orders. You are not my partner. You are a servant, by a twist of fate endowed with a voice and the right to speak in my presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct choice of word: agreement. That is only possible between partners, and never between servants and masters. Or do demons actually sign agreements with their servants? Maybe I should ask Baal about it? Or Asmodei? Which of them do you like most? I have no doubt they would both have a good laugh.” 
 
      
 
    “You…!” By the look on his face, Belphegor categorically did not like the way the question had been put. Because it was one thing giving orders to an underling, but quite another to work with a full-fledged partner. You needed to make compromises, and Demons seriously didn’t like that. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, it wasn’t me who mentioned the agreement, it was you. The Supreme isn’t going to take his words back, is he? I don’t reckon he will. So that means we’re partners, and partners help each other, by securing achievements which are important to the other side, among other things. I do not want to die, Belphegor, not in the slightest. But at the same time, I do need to be able to move around Barliona, and without having to think about a bunch of creepy crawlies. I know it’s within your power to make sure they don’t pounce. While we’re working together, partner, I’m sometimes going to need your help. I help you in everything, right?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need a second Eagle Eye for?” the Supreme asked, clearly pissed at me because of what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking of slipping down to level 1 and then leveling back up on our farm. I have one location in hand. I need to get a hundred levels from somewhere, and I’m willing to drop down to zero to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t work. They also have whatever you call them, creepy crawlies. You are not going anywhere right now without my protection. And there won’t be another reduction like that either; the Eagle Eye you received is bound fast to you and your castle. It’s a unique weapon to use; you can’t install another one the same. If you enter the dungeon where the Eagle Eye is held, you die. It’s a fact you must accept.” 
 
      
 
    “But I don’t actually have to go in there, right? I mean, you can give me the dungeon’s coordinates, and I exchange them for five thousand almarils, which will restore all your strength in a single stroke. I see no other way to get the stones you need within a reasonable timeframe. They just don’t exist.” 
 
      
 
    “There is an element of truth in what you say. If you like, I can give you another point in space. Take this… partner. And don’t say I only ever take. I do have the ability to bestow gifts upon those who are on my side. Bear in mind, if any of the traitors finds out I’m in your castle, they will destroy everything here. Understand what you are risking.” 
 
      
 
    Object received: mark of Belphegor. 
 
      
 
    
     Description: You “infect” the space around you (radius: 50 meters), surrendering it temporarily to Belphegor. Neutral creatures completely ignore you in the given area. Attention! If the “infected” space is entered by demons of any of the three Supremes who have intruded into Barliona, information concerning Belphegor’s return will become common knowledge. Use the mark wisely! 
 
       
 
   
 
    Scene available: protection of castle. 
 
      
 
    Description: You will receive the coordinates of a dungeon with an Eagle Eye device. Requirements: the device can be obtained by the owner of a castle which does not have an Eagle Eye installed. The device will be tied to the castle. The condition has not been met. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Kvalen, you can tell straightaway this is my school. You’ve just snatched the realest jackpot in Barliona! Now all the clans are going to be ingratiating themselves with you and mollycoddling you to get you to sell them this scene. I reckon we’ve provided for the clan for years to come. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Now we only have to decide exactly who we are willing to give the device to. I have one idea on that score which you obviously won’t like. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Are you absolutely sure about that? He didn’t like you, that’s a fact. He’s a very cautious person. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I saw that for myself. That’s why I’m going to make it impossible for him to live without me. And a gift like this might just ensure that. We just need to figure out how to tell Bikhan about it without making him even more paranoid. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: If you’ve definitely decided, then okay, Altameda can jump anyway. So listen carefully. If you want all of Barliona to know about your scene, this is what you’ve got to do… 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You have activated the stamp of Seth. 
 
      
 
    Within three hours, you and your team will move over to Seth’s side. If you decide to remain on the side of this faction, you must consult one of Ireness’s emissaries while the stamp is active. 
 
      
 
    “FUCK!” said a raid member. 
 
      
 
    “Stop the flood!” Anastaria said sharply. “Keep working. Tanks, take out the mobs. All close combatants, stay where you are. Healers, stay alert. If even one of the tanks goes down, I will personally twist heads off. Now get to work!” 
 
      
 
    Experience gained… 
 
      
 
    Experience gained… 
 
      
 
    Level gained… 
 
      
 
    My second attempt to practice leveling up was far more successful. Experience was flooding in like a raging torrent, and the presence of without-level demons completely outweighed my weakness. In order to get even one Experience point for killing a mob in Barliona, the beastie had to be either five levels below you, or higher than you. That was it! Just as soon as levels extended beyond these bounds, leveling up switched off and you would have to search for a new location inhabited by beasties commensurate with you. There did exist, however, another means, applicable to absolutely all without-level bosses and beasties: the so-called guardsmen, the elite, beings that were difficult to destroy. Basically, a whole army of the bastards had come out against us, and I was already thinking, in all seriousness, about how to squeeze an additional reward from the Legends of Barliona. After all, it wasn’t just me leveling up, but also both the Mahan clan’s raiding parties, who at my expense were becoming a fair force to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    And yes, it was at my expense, since Ireness, the chief of the Seth faction, was turning out to be an exceptionally nasty piece of work. I appeared before mother with a proposal to substitute part of her army and give the attacking demons a good slap around the horns, but our negotiations were rocky right from the get-go. Ireness understood why it was important for me and why I wanted to involve an entire raid of high-level players, and entertained herself by making me jump through hoops on all possible fronts. Any attempt to stand my ground was met with hostility and punished by additional demands. 
 
      
 
    In the end, the stamp of Seth, which would automatically make me an enemy of all of Barliona should even one of the Messengers find out about it, obligated me to pay Ireness a thousand almarils and several thousand pallets of demon resources, as well as providing a hundred Free citizens who wanted to serve Seth and his followers. The only unproblematic thing was players. It was enough to spread the word on one thematic forum, and up would pop a whole army of folk wanting to cast aside all barriers and strike out on their own. Essentially, the fact that I had brought Ireness not a hundred but half a thousand Frees allowed me to invite the Legends of Barliona again. The Guild of Killers’ ultimatum deadline was tomorrow, so I had to finish leveling up pronto, regardless of losses. 
 
      
 
    Level gained… 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: 500 lives. 
 
      
 
    Description: You have gained level 500 without once being sent for rebirth. Your determination to survive is impressive and places additional obligations on you. From now on, you receive 400% more damage from all sources and +16 to basic Experience for completing quests and killing mobs. Continue in the same vein and you will join the ranks of the chosen few. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You are among the top 2 players in Barliona who have not been sent for rebirth to their current level. You can find a full list of bonuses and restrictions in the list below. SHOW. 
 
      
 
    “Mahan, are you definitely sure we need him alive?” Plinto’s voice asked. The scumbag was just a few paces from me, playing with some daggers. In fact the whole of the Legends’ raid had begun to look at me somehow strangely, while constantly squinting at their commanders. 
 
      
 
    “Each raid member got an average of +3 levels for two hours on the farm,” Mahan said calmly. Does anybody know another location where we can boost up like that? If we kill Kvalen now, he will not call us next time. Consider it a long-term investment.” 
 
      
 
    “You do know the deadline is tomorrow, don’t you? And I shall deal with him in earnest.” Plinto took another step closer to me. “But why wait so long? He has already gained his achievement, and the reward for his head is too good to be ignored.” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow you will be acting as a Guild of Killers leader, and not as a Legends of Barliona representative. We knew to expect this message after Kvalen gained his achievement.” 
 
      
 
    “The stamp of Seth will disappear in ten minutes, and the portals will become inaccessible,” I said in reminder. Ireness had provided access to the location expressly for me to get a hundred levels, and that result had been achieved. I could not imagine how Alex Herman had twisted and turned to fulfill his part of the bargain, but I had no doubt the administration had been stringing me mercilessly along. There was no other way I could have struck a deal with mother. 
 
      
 
    “We are leaving,” Mahan ordered. Portals flashed, and players hastened to return to their locations to sort out their new promotions. +3 levels for those who had passed five hundred, a none-too-trivial achievement. Where to invest unexpectedly acquired characteristics points was a question worth pondering. 
 
      
 
    “Plinto, we are leaving,” Mahan repeated when just three players remained on the square. 
 
      
 
    “You’re forever spoiling my fun, Mahan,” the bandit growled. “If I cut this goat’s throat right now, I’ll become head of the Guild of Killers. Do you realize what that’ll give me? Do you know many players who manage NPC guilds? And not the very last ones?” 
 
      
 
    “Without Kvalen, we will not get the Tamerlane raid, and we need it.” 
 
      
 
    “But it’s not the raid that’s important, right? It’s something else, something personal, yeah? But what? Don’t you want to share it with your old friend? If you’re not careful, I might forget about the task.” 
 
      
 
    “Step into the portal,” Mahan ordered in lieu of reply. Plinto grunted but obeyed, and a second later I was alone at the edge of Stivala. 
 
      
 
    “Mistress would like to remind you that you have five days,” boomed an enormous furry ball playing the role of observer. “If you do not fulfill your part of the bargain, the path to Seth will be closed to you.” 
 
      
 
    I activated a portal and returned to Mindfell. If resources presented no problems, almaril was a pretty rare element in Barliona. On top of which, I had need of it myself, because Belphegor was demanding five thousand units of it in the very near future. But now, as had become clear, the Supreme demon would wait. 
 
      
 
    “Take over the controls,” Eredani said as he clambered out of the Mindfell control console. “I’m going to make mincemeat out of a couple of demon money grubbers before you get killed. After you got your achievement, folks got active. Evidently someone is royally upset you’ve become number two in the world, and in just a couple of weeks at that. It took Francude and Bikhan no less than ten years, and then along comes this Johnny-come-lately. I reckon today will be even more difficult than the first time.” 
 
      
 
    Settling myself into the armchair, I looked at the statistics. Just over a hundred level drops remained before the next Eagle Eye update. And that figure was creeping down quite surely, because the army rushing at Mindfell was paying scant regard to its losses, desiring to be done with the killers’ task ASAP. Which was entirely understandable, since the reward offered for my destruction exceeded all conceivable and inconceivable values. 
 
      
 
    A task for your destruction has been launched. Reward: +3,000 to reputation with all Barliona factions you encounter; 3,000,000 gold; +50 to all additional characteristics; +50 levels; a legendary 500-Killer package befitting your character; an invitation to your faction’s Imperial palace; the achievement of Killer; the title of Viscount and an allotment of land on any continent of your choosing. 
 
      
 
    Essentially, whoever managed to destroy me would become rich. Not fabulously so, I admit, but definitely enough to shoot up several social ladders. It would be like moving from the social sector to sector 2 or 3 in reality and being able to choose some quality accommodation. The levels and reputation, even the money, were secondary, but the title and lands were serious stuff. Only a very few in Barliona could boast of that. 
 
      
 
    And as for the bonuses, let’s put it this way: I had been awarded sufficient that I shouldn’t grumble about my lot being hard. I now understood why the Era of the Dragon clan had for such a long time occupied the top spots across the board, and only events surrounding the recent updates had bumped the Legends of Barliona up to first place. And Bikhan had also doubtless gained some additional reward for first place in terms of level. It was no surprise he had locked himself away in an impregnable castle and was playing exclusively using golems. 
 
      
 
    Attention! You have achieved Revered with the Guild of Killers. 
 
      
 
    The total number of dropped levels has reached 1,500. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to update the Eagle Eye? 
 
      
 
    I had become so lost in my own thoughts that the messages flashing up made me shudder. Revered with the Killers certainly sounded fantastic, but in actual it fact didn’t mean anything special. The Eagle Eye updates, on the other hand, came into play immediately, despite the stinging price. I even had to nip out into reality to deposit an extra three million credits in my game account. But it was worth it. Most definitely worth it. 
 
      
 
    Updates received: 
 
      
 
    Damage radius increased by 200 meters. Current radius: 1,138 meters. Cost: 800,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    Integration with location Custodian updated. Probability of finding hidden enemies up to and including level 600: 100%. Cost: 1,000,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    I admit this was a ton of weight off my mind. Not only had I shifted my problems two hundred meters further away, but also, Barliona had a grand total of three players above level 600: Mahan, Anastaria, and Plinto. The first two were unlikely to attack, whereas Plinto… He would need to be dealt with inside the castle, with the aid of the house spirits. I hoped my investments would justify themselves and be able to find the bandit before he got to me. 
 
      
 
    The next Eagle Eye update opened at 5,000 level drops, so I reckoned reaching that figure in the foreseeable future was impossible. Nevertheless, I did single out several high-level players and send them to get a breather from Barliona. I managed to take just one level, but it was sufficient that the rest of the players, huddled together at the edge of the damage zone, slithered away from Mindfell. The upgrade took effect, and a number of new dark shadows that were making their way towards the castle lit up. They did not make it, for the Eagle Eye greeted them with a direct strike from five beams at once. Bubbles appeared on the shadows, and the players dashed forwards with inhuman speed, desiring to get to the walls all the sooner, but bubbles were no guarantee of safety. There was no escaping the gradual damage by chaos, and a second later my fair game was rolling along the ground. The mechanism for gaining it had been worked out to perfection: the weapon cut down every last man around the dropped item, and one of Dartun’s dwarves came out of the palace. It was impossible to destroy a non-combat NPC, so even if some spell or other came flying at him, he would remain alive anyway. 
 
      
 
    Dartun entered my hall a few minutes later. On a tray, the dwarf held an item very similar to a scroll, his arms stretched out to keep it as far from him as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Baron, something needs to be done with this. Scrolls like this cannot be kept in the castle.” 
 
      
 
    Breath of Darkness scroll. 
 
      
 
    Description: A mass spell that casts level-450 Pestilence over an area of up to 100 m². Created by the master Dimantus the Coffin-Filler. 
 
      
 
    Attention! This scroll is a prohibited spell. Use of the scroll will result in decreased reputation with all factions encountered. 
 
      
 
    “Send a runner to the deputy governor,” I replied, after confabulating with Eredani. “Don’t forget to state the name of the Free citizen who dropped the scroll. Let him know who in Barliona is living on ill-gotten gain. We will not violate the law.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Master. Bartulun will deliver that nefarious thing to the deputy governor personally. If the scroll had been activated in the castle, no one would be left alive. Pestilence is a dreadful spell. Not even we would hold out against it.” 
 
      
 
    Despite my external calm, a herd of goosebumps was stampeding down my spine. The beasties trying to creep their way to the castle were level 520, and without the Eagle Eye update, I would simply not have noticed them. Yes, the house spirits would definitely raise the alarm, but logic dictated it would be too late. Too many “would”s. And the most nauseating thing was that I had only become of interest now, after I had gained a new achievement. 
 
      
 
    “Master, I’ve received an inquiry concerning the formation of a teleport.” Dartun had not even left the hall before when he appeared in front of me once more. The scroll was still on the tray. “Azari the Patient wishes to enter Mindfell via a personal teleport.” 
 
      
 
    “Provide her access, but only her. Everyone else, destroy.” 
 
      
 
    A couple of seconds later, a portal opened in the main hall, and Azari made her stately entrance. The spirits instantly switched to panic mode, but not because of the spider lady, but rather on account of the three bandits who had slipped secretly into Mindfell with her. I did not stand on ceremony, and the Eagle Eye had rid us of the unwanted guests within a matter of seconds. Annoyingly, not one of the players left either loot or bonus levels behind. The lads had approached Mindfell prepared, aware of the threat of rebirth. 
 
      
 
    Azari did not react to what had happened, as though it didn’t concern her. The girl perched herself on my old throne — which seemed to have become the guest chair — crossed one leg over the other, and looking around ostentatiously, said: 
 
      
 
    “I don’t seem to be able to see the other tiefling. Are you sure you’re authorized to conduct adult negotiations? My master has a grave doubts on the matter since your last meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Azari was resorting to rudeness, but I wasn’t rattled. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got five minutes to explain the reason for your visit. Then I will relieve you of your guest status, with all that that implies. The clock is ticking.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that how you talk to a lady, from inside your stone vesicle? If you like, I will give you my word not to touch you.” 
 
      
 
    All I could do was sigh. I had absolutely no desire to get embroiled in a heart-to-heart about life. In addition, I kept having to divert my attention to the players running at the castle. When would they realize the futility of their endeavors? Surely there weren’t that many cretins in the world? Deciding I couldn’t be bothered to play the spider lady at her game, I opted for candid conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Azari, what is your problem? I have tried to converse with you normally and have fulfilled all my promises, even a tad more. I have found a way to penetrate Altameda and open the portals there. And I have been open and disposed to be constructive, but you and your behavior… Frankly, I don’t even know when we became enemies. What happened to make you attack my castle? Surely not my achievement? Are you really willing to reject Altameda for the sake of killing me and getting some farcical reward?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really consider the problem lies with us and not with you?” Azari fixed me with a stare like she was seeing me for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “With me?” I did not have to fake my surprise. “I am already aware, of course, that you in Celestial are capable of distorting facts, but to turn everything on its head like that is simply crazy. Fine, let’s say the problem lies with me. I really don’t care anymore. The clock is ticking, and you still haven’t explained what you need this time.” 
 
      
 
    “We have mulled over your proposal,” Azari said after a short pause, “and we are willing to collaborate with you. This is what we propose. Master bid me hand this to you personally.” 
 
      
 
    Azari extended a piece of paper towards me, and in order to take it, I would have to climb out of my isolation capsule. Naturally, I did not budge. 
 
      
 
    “You may leave the note, and I will take it just as soon you get the hell out of here,” I explained. “I have no intention of laying myself open until we’ve signed an agreement on my terms.” 
 
      
 
    “And what are your terms? Another round of insane demands?” 
 
      
 
    “That depends how you look at it. You have just been sent a letter with a detailed description.” 
 
      
 
    The text had been prepared by Eredani. The old man clearly understood where to apply pressure, for with every word she read, Azari’s face was transformed further and further into a ghastly mask. The spider lady’s façade was being turned inside out, and only sheer willpower was helping the girl contain herself. I was sure Anastaria would have launched herself at me after just the first proposals. 
 
      
 
    “That which you ask is impossible. Nobody will give you such guarantees.” 
 
      
 
    “The Legends will. Don’t forget, they are no less interested in passing through the portals than you. And the more I work with you, the more I understand that the idea of turning to Anastaria is not such a bad one. At the very least, because it’s way easier to make agreements with her.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no freaking way you could make an agreement with her,” Azari snorted. “That bitch would play you like a fiddle.” 
 
      
 
    “But she wouldn’t spend all her time trying try to kill me,” I parried. “Anastaria will do anything for a raid on Tamerlane. Including facilitate my leveling up. Another week, and I’ll been catching up with Bikhan.” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t kick it first,” Azari said, her face momentarily skewed. However, the spider lady reined herself in soon enough. “My master has laid down a set of conditions for working with you. One of those conditions is that you reveal how you climbed a hundred levels in less than twenty-four hours. How did you eliminate the problem of the neutrals?” 
 
      
 
    “Apparently you don’t understand the whole globality of the situation.” I smiled. “Let me describe it for you from the very start. During the game process, I happened upon a chain of tasks connected with some heroes from the past. Three dungeons that open the way to a small expansion, an island called Keshin somewhere in the depths of the ocean. After passing through one dungeon, I came across a thread that led to the secrets of Altameda. Unfortunately, at the moment I found the entrance point, I had no contact with the Legends of Barliona. On top of which, I was under threat from a certain danger, and I had to start working with the Era of the Dragon as well. I liked working with you, but you responded to my perfectly sensible and explicit proposal with aggression. Unwarranted aggression, I might add. The Legends are deeply interested in helping me finish my tasks, and are willing to pay, putting aside their emotions, ambitions, and arrogance. But then you show up. At first Bikhan wanted to show what a great boss he was, by pressuring me on my own turf. Then they found me in reality, which is a crime in itself. Now you show your face and start talking utter nonsense about someone called Bikhan and his bizarre demands. Tell me, Azari, why on earth should I work with you? What can you possibly offer me that the Legends can’t? Nothing to say, huh? I’m also at a loss for an answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I have received an inquiry concerning the formation of a teleport,” Dartun said, reentering the hall. “Bikhan wishes to enter Mindfell via a personal teleport.” 
 
      
 
    “Open it,” I consented, preparing to repel an attack from the spider lady. By the sound of things, she had fulfilled her role and now had to test the integrity of my control console. To my surprise, however, nothing happened. Azari merely rose from my throne and turned it to face me so it would be more convenient for her master to converse with me. It had actually needed doing a long while ago. 
 
      
 
    Bikhan, or rather his golem, appeared after a couple of seconds. Without so much as a word, he sat himself on the throne and fixed me with an unpleasant hard stare. I did not turn away; staring contests were an obligatory study module for all project managers. 
 
      
 
    “Brody West has never worked for Phoenix.” 
 
      
 
    “Never.” It would have been silly to deny an obvious fact. “If your question concerns how I came to know of Altameda, my answer is as simple as simple could be. Does the name Bezponiki mean anything to you?” 
 
      
 
    The name endorsed by Alex Herman had been voiced. I had been given a long memorandum concerning who this person was and what he had done. The second Philips, who had not been able to stop himself in time.” 
 
      
 
    “He…” My revelation had made an impression, and Bikhan set to thinking. 
 
      
 
    “He’s prohibited from saying how he came to an agreement with the inquiry; absolutely prohibited from making mention of his own existence. When I guessed who my advisor was, Barliona representatives met with me. They forbade me from saying anything.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re talking now.” 
 
      
 
    “Because it’s an open secret now. Only the retarded don’t know who Eredani is. Which is why none of the three Celestials can get anywhere near him. Court ruling.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t use that word,” Azari said, suddenly butting in. “They do not deserve ascription to the heavens.” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down, my girl, calm down,” Bikhan said, a fatherly hand gesture urging the spider lady to simmer. “So that means he’s Bezponiki?” 
 
      
 
    “Eredani.” I corrected him. “It’s safer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is. Eredani. Where is he? I should like to speak with him.” 
 
      
 
    “You came here for that? If that’s the case, you can sort it out on your own. I’m not going to be your go-between. His email is unclassified. But there’s one ‘but’: if the system suspects you’re communicating with Eredani actually as Bezponiki, there may be consequences. Please understand I’m telling you this absolutely openly, for I am still hopeful of long-term collaboration.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do you need all this? What was wrong with the Legends?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s absolutely impossible to agree on anything with Plinto. I bumped into him in reality, Mahan, and he’s such a shady character I even got goosebumps down my spine. Anastaria is certainly beautiful, that’s a given, but I she’s not my type. Added to which, my advisor has told the clan quite a lot of unpleasant things about this, which influenced my choice. Do not think I’m rushing at you with open arms. First and foremost I need apologies and compensation. Only after I receive them can we continue this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “About the gift that was delivered to the door of my home. You stressed me out and made me move from an apartment I was settled in. Partners don’t work like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Who said I was going to work with you as a partner?” Bikhan asked in astonishment. “You recount true facts, yet you draw absolutely incorrect conclusions, Mr. West. The portals of Altameda have been earmarked for the Era of the Dragon clan since the very first day of their establishment. The fact that Mahan snatched the castle is a misunderstanding that requires correction. And I am not open to negotiation on that front. Either we work together, or the next batch of noodles will be delivered to the mysterious home you have moved into with the cute secretary. Victoria, if I am not mistaken? Only please do not take this as a threat. I am merely conveying information. We do understand each other, do we not, Brody?” 
 
      
 
    Despite the commotion raging inside me, I managed to maintain my cool. Bikhan was accustomed to speaking from a position of strength, and whichever way you looked at it, all the trump cards were now in his hand. It behooved me to yield and, in accordance with the plan, resign myself to working with the Chinaman, but inside me everything was revolting. These were not negotiations; this was nothing short of a duel, in which any misplaced word might be my last. Literally. 
 
      
 
    “No, Bikhan, we do not understand each other. If you think you can threaten me in my own home, you are sadly misled. Immediately after this meeting, I shall go straight to the police with a request to ensure my security. I have made inquiries into your identity, and it is no problem for me to disappear in reality for a couple of years, since I have no ties there. But what will you do with your failed task? Take revenge for your unrealized hopes? Don’t make me laugh; that’s not your style. So either we work together as partners, or we don’t work together after all.” 
 
      
 
    Bikhan allowed himself a chortle. 
 
      
 
    “An excellent answer, Mr. West. Just the answer I was expecting to hear. Now I see you are working for yourself and not for my friends in Barliona. You are continuously controlled, did you know that?” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re speaking of control, it is not me who is controlled, but Eredani. And it is continuous, twenty-four/seven. There is no need to stray from the subject, Bikhan.” 
 
      
 
    “Occasionally one needs to be able to hear the wind, Kvalen. Everything I wanted to say, I have already said. You can discuss the details of gaining the keys with Azari, and likewise, a strategy for passing through the portals. As concerns compensation, if Eastern cuisine is not to your taste, I can recommend Italian. The food will be delivered in one hour. I am certain you will like it. Now I wish to discuss one more question, for the sake of which I am giving you a second chance. You may take pride in your uniqueness. In all the worlds, there are only a few who have received it. The Eagle Eye. I need it. I trust you have not done anything so dumb as to sell my item?” 
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    “ONE MORE THING, my errant son. Just as soon as you use the teleport and jump back into your castle, everyone in Barliona will go bananas and begin searching for whoever delivered my mark. Such things are impossible to conceal, even in an inventory. The search will last a week. If you use the teleport together with the mark during that period, everyone will discover we are working together, and then there will only be one way forward for you: to come to me. Remember mother will always receive you gladly, no matter what deeds you have done in this world.” 
 
      
 
    The demoness was not lying, and no sooner had I returned to Mindfell than a troubled Dartun came running in search of an audience. The manager clutched a hammer in his hands, as if preparing to repel an attack, but on seeing me alone in the hall, he looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Should have checked,” the dwarf said, hiding the weapon behind his back. “Seth’s spawn used the teleport, and we’ve got an order to check all jumps at that moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Whose order?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Mine,” came the reply, accompanied by the jingling of little bells. A familiar Messenger appeared unannounced in Mindfell. The house spirits had ignored the guest, figuring he was in the castle by invitation, but his appearance indicated that the Stivala authorities were in no small way concerned. “I see you do not bear the stamp of Seth. You are clean. Do you know what the problem might be? A beast of Seth has stolen into our world via the portal network. It must be stopped at all costs. A disease like that must not be ignored.” 
 
      
 
    “I swear to Barliona, I know nothing of any beast of Seth passing through any portal,” I replied in all seriousness, instantly glowing white. The mark of Ireness was not a beastie. It was a simple item that was right now in my personal inventory. I hoped the Messenger could not access it without my knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” the Messenger said, smiling a kindly smile. “I shall of course be checking Mindfell inside out, but I already know I will find nothing. Nice doing business with you, Baron. It’s not a bad castle you’ve got yourself here.” 
 
      
 
    In actual fact, this had all happened a couple of hours ago. I’d gotten in touch with Azari, explained the current situation to her, and suggested waiting a week until my debuff ended. The Chinese did not want to wait, and soon afterwards my castle was visited by something… 
 
      
 
    “Nice khettana. How much do you want for it?” I appraised with interest the interior decoration of the carriage. Hermetic, eye-watering durability index, flawless, convenient, luxury standard. I wouldn’t have turned down something like that in reality, not to mention in Barliona. It was, in my opinion, an excellent means of transport for a baron, i.e. me. A status symbol. But the most wonderful thing about the carriage was that my achievement was fully blocked from the rest of the world. No sooner had I entered and slammed the door shut, than the irritating task concerning my killing disappeared from everyone in the vicinity. I was still in the game and showering the clan with bonuses, but I could now move from point A to point B without the need for the total clearance of the locality. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea know what a khettana is, but the carriage is not for sale. It was a gift from Barliona to my master for his seventieth,” Azari replied. The spider lady was accompanying me, as though to make sure I did not somehow discover all the secrets of the carriage loaned to me for temporary use. Which was rather difficult considering the uniqueness of the item and its binding to a specific person. This wonder had no analogue in Barliona. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need it forever,” I said with a smile, “but I would definitely rent it for a couple of weeks. Perhaps you could have a word with your master? I’m sure I’ve got loads of stuff that would be useful to you.” 
 
      
 
    In presenting me his personal carriage, Bikhan had yet again demonstrated his power. As Azari had let slip, her master transported himself around his own castle in this thing, unconcerned by his servants’ potential disloyalty. It had the same control console as I had, only without the control console, and it was on wheels. My relationship with the Chinaman had noticeably warmed, the reason being the Eagle Eye, which I had to give away practically for free. Although was it right to call three thousand almarils “for free”? After all, it allowed me not only to settle my account with Ireness, but also to set aside some of the stones for Belphegor, so the deal turned out to be advantageous for all concerned. It is worthy of note that Bikhan did not contest the terms Eredani had rolled out concerning our collaboration, accepting them on the fly and bringing to Mindfell a thousand high-level players, my security for the duration of the agreement’s effect. Apart from Azari, now my personal bodyguard, there were a dozen hunters continually using their abilities to rob potential bandits of their invisibility, paladins keeping watch and ready to throw bubbles over me, and two trios of magi in Mindfell with recall spells always at the ready to drag me back at any moment. Basically, the safekeeping of my long-suffering body had been organized at the highest level. It became immediately clear that Bikhan was well versed in such matters. This necessitated adjustments to our plan, threatening its realization, but Eredani promised to ponder and solve the problem before it became critical. 
 
      
 
    Travel in the company of the delightful Azari did not make my list of the most pleasant or useful experiences. For most of the journey the spider lady was silent, peeved by the role that had befallen her, and I did not have the slightest inclination to draw her into conversation. With my character bound to the carriage, exiting to reality was not possible, for in the event of an attack, I would have to react and return to Mindfell. The puppet could not do that herself, so all that was left was to look at the clock and dream of the hands speeding up. 
 
      
 
    This made the messages that appeared seem all the more pleasant. The ultimatum deadline issued to me by the Guild of Killers had passed, and the best of the best had set out after me. There were no marks on me to suggest I had left the castle, and only a handful of people knew, so the best of the best of the liquidators needed first to go to Mindfell. Where they were greeted by: 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: Castle of Dreams. The castle’s defense system has dispatched one of Barliona’s 3 official heroes to be rebirthed. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with the Guild of Killers faction increased by 100. 
 
      
 
    
     Mindfell level +1. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Player destroyed: Plinto the Bloody, level 656. 
 
      
 
    Number of levels dropped: 1. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 10. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Kvalen, some food for thought. I’ve got Dartun here with me. He’s very upset. He’s got some loot that was dropped by our mutual friend. Plinto showed up in Mindfell with an Armageddon scroll. Not just a declaration of war, an attempt to commit genocide on the whole castle. It’s unforgivable. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I understand. Anything of value on him? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Nothing buildable. Legendary vambraces, but they’re easily replaceable; a pair of flasks, evidently held in his hands; some kind of rope with hidden properties; and obviously the scroll itself. 
 
      
 
    “Not a pleasant thing, certainly, but perilously effective,” Azari chuckled, cutting off my conversation with Eredani. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” For a second I thought the spider lady could hear our thoughtspeech. 
 
      
 
    “The Eagle Eye. A notification has just arrived concerning the death of Plinto. It is now proposed that I should kill you.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you belong to the Guild of Killers as well? But you’re a priestess, aren’t you?” I did not have to feign my surprise. This side of Barliona was so far removed from my area of interest that I simply hadn’t thought about it. 
 
      
 
    “What of it? The Guild’s membership is not limited to bandits and hunters. It’s anyone who has even a modicum of mastery and talent. And only the best earn the right to first refusal on missions. Were it not for my master’s order, right now I would be able to amass the necessary amount of reputation to occupy this faction’s throne. I would be first among the players.” 
 
      
 
    “Reputation? Reputation alone is enough to become chief of the Killers?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” Azari graced me with a disparaging look. “And it should come as no surprise, considering the peanuts paid for each task. During the entirety of Barliona’s existence, nobody has managed to gain Exalted with the Killers. And there have been plenty wishing to do so, believe me. The final test is really quite something. My current task, for example, obliges me to destroy the Messenger, for which I will receive a single basic point. This is why we all embrace tasks with the adscript Plus to all factions encountered. The reward is exceedingly large.” 
 
      
 
    “How much are they giving for me?” 
 
      
 
    “A basic thousand. With my bonuses it will be enough to make up the shortfall. But, and I repeat, you are under no threat now. The task will disappear in three days and go to the next person down the hierarchy. You still have time.” 
 
      
 
    Azari fell silent, leaving me in total bewilderment. Reputation with the Guild of Killers continued to trickle in for each level dropped. I had fewer than five thousand points left to go until that unattainable Exalted. Considering I had built up nearly six thousand in just a week, the achievement did not strike me as particularly improbable. Judging by Azari’s words, however, reputation remained for her a fairytale which she needed to strive for but would never reach. Surely Alex’s interference had not affected the game’s algorithms and resulted in the creation of a bug to my advantage? 
 
      
 
    I will admit it was nice to feel “chosen.” To head a faction that was trying to kill you was quite some twist of fate, but I knew all too well the consequences of the tardy notification of a bug. That was how my project had nearly failed when we were considering the features bug that had come into being. It was a good thing I’d thought of organizing an external audit, because the inspectors came and explained everything was spiraling out of control. We were forced to set aside a separate risk budget, involve the customers and the management, and feel the threat of layoff. The situation had taught me something I would not forget for the rest of my life: when you realize something is definitely a bug, you must let people know at once. 
 
      
 
    Sending the letter to tech support did not take much time. It prompted a standard noncommittal reply that the inquiry had been received and the matter would be thoroughly and comprehensively investigated. Then our carriage drew to a halt. 
 
      
 
    “This is it, we are here. This is the ideal place to put up some resistance in the event of an attack. Master recommends giving further thought to priorities. What do you need this meeting for? You no longer work for Right Decision.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve already discussed this.” I was not going to give in. “There is no way I can miss this meeting. I shall return tomorrow, and we can reach our goal. In the meantime, you practice breaking into Altameda. Eredani will provide you with everything you require. Have you sorted out the line-up?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going in two raiding parties.” 
 
      
 
    “Eighty people plus me. Eighty-one. We need to work out to the last millisecond the route from the underground passage to the portals. If any of the three heroes returns ahead of time, then… well, you understand Altameda will become an impenetrable fortress. And we must not forget about the defenders. The statues Ornery Gnoom made are quite some obstacle.” 
 
      
 
    “Statues?” Azari frowned. “I do not have that information.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say it again, all questions to Eredani. Altameda is riddled with all sorts of nastiness. And we don’t know what new things have appeared in the six months my advisor has been in prison. We don’t have that information.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither do we.” Azari’s face darkened. “Call me on this number before you set out on the return journey. We must be sure you are met by people.” 
 
      
 
    With this, my journey in a comfortable carriage was over for the day. I pressed the Exit button and a couple of minutes later exited to reality. 
 
      
 
    “I was beginning to worry,” Victoria’s voice said. “We might be late for the opening.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to respond sarcastically, but my voice vanished somewhere in the depths of my chest. Everyone had said Anastaria was the epitome of grace and beauty. Idiots! The woman standing in front of me could have given my advisor’s daughter a hundred-point handicap and still have beaten her with ease should she have so desired. Vicky was not just beautiful, she was radiant, internally just as externally, awaking the dormant animal desires of a buck that had spotted its doe. Forsaking her aloofness and classical style, the lady had permitted my hands and lips to be temporarily replaced by a snazzy red cocktail dress that set off the flowing curves of her perfect figure. Standing before me was not some pubescent teenage girl charming the masses with her candor and affectation. No, standing before me was a mature and successful woman who was fully conscious of her own beauty. 
 
      
 
    “You look wonderful.” It was all I could find to say. To whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Are you just going to stand there teasing me in that negligee? I’ve just spent three hours perfecting this look. If you’re going to ruin it for me — and I’m struggling not to yield to temptation — we won’t make it in time, and I’ll be to blame. It’s you who are the conqueror of Barliona, and it’s the poor girl who must suffer. So get in the shower and spruce yourself up. I’ve already prepared your clothes.” 
 
      
 
    I definitely had to do something about my emotions. I was behaving like a besotted teenager who had just seen his first naked girl. All said and done, I was nearly forty. Romance was all very well, but everything had to have its limits and range of admissibility. Such were the thoughts occurring to me as I washed away the memory of Victoria’s bare shoulders, and to give them their due, they did help me get into the right frame of mind. Feigning an air of nonchalance, I tolerated the journey to the out-of-town club, and when we arrived there, all my attention was swallowed up by the huge crowd of people. 
 
      
 
    “How many are there?” I whispered in astonishment as I appraised the scale of Right Decision. 
 
      
 
    “Over ten thousand. About a quarter couldn’t come due to family circumstances. And these are only company employees, no families. Brody, I must leave you.” Victoria switched to her official manner. “I must go and help Williams. I’ll be about three hours. Don’t get bored.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s definitely not going to happen,” I replied, noticing the head of the HR department making a beeline for us. The old lady was not looking at Vicky but at me, and her stare was fixed, as though she was afraid I would run away. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Maria. Judging by your look, you have unpleasant news for me. Shoot.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, youth. Everything is shoot or destroy with you,” the old woman said, struggling for breath and elbowing her way through the crowd, although she played the role of the caring grandmother superbly. If you didn’t know that behind the mask were concealed a cold heart and an iron will, you might even be taken in by the sincerity and feel sorry for her. That routine would not, however, wash with me. 
 
      
 
    “Brody, I have a request. Yes, you can see it as a request.” The old woman continued to play the role. “After his opening address, Williams would like to speak with you. I’ll explain the essence of what he wants to say, so you can be prepared. The successes of the clan Pareto have come as a pleasant surprise, and we would like to receive our share of your fame. So that you should not think anything bad, and did not entertain the thought of fleeing the party early, these two fine fellows will be your attendants. Pay them no heed; we are simply covering our bases. We shall expect you in the main marquee straight after the boss’s speech. Enjoy the party.” 
 
      
 
    Maria’s manner was so simple and unpretentious she might have been speaking about the weather. Alongside me appeared two bruisers. I could find no other words to describe the two-meter-tall gorillas. The breadth of their shoulders exceeded all reasonable limits, and even from afar it was clear the guys were not there to have fun. How could you possibly speak about close acquaintance with the cold stares of professional bodyguards? The old woman made herself unobservedly scarce before I’d formulated my answer, so I was left to deal with my dispiriting thoughts by myself. 
 
      
 
    I cannot say I knew the management of Right Decision sufficiently well to contend all this was a farce, but there was lots that did not compute, beginning with Maria’s showy geniality, and ending with her phrase about a share of my fame. This was not Williams’s style, which meant something else was afoot here and my minders were in actual fact fulfilling a completely different function to that of making sure I didn’t escape from the corporate event. 
 
      
 
    But what, then, was going on? 
 
      
 
    “So that’s what you look like.” A familiar voice prevented me from forming a conclusive opinion. Turning around, I saw a brawny chap with a toothy snow-white smile approaching me in the company of an elderly man. Although it was a fair stretch to call him truly elderly, for in terms of physique, the man would have given many younger guys a good run for their money, and it was only the gray tinge that gave him away as a super-ager. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t say I’m glad to see you, Nicholas,” I said as honestly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be like that.” The man whose Barliona character was a being by the name of Plinto even waved. “Just don’t say you’re one of those who carries the game over into reality. I am not remotely concerned that literally just a couple of hours ago I was audaciously robbed off a level. I can tell you straight off, so that there are no questions, if I’ve dropped something, I want to buy it back. Including the scroll. It holds sentimental value for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Vambraces, Armageddon, and some kind of rope.” I was not going to hide anything obvious. “If you seriously think I’m going to give them back, you are grossly mistaken. I am not going to negotiate anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to buy the scroll back,” an unfamiliar man said, butting into the conversation. “Allow me to introduce myself. Michael Philips, known in the game as Evollet, chief of the Dark Legion clan. The Armageddon was not meant to be used.” 
 
      
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” I replied, seeing my advisor’s brother in a different light. He really did look like Victor, at least in the photographs I’d found online. 
 
      
 
    “You can trust an old man, can’t you?” Michael asked, spreading his hands. 
 
      
 
    “My parents taught me never to trust strangers, even if they are highly respected people. The scroll is mine. If you need the rope and vambraces, I’m willing to consider an offer.” 
 
      
 
    “You are malicious, Brody, and your thoughts are also malicious. You can dismiss your knuckle draggers; I am not going to attack you this time. But we shall surely meet again in Barliona, and you will have to explain in fair detail how you got rid of my marks.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all you’ve got to say to me?” I saw no point in conversing further, but Nicholas suddenly burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be like that. Don’t get so stressed out. I’ve already had an earful from my guys and yours. Vicky said she’s not going to help anymore if I try and play a joke on you again. The vambraces you can throw away, but let the rope be a bonus for the tiny hardships our interactions have caused. As I understand, Azari has fled somewhere, yes? Be careful with her, she’s second in command in the Guild of Killers. Who knows how boundless her fidelity to Bikhan is?” 
 
      
 
    “Nonetheless, I would still like to discuss buying back the scroll, Brody,” Evollet said, reminding us of his existence. “They are pretty hard and time-consuming to produce. I have already sent you an offer by game mail. Read it and have a think. I’m sure we can find some common ground.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’ll discuss it,” I promised. Just then a fanfare sounded, calling on everyone to gather around the numerous screens scattered throughout the grounds. We were not far from the main wall, so we had a clear view of the head of Right Decision approaching the microphone. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I welcome you cordially to our annual get-together.” 
 
      
 
    Williams’s speech was fairly standard for any party of this kind. The general director spoke about the company’s mission, its goals and problems, touched upon the importance of the human factor in the modern world, and thanked everyone present for finding the time. Nothing much to write home about, so I surveyed the gathering, and noticed a number of peculiarities. Perhaps my paranoia played a part, but it seemed most of the crowd were looking at the boss as at a messiah. Not merely a leader, but specifically the savior of the whole world. At first I thought it strange, but then I remembered who these people had been before they ended up in Right Decision. Bums. Scum. The lowest of the low on the social ladder. It was now that they had gained important work and a mission, but until very recently they had been nobodies. A sinister realization, when you thought about it, because for these people Williams had in fact become a true savior, for whose sake you might give up everything you had. 
 
      
 
    “It’s time, let’s go.” My bodyguards spoke for the first time. Nicholas “Plinto” and Michael “Evollet” followed us, and to my surprise, the goons did not resist. Parting the crowd, they led me to the central marquee, surrounding which stood a living perimeter fence of my bodyguards’ doppelgängers. By the time we approached the entrance, Williams had finished his speech and was coming to meet us along with Victoria and Maria. I utterly ceased to understand what was going on, for it really did appear that Williams genuinely wanted to speak with me. I flatly refused to accept that money would be demanded of me, but if that was the case, why was he coming to us? 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen,” Williams said, extending me his old man’s hand in greeting, after which, coughing, he took a seat in an armchair. “The years are taking their toll, as you see. My energy levels are not what they were. You have ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “In which case, let us not waste them,” Maria said, turning to me. “Brody, this image is a hologram. I am Alex Herman, and I have had to resort to such a masquerade because everything has transpired to be much more complicated than we at first imagined.” 
 
      
 
    “Meaning you are not our insidious old lady?” Nicholas “Plinto” asked with a chuckle. “That explains why you seem to be a little too cheerful.” 
 
      
 
    “You two will be briefed on proceedings later, but for now it is important to let West go. Brody, you are under surveillance, and on several levels simultaneously. We do not know how, but all your conversations in Barliona are being wiretapped. From a software point of view this is impossible, which means it has to do with hardware. But we cannot find out exactly which hardware without giving ourselves away. Bikhan has gotten himself too deeply involved in our operation, and at least three people are working on him from a parallel department. I am limited in my resources, and we must not attract too much attention. You are under heavy surveillance. Bikhan is paranoid and runs checks on anyone he is thinking of having dealings with. If he detects our presence, you will be in danger. As an example of his insanity, in five minutes’ time his drones will pierce our defenses and be able to monitor everything going on here. The old man does not leave anything to chance and wants to control every step. Go home. There is a lot of room for maneuver there. In sector 1, where you are currently living, even our authority is limited.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not going anywhere alone,” Victoria said, interrupting. “I have no idea what’s going on, but I’m not letting Brody leave alone.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no time for arguments now. Information must be passed on urgently. Thought speech is not monitored, so communicate with Victor exclusively via that.” 
 
      
 
    “Victor?” Michael “Evollet” exchanged glances with Nicholas “Plinto.” “You don’t mean…” 
 
      
 
    “Gentlemen, there really is no time at all. All questions after Brody leaves for home. The drones will follow him, and we can talk undisturbed. Right now I can only say one thing: Victor Philips is alive, but in a prison capsule. And whether he can be liberated or not depends exclusively on all of you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU DID NOT HURRY,” Azari said as she came rushing into the wasteland to greet me personally. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t start. I’ve only been gone seven hours. I didn’t even stay until the end of the event. Tell me instead, did you rehearse the penetration? How long does it take to transfer eighty people?” 
 
      
 
    I already knew the answer, because Eredani told me when I came back to the game, but I did not want to show my knowledgeability. 
 
      
 
    “I am not going to start reporting to you.” The spider lady’s eyes sparked into a blaze. 
 
      
 
    “Wrong guess. It is precisely me you are going to report to. Don’t forget, all the risks connected with the trio of heroes will fall on me. And if you’re incapable of running a few dozen yards in three or four seconds as one enormous crowd, then that crowd will need to be trimmed down. So I shall repeat the question: how long does your transfer take?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-seven seconds,” Azari reluctantly replied after an extended pause. “It cannot be done any faster. The entranceways are too narrow.” 
 
      
 
    “That means the crowd needs to be trimmed down,” I said unequivocally. “We’ll have ten seconds from the moment we open the door until we enter the portal, two for the three owners of Altameda to realize what’s happening, six for the portal, and two or three for them to make sense of the situation once they’ve seen us. Ten, Azari. Ten. No way twenty-seven.” 
 
      
 
    The spider lady made no reply, but her expression made it clear she’d already had a similar conversation with Bikhan. What I liked about the Chinaman was his ability to analyze a situation and draw the correct conclusions. 
 
      
 
    The carriage jerked before moving smoothly onward. Approximately six hours remained to our destination, so I conscientiously closed my eyes and tried to sleep. The events of recent hours had drained me. It was one thing being concerned for yourself, but quite another being concerned for those close to you. Vicky had issued an ultimatum: either she traveled with me and shared all the risks associated with the Chinese, or I went home alone and forgot about her forever. The secretary’s resoluteness was an unpleasant surprise to everybody, for nobody had considered the worldly wise woman capable of going off the deep end. Anyway, for nearly two hours of the seven that I was absent from Barliona, we were busy moving house yet again. Williams granted Vicky and Helen days off and, which pleased me most of all, sent the little miscalculation on a cruise, just as I had originally planned to do. We did not even have to reinvent the wheel and enlist the aid of third parties. Matty argued against it for some time, but eventually caved in to pressure from his girlfriend, especially since Williams had okayed the holiday with Matty’s new boss. As a result, we moved in and they moved out. Similar developments happened with my parents as well, as they were promised to be sent on vacation away from the ravenous paws of the Chinese. I secured myself against danger from all sides, and now it was only me who could be strong-armed. 
 
      
 
    “I trust you don’t think this changes anything between us?” Nicholas “Plinto” had asked me as we were leaving. “My reputation is falling apart at the seams because of you, and that is unforgivable. Know this, Brody, it will be me who deprives you of your achievement. Not now, but just as soon you finish with Eredani. We will definitely meet again, and that meeting will not be fun for you.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re here. Get out; we need to clear the area.” Azari’s voice wrenched me from my slumber and reminiscences. I did not even remember falling asleep. I forced my eyes open and checked with the map, to find we had driven quite deep into the lands of the demons. Neither the Messengers nor the Advisors had access to this place. The spider lady had selected a flat area devoid of any kind of greenery, the perfect venue for the forthcoming battle. Before kickoff, however, an important mission required completing, that of clearing the space of neutral beings. This point of Stivala was no different to any other, so any mini critters would do everything in their power to destroy me. I could not use the mark of Belphegor, for it was still too early to inform the world about the appearance of another Supreme, so we were dependent on the orchestrated efforts of the Celestial fighters, and it must be said, they did not disappoint. Despite the legion of small fry, only the odd one was able to reach me. It turned out Anastaria was right when she said that in the level-250 location we were in, the bite of the creepy crawlies was as powerful as if we had been same level as them. There was not so much as a hint of the balance Mahan had spoken of, and even a level-1 zone was now deadly dangerous for me. 
 
      
 
    “Area cleared. You can come out now, Kvalen.” 
 
      
 
    To be on the safe side, I took a stroll around the scorched earth, ready at any moment to jump out of danger’s way, but the neutral beings were all gone. Unpleasant though it was to admit, the Chinese had turned out to be much better and more professional players than the Legends of Barliona. 
 
      
 
    “Abyssal, your presence is required! Come to my call!” 
 
      
 
    The cost of calling up a Higher Demon is 5 almarils. Check your account has been debited. 
 
      
 
    I did not bother overanalyzing, and went down the tried-and-tested route. Of all the Higher demons, I had only ever communicated with Baal’s acolyte. The remainder, if they did not consider me an enemy, certainly did not see me as a friend. Furthermore, we were in the lands of Baal, and nobody except Abyssal would show their face here. Although even he took his time, making me repeat the call twice before his red portal appeared on the wasteland. The first to exit were three demon dogs, level-450, which began snarling splenetically at a huddle of players, before the boss without level materialized in person. In his hands Abyssal held an incandescent sword dripping with dark ooze. The demon’s armor was scorched in places and soot-blackened, one flap flapping, and he himself was nothing like the svelte Higher I was used to doing business with. Yet at the same time, he radiated a danger that told the whole world to be afraid. And this was a demon definitely worth being afraid of. After looking around, Abyssal took a few steps and hung over me, threatening to crush me with his breath alone. 
 
      
 
    “Mortal! If your call turns out to be a waste of my time, you will be harshly punished. I need extra almaril. It is the only thing that can extinguish the heat of the battle you have dragged me from and stop me thinking we might lose to Asmodei’s sycophants because of your call.” 
 
      
 
    “Will thirty almarils be enough?” I asked, before being sent nigh flying as a result of the demon’s paw smacking into my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Load me up! It will suffice to stop me killing you here and now, but it will take another hundred for you to walk away alive from this encounter. That which augurs your destruction is too tempting to ignore.” 
 
      
 
    The Higher Demon Abyssal proposes a deal. 
 
      
 
    “Do you refuse?” Abyssal flew into a rage just as soon as I pressed the No button. The resultant strike threw me ten meters back, and my Life scale dropped to almost a single point. Luckily, Azari’s fighters were not to be caught napping, and my treatment began while I was still in flight. Moreover, it was not from the school of Light, which might have caused me problems, but from the school of Dark, not only treating me, but also giving my character a serious boost. 
 
      
 
    “You will pay dearly for your treachery!” Abyssal continued to roar. “No acolyte of Baal will work anymore with the beast dubbed tiefling Kvalen. Not one. Ever. Now you will die! And the loss of your achievement will be but a small part of the misfortune you have brought upon yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Just as I figured, the demon did not bother working out who was right and who was guilty. No sooner had I refused to indulge his whims than he showed his true essence. The game clearly did not like anyone continuing to exist without dying, and it put everything it had into trying to remedy the situation, including the use of demons. 
 
      
 
    Imperceptibly fast, Abyssal was by my side. His fiery sword flew up before crashing down on my character with extraordinary force, pounding it nearly neck-deep into the ground. The bubble thoughtfully hung on me by one of Azari’s paladins took the blow, but I could not cancel the momentum of the strike. The demon swung once more, but was not permitted a repeat strike, as two raiding parties of players entered the fray simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got him! Get Kvalen out of here!” A man-mountain of a warrior confronted Abyssal. However, the demon was clearly not about to let me go that easily, and despite the fact that all his attention had been captured by the tank, the game beast managed to catch me with his tail as I was scrambling out of the hole in the ground. This time my flight ended outside the scorched patch of land, where I was instantly set upon by the local bug population. It took three bubbles and a pile of irretrievably spent nerve cells to get me back to relative safety, with the emphasis on “relative,” because very soon came the blindsided yell of the tank. 
 
      
 
    “Get the tiefling out of here. I can’t hold the boss, he keeps slipping away.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t change the boss’s primary objective. The taunts are finishing. Intercept!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it!” the second tank shouted. “Not happening. I’m not on the aggro list.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s slipped away. The taunts aren’t working.” 
 
      
 
    “The boss is going to attack the raid!” 
 
      
 
    Abyssal turned away from the tank, trying unsuccessfully to catch the demon, and fixed his stare on me. 
 
      
 
    “You will rue the day you betrayed Baal!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re forgetting, wing-boy, I have never been his slave.” 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact I said this nearly under my breath, Abyssal heard it. Roaring with malice, the demon described a semicircle with his flaming sword, and not a trace was left of the tank who had been trying to draw attention to himself. The level-547 warrior was killed instantly with a single strike. 
 
      
 
    “Get him up!” Azari said, wasting no time. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not there. His character’s out of sight.” The priests began to panic, unable to fulfill their leader’s order. The space was rent asunder by Abyssal’s demonic guffawing. The demon was reveling in the event, and, not stopping to think I was the only one who understood him, he proclaimed: 
 
      
 
    “Worms! You are all worms before me and my master. Your souls will be the perfect gift for Baal and his children.” 
 
      
 
    “Attention everybody!” Despite the fact they had begun to collapse before her very eyes, Azari continued to supervise the raiding parties. “The tank has called me. They did not kill him, but transferred him to the demons’ location. Close combatants, do not approach! Shooters, pepper the beast! First ability has opened!” 
 
      
 
    Sinister strike: Description: the demon deals a strike, with a 90% probability of dispatching a player to Baal’s Estate. Escape from the location is only possible via rebirth. Damage factor in the location: х4. Experience- and loot-received factor: х10. Time for ability restoration: 60 seconds. 
 
      
 
    All I could do was chuckle bitterly. One of Abyssal’s six abilities had become available for analysis, and the remarkable thing was that it was deployed directly against me. For the rest of the players, accessing a demon-inhabited location was no problem, since rebirth was no big deal to them. Quite the opposite in fact, since they would probably snag themselves something of worth. I could categorically not lay myself open to the ability. As if he’d read my thoughts, Abyssal twirled his sword and pointed it in my direction. 
 
      
 
    “Now for you. Baal will delight wholly in your suffering. You will become his obedient plaything, and you will pray for death.” 
 
      
 
    The squall of fire created by the players was paid scant heed by the demon. My Life bar was creeping down, but too slowly to affect the situation. From somewhere off to the side came the howling of the three dogs that had appeared along with Abyssal, and Azari was forced to divert the warriors’ attention to the new threat. As far as I was concerned, this was a near fatal move, as Abyssal began at last to move. And it was in my direction that he did so, now a juggernaut who had grown twice bigger in an instant. 
 
      
 
    “To work!” Azari was not giving up, and she tried to finish the job. “Magi, get Kvalen out! Paladins, bubbles! Do not let the tiefling die!” 
 
      
 
    “The portals aren’t working. There’s a block,” came the immediate response from one of the players. “It’s a scripted event.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop the boss! Bombard him with slippers!” 
 
      
 
    This was much easier said than done. Abyssal was heading for me and ignoring what was going on around him. Only occasionally, with a swipe of his blade, did he swat away one of the more spirited warriors, while in most instances he crushed players, like worms, with his gigantic paws as he strode dead ahead. Now I understood that the Abyssal who had done the battle with Plinto near my castle could not hold a candle to the one we all had our eyes on now. It was simply that the “boss without level” and the “boss we came to kill” were totally different creatures in terms of strength. 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, run for heaven’s sake! You need to get out of his aggro zone.” 
 
      
 
    A hysterical suggestion which did not even warrant my attention. Abyssal’s Life level dropped by a mere ten percent, and it became apparent there was no way the contingent we had brought would be able to cope with the demon. Heaving into view ahead were a stunning wipe, rebirth, and forfeiture of my achievement, but I had not come here to meekly watch myself get killed. I would simply have to wait. 
 
      
 
    “Pass on to my overlord that this is my gift to him.” Abyssal eventually reached me and raised his sword. The seconds were counting down, and if I procrastinated, death was inevitable. When the blade reached its apex and froze, ready to come crashing down, I whispered: 
 
      
 
    “Ireness, now!” 
 
      
 
    It all happened in a flash. Abyssal’s sword came down, but it smashed into something that obstructed it, stopping dead still with a matter of millimeters left to go. Or to be more precise, the fiery sword tore through my armor like a piece of paper, yet could not get through to my character. It stopped just a micron away. 
 
      
 
    You have avoided lethal damage. 
 
      
 
    Luck +1. 
 
      
 
    “You?” Abyssal let out such a squeak that it warmed the cockles of my heart. Judging by his voice, the Higher demon was afraid of mother in the same way simple people were afraid of fire. 
 
      
 
    “What a sweet little baby demon,” Ireness said lovingly when she appeared. “It will be a shame to give you up to my son. Such a specimen would look perfect in my army.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no authority in these lands, spawn of Seth!” Abyssal attempted to collect himself and even pushed down on his sword. He could not budge it, however, for Ireness was holding it tightly in her hand, like a stick. 
 
      
 
    “I am not planning to kill you,” said the head of Seth’s faction, with a smile that might freeze a person. “Why would I want to advertise my presence to the entire neighborhood? I am here for something else. To block all your powers, horn-boy. Now you are no more dangerous than a newborn kitten.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no authority in these lands!” Abyssal began to repeat himself, only this time his words sounded much more confident than before. “This is our world. It will not become the property of Seth.” 
 
      
 
    An unpleasant rasping sound could be heard as the demon began to withdraw his sword from Ireness’s hands. For the first time since it appeared on her face, mother’s smile faded. A moment, and the flaming blade was free. With an elusive movement, Abyssal poked it towards me and stuck me right through. Evidently, the weapon was unaware I was wearing armor. 
 
      
 
    The Sinister Strike ability has been used against you. 
 
      
 
    Analysis completed: probability of transfer to Baal’s Estate location. 
 
      
 
    Current probability value: 4. 
 
      
 
    You are ignoring the Sinister Strike ability. 
 
      
 
    Damage sustained… 
 
      
 
    You managed to survive a dangerous ability. 
 
      
 
    Luck +10. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stand there!” I shouted, noticing the players were watching what was happening but not actually doing anything. “Ireness is blocking him but she can’t kill him. That’s our job.” 
 
      
 
    Retreat threw me to the side, away from the motionless titans. Abyssal made as if to follow me, but could not because Ireness stood in his way. 
 
      
 
    “Going far? Do not even attempt to call your people. While I am here, this is my zone. Can you not feel your strength being sapped with each breath? A touch more, and the great Abyssal will be transformed into my marionette.” 
 
      
 
    “You have no authority in these lands!” The demon roared and swung his sword, only this time the strike was meant not for me, but for Ireness. The demoness did not block it, instead moving smoothly to the side, at which moment the next volley of “gifts” flew into Abyssal. The attack, which would previously have done nothing but impotently lick the beast’s skin and inflict a single damage point each, this time almost totally disappeared inside the target. The demon’s Life bar twitched noticeably before dropping by ten percent in a single go. 
 
      
 
    “It’s working!” came cries of joy. 
 
      
 
    “Stop the flood! Close combatants, try to get closer. Tanks, grab the beast and drag it to the center of the wasteland!” 
 
      
 
    The logjam was broken. Ireness successfully blocked Abyssal’s powers, preventing him from fleeing or calling on the entire might of Baal’s army for help, while at the same time the players wantonly used the whole army of abilities available to them. With Life at 60%, Abyssal demonstrated his next ability, claiming the lives of all players who were a considerable distance away. Black lightning pierced their protection, inflicting truly colossal damage. The scorched area was covered over with a death dome which would kill anybody who touched it. Then the dome began to shrink, forcing the players closer and closer to the demon. Realizing he would not be able to cope with Ireness, Abyssal began mowing down the players close to him, while outright ignoring the tanks. Everybody bought it: healers, close combatants, blundering shooters. However, there was a good reason why the eighty people there were considered Barliona’s best raiding collective, and the demon’s Life continued to plummet with pleasing constancy. 
 
      
 
    Abyssal’s third use of the ability hung a permanent debuff that reduced all the players’ Life level by five percent once every five seconds. Nothing fatal, it seemed, but those healers that were left had to break a sweat in order to maintain the raid’s battle-readiness. I got lucky. With my attack level and correct positioning, I was able to throw a Blood Recovery beneath Abyssal’s feet, allowing me not only to inflict some pretty hefty damage, but also to steal a fair chunk of Life. The downside was that I had to stay close to the demon, risking a thwacking from his sword, which was spinning like a propeller. But the longer we fought, the less attention Abyssal paid me, for it had begun to dawn on the demon that he’d fallen into an inescapable trap. 
 
      
 
    This engendered a fourth ability for our enemy: treatment. Once a minute, the demon thrust his sword into the ground up to the hilt and used it to suck up demon strength, which was strewn generously around Baal’s location. We could not stop or even hinder this, so all we could do was watch, helpless, while the beast’s Life recovered 10%. This significantly slowed the killing process, because for that one minute, we were scarcely able to bring that level down by 10%. Bring it down we did, though, and Abyssal’s Life, albeit slowly, crept surely downwards. 
 
      
 
    I missed the moment when Abyssal began to blink strangely. We had been fighting for thirty minutes, and we had reduced the demon to 30% of Life. Seventeen of the eighty players who had shown up were in the Baal’s Estate location, and we only just managed to reduce his Life level by 11-12% before the demon used his treatment ability, which meant the speed of the kill was drastically lowered. Considering the continually shrinking dome, Abyssal had found a decentish means of survival, and I categorically did not want to use the last-ditch Helen 1. It was too early to reveal my weapon to the Celestial players, for I had concrete plans for the crossbow, and the murder of a simple demon was not one of them. 
 
      
 
    He’s ready. The defenses and the will of the demon are weakened. You can vanquish him, my son. 
 
      
 
    The voice of Ireness, suddenly sounding in my head, hinted that the visual effect was meant personally for me. The boss was still working his sword with confidence, so I had to nimbly duck his strikes in order to get in close to the beast’s body. Jumping, my tail beneath me, and stooping low to evade his sharp wings, I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and touched the demon’s body with my open palms. 
 
      
 
    The world disappeared. The raid, the players, Ireness, the deadly dome, and even the flaming sword no longer existed. In the infinite mist of an absolutely gray nothingness remained only two bright blotches that looked like hypertrophied amoebae. The light one symbolized my soul, while the dark and fearful one reflected the essence of Abyssal. The blotches were so tightly intertwined with each other that their points of contact were blurred. A third, gray, bloom appeared, wavering from side to side and amplifying the light part, i.e. mine, alternately with the dark part, i.e. the demon’s. 
 
      
 
    Then began what Belphegor and Ireness called subjugation of the soul. Our will performed the functions of weapon and defense, and one of us alone could be the victor. I was also warned what would happen should Abyssal outshine us: I would become the demon’s obsequious marionette for two weeks, before being forced to undergo the same cleansing procedure Eredani had undergone. Which meant that losing was absolutely not an option. 
 
      
 
    You cannot win. 
 
      
 
    You are weak. This world will bow to us. 
 
      
 
    First we will kill you, and then we will destroy everything you hold dear. 
 
      
 
    Mindfell will be annihilated. Your people will return to where they belong. 
 
      
 
    The thoughts arising in my consciousness did not belong to me. Abyssal was using the entire push-deflection arsenal now available to him in an attempt to knock the wind from my sails, but it was all in vain. On the contrary, in fact, it motivated me not to concede, but to draw on the thought that I had a whole clan of social citizens behind me. Were I to lose now, they would also lose. That could not be allowed to happen, and all I had to do was emphasize my position. “You are pathetic! You are my slave!” Nobody had taught me how to subdue demons, so I was acting on pure logic. Since someone wanted to demoralize me, that meant I should do the same, because I was in charge here, and not some piece of software code. 
 
      
 
    The gray zone oscillated and slowly began to engulf the black blotch, increasingly liberating the white one. Abyssal was getting nervous; I could sense it in the muddled thoughts arising in my head. They repeated, tangled, occasionally seeming illogical, and continually smashed against the rocky outcrop that was my volition. 
 
      
 
    Then the demon’s last ability came into play. In the world we were in, new dark spots flared up one after another. Abyssal’s minions came to his aid. Ireness blocked their appearance in the normal world, but here, where will fought against will, mother was helpless. With each new spot, Abyssal’s blotch shrank ever smaller, as though with each call to arms the demon was relinquishing part of his strength. It seemed victory was close and all that was needed was a little pressure, but it was not to be. Newly arrived demons sank their teeth in, tormenting it and ripping it to pieces. Each bite was accompanied by an unpleasant electric-shock kind of sensation. This disrupted my concentration, and the gray zone stopped. An instant, and it began to crawl back, increasing the darkness and blocking out the light. Abyssal sensed that victory was possible and set to turning that sensation into reality. 
 
      
 
    The worst thing was I could do nothing about it. The five extra demons that now surrounded me turned the tide completely and did not allow me to concentrate for a second. At some moment I turned my attention from Abyssal to the nearest point and all but suffered an overwhelming defeat as the gray zone began very rapidly to consume the white blotch. Again I concentrated all my attention on the boundary between me and Abyssal, halting the blistering advance of my impending defeat. It seemed unavoidable, for I could not cope with six targets at once. There were too many of them even for my mind, accustomed though it was to multitasking. 
 
      
 
    I admit I panicked. It was one thing to fight one-on-one with a demon, but to do battle against a whole crowd was quite another. My mind anxiously sought a way out of the situation, and with no small effort I managed to banish the reeling terror and evaluate the situation from all sides. The dark spots, which had come for my soul, were only attacking from one side, Abyssal’s. They flew around me from all over, yet only attacked me from one angle. Why? Because they could not live without their master? Or was there some other reason? 
 
      
 
    It took an eternity to figure out where the hitch might be. The corrupt glyph of purification that Ireness had given me to block all possible marks was in my inventory. If I viewed the blotch as a projection of my character, then my virtual inventory was situated on the side from which the beasties were refusing to attack. What did that tell me? That mother was protecting me even here in this obscure world of shadows. And in order for her protection to be more reliable, I needed to produce the glyph. 
 
      
 
    It worked. In spite of the fact that the characters no longer existed per se, operations with the trunk worked superbly. One more blotch, a gold one, appeared alongside the white and black ones, and the beasties were washed away. Only demons at Higher level or higher could work with Seth’s items, and this was absolutely not an option for the small fry that had come to help Abyssal. The gray zone froze once more, to move surely to the dark side and free up the white space. 
 
      
 
    It is not possible to describe the feelings that possessed me in those seconds. Abyssal did not merely panic; it was as though he had gone mad from such close proximity to a dangerous item. He threatened me, he beseeched me, he tried to bribe me, he threatened me again, he called me a loser and then immediately a potentate. The demon’s resistance disappeared altogether, and he spent all his remaining strength on trying to rescue his essence in Barliona. Only it was all to no avail, because nobody wanted to give in or succumb to persuasion. The gray stripe reached the edge of the darkness, shimmered, and jumped on the five dark spots lingering a short distance away. A moment, and the space exploded, returning me to the real world. The deed was done. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
      
 
    You are the first players to destroy the Higher Demon Abyssal in Barliona. 
 
      
 
    First Kill gained: Abyssal is also mortal. Reward: all damage to demons always sets them alight with a holy light, inflicting damage that depends on level and demon type. 
 
      
 
    All characteristics +10. 
 
      
 
    Level +10. 
 
      
 
    Reputation with all factions encountered is increased by 20. 
 
      
 
    
     You receive 5 essences of Anonymous incubi. These essences are not bound to the player and may be transferred or sold. 
 
       
 
   
 
    You have secured the essence of the Higher Demon Abyssal, an accomplice of Baal. The item is bound to your character and may not be transferred to another player. 
 
      
 
    Task updated: Mystic Portals. Description of update: you have received the key to the first portal of Altameda. Pass through the dungeon and destroy the source of Baal’s power. 
 
      
 
    “I must inform my master about this. Do not do anything until he has given his answer.” For a long time, Azari could not tear her gaze from the dark stone in my hands. What I was holding had no right to exist in Barliona, and yet it did exist. Alex Herman had fulfilled his part of the bargain, and now there was precious little left to do, except to establish how much Bikhan was willing to risk in order to remain the top dog among the immortals. 
 
      
 
    The essence of Abyssal, the key to the Baal’s Repository location. A personalized item of the player Kvalen. 
 
      
 
    Reward for the destruction of Baal’s source of power: 2 godly items, level +100. Peculiarity of item due to its binding to immortal player: increase x2 of bonus level for all immortal players who have completed Baal’s Repository. 
 
      
 
    Restrictions: Exclusively for players in their primary form. No more than five players may enter the portal. Each player has the right to take no more than two items from the repository. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “GODLY ITEMS,” Eredani muttered yet again, before looking at me and pacing another circle. “Two godly items. That’s five people with two godly items each.” 
 
      
 
    “So +100 levels doesn’t excite you?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw levels! This is two godly items. That’s… Kvalen, screw absolutely everything. I’m coming with you. Bikhan will only have three places.” 
 
      
 
    “Two,” I sniggered. “I’m taking Matty with me.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t make sense. You’re better off selling him,” Eredani suggested. “To that Francude. He’d sell you his soul for two hundred levels and godly items. We’re going to have everything a Barliona player could wish for.” 
 
      
 
    Godly items. It is probably worth pointing out why they were in such demand. Contemporary Barliona is a game of items. If you want to attain anything, you must constantly be updating your equipment. For instance, my most powerful item is the legendary Ring of the Lord of Chaos, the conqueror of Ranidar, presented to me by Abyssal. Despite my having received it between levels 10 and 20, and my now having progressed to 365, nothing could take its place, because it is truly hardcore, with five accidental plus characteristics and five random bonuses. Essentially, it is these bonuses that form the sheer poetry of a legendary item. On the downside, an item like this can easily be dropped, stolen, sold, or somehow otherwise appropriated. And now to godly items. Besides having ten accidental plus characteristics and ten bonuses, holders cannot be relieved of them. Unless they personally junk them somewhere. Such items are presented exclusively for distinguished services to Barliona, and they are presented by the Emperor in person. And here there were two, with the possibility of choosing between them. That is not worth merely lots; it’s worth unjustifiably lots. When I collected my money from Bikhan, he would not be getting his two or three places for nothing, even if he started threatening me. 
 
      
 
    “That is an idea, you know.” I was considering Eredani’s suggestion. “First, take this invitation. Second, contact Francude. We need to give Bikhan a prod to force negotiations, if Celestial wants to get Barliona’s throne back, it will have to get a wiggle on.” 
 
      
 
    Second participant for trip to Baal’s Repository established. 
 
      
 
    The invitation is personal and may not be refused in favor of another player. 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Eredani said, his eyebrows shooting up. “A personal invitation? That explains a lot. Francude and Bikhan definitely need to be told about this. The old rogue doesn’t know my current nickname, so I’ll have to get in touch with Francude via Ulm. Have you finished, or is there anything else I need to know?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all. I’ll call Azari and tell her our decision. Let them sweat. I wonder if they’ll ever chill out?” 
 
      
 
    Reputation with Guild of Killers faction increased by 10. 
 
      
 
    “The more of them that die, the more loot we get,” Eredani noted philosophically. They keep coming, and the dwarves are tired of running after loot. A couple of high-levelers showed up, and a legendary item dropped. It’s already been snapped up.” 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Azari got off to a rocky start. At first the spider lady did not understand what we were talking about, and as soon she heard that places were personalized and one was already taken, she became irate, to put it mildly. I was forced to hang up and for several minutes ignore the incessant ringing of the communication amulet. It helped, and Azari began to speak in a calm tone. Poisonous and cold, but nonetheless calm. 
 
      
 
    “Master considers your proposal unacceptable.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no other. Francude is just as interested in getting into this location as Bikhan. It’s a question of money. One place has already been allocated, and there can be no getting it back. And no, the deletion of the character will not help, because Eredani is coming with us, and his capsule, as you understand, is inaccessible.” 
 
      
 
    “But yours is accessible,” Azari said. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go threatening me. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it this time, but next time some Celestial announces they know where I live, the price to you for a foray to the portal of Altameda will increase tenfold. And believe me, I’m not joking, I’ve already been told how much such a ticket might be worth. I want to understand the suitability of the people working for the Era of the Dragon. I should warn you my people have already been in touch with Francude.” 
 
      
 
    “Master requires a day to mull over your proposal. Do not do anything yet.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re in no position to lay down terms now, Azari. According to information at my disposal, the Legends of Barliona are going on a raid tomorrow morning. All three heroes will be busy. I see no other way to penetrate Altameda unhindered. By morning, we must not only have agreed on participation and signed all and any contracts concerning security, but also have rehearsed the whole endeavor. We must not forget there will only be five of us, and Altameda has fairly serious protection even without the three heroes. No Eagle Eye, of course, but enough to make even experienced players break sweat.” 
 
      
 
    “What you are doing now is known as a scam, Kvalen. Without us, you would never have received the keys. We agreed to go together.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is why I’m offering you first dibs to the remaining places on the trip. Our agreement is in no way affected by the fact I’ve given away one place. Who knew that apart from the essences of the Supremes — which, I would remind you, result in a decent achievement — the mystic portals also contained a choice of two godly items? I personally am very disinclined to refuse such a reward, because ten items would make my clan the leader of the governorate, if not the whole of Stivala. But I remember we work together and, reining in my own greed, am offering you participation. If we can agree on compensation, that is. I hold sacred the responsibilities I have taken on myself, but I am not about to work at a loss.” 
 
      
 
    “We need time to think it over,” Azari replied after a pause. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got two hours. Then I begin talks with Kalateia. Yes, I’m also planning to involve Astrum. I’m sure the shaman lady is also in need of items.” 
 
      
 
    “But she’ll rat you out to Mahan.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re forgetting the most important thing, Azari, there are two godly items up for grabs. They can make absolutely anyone compliant. And so what if Mahan is made aware of the reward for the portals? He won’t be able to get into them anyway. All the trump cards are in my hand now, and I’m going to play them correctly. I need money, and I will get it, whether with your help or someone else’s. I repeat, you’ve got two hours, then I call Kalateia. Over and out.” 
 
      
 
    I loved to speak with the Chinese from a position of power. It was the only language they understood, and if they heard anything else, they would consider you not human and strive to deceive you. If you were weak, there was no need for them to fulfill their responsibilities. Of course I was taking a risk, for it would be no skin off Bikhan’s nose to send me a couple of his flunkies to make me more compliant — perhaps even do away completely with the thorn in his side — but I understood perfectly well it would not happen. Not because Alex had provided round-the-clock security for my home and not even a mouse would get in without a special pass, but because Barliona’s security officer had offered such a tasty morsel that a Bikhan-level shark simply could not swim on by. If this did not make him take the bait, then nothing in the whole world would entice that creep from his lair. 
 
      
 
    “Francude is having doubts.” Eredani came back with his report thirty minutes later. “He likes the description of the task and the fact that you going with him will guarantee his untouchability. That said, he does not want to spoil his relationship with the Legends. He has no use for godly items any more than Bikhan, and the Frenchman doesn’t take part in battles himself. If Bikhan’s thing is golems, then Francude operates using tokens. Godly items have no effect on them. Basically, it’s highly likely he’ll split.” 
 
      
 
    “Or Bikhan has already spoken with him,” I suggested. “We can’t ignore the fact that the Chinaman cut all the threads we might have used to attract competition. I reckon he’s talking to Kalateia as well now, convincing her not to talk with the Pareto clan because they’re of interest to the Era of the Dragon. Divided spheres of influence, nothing personal.” 
 
      
 
    All by itself, the conversation switched into thoughtspeech, which could definitely not be wiretapped. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Quite possible; it’s his style. But it can mean only one thing: he’s totally minimizing the risks connected with other people. There will only be his people left. And him. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: And him. He’s prepared to gamble Mindfell on the fish biting, and now it needs to be hooked correctly. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I hope you come good at least on this fishing trip, because to put it mildly, your angling skills are nonexistent. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Don’t make comparisons. Catching fish in the real world and Barliona are two different things. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: When I leave, we will definitely test that theory. 
 
      
 
    Azari called an hour later. The spider lady’s voice was icy. 
 
      
 
    “You have been sent an agreement by mail. You must sign it without any amendments. That is the only way we can begin collaboration with you. You have half an hour to familiarize yourself with the text and sign it.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll depend on how big the text is,” I said, opening my mail box and searching for the Chinawoman’s missive. Despite having arrived in just the last minute, it was not at the top of my inbox. I was forever being spammed by other players, which was basically why I practically never used my mailbox. I did not have the time to put all of Barliona on a blacklist, and fiddling with settings and filters was not my scene. Experience had taught me that sometimes they would reject something truly important. 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred pages? Do you seriously think half an hour is enough to even read all that? What is it anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “An agreement of nonaggression, drawn up especially for when my master leaves his palace. How much time do you need, and how is it compatible with your ultimatum that you will be sending Kalateia an invitation in one hour?” 
 
      
 
    “Not remotely yet, because I still haven’t received your proposal. The agreement concerns the security of Bikhan and, note, me as well, so your text already requires at least one amendment. But that doesn’t solve the main problem. What do I get if I give the Era of the Dragon clan three places? A visit from Bikhan? Not much of a reward, if I’m honest. You really do have an hour left to figure out my bonus. In that time, I will try to get to grips with your document. Although that’s not a promise; it looks too big.” 
 
      
 
    “My master suspected the conversation would go along these lines. Fine, Kvalen. Take this second letter. This is what we are willing to provide you in return for three places on the trip.” 
 
      
 
    My mailbox displayed another pictogram denoting mail received. 
 
      
 
    “I need time to discuss your proposal with my clan,” I said calmly, familiarizing myself with the contents of the letter. There was no need for the spider lady to know how rabidly my heart was beating. “Call back in thirty minutes. Am I right in thinking everything stated here is payment for one place?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Azari confirmed. “You will receive thrice more if you give us the remaining three places. I hope this will convince you not to contact anybody else. We are interested in long-term collaboration, Kvalen, and we want to discuss participation in the two remaining portals straightaway. If the reward is the same there, which I am sure will be the case, you will have to tame your appetite. We can be generous with our partners, but if people begin to behave like pigs, we respond in kind.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you. Thirty minutes.” I did not like the turn the conversation had taken, but I completely understood Azari’s logic. Had I been in her shoes, I would also have made sure to discuss future forays. And this time I had stipulated my participation in them in advance. 
 
      
 
    “What was all that about?” Eredani had heard our conversation, and no sooner had I put the amulet aside than he immediately began hurling questions at me. Despite the old man having seen all sorts in the game, he was not immune to curiosity, especially when the question concerned him. 
 
      
 
    “Take a look at this.” I copied the text and sent it to my advisor. “What do you think? Is it enough to compensate two godly items?” 
 
      
 
    Proposal of the Era of the Dragon clan. 
 
      
 
    5 unidentified legendary sets, level 250. 
 
      
 
    Joint passage of 2 Dungeons to receive First Kill. We have the dungeons and are willing to pass through them at any time. 
 
      
 
    20,000 units of each type of demon resources. 
 
      
 
    20,000,000 gold. 
 
      
 
    Leveling up of 3,000 members of the Pareto clan to level 250 (no time limit). 
 
      
 
    Leveling up of any 20 specialties to level 300 for members of the Pareto clan. Number of participants unlimited: come one, come all; we don’t mind how many we train. Help with the discovery, gaining, and fulfillment of rare crafting tasks. 
 
      
 
    Everything listed above will be multiplied threefold to ensure the purchase of all three tickets. Added to which, the Era of the Dragon and the Pareto clans will sign an agreement concerning their mutually profitable partnership, including the exchange of players, experience, resources, and assistance during local and global gaming events. Agreements concerning the passage of the two remaining portals of Altameda will be discussed in due course, on condition of an equal partnership. 
 
      
 
    “Bikhan’s on the back foot,” Eredani said after a long pause, “if he’s making a proposal like that. He’s basically accepting you as an equal and he’s ready to collaborate with you.” 
 
      
 
    The advisor fell silent in order to continue the conversation mentally. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: No one would ever have received a proposal like that in my day. It would be frustrating to lose all of this. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Maybe we shouldn’t then? You stay in prison for a couple of years, and before you know it, Alex Herman’s patience will burst and he’ll release you. Or send you to the mines for the rest of your life. Also not a bad option. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I’ll burst you! Agree! 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Why, all of a sudden? I think what we need to do right now is add almaril. Or do you know where to get it? Let Bikhan do some work. I’m sure he’s got loads of stones in his war chest. I’ll deal with the negotiations, and in the meantime you take a look at the first document. What sort of agreement doesn’t allow for amendments? 
 
      
 
    Azari did not argue, and a line appeared in the proposal, giving each member of my clan a thousand blood stones for each portal. The only thing we concurred on was that I would explain why they were needed in the first place. It transpired there were not so many players in Barliona who could converse with demons, much less trade with them, which made almaril totally useless. But I was not going to spread the word that almaril could be traded. Sooner or later, Belphegor’s existence would become common knowledge, so why not spill the beans to the Chinese now? Without official game confirmation, they wouldn’t be able to use that knowledge anyway, which meant neither I nor my uninvited guest were under any kind of threat. On the other hand, I would be demonstrating my loyalty to my partners and putting them in feel-good mode. The more they trusted me, the more upset they would be when I betrayed them. Which was what I was counting on. 
 
      
 
    It took the advisor several hours to study the document in detail. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Basically, we’ve got problems, Kvalen. If we sign this document as it stands, the game mechanics will not let us attack Bikhan. It’s a very skillfully drawn-up document. You can tell straightaway it’s been written by professionals. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Not a single hitch? I haven’t read it yet, if I’m honest. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Nothing. There’s a separate addendum listing all the types of weapon that exist in Barliona, beginning with regular sticks and ending with godly spheres and Armageddon scrolls. If a weapon is used by anyone from the Pareto clan or a killer hired by us on the side, Bikhan will automatically block it and transfer it to his location. The Emperor of Stivala himself guarantees that. I don’t know how that snake earned such a favor, but it’ll be fulfilled no matter what. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: There’s no such thing as an unsolvable situation. Find it. Who has the most vested interest in this, if not you? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: That’s the whole point, I am interested, but I didn’t find any hitches in the document. I need time; at least a couple of days. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Where were you earlier? We’ve got to do this thing tomorrow, otherwise the whole legend goes up in smoke. We’ve got to rehearse the run from the underground passageway to the first portal tonight. Think how we can solve this problem, Victor. And everyone must think it’s been done on my personal orders. You’ve got one hour; then I’m signing the agreement as it was presented to us. There is simply no other way out for us, get it? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: I’ll find something. Definitely. Sign it. 
 
      
 
    Eredani’s decision was final, but I still didn’t want to yield blindly to someone else’s opinion, even if it was authoritative. Skimming quickly through the text to convince myself Bikhan’s people had ignored my demand, I called Azari. 
 
      
 
    “It’s about the agreement. I’m prepared to sign it, but you forgot to put my name in it. 
 
      
 
    “The agreement cannot be amended,” the spider lady said obstinately. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need to amend it. Let’s make two: one in the name of Bikhan, the second in the name of Kvalen. I am not going to lose my achievement on account of your sham principles. If you want to make me respect Bikhan’s achievement, then I will do the same for you. Protection must be reciprocal.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall discuss your proposal with my master,” Azari agreed reluctantly. An hour later, Dartun showed up with a report. 
 
      
 
    “Master, we’ve received an inquiry about the formation of a teleport and guest access for thirty beings. They’re Frees belonging to the Era of the Dragon clan. Here’s the full list.” 
 
      
 
    “Approve it,” I said, nodding and inhaling deeply. That was it, there was no way back now, because Bikhan had signed an agreement including my name, guaranteeing my safety. 
 
      
 
    A portal flashed, and Mindfell’s main hall was filled with players. I nodded a greeting to Azari, the first to enter the castle. After gracing me with a fleeting glance, the spider lady set to inspecting the room as though searching it for specks of dust. 
 
      
 
    “Can you explain what’s going on?” The behavior of Azari and her fighters was stressing me. 
 
      
 
    “When we were here last time, I noticed a number of neutrals. For some reason they do not touch you. It is possible they will not touch our master either, but we cannot risk it. Before he comes here, we must be sure we have uncovered every last tiny little thing and can protect our master.” 
 
      
 
    “There is no danger to Bikhan in the castle or within a radius of a hundred meters from it,” I announced earnestly. “Such are the specifics of Mindfell.” 
 
      
 
    “Explain,” Azari demanded instantly. 
 
      
 
    “Come again?” I didn’t understand. “It has no bearing whatsoever on our agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “Neutral small fry are one of my master’s most fearful nightmares. He has secured himself against players and simple NPCs, especially now, with the appearance of the Eagle Eye, but gnats are a different kettle of fish. There is no effective means of defense against them. They fly unhindered into the palace, and as soon as the master exits his carriage, an entire swarm of the beasts immediately set upon him. Those two days when master lent you his transport were a real test for the clan’s fighters. The palace had not seen such a battle within its walls since its construction. Yet here you are, strolling peacefully around your castle as though the conventions of Barliona had nothing to do with you.” 
 
      
 
    “I repeat, Bikhan can come here unimpeded. There is no threat to him in Mindfell.” 
 
      
 
    “Kvalen, I have tried to be as open as possible with you. I told you the reasons for others’ expulsion from the clan for and all it entails. And in telling you that, I hoped for reciprocal openness, partner to partner. But you are behaving like Anastaria, thinking only of yourself and your personal gain.” 
 
      
 
    “What an interesting comparison. Why do you dislike her so much?” 
 
      
 
    “Why should I like her? She is a sanctimonious, narcissistic, and histrionic beast, unworthy of the place she occupies. She is unreliable, she will betray you at the drop of a hat, and she places no value whatsoever in the opinions and desires of others. This is not merely her attitude to me, but to everybody in general, and it is very unpleasant when everybody else begins to behave exactly like her. One immediately wants to break off all relations.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t tell you in Barliona why Bikhan is in no danger in my castle,” I said, meeting Azari half way. I had unwillingly taken a shine to the spider lady. I liked her because she was loyal, a pretty rare quality in our world. 
 
      
 
    “You do not want to leave any traces?” came the voice of Bikhan. I turned my head, but the old man was nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    “Master is greeting you in the castle via an amulet,” Azari said, revealing the communicator. 
 
      
 
    “That is correct. I do not want to leave any traces, not now.” 
 
      
 
    “When, then?” Bikhan inquired. 
 
      
 
    “Just as soon as we complete two portals. Even better, just as soon we get rid of a couple of Supreme demons.” 
 
      
 
    “It is impossible to get rid of them. They are a part of the new update.” 
 
      
 
    “But the essence of the next one, which I have a link to, is the banishment of the encroaching beasties back to Chaos. And by extension, Ireness included.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, let us see what Kvalen’s word means. Azari, prepare yourself. I am on the way.” 
 
      
 
    Task available: Liquidation of Bikhan. 
 
      
 
    Description: liquidate Bikhan, a level-583 player. 
 
      
 
    An unexpected wave of pride washed over me when I saw that the reward for the destruction of Bikhan was nearly the same as that for mine. Apart from reputation with the Guild of Killers being significantly higher, everything else was identical. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Mindfell,” I said in greeting to the newly arrived player. He differed little from his golems, with the possible exception of the generated task. And as I had promised, the little creepy crawlies ignored Bikhan as though he were a matter of no consequence. 
 
      
 
    “You say the whole castle is safe for me, including a hundred meters around it?” The Chinaman was clearly interested in the specific character of Mindfell. 
 
      
 
    “Only from neutrals. I can give no guarantee against players who are still trying to penetrate the defensive perimeter. Those beauties are not here for conversation, but to do me in. They just won’t stop crawling.” 
 
      
 
    “And leveling up the Eagle Eye,” Bikhan chuckled. Are you gaining only Experience, or something else as well?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I want to talk about right now. Are you ready to train?” 
 
      
 
    “We are.” Bikhan’s head twitched imperceptibly, and after a couple of seconds, a whole group of magi emerged from the portal. “These are they who will be entering Altameda.” 
 
      
 
    “Now I’m lost,” I said, frowning. “We agreed there would be five of us, didn’t we?” 
 
      
 
    “We are sending two groups to Altameda. The task of the first is to appropriate the enemy’s chief strengths. Effigies, defenders, auras. Everything the Legends have. After which, that group will leave in the direction of one of the repositories. If the owners of the castle appear, they will spring to the defense of their valuables. The second group will move quietly and not touch anything. The house spirits will of course find them immediately, but their clamor will be lost in the general hubbub. The magi will approach the portal and make a call. We will accept the call and calmly enter the portal. I am not planning to run like a scalded chicken.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a good plan.” The advisor spoke for the first time since the Chinese had entered. 
 
      
 
    “Eredani,” Bikhan said, turning towards him. “I have heard much about you.” 
 
      
 
    “Likewise. I hope you won’t be saying aloud anything you shouldn’t? I like it here much more than in the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “All in good time, including conversation,” Bikhan replied enigmatically. “When do we begin?” 
 
      
 
    “We begin right now, while there’s nothing to stop us.” 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Nothing at all? Did you sort out the agreement? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Naturally. There’s no such thing as a document without hitches. Although I must admit, nobody apart from me and you can do it. Everything’s shaping up as if Lady Luck herself was leading us by the hand. And yes, it began a long time before you and I met. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: Maybe you could give me a bit more detail? I don’t want to get involved in any unpleasantness without understanding the backstory. 
 
      
 
    Eredani: Fret ye not, we’ll survive, as a certain mutual acquaintance of ours says. Everything’s under control. The main thing is you lead us to the portal and think how to kick that rabble out of the castle. They’re a serious disturbance. 
 
      
 
    As it transpired, there was nothing to stop Bikhan either. A number of the teams and practically all the players who had rocked up in Mindfell had used their own personal teleport. That left three: Bikhan, Azari, and Lurks, the spider lady’s “attack dog,” her personal bodyguard. The Era of the Dragon clan was acting with the utmost efficacy by sending into the portal those whom the godly items would enhance most of all, i.e. the entire clan. The arms race with the Legends would not stop for a second. 
 
      
 
    For some time we just waited in silence for the call, because the Chinese syndicate’s version of the run from the secret passageway to the portal did not require practicing. We would be hurled right into the necessary point. 
 
      
 
    “Marina says hi,” Bikhan said out of the blue. 
 
      
 
    Eredani grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Did you spare her life? After everything she found out? Are you getting old, or were you overcome by a fit of sentimentality? Student of the great Bikhan; the one with access to his body. I never did find out, you know; how long did you train her for?” 
 
      
 
    “It really is you.” A pleased smile crept onto the Chinaman’s face. “And how is it, over there on the other side?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I mustn’t complain. Apart from my tail getting in the way, which took a while to get used to, nothing else has changed much. I continue to live as I did in Barliona… Okay, okay, I’ll stop. First strike for a week.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it resets once a week,” Bikhan said with a nod. “Good, we shall continue later. How did you get involved with Kvalen?” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t believe it: pure coincidence. At first I thought he was working for Barliona. You don’t get a tiefling for no good reason, yet here there are two, and both in the same location. But then I realized he hadn’t a clue who I was or what I was doing here. And you can’t play like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, they have begun. The first group has penetrated Altameda, and the magi are ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them wait a minute before moving out.” 
 
      
 
    Eredani: And now, my young padawan, get ready to leap into action. Block all new arrivals except for that threesome. 
 
      
 
    Kvalen: I’m ready. Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on? Or do I act according to circumstance? 
 
      
 
    Eredani: What is going on here, Kvalen, is weapons created by Matthew: your Helen 1 and my Helen 2. In the agreement you signed is a full list of the damage-inflicting items available to players. Full, but not absolutely full. It doesn’t include personalized crossbows restricted in coverage to the continent of Stivala. And it includes nothing like Helen 1 and Helen 2. Azari and Lurks must go first, to meet Bikhan. As soon one of them disappears, we attack immediately. The magi who are supposed to get him out in case of danger are in Altameda now. The chink will not use rookie personnel. Even if a separate group is keeping watch somewhere, it will need time. Six seconds to react; that should be enough for us. And yes, us. I don’t give a toss about fines or ending up in the mines. It’s now or never; we won’t get another chance. You have to start first. 
 
      
 
    I did not say anything, I just nodded in confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “Master, the magi are in position. Lurks, you stay. I’ll check out the situation. Go!” 
 
      
 
    My palms were sweaty from the overwhelming emotion, something I’d never thought possible in the game. The spider lady surveyed the hall briefly and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing personal, Bikhan, but it’s high time you stopped being at the top of the ratings. A younger generation has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    You attacked another player first. 
 
      
 
    Status gained: Killer. 
 
      
 
    Due to the specifics of your weapon, you inflict 30% damage to Life scale. 
 
      
 
    Reloading time: 5 seconds. 
 
      
 
    “No-o-o!” Lurks yelled, as a dark shaft of lightning was hurled in my direction. It managed to inflict some damage, before flying off to the far wall, repelled by the protection gifted by the Emperor of Stivala, because nobody had torn up the agreement concerning my protection, and Lurks’s sword — or rather the kind of weapon used by the player — was there. Then I activated the Eagle Eye, rounding off the player’s game session. No nonaggression treaty had been signed concerning him. 
 
      
 
    “Get me out of here, urgently!” Bikhan shouted into the amulet. But it was too late. Just at that moment, a second arrow flew into him, released from Eredani’s crossbow. Everything happened just as the advisor had planned. We were given six seconds. Bikhan instantly sensed what was going on and legged it, but just then Helen 1 finished reloading. Recoil took another 30% from the Chinaman’s Life and 45% from mine, and a second later everything was over, when Eredani activated Helen 2. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: True Mortal. Description: you have gained the top spot among Barliona players without once being sent to your level for rebirth. 
 
      
 
    Reward for top spot in the ratings… 
 
      
 
    Messages flooded in like a raging torrent. The reward for first place was truly magnificent: trade bonuses with NPCs, additional bonuses for production or gathering, increased chances of item identification, and tons more that in one fell swoop made the clan Pareto leaders of the Utmar province. 
 
      
 
    The most interesting thing was yet to come, however. To begin with, my game account was credited with a reward for killing Bikhan. A bunch of gold and rewards, and most amusingly, a pile of reputation, which was of no use to anybody. 
 
      
 
    Achievement gained: First Killer. Description: you are the first player to gain Exalted reputation with the Guild of Killers. A parliamentaire has been sent to you to present the scepter of a faction chief. The reward for the achievement will be decided after the Handover of Power scene. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’ve canceled access to the castle.” Eredani plonked himself wearily down on the floor. Just the two of us remained in the hall. The advisor was not interested in the pile of items dropped from Bikhan. 
 
      
 
    “I have,” I confirmed. “They’re already crawling. Azari’s gone to chill, and there’s a tidal wave on the way to the castle. I get the impression the entire Era of the Dragon clan was gathered together in one place to destroy me.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Kvalen, it seems you have to deal with them by yourself now,” my advisor said with a guilty smile. “It’s not so easy for a prisoner to get a Red Name. It’s punishable. So…” 
 
      
 
    And with those words, Eredani, a.k.a. Victor Philips, left Mindfell. He also ceased to be a clan member, since it was not allowed for convicts. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SUPERYACHT PHOENIX, property of the Philips family, eventually made its way to one of the most beautiful bays in the Caribbean. I will admit the trip had exhausted me. I may not have been seasick, but the constant rocking totally knocked me off my working rhythm. Even in Barliona — there were capsules on the yacht — I felt terrible. Had it not been for Victoria’s presence, I don’t even know how I would have survived the three-day journey. Sailing is way easier in the virtual world. 
 
      
 
    “What can I say, Bro? Your fishing is really good. That was a proper monster you caught. Where did you learn to fish like that?” 
 
      
 
    “My father always used to take him with me. He loves it.” 
 
      
 
    “You must definitely introduce me to him. If he managed to raise a son like you, I’m sure he must be an interesting conversationalist. Darling! Could you bring us both a bottle of beer?” 
 
      
 
    “You should take it easy.” We were approached by an elderly but well-groomed lady. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a break.” Victor Philips smiled and summoned his wife to his side with a rakish gesture before burying his face in her. “You can’t imagine how much I’ve missed all this.” 
 
      
 
    Only two months had passed since we destroyed Bikhan’s game character, but so much had happened in that time that it would probably not all fit into the long life of one single person. 
 
      
 
    First and foremost, Bikhan was put away, and for a long time too. Everything went like clockwork, because the psychologists really knew what they were doing and were able to predict what would make the Chinaman come crawling from his criminal lair. My insolent treachery had been so painfully hurtful to the old snake’s vanity that he’d wanted to punish me personally, with me looking him in the eye while he wrapped my intestines around my neck, as he was quoted to have said. Three days after the incident, Bikhan had appeared in my town via a network of secret pathways, and his mini army had stormed my house, where they thought Victoria and I ought to be. But the Chinese were bang out of luck. Instead of two unsuspecting players, they were greeted by a special forces brigade armed to the teeth, and all of them were arrested. Their lawyers threw everything at trying to get their guy free, but it was too late, as Bikhan had been put in a capsule while he was still in my house, where they basically bled his memory dry. Modern means of interrogation are far more humane and effective than those of the twentieth century after all. 
 
      
 
    Then all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    The empire built by Bikhan began to fall apart at the seams. Following the loss of their opinion leader, ten separate claimants immediately asserted their right to the throne, and internal bickering broke out, which then developed into full-on civil war. It got to the point where the government had to send in troops and impose peace by force. Hostilities are still ongoing, but everyone eventually understood the government knew where its interests lay and would not accept the emergence of a new independent China. Bikhan’s enormous criminal empire was a thing of the past. 
 
      
 
    Each of the ten claimants striving for power considered it his duty to bump me off, and in the first few weeks alone, approximately twenty assassination attempts were organized. The security service carried out its duty to a T, and not one of them was successful. Indeed they could not have been, for every place the assassins showed up at, I had long since vacated. Brody West had vanished from every radar, along with his wife, Victoria West. I myself don’t really understand how it happened, but I’m not about to have any regrets. I simply feel at ease with Vicky, I feel complete, as though the last piece of the puzzle has been found and the beautiful picture is now complete. 
 
      
 
    Everything turned out quite interestingly with Altameda as well. It transpired that the levels and godly items had been part of the reward for passing through the portals all along. All Alex Herman had done, and the thing that had made Bikhan think long and hard, was making portal visits obligatorily personal, no avatars allowed. This had not been on the list given to the Chinaman several years previously. Basically, Altameda itself was Bikhan’s brainchild. The castle had been designed according to his demands and with a befitting reward, and the fact that Mahan had been able to snatch Altameda was nothing more than a coincidence, a lunacy that should never have happened. Alex had to put some work in, seeking out all the complicit parties and purging all the departments of turncoats working for Bikhan and the likes of him. Those two months were seriously difficult and challenging for everybody. 
 
      
 
    “Victor, you still haven’t said when we’re going back,” Mahan said, as he approached with several bottles of cold beer. “Is Phoenix going to rise from the flames again? Have they given you Ekhkiller back?” 
 
      
 
    “They have, but I’m not going to revive him. You see, Dima, there’s no need to rake up what’s already dead.” Victor, who had received amnesty a week ago, smiled. “The Legends of Barliona are on their own, and I do not intend to intervene in your affairs. I like what Brody’s doing and where his clan is going, how he helps people and what they become. It’s a whole load more important and interesting than all this running around after First Kill. I understand it pretty well after sitting in a capsule for nine months. I hope Brody will agree to take me back.” 
 
      
 
    “The post of advisor is still vacant,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of First Kills,” Mahan said, turning his gaze on me, “the portals of Altameda; I need the keys. Perhaps we could come to some agreement?” 
 
      
 
    “We most definitely could,” I said with a nod. “You’ve seen the proposal Bikhan made me. He might not be around himself, but Azari hasn’t gone anywhere. She’s still the chief of the Era of the Dragon, and until she claims compensation, she has the right of first refusal to be first through the portal. The fact that I had to set Bikhan up doesn’t mean I’m not planning to fulfill the responsibilities I took upon myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Anastaria won’t like that.” Mahan looked towards the front of the boat, where his wife and mine were twittering away amiably. 
 
      
 
    “But these aren’t my problems, right?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be so much easier if Pareto joined forces with the Legends and became one of its wings, under its own management, with protection and full access to resources. You could do everything exactly the same as now, only under our guidance.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re repeating yourself. We’ve already had this conversation and I refused. I see no reason to change my mind. Two independent clans is way more interesting and profitable than one in an expanded format.” 
 
      
 
    “As you know, I will not try to persuade you. I have just one question, which has stopped me sleeping soundly for two months already. What did you do with Plinto? He won’t tell me and he snaps when I ask him. I’ve never seen Nick so downhearted.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? Surely that’s public knowledge by now?” I asked in surprise. “I took charge of the Barliona Guild of Killers, and Plinto was my second in command. He had his eye on my position but didn’t manage to rack up enough Experience in time, and now he gets exasperated at having to carry out my orders. He has to reach Exalted before he can challenge me. And who said I would issue simple tasks? It was the last chief who demanded ‘kill this one, kill that one.’ I’m tearing it up big time.” 
 
      
 
    “So that’s why. You do understand he’s going to wreak his revenge?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be foolish to hope for anything else. I give him no restrictions in his tasks, so let him put some effort in. When he gets up to my level, then we’ll speak. So, Mahan, shall we have that chat? How much do you want to pass through the portals of Altameda and initiate the next update of Barliona?” 
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    The Hour of Pain (The Way of the Shaman Bonus Story) 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman Comic Book: 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 1: The Beginning: Volume One 
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 2: The First Day: Volume Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark Paladin LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    The Beginning (Dark Paladin Book #1) 
 
    The Quest (Dark Paladin Book #2) 
 
    Restart (Dark Paladin Book #3) 
 
      
 
    Galactogon LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    Start The Game (Galactogon: Book #1) 
 
    In Search of the Uldans   (Galactogon Book #2) 
 
    A Check for a Billion (Galactogon Book #3) LitRPG series 
 
      
 
      
 
     Invasion LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    A Second Chance (Invasion Book #1) 
 
    An Equation with One Unknown (Invasion Book #2) 
 
      
 
      
 
    World of the Changed LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    No Mistakes (World of the Changed Book #1) 
 
    Pearl of the South (World of the Changed Book #2) 
 
    Noa in the Flesh (World of the Changed Book #3) 
 
      
 
    The Alchemist LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    City of the Dead (The Alchemist Book #1) 
 
    Forest of Desire (The Alchemist Book #2) 
 
    Tears of Alron (The Alchemist Book #3) 
 
    Isr Kale's Journal (The Alchemist Book #4) 
 
    Tartila Mine (The Alchemist Book #5) 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bear Clan LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    The Cub (The Bear Clan Book 1) 
 
    The Wizard (The Bear Clan Book 2) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Starting Point LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    Idea (Starting Point Book #1) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
      
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!) 
 
      
 
      
 
    New Release! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! Kaitlyn Weiss writes in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book for free on Amazon: Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1) 
 
    by Kaitlyn Weiss

  

 
   
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending Invasion to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors? 
 
    Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter! 
 
      
 
    Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases! 
 
    Visit our 
 
    Facebook LitRPG page 
 
    to meet new and established LitRPG authors! 
 
    Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans! 
 
      
 
    Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter! 
 
      
 
    Till next time!

  

 
   
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    Vasily Mahanenko is a fantasy and sci fi author and one of the original founding fathers of the new genre of LitRPG - the MMO-based fantasy and sci fi. His debut novel The Way of the Shaman series took literature by storm in 2012. 
 
      
 
    Vasily dipped into his college-days insider knowledge as a hardcore gamer in order to create a believable world of the virtual-reality MMO game. His bestselling series combines fiction and video games, telling the story of Shaman and his friends stuck in the ruthless reality of Barliona. He used his more than ten years' experience as an ERP implementation project manager to approach his writing in a well-organized manner, working to a strict schedule, a set of deadlines and even a budget. The entire body of Vasily's works to date is available on Amazon now, with new books adding as he comes up with new fantasy worlds and stories. 
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